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Living a day within a day is exhausting, even when one of those days involved surviving a manhunt on a secluded island, gaining RPG-like items, and having sex with a woman who secreted an eye-popping amount of her own lubrication.  The end of the day was near, but Rhett swore that his time-altering abilities were holding back the minutes. 

Come on, just let me go home already, he groaned in his head.  The last of his workload was finished forty minutes ago, leaving him with nothing to do but prep for tomorrow, and occasionally skim Elf Date.  Gendra gave him a five-star review, of course, as well as some kind words.  The statement was short and to the point, just one brief sentence that encompassed his efforts during the date.  Still, it was better than a rating, and he received another point in kindness for his troubles.  Not that I needed it.  Why couldn’t I get something useful, like a prestige point?

Prestige.  Rhett found it impossible not to dwell on the possibilities the attribute offered.  If it worked in Elf Date like it did in video games, then he’d see a lot more date coins coming his way by improving the number.  Someone else probably thought about it, which was why the makers of the app locked the stat out for users in the first two tiers.  His assumption was that the attribute would be the last one to unlock.  It made sense from a business aspect.  One would have to reach tier four, likely, to see it unlocked.  Anyone who stuck around the dating site for that long clearly wasn’t in it for love, so why not do something to keep them engaged? 

Thinking about what stats unlocked at what tiers got him thinking about the way one went from one tier to the next.  Getting out of tier one required him to achieve a 4.5 appeal rating.  What would it take to reach tier three?  It certainly wasn’t 6.5, because he surpassed that already.

“Really hoping it isn’t 9.”

“You hope what isn’t nine?”

Rhett cringed the second he heard the voice, not because someone had overheard him talking about the stats of an elven dating app, but because he recognized it right away.  Rick Berringer, aka, the boss.  Slowly Rhett spun his chair around, knowing that whatever came out of the man’s mouth wouldn’t be good.  If he was going to offer Rhett a promotion, it would have been done in the morning.  The fact that it was the end of the day said the man wanted something else. 

“There’s my guy,” Berringer chuckled as Rhett looked up at him.  Always the same.  White dress shirt, tie, and oversized glasses that were never in style, no matter the decade.  A quick glance showed no less than seven folders in his hand, and Berringer wasn’t the type to take any work home with him.  Why would he when he had people for that?

“Do you need something, Mr. Berringer?”

“I sure do, sport,” the boss sighed and pulled the stack of folders out from under his arm.  “I don’t know how it happened, but the day really slipped away from me.  I need these accounts verified before the end of the day.  Now, I could stay over and do this myself, but then I thought, I know a certain junior account manager who’s chomping at the bit to get a leg up around here.  So, here’s your chance.”

Rhett had a different version of getting a leg up.  He imagined pulling down his pants, hiking up his leg, and taking a leak on the man’s pants, especially since he called him ‘sport’.  It wasn’t just a nickname, it was a placeholder for the workers Berringer couldn’t remember, workers like Rhett. 

“I can do that,” Rhett replied in the calmest tone he could manage.   The folder felt heavy, which meant that he’d be spending a few hours just reading the material. 

“I knew I came to the right person,” Berringer sighed and patted the top corner of his cubicle.  “Try not to stay up too late.”

Rhett knew better than to respond.  The boss man was already halfway down the hall with his mind on whatever luxurious activity he had planned.  Planned.  Just like he planned to dump this off on somebody else.  Why couldn’t he have brought these over an hour ago?  I’d be a quarter of the way through them already.

It didn’t matter why, it only mattered that he wasn’t going anywhere for the foreseeable future.  With a sigh, he placed the stack on his desk and opened the first folder.  It was a literal nightmare.  The account didn’t just need to be checked and updated in the system, it needed to be filled in.  A groan escaped him as he realized why each folder was so thick.  None of the main sheets were completed, which, judging by the blank space on the sheet, meant that a very, very long night was in front of him. 

Rhett spent an hour fixing the first file.  Once it was in the database, he compared it to the payments received file, nodded, and reached for the next.  Sadly, he happened to look at the clock, only to realize that he had a responsibility that didn’t exist last week.  With a heavy heart, he pulled out his phone and messaged Brinna on the tablet he dusted off so they’d be able to communicate.  It wasn’t like her phone number complied with Earth’s systems. 

With the message sent, he opened the next file and let out a sigh of relief.  Over half of the information was entered, so it shouldn’t take him too long to complete the paperwork and update the system.  It did take a while to make sense of the other papers in the folder though, because they weren’t in any logical order. 

He was halfway through the file when his phone vibrated.  It was Brinna’s response, who sent him a frowny face before asking what he was going to do for dinner.  For a second, he thought she asked what he was going to do to feed her, right until he realized that she was concerned about him.  He replied that he’d hit up the vending machine while he worked, which wasn’t too appealing to someone who spent the entire day running and fighting, but he’d lose too much time dealing with a food delivery.  Ordering was easy enough, but getting the delivery person through security would require time he didn’t have, not if he wanted to be done before midnight. 

The second file was completed, and the third was easy enough, but the fourth was a literal nightmare.  Not one line of the main sheet was filled out, because there wasn’t one.  Rhett looked up at the lights that turned off twenty minutes ago, made a fist, and threatened to punch the ceiling tiles.  It wouldn’t help him accomplish anything, but it was either that or taking some office equipment outside to beat with a baseball bat. 

He’d barely finished organizing the mess of papers when he heard footsteps sounding from down the hall.  It was probably Jason, the security guard, looking to make one last round before handing things off to the night shift.  Jason only talked to you if you wore a skirt, so Rhett kept his head down and carried on, right until the footsteps continued inside his cubicle. 

Rhett looked up, expecting to be questioned by the guard, or by a janitor looking to start their evening early.  It was neither.  Instead, a gorgeous, blonde-haired elf looked down at him, offering a sympathetic smile as she held up a white plastic bag. 

“You brought dinner?” he asked, pondering if he’d ever had a woman in his cubicle before. 

“Well, it seemed like the right thing to do,” Brinna replied, set the bag on his desk, and disappeared.  She returned seconds later, rolling his neighbor’s chair to his desk.  She was going to join him, which explained why there were two containers instead of one.  “I wasn’t sure what you’d want, so I went through your past delivery orders.  That wasn’t too invasive, was it?”

“No, that’s being resourceful, actually.  Which is yours?”

“Oh, mine is the general T-so.”

“I don’t know how to properly pronounce it, but no one says the ‘T’.”

“Like no one says ret-t?”

“I can take Tso’s and call myself ret-t-t,” he laughed and handed her container over after moving the folders out of the way. 

“So, why are you the only person working?  Well, other than that obnoxious man at the front desk.”

“Jason, and, yeah, he’s obnoxious.  I think he took the job because he thought he wouldn’t have to deal with people.”

“That didn’t answer my question though.”

“Yeah, I’m stalling,” he sighed and moved his beef and rice around to mix it.  “From the looks of it, my boss has been ignoring his paperwork for a week, so he dumped it on me.”

“And what is your reward?  Do you get paid for these late hours?”

“No, I’m salary.”

“I don’t know that word.”

“It means that I make the same amount of money no matter how many hours I work,” he groaned before tucking a spoonful into his cheek.  He was starving, but he wanted to talk, so he didn’t try to chew it right away.  “They sell it to you by telling you that you’ll get paid the same if you take off for a dentist’s appointment, but they control how often you can do that.  In short, the company benefits, not us.”

“Then why do you work here?” she asked before stuffing a bit of chicken into her mouth.  She chewed while she stared off at nothing, only to have her eyes widen with each passing second.  He knew what was happening, so he handed his water bottle to her and tried not to smile.  “Good, God, that is spicy.”

“Be glad you didn’t decide to go with my hot wings order then,” he teased and held out his container.  “Trade?”

“Yes, please.”

They ate for a few minutes, so he figured he dodged the question, right until she put her container to the side and reached for the stack of folders he was working on.  He honestly figured she’d be instantly confused, but her face never changed as she flipped to the next page. 

“So, each of these papers represents income from a client, I assume.”

“Yes.”

“And you are doing what with it, precisely?”

“Filling out the main data sheet, which I then have to add to the computer database.”

“Why not just fill out the database and skip the extra work?”

“Because they have to compare the database to the main file for tax purposes.  I know, it’s a lot of repetition, but it helps to find errors.”

“It seems to me that your company refuses to let go of the old ways and usher in a new era,” she stated and pulled out one of the papers from the folder.  “Why are these even on physical papers to begin with?  That seems wasteful.”

“Oh, you know, because the entire system could suffer from a major meltdown, or we could get hacked and lose everything.  You know, all the old stuff they worried about twenty years ago.”

“How often has that happened?”

“Well, we did lose power for a few days after a major snowstorm, but we didn’t lose the data.”

“So, this is all tedious, pointless, and far outdated work?”

“Yes, but only because you’re trying to get me to admit it,” he chuckled and took a bite.  “This was really sweet of you though.  Thank you.”

“It’s only fair, considering what you do for me.”

“It was one time.  You shouldn’t feel like you’re indebted forever to me.”

“I’m not talking about that,” she countered with a worried look.  “I’m talking about everything you’ve done since then.”

“What?”

“You honestly don’t see it, do you?” she laughed and shook her head.  “Rhett, you’ve opened your home to me.  You’ve put your life on hold to show me what lies beyond servitude.”

“You’re making way too big of a deal out of it.”

“Because you aren’t.  You can argue all you want, but you won’t change my mind on this.”

Rhett didn’t have a comeback, so he only opened his mouth to eat until he was full.  After a few minutes, he reached for one of the folders, only to have her block his path by sliding her chair in the way. 

“What can I do to help speed this along?”

“It’s a complicated system.  I don’t think…”

“Remington Industries, $5,433 paid out last week.  It goes onto a line of the main sheet, along with the date.”

“I guess it’s not so complicated after all.  That folder should already be in order by date, but the others behind it aren’t.”

“I can do that.”

The pair worked in silence for the next thirty minutes, which saw Brinna completing her task long before he updated the system.  She needed something else, so she filled in the main sheet while he handled the computer.  Once more, she finished before him, so she asked to check his phone while he worked. 

“Who is Gendra?”

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,” he groaned and wiped the tension from his face.  “Josh sent me an invite to do a competition.  It was time-filtered with a blue-quality prize for the winner, so I figured it was worth a shot.  I know, I should have said something to you first, but…”

“How did it go?  Well, she left you a review, so I assume you did well, but I want to hear what you have to say about it.”

“My time-turner ability really helped, but I had a hard time killing anyone.  Saving grace was on, but…”

“But it still felt the same?”

“Yeah.  I only took out two people.  Wait, no, three.  Four if you count myself.”

“You killed yourself?”

“It was a situational thing.  Gendra was dying, and saving grace didn’t apply to her, so…”

“So you took yourself out to save her.  I wondered why a half-orc would bother offering a review.”

“She’s a half-orc?”

“You didn’t realize that?” she laughed and expanded Gendra’s picture.  “A fairly attractive one.  What was she like?”

“Jaded, but honest.  I wasn’t her type though.”

“Of course not.  Orcs don’t care for being thin.  I can tell you feel bad for not conferring with me first, but I’m struggling to determine why.”

“I don’t know.  Because you’re my advisor?  It just feels like I’m not supposed to go on dates without…I don’t know, your approval, or permission.”

“We may need to reevaluate our relationship,” she groaned and swiped to his bio.  “Your numbers have improved nicely.  Ah, I see you figured out how to reach tier two.  What was the trick?”

“It’s the appeal rating.  I hit tier two when I got past 4.5, which is probably why those stats cost five date coins to improve.”

“It certainly makes sense as far as the business side goes.  Have you received any messages from the tier two women?”

“I haven’t had a chance to look.  I mean, I’ve tried, but I wanted to get done before the end of the day so I wouldn’t have to stay over.”

“And look how that worked out for you,” she teased with a little wink.  “I’ll take a look while you finish up.  Hmm, cute, a bit too thin though.  Oh, my, your back would snap in half trying to kiss her, next…”

Rhett could almost imagine the profile she was looking at, but he didn’t know if it was a suggested elf, or one who reached out to him.  Brinna didn’t say, and he didn’t feel like asking, so he focused on his work while she moved on. 

“Oh, a redheaded barbarian woman.  She would use your entire body as a pleasure device.  Don’t get me wrong, you might enjoy that, but I won’t subject you to that type of relationship.  Ice elf?  No future there.  Demon girl, demon girl, demon girl…I don’t know how you’ve managed it, but I swear you’ve cornered the demon girl market…”

Not that you’ll let me see what they’re like. 

Rhett held his tongue, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that he felt Brinna was being a bit too picky.  She rattled off a few more over the next hour, but he gave up listening since she wasn’t going to let him see any pictures, or read their profiles for himself.  Finally, at nine o’clock, he saved the system and shut it down for the evening.  Brinna’s eyes were glued to his phone the whole ride home, making for a quiet drive that made it difficult to stay awake. 

He really wanted to go straight to bed when he got home, but a shower was in order so he wouldn’t have to get up early.  She was sitting on the couch, burning through his phone’s battery when he came out.  He liked seeing her there, even though he realized that he’d have to accept she’d leave sooner or later.  As he tried to figure out how to ask for his phone back, his neck flared up, making him grab the back as he fought not to wince. 

“Sit down,” she stated, handed him his phone, and patted the cushion once she got up. 

“I should really get to bed.”

“Not with your neck like that,” she sighed and pointed again.  He didn’t see a reason to say no, so he sat down to see what she was looking at, just as two warm hands wrapped around his neck.  She might not know any spells, but her fingers certainly held some magic as she worked the strain out of his muscles, leaving him so loose that he could barely hold his head up.  “Better?”

“Tons, but I feel bad that you did that for me.”

“Don’t be.  I don’t.  Now, let’s get you to bed.”

She helped him off the couch, then wrapped her arm around his and escorted him to his door.  For a split second, he thought that she was going to go in with him, which sent his imagination into a frenzied tailspin he’d never be able to pull out of.  She didn’t go in though.  Brinna let him go and walked to her own door, pausing to lean her chest on the doorway as she looked back at him. 

“Goodnight, Rhett.”

“Yeah, goodnight.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

I wish I didn’t have to say that. 
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Rhett had a dream that night, one that perfectly captured the essence of his torment.  In the dream, he stood in a room laid out like a courtroom.  Judging by the layout, he was the defense attorney with no client next to him.  Random fantasy women walked to the witness stand to be picked apart by the prosecution, played by none other than Brinna.  She also acted as the judge, albeit with a different hairstyle, and an open robe that didn’t seem appropriate.

One by one, the women would go to the stand, only to be told by prosecutor Brinna that they were too short, too fat, too ugly, or for other petty reasons.  Judge Brinna would bang the gavel, declare in favor of the prosecution, and order for the next defendant to be brought in.  Rhett never got a chance to defend the women.  Not that it’d matter when their faces were blurry to him. 

