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Chapter One

“How do you know what we know?” Zeke asked. “Epistemology is the branch of philosophy dedicated to answering this question.” 

A few groans went up among attendees of the study group in response. 

“It’s also going to be on this week’s quiz,  I think at least going over our notes would be productive,” Zeke added, feeling frustrated by the group’s lack of interest. 

If he didn’t push them, he thought, they’d just give up.

Zeke was about to continue, but then something happened, and everyone turned around. The door to the study room swung open and in stepped a platinum blonde bombshell, caked in what looked like a pound of makeup and gorgeous tan skin. She was thin enough to be a catwalk model, yet curvy enough around the butt and the hips to get plenty of attention from the guys in the group. Clad in a clingy pink tank top and a glitter-embossed short skirt which proudly displayed her lithe figure, she instantly proved more of an attention grabber than philosophy. 

“Sorry,” she said as she pulled up a seat. “Did I miss much?”

“No,” Zeke said. “But do try to be on time in the future, if possible,” Zeke added, feeling a little resentful at having been interrupted. 

“Epistemology,” he said, looking down at his notes.

“Episte-what?” the new girl asked, her voice rising comically on the last syllable. 

She batted her eyelashes, her bright blue eyes sparkling brightly. 

“How we know what we know,” Zeke explained in a monotone.

“I dunno, we just know it?” said the girl, assuming Zeke’s reply was a question.

“That’s not...” Zeke began, unsure how to begin challenging such an answer. 

“I’m Nikki, by the way,” she said. 

The rest of the members all mumbled their own names, their eyes glued to her slender body.

“Well, Nikki,” Zeke began, “what do you have in your notes about the subject? I assume you were in class.”

“Um, actually...I was sick that Monday,” Nikki said. 

“That shouldn’t be an issue, since the classes were on Tuesday,” Zeke said. “What have you got?”

“Nothing, okay? That’s why I’m at the study group, duh!” Nikki said, giggling a little. 

A chorus of polite laughter followed her remarks, and Zeke cringed. Because she was cute, she was going to coast off of the hard work of the people who cared enough about the group to arrive on time and take notes. She’d clearly expected no better of them, and she had been right to do so.

“Back to epistemology,” Zeke said. “Within the so-called social sciences, knowledge is expected to be derived from principle from the scientific method. But this expectation runs into the central problem we discussed on Tuesday. What ought to serve as the line of demarcation to separate scientific and nonscientific methods of gaining knowledge?”

As he spoke, Zeke could see and hear Nikki yawn. A few moments later, she was busy typing something into her cell phone. Zeke’s best friend, Alfred, was staring directly at her, his jaw slack, as he lustily gazed at her. What was he thinking, Zeke wondered, what his dick would look like in her open mouth? Zeke felt repulsed by her lack of interest in such a worthwhile subject, and by his friend’s interest in Nikki.

“Well, what do you all think?” Zeke said, taking a seat. He was through throwing pearls before swine. Well - he was almost through. “Alfred, I’m curious to hear your thoughts.”

“My thoughts?” Alfred repeated, lisping a little through the letter “s” as usual.

“Line of demarcation,” Zeke said. “Where to draw it?”

“Uh...Hungarian philosopher Imre Lakatos suggested a series of research programs might help clarify which concepts were progressing, and which ones were degenerating,” said Alfred, his voice high pitched and nasal.

“Well,” Zeke countered. “How does one make that determination? How can a program be said to be a success or a failure?”

“Institutional support?” Alfred offered.

“So rule by committee? Congratulations. We’ve just outsourced the job of sorting the scientific from the nonscientific to committee bureaucrats. Because we know they never make mistakes,” said Zeke, his voice dripping with venomous sarcasm. 

This time, it was his turn to earn the laughs.

~

When the meeting was adjourned, Zeke expected Alfred to stay behind. They had a game to finish. What he hadn’t expected was for Nikki to stay behind, too.

“Hey,” she said to Zeke, after the others had left. “I don’t think I ever got your answer to the line of demerit question.”

“The line of demarcation?” Zeke clarified, as condescendingly as he could. “No, I don’t believe that one was your fault. I never offered my take.”

“Well, could I hear it?” Nikki asked.

“Why?” Zeke asked. “You don’t really care, do you?”

“Sure, I do,” she said, unconvincingly. Zeke’s only reply was a cold glare. “Ok, ok, fine. I couldn’t give a flying fuck about philosophy, is that what you want to hear?”

“Then why are you here?” Zeke said, repeating his original question.

“Because I don’t think I can pass the comprehensive exam, OK?” Nikki said. “Yeah, sure, I coasted in class, but if I flunk these comps, I won’t get my Master’s degree.”

“So it’s just a piece of paper to you, huh?” Zeke asked. “Why get an advanced degree in a subject that doesn’t inspire passion?”

“I didn’t know what else to do, and my parents were pushing it. They’ve really been on my case about getting me to pass this exam,” Nikki explained. “So I really want to, you know, pass.”

“You’re really a contradiction, aren’t you?” Zeke asked. “Someone who cares about something they don’t care about. So, why don’t you get a tutor?”

“I can’t afford that,” Nikki said. “I’m already taking out loans, still don’t have one dime to spare. Besides, the last time I had a tutor, she was a total bitch. You know what I’m saying, right?”

“I’ll tutor you for free,” Alfred offered. 

Nikki ignored him.

“What do you think I should do?” Nikki asked Zeke.

“Take Alfred here up on his offer,” Zeke said, and began packing up his books. 

Alfred shot Zeke a thumbs up sign as his goofy grin widened.

“Look, I need to pass this class,” Nikki said. “You’re the best of the best. There’s a reason why you lead these study groups, right?”

“I...I guess so,” Zeke admitted. 

“Then, I need your help,” she said.

“Well, right now, I’m busy. Alfred and I are going to play a game of ‘Warhammer,’” Zeke said, as he began walking.

“Why don’t you watch? It’s has great mechanics,” said Alfred. Zeke could resist groaning a little.

“Sure,” Nikki agreed, following along. Alfred hung back just slightly, so he could oogle her swaying rear in her short skirt. “How do you play?” she asked.

“You pick a faction and you build an army,” Zeke replied.

“You build an army?” Nikki repeated.

“You literally build one,” Alfred explained. “By hand! You paint these little figurines, and...”

“Playing with dolls, eh?” Nikki replied with a little chuckle.

“Is that supposed to be some kind of crack about our masculinity?” Zeke said, bristling again.

“Well, if it is, have no fear,” Alfred began. “‘Warhammer’ is a war game, a fact which I assumed was self-evident due to the fact that the word ‘War’ is in the...” 

“Alfred, if she thinks it’s stupid, she doesn’t have to watch us play,” Zeke cut him off.

“No, it’s...fine,” Nikki said. “I’m happy to watch.” 

She was willing to do nearly anything to get on Zeke’s good graces.

“Isn’t she great?” Alfred whispered. “A hot chick who wants to watch us play ‘Warhammer’! My perfect woman!”

“Are you delusional?” Zeke shot back. “She’s just using us to pass the exam, to get a degree she doesn’t deserve to earn.”

“What’s wrong with her needing a tutor?” Alfred asked. “I think it’s great. She’ll think anything we say is smart.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have to tutor my perfect woman. She’d already know what she needs to know, and then some. She wouldn’t have to be introduced to ‘Warhammer,’ she’d already be a master at it. She’d be too nerdy even for me!” Zeke shot back again, waving his hands for effect.

“Too nerdy?” Alfred asked. “Is that even possible?”

“I guess not, I can’t think of an area where it would bother me,” Zeke admitted.

“Now who’s the ‘contradiction’?” said Alfred, reminding him of the remark he had tossed Nikki’s way earlier.

“You boys talking about little ole me?” Nikki asked. 

Neither spoke up.

They reached Zeke’s apartment, where Nikki found legions of little troops already ready to battle on a large table, which was decked out with tiny trees, boulders, and what appeared to be the remnants of a broken down castle.

“You’re going down,” Zeke said as he looked at Alfred and waved his fist in the air. 

The corner of it grazed the bookshelf bolted to his wall. It shook a little, and then tumbled off of the edge, heading straight for the two miniature armies. 

Zeke and Alfred felt their eyes glaze over as they stared transfixed at the heavy textbook’s rapid descent. But Nikki lunged forward, catching the book in midair.

“Whoa,” Alfred said. “Great save!”

“Well, I don’t like to brag, but I certainly did have to train up my reflexes to do gymnastics,” Nikki said, beaming a little. “Now, where were you guys on your little game?”

“As I recall,” Alfred said, “when we left off, I was about to hit with a rocket barrage.”

“Go ahead, if you want to waste your rockets this early in the game,” Zeke said with a shrug. 

Alfred hesitated. Was Zeke bluffing? He knew his attack relied a lot on luck, but today...

“The odds might be against me, but I’m going to ask Nikki here to roll my dice for me,” Alfred stimulated. “I’m sure she’ll bring me luck.”

“If ‘luck’ is what I’m up against, I’m ecstatic,” replied Zeke. 

Nikki took the dice into the cup, shook them around a few times, and tossed them onto the table.

All six dice came up sixes, a result which Zeke later calculated only had a 0.00214% chance of occurring by chance. But something even more unexpected occurred at the same time. As the six dice fell out of the cup, so did a very thin, gold ring, with a few rhinestones in the middle. It bounced off of the dice and landed at the foot of one of Alfred’s big tanks.

“How...how did that get in there?” Zeke asked. 

He would have suspected Alfred of pulling off a trick like this, perhaps in a ploy to win Nikki’s affection, but he saw him hand her the dice cup - there had been no ring there. 

“Nikki, were you wearing that?” Zeke asked.

“No,” she said. “It looks cute, though.”

“Well, you can go ahead and keep it if you’d like,” Zeke said. “The game’s over. That strike took out my whole army, thanks to your lucky hand there.”

Nikki placed the ring on her ring finger. “Thanks,” she said, looking down at her perfectly manicured fingers admiringly. “But the game’s not quite over,” she said, as she gazed down at the board. “Doesn’t your little...uh, your little tall guy there, doesn’t he get an extra saving throw?”

“Yes, he does!” Zeke said. “Alfred, were you going to let me forget about that one?”

“I forgot myself.”

“How the heck do you even know what a saving throw is?” Zeke asked Nikki. “I thought you’d never played before.”

“I haven’t,” she replied, “but I’ve had friends play it in the background, when I’m watching TV. I guessed I picked up a thing or two just from listening.”

“Well, I’m going to go ahead and try for that saving throw,” Zeke said. “Nikki, since you helped Alfred so much, why not lend me your hot hand and roll it?” Zeke wasn’t quite ready to believe in luck, but the unusual series of events was certainly...noteworthy.

“Sure,” Nikki said. 

This time, the roll failed, and nothing out of the ordinary fell out of the cup. 

“Sorry,” she said, wincing a little.

“Don’t worry about it,” Zeke said with a shrug.

“So, now that the game’s over, can you tell me your answer?” Nikki asked.

“My answer about what?”

“The line of demarcation,” Nikki said, somewhat exasperatedly. “How do we know what we know?” 

“Oh, that. Well, I felt like Thomas Kuhn had it right. We can’t hope to measure the growth of scientific knowledge in a purely linear fashion. When a paradigm shift among scientific elites replaces the existing understanding, we throw out what we thought we knew.”

“Sheer factual nonsense, to quote my friend Lakatos,” said Alfred. “You have a bunch of scientific ‘wise men,’ acting like conservative religious leaders, who tell the rest of us what truth is, what knowledge is, based on their consensus...”

“It might not be perfect, but it’s better than your ‘truth by committee’ idea for the different programs,” Zeke shot back. “Let’s let the experts decide the truth rather than bureaucrats with mixed motives.” 

“Well, the committees reflect the fact that scientific consensus is far more illusory than is initially claimed...” 

“Boys, boys, let me write this down,” Nikki said. “This is really good! I could use this for my exam essay!”