The dream ended well before the last defendant was marched out, freeing Rhett to shake off the bad vibes and get ready for the day.  His imagination kept going though.  On the way to work, he pictured the trial unfolding for every woman he dated, and not just those from Elf Date.  Bert was there as well, and prosecutor Brinna drilled her for half of the journey about why she ghosted Rhett after one date.  The longer he thought about it, the less tasteful the daydream became, leaving him not only disgusted with himself, but ashamed for putting Brinna and Bert in a scenario together. 

Every drop of coffee in the office went into his cup as he tried to get his engine into high gear.  Working so late not only left his body aching from being in the chair too long, but he suffered from a sense of dread that Berringer would be so impressed with his effort that he’d dump another load on him.  In Rhett’s opinion, his boss may as well pull down his pants and drop an actual load on his desk, because that was the only thing that would get him moving beyond a snail’s pace today. 

Rhett fought to unblur the numbers on the pages.  It was an uphill battle with his hands tied behind his back and a boulder tethered to his waist.  Minutes crawled by like hours.  Habitually, he looked at the top corner of the window, wishing that his cubicle wall would allow for a better view.  The office was designed that way on purpose so that the workers would remain focused on their jobs.  He hated that he knew that, and loathed himself for agreeing with ownership. 

It wasn’t all bad.  Brinna sent him a message in the late morning that made him chuckle.  It was a meme with the boss from Office Space, one that not only made him smile, but made him wonder if Mr. Berringer modeled himself after the character. 

I wonder what Brinna is doing today.

It wasn’t the first time the thought crossed his mind, or the fiftieth.  Sometimes his inner parent would kick in, picturing the elf catching the apartment on fire by putting something metal into the microwave.  Other times, he pictured her taking a bath, which saw no work getting accomplished when he lingered in the daydream for too long.  For five glorious minutes, he allowed himself to become horribly jealous of the washcloth that graced her fair skin, especially whenever it was dipped below the water. 

You’re too nice to even picture her naked.  Josh would be ashamed of you.

Bathing wasn’t the only scenario he imagined.  He held little dates in his mind, like skipping out to go to lunch with her, or to take her to the library so she could catch up on Earth culture and literature.  That was pointless though.  She would go home eventually, and likely never think of her time with him ever again. 

Lunchtime freed him to kick back and catch up on his phone.  Rhett was determined to watch some videos to lighten his spirits, but Elf Date called out to him with a voice far too powerful to ignore.  He caved and spent the second half of his break swiping through the profiles of the tier-two women.  The quality wasn’t better than tier-one, sadly, but there were a lot more to choose from. 

One premise offer proved interesting.  A gorgeous, platinum-blonde elf had an old trope in mind for a date.  In short, she wanted to be rescued from the evil sorcerer keeping her locked up in a tower because she was jealous of her beauty.  Rhett smirked at the idea of playing the part of some dashing hero, especially when he knew he could best the sorcerer with his time-altering magic.  In fact, he was about to message the woman when a different message came across.  It wasn’t from the Elf Date app.  It was from Brinna, telling him to not make any dinner plans tonight. 

Crap, I’m going to die from her cooking tonight, aren’t I?  Should I try to get an unenthusiastic hand job out of her first?

Rhett couldn’t imagine Brinna offering him any sexual favors.  It wasn’t just because he considered the scenario as a perfect ten doing a favor for a mundane five, but because of her past.  He didn’t know how long she’d been used to fill in for Jody, but just a few weeks of servitude probably jaded her toward sex entirely. 

The day picked up a bit after lunch, as well as his spirits.  Mr. Berringer cut out early, and the lack of a stack of folders said that Rhett wouldn’t have to stay over tonight.  That was all the incentive he needed to pick up the pace, tear through his work, and be ready to leave the second the clock hit five.  Fifteen minutes later, he entered the apartment, ready for whatever Brinna could throw at him.

Something seemed off though.  He expected to smell something coming from the kitchen, preferably something that wasn’t on fire.  The stovetop was vacant, and the oven was off, leaving him dumbfounded as to why she didn’t want him to make any dinner plans.  It occurred to him that she wanted to go out, which seemed a bit wasteful, but he wasn’t inclined to tell her no. 

“Hey, you’re on time today,” she called out from the hallway.  He turned to see her walking out with her body wrapped in a towel, and her hair in another with her phone in her hand.  She looked like she was settling in for the night, not preparing to go out, which left him so baffled that he had to remind himself to breathe.  The view could have had something to do with it though. 

“I thought you had something in mind for dinner.”

“Oh, I’m eating leftovers from last night,” she laughed and reached to the coffee table to pick up his tablet.  “You, on the other hand, need to get dressed.  You’re expected for dinner in twenty minutes.”

“How did you set up a date?  I’ve had my phone the whole time?”

“I copied the app onto your tablet,” she sighed and waved the device in the air.  “This is what happens when you sync your devices.  Go on, get some clothes on.  Well, I suppose you could go as you are.  It’s not like you’ll show up with those clothes on, will you?”

“Okay, so, you made a date without talking to me about it?”

Brinna shook her head and plopped down on the couch, forcing him to walk around unless he wanted to talk to the back of her head.  She had Elf Date pulled up on the app, which she turned toward him once she had the bio ready.  A marvelous picture stared back at him.  A drow, considering the white hair, gray skin, and red eyes, but he couldn’t deny that she was a perfect ten.  She wore some sort of leather top that left much of her proud bosom exposed, but the rest of the details made his head cock to one side.  She wore a pirate hat, and he could make out the mast of a ship in the background. 

“Did you do this because I went on that date yesterday without saying anything to you first?”

“I am not so petty, and I resent the fact that you would think that,” she sighed and handed the tablet over.  “Her offer popped up in the system right before I messaged you.  Aside from being gorgeous, Lynnis is in bookkeeping, which means your jobs are similar, and her bio reads with a bit of humility.  I wanted to snag her, so to speak, before fifty other men jumped in.  She agreed to the date rather quickly, so she must have liked your profile as well.”

“And now I feel bad for accusing you of being petty,” he groaned and scrolled down the profile.  Lynnis’s stats were on par with his, although her fun rating was far higher, with a rather small bed rating.  He wondered if there was a reason for that, so he went to the date listing to find that sex was unchecked. 

She could be looking for something more than a casual fling then.

“Have I rendered you speechless?”

“Possibly,” he chuckled with a little sigh at the end before handing the tablet back.  “Sorry for assuming, by the way.”

“No need, but don’t you want to read up on her?”

“I think I’d rather hear it from her, actually.  Just let me go to the bathroom real quick.”

“You drank too much coffee again, didn’t you?”

“Maybe?”

“Because that man works you too hard.  Should I look for a new job for you?”

“No, I think you’re doing enough for me already.”

Rhett didn’t want to be rude by cutting off their conversation, but he didn’t want to arrive on the date with a full bladder either.  Nature won the battle, so he hurried to the bathroom to relieve himself.  His phone was pinging away by the time he came out.  Brinna aided by standing next to the door with his phone, saving him a few precious seconds in the process.  Before he could press the button to go on the date, Brinna leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, turning him red as he looked over at her. 

“For luck.  Now, get going.  You don’t wish to keep a woman waiting.”

“Thanks, for everything.”

The apartment went away as soon as he pressed the screen.  By that point, he was so used to it that he just closed his eyes and focused on his balance, just in case the terrain wasn’t the same as his hallway.  Muffled laughter caught his ears first, as well as the familiar sound of waves crashing into something.  For a second, he feared he was back on the island Gendra created, but the view brought a smile to his face as he looked around. 

True, it was the open sea again, but the situation couldn’t have differed more unless everything was on fire.  A large dock was before him, capable of housing a dozen ships.  There were only three, but they looked like pirate ships, which explained the hat Lynnis wore in her picture.  The ship to his far left had workers walking up and down the ramp with goods.  Most of them were barrels, which they brought in carts down the dock and in his direction. 

A glance behind him explained why.  A pub was a pub, no matter the genre, and he knew exactly where the laughter was coming from.  He paused to check his attire.  His looted items were on, as well as a pair of worn boots and a long jacket straight out of a pirate movie.  When he felt his head, he discovered a rag was tied over his hair, meaning he wasn’t some sort of captain, or anyone of importance. 

“No, but I’ve got a date with one,” he chuckled and let himself inside. 

It was just like he imagined.  Pirates, and loads of them.  They took up nearly every seat in the place, drinking, eating, and carrying on like there was no tomorrow.  It could be true, for all he knew, so he refused to let himself judge their drunken manners.  A pair in the corner were arguing, so he gave them a wide berth as he walked inside, seeking the drow woman on his tablet. 

He didn’t have to look for long.  One figure sat alone in the opposite corner of the tavern, staring down at a device that had no business in such a setting.  It was Lynnis, and she was every bit as beautiful as her picture, even from afar.  A funny thought caught him off guard when he walked over to her.  If the date happened one week ago, he never would have been able to summon up the courage to walk over and sit with a woman so pretty.  It wasn’t last week though, and he'd seen his fair share of gorgeous women since then.  In fact, he’d had sex with a few of them. 

“Ooh, I’m not sure that rag looks good on you,” she laughed when she looked up from her phone to see him standing by her table.  “Rhett, right?”

“That’d be me,” he sighed and turned so he could look around the tavern.  “This is uh…I’m not sure what to make of it, actually.”

“Oh, crap, are you not into pirate themes?” she gasped and gave him a worried look.  “I can find something else if you give me a few minutes.”

“No, no, it’s fine, really.  Just a bit jarring to walk into a movie, if you know what I mean?”

“A book, in my case, but yes, I do.  So, are you going to sit, or are you still trying to decide if you’re going to run out of here screaming?”

“Oh, I’m going to sit for sure.”

His enthusiasm drew a smile from her, one that made him sigh and smile back.  The pair sat at the table for nearly a minute, casually looking one another over as though to see which of them would flinch first.  To his surprise, Lynnis broke before he did, and reached back to pull her white hair over one shoulder before putting her phone to sleep. 

“I’m going to ask, but I don’t want you to take this the wrong way,” he started before pausing to wait for the fight in the corner to die down so he wouldn’t have to yell.  It took longer than he thought, which left him feeling a bit awkward. 

“If this is about the human/drow thing,” she gasped with her hand on her chest, “I’m not biased.  I don’t have a human fetish thing either, in case you were worried about that.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m attracted to my own kind as well, I just like to keep an open mind.  Plus, when I saw your profile pop up, I just had to…”

She was speaking a dozen words per second, which seemed so backward that a gear broke off in his brain.  According to past history, he was the one who should have been rambling, not the insanely beautiful, gray-skinned woman sitting across from him. 

“Are you okay?”

“Oh, thank the gods, you stopped me,” she whimpered before offering a tight-lipped smile.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just really nervous.  This is the point in the date when the guy usually pries to see if sex really is off of the table, so I’m just waiting for that weight to crash down on the table, you know?  The longer the date goes without it being mentioned, the more nervous I get, and it becomes all I can think about.  So, when you started to ask, and then you paused…well…”

“Your mind went into overdrive to fill in the blanks?”

“Yes!” she groaned like an enormous burden had been lifted from her shoulders.  She leaned forward to draw in a deep breath, one that saw her leather jacket splitting just enough for him to see her collarbone beneath.  He pictured her wearing the leather bikini top from her photo, but seeing her in a full jacket made it easier to keep his mind focused. 

“I wasn’t going to bring that up.”

“You weren’t?  You’re not just saying that because I brought it up, are you?”

“No, it takes some of the stress out of the equation, actually,” he breathed, wishing that they had something to drink to help his dry throat. 

“Oh, I’m so glad to hear you say that.  What were you going to ask though?”

“I was going to ask why pirates?”

“Oh!  Okay, sure, I can see why you’d ask that,” she laughed as a hefty woman in a dress two sizes too small for her body came over with two wooden mugs.  He could smell the alcohol from four feet away, which offered some relief for his screaming throat.  Lynnis held up a finger and took a long drink, one that had her coughing before she was able to swallow and finish her statement.  “Wow, that’s strong.  Anyway…uhm, yeah, I’ve always been into pirate books.  I just love the idea of the open sea, mysterious islands, and, well, full disclosure, treasure.  I really love the idea of finding hidden treasure.”

“Your infatuation doesn’t have anything to do with Jack Sparrow, does it?”

“Who?”

“I guess not,” he chuckled and took a sip.  Lynnis was right, it was a strong brew, one that burned his throat and chest on the way down. 

“So, you’re okay with the theme?”

“Oh, sure.  I wouldn’t mind getting something to eat before we go on this adventure though.  Oh, is time filtering on?”

“It’s on, but with a catch,” she replied with a hint of a wink while holding up two fingers.  He didn’t know what it meant until the waitress returned with two plates heaping with a variety of food.  It was mostly fruits and vegetables, but with a side of seared meat.  It didn’t look like a rat, so he dug in while Lynnis talked about her favorite pirate book. 
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Rhett understood what Lynnis meant by time filtering with a catch.  As soon as they finished eating, the tavern went dark, like they were starting a new date.  When the light returned, they found themselves on one of the pirate ships.  At least Rhett did.  Not only was he on a ship, but he was fighting to maintain his balance as the ship rocked with the waves.  He searched for his date, but found nothing but other men moving about the deck, performing tasks like in the movies. 

“Whew!”

It came out more like a yell for joy, but it was the direction that startled him.  Rhett looked up to see Lynnis in the crow’s nest, leaning back with her arms out wide.  The wind rippled through her jacket, pulling it back to expose the leather bikini top she wore in her bio picture.  Rhett wasn’t the only guy looking up.  In fact, half of the crew stared up at her with no attempt to mask their gazes.  He couldn’t blame them.  Lynnis possessed the body of a goddess, one he wouldn’t mind exploring should she prove to be as kind and charming as their limited encounter suggested.  Her smile was genuine, like a child opening a Christmas present, and he swore he could feel the jubilation pouring from her. 

“You should really come up here and see this,” she called down as she fought to keep her hair out of her face.  “It’ll change your life.”

“So would falling from that height,” he called back, noting that the rope ladder leading up to the nest didn’t appear too sound.  “Where are we going?”

“I haven’t decided yet.  Let me climb down so we can talk about it.”

Rhett’s stomach couldn’t handle the scene as he watched the drow throw a leg over the lip of the nest and search for the rope ladder.  He clenched his teeth when her foot came up empty, forcing her to grab onto the edge of the wood for dear life as the boat swayed heavily to the right, nearly dumping her out in the process.  She managed to get her foot onto the ladder, drawing a sigh of relief from him as he watched her climb out of the nest and onto it.  He caught himself squeezing his thumbs in his fists, but it was all he could do to keep his nerves from boiling over.  She reached the halfway point though, which settled some of his worries, right until a wave crashed over the deck, spraying him with seawater as the ship lunged to the side. 

It happened, just like he feared it would.  Lynnis lost her grip when the ship tilted.  Not only that, but her foot got twisted in the rope of a second, which made her fall head-first until her leg snagged.  She let out a scream as her hat fell to the deck, with her eyes and mouth wide in horror.  Rhett started toward the ladder so he could climb up and help her, but her foot slipped out of her boot, handing her over to gravity’s clutches. 

The scream sounded all the way to the deck, right up until Rhett used his magic to pause time.  Her face was only a few feet from the deck at that point, with her hands out in front of her as though she could somehow brace her fall.  He didn’t know her well enough to be touching her body, but he decided she would rather deal with that than learn what hardwood plus momentum equaled.  He elected to wrap one arm around her back, pull her down, and cradle her legs with the other hand.  She started screaming again when time picked up, making him wince as her voice threatened to pop his eardrum. 

“Oh, oh, okay,” she gasped when she realized she was in his arms.  She nodded for a few seconds while taking slow, deep breaths, then turned to raise a dark eyebrow at him. 

“Sorry, do I need to put you down?”

“No, I could use a bit of a hug right now,” she chuckled nervously and flipped her hair out of her face.  “I’m just trying to figure out how you managed to catch me is all.”

“I have the time-turner class.”

“I have no idea what that is, but I love it.  Do you uh…do you dive into heroics on all of your dates, or am I your first damsel in distress?”

“I really wish I could say that you’re the first, but I hate lying.”

“Good to know.  Uhm, the men are staring at us though, so maybe we should get back to it?”

Rhett started to turn to look at the crew when something slammed onto the deck, making him jump so hard that he almost dropped the drow.  She yelped when he turned, only to laugh when they realized it was her boot coming down to join them. 

“Well, at least I don’t have to climb up to fetch it now.”

“Always a bright side.”

Two minutes later, Lynnis had her boot on, and held out her phone so he could read over her shoulder.  He resisted the urge to smell that silky white hair, but he couldn’t get over the fact that she wasn’t as short as he feared.  Even without the boots on, she was probably around 5’7”, which left him taller, but not so much that he’d need to see a chiropractor if they became a couple. 

I’ll check that off the list.

“We have two options right now,” she stated while holding the phone up a bit higher so he didn’t have to lean down as much, which he considered thoughtful on her part.  “We can enjoy a high seas battle, which I’m guessing involves us trying to take down another ship, or one coming after us…”

“Or?” he asked when she paused, noting the slight scent of vanilla coming off of her body.  If he hadn’t just eaten, he might not have been able to resist the urge to bend down and taste her neck, which he swore was calling to him. 

“Or, we can go to an island to hunt for treasure,” she continued with a hint of enthusiasm in her voice. 

“A battle at sea sounds a bit bloody.”

“Oh, thank the gods,” she groaned and squeezed his arm like she was trying to see how thick he was beneath the jacket.  “I almost wet myself thinking about cannon fire.  Treasure hunting it is.”

Just like before, the world went dark, with her smiling face the last thing he saw.  When it came back, they were leaning over the railing, looking at an island in the distance.  Lynnis let out a shriek and nearly hopped too far in celebration, forcing him to grab her arm to keep her from going over the edge. 

“Sorry, just loving the fact that a childhood dream is coming true,” she laughed, then gasped when she realized she was holding a scroll in her hand.  The shocked expression remained as she unrolled it to find that it was a treasure map, complete with an ‘X’ toward the top that seemed a bit too on the nose for his liking. 

Ten minutes later, the pair joined a portion of the crew in a long rowboat heading for the island.  Lynnis seemed positively giddy with anticipation, making him wonder if he needed to anchor her down to keep her from trying to swim to the island on her own.  He smothered the thought by examining the crew, deciding now was a good time to get to know them.  At a glance, they were mostly humans, except for two elves who looked like twins.  The thought brought him back to the farm, as well as the amazing sex with the twins that he’d probably never top in a dozen lifetimes. 

“So, what’re their names?” he whispered after Lynnis finally sat back down. 

“Oh, I haven’t a clue,” she laughed without bothering to lower her voice.  “I always found that side characters don’t really care to interact with us, so long as we don’t do anything to annoy them.”

Like referring to them as side characters?

Something told him that treating their crew like blurred background actors would come back to bite them in the bottom eventually, but he couldn’t keep his thoughts grounded for long.  Lynnis was bubbly.  It was the only word that matched her child-like joy, and it proved infectious as they approached the island.  By the time they were on the shore, he was grinning from ear to ear, buzzing with the same excitement that had his date bouncing on the sand, impatiently waiting for the crew to secure the boat. 

“You wouldn’t be so excited if you knew about the curse on this island,” one of the twin elves stated while the others tied the boat down. 

“Curse?”

“Oh, he’s just spicing the flavor,” Lynnis laughed and walked over to squeeze the man’s arm.  “Aren’t you?”

“The curse of the undead is no laughing matter, Captain.  No one who ventured to this island lived long enough to tell the tale.”

“Then how did the tale get spread?” she countered with a raised brow before nodding at the trees.  “Come on, I bet we’ll find a path nearby.”

She was wrong.  The crew spread out and searched the shore, but no one found a path leading to the other side of the island.  Rhett suggested that they get back in the boat and row to the other side, but Lynnis grumbled that exploring was half of the adventure.  He didn’t want to spoil her fun, so he humbly agreed while the crew stepped forward to but a path through the jungle. 

“So, what exactly do you do for a living?” she asked while the crew worked their butts off to make a path. 

“Oh, nothing fancy.  I’m a junior account manager.”

“What’s that like?”

“A lot of repetitive paperwork, actually.”

“Me too,” she gasped and grabbed his arm.  “I’m a bookkeeper for the company that makes some of our phones.  I wish they made better phones, to be honest, but it’s hard to complain about having a free one with no monthly fees.  What does your company make?”

“Promises,” he groaned, knowing that it’d be difficult to explain where he worked to someone from another world.  “Basically, we show other companies how to make more money.  It’s a bit more complicated than that, but that’s the short answer.”

“You don’t seem very happy about that.”

“I’ve been working there for a long time.  I’m pretty sure that I’ll be stuck with the junior title until I quit, or retire.”

“Why haven’t you received a promotion yet?”

“I used to think that I was overlooked, then I thought I just wasn’t good enough.”

“And now?”

“I don’t think I’m selling myself to my boss,” he admitted with some of the wind out of his sails.  “I used to think it was him, but…I don’t know.  Maybe I just never learned how to make myself stand out.”

“Oh, I find that hard to believe,” she laughed and slid over so they were walking closer together.  “Your dating profile speaks for itself.  Well, the reviews help your case though.  Maybe you should see about getting your coworkers to put in a good word for you?”

“I would, but I’m not friends with any of them.  Well, except for Josh, but he’s in a tiny department that doesn’t have much to do with our day-to-day operations.  Everyone else quit talking to me as soon as they were promoted.  Well, they talk to me, but just to get me to do their work for them.”

“I hate to say it, Rhett, but it sounds like you’re letting them use you.  You should learn to stick up for yourself more.”

“Yeah, I don’t see that happening.  Maybe if I…”

Both of the elf twins whipped around with fingers to their lips.  Lynnis opened her mouth to say something to him, so he leaned over and whispered instead of covering her mouth with his hand.  Once they were quiet, the group parted, motioning for them to come take a look at whatever had them spooked.  It was a horrible scene, but one that seemed natural for their environment.  A dead boar was on its side, being picked apart by two vultures. 

“I don’t understand,” she whispered next to his ear.  “Yes, it’s a horrific sight, but I don’t see why this bothers them.  You don’t think this is their first adventure, do you?”

“I don’t…” he started until one of the vultures turned their heads.  Now he had a full appreciation for why the crew grew quiet.  Not only was the vulture missing half of its face, but its eye seemed to glow green. 

Its head wasn’t the only area infected, affected, whatever.  One of its legs had a death grip on the boar’s neck.  It wasn’t missing its flesh, but he swore that its skin seemed to move, even though the leg was locked in place. 

“Okay, I’m starting to think that there might be some truth to that curse rumor,” he whispered and slowly pulled her back, hoping to get her to head to the shore without making too much noise. 

“What’s wrong with it though?” she gasped under her breath and leaned forward while squinting.  “It’s so hideous.  Is it just me, or are its eyes glowing?”

“It’s not just you.  Come on, before we…”

Rhett turned back at that moment, expecting to see a line of crewmen waiting for Lynnis to give the order to go back.  That was the expectation, but the reality was a far cry from the image in his head.  Not only did the crew leave, but they snuck off without whispering a word to them.  Lynnis was still going on about how vulgar the vultures looked, so he reached back, pinched her cheeks between his fingers, and slowly turned her head.  She paused halfway like they were about to have a moment, but he didn’t even want to think about intimacy when there were two undead creatures ten feet away, and their island party had just abandoned them. 

“Oh, I suppose that makes a lot more sense then,” she muttered when she finally turned the way he wanted.  “We should probably go after them.”

“Or beat them back to the boat,” he huffed, took her hand, and gently pulled her away from the feast.  “Not trying to accuse them of mutiny, but I’d rather not take any chances right now.”

“It’s not an unreasonable thought.”

They walked with slow, deliberate strides for several feet, but their tingling nerves soon overpowered their common sense, leading to them breaking out in a full run.  Rhett was faster by far, so he stretched out his legs after she told him to go ahead and make sure that they didn’t leave without them.  The longer he ran without seeing a trace of the crew, the harder his heart pounded.  What would happen if they were stranded?  Would the date simply end, or would they become trapped in the scenario forever?  It stood as further proof that he needed to read up more on Elf Date, but now seemed like a poor time. 

Rhett got too far out ahead to hear Lynnis’s steps behind him, which did nothing to calm his nerves.  He wanted to stop to confirm that she was okay, but he could see the sand through the trees, urging him to hurry up.  When he reached the clearing, he slid to a stop to scan the beach, hoping to find the men waiting for them by the boat.  He didn’t see the men, or the boat, not until he looked out into the water.  The rowboat was already halfway back to the ship, which seemed neither fair, nor possible.  Rhett ran to the water and cupped his hands around his mouth, shouting for them to come back until his throat grew tired. 

“Well, I guess that’s what I get for being cheap.”

“What…what do you mean?” he asked between breaths, secretly ashamed for leaving her behind. 

“Well…” she sang, drawing out the word like a child who doesn’t want to admit to being the one who broke the cookie jar.  “…the fact that they ran off may have been my fault.  You see, the app came back with two prices for the premise.  One of them was forty coins, and the other was twenty.”

“And what did saving twenty coins do?”

“It gave us a crew of questionable loyalty,” she groaned and kicked at the sand.  “I thought it might be fun to deal with a mutiny, you know?  It sounded exciting, but now I’m seeing the issue.”

“Did the cheaper option happen to mention the cursed island?” he asked, dreading the response. 

“Oh, no, I’m just as surprised as you are,” she laughed and pulled out her phone.  “Well, let’s see what we’re supposed to do now…”

Rhett caught himself growing angry until he went back and played her words through his head once more.  Lynnis wasn’t playing it off, and the shakiness of her voice said she wasn’t confident either.  She was trying to remain calm, which explained a lot. 

“…oh, okay, we’re not stranded,” she laughed and turned to show him the phone.  “We just have to end the curse.”

“Oh, is that all?” he sighed, hoping that his sarcasm didn’t bleed through.  Technically speaking, it was her fault, but he could see how he could have made the same mistake.  “Does it say how to do that?”

“Not one word, sadly.  Any ideas?”

“Well, I’m not going back to kill those vultures, that’s for sure,” he groaned while trying to get his mind to focus on the problem at hand.  “I suppose we should start by finding what we came here for.  It’s not much of a stretch to guess that the treasure we’re looking for is the cause, is it?”

“No, that’s fairly accurate, although it’s a touch cliché,” she breathed and tucked her phone away.  “I don’t know how long that’ll take though, and we didn’t bring any supplies.”

“Did those cost extra?”

“No!” she growled and gave him a fake punch to the arm.  “Smarty pants.”

“Okay, let’s…”

Before he could finish the sentence, the island went dark, taking the sound of the crashing waves with it.  Time was moving forward once more. 
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They weren’t on the shore when the world returned.  A small pond stood before them, likely the main source of fresh water on the island.  It made sense that they would go there, but he forgot about surviving the moment he saw Lynnis.  The drow used her leather coat as a blanket and a pile of leaves as a pillow, but that wasn’t the issue.  Her face was covered in dirt, and her pants had some holes that weren’t there before. 

Lynnis came to as well.  Slowly her eyes opened, just before she sat straight up and looked around.  She was shocked, obviously, which didn’t seem right since she was the one in control of the scenario. 

“Any idea how long we’ve been here?” he asked after her eyes locked onto him. 

“Judging by your face, a few days.”

“By my face?” he asked and absentmindedly reached up to feel his cheek.  He learned what she meant.  Rhett kept himself clean-shaven for work, but the stubble he felt indicated that the drow’s estimate was pretty spot on.  “I don’t get it.  Why would we skip ahead a few days?”

“What do you mean?  I told you it was time filtering with a catch.”

“I’m not talking about that side of it,” he groaned and rose to his feet.  He wished he hadn’t, not when every muscle ached on one side from sleeping on the ground.  “Why didn’t we try to find the temple?”

“Well, maybe we tried, couldn’t find it, and decided we needed to worry about our bodies?” she countered, nodding to her own words. 

“For a couple of days?  The island didn’t look that big from the ship.  So, again, we should have found the temple by now,” Rhett continued, still scratching his face.  It felt like a colony of fire ants was beneath the surface, but no amount of scratching could fix the issue.  “Seriously, are you having the same problem?”

“Oh, drow don’t need to shave,” she chuckled and lifted her arm to prove that she was perfectly smooth.  “We’ve evolved a bit farther than our elven cousins.  It’s wonderful for the women, but I believe some of the men would like to be able to grow facial hair.”

“Right.  Let’s get moving before time jumps again, or you evolve into some new version that doesn’t need a man for anything.”

“That is highly unlikely.  Even if I did, I’d probably still like you,” Lynnis replied with a wink.  Instead of getting up, she pulled out her phone, which raised a new question. 

“Shouldn’t the batteries have died?”

“After a few days?” she laughed with a bewildered look.  “How much are you on your phone that would kill the battery in just a few days?”

A lot more than you, apparently.

Rhett didn’t want to assume, so he pulled his phone out as well.  Sure enough, he still had 72% remaining, so he pulled up Elf Date to see if the app could explain their situation.  There was nothing about the island, but he did have an option concerning the date.  He was allowed to opt-out at any time.  It was only seven o’clock IRL, and he had no desire to ditch Lynnis, so he kept his mouth shut and put his phone away. 

“For what it’s worth, I’m really sorry,” she sighed with a pitiful look.  Part of him thought she still looked cute, while another part of him wondered if that’s what he looked like during his past dates. 

“Sorry?  For what?”

“Please, this date has been one big disaster.  You’d probably chew your leg off to get away from me.”

“I don’t know about a leg.  Bit hard to get away then, plus there’s that big artery to worry about.”

“Rhett!”

“A toe, sure, maybe a finger, but I need that for my job.  I don’t want to relearn typing all over again.”

“Rhett!” she hissed, fighting to contain her laughter.  “I think I know why you’re single.”

“Yeah, I’m starting to see it too,” he chuckled and nodded to the side to get them underway. 

Lynnis checked the map while they walked.  Some new landmarks were added, likely by them as they sought a water source, but he didn’t have a clue where she kept her writing utensil.  Worry was on her lovely gray face, but he kept quiet so he wouldn’t ruin her concentration. 