“I assume you’ll attend our next study session?” Zeke asked.

“Of course,” replied Nikki. “I couldn’t miss one!” 

There was a brief pause in the conversation, and then Nikki’s tummy made a little gurgling sound.

“You hungry?” Zeke asked. 

“Um...it’s not too bad,” Nikki said, rubbing her growling stomach. “It hasn’t broken my will yet.”

“Is that how you think about eating?” Zeke asked. “When the stomach wins?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” Nikki asked, as she looked Zeke up and down. He was by no means obese, but he was on the chubby side, with a fairly prominent gut. “Erm...sorry,” she added.

“Well, you should have something to eat today,” he said. 

“I’ll have some celery soaked in rice milk with my tea later,” she said. “I heard that’s how Gwyneth stays so skinny.”

“Well...enjoy,” Zeke said, wincing a little. 

Chapter Two 

“In chemistry, an equation can govern what will happen to two molecules. Will they form covalent bonds - yes or no? Factors exist which can determine definitive answers to these questions, and the answers form the basis for everything needed for modern life, from automobile engines to medicine.” 

“Can social science provide that level of certainty to its answers? Can a gene determine our susceptibility authoritarian ideologies? Does making decisions on a full stomach affect whether a judge decides to release a parolee? Does tasting a bitter drink make you become more socially conservative?” Zeke asked.

“Without a doubt,” said Alfred. “All of the examples you mentioned are from recent studies proving the affirmative.”


“Well, maybe not,” said Nikki. 

Zeke had almost missed her arrival. She was wearing a school sweater instead of her tank top, and didn’t make a splash coming in late like she did yesterday. He was surprised to see her contradict Alfred. “How do you define ‘socially conservative’ or ‘authoritarian?”

“That’s actually what we are going to be talking about today,” said Zeke. “John Davis - he was one of our supplementary readings, in case you don’t remember him - said that the lack of universality in language meant finding objectivity in measuring linguistically defined concepts was impossible.” 

“Releasing prisoners seems to be fairly objective,” Alfred countered. “You’re either in jail or you’re not.”

“True,” said Zeke, “but...”

“You can’t make an equation out of a judge’s lunch,” Nikki said. There was a spark in here eye that Zeke hadn’t seen before, as though she was actually excited to jump into the discussion. “There are too many things to take account of. What did they eat? How was it eaten? Where? What culture? What other activities were done at lunchtime that may have affected the jurist’s judgement? A full bladder might have been just as important as an empty stomach, but the researchers didn’t test for that, did they?”

“No, but they could have!” Alfred said. “The principle of science does not fail because of the practical concerns of scientists.”

“Yes, but could they test for all possible countervailing factors?” Zeke asked. “I think Nikki - and John Davis - have a point.”

~

“You seem to have done your homework,” Zeke said to Nikki, once the study group had broken up. “I’m impressed.”

“You shouldn’t be,” Nikki said. “I’m almost certain Alfred softballed me that one.” 

“You mean...” Zeke said, scratching his head.

“I think maybe he wanted me to correct him,” she said. “So I’d feel smart.”

“Do you?” Zeke asked. 

She did seem markedly more intelligent than yesterday. Was she just having an off day, then, or...what? He fully expected her to brag about getting the answer right, if given the chance. Dumb people, Zeke thought, can never resist the chance to feel as though they’ve pulled even with their mental superiors. 

“Do I feel smart? Not particularly,” she replied. 

“Well, I think you overestimated Alfred. I doubt he’s sophisticated enough to try to manipulate you like that,” Zeke said with a little chuckle.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Nikki said with a small shrug. Were her shoulders a little rounder compared to yesterday, he wondered. Nah, it must have been his imagination. “But you never know,” she added.

“I mean, I think it’s obvious he’s got a little crush on you,” Zeke said.

“Duh!” Nikki said with a laugh. “As if, right?”

“What do you mean?” Zeke asked.

“Why would he even want to go for me? We’d be a terrible match. We’d have nothing in common.”

“Certainly not your theories on social science philosophy,” Zeke said with a wry grin. “But ever heard the theory that opposites attract.”

“Yeah, right,” Nikki said. “Have you ever seen that work?”

“Well, it’s not what I prefer for myself,” Zeke said. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t be what Alfred wants.”

“Guys like him...I dunno. They’ve just...” Nikki began.

“They’re what?” Zeke said, preparing for Nikki to level some broad and ignorant criticism of Alfred that just as easily apply to him as well.

“Well, nothing,” Nikki said after a moment. “I don’t want to talk badly about someone in their absence.” 

“What about your last tutor?” Zeke reminded her. “Didn’t you call her a bitch yesterday?”

“I never said that,” Nikki said, shaking her head. “That doesn’t sound like me.”

“Well, I clearly remember, it did stick out in the conversation,” Zeke retorted.

“Maybe that’s just what you imagined I was saying, while you were trying to come up with excuses not to tutor me,” Nikki shot back. 

“You’re certainly feisty today,” Zeke said with a little smile. 

“Walk with me,” Nikki said. “I have a student council meeting to attend. It’s every Tuesday and Thursday.”

“You’re part of the student council?” Zeke asked.

“Actually, I’m vice president,” said Nikki.

“Woah,” said Zeke. 

~

“The eighty-third meeting of the student council will come to order,” said the president, a peppy girl with bright red hair and stylish glasses. “What’s the first item on the agenda?”

“Seventeen student groups are petitioning for re-certification after last week’s student leader diversity policy was implemented last week,” said Nikki.

“I understand we have a representative who would like to speak?” asked the president.

“That’s right we do!” said a tall, athletic young man as he rose to his feet. “I’m the president of our chapter of Campus Crusade for Christ, and the new policy is an outrage! We won’t change our religious beliefs because the school has decided we have to be politically correct!”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said the president, “but the change wasn’t our idea. The school said we can’t have clubs discriminate on the basis religion, including leadership roles. That means your club must be open to everyone, including leadership.”

“But we can’t allow non-Christians to lead our club!” shouted the man. “We followers of Jesus got a right to be here as much as anybody else! Other people can have their own clubs.”

“And those other clubs must also not discriminate on the basis of religion in their charter,” said the president, “or they’ll lose certification too. Again, this isn’t up for debate, it’s not my purview. The school has made their decision final. We can’t do anything about it here.”

“Still, it’s a miscarriage of justice!” he said. “What’s next, banning Bibles from campus because they say only Christians go to Heaven?”

“You wanna get out of here?” Zeke whispered to Nikki.

“Yeah, seems like a fairly boring day,” she agreed. 

She rose to her feet, told the president she wasn’t feeling well, and slipped out the back.

~

“Please tell me you normally have more fun than that?” Zeke asked.

“It’s not exactly fun,” Nikki said, pulling out her phone after it made a squealing sound. “My sorority sisters wanted me to get involved in the student body elections when I was an undergrad, and I just sort of got started climbing the ladder.”

“So, you don’t even like it?” Zeke asked. “Then why do it?”

“Zeke, that’s such a simple way of looking at it,” she said, putting the phone down before she had a chance to respond to it. “I’m sure there are things you don’t like that you do anyways.”

“Still, if you’re not into it...”

“Somebody has to do it,” Nikki said. “It was expected of me. So it fell to me. Who am I to reject it? Who am I to say somebody else should take that burden?”

“Somebody else might not see it as a burden. And besides, I’m sure there are other things you could be doing that would provide some good to someone. This isn’t the only duty you could perform, is it?” Zeke asked.

“I don’t know,” Nikki said, clicking her fake nails together. “That’s a good question, though. What do you like to do, aside from playing games and studying?”

“I like how you lumped studying in with games as things I enjoy,” said Zeke. “Honestly, though, I really do love it.”

“I know,” said Nikki, giggling a little. Her laugh sounded slightly different to Zeke, less artificially bubbly and more genuine. “And I like how deftly you avoided my question. What - are you afraid I won’t like it?”

“Well, you did call ‘Warhammer’ playing with dolls, didn’t you?” 

“Of course not, never said that,” said Nikki. “I’d remember it if I said something like that.”

“Is there some kind of epidemic of amnesia going around?” Zeke said, letting loose one of his own laughs. “Yes, you did, I heard you say it!.”

“Is amnesia really spread like an illness?” Nikki asked.

“...No,” Zeke replied. “It isn’t.” 

“Oh. Then why ask?” said Nikki.

“I was just...never mind. Didn’t you get a text earlier? I don’t want to keep you from it.”

“Nope,” she said.

“You sure? Maybe it was an IM or something. I heard a little squealing sound.”

“I...don’t get texts that often,” she said. “And I don’t have a ringtone that sounds like that.”

“My mistake, then,” Zeke said, though he wasn’t so sure.

“So...” Nikki said, twirling her hair with her finger. Was here hair a shade darker than yesterday, Zeke wondered? “What do you have going on tonight?”

“Well, sometimes I snack and binge watch TV shows,” Zeke said. “Anything wrong with that?”

“You’re so nervous,” Nikki said.

“I’m not nervous!” Zeke said, his voice rising nearly to the level of a shout.

“No, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that, sheesh,” Nikki said. “What are we watching?”

~

Nikki’s lips curled a little in revulsion as she watched the wolf howl, and then charge into the woods.

“So this is ‘Teen Wolf’?” she asked.

“Yeah, like it so far?” Zeke said, munching on microwave popcorn as he spoke.

“What’s on after this?” Nikki asked.

“‘Wolf Watch,’” Zeke said. 

“Is that another werewolf show?” 

“No, ‘Wolf Watch’ is a show about watching ‘Teen Wolf’. A couple of the actors come on, talk with fans of the show, and the plot is discussed, and they have a preview of the next show,” Zeke explained.

“What’s on next, the ‘Wolf Watch’ after party?” Nikki asked with a little snort.

“Nah, you have to go online for that,” Zeke said.

“Wah, you serious? I was just kidding.” Nikki said.

“What’s the matter? Too scary for you?” 

“Yeah, I’m terrified of the subpar acting and the obvious plot holes.”

“You hungry?” Zeke asked, pushing the big bowl of popcorn towards her.

“Eh....no thanks,” Nikki said, after staring down at it for a few seconds.

“Suit yourself,” he said, pulling it back towards him.

“Give me some that, Mr. Selfish. I said I wanted a handful,” said Nikki.

“If you say so,” Zeke said, feeling a little perplexed.

“Mm...God this is good,” she said, munching noisily but making sure to keep a hand carefully placed over her mouth. Despite this, Zeke noticed her chin seemed just a little rounded. “Do you have any low-fat butter?” 

Chapter Three

“Hannah Arendt,” Zeke said. “What was she famous for?”

“Eichmann trial. The banality of evil,” said Alfred. “Society can be considered responsible if a mediocre man becomes a cog in a murderous...”

“Good - she was famous for that,” said Zeke. “But I’m interested in something else. What about her philosophy of life?” 

“Life consists of three parts,” said Nikki. 

She looked different today. Her makeup seemed less prominent and less expertly applied, as though she’d just dabbed on a little without bothering to look in the mirror. 

“But I always get them mixed up.”

“No worries, it is a bit tricky. Arendt isn’t always the most accessible writer. She said life consists of labor, work, and action,” explained Zeke.

“Labor is what we all do. It’s what we need to do to survive. Eating, breathing, sleeping, getting shelter and clothing. According to Arendt, labor is necessary but also futile, for everyone dies and there is nothing which can be carried over as a product of labor.”

“Work is what we do to become worldly. We do not need a table to survive, but we make one as a human luxury. We make worldly comforts with work, we shape a world to make it a more pleasant place for those like us.”

“Action is the most important, in Arendt’s view. Action is self-expression, it is our capacity for freedom, for expressing our individuality. Action is what we do when we interact with each other, and authentically self-actualize.” 

“What do you think? Did she approve or disapprove of the way modern life balances these things?” Zeke asked.

“Disapprove,” said Alfred. “If she thought everything was fine, why bother constructing a theory?”