“Can I be honest with you for a moment?”

“You weren’t being honest before?” he asked, hoping to keep the mood light. 

“Funny,” she moaned softly and leaned into him.  It felt right.  He couldn’t find a single thing wrong with having her on his arm.  Lynnis was the right height, weight, and just turning his head for a quick glance made him forget whatever was on his mind.  It could prove problematic, but, for a first impression, she was checking all of the boxes.  “Anyway, back to what I was saying…you weren’t the first to agree to go on a pirate date with me.  I’m sorry if I made you think you were.”

“Why did you want me to think that though?”

“Because…I don’t know.  Something happened when I saw you walk into the tavern.  You just strummed my cords.  I wanted you to feel special.”

“Okay, I can see that.  How’d the other dates go?”

“Gods, so bad,” she groaned and squeezed his arm.  “The first guy got seasick, the second couldn’t figure out why I wanted to play make-believe, and the third…wow, that third guy.  Damn.  Everything out of his mouth had sexual innuendo.  Don’t get me wrong, I like to play along sometimes, but, constantly?  It got so bad that I had to stop and think of something to say that he couldn’t turn into a dick, vagina, butt, or breasts metaphor.  For the record, I couldn’t.  He found a way with everything.  It was kind of impressive in a creepy way.”

“I can see why you didn’t want to share that,” he laughed and reached over to give her hand a squeeze.  “Thanks for being honest with me though.”

“You shouldn’t have to thank me for that.  It should just be expected.”

“Well, just about everyone lies to some extent on the first date, don’t they?” he replied as he filtered his databanks.  “I mean, everyone puts extra time into their looks.  It’s either makeup, clothes you don’t normally wear, or tons of hours spent in a gym to create a body you have no intention of maintaining.”

“Oh, thank you for saying that,” she laughed and wiped a tear.  “I swear my stomach is going to eat itself from the inside out right now.  If I’d finished that ale, you could have had your way with me after I passed out on the table.”

“That’d be wrong.”

“Oh, no, I would have come on to you pretty heavily beforehand.”

“Still seems wrong.”

“Well, maybe you’ll get another chance after we find this temple.  Come on.”

He couldn’t figure out why they didn’t find the place before the time jump.  It was marked on the map, which proved fairly accurate by the time they worked their way through the jungle.  They wound up at another water source, but one look at the shores explained why they didn’t come there for water.  The surface was murky, and discolored in a way that didn’t seem natural.  As they approached, they paused when they found something floating by the shore, something he swore was a dead body at the start.  It wasn’t.  It was an alligator, or a crocodile.  He didn’t know the difference.  What he did know was that its eyes shouldn’t glow green, and he prayed that it stayed put so he wouldn’t have to see what else was wrong with its body. 

“How can this be the place?” he asked and looked around.  “It’s just a big pond, or a small lake.”

“Well, I think part of your answer is over there,” she replied and pointed to their left.  His squinting eyes showed him a stone path leading out into the middle of the water, which certainly raised some flags and eyebrows.  “Also, it’s called a sunken temple for a reason.”

“We have to go in there?” he questioned and pointed at the cursed gator.  “Seriously?”

“We won’t know until we get to the middle.  Come on.”

They were words he didn’t want to hear, but, with saving grace turned on, he figured he didn’t have anything to lose.  That’s what he thought on the surface, but not deep down.  The truth was that he was less worried about encountering an undead crocodile than he was about becoming another failed pirate-themed date for Lynnis.  The time jumping wasn’t her fault, and he couldn’t blame her for not having better command of her crew.  If those issues were taken away, she was nearly flawless other than her taste in men. 

Which would include you, by the way.

They had to go around a large group of crocodiles, so he paused time and carried her after explaining beforehand.  She seemed a bit upset that she wasn’t in his arms when time started again, which had his heart fluttering, right until he looked at the stone path leading through the water. 

“You don’t suppose the water causes the curse, do you?” he asked as he watched the murky water thin over the path.  “Not to sound like a wuss, but I really don’t want to get cursed for the off chance of getting laid in the near future.”

“Hmm, do you have a number of dates in mind already?” she teased with a flick of her brows.  “Awfully presumptuous of you, isn’t it?”

“Oh, so I haven’t earned a second date yet?”

“Well, we haven’t found the treasure on the first one, have we?  Come on, I don’t think the water is the issue.”

“You say that now, but one of us will be trying to eat the other person’s brains before the day is through.”

“Well, that’s one way of getting some head,” she sniggered, snorted, and turned so red that he feared she was going to pass out.  She didn’t bother composing herself.  Instead, she hurried out onto the stone path, splashing with each step with no concern for the nearby predators.  The crocs didn’t seem to mind, so he shrugged his shoulders and followed her out into the middle of the water.

They paused at the halfway point, but not to admire the view.  The stone was worn down for a ten-foot stretch, but the water was too dirty to tell how far their legs would become submerged.  He didn’t like it, to say the least, but he pulled off his boots, tied the strings together, and slung them over his shoulder so he could go first. 

Each step saw the water rising up his legs.  At the halfway point, it was past his knees, making his balls shrink into his groin as he fought to maintain his footing.  It held, and nothing came up to eat him, so he motioned for Lynnis to join him.  He waited in the middle to make sure she didn’t slip, because dying would certainly guarantee there wouldn’t be a second date.  Right now, he wanted a second, a third, and a hundredth. 

“I can’t believe how cold this water is,” she grumbled as she side-stepped toward him, even though the path was wide enough for them to walk while holding hands.  “Ooh, and I just stepped on something gritty.”

“Such a brave sea captain,” he teased and reached out to take her hand.  “You’d have all of the oceans trembling to the sound of your name.”

“Funny.  Now, if it isn’t too much trouble, get moving before…”

Something moved beside the path beneath the water, and they both saw it.  It was too thin to be one of the crocodiles, and far, far too long.  Rhett froze as his mind tried to drum up an explanation, but his heart beat so hard that he couldn’t hear his own thoughts. 

“Yeah, let’s get moving.”

He didn’t have to tell her twice.  They didn’t stop to put their boots on after clearing the dip, not when the unknown kept their feet moving at a brisk pace.  He hated all of the splashing, because it felt like they were ringing the dinner bell for some fantasy monster.  On a good note, they were still alive when they reached the middle.  They gave one another a long sigh of relief, squeezed each other’s arms, then turned to examine their findings. 

“I can see how we’d miss this,” he admitted as he looked down.  A huge stone square was built in the middle of the lake, one with a set of steps leading down to the depths below. 

“I don’t suppose you have a torch in your pants?”

“Are you trying to see if I’ll turn that into a sexual innuendo?”

“No, genuinely asking.”

“Sorry, but no.”

“That’s okay.  I think I have something in my inventory for that.  Come on.”

Rhett didn’t know how deep the lake was, but it felt like the steps of the sunken temple exceeded its possibilities.  The stairs were solid, at least, and it didn’t get too dark until they were near the bottom.  Lynnis fished out something similar to the lights the twins used on the farm.  Glowing gems, minus the headbands.  It could be an issue if he had to use his sword, but he was more than happy to have some light at the moment. 

Lynnis turned her crystal on and moved the light around to check their surroundings, only to let out a groan that echoed up the steps.  His heart sank when he followed her light, because it didn’t look like they would solve the curse anytime soon. 

“How do you suppose that happened?” she sighed and moved her light around to see the extent of the damage.  A large doorway stood before them, but they could only see the top corners.  The rest of it was filled with broken stone, likely the result of a cave-in over the years. 

“I have no clue.  Maybe it rained and the weight of the lake became too much?”

“Seems a bit too scientific for a date, doesn’t it?”

“Well, it sounds about right for one of my dates,” he groaned, picked up a stone, and moved it off to the side.  “Some of these aren’t too heavy.  If we’re careful, maybe we can make a path?”

“I don’t see another way in, so I guess we’re doing some manual labor.”

There was some magic in her words, because the darkness snuffed out their lights, making him think that the crystals had failed.  He was wrong.  The lights returned shortly to reveal that time had skipped ahead once more, proven by the number of stones they managed to move out of the way.  He turned his light to shine it on Lynnis, who was disheveled, and an utter mess of sweat and dirt.  Oddly enough, he found that arousing. 

“Why did we jump to this point?” she asked and moved her light around.  “Why didn’t it jump ahead to when the path was cleared?”

She paused when he didn’t answer.  Her light fell over with, pausing to shine in his face as he threw up his hand to filter the light.  Lynnis stepped closer to look him over, likely to gauge how long they’d been at it. 

“You didn’t respond.”

“Uhm…I may have been guilty of checking you out.”

“Really now?” she chuckled and turned her light on herself.  “I’m filthy and covered in…oh, you’re one of those kind of men, hmm?  You like to see a girl work up a sweat.”

“Not going to lie, I’m a bit turned on, yeah.”

“Okay, good to know,” she smiled and ran her light over him again.  “Well, at least you’ve been doing your part.  Oh, your hands are bleeding.  Do I need to do something about that?”

“Do you have healing magic?”

“No, I just thought it sounded nice to offer.”

“Well, thank you for…” he started until his light moved over the pile they were working on.  “Oh, I think I know why we stopped.”

A cluster of stones were nearby, one with pieces small enough that they should have been able to clear it with ease.  That wasn’t as interesting as what was sticking out between the rocks.  Bones.  A full leg, actually, complete with a boot that was twisted in the wrong direction. 

“Well, it must have sucked to be him,” she sighed and walked over to examine the remains.  “Or her.  A bit too early to tell.  Come on, let’s see what we’ve got here.”

It didn’t take long to uncover the body.  It was a pirate, judging by the clothing, and the way the skull was caved in said they didn’t die by suffocating.  After they pulled the last stone to the side, they knelt over the remains to examine it with their light.  After a bit of a search, Lynnis discovered a leatherbound journal inside their coat, which she held to the light to read. 

“Some of the older entries are hard to read,” she muttered and flipped through the pages.  “Oh, but the newer ones aren’t so bad.  They didn’t write their name, but they mentioned the creatures on the island.  Oh, and a theory.  Good news.  If this is true, we don’t have to worry about the water.”

“What do we have to worry about then?”

“Oh, you know, what’s in the water,” she chuckled nervously while her eyes narrowed on the writing.  “This looks familiar.  Hold on.”

Lynnis walked over to where they piled their coats and pulled out the map.  She looked like her hands were full, so he joined her and held the light as she compared the two items. 

“The handwriting matches the map,” she gasped and pointed at the journal.  “If I had to guess, I’d say that this person tried to contain the monster he mentioned within the temple.  Well, too bad they didn’t think to run after setting off the explosives, or whatever they used to make this mess.”

“A mess that we’re undoing, by the way.”

“Well, there is that to consider, isn’t there?”
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Time jumped ahead again. It was morning when the world returned, judging by the dim light in the sky.  Rhett started to sit up when he realized it, only to find that he wasn’t alone in the pile of coats used for blankets.  Lynnis was lying beside him in a position that suggested they’d spent the entire night spooning.  She was just as beautiful asleep as she was awake, which left him feeling bad for needing to stir her. 

“You better have breakfast ready,” she grumbled and rose to stretch.  “My stomach is grumbling.”

“I could fetch us some cursed gator.”

“Funny, again.  Let’s see where we left off.”

Rhett walked over to find a path leading through the mess, one with slabs of wood supporting the stones that were too heavy to move.  As he pondered, he rubbed his face, noting that he had a few more days’ worth of growth.

“We’ve been at this for a while, haven’t we?”

“Looks that way.  I don’t know what we’ve been eating, but we’ve managed to work our way through.  I wonder why we didn’t go inside though.”

“We were probably exhausted,” she sighed and wrapped her arm around him while she leaned against his side.  He didn’t feel the jitters of being touched by a woman for the first time.  In fact, he was perfectly at ease with her, which raised a few more flags.  “This feels too natural.”

“I noticed.”

“You didn’t sound too enthused about that,” she questioned and spun to stand in front of him.  “I thought it was a good thing.”

“On paper, it is,” he agreed and let his hand slide around her back to see if it felt normal as well.  It did.  It felt like he’d done it so many times that he could find her lower back with his eyes closed.  “In reality though, it feels like we were cheated out of the thrill of the firsts.”

“Firsts?  Oh, first hug, first kiss.  Okay, I’m with you.  Yes, those parts are exhilarating, but isn’t getting beyond that the goal?”

“Maybe.”

“Are you mad?”

“I’ve never had this happen, so I’m not sure what to admit,” he sighed and wrapped his other arm around her.  It felt right, natural, and wrong at the same time.  If he didn’t know better, he’d say she was his girlfriend already.  “Maybe just give me some time to get used to it.”

“Well, maybe this will help?”

With a smile, Lynnis leaned up and kissed him.  Butterflies should have unleashed themselves in his stomach, every muscle should have tightened from nervous energy, and he shouldn’t have known to let her go for the lower lip first.  None of those things happened.  He enjoyed feeling her lips against his, as well as her body pressed against his chest, but he couldn’t get past the feeling that something had been stolen from him. 

“Well, you’re a good kisser, at least,” she breathed and let out a little sigh before reaching up to rub his chin.  “I’ll bet you’re amazing when you’ve had a chance to shave.”

“Like kissing a scrubbing pad?”

“More like steel wool.  Come on, let’s go be heroes.”

Hearing her say that made him laugh, but that wasn’t all he had going on.  The twin crotch pads had split apart to reveal that his lips weren’t the only part of his body to enjoy the kiss.  Lynnis noticed it as well, and made no effort to hide her stare. 

“On a good note, I know for a fact that we haven’t had sex yet, or I would be walking with a limp,” she chuckled, flicked her brows at him, and walked toward the tunnel. 

Rhett felt like he should be the one to lead the way, but his date was already crawling through the tunnel, giving him a spending view of her perfect backside.  For a moment, he considered grabbing her leg, pulling down her pants, and burying his face in her backside, but doing it in a tunnel that could collapse on them at any moment wasn’t the type of thrill he sought. 

A hallway met them on the other side of the rubble, freeing them to stand up and stretch their limbs.  Lynnis stared back at him with a wicked smile, one that said she knew where his eyes were the entire time.  She didn’t seem to mind though, so he shrugged his shoulders and shined his light down the hallway, only to find that they wouldn’t receive any privacy. 

“I know where the rest of the crew went now,” he groaned and pulled out his sword. 

Four pirates stood in the hall, slowly turning toward the light.  They didn’t have more than an ounce of flesh on their faces between them, but their long beards proved that their hair continued to grow well after their deaths.  Far too many questions arose, but the undead stumbling toward them said to hold off until an appropriate time. 

“Well, at least you’ll get some action on this date,” she groaned, pulled out a cutlass and a large pistol, and promptly attacked. 

The pistol nearly deafened him when it went off, but the blast was strong enough to take off the head of one of the pirates.  He didn’t want to make her do all of the work, so he stepped in and awkwardly swung the sword, wishing that he had his other hand free from the light crystal.  Still, his athletics stat was enough to see him put some strength behind the swing, and his blade cut through the walking dead with relative ease.  In less than a minute, they cut down the undead pirates, but neither of them seemed too eager to move on.