“An astute observation about the nature of philosophy, but that doesn’t help us understand Arendt’s thinking,” said Zeke.

“Well, she mentions the ancient Greeks,” said Nikki. “A citizen could expect his labor and his work to be fulfilled by his family and his slaves, leaving his life to principally revolve around action. But today our focus is just on labor and work, and we don’t value action.”

“That’s right,” said Zeke. “We value conformity instead of individuality, we value material goods instead of virtue, and stability and security are prized over honor and wisdom.”

“The Greeks were a bunch of hypocrites, don’t idolize them,” complained Alfred. “What good was all their virtue if they couldn’t figure out slavery was wrong?”

“Our own nation couldn’t figure that out for 100 years,” said Zeke. “What’s the point?”

“I think Alfred might be onto something,” Nikki said. “We can’t just say that the Greeks as a society really valued self-actualization if most human beings were denied that right.” 

“In every society, there are some intellectuals and some who are idiots,” Zeke bristled.

“But just think of what Greeks might have been able to accomplish had they not assumed that women and foreigners were essentially sub-human. A philosopher greater than Plato might have labored under the yoke of servitude,” said Nikki, jumping to her feet with excitement and causing her breasts to bounce a little.

“Just as today, a mind mightier than Stephen Hawking might waste itself as just a cog in the great mechanistic doldrums that is modern life and social convention, or at least Arendt would argue so,” Zeke said. “It seems we’ve come full circle.”

When the group broke up, Nikki and Alfred stayed behind. Both rose to their feet at around the same time, and Nikki arched her back, stretching a little. As she did so, the baggy T-shirt she was wearing rode up a bit, and Zeke could see the faint arc of curve sticking out.

That wasn’t right, he thought. Nikki, when she had first arrived at their group, had been thin. One little popcorn binge shouldn’t change that.

“Nikki, what do you think about Arendt's view of Marx?” Alfred asked.

“She was able to successfully mount a challenge to his conception of labor as the primary force...” Nikki began.

That wasn’t right either, Zeke thought. This girl was an idiot, an airhead, when she walked in. A few study groups shouldn’t have changed things this fast. She hadn’t paid attention in class when she first arrived, but now she knew enough to carry on a conversation. She was even spouting points Alfred would be making more eloquently than he did!

A few moments yesterday had caused him to raise an eyebrow or two, including her ‘forgetting’ some of her comments from the day before. Zeke was willing to ignore that because he didn’t mind what was happening. But as he eyed the little double chin that was developing under her jaw, he realized he couldn’t ignore it any longer.

“Can I...borrow Alfred for a second?” Zeke said, and quickly pulled him into another study room.

“Have you noticed something odd is going on here?” Zeke asked.

“Yeah. You pulling me into another room to talk with me? Seems pretty odd.”

“No! I meant with Nikki. Isn’t she acting strange? Too smart, I mean? Compared to how she was when she first got here two days ago?”

“I don’t know. Was she really that bad?” Alfred asked.

“You’re just cutting her a break because you think she’s hot,” Zeke said. 

“She’s not that hot,” Alfred replied. 

“You were nearly drooling all over her!” Zeke shouted. “I saw you!”

“She’s cute, but she could lose a pound or two,” Alfred said with a shrug.

“So you have noticed she’s gained weight?”

“Since when? We haven’t known her all that long.

“Since yesterday!” Zeke said. 

“Zeke, is something wrong?” Alfred asked, suddenly looking concerned. “Do you have a crush on her, is that what this is about? Your roundabout way of asking me if I’m going to make a move on her?”

Zeke let out a long sigh, and took a moment to gather his thoughts. 

“So, just to clarify, you haven’t noticed anything weird about her?”

“About her, no. You’re taking the weird prize today, buddy,” Alfred said. “My chess club meetup is in five, I gotta go, OK?”

Zeke nodded, and headed back to the study room, where Nikki was waiting.

“I heard shouting. Everything OK between you two?” she asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” Zeke said.

“Well, that was convincing,” Nikki said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Zeke said. “I feel like...well, you’ll think I’m going crazy or something.” 

“Oh?” Nikki said. “Sounds fascinating! I’d love to hear more about it.”

“Alright,” Zeke said, as he started to take his seat again. “It’s like this...”

“Can we walk and talk?” Nikki asked. “I’m getting a little hungry.”

“I thought you did your best to avoid eating,” said Zeke.

“Who told you that?” Nikki said with a shrug. “It’s certainly what my mom always says I should do. She keeps going on and on about how I could be a model if I lost 15 pounds.”

~

“So, why are you crazy?” Nikki asked, as she slowly sipped from her small milkshake and nibbled on her fries. “Or, more precisely, why do you think the information you’re about to convey will cause me to think of you as crazy?”

“I hadn’t thought of it quite like that. I guess it’s one of those weaknesses of language,” Zeke said. “One man’s lunatic is another’s visionary, right?”

“Right. But you didn’t answer the question, did ya?” Nikki said, winking. “Come on, spill. You can’t make this big of a deal about it and then just keep it to yourself.”

“Well, to start...have you noticed anything odd happening over the past couple of days?”

“You mean besides this conversation?” Nikki asked. “Nope. Why?”

“I just felt like you’ve changed...a lot. In a short time, that is,” Zeke said softly.

“Changed...how?”

“Well, for starters, you didn’t have much to contribute on our first study session.”

“We had that talk about Thomas Kuhn!” Nikki protested. 

“Well, it seems like your arguments have become more sophisticated.”

“Doesn’t that just prove you’re doing a good job with the study group, if I’m learning?” she asked.

“I...I guess,” Zeke said. 

The more he talked out his concerns, the sillier they sounded. He had another topic he could bring up, but he was hoping to avoid it.

“That’s it? I’m too smart all of the sudden?” Nikki said with a snort. 

“Way to make a girl feel special, Zeke,” she said, finishing off the rest of the fries in one big handful.

“Well, there’s also...your appearance,” Zeke began, tactfully. “Didn’t you used to be something of a diet nut?”

“Yeah, like in high school, I guess,” Nikki said. “But you didn’t know me then.”

“No, but it seems you look different than you did...even two days ago. You’ve been eating more, haven’t you? Doesn’t your body look...different?”

“Are you trying to tell me I’m getting fat?” Nikki asked, her eyes narrowing.

“No, I’m trying to avoid saying that,” said Zeke.

“Zeke, you’re a douchebag,” Nikki spat, rising to her feet. “I know what this is about. You’re threatened by me. You run your little group, and then someone else shows up with a head on her shoulders, and you can’t take the competition.”

“That’s not it at all!” Zeke said. “I care about you! That’s why I’m concerned...”

“Concerned that I’m thinking too much? Eating too much? You’re one to talk on that score,” she said. 

Zeke looked down at his burger, and then at his protruding gut, which was grazing against the edge of the table. His cheeks burned with shame.

“Nikki, I’m sorry. What I was trying to say came out wrong,” Zeke pleaded.

“Damn right it did. You’ve got a lot to learn about how to act in social situations,” Nikki said. 

Nikki rose to her feet, and stormed out of the fast food joint. A few minutes later, Alfred walked in, and took the place Nikki had been sitting.

“Hey, I saw Nikki walk out of here in a huff. She mad at you or something?” Alfred asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” said Zeke. 

“You didn’t share your theory that she’s turned into a different person, did you?” Alfred asked. 

Zeke didn’t reply. 

“Wow. You did? How did you expect that one to go?”

“I don’t know,” Zeke said. “I just had to say something, otherwise I would have felt...”

“Felt what? You don’t have to say everything that comes into your mind. You can keep some things to yourself,” Alfred said.

For now, Zeke had to agree. 

Chapter Four

“Today, we are discussing John Rawls,” Zeke said. “He had something called the theory of justice. If we want to think about justice, think about the design  of a perfect society. But you don’t know the rules of that society beforehand. You could be the President, or you could be a janitor. How would you design such a society? What would the tax rates be? What would the cost of education be?” 

“Yeah, but Michael Sandel said that people can’t help but interject their own biases into the process. Even if we don’t know our own place in the hypothetical society, can we completely divorce ourselves from our place now?  And if not...” Nikki began.

“It’s not about actually crafting a new society from scratch, it’s about getting ourselves into a mentality that allows us to understand what justice really is,” Zeke said. 

“So, let’s say we decide to make everything shared equally, guaranteeing that nobody goes without,” said Alfred. “Wouldn’t that be just as unfair to the hard-working people who have to suffer the injustice of having their hard-earned possessions taken from them?

“Well, there are competing theories,” said Zeke.

“Robert Nozick had one,” Alfred continued. “The entitlement theory of justice. ‘Whatsoever then he removes out of the state that nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his labor with, and joined to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property.’ If you acquired a possession justly, then justly you should keep it. It would be the height of injustice to deprive you of something you got on your own. That’s why taxation is a moral hazard.”

“How does one really earn anything on their own?” Nikki scoffed. “You received an education, partially subsidized by the state. If you ship a product, you use government-funded roads. Even if your work is all digital, the internet was developed with government funds. Don’t you owe the government some recompense for making your life possible?” Nikki asked as she threw hands in the air, causing her huskier upper arms to wiggle a little.

“I didn’t ask the government to make those expenses on my behalf,” countered Alfred, “therefore, I’m not responsible for paying for them.”

“But collectively, we did decide,” said Nikki. “We lived in a democracy.”

“Well, some of us voted third-party last election,” Alfred said smugly.

“It doesn’t matter how you voted, you have your representation. Paying your taxes is part of the social contract,” said Nikki. 

“Then, it’s an unjust contract!” Alfred said. “Just think how great it would be if we could all be left to our own devices, incentivized that we could do things on our own and enjoy all the fruits of our labors.”

“Leaving aside the issue of how to deal with things like pollution, what’s to stop a gang from forming and just taking your stuff from you?” Nikki asked, placing her hands on her newly-wider hips. “There’s no government, so there’s no police.”

“I’m sure like minded, just citizens could band together...” Alfred started.

“Alfred, come on,” Zeke said. “Who regulates these bands of ‘just citizens?’ Who adjudicates disputes? Who is the leader? Before long, you have the government, all over again.”

~

“Alfred, ‘Warhammer?” Zeke asked, once the meeting was over.

“Nah, I got a meetup with the Objectivist Society,” he said. “You’re welcome to come along.”

“Eh...no thanks,” Zeke said, wincing a little.

“Nikki, are we ok?” Zeke asked, once Alfred had left.

“Don’t worry about it. You merely revealing the depth of your ignorance couldn’t hurt my feelings,” she said with a shrug. 

Zeke noticed that today, she wasn’t wearing any makeup. 

“You’ve got that student council meeting today, right?” Alfred asked. 

“What?” Nikki asked.

“They’re not today? I thought when we went last time, you said they were Tuesday and Thursday.” 

“They are, but what made you think I was going today? Did you hear about something interesting on the agenda, or something?”

“No, I thought you were required to attend,” Zeke said.

“Required?”

“You are the vice president...aren’t you?” 

Nikki started laughing, letting loose a flamboyant, knee-slapping series of griffaws. As she did so, Zeke could tell her figure had only continued to expand. Her breasts, which had once been so small that they barely made a crease in a clingy tube top, now shook a little under her sweater, while the flesh of her newly broadened thighs quivered ever so slightly as she hit them with her hands. “Heck no.”

“Then why did we attend that meeting together?” demanded Zeke.

“To speak out in favor of the student group leadership diversity policy, of course. You don’t remember that being on the agenda?” 

“I...I do,” Zeke said. “I’m sorry, just forget I said anything.”

“So, now you’re OK with me having amnesia, huh?” Nikki asked. 

Zeke took the jab in stride. He was more interested in what was happening to Nikki than trying to protect his pride.

“Did your sorority sisters...ever suggest that you run for class office?” Zeke coyly asked, remembering her stated reason for running yesterday.

“Sure they did,” Nikki said. “But I told them I wasn’t interested.”