“I keep waiting for them to get up,” she admitted, breaking the long silence that had grown awkward. 

“I was hoping one of us would say something.  Yeah, I’m with you.  I’m not sure if they’ll stay down, or if we have to cut off their heads or something.”

“We can just wait a second and see.  Speaking of awkward though, do you not have a lot of practice with your sword?”

“First time using it with one hand,” he admitted and held up the crystal light to offer the other half of the explanation.  “I don’t suppose you have the straps that these go on?”

“Straps?”

“I’ve used these crystals before.  We had to clean out a tunnel of serpent people that were attacking a farm.  Those crystals had straps on them so we could wear them on our heads.”

“Oh, that’s smart,” she gasped and pulled out her phone.  “Sorry, I don’t have anything like that.  I have some garter belts, but I don’t know how we’d attach the crystals to them.”

“We won’t know until you put them on,” he said with a sheepish smile. 

“Save it for when we end the curse,” she groaned and slapped his stomach.  “Come on, they don’t seem to be getting up, so let’s move on.”

“Wait, did they drop anything?”

“Be my guest,” she chuckled and waved a hand at the pile of bones and clothes.  “I’m not sticking my hand anywhere near those things.”

Rhett didn’t blame her.  He was a bit squeamish about it as well, so he played it smart and kneeled with his knee on the back of each body he checked.  He returned with two date coins, as well as a head wrap that held some stats.  Rhett turned to show his inventory, hoping that she’d make the decision on how to split the loot. 

“I have a headpiece already,” she replied and patted her pirate hat.  “I’ll tell you what.  I’ll take the coins, you can keep the head rag.  Deal?”

“Sure, I’ll take the dusty rag that’s been on a dead guy’s head for who knows how long,” he sighed before he realized that he’d never been on this end of a trade before.  “Uhm, how do I do this?”

“Let me help you,” she breathed and leaned into him so she could reach his phone.  She didn’t smell like vanilla anymore, which sucked, because all he could smell was the dust and musk of their surroundings.  Still, the view was pleasant, considering he could almost see down her top.  “Quit staring, or I’ll make you trade everything you have.”

“That might be a fair trade, actually.”

“Oh, you are trying so hard, aren’t you?” she laughed, sent the two coins to herself, and offered a half-hearted stomp to his toe as she pulled away. 

He pretended to hop on one foot for a few seconds before pulling up his phone to check on the item.  The stats were weird.  One point to fun, and one to prestige, with nothing going to his fighting abilities.  Still, it was better than nothing, so he equipped it and reached up to see if it was covered in as much dust as he feared. 

“It looks a lot newer than it did on them,” she offered with her light shining on the top of his head.  “I don’t know if pink is your color, but…”

“What?”

“Just kidding.  It’s dark red.  Come on.”

  They walked down the hall until they reached a doorway, a stone one that required them to crank the wheel next to it to get it to open.  On the plus side, after they acclimated to the horrible smell, they were gifted with lit torches that shouldn’t exist.  They tucked their crystals into their pockets to free their hands, then stepped in to find another set of stairs leading down. 

“So, what’s your class?”

“Pirate.  I know, I know, but I like it,” she groaned as she took the first step down.  “Sword in one hand, pistol in the other, and treasure in my heart.  It’s fun, what can I say?”

“As long as it works for you.  Where do you spend your points though?”

“Oh, I’ve been dying to have this conversation with you,” she laughed and paused to turn around so she could smile up at him.  “I got my athletics up for my swordplay, then focused on fortitude for a while.  Now, it’s all about my fun stat.”

“So, your charm is all natural?”

“Do you think I’m lying?”

“No, I’m just…I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately.  I mean, when I’m not on a date, I can’t use my spells, or do thirty pull-ups, you know, so my attributes don’t apply outside of this place.”

“And you’re wondering what type of person I am outside of Elf Date?”

“Is it too soon to ask that?” he asked, hoping he didn’t offend her.  “I’m not trying to get the cart out in front of the horse, but, with the time jumps, it feels like we’ve been dating for quite a while.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” she sighed and gave each of his eyes a look.  “I’m not as fun outside of this place.  I’m not as confident, or charismatic.  In fact, I’m a bit of a mess.”

“Why though?” he questioned and reached out to hold her hand.  “I can’t see one reason for you to act any differently.”

“You haven’t dated many drow women, have you?” she sighed and traced his arm with her hand.  “Elf Date lets me go wherever I want, do what I want, and be whoever I want.  Outside of it, I’m just me, another pretty drow in a crowd of thousands.  I like the idea of Elf Date, you know?  I feel special here.”

“I’ve got a feeling that you’re special at home too, you just don’t realize it.”

“Well, I know you are,” she offered and reached down to squeeze his hand.  “Whatever women you dated that made you turn to Elf Date must have all been blind, deaf, and dumb.  You’re a catch.  Don’t let anyone tell you any differently.”

A moment was happening.  Sure, they’d already kissed, but the sparks flying between them were off the charts.  Slowly he leaned in, hoping to make some magic happen, only to hear a low growl that made him pull back. 

“What?  Why did you stop?” she gasped when he pulled away.  “And why did you growl?”

“That wasn’t me,” he sighed, pulled out the sword, and stepped past her.  “We’ve got company.”

“Damn it, just when we were getting to the good part,” she groaned, pulled out her weapons, and followed him down.  “Whoever they are, they better drop something better than a few coins and a sweat rag.”

“I’ll settle for something as easy to take down as those pirates.”

Rhett didn’t know what to think when he reached the landing and looked down.  Sure enough, an undead person was looking up at him, but it definitely wasn’t another pirate.  They wore only a grass skirt, leaving their chest exposed to show their skin was long gone, leaving nothing but bone and some random clumps of what he assumed was muscle tissue.  The spear looked deadly though, and the way they held it said they had some experience using it. 

“Huh, I wonder how their grass skirt has managed to hold up over the years?”

“That’s the part you’re focusing on?” he growled and stepped down, hoping that his athletics were enough to remove the spear from their decayed hands. 

Rhett drew back as he readied his attack, only to see a pistol slide by his peripheral vision.  Just when he turned, Lynnis pressed her forearm against his ear and pulled the trigger, resulting in a loud bang that echoed down the stairs.  Her forearm probably spared his hearing, which didn’t seem possible, but the echo resonating below made him groan. 

“Don’t groan at me,” she sighed and slipped past him to check the body for loot.  “They heard the first shot, so why bother being sneaky now?”

“Okay, good point, but try not to fire right next to my ear next time.”

Another date coin, which he let Lynnis keep, along with the spear they carried.  It was white-quality though, so it wouldn’t remain in their inventory when they left.  They left it be and headed down until they ran into two more similar figures.  They didn’t put up much of a fight, but Rhett had a burning question he couldn’t ignore. 

“Do you think these are the occupants of this island?”

“Or a neighboring island.  We didn’t see anyone else, did we?”

“True.”

The further they went, the more islanders they encountered, but the results were the same as before.  Things got a little hairy when they had to deal with six of them at the same time, especially when they wised up and used their spears as projectiles.  Rhett had to make use of his spells to keep Lynnis from becoming a pincushion, but they reached the next door without sustaining any injuries.  Not only that, but Lynnis let him keep a few of the coins, giving him a total of nineteen. 

“Let’s rest for a minute,” she huffed and slid onto her bottom when he went to reach for the door crank. 

“It really hasn’t been that bad.”

“No, but I’m tired, probably because we haven’t been eating well since we were stranded here,” she stated and pulled out her phone.  “Plus, we need to consider what’s waiting for us at the bottom of the temple.  Tell me that you’re completely confident that we can take on some sort of giant monster and I’ll get up right now.”

“Not really,” he groaned and slid down beside her.  He mulled over his options on his bio, wondering if he should put everything into athletics so he could deal with whatever was on the other side of the door. 

“What are you thinking?” she asked and leaned her head on his shoulder.  He started to tell her until he happened to look down at her phone.  He nearly choked when he realized she had almost fifty coins to spend, but he managed to swallow it so she didn’t catch on. 

“Well, I was thinking that we should put everything into our combat stats.”

“That seems a bit risky.  What if you need the coins for something afterward?”

“Like what?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she breathed and nuzzled closer like she was getting ready to take a nap on his shoulder.  “What if you find some hot, blonde bombshell you want to take out on a date?  You’d have to buy the coins to make it happen.”

“I wasn’t really worried about that.”

“Why not?”

“Because…” he started, only to realize what he was thinking.  He didn’t care about having any date coins left because he had no intentions of dating a woman other than Lynnis.  The realization hit him so hard that he nearly dropped his phone, which could very well leave him stranded since the app was his connection to the place. 

“I’m sorry, did I nod off, or have you not answered yet?”

“It doesn’t matter.  Do you need a nap before we go in?  I don’t think those things can come from anywhere else, so we should be good so long as we don’t open the door.”

“What I want is for you to answer the question,” she replied and lifted her head to look up at him.  “Why aren’t you worried about saving your coins, Rhett?  You’re not swearing off of dating because of this, are you?”

“Well…”

“Damn, I’ve scared you gay, haven’t I?”

“No!” he growled and wiped the tension from his face.  “I was going to…have you ever said something on a date that shouldn’t have been said until weeks or months later?  That’s why I went quiet, okay?  It’s a bad habit I have.  I always blurt something out when I see any remote signs of a future with someone.”

“Oh, I have, which is why I’m flipping out about what you’re not saying,” she replied with such haste that his mind needed to replay the words to understand her.  She stared at him for a second afterward, then shook her head and crawled onto his lap, removing any chance of looking away.  “Rhett, what were you going to say?  Please, I have to know.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Rhett, please.”

It felt like Bert all over again.  If he told her, he could wind up scaring her off, just like he did with Bert.  But, if he kept insisting that it was nothing, he could worry her to the point that her nerves were fried.  Either way, it could be bad, but he knew what it was like to be left hanging. 

“I was thinking that there’s no point in worrying about my date coins since I don’t want to see other people.  I just want to go out with you again.”

“Oh!” she gasped with her mouth wide.  Rhett could see the gears turning in her head, but he couldn’t tell whether she was getting excited about what he said, or if she was about to run away screaming in terror.  She managed to close her mouth though, and even stroked his cheeks a few times as she looked down at him.  “Okay, I can see why you didn’t want to tell me that.  Come on, let’s go end this curse.”

And not tell me what you’re thinking.  Great. 
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Rhett kicked himself so hard internally that he barely noticed the room they walked into until he realized that Lynnis had stopped.  The pirate hat obscured the middle of his line of sight, but the sheer size of the place left plenty to see. 

He stepped aside so he could take it all in.  Although the perimeter of the room was huge, the actual floor space left much to be desired.  Water took up the first half of the room, perhaps two-thirds, judging by the distance between the ledge they stood on and the other side.  A narrow bridge offered them a clear path to the riches that awaited them. 

Treasure, and tons of it.  Piles of gold coins and a variety of items stood on the other side of the bridge, along with a statue depicting a slim, naked woman.  Her hands were raised toward the sky with her wrists together like she was making an offering to the gods.  The gods must have taken the offer, because her hands were empty. 

“I wonder how much of that will translate into date coins?” Lynnis asked him as she stepped to his side, but never looked away from the treasure.  “Knowing my luck, it’ll all be part of the decoration.”

“I don’t know.  I’ve never encountered a room filled with treasure before.  Have you?”

“Not like this,” she laughed and leaned into him while squeezing his arm.  “If those are date coins though, we could have a long, healthy dating life.”

“Or turn it in for some money, perhaps?”

“What?  The exchange rate is horrible.  You could build yourself into a god and buy every item from the store.  Why would you want to use it to buy groceries?” she chuckled and gently punched his arm.  “I worry about you sometimes.”

“Yeah, I worry about me too.”

It was a lie.  The only worry Rhett had on his mind was the fact that Lynnis planned to keep using the app after this.  The more he pictured her beefing up her profile stats and adding to her inventory, the more depressed he became.  Maybe there would be a second date, but something told him that she didn’t intend to delete the app anytime soon, even if they hit it off. 

“Well, we can’t claim it from this side, can we?” she sighed and started toward the bridge, only to have Rhett jerk her back.  She yelped, spun, and stumbled into him, then let out a strange purr like she expected something kinky to happen next.  Sadly, even a goddess like Lynnis couldn’t keep his mind from seeking out problems. 

“What about the curse?”

“Damn, always a catch, isn’t there. I guess the treasure isn’t going anywhere, so let’s pull back and discuss…”

The second he loosened his grip, Lynnis let out a hearty chuckle, winked, and ran to the bridge.  Rhett thought about pausing time and pulling her back, but he knew she was just having some fun.  Raining on her parade didn’t seem fitting, so he chased after her, albeit at a slow pace with his sword drawn, and his eyes on the water. 

“What are you worried about, seriously?” she laughed while walking backward toward the treasure.  “How could anything survive down here without any food?”

“I’m pretty sure we took on a dozen things down here that managed that feat, thank you,” he grumbled, wishing he could relax and enjoy himself as much as she was.  It left him questioning the increase in his fun rating.  If the statistic meant anything at all, he’d be skipping across the bridge to dive into the treasure with her.  He was too worked up to even smile, which meant that the attribute was worthless.  It made sense the more he thought about it.  If he had a thousand points in bed rating, then girls would explode with orgasms the second he touched them.  They didn’t, and they never would, because the numbers didn’t mean anything.

Or the change is so tiny that you just can’t notice it?  Damn, why am I so cynical?  Okay, I usually am, but why am I acting like this around Lynnis?  She’s fun, she seems smart, she likes fantasy, and that’s just her inner qualities.  I haven’t even got to all the fun parts on the outside. 

Rhett was looking her over when a wave of water rushed over the bridge, knocking Lynnis onto her side and sending her sliding into the pool on the other side.  Instincts kicked in.  Rhett paused time, freezing Lynnis with her legs in the water, her arms out toward the bridge, and a scream lodged in her throat. 

He couldn’t spare the time, but he had to know what they were up against.  As he slid toward the drow with his hand reaching for her, he let his eyes gaze through their corners, only to widen when he found the source of their new problem.  Three long tentacles reached for his date, but their appearance said they wouldn’t be fighting a normal squid, octopus, or whatever type of serpent the date concocted.  Just like the undead pirates, the tentacles were a mix of flesh, muscle, and bone, but decaying with a layer of slime that shouldn’t be present.  He couldn’t see the body of the monster, but the size of the tentacles alone said they were in for one hell of a fight.

He managed to retreat to the door side of the bridge with Lynnis in tow when time started up again.  Another wave of water threatened to spill them back into the pool as the body of the creature emerged.  It wasn’t as large as he feared, thankfully, but every fiber of his being told him not to underestimate the creature. 

“Seriously, a real sea serpent?!” Lynnis growled, just before he wrapped his arm around her head and slid onto his bottom to avoid the tentacles swinging toward them.  The tip slammed into the wall, rocking the place as bits of stone fell from the ceiling.  Lynnis shrieked and threw out her arms to cover his head, but nothing fell onto them that was big enough to cause any damage. 