“Why weren’t you?” Zeke asked.

“Well, what’s the point? All that time spent, so little actual authority to do anything. Why bother?”

“Surely, someone has to do it,” Zeke said, looking her in the eye.

“I suppose,” Nikki conceded. “But why me? It would be the height of sloppy solipsism and false humility for me to claim that I was performing some great service to the class by selflessly serving.”

“But what if nobody...” Zeke started. 

“If nobody wants to serve, let the post go unfilled,” Nikki interjected. “It’s the school’s problem, not mine.”

She threw her hands up in frustration.

That’s when Zeke saw it. The ring. It had lost its bright gold hue, and was thicker than it had been previously. Even its shape was different: instead of a uniform band, it now was lined with what looked like little gears. Was the ring changing along with her, like the rest of her clothes, or was the ring somehow responsible for her changes, Zeke wondered. Hadn’t all this weirdness began the moment she put that thing on?

“Earth to Zeke,” Nikki said, whistling a little for emphasis. “Spacing out?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess so,” Zeke said. “Sorry.”

“You gotta get that in check for the test,” Nikki said. “I wouldn’t want you to blank when the comp is right in front of you.”

“I’ll be fine,” Zeke tried to assure her. “Want to go see a movie?”

“Nah,” Nikki said. “I’m doing a ‘Deviant Art’ competition, it’s due soon.” 

“Really?” Zeke asked. “You know, I’ve got an account there, too.” 

“I just do some landscape, nothing too out there, and no people,” Nikki said. “As a fellow artist, I’d be curious to get your feedback.”

“I said I had an account, I didn’t say I was a fellow artist,” Zeke reminded her.

“It was implied,” Nikki said. “Don’t worry, if you’re nervous about showing me your stuff, I’ll just pretend you don’t have any.”

Zeke chewed his lower lip while he tried to keep his face expressionless. Damn, he thought to himself, she’s good.

~

“This is good,” Zeke said, his eyes wide as he peered over Nikki’s laptop. 

“Good? You couldn’t think of a more germane adjective than that?” Nikki said. 

“It’s splendiferous. Happy?” Zeke said.

“Sorry,” Nikki said, “I’ve just become used to hearing remarks like that as veiled insults.” 

She noisily tore the plastic off of a large oatmeal cookie.

“Who would insult this?” Zeke said, his eyes still glued to the portrait of a woman reclining on a cloud. Nikki’s mouth was too full to answer, her cheeks bulging as she made the motion with her hands for ‘still chewing.’ “Hey, didn’t you tell me that you only did landscapes?” Zeke asked.

“That’s a landscape, or at least, a skyscape,” Nikki countered, a couple of crumbs spraying from her puffy lips as she spoke.

“And you said no people,” Zeke reminded her.

“Hmm...I don’t remember that,” Nikki said. “But in any case, she’s not a person.”

“Not a person, eh?” Zeke said. “Then what is she?”

“She’s an artistic depiction of a person,” she said, her chubby cheeks breaking into a wry grin.

Zeke let out a low groan, but his face was upturned in a smile. Nikki grasped his hand and squeezed a little. 

Chapter Five

“Today is our last study session before the comprehensive exam. So I want to close by trying to develop answers to the one question I think, more than any other, we’re likely to encounter on the test: Are we truly free in today’s society?” Zeke opined.

“No,” said Nikki quickly. Her makeup looked very different now – much less than when she first came in, and what was left was stylized in a decidedly unique fashion. She had two shades of eye shadow, a purple layer with white above it. Her lipstick was dark and her nails were painted black.

“Hey, Nikki, we’re on the same side for once,” said Alfred. “Put me down for a ‘no’ as well.”

“So the burden of defending modernity falls on my shoulders,” said Zeke. “Most of the world’s population lives under democratic governance for the first time in world history. We’re heading towards an unprecedented era of equality in the eras of race and sexual orientation...”

“Come on,” Alfred interrupted. “How can we be free if we are enslaved to the government though involuntary taxation, with prison sentences if we refuse to pay? Stefan Molyneux has said the base of every law is a gun...”

“Alfred, that’s ridiculous,” Nikki said. “You want modern-day slavery? What about Noam Chomsky wage slavery for survival, spending our lives being nothing more than disposable cogs in the capitalist machine?”

“Not everyone is a cog, some build their own machines as small business owners,” said Alfred. “Do you see them as peons, too?”

“Alfred, Benjamin Constant’s ‘The Liberty of Ancients Compared with that of Moderns,’ didn’t you? It was in the supplemental texts suggestion, number 23, page nine of our syllabus for our PH509 class?”

“I...uh...no?” Alfred answered meekly.

“Typical,” Nikki scoffed with a little snort. “He said that, unlike the ancient Greeks, our citizenship does not require any real political participation. We are free to spend all our time on things like, say, our business pursuits. Meanwhile, our actual liberty withers away on the vine, a casualty of a system too callous to care and too self-contained to be disrupted when we do want to pay attention. Whether or not we own a business, we still are part of a conformist culture. We’ve lost the capability for self-express, for what Hannah Arendt called action.” 

“Nikki,” Zeke said, “you painted a picture with a computer last night, and shared it with an audience global in scope. That level of freedom and self expression was impossible without the advanced technology that our modern culture has produced.”

“It produces it but it also corrupts it,” Nikki said. “Artists still have to make a living and that means, for the most part, pandering to the brainwashed masses. And Heaven help you if you manage to create art that challenges people’s conceptions, that goes against convention or breaks some taboo. Then you’re just a weirdo in the eyes of the public, a sick bastard who doesn’t deserve to be treated with basic human respect. Salmon Rushdie was threatened with death!”

“That was in the Muslim world,” Zeke countered. “I didn’t ask if they were free.”

“Andres Serrano’s work inspired violent protests in the Western world, and was the impetus for draconian cuts to the National Endowment for the Arts. One offensive work, ‘Piss Christ’ and the art community of a nation had to suffer for it,” Nikki said.

“Those cuts were the right move,” said Alfred. “Why should the government fund some art and not others? If the free market’s invisible hand doesn’t pick an artist, they should try harder to prove their value to society.”

“Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve said?” Nikki shouted, her voice sounding husky and full of passion. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. How can we be free if we feel like our worth to our society is measured in dollars and cents, that we must live as though our purpose in life is to convince others we are worthy of their money?”

“Yes, I’ve been listening, and I don’t appreciate your tone,” Alfred said. “We’re just having a friendly debate, there’s no need to yell.”

“Well, there’s no need for you to police my speech patterns!” Nikki said, her voice rising even louder, as her newly enlarged nostrils flared.

“I’m not policing you, I’m offering some friendly advice. People won’t want to talk to you if you shout at them when you disagree,” Alfred said.

“How condescending, and yet, how appropriate. Yet another method of self-expression I must filter to be treated with respect,” Nikki spat.

“Nikki,” Zeke began.

“No, you know what? Screw it, I’m done,” she said as she turned and stormed out. 

Zeke couldn’t help but notice the way her angry stomps caused her big bubble butt to jiggle vigorously. When the door was slammed, he also noticed she had left her binder and book bag on the table.

“That was...unexpected,” Zeke said, finally breaking the silence.

“What study group have you been in?” Alfred asked. “We’ve been at loggerheads since day one. I’m surprised this didn’t happen sooner.”

“Not this again,” Zeke said, smacking his forehead. “You’re saying you have no memory of her coming here and sitting in silence?” 

“Silent?” Alfred asked. “Do you need your hearing tested? Nobody can get her to shut up!”

“Well, she did make some good points today,” replied Zeke. 

“Did she?” Alfred asked. “I couldn’t tell, she was being so loud and fat.” 

“What...what the hell is wrong with you?” Zeke asked. 

Alfred’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t speak. 

“You know what, never mind,” Zeke said. “I have somewhere I need to be right now.”  

~

“Who is it?” growled Nikki, in response to Zeke’s knock at her door.

“It’s Zeke. I brought your books and notes back.”

“I don’t need ‘em,” Nikki said. “I’m sure I’ll be just fine on the test, thanks for your concern.”

“That’s not why I came,” Zeke said. “Can you let me in? It’s cold out here.”

Zeke heard Nikki fiddling and jingling several locks, then the door swung partially open.

“So, why did you come?” she asked. 

She was wearing a pair of thick red-rimmed glasses. Did she normally wear contacts, Zeke wondered, or had her eyes become the latest casualty of her transformation?

“Because I wanted to see you, I felt bad about what happened today,” Zeke explained. 

“Well, I don’t need your pity,” Nikki said. “I’m fine.”

“Nikki, I came because I wanted to spend time with you. I don’t pity you. I admire you.” 

She could be brash, Zeke thought, though he couldn’t admit she was too hard on Alfred without admitting he had been too hard on her when they first met. She was also unnecessarily combative at times, but since he was the only one who could see what was happening to her, he felt a calling to be there for her. 

To help her? To watch the process? He wasn’t sure anymore.

Her eyes sparkled a little, and she twirled her finger into her dirty blonde hair. 

“Next time, lead with that,” Nikki said.

“Now who’s policing speech patterns?” Zeke said playfully. 

Their eyes met, and Zeke quickly brought his gaze to the floor, but not before noticing that Nikki’s formerly blue eyes seemed a shade darker.  

“Did you have dinner before the study group?” Zeke asked, his cheeks still tingling a little. 

“Yeah, I did, but I don’t mind having a second supper if you’re getting hungry,” she said. 

“Well, I don’t want to impose...” Zeke hesitated. 

Was he really inviting himself over for dinner, he wondered?

“Hey deaf guy, I said I didn’t mind,” Nikki said. 

“Alright,” Zeke agreed. 

“How do you feel about lasagna?” she shouted as she headed for the kitchen.

“It’s my favorite,” Zeke found himself saying. “Of course, I know it’s a lot of work, so I wouldn’t want to...”

“Zeke,” Nikki said, reemerging from the kitchen. “You don’t have to be so nervous. You can just say ‘I love lasagna, and I want you to stuff me silly with it.’ I wouldn’t have suggested it had I been unwilling to make it.”

“I love lasagna,” Zeke repeated. “And I want...”

“Goshers, you’re cute,” she said. 

She pulled a rubber band out of her pocket and used it to tie her hair back in a crude ponytail. 

~

Zeke knelt on the floor next to the oven, soaking up its radiant heat and enjoying the mouthwatering view. The upper layer, composed of several types of cheese, was bubbling, while the mini meatballs which lay just under them steamed and sizzled.

“Lookin’ good?” Nikki said, as she plopped down next to him. 

She was larger than he was, that much was obvious to Zeke. The stick-figure girl who could have been a catwalk model was no more. Zeke gazed from the decadent looking lasagna to Nikki’s newly pillowy figure. Her ‘mathlete’ V-neck T-shirt had ridden up a little as she sat down and had exposed her belly, which was pasty and pudgy looking. The edges of the armholes looked stretched to nearly the fraying point as her wide, husky upper arms pressed against the fabric. 

The lasagna cheese popped a big bubble, just as Nikki yawned and arched her back, causing her nipple to nearly slip at the edge of her shirt. She didn’t seem to notice either the near-slip or his glassy-eyed ogling of it. 

If he somehow could make her understand what had had happened to her, Zeke wondered, would she consider it a fair trade? She’d lost her conventionally attractive figure and her social clout, but she’d gained so much. From the questions he’d asked earlier, he surmised that today’s Nikki would have a hard time understanding the actions and priorities of her old self. The Nikki he met originally, on the other hand, would probably be horrified to see what she had become. 

The loud ding of the oven roused Zeke from this thoughts.

“Hungry?” Nikki asked.

“Famished,” said Zeke.

“That took an eternity to cook through. Not literally, of course,” she hastily added, snorting a little.

They dug in right away. After the first bite, a lone tear made its way down Zeke’s cheek. Partly from the searing heat of the food, partly from the overwhelming pleasure from the sumptuous flavor, Zeke couldn’t stop the waterworks even if he tried.

“Damn, this is, like,” Zeke began, his mouth full. “The...best...ever.”

“What an erudite, specific observation, Zeke,” Nikki said, pantomiming Professor Jaeger’s thick German accent. “It is indeed vondebur.” 

Zeke started laughing so hard he had to struggle not to let the food fly from his mouth. 

~

“I’m so full,” Nikki said. She cradled her big belly, which was protruding from her waist far further than it had been before.

“Maybe thirds was a mistake,” Zeke croaked out. 

“Wanna play ‘Smash Bros.’?” Nikki asked.

“I’m tempted. That’s one of my favorite games,” Zeke said. “But I kind of feel like lying down.”

“Then let’s play it while lying down,” Nikki said, wobbling a little as she rose to her feet and pointed towards her bedroom.

“You have a TV in there?” 

“Not exactly...follow me,” Nikki said. 

Zeke did as he was told. 

“Lay on the bed,” she instructed. 

He did so, his body sinking a little into the ultra-plush mattress. She turned the lights off, leaving Zeke to wonder just what she was up to.

A moment and a whirring sound later, the ceiling lit up as Nikki’s projector spun to life. 

“Let’s brawl,” she said, tossing him a controller and flopping onto the bed, causing the springs to whine just a little.

As awed as he was by this way of playing the game, Zeke found his focus waning easily. The shifting lights played such a pretty pattern on Nikki’s body, and he found himself gazing to the side as often as he was looking up at the ceiling.

“Is that the best you got?” Nikki said, as the word “Game” lit up the screen. “I thought you called yourself an expert. Come on, rematch, and this time...”

Nikki’s voice trailed off as Zeke’s hand slowly stroked the side of her cheek. Their eyes locked, and both began to lean in for a kiss. Just as their lips touched, Zeke could see the screen change out of the corner of his eye. His character was saluting the winner of the match via clapping, but from Zeke’s perspective, it seemed like Link was just cheering him on.

“I’ve wanted you since the moment I set my eyes on you,” said Nikki. 

“Really?” Zeke asked. 

He found that claim too incredible to be believed.

“Of course,” she said, in between pecking his face with little kisses. “Wasn’t it obvious?”

It certainly wasn’t obvious, though things might have been different in her remembrance of things, he had to remind himself. Still, even tonight, he hardly would have guessed what was in store. Was that the fault of her lack of social awareness, he wondered, or his own? 

The importance of that distinction rapidly faded from his mind as he surrendered himself to passion. Or, at least, he tried to. Between his overly full stomach and his lack of experience with sexuality, he felt himself rocking back and forth, and his palms grew sweaty.

“I...I don’t want us to rush into anything,” he said, trying his best to hold back a stammer.

“Aww, that’s so sweet,” Nikki said. “Of course, you know that only makes me want you more,” 

She gave him a devouring kiss. It hadn’t been easy for Zeke to admit he felt attracted to Nikki, given how they met. But he couldn’t deny it any longer, not after after the way this evening played out, anyway.

With one hand, Nikki ran fingers through Zeke’s rumbled hair. With the other, she crept down his chest, her fingers diving under his polo shirt and dancing on his engorged stomach. While chewing on his lower lip, she began to undo the button on his jeans, and then allowed a finger to dance under the elastic band of his underwear.

Zeke’s heart pounded. What was he supposed to do here? Was she expecting him to suddenly take charge at a specific moment, to tackle her like an animal? He wasn’t sure what he wanted or what he was ready for, so how could he be expected to lead?

“You look frightened,” Nikki said, staring down at him.

“I’m not frightened,” Zeke insisted, though he was betrayed by his trembling lips. 

“Close your eyes,” she said.

Zeke complied. Nikki leaned forwards and cradled his head under one arm, and Zeke could feel her soft, slightly sweaty cleavage rubbing against his face. Meanwhile, Nikki’s hand had edged under his underwear, and was gently rubbing against him.

Nikki slowly rocked his head back and forth, keeping him tightly pressed against her chest all the while. Even as Nikki increased the pace of her other hand, Zeke could feel himself beginning to relax. It felt so gentle, so peaceful, not at all like the porn he had hooked himself on as a horny teenager.

“Is this good? Are you comfortable?” Nikki asked, her voice soft and low.

“Yes,” Zeke whispered in reply. 

It didn’t take long at all for him to reach climax, and he spilled himself on top of the belly bulge he had earned from stuffing himself on her lasagna. 

She grabbed some tissues from the side of her bed and mopped up. As if she read his thought, she kissed his forehead said “don’t worry about me tonight. It’s getting late, and I want us to get a good sleep for the test tomorrow.”

Chapter Six

“Worried?” Zeke asked, as they walked to campus together the next day.

“Of course not,” Nikki said said with a dismissive chortle. 

“Just wondering,” Zeke replied. 

They arrived shortly, and took their seats next to the dozen-odd people finishing the program. They barely filled half the small classroom. 

“Welcome, students,” began professor Jaeger. “Today’s comprehensive exam is not weighed on a curve, so I’d like nothing better than to give you all MA degrees in the Philosophies of the Social Sciences. However, the best student will be awarded the Dean’s Choice award, and will have a chance to contribute to the schools next academic publication,”

Alfred, who was seated at the far side of the room, cast a glance in Zeke’s direction. Zeke bore a tight lipped smile and nodded a little. If Alfred wanted a contest between the two of them, Zeke thought, then he’d deliver.

“Your total time is six hours. You may begin now. And please, don’t forget to write your names on your blue books.”

Nikki pulled out hers, and with the cover all ready to go. “Nicola Berezofsky,” it said. 

“Nicola?” Zeke thought to himself. He never would have imagined that’s what Nikki was short for, or at least, he never would have guessed that was the old Nikki’s real name. 

The test consisted of a variety of open ended essay questions. “What do you believe is the proper role of empirical research within the social sciences? Between Lakatos, Kuhn, Popper, and Feyerabend, who had the strongest argument for explaining the nature of knowledge? Do you believe reason is and ought to be the slave of the passions?” 

Zeke was sure Alfred was going to deliver a well-argued essay to the final question: “How can the social sciences shed light upon conflicts between self-interested behavior and conventional moralistic concerns?” 

Yet Zeke found himself struggling to decide how he would argue as the clock wound down. The questions he had forced from his mind yesterday came flooding back. 

Was Nikki’s...predicament...in some way his fault? Was what happened between them last night an ethical lapse on his part? Was he taking advantage of the situation? Would he be comfortable if their roles were reversed? He wouldn’t have been able to notice if they were, he surmised, so how did he know they weren’t already?

“Twenty minutes,” said Professor Jaeger. 

Zeke bit his lip and forced himself to focus. He admitted to himself that he didn’t have time to settle the question, so he composed an essay detailing how research on animals have shown evidence of altruism. Evolutionary psychology, he argued, would be able to help illuminate the reasons for our charitable or selfish behaviors. He used every last minute, which was unlike him, but managed to finish.

After Zeke handed in his test, he headed into the hallway outside to find Nikki and Alfred locked in yet another dispute.

“Selfishness built the modern world,” said Alfred. “We ought not be afraid of people making rational choice decisions in their own self interest.”

“Was George Washington selfish when he agreed to be a president instead of a king?” she asked. 

“Each individual at the Constitutional Convention may indeed have been acting in their own self interest, and in the words of the founders, ‘ambition must be made to counteract ambition’,” Alfred countered.

“What about when he stepped down after two terms when he could have been President for the rest of his life?”

“Come on, Nicola,” Alfred said. “Why would anyone want to be a politician forever?”

“Nicola?” Zeke asked, 

He wondered why Alfred was now calling her by her full name. How did he even see her test, given that he was on the other side of the room?

“Yes?” Nikki asked.

“No, I meant, why did Alfred call you that,” Zeke clarified.

“Call me what?” Nikki asked. Both she and Alfred stared up at Zeke with confused expressions.

“Why were you calling Nikki Nicola?” Zeke asked, feeling increasingly exasperated.

“Who is ‘Nikki Nicola’?” Alfred asked.

“What is this, a stand-up comedy routine?” Zeke asked. “Nikki, Alfred, either of you getting hungry?”

“There it is again. Nikki,” Nikki said. “Is that some attempt a cute pet name for me?”

“It’s not a pet name, it’s your nickname. It’s what we’ve always called you,” Zeke said.

“Since when? I’d never let someone Anglicize my name like that. I’m proud of my name and my heritage.”

“Oh, come on,” Zeke said. “Is this really happening?”

“Honestly, how could you think I’d like ‘Nikki?’ It sounds so...bulimic cheerleader, don’t you think?” Nicola asked, her mouth crinkling up at the mere mention of her former name.

“Did your parents name you after Tesla?” Alfred asked.

“Yeah. Actually, he’s a very distant relation of mine,” Nicola said.

“Wow. You know, ‘Zeke the Geek’ over here once said he’d never hear a name nerdier than his,” Alfred said with a little sneer.

“Don’t call me that,” Zeke shouted.

“Don’t get your panties in a twist, I’m saying her name is even nerdier,” said Alfred.

“Even nerdier...” Zeke said, recalling his previous conversation with Alfred. 

He gazed down at the ring on Nicola’s finger. The little interlocking gears had become even more prominent, making the ring look more steampunk than elegant. He had said he wanted a woman who was “too nerdy” before she put on that ring, and now she was changing into just that. 

“So, why’d you take so long on the test, slow poke?” Nicola asked. 

“I wasn’t sure how to respond the last question,” Zeke said. “But I think I have my answer now. Nikki, I mean, Nicola...I need to talk to you. Alone.”

Nicola shrugged as she rose, causing her bare, soft-looking shoulders to create a little crease of fat. As she stepped forward, she nearly tripped on Alfred’s book bag. 

“Sorries,” she said. “I’m such a clutz.”

“Glad you pulled me away from Alfred,” well before they were out of earshot. “I was ready to explode in another sentence of two.” 

“Nicola,” Zeke began. 

He hesitated, remembering how badly this had blown up in his face the last time he tried it. 

“Are you on Facebook?” he asked, hoping that some kind of external record might have some record of who she used to be.

“Nah,” Nicola said. “I don’t like getting caught up in that whole social media friend-whoring thing. What’s this about, were you going to ask me to update our status on Facebook to being a couple for something?”

“No, no,” he said. 

He suddenly realized a much simpler way. “Can I see your student ID card?”

“Uh...okay,” Nicola said reluctantly, pulling it out of her bulky black purse. 

He looked from the ID back to Nicola. The same dark hair, the same reddish highlights. The same glasses over the same darker eyes and thickened brows. The same puffy cheeks and double chin. According to an external record, she hadn’t changed at all. Zeke’s memory was all that remained. And how much of that was still relevant, given how much had changed?

“Is my information in order, inspector?” Nicola asked playfully. 

“Why did you come to our study group? You certainly didn’t need any help today, did you?” 

“Nope, but you very nearly did, finishing it at the last possible moment like that.”

“Well, you have me there,” Zeke said. “Since you seem to know this stuff so well, maybe you can help me out with...my little dilemma.”

“Of course,” she said.

“Alright, let’s say, hypothetically, that when you met me I was a totally different person. Someone completely repulsive to you,” Zeke began.

“Like...a government regulator on the brink of destroying net neutrality?” Nicola asked, as she checked a news alert on her phone with her chubby fingers.

“No, not someone evil, just someone different. Like a popular football player or something. Just a meathead. And I came to you for help studying for the comprehensive exam. Would you help me?”

“Probably not, I don’t see why you’d be welcome at a study group if you had little of your own to contribute,” Nicola said. “Shouldn’t you just get a tutor?”

“Ok, but what if you and I...” Zeke began.

He looked down at the ring. Reality was too bizarre to be believed, he decided, and instead aimed to go for familiar fiction. 

“What if you and I went to a wishing well, and you tossed in a penny, and asked for me to turn into your perfect boyfriend.”

“And poof, you turned into your present self?” Nicola asked, giggling a little.