Rhett didn’t hesitate.  As soon as the tentacle retreated, he jumped to his feet and dragged her to the door, hoping to get out of the monster’s reach.  A deep growl rumbled through his chest when he realized the door had closed, trapping them inside with the creature. 

“Looks like we’re fighting,” he grumbled, let go of her hand, and drew his sword.  “I really hope you’re up for this.”

“I’m up for anything right now,” she teased, winked, and pulled out her weapons as well.  That wink resonated within his heart, demanding that they survive so they can celebrate the victory.  “You better not die on me, or turn into one of those things.  Oh, and don’t let either happen to me, okay?”

It was asking a lot, considering what they faced, but he smiled back before rushing into battle.  The creature had three tentacles wrapped around the bridge as it tried to pull itself onto solid ground, leaving them to contend with the others.  Lynnis didn’t bother with them though.  She ran straight to the nearest tentacle on the bridge, aimed, and unloaded a shot.  The monster didn’t growl or scream like in the movies, but it did react.  Rhett’s eyes widened as he watched another appendage lash out at her face, spinning her around.  She fell like a rag doll, and the way her head was twisted around said she wouldn’t get up. 

Saving grace could end the date, but he wanted to give them a chance.  Reversing time was his only option.  His stomach tightened as he watched the attack again, but he bit down and ran toward her.  The second the lashing tentacle retreated, he wrapped his arm around her middle and raced to the other side, holding his sword down to slash at the tentacles along the way.  He couldn’t get much force onto his sword given the position, but he swore the tissue split from his effort. 

“What?!” she gasped as time returned to normal.  They were behind the statue, because it was the only thing to hide behind.  Rhett clamped his hand over her mouth, raised a brow, and slowly slid around to see what the creature was doing.  A pile of coins slid into the water as the monster felt around for them, which Rhett figured would leave Lynnis fuming once she realized how many coins she was losing.  She leaned into whisper, but it wasn’t the treasures she was concerned about.  “How did we get over here?”

“You shot it, it lashed at you, and you died,” he whispered back, hoping to scare her into making better decisions.  “I reversed time to save you.”

“Well, somebody deserves a nice massage with a wet ending.”

“Does wet mean…”

He was going to say ‘happy’, but the creature’s tentacle was reaching for the statue, forcing him into action.  Rhett counted down as the tip inched his way, raised his sword, and waited for the right moment.  When the creature was within reach, he sped himself up and rushed out, hacking and slashing along the tentacle until he reached the water. 

While the attack was smart, the retreat wasn’t thought out at all, leaving him standing before the creature when his body slowed down.  He froze, waiting for all of the tentacles to lash out at him, only to realize that the creature couldn’t see him.  Its eyes were on the sides of its head, leaving him in a perfect spot.

I’ve got to make this count.  It’ll know I’m here when I attack, so I need to get the most out of it. 

He saw his opportunity when one of the tentacles holding onto the bridge curled around the stone.  Only six feet remained between the body and the edge of the bridge.  It was a thick area, but, if he could hack it off, they’d have one less arm to contend with.  There was only one problem though.  As smart as the decision was, he doubted he was strong enough to cut deep enough to make an impact, which left him with one choice. 

Damn, I hate to do this, but I don’t see a better solution.

He could hear his mother’s voice in his head, telling him to not be on his phone all of the time.  The thought made him smile, but he focused hard and pulled up the app.  He had enough date coins to purchase nine fighting points, which he put into athletics in hopes of cutting through the tentacle.  His arms didn’t swell with new muscle for the purchase, but the sword felt half as heavy as he slipped the phone into his pocket and readied himself.  With the sword over his head, he sucked in a breath and swung down as hard as he could muster. 

Twenty-six points in athletics weren’t enough to sever the appendage in one swing, but it sure was enough to hack beyond the halfway point.  The creature released the bridge immediately and retreated into the water, freeing him to go back to the statue to join Lynnis. 

“Okay, this is bugging me,” he hissed and checked his black oak sword for dings.  “I could see bone in the tentacles.  There shouldn’t be any bones.”

“That’s the part that’s bothering you?” she growled without taking her eyes away from the water.  “We really need to talk about your priorities.  You got out your phone in front of a giant sea monster looking to eat you, but you’re worried about the accuracy of its body structure.”

“What, I’m just saying.”

“You can ask it when it pops back up, okay?”

He knew she was stressed, but something about her change in attitude was alarming.  He pinned it on the fact that she knew she’d died earlier, which would certainly be enough to stress anyone out.  When he added the creature’s presence into the mix, he was left with an equation that totaled an unhinged mess that years of therapy wouldn’t fix. 

Rhett was about to ask how she was doing when the water broke again.  Two tentacles lashed out with a tip flying to opposite sides of the statue.  They wrapped around it as a third joined the mix, but the pair were already springing into action.  Rhett pulled back and swung at the arm on his side, while Lynnis stepped in and aimed her pistol from inches away.  They attacked at the same time before ducking away to avoid the backlash.  On paper, the pistol should have done more damage than his sword, but that wasn’t the case.  Her gun left a nice hole in the arm, but his swing nearly tore through the entire tentacle.  Part of him wanted to brag, but the arms let go of the statue to unleash hell upon them. 

“Split up!”

Rhett didn’t suggest it on a whim.  If the monster realized he was the bigger threat, then it would come after him and leave Lynnis alone.  It sounded good in his head, but the tentacles lashing out at his date said his plan lacked structure. 

“No!” she growled when a tentacle caught the wrist of her pistol hand, pulled her off of her feet, and left her dangling.  Another joined the mix to grab her other wrist, and the set pulled apart, spreading her arms enough to make her scream in pain.  It was going to rip her in half, or threaten to, considering that it held in place. 

Rhett darted toward her with his sword drawn back, only to be struck in the back by a tentacle lashing at him from the other side of the statue.  The monster’s plan was better than his, furthered by the next arm plunging at his face.  He had to duck to avoid a concussion, then roll back when it tried to snare him.  Whether or not the creature was intelligent was still up for debate, but it was doing one hell of a job of keeping him away from Lynnis. 

Rhett needed time to act.  Slow time was his best option, so he cast the spell and got back on his feet.  He hacked at the tentacles that moved at half speed, hoping to reach Lynnis before the creature tore her in half.  He swung at the closet arm holding her wrists, but could only catch the narrow part since the rest was out of his reach.  Slowly it uncurled, but he tracked the wound and tried again, narrowly slicing the tip off before it could retreat.  The other tentacle was already uncurling, offering him but one chance to attack before time sped up once more.  He couldn’t worry about the monster, not when he had to catch the drow to keep her from collapsing into the water. 

“Gods, my shoulders,” she whimpered as he dragged her back to the statue.  “Why did it go after me?”

“I think it used you as bait,” he groaned and looked around the statue.  The monster didn’t dive back into the water like he thought.  It remained still like it was deciding what to do about them as well.  If he could use his cooldowns properly, he could cut through all of its limbs, leaving it limbless and defenseless. 

“Do you see that?”

“See what?”

“The eye on its right side.”

“Yeah, it’s glowing green like the zombies.”

“I don’t know what those are, but that’s not what I’m talking about.  Come over here and look.”

Rhett confirmed that none of the remaining tentacles were moving before sliding over to see what she was talking about.  He had to press his stomach against her back, but the situation prevented him from enjoying the feeling of her body against his. 

“It’s glowing green, just like I said.”

“Yeah, but look how big it is compared to the other one.”

“Oh, damn!”

Rhett backed off and looked up at the empty hands of the statue.  Dozens of stories came to mind as it looked from the hands to the creature, slowly making the connection. 

“I don’t know what stories you’ve read, but I’ve read or watched dozens that involve taking a cursed gem from its home.  I think that thing in its eye is supposed to be on top of the statue.  I’d pause time and cut it out, but I don’t think I could do that and swim at the same time.”

“Then you better be quick or I’ll haunt your fine little butt.”

“What do you…”

Before he could finish his question, Lynnis slipped out, raised her pistol, and fired a wild shot at the creature.  She kept moving away, even though the wall was coming up, cutting off any chance of escape.  Rhett knew what she was doing, so he waited as the creature pulled itself toward the bridge, judging the distance between the stone and the creature’s eye.  It lashed out with a tentacle, just as it neared solid ground, signaling that it was time to act. 

Sixteen seconds didn’t seem like enough time, but he had to make do with what he had.  Rhett paused time and charged at the creature, fighting against the slippery path and the tentacles in his way.  His mind told him to hack at the arms while the monster was frozen, but he didn’t want to waste time on a fruitless effort. 

Please don’t be squishy, please don’t be squishy, he whined in his head as he slid to a stop, turned, and drove the tip of his blade into the flesh just below the gem.  The body gave too much, allowing the sword to sink into it with almost no resistance.  Rhett growled as he pulled it back, knowing that he'd just wasted precious seconds he wouldn’t be able to make up.  This time, he barely applied any force as he caught the bottom of the gem and pried.  A layer of slime covered it, resisting his effort until he added some strength.  Finally, the face-sized gem popped loose.  He snatched it and ran like a football player, only to realize that he was thinking about the wrong sport.  By his guess, the hands of the statue were ten feet off of the ground, making it a basketball shot before the buzzer sounded. 

Rhett could feel time wanting to start up again, but he had to lose some weight if he wanted to get the gem up to the hands.  With a growl, he jammed his sword down into a tentacle, jumped over it, and measured the distance.  Water splashed as time returned to normal, just as he jumped with the gem extended above his head.  Despite his height, Rhett had never dunked a basketball before, but his athletic rating in Elf Date saw him soaring toward the hands as the monster caught his ankle.  He felt his leg being pulled, but he reached out, stretching to get the gem in place before his body went the other way.  The gem pinged against the stone before he released it, praying that it wouldn’t bounce off, or fall into the water.  The gem glowed as it settled into place, right before his body was ripped down to the ground. 

7

Win or lose, gravity is gravity, stone is stone, and the body can only take so much of either.  Magic couldn’t save him from crashing onto the stone, knocking the wind out of him as he fought to keep his chin tucked against his chest.  His head didn’t strike the unforgiving surface, but every other inch of his body protested his decision to dunk the gem rather than climb the statue. 

“Rhett, Rhett?”

He blinked a few times, swearing that the room was going dark, only to find Lynnis leaning over him with a worried look on her face.  With no thought about the creature, or the danger they were in, he reached up, cupped the back of her head, and pulled her down so he could kiss her.  She didn’t object, and her lips tasted so sweet that he barely noticed the rotted stench of the creature’s body filling the room.  After a few seconds, she let out a sigh and laid her head on his chest, giving him a moment to relax. 

“Is it going to eat us now?”

“No, I’m pretty sure it died the moment the gem lit up,” she chuckled, patted his chest, and rose off of him.  He didn’t want her to get up, but his aching body felt better with her weight removed. 

Rhett rolled onto his side to confirm.  Sure enough, a decayed mess in the shape of the creature slowly slid into the water.  Lynnis raced forward and put her hand on it, only to scream when her fingers went into the body like his sword had earlier.  She washed her hands off in the water before getting out her phone, hissing and swearing under her breath the entire time. 

“Was it worth it?”

“Almost getting killed by it, yes.  Having to put my hand into his body, oh, definitely not,” she groaned and walked over to show him her phone.  The prompt showed ten date coins, a coupon for something, and a blue-quality cape that he prayed wasn’t made out of squid tentacles.  “Let’s go see if the treasure is just for show.”

He didn’t feel like getting up, but he rose when she grabbed his arm and tried to lift him.  Pain flared throughout his entire body as he stumbled after her, fighting the urge to collapse and sleep for a few weeks.  Lynnis skipped the entire way, making him groan and chuckle at the same time.  Her hand dove into the pile, bringing the moment of truth.  After a second, she smiled wide and pulled out her phone, nodding as she read. 

“And?”

“100 coins,” she giggled and shoved her hand into a different spot, only to frown when nothing happened.  “Okay, let me check the other side.”

Rhett thought that a hundred coins was fitting, but he followed her without saying a word.  She frowned when the phone failed to update, then plopped down on the pile and slammed her hand onto the coins. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, uncertain what else to say.  “It’s still a lot of coins though.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” she sighed and looked up at him.  Seeing her lying down brought some ideas, which she must have thought as well since a smile spread across her face.  She sucked her lower lip into her mouth, leaned her head back, then let out a chuckle.  As he watched, she turned and crawled up to the top of the pile, laughing the entire way.  When she reached the peak, she laid on her back again, humming a tune while she fidgeted with a gold coin. 

Are you just going to stand here?

Crawling felt childish, but it was the only way to get to the top of the pile.  When he reached her side, he laid down on his back, hoping that the date wouldn’t suddenly end.  Sex wasn’t offered, but he wouldn’t mind fooling around a bit before going home. 

“So, we saved the world.  Well, we saved an island, but, still, we’re heroes, right?”

“Yeah, I think we are,” he chuckled and turned onto his side so he could look at her. 

Needing a shower or not, Lynnis was stunning, and looking down at her had his head spinning with hopeful thoughts.  He could see himself laying next to her like this in bed, back in the real world where the only monster was Mr. Berringer.  It wasn’t just about the sex.  It was about having someone to share his bed, apartment, life, hopes, and dreams with, and the emotions the thought brought nearly proved overwhelming.  Lynnis must have read into it, because she reached up to stroke his cheek, smirking as she looked him over. 

“What are you thinking about?”

“This,” he replied, knowing not to say that he was thinking about a future with her.  “Just enjoying this moment is all.”

“I like moments.  Well, good moments, which this definitely is, but I’m seeing a lot more in your eyes than that.”

“Don’t read the back of the book before page one,” he offered with a knowing smile.  “It’ll ruin the ending.”

“Well,” she sighed and draped her hands behind his neck, “we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

He was done flirting.  Without pausing, he leaned down and went straight for her lips, hoping to create some magic before the date ended.  Her fingers digging into the back of his head proved that she’d been waiting for this moment as well, as did the soft moan that made his heart skip its next beat.  Her lips parted to engulf him, allowing him just enough room to flick his tongue across the tip of hers.  That must have set her off because she turned her head and slid her tongue into his mouth, tasting him while her leg tried to slide over him.  She mustn’t have considered their surroundings though, because the coins gave way, resulting in an avalanche of gold and adventurers. 

Lynnis yelped at first, but wound up laughing as the two took a ride to the bottom of the hill.  When they finally stopped, she climbed over, threw a leg over his middle, and laid on him with a smile stretching from ear to ear. 

“Want to do it again?” she whispered, winked, and leaned down to kiss him.

Rhett leaned up to meet her halfway, only to have the world go dark around him.  In his head, he screamed out in frustration, only to find that the world had something better in store for them.  The cold hard coins were replaced with a nice, soft bed.  A clean sheet was wrapped around them, but linen was the furthest thing from his mind.  Not only were they kissing, but they were naked, given that he could feel her skin against his, and his cock was buried in her mound. 

“Oh, damn!” she gasped and dug her nails into his back.  “They couldn’t even warn us, could they?”

He heard her, but he was too busy acclimating to the moment to say anything.  She felt so warm and inviting around his shaft that he fought not to pummel her through the bed, even when his nuts tightened into his loins.  He couldn’t just sit still, so he slowly pulled out, making her gasp and whimper until her legs wrapped around him. 