“No, not suddenly. Through a series of subtle yet distinctly noticeable physical and mental changes, I became myself as I am now, and neither I nor anyone else but you ever remembered I was once someone else. What would you say?”

“I would tell you to change majors, and get your MA in creative writing,” Nicola said. “This all seems very literary.” 

“No, I mean seriously, take it as a moral question. By changing me into a different person, one more suited to your needs, and then removing all memory of that person from the world, wouldn’t you be effectively destroying the identity, perhaps even the life, of another human being?”

“Yes, but I’d be replacing it with another. So there’s no net loss of life.”

“But you’d be creating and destroying life to suit your own tastes. You didn’t ask permission, you just decided to act on your own.” 

As he explained, he could feel the guilt weighing him down, pulling at his chest so heavily he found it difficult even to walk straight. His walk soon mirrored Nicola’s, whose heavy, wide frame was causing her to develop a distinctive little waddle.

“That relies on an assumption. Did I know this so-called ‘Wishing Well’ would grant my wish in such a literal sense?” Nicola asked.

“No,” Zeke said. “You had no idea.”

“Of course not, how could a rational person think otherwise? Since it wasn’t my intention to change you, I wouldn’t be culpable for what happened to you.”  

“I suppose so,” Zeke said, his spirits feeling lighter. 

“There’s another angle to consider, are you happy with how things turned out?” she asked.

“Yes,” Zeke said, almost automatically. “I mean...I don’t know. Are you?” 

“Am I what?” 

“Are you happy with your life?” Zeke asked. 

“I think I am, yes. Especially since I’ve got a perfect man in my life” said Nicola.

“No, I’m talking about your life here and now, in the real world,” clarified Zeke.

“So was I,” said Nicola, as she winked at him. 

Zeke felt his heart flutter a little. 

Chapter Seven

“How much longer are you going to be on the computer?” asked Zeke.

“I told you, I’m in a raid. I’ll be on until the boss is dead. Haven’t you ever played an MMO?” 

“Actually, not so much,” Zeke said. “I’m usually more of a single-player type of guy.”

“Move your ass!” Nicola shouted.

“What?” Zeke said, jumping a little.

“Not you, I was talking to my teammate through speaker,” Nicola said. “Anyway, I figured you’d enjoy being a leader in raids. You sure liked being a leader in our study group.”

“Maybe I get enough leadership in real life, so I don’t feel like doing in my games,” Zeke said. 

“Well, that would explain why I like it so much,” Nicola said, pausing for a moment to take a noisy slurp from her giant plastic slushie container. “I never get to be a leader.”

“Well what about when you were vice...” Zeke began, but caught himself. 

“Nevermind,” he said with a shrug. 

He sauntered over to where Nicola was sitting and stroked her stringy, greasy hair. “I’m glad you are enjoying yourself.”

“Of course I am,” she said.

“Wait a minute,” Zeke said, staring at the screen. “I thought you were playing an elf just now, not a dwarf.” 

Was her transformation affecting details as mundane as what fantasy race her gaming avatar was, he wondered?

“Both,” Nicola said. “I’m playing two different games at once.”

“How can you concentrate on both?” 

“Well, ordinarily, there’d be a certain amount of dead time when I’m playing the other character, so I programmed a script to automate certain commands in the relevant situations.”

“Doesn’t that take the fun out of it, if you aren’t really playing?” Zeke asked.

“No. It’s just grinding anyway.” 

“Well, then, why play at all if you feel its so boring you’d rather have the game play itself?” 

“Because,” Nicola said, banging her fist against the table, “I want a Battleaxe of Grandeur!” 

“Okay, okay,” Zeke said. “Have fun, then.” 

He drummed his fingers against the edge of the table for a few moments. “How did that art contest go? Did you win?”

“Nah, though I was clearly the best. They’ve got some kind of anti-Pegasister bias to their art selection,” Nicola said.

She paused for a moment to wipe the sweat from her brow with a tissue.

“Pegasister?” Zeke repeated.

“It means female Brony,” Nicola said. “I bet if I stuck with something boring and conventional like landscapes, I would have placed.”

“But you...ah, nevermind,” he said, realizing that the art he saw no longer existed. 

“I am getting a bit hungry,” Nicola said, a few minutes later.

“Great, me too,” Zeke said. “Want me to do the cooking tonight?”

“Nothing I need my hands for,” Nicola said. “Why don’t you make me a big milkshake? There’s a blender in the far right cabinet.”

“Uh...sure,” Zeke said. 

He felt conflicted. Couldn’t they just enjoy dinner together, instead of letting the game marathon last all night? But it wasn’t all bad; he imagined the visual of Nicola downing a nice, rich shake would be quite pleasant.

Nicola’s fridge was well stocked. Inside he found both chocolate and caramel syrup, maraschino cherries, huge bags of chocolate chips, heavy whipping cream, and a tiny jar of something called “Oh be Joyful.” 

Zeke read the ingredients aloud, and Nicola voiced her desire for all of them to be included in the concoction. 

“There’s some cookie dough in the freezer, microwave it for a minute and then put that in there too,” she instructed.

A few minutes later, he was finished. Before bringing it over, Zeke took a tentative little sip, expecting it to be cloyingly sweet and far too rich.It was the best sweet stuff he’d ever tasted, though it was so thick it was almost chewy. 

“Thanks so much, Zeke,” Nicola said, once he’d brought her cup over. “Can you bring me one of those thick Boba straws? It will be easier to drink without looking down.” 

He complied, and as Nicola reached for the drink, the back of her hand knocked it to the side. Zeke dove for it, catching it just as it tipped to its side. Fortunately, the milkshake was so thick, it didn’t dribble over the edge.

“Oops, butterfingers,” Nicola said, snorting a little. “I’m such a slob.”

“No you’re not,” Zeke insisted, after he righted the drink and brought the straw to her lips.

“Am ..so,” she said in between gulps. 

“No, really, you’re exaggerating,” Zeke said.

“Look at my room, it’s a damn pigsty,” she said. 

Zeke certainly didn’t remember that being the case when he had arrived. But as he scanned the room, he seemed to notice things out of place. A comic book was lying open on the kitchen table. A pile of papers was next to Nicola’s mousepad. 

Zeke saw something out of the corner of his eye, and gazed back at the kitchen table. Now, not only was there a comic book, but also an open, empty pizza box. He sensed the same, imperceptible movement on the other side of his field of vision, and he could see a candy bar wrapper was on top of the computer tower. 

He tried to force himself not to look to the right again, knowing that he was making things worse. But curiosity got the better of him, and now the surface of the table was decorated with a dozen crumpled up parmesean cheese packets. He sniffed the air cautiously, and could detect a faint whiff of the salty, sour smell.

He headed over the table, gathering up the packets and placing them in the box, before turning around to head for the outside trashcan. As he passed Nicola, he noticed a pile of coins and a few receipts near her keyboard.

“Hey, hey, hey,” she said. “Where you going, honeybun?”

“Just to throw this trash out,” Zeke said. “Want me to get rid of any of this stuff on your desk, while I’m at it?” 

“Don’t bother, the moment you clean, things just start getting dirty again.”

“But, at some point, cleaning is required, right?” Zeke asked, his voice rising as he spoke.

“Sure, at some point, but why not just wait until then?” she said. “Besides, the longer one goes without, the more they can get used to it. Leaving more time for things like raids.”

“Well, if it’s all the same, I’m going to go throw out this pizza box and the cheese packets, the smell of them is putting me out,” Zeke said.

“Oh! Don’t throw those out, I don’t think they’re all completely empty,” Nicola said. 

She rifled through the box, pulling out the crumpled packets and shaking them for all they were worth on top of her glass of milkshake. 

“Ah, what do you know - that’s got to be like two packets worth,” she said. “Waste not, want not.”

Zeke collected the now empty packets, along with the rest of the trash he could find, and headed outside. As if to prove Nicola’s point, the apartment he reentered was more trashy than it had been before he cleaned up. Bags of gummy bears littered the floor, while her desk contained wadded up tissues, and a large, clear lotion bottle.

“Finally,” Nicola said, turning off the monitor. “Sorry if I kept you waiting.” 

“It’s fine,” Zeke said. “I’m glad you had fun. We all needed to unwind after the test.”

“Want some milkshake?” Nicola asked.

“Not a big parmesan cheese fan. You help yourself,” Zeke replied. 

Nicola frowned a little as she brought the glass to her mouth and began noisily gulping.

“Isn’t there more in the blender?” she said in between swallows.

“Oh, yeah. Forgot,” he said sheepishly. 

As he was pouring himself a cup, he could feel Nicola’s warm, thick, soft arms wrapping around his waist. 

“Being full makes me horny, but I’m assuming you knew that from yesterday,” she said, cupping his crotch.

“Oh?” Zeke said. 

She grabbed his hand, and lead him to down the hall and into her bedroom. Before she turned out the lights, he caught a fleeting glimpse of the panoply of posters which were now adorning her bedroom walls. 

Zeke’s heart raced as he gazed into the darkness. Where was she? What did she have planned this time?

“What kind of dirty talk do you like?” she asked.

“Oh...um...” Zeke mumbled. “There’s different types?”

“I knew you were a virgin,” she said, “but come on, you’ve had to at least had phone sex before.”  

She straddled his waist.

“Er, ya, I have, but...didn’t care for it,” Zeke said.

“That’s a shame. I would have liked to know you when you were a teenager,” she said. “Where’d you grow up?”

“Miami,” said Zeke. 

“Two thousand miles away, perfect,” Nicola said. “I’d have loved to get to know you online, to be the first one you ever talked with about sex. To hear the sweet little tremor in your voice on the phone. And to build up the tension so much that when we finally did meet in person, you’d practically cum in your pants.” 

She grinded against his crotch.

“That would have been nice,” Zeke said meekly.

“I knew you’d like some kind of dirty talk,” she said, noticing his erection. “Dirty talk about dirty talk, nice.”

“What kind of dirty talk to you like?” Zeke asked, as she pulled down her sweat pants.

“So many kinds,” she said. “Tell me know I look.”

“You’re a vision of...” Zeke started.

“No, you know what? If we’re going to do this one, we should have the lights on,” she said, rolling off him and heading for the switch. 

On the way there, he heard a loud thudding sound, followed by the word “motherfucker” softly mumbled.

“You okay?” Zeke asked as the lights came on.

“I hit my ass on the bookshelf,” she said. 

Zeke could see a metal stud piercings on her lip. Perhaps they appeared when she swore, Zeke speculated. 

“Now, tell me how I look,” she said, as she sashayed her way back to the bed.

“You’re gorgeous,” Zeke said.

“You can do better than that. How’s my body?” Nicola said, pulling off her T shirt. Now clad only in her bra and undies, Zeke could see she had gained a considerable amount of weight since yesterday. Her stomach was lined with two prominent rolls, while her chubby thighs were touching all the way down to her knees. The flesh connecting her thick shoulders to her breasts was soft and spongy looking, while her arms quivered as she the crumpled up her T shirt and threw it behind her onto the floor.

“Reuben-esque,” Zeke offered, his mouth watering as he gazed at her.

“Close, but no cigar,” Nicola said. “Don’t wimp out and use a cautious euphemism, go for the gold. I was looking for that F-word.”

“Fuck?” Zeke asked.

“No, silly. Fat.”

“Erm...” Zeke swallowed hard. “I don’t know if I’m comfortable calling you that.”

“What? Why?” Nicola said, scooching herself away from him. 

“It’s a word with a lot of emotional baggage,” Zeke said. “I’ve been called it before. I think you have, too.”

“Sure, of course,” Nicola said. “Actually, I think my experiences with that have shaped me a lot, if you want to hear about it.”

“Yes, I’m always interested in learning more about your past,” Zeke said, very aware of the fact that it was shifting minute to minute.

“Alright, you asked for it. The first time someone called me a fat pig, I was twelve years old.”

“I’m so sorry,” Zeke said, stroking her thigh.

“Don’t be, it’s fine. I mean, it hurt like hell, but it had to happen at some point, right? Anyway, I took a pint of ice cream into my room that night, and ate it all in one sitting. I just kept replaying those words in my head over and over,” Nicola explained. 

Zeke expected tears or at least a sorrowful cringe, but instead, her lips were trembling and her breathing increased in pace. 

“One hand holding the spoon, the other inside my panties. It was my first orgasm ever.”

“And since then, you’ve gotten horny when you’re full?” Zeke asked. 

Once again, Zeke realized, the ring was pushing her outside of what it perceived to be his comfort zone. 

“Not just that. I feel like I’ve reclaimed my body and reclaimed words like ‘fat.’ I actually get sopping wet when I hear remarks that are normally perceived as insults.”

“That’s...actually, it’s probably very healthy, psychologically,” Zeke said, changing his mind at the last moment. “Stress isn’t good for you, and it would be wrong to just bow down before society’s expectations. I mean, aside from your coping mechanism, what else can you do?”

“It’s not a coping mechanism,” Nicola insisted. “It’s just another part of my sexuality. It doesn’t need to be pathologized.”

“I’m glad you aren’t ashamed...of not being ashamed,” Zeke sputtered.

Nicola’s body rippled as she let out a little chuckle. “So, are you comfortable with it now?”

“Comfortable with what?” Zeke said, his gaze lost in Nicola’s jiggling folds. 

“Comfortable with my dirty talk request,” she said, grabbing his chin and pointing his head upwards. “Hey, my face is up here.”

“Yeah, but your fat, saggy tits are down there,” Zeke said. He held his breath as he waited for her response, wondering if he’d just made a colossal blunder.

“And here I was, thinking I’d have to spend time training you,” Nicola said. “How wrong I was.” 

Zeke breathed a huge sigh of relief as she began crawling towards him. 

“Of course, you know I like them. Your boobs, I mean,” he clarified. “I just, you know, wanted to share my feelings in a way you’d appreciate.”

“I know, silly,” Nicola said, tussling his hair. “What else do you like about me?”

“I like how your thighs foreclosed on ‘The Gap,” Zeke said with a smirk. “Sorry, couldn’t resist that one.”

“My thighs will be opening soon enough,” Nicola said, pulling down her underwear and revealing a fairly large patch of reddish-brown hair. 

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said, raising her arms behind her head to expose her underarms. They, too, had begun to accumulate some full-looking dark hair.

“Mind? Nah, I like it that way, you animal.”

Zeke’s hand reached out towards her exposed belly, his fingers sinking greedily into her warm, soft flesh. Nicola moaned a little as he fondled her fat. He twirled a finger inside her deep belly button and twirled it around, causing her to burst into laughter and swat his hand away. He lost his balance, and the two of them fell forwards, landing face to face.

“I like your nose,” he said, stroking her upturned, wide snout. “It makes you look like a little piggy.”

“You mean a big fat piggy,” she corrected. “Oink, oink.”

“I’ll make you squeal soon enough,” Zeke said, feeling his confidence build.

Nicola’s thick, undexterous fingers shook as they struggled to unbutton Zeke’s pants. He helped her do so, and then she crawled on top of him. Tresses of her tangled, greasy hair fluttered across his face as she leaned close to him. She nuzzled her nose into the crook of his neck as she ground her wide hips down. 

As Nicola leaned forwards, the frame of the bed shifted a little and let out a sharp creaking sound, followed by a dull thud as the headboard hit the back wall. Their rhythm began to repeat this sound. Creak, thud, creak, thud.

Zeke’s eyes wandered, and he could see something flickering. At first he assumed the something was wrong with the lights, but it soon became obvious something else was going on. 

Creak. The two posters of “The Hobbit” on the far wall became six posters, one of them homemade, covering up all of the wallpaper.

Thud. Nicola’s dresser went from closed to open, and several pairs of underwear and socks hung halfway out over the exposed shelves.

Creak. The glass of water on the nearby nightstand became a can of soda.

Thud. The can became a two liter bottle.

Creak. Three empty bottles joined in.

Thud. The movement of the bed frame nudged the nightstand, and the bottles wobbled and fell, clattering to the floor noisily. From the distinctive sound of plastic hitting plastic, Zeke could tell they were hitting other bottles which had fallen earlier and hadn’t been picked up.

Zeke’s mind danced on the edge of curiosity and repulsion. Nothing could be as fascinating as seeing the world warp and bend before his own eyes, especially in a direction Zeke found pleasing. However, even Zeke had his limits. He was just a man, not a magical artifact. How far would the ring go, he wondered, before it broke him? Would they be up to their elbows in trash before the night was out?

If he asked her to stop, would the changes also cease? His mind wouldn’t let him consider it. What was the alternative? Ask her to pick up the garbage before they finished their lovemaking? That was a non-starter. This was what he wanted, he realized, a woman who’d jump his bones without bothering to check if there were chores to do. 

“Feels good?” 

Nicola breathed into his ear, and derailing his train of thought. Zeke let himself get swallowed up in the moment.

“Yes,” he said. “Harder. Faster.”

The room shook as the headboard pounded harder. The clatter of falling objects reached a crescendo, and with a low roar, a bookshelf toppled. Zeke didn’t know what was being caused by the change and what was being caused by the movement of the bed. And he didn’t care.

Nicola began to squeal and gasp with delight. Zeke let out a low groan of satisfaction. When she rolled off of him, they were both wet with perspiration.

“Your room got messed up pretty bad,” Zeke said, once he’d caught his breath.

“This isn’t that bad,” Nicola replied. “You should see it when I don’t have company.”

Was it a mistake to sacrifice her room for a few moments of hedonistic, animal passion, he wondered? As he contemplated this possibility, and even more frightening one presented itself: if he ended their relationship, would all the changes stop? Or perhaps, even reverse themselves? Maybe, if he found a way to get the ring away from her, she’d go back to normal.

Zeke had earlier felt comfortable absolving himself over guilt about what had happened to her. But that was because he didn’t know what would happen. Now he knew what path she was on. Could he really allow her to stay? Could he really go on with such an important piece of knowledge unavailable to him? 

The ring hadn’t broken his resolve yet, but it was an inevitability that it would given enough time, he realized. There seemed to be no way to escape. Unless...

“Hey Nicola? Can I ask you about the test?” 

“We just made love and you want to talk about the COMPS?” she said.

“Sorry,” he replied sheepishly.

“No, go right ahead, I love it. Talk nerdy to me.”

“What did you put for the question about the philosophers?” Zeke asked, expecting her to name the empirically minded Popper.

“Feyerabend, of course. I thought I made my thoughts on him clear in our first study meeting,” she said.

“Er, yes, of course. I was just wondering, from a Feyerabend perspective...what’s the best way to learn something about a topic which is fundamentally non-scientific?”

“Feyerabend didn’t recognize any absolute distinction between the scientific and the non-scientific, nor did he believe that science was a path to certain knowledge,” Nicola said. 

“But even absent science, there must be some system, some rule that...” Zeke began.

“The only rule is there are no rules, according to Feyerabend. We have to keep an open mind. Our prior assumptions about the world and ourselves are what hold us back from true innovation. No method, no path must be shut out categorically, not even the non-scientific ideas and concepts.” 

“You’re right,” Zeke said, stroking her warm, plump back with the tips of his fingers. 

He couldn’t abandon her because of what he suspected might happen, he realized. That would be making an unsupported assumption, holding them both back.  He had to admire the irony: He was pushed to the breaking point by the ring, but brought back through the intellectual prowess that the ring itself had bestowed on her.

He gazed at the ring before he drifted off to sleep. The gears had grown, so large that they were jammed against one another. 

Chapter Eight: One Week Later

“Come on,” Zeke said. “We don’t want to be late for the announcement.”

“Do we have to be there? Can’t we just ask Alfred what happened?” 

“What’s the matter, you nervous?”

“Not nervous,” Nicola insisted. “I just don’t feel like getting out of the house today.”

“Well I have a feeling you’ll be glad you went. Now come on, let’s get dressed.”

“Alright, alright,” she said, pulling on a bulky green T-shirt that read “Everything I touch turns to nerd.”

~

“Ladies and gentlemen, I have some good news,” said Professor Jaeger. “We had a 100% pass rate on the comprehensive examinations.”

The room burst into wild hooting and applause.

“The department would also like to honor the contributions of two students in particular. Their essays went above and beyond the requirements for passing. Alfred Ryan and Zeke Harmon, you both earned a High Honors.” 

“Lastly, of course, the Dean’s Choice award. And this was quite and easy choice to make. Nicola Berezofsky, the pride of the program, please come on up and say a few words!” 

Nicola looked confused and befuddled as she waddled her way towards the podium, banging her plump calf against Alfred’s chair and accidentally knocking over the drink of another student along the way. 

“Uh...thanks,” she said weakly. “I’ll try...to do you all proud with my...publication.” 

She headed back towards her chair. 

“I can’t believe you two are still together,” Alfred whispered. “I knew you were desperate, but come on. Can’t you do better?”

“No,” Zeke said proudly. “I can’t do any better than her.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Alfred said, the double meaning sailing right over his head.

Nicola took her seat, and Professor Jaeger began droning on about other administrative announcements. 

~

“Congratulations,” Zeke said softly, gazing at the gold-embroidered certificate that he was sure was going to be his until she showed up. 

He knew she was a shoo-in for the award, though the envy he had expected to feel failed to materialize. She’d earned it, he thought, so there was no shame in losing. 

“What was with that speech, though?”

“I’m not much of a public speaker,” she said, speaking a little more loudly than was appropriate given the small size of the room and the fact that the professor was still speaking. “But I’m looking forward to the research. And of course, it will be beneficial when I go on to earn my PhD.”

“Have you thought about your topic?” 

“Yes. I want to study sexuality and non-traditional forms of sexual expression online,” she said. 

This time, her voice carried enough to cause half of the heads to turn and face her.

“Try to talk a little quieter,” Zeke suggested, the attention causing him to wince.

“Why?” Nicola asked, her voice growing louder. 

“We’ll talk about it later,” Zeke replied. 

Nicola shrugged a little, but complied.

~

“So, uh...what inspired you to pick your particular...research project?” Zeke asked, once they were outside.

“It’s something I’ve always been interested in,” Nicola said. “Well, not quite always. Since I was about 13, I’d say.”

“Think the department will be happy with it?” 

“It’s not so much a question of their happiness, but their approval. And I don’t believe they’ll reject me from the program rather than accede to my wishes for this project,” Nicola said matter of factly. “What would you study, had you won the award?”

“Supernatural artifacts and their effect on the human psyche,” Zeke mumbled to himself.

“What?” Nicola asked.

“Uh...I mean, Epistemological Hermeneutics,” Zeke said.

“How stale and pedestrian,” Nicola said. “I’m glad you weren’t the Dean’s Choice.”

Zeke sighed as he briefly considered explaining to Nicola how that kind of language might hurt someone’s feelings. He ran through what he knew she’d say: Don’t police my language, and honesty is more important than courtesy. 

He thought better of it. Not only was he certain that she wouldn’t agree with him over bringing it up, he was certain she’d find a way to prove him wrong, too. Wherever she pushed him, he felt his ground shifting. It was something he’d grown so accustomed to that he was now accepting it in advance.

“Why did you want me to talk quieter during the announcement, by the way? You said you’d tell me later,” she asked.

“You know what? Talk at whatever volume you like,” Zeke said, committing to his acceptance of her attitude.

“Sounds good,” she shouted at an ear-splitting volume. 

“Just kidding,” she said, throwing a playful slug towards his shoulder. 

It staggered him a bit, but Zeke managed to regain his composure.

“Well, in any case, feel like enjoying a celebratory dinner out? My treat,” Zeke offered.

“Nah, I’d rather stay in. But I like the celebratory dinner part. I know we can cook up fancy food right at home,” she said, a little glint in her eye.