“Don’t take it out yet,” she whined and reached up to touch his cheeks.  “Oh, you shaved.”

“That’s the part you’re focusing on?” he teased and leaned down to kiss her cheek, working his way to her ear so he could whisper to her.  “I would have thought you’d been more interested in how we got to this point.”

“I am, I’m just having a hard time getting comfortable,” she groaned and loosened her legs so she could spread them out.  “Gods, you are so big.  What have you been feeding that thing?  No, don’t answer that.  I don’t want to hear you say ‘pussy’.”

“I won’t say anything to spoil the mood if you don’t,” he whispered and slowly slid his dick back in, making her eyes flutter as her knees tightened around him. 

“Just go slow,” she whimpered when his hood was all the way in.  “Really, really slow.”

“No problem.”

Rhett wanted to see everything, so he pulled back and sheet to get on his knees.  One question was answered.  Her soft, hefty breasts had large, dark nipples that matched her eyebrows, and they shriveled into points when his body heat was removed.  It was impossible not to stare as they rose and fell with each breath, but the way her pussy contracted around him said to marvel later and do her now. 

His hands gripped her firm thighs as he withdrew, basking in the sensation of her dripping-wet vagina stretching around his cock.  He stole another peek, which saw him biting his lip when he realized her beauty went beyond her face.  Her lips were perfect.  Thin and rippled, offering just enough to play with without masking her entry.  He let go of her thigh so he could trace her flesh with his thumb, making her moan until he pushed the folds aside to search for her nub.  Her bottom lifted up, sending his cock in so deep that he swore her skin rose.  He held still, searching for her clit with his thumb as she tried to coax him into setting the pace. 

“What’re you doing?”

“You know, looking for your nub.”

“My nub?”

“Your clit?  The sensitive little bulb at the top of your vagina?”

“Oh, we don’t have those,” she chuckled and reached down to push his thumb aside.  “What you’re thinking of is on the inside.  A little black ring of  sorts.”

Now he was curious, so he pulled out, making her groan as his hood slipped out of her.  Sure enough, her pale gray pussy had a dark ring within it, one his fingers longed to explore.  She jerked when he touched it, then stretched out to grab his cock. 

“Play with it next time,” she whined and pulled him closer.  “I just want you inside of me.”

He had the mental image he wanted, so he laid over her and guided himself back in, fighting not to smile as her mouth opened and little gasps for air sounded.  She was tight, but they matched one another so perfectly that he started to consider the possibility of a higher power. 

Being with Lynnis blew being with Gendra out of the water without even trying.  In fact, as he thought about it to avoid creaming inside of the drow, he realized that it was better than the twins.  Emotions were the difference.  All of the time jumps equated to time spent with one another, building the foundation of a relationship that having sex with two women at once just couldn’t compete with. 

Rhett slid his hand behind her back, looking to cradle her head so they could kiss while his hips slowly rocked into her.  Lynnis complied as though she read his mind, and even wrapped her arm around his neck to give him room to get his hand beneath her.  He wasn’t trying to plow her into the bed or see how loud he could make her scream.  He was in the moment with her, relishing in every sensation. 

The time jumps added a problem though.  By his guess, they’d spent a week together, perhaps more, which gave his loins plenty of time to get backed up.  Every groan, moan, and whimper left his groin begging to unload.  In the past, Rhett would lean to one side and play with the woman’s clit to get his nerves to settle down, but there was no way to extend the intimacy with her anatomy.  Before long, the swelling grew painful, and there was no way to hold back the floodgates. 

“Oh, gods!” she cried out, dug her nails into his hair, and pulled her head until they were cheek to cheek.  The release had no equal, not when his cock continuously shot load after load into her, like a continuous orgasm that knew no bounds.  On the fifth go, she clamped her legs around him as her pussy contracted, whimpering to announce that his warm fluids had driven her to a climax. 

Go back, go back!

It seemed childish, but he wound back time so he could relive the moment.  The world started up once more, just as his first wave of seed shot into her, making her pull his cheek against hers to play out the moment again.  It was even better the second time because he knew she would orgasm as well, but he made sure not to stop until he felt her vagina tighten around him.  He slowed time when she contracted, hoping to expand the memory until it consumed some of his past.  When he focused, he swore he could feel her fluids expel, making him smile as the world eventually sped up again. 

“I wonder if I can order a crewman to come in here and clean that up,” she laughed as she stroked the back of his head, gasping to reclaim her breath. 

“Before or after we get dressed?”

Lynnis laughed.  It was weak and timid at first, but it grew until her pussy squeezed him out, freeing their fluids to ooze onto the bed.  She groaned when she felt it, but she squeezed him tight before backing away to look at him. 

“Do you make jokes after sex too?”

“Sometimes,” he admitted with a nod.  “It’s just…I don’t know.  The emotions are just too…”

“Intense, and you need to water them down?”

“That’s pretty accurate,” he sighed and laid his head down.  He couldn’t go anywhere without climbing off to clean up, but that wasn’t in the cards.  It wasn’t just because of the fatigue, but the fact that he didn’t want to leave her side.  In fact, he could see himself falling asleep with no care about the mess at all. 

“Okay, get up,” she groaned and gently pushed his shoulders.  “Things are getting cold, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh, right.”

With some careful maneuvering, Rhett managed to climb off of her without touching the pile.  Once he was up, he looked around until he found a small pile of towels.  He didn’t think about it for long.  He just walked over and laid the towel between her legs with a smirk. 

“Oh, quite the gentleman, I see,” she laughed, wiped herself off, and handed the towel back before spinning out of the bed. 

“I didn’t even think about it,” he chuckled, wiped off, and tossed the towel over the puddle.  Now that the mess was taken care of, he figured they’d lay down and cuddle for a bit, so he crawled across the bed and rested on his side to leave her plenty of room.  When he turned though, he found that she had her pants back on and was busy pulling the tank top over her head. 

Uhm, really?

“That was amazing, really,” she stated and snatched her phone from the table.  “I know I had a good time, didn’t you?”

“Oh, yeah…well, the monster was a bit much though.”

“Why are you complaining?  I’m the one who died, according to you.  Anyway, I’m going to split some of the coins with you.  Oh, and you can have that cloak.   It wouldn’t go well with my jacket.”

“Are you sure?  Maybe you could just…”

“Oh, my, look at the time,” she chuckled, put a knee on the bed, and leaned in to give him a kiss.  “I’m going to be late for work if I don’t get going.”

Rhett opened his mouth to ask if she wanted to try something a little more traditional next time, but the bedroom went dark before he could get the first syllable out.  He was back in his living room, staring at the home screen of Netflix while trying to wrap his head around what just happened. 

“Oh!” 

He looked up to see Brinna clutching her chest, squeezing her eyes closed as she drew in little breaths.  On the last one, she breathed deeply, smiled, and opened her eyes to walk over to the couch. 

“I’m not going to lie.  You may have just frightened half of my years away.”

“Sorry.”

“I see no reason for you to be sorry.  It’s not like you could have sent me a message to warn me.  How did it go?”

Rhett started to reply with heavy enthusiasm, only to have his inner worry-wort take the reins and pull back.  It didn’t just pull though.  It jerked, and he felt like he was going to take a nosedive into the coffee table. 

“Rhett?  Are you alright?”

“Uhm, yeah, just trying to figure out how to respond,” he chuckled and mentally slapped at the hands trying to ruin his evening.   “For the most part, I think it went pretty well.”

“I feel a ‘but’ coming on,” she stated and sat down on the couch, patting the empty cushion until he got up and joined her.  “I know it’s late, but tell me everything while it’s fresh in your mind.”

“I don’t know if that’s necessary,” he chuckled, feeling the heat rise in his cheeks. 

“Oh, it went well enough to embarrass you, did it?  I take it I chose well then?”

“Yeah, definitely a step up from my other dates.  I just…I don’t know.  I think I’m afraid of getting my hopes up too much, you know?”

“I understand,” she replied and laid her hand on top of his.  “This is a good thing, really.  It shows maturity on your part.  Be wary, be patient, but, at the same time, don’t be cynical.  Tell me this though, do you see a second date on the horizon?”

“Well, not to brag,” he sighed and laid his head back, “but I might even see three or four.”
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How long does one wait after a date to message the other person?  It’s an age-old question that consumed much of Rhett’s thoughts after his amazing time with Lynnis.  He spent much of the evening doing an internet search on the topic, only to find that no one could agree.  Some sites suggested waiting a full twenty-four hours, while others suggested two days.  A few said to text immediately after, but to remain casual and not to pry for a second date.  Sadly, he should have asked Brinna for advice, because he went for the latter.

Hey, we had to rush out of there, but I wanted to let you know that I had a great time.

That’s all the message said.  In Rhett’s opinion, it wasn’t too invasive and didn’t offer an ounce of pressure for a second date.  It wasn’t like he asked if she wanted to meet his parents, or start looking for houses.  Plain, simple, and honest.  How much damage could it cause?

In truth, it wouldn’t have been bad if he could have let the pot simmer.  That was the problem though.  His pot wasn’t simmering, it was boiling, threatening to spill out if he didn’t get some sort of response from the drow.  The morning saw him staring at his phone while he brushed his teeth, and sitting with the device on his thigh when he drove to work, just so he’d feel it if it vibrated.  It didn’t, and no amount of refreshing his Elf Date feed could change that. 

Rhett stared at his phone at lunch, ignoring whatever story Josh was trying to share about his recent endeavors.  The only words Rhett caught didn’t paint a picture he wanted to imagine, so he simply nodded and threw in a few generic responses to move things along. 

The second half of the day saw him burning through the files, fighting to keep his mind focused on work instead of his phone.  The end of the work day felt like twenty-four hours, or close enough, so he sent another message. 

Hi, gorgeous.

He wanted to say a lot more.  A ton more, actually.  Rhett didn’t just want to say ‘hi’, he wanted to have a conversation with her so he could discover what else Lynnis liked besides pirate stories.  He already had a few suggestions for their next date, but stating that in another text would make him seem too eager.  Two messages would have to suffice because a third just felt wrong. 

Two days rolled by.  Two long, miserable days.  Each passing minute without a response from the drow saw Rhett sinking deeper and deeper into an abyss of his own making.  Brinna tried to get him to talk about other things, but his mind always went back to the date with Lynnis, struggling to find out what he did that gained her silence.  A little voice in the back of his head said it was Bert all over again, but he fought the thought with logic.  He sent Bert nearly a dozen texts after their date, but only two to Lynnis.  He wasn’t being unreasonable in his opinion. 

Reasonable or not, Saturday morning came with no response from her.  Unlike other media platforms, Elf Date wouldn’t tell him if the message was read or not, which left him drawing up wild scenarios in which Lynnis fought to get to her phone to respond, but the world wouldn’t allow for it.  In short, he was going crazy, which was why he was in the gym on a Saturday morning. 

Rhett hated going to the gym, but Brinna figured out that he had a membership that allowed for guests, and thought it would be a good idea to do something physical to take his mind off of Lynnis.  He didn’t feel up to it, but Brinna proved persistent. 

So, bright and early on a Saturday morning, the pair were in the gym before breakfast, looking to work up an appetite.  Rhett didn’t feel like jogging on the treadmill, or any other form of cardio, so he stuck with his weightlifting routine with no clue where he left off. 

Other than the fact that I’m skipping leg day.

His routine wasn’t the greatest, but it wasn’t like he wanted to resemble the guy at the front desk, or the two freaks trying to use every weight plate the gym owned at the bench press.  He’d get to that bench eventually.  For now, he let the beefcakes claim it while he worked with the dumbbells while listening to a random playlist on his phone. 

Going to the gym wasn’t a complete loss.  He didn’t know how she obtained them, but Brinna had some leggings and a tank top that left very little to the imagination.  Calling her body fine, marvelous, or any other descriptive term just didn’t cut it.  She had the body of an athlete, although the leggings could have had something to do with it. 

Rhett wasn’t the only person to notice the gorgeous woman jogging by herself.  The beefcakes looked her way habitually, grunting as they pressed hundreds of pounds like they were trying to get her attention.  She didn’t look their way, not when had earbuds playing music from her phone.  He didn’t blame the guys for trying though.  If he didn’t know her, he’d be doing everything in his power to gain her attention as well. 

It was pointless, but he paused his music so he could check Elf Date, just in case the music app prevented a message from coming through.  Nothing.  Nothing at all.  With a sigh, he started the music again, picked up the twenty-pound weights, and went back to doing shoulder presses, only to discover that Brinna was no longer alone. 

Who the hell is this guy?

A striking man with a dozen tattoos was leaning on the front of the treadmill, talking to Brinna as she jogged.  She had one of her earbuds out, nodding along as he smiled at her.  Rhett couldn’t see her face, so he couldn’t tell if she was smiling back, but the guy showed no sign of leaving anytime soon. 

Let her handle it.  If she wants him to leave, she’ll tell him.  If she wants to go out for drinks tonight and let him plow her from behind all night…well, that’s her choice, isn’t it?  You’re friends, not a couple. 

The guy with the tattoos must have moved on because Rhett got a nod from him as he claimed some weights from the rack.  Fifty-pounders, of course, making Rhett feel like a child among men. 

I’d have to be here three hours a day to look like that. 

It wasn’t helping his ego, so he nodded back and returned to his workout, one that required him to do upward shoulder lifts.  He hated the movement, but it did wonders for his shoulders.  Sadly, no amount of physical strain could block his mind. 

Maybe something went wrong with her account?  Well, no, there’s no subscription, so it’s not like her time ran out.  Was she hacked?  That’s a stretch, and the hacker would probably see me as an easy target.  It’s fine, it’s fine.  I’m sure there’s a perfectly sound explanation. 

As he moved on to his next set, he failed to find an explanation that didn’t sound like a desperate stretch.  Rhett had to face facts.  He scared her off when he told her he didn’t want to go out with another woman. 

What’s wrong with that though?  Come on, time kept jumping ahead.  It felt like we spent that time together.  It wasn’t a first date at that point, it was more like each jump was another date.  Where would that have put us by the end?  Five dates?  Six?  Plus, the sex was amazing, so there’s that to consider.

Thinking about sex with Lynnis in the ship’s cabin (he assumed) wasn’t the smartest decision considering his eyes were on Brinna’s backside.  His gym shorts were baggy in the legs, but not in the crotch, which left him with quite a bulge as he replayed the moment in his head.  He tried to think about something else before someone noticed, but that only led to him comparing Lynnis to the twins, or Gendra, which only furthered his stiffness. 

Just stop.  Just focus on what you’re doing.  You’re here to clear your head, remember?

No matter how hard he tried, Rhett found himself stuck with women on the brain, a horrible condition with no known cure.  A random song kicked in, one sung by a guy so heartbroken that Rhett swore he could sense the tears, so he pulled out his phone to skip ahead.  He didn’t just skip ahead though.  He brought up Elf Date again, only to light up when he realized he had a message. 

I knew she’d message me back!

His heart sank when he hit the icon.  It wasn’t from Lynnis but from some random woman hitting him up for a date that involved acting in a play with your lines being sent to you through magical means.  Any other time, Rhett would have found the idea intriguing, but he just couldn’t find a reason to respond. 