~

Nicola slowly lowered the metal tray into the deep frier, which roared and crackled. Twinkies, bananas wrapped in bacon, baked potatoes with custard filling, and giant loaf of challah bread all fought to rise to the surface of the bubbling, brown sea of oil. 

“Be careful,” Zeke urged her, worrying about her clumsy streak.

“I’ve had my own deep frier for years. I’ll be fine,” Nicola insisted. “I’ve got very steady hands.”

She rubbed her greasy fingers together for effect. The action caused the heavy ring to slide up her finger, and slip off. It clattered on the side of the stove and then rolled into the deep frier, producing a low hissing sound. 

“Damn” Nicola said, and then began to lower her hand towards the grease.

“No!” Zeke said, leaping towards her and knocking her hand out of the way. “You’ll burn your skin off!”

“You’re so protective,” she said. 

She grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him into a tender embrace. Zeke closed his eyes and allowed himself to melt into the kiss, before he realized that the ring was off.

What would happen now, he wondered. Would he open his eyes and see Nicola back to being Nikki? Would she want anything to do with him? 

He didn’t need to open his eyes to find out. As their faces ground together, he could feel Nicola’s little lower lip studs lightly scratching against his chin. Those certainly would be gone if she was back to normal, he realized.

A few moments later, Nicola raised the tray and pulled out the fried food. The ring wasn’t on it, and it seemed to roll off every time she tried to scoop it out with the tray.

“You get it later,” Zeke said. “Can’t let this food get cold, after all.”

“I got it on the day I met you,” she said. “I’m not just going to let it fry.” 

Using two shish-kabob skewers, she pinned it to the edge of the frier and dragged it up the side. After blowing on it for a few moments, she placed it back on her finger, not bothering to wash it out. 

They headed to the table, and Zeke slowly pecked at the crispy stuff on his plate, while Nicola dug in with gusto. She drowned her potato in maple syrup, and then raised the entire thing to her lips. She pressed it into her mouth with both hands, causing little droplets of syrup to dribble down onto her chin. Her cheeks, already quite poofy, inflated further still as she stuffed it down. 

Nicola used her finger to clean her wrist of the syrup, and in the process she managed to accidentally spread the sugary stuff to a couple of tresses of her hair that were caught in the crook of her elbow. She reached for paper napkin, but it tore as she tried to pull the syrup from her wrist. Finally, she pulled up the edge of the tablecloth and used that to try to clean herself. 

The results of that effort were mixed at best. Bits of brown-stained napkin and little grease splotches now adorned the table, while her wrist and fingers looked marginally cleaner. 

At least until she reached for her fried bacon banana.

~

“Hey Zeke,” Nicola said, after the last scrap of food had found its way into her gullet. “I’m feeling full.”

“Oh? Sounds great. I probably want to have a shower, first. Want to join me?”

“Shower?” Nicola said, her nose crinkling up. “Nah, I hate showers.”

“Well, surely you must have them...occasionally,” Zeke said, wondering if the ring was really going to take her down this road.

“Of course not, why would I?” Nicola said with a dismissive snort. 

“Well...uh...” Zeke said, unsure of how to proceed.

“I much prefer baths,” she said. “I have a jacuzzi, you know.” 

“Ah, of course...” What a relief, he thought.

“Want to take one now?” she suggested.

“Sure thing.”

She led the way to the bathroom, stepping over several small piles of discarded clothing along the way. Once there, she slowly disrobed. Zeke noticed was that Nicola’s lower arms had two tattoos, ones that weren’t there during dinner. Her left arm had a Chinese dragon, while her right bore a steampunk style bicycle. 

Nicola leaned over the tub and turned the water on. Zeke crept behind her as she did so, eager to get a closer look at her huge ass as she bend forwards.

“Don’t just look at it, give it a whack,” Nicola said, as she provocatively shifted her weight back and forth. Zeke did as he was told and the flesh of her butt and upper thighs shook violently. Like a slowly fading echo, the quiver his hand had created never seemed to ebb away completely.

Zeke removed his own clothes as the water started to steam up the mirrors. Nicola climbed over the edge of the tub, and he followed. She lost her balance as she lowered herself into the water, and grabbed his arm to steady herself. Her weight was far more than he could support, and he tumbled down after her. Nicola’s butt provided her with somewhat of a cushion, while Zeke fell face first and landed between her huge breasts.

A few moments later, they were overcome with gales of laughter.

“I love you,” Nicola said, once the chuckling had died down.

“I love you, too,” Zeke said, gazing into her dark eyes.

The water began to rush in between their intertwined legs, and Zeke gazed at Nicola’s body. The big breasts that had cushioned his fall had also swollen further. Her nipples and areolas had grown too, and far more so than was proportional. 

The pink circles seemed to take up nearly half the area of her breasts, while her nipples looked nearly as big as thumbs. The hair under her arms loomed larger as well. It dangled down, looking as thick and as lustrous as the hair from her head. 

Nicola’s tummy was larger than he’d ever seen it, a massive, doughy dome rimmed by two thick love handles. The lower section of her belly contained a trail of scraggly looking hairs, leading down to her groin. Nearly crowded out his field of vision by her burgeoning belly and her tree-trunk like thighs, he could still spot it by the hair. Larger and longer than what was under her arms, it grew out in all directions. Zeke let his fingers play with it for a while, loving the sight of his hand swallowed up by her forest. 

Nicola guided his mouth towards one of her giant nipples, and he began to suckle. The nipple grew in size as his tongue lapped at it, and Zeke wondered to what proportion of the growth was due to her excitement, and how much was permanent boost in size due to the ring.

Zeke’s fingers dug a little deeper, and he began to slowly rub her. With his other hand, he traced up and down her body. He cupped the stretched skin of her bloated calves, up to the furry insides of her upper thighs, and then up the small rolls of her back fat. He gripped her broad shoulders, and then his fingers splayed around her thick neck. With her hand, Nicola activated the jacuzzi jets. The pounding water hit Zeke in just the right place, causing him to moan with pleasure. 

As the water levels rose, more and more of their bodies began to enjoy the weightlessness of submersion. Zeke pulled his hand away, and after untangling his wrist from her hair, proceeded to wriggle his hips towards hers. Their bodies mashed together as Nicola used her weight to spin the two of them around over and over. It was, Zeke thought, the last vestige of the gymnastic routines she’d never remembered performing. And it was glorious.

They lay together in the water long after they finished. Only when Zeke started to shiver did Nicola finally suggest getting out. 

As Nicola rose to her feet and pressed the button to release the drain, Zeke noticed that the ring was no longer on her finger. He glanced down and saw it in the water. The little gears were turning, blowing bubbles behind it as it propelled itself across the tub and towards the drain.

Without a second thought, Zeke reached down and grabbed it, just as it was about to get sucked down into the abyss. 

“Wow, thanks,” Nicola said, her pudgy finger swelling even fatter as she forced the tight-fitting ring onto it. “Almost lost it twice today. Damn thing had a mind of its own.”

“I...never thought of that,” Zeke said, scratching his head.

“It was just a figure of speech,” she said with a belly-shaking laugh. 

Zeke wasn’t listening. If the ring really was trying to engineer its own departure, what did that mean? Was it ready to concede defeat in their battle of the wills? Only time would tell, he thought.

Epilogue

“Nicola, we’re running low on food, wanna run to the store with me?” Zeke asked.

“You go, I’ll stay here,” she said.

“Want to drop by on Professor Jaeger’s office hours?”

“Nah, I can just email him if I have a question.”

“Well, want to go outside and take a walk?” 

“It might rain today,” she said. 

Her eyes deliberately turned away from the blue sky streaming in through the window. These days, Nicola didn’t get out much, and it showed. Her tan had faded away, leaving a pale, milky completion behind. Why did women bother tanning, he thought when he first noticed it, when soft, creamy skin looked so much more alluring?

“Alright,” Zeke said. “What are you working on?”

“Online dating profile,” she said.

“...Come again?” 

“Yeah. For the research project. I want to see how people react to certain keywords, types of photos, expressed interests, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and religion.”

“Ah, I see,” Zeke said, blushing a little.

“What, did you think I was going to start dating?” Nicola teased. 

“Well, people who see those profiles are certainly going to think so,” he said, gazing over her shoulder and taking a look at the muscular, bisexual man’s profile she was editing. “Do you feel any moral qualms over, you know...lying?”

“Many of these sites have flat-out admitted to experimenting on people by changing their algorithms, even intentionally giving them poor matches just to see if users could tell the difference. What I’m doing is tame by comparison,” she said.

“Well, sure, other people are more dishonest, but surely you can’t claim that excuses...”

“Alright, Zeke. How about a utilitarian argument: A few people will waste their time and maybe get their hopes up gazing at these profiles. How does that stack up against the valuable insight I’ll glean from the research, which will be shared with academia at large? Not to mention the thrill I get from creating all these personas.” 

She shivered with lust, causing her corpulent body to quiver and the office chair she was sitting on to groan with the strain of her weight. 

“It’s like they have a life of their own.”

“Well, I certainly was guilty of the same thing when I was a teenager,” Zeke admitted. 

“Really?” Nicola asked. “Sounds great. We should roleplay that later tonight.”

“You might not like my online persona,” Zeke hedged.

“It doesn’t matter what I like, it matters what Phil Vanderbilt likes,” she said, pointing to her screen. 

Both of them gazed at shirtless, hairless man with the sculpted abs on her screen - and both started laughing a few moments later. 

“Your ass is mine,” she said in a comically low voice, causing a second eruption of silly giggles.

Their gaiety was interrupted by the doorbell.

“I’ll get it,” Zeke offered, aware of how tight a fit her chair was.

“No, no,” Nicola insisted, rising to her feet and waddling her way towards the door. 

Her massive, beach-ball sized belly swung wildly as she stepped, and her gigantic breasts which rested upon it also shook. Not just big but also braless, they were now far too big for Zeke to wrap his hand around, and he’d spent lots of time trying. By the time she’d reached the door, she’d kicked over several empty bottles that had been lying on the floor and nearly toppled a stack of dirty dishes that Zeke had to dive on the ground to save from shattering. She went right past him, not even noticing the commotion.

When Zeke pulled himself to his feet, he saw Nicola proudly holding up a big, brown box.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Oh...well I know your birthday is any day now” she said.

“It’s two months from now.”

“Then it arrived just in time for our one month anniversary,” she suggested.

“Last week,” Zeke said.

“Oh, just take the damn gift,” she shouted.

“Alright, just teasin’ ya,” he said as he pulled the tape off of the box. “Woah...it’s a ‘Warhammer’ Titan! The biggest guy they make! I’ve never even seen one in person. I’d never be able to put one of these things together on my own.”

“I figured we could make it together,” Nicola said. 

After a few painstaking hours, the giant robot stood fully assembled on the kitchen table. 

“All finished?” Zeke asked.

“Yep,” Nicola said, reaching for its back to turn it their way. 

As she did, one of the spokes of the ring caught on the robot’s spiky armor. She tried to jiggle it free, which caused her huge, bloated arm to quiver, but the ring didn’t budge. Not wanting to push harder and risk damaging the Titan, she instead wriggled her finger out of the ring entirely and then finished turning it around

“Amazing,” Zeke said, looking past at the metal monstrosity and up at the big, beautiful woman who had poured her heart and soul into constructing it.

“I know, it’s a beauty,” Nicola agreed.

“I wasn’t talking about the Titan,” said Zeke, his eyes on her. 

They both made their way towards the bedroom. In a few moments, the vibrations coming from there were enough to make the walls shake and the table vibrate. 

The Titan shook, and after a few jiggles, the ring fell into place inside his back. The gears whirred to life, and the robot began to walk. Step by step, it made its way across the table. The jetpack behind it roared, and it launched itself through open window.

Neither Nicola nor Zeke heard the noise. When they returned to the kitchen hours later, they mourned the loss of their Titan, but neither one noticed that the ring was gone. 

~~~

The End 
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