And I’m doing it again, aren’t I?  I’ve created another Bert situation and now I’m fixated on it.  Brinna was right.  I need to get her out of my head.  If she messages me back, fine.  If not, well, that’s her loss.  No, no, don’t be jaded by it.  That’s what Gendra warned me about.  Just take it in stride and let the chips fall where they may.  Huh, I wonder what kind of chips they meant?  Potato chips?  Poker chips.  Yeah, probably poker chips.  Lays weren’t exactly a thing back then. 

He actually managed to make himself smile at the randomness of the thought.  It didn’t last.  For some reason, he turned to look at Brinna, hoping that she’d look back to see the smile on his face.  She wasn’t looking back at him, but rather at the guy who was on the treadmill to her left, chatting her up while he increased the speed to insane levels.  He wasn’t the only one looking to set up next to her.  Two guys were standing at the machine on her left, talking to one another with their hands covering half of the conversation.  Rhett knew what was happening.  They were arguing over who got the machine next to Brinna, and who had to take the next one down. 

Jesus, she’s going to wind up slipping when she has to turn her head back and forth.  Should I go over and say something to her?  No, that’ll make me look possessive, and I’m probably on thin ice with her already for not asking for advice with Lynnis.  Just let her handle them in her own way.

A better song came on, so he moved to his arm workout while fighting not to look at the mirror.  He allowed himself to glance on occasion, but the view was what he expected.  Not only did she have half of the guys in the gym on treadmills, but a new group was forming in front of her as well.  If they put a treadmill on the sidewalk for her, she could gain a hundred new memberships before lunch.

I like Brinna, but no way could I handle that.  Not just as her boyfriend.  Just her friend.  What’d be the point of going out if she’s always going to be surrounded?  I wonder how much it bothers her.

He tried gauging her smile to see if it was genuine or fake, but he realized he didn’t know one from the other.  It wasn’t all bad though.  The first guy to get on the treadmill was wearing down from the brisk pace.  His black hair was a wet mop of sweat clinging to his face, which was so red that he could pass for the Kool-Aid Man’s cousin.  Rhett chuckled and shook his head as he did his arm curls, seeking signs that the other guys were killing themselves as well.  Sadly, the guy on her right looked like he could go for an hour. 

I wonder if that translates to sexual stamina?  Damn, if that’s true, then I need to take up jogging.

Rhett was running out of capable muscles long before he completed the routine he mapped out for himself.  He felt better though.  The strain cleared his head, leaving him capable of using logic instead of dwelling on his emotions.  Brinna had slowed down her machine enough that she could walk, which probably meant that she was ready to leave as well.  He patted himself on the back for not interfering as he stowed his earbuds, wiped off the bench he used earlier, and headed over to the treadmill. 

“Hi guys,” he called out with as much cheer as he could muster before turning to Brinna.  “Hey, I’m pretty spent.  Are you about ready to leave?”

“Sure, I’m ready,” she breathed and turned off the machine.  “It was nice meeting all of you.”

A chorus of responses sounded.  All small talk, of course, so Rhett remained polite and waved.  He turned his head so he wouldn’t catch the eyes marveling over her backside and the confused looks of those who couldn’t figure out why she was leaving with him of all people.  He hoped they were confused because he needed the high right now. 

“We need to work out a system,” she groaned after they were in the hall leading to the locker rooms. 

“A system for what?”

“For you to come save me.  Honestly, they may as well have whipped out their cocks to see whose was bigger.”

“I’m sorry, I thought about coming over, but I didn’t want to look possessive.”

“That’s why?!” she gasped and grabbed his arm outside of the lady’s room.  Her flushed face was wild, but she looked more shocked than angry.  “You didn’t think I was interested in those men, did you?”

“I didn’t want to make any assumptions.  Not one bit.  Not one ounce, one morsel, one…”

“Point taken,” she groaned and shook her head.  “Okay, next time, I’ll wave to you if I need rescuing, okay?  Well, more like interference, not actual physical rescue.”

“That’s good because I don’t think I could have taken any of them,” he chuckled and nodded at the door.  “Are you taking a shower?”

“I don’t wish to go to breakfast like this, now do I?”

“Okay, whoever gets done first can wait here,” he replied and started for the men’s room, only to think of something.  “You know what, you can take my car keys.”

“In case I get done first and form a new audience?” she asked with a raised brow while reaching for the keys.  “That’s very considerate of you.”

It sounded like a compliment, so he clung to it and hurried into the locker room.  Showering around other men was always a problem, one that stemmed back to high school.  The overweight kids were the first in line to get ridiculed, but he was always right behind them since he was skinny with red hair.  Being referred to as a used tampon didn’t do much for his self-esteem, which explains why he didn’t play sports. 

Two old men were getting dressed near his locker, an unavoidable necessity in any gym.  They didn’t worry about covering themselves.  They just stood there, chatting away while their nuts dangled by their knees.  Rhett knew it’d be him someday, and he admitted to being curious as to whether the guys did it on purpose, or didn’t realize that they made everyone around them uncomfortable. 

A hasty shower was in order, but he didn’t want to be a mess at breakfast.  That meant doing things right, which required time, which meant standing around other naked men for an uncomfortable number of minutes.  Par for the course though, so he sucked it up and went in. 

It looked like he was going to get in and out without an audience, so he quickly rinsed off before breaking out his shower items.  However, just as he reached for his shampoo, a few voices echoed off the walls. 

Just hurry up and get it done.

It didn’t seem possible, but the change in air pressure announced that he wouldn’t have the shower to himself.  Not only that but one of the guys took the showerhead right next to him, making him shiver with awkwardness. 

“Hey, I know you.”

Rhett didn’t want to look.  He wanted the guy to use urinal etiquette and keep his eyes forward without speaking, but that lesson mustn’t have been offered.  Rhett turned to offer a brief smile, only to recognize the guy.  It was the one who argued over who got to jog next to Brinna, and his friend was settling in at the next showerhead down. 

“Oh, hey.”

“We were just talking about you, weren’t we?” the guy laughed and turned to his buddy, who offered a wave before turning on the water. 

“I’m afraid to even ask.”

“Come on, don’t be shy,” the guy bellowed and reached out to smack him in the back, which felt like a violation since they were both naked.  “We’ve just got to know though.  Okay, no offense, but how the hell did you wind up with a woman like that?  You didn’t, you know, buy her, did you?”

“Yeah,” the other guy chimed in while shampooing his short, curly hair.  “The man code says you’ve got to share the secret.  Oh, and dibs if she has a single sister.”

“I’m not sure, actually.  Uhm…” Rhett started to tell them a lie, one involving Brinna being his girlfriend.  It’d be wrong though.  While she made it clear that she wasn’t interested in any of them, it was still her decision to make.  “…she isn’t my girlfriend.  Just a friend.”

“Oh, friend-zoned?”

“Friend-zoned from hell,” the nearest guy laughed.  “Man, I feel for you.  That’s gotta be rough watching all of us flocking around her like a bunch of strutting apes.”

“There’s nothing between us, so I was okay with it.”

“That’s cool, that’s cool,” the guy replied before backing out of the water.  “Hey, wait right here.”
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“I think I’m going for the big country breakfast,” he said after glancing at the menu for a few minutes.

“Really?  After a hard workout like that?”

“Yeah, why not?”

“Because,” Brinna groaned and rubbed one of her temples.  She had her hair pulled back in a tail, leaving her pointed ears exposed to the world, a fact that still boggled his mind.  How nobody noticed was beyond his comprehension, but he was too tired and hungry to ask.  “You spent all that effort to undo the damage of eating unhealthy food, just so you can shovel more into your body.  What was the point then?”

“I see it the other way.  Since I worked out, then I should be able to eat whatever I want.  You know, as a reward.”

“Doesn’t seem like a wise decision though,” she sighed and went back to staring at the menu. 

“Yeah, speaking of wise decisions,” he groaned, reached into his pocket, and pulled out the business card the guy gave him in the locker room.  He wished that it could have happened after he got dressed, but the guy must have been worried that Rhett would slip away with his dream girl.  “I’m supposed to give this to you.”

“Honestly,” she replied with a sneer as she reached out to snatch the card.  “Do I dare ask which of them it was?”

“The guy jogging to your left.”

“Oh, you mean the one arguing with his friend over which of them should be allowed to take the machine next to me?  Not to mention the fact that he thought he was being quiet so I wouldn’t notice.  Honestly, they were right next to me.”

Brinna tore the card into four pieces, stuffed it under her napkin, and went back to reading the menu.  While he hated to see her upset, at least he received an answer to one of the questions he thought of earlier. 

“You didn’t enjoy that, did you?”

“Oh, no, tearing that card up was quite satisfying, actually.”

“Uhm…that’s not…”

“I know what you meant,” she sighed without bothering to look up at him.  “No, I didn’t particularly enjoy having so many men make such a big fuss over me.  One I could handle, so long as he didn’t try to stick around to get my life story.  Six though?  No thank you.”

“It doesn’t fill you with confidence?” he asked and glanced at the menu again, wondering if eating 2,400 calories for breakfast was a smart idea after all.  “My head would be in the clouds if six women came up to talk to me.”

“I imagine there are messages from six different women on your phone right now.  There is your confidence boost.”

“That isn’t the same.”

“Oh really?” she challenged and looked up at him with lifted brows.  “How would you feel if six women you weren’t attracted to walked over to his table right now and interrupted your meal?”

“Uncomfortable, probably.”

“Yes, now multiply that by a hundred.”

“Why a hundred?”

“Because I’m a woman, that’s why,” she sighed and flipped to the next page.  “Imagine if it weren’t the gym.  Imagine it happening where you and I first met.  Well, officially, after Jody left.  If you were me, with six men, in a small cave, how would you feel?”

“Terrified.”

“Precisely.  Men don’t see it that way though.  Put one of them in a room with six ogre women and they’ll see the light though.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stir all of this up.”

“You haven’t stirred anything,” she groaned and closed her menu.  Brinna folded her hands over it and drew in a breath with her eyes closed.  After a few seconds, she let it out and looked up at him, offering a faint smile as she slowly cocked her head to one side.  “This is just another example of how you stick out compared to those muscle-bound meatheads back there.  If one of them sat in your position, they would instantly grow defensive about this conversation.  You may feel a touch defensive, but you pushed it down to focus on my issues instead.  I’m not qualified to say if that is a healthy way of thinking, but I know that I appreciate you more for it.  I do question why you didn’t rip the card up though, or throw it away.”

“Didn’t seem like my decision to make.  I thought about it though.”

“Well, you have my permission to dispose of anything like that in the future, but thank you for respecting me.”

Rhett nodded.  He had something to say when his phone rang, making him jump and lose track of the conversation at the same time.  Calls were rare, but his mind still concocted a scenario in his Lynnis figured out a way to call him.  It wasn’t a gorgeous drow looking to talk to him.  Quite the opposite, actually. 

“Damn,” he muttered, swiped, and pulled the phone to his ear.  “Hi, Mom.”

Brinna perked up upon hearing the phrase, making him wonder what she was thinking at the moment.  The waitress chose to come back while he was talking, of course, but his friend ordered their food while he wrapped up the conversation.  With his phone back on the table, he let out a long sigh, shook the tension from his hands, and leaned on his elbows. 

“Bad news?”

“Depends on your view, I guess.  What did you end up ordering for me?”

“I’ll only tell you after you explain the phone call,” Brinna replied with a hint of childish malice.  “If you do it quickly, I might go speak with the waitress about changing your order.”

“I don’t care if you ordered me an entire plate of rotted vegetables, I’d never be able to change my order after it’s been sent in,” he laughed and took a sip of coffee.  “It was nothing.  My mom just wanted to remind me that I’m having lunch at her house tomorrow.  So, by the way, you’re on your own for lunch tomorrow.”

“Do you not like your mother?”

“No, she’s fine, mostly.”

Brinna stirred her coffee and stared at him like she was trying to read his thoughts.  The more likely scenario was that she was gauging his face for emotional responses.  “Are you sure?  You didn’t seem too happy to speak with her.”

“Almost everyone complains about their parents, even as adults.”

“Why though?  Are humans not taught to respect and cherish their parents?”

“Somewhat.  Respect, sure, but cherish might be a stretch.  I’ll admit that my parents aren’t bad.  At least they’re still together.  I don’t have the horror stories a lot of people have about their parents.”

“Then why the face?”

“I know what’ll happen tomorrow,” he groaned, wishing she’d tell him what she ordered before he wound up with a bowl of grits.  “It’s been the same speech ever since Wendy broke up with me.”

“Wendy?”

“My girlfriend from high school,” he sighed, realizing that he hadn’t shared this part of his life with her.  “We made it work long distance through most of college, but…yeah.  Obviously, it didn’t pan out.”

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” she replied and reached out with her foot to tap his leg.  “However, had she not, we never would have met.”

“I suppose you’d still be trapped in servitude, wouldn’t you?”

“That wasn’t how I meant it.  Now, before you try to change the subject, what is the repetitive topic your mother brings up?”

“Getting married and having kids.  What else?”

“You’re still young though.”

“It’s the generation gap.  Earlier generations, like my mom’s, or my grandparents, all got married young.  You know, teenagers, very early twenties.  If you weren’t married by then, something was wrong with you.”

“Does she say that?  You know, that something is wrong with you?”

“Literally,” he chuckled and looked over at the kitchen, wondering what horrible meal would come his way.  “She literally asks what’s wrong with me.  Wendy was such a nice girl.  Why couldn’t you make it work with her?  Why don’t you call her and see if she’s single?  Over and over.”

“And how will she respond when you tell her that you are using your phone to date elf women from another world?”

“Oh, that’s not happening.  I’d be better off telling her that I’m moving to the bottom of the ocean after having my genitals removed to ensure that she never has grandchildren.  I guess I didn’t think that part through.  I mean, how could I bring Lynnis to meet her?  Oh, don’t mind the gray skin and pointed ears, Mom.”

“Well, no one seems to notice my ears.  Perhaps the skin color would go unnoticed as well?”

“I still don’t get that part though.”

“Life is best with a touch of mystery, Rhett,” she reminded him as the waitress carried over a tray.  It looked like Brinna chose to eat healthy, given the fruit, yogurt, and eggs on her plate.  He cringed when the waitress pulled down the next plate, expecting to see the same thing.  To his delight, it wasn’t fruit and yogurt.  It was the big breakfast he wanted all along.  “Satisfied?”

“Completely, but I know you’re going to ask me for some of this.”

“You know me all too well,” Brinna laughed and snatched a piece of bacon from his plate.  She bit into it before he could protest, then closed her eyes like she was savoring an orgasm.  “Oh, I might be regretting my order now.”

“I tried to tell you.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” she sighed while slowly pulling the bacon apart like she wanted to savor each little strip she created.  “However, before we get off of the subject, I believe there is an obvious solution to your problem.”

“I don’t know if I want to take an orc or a gnome to meet my mother.”

“No, but what about a kind, friendly, somewhat proper woman?” she countered with a raised brow. 

“Who are you…you?”

“Am I not good enough to meet your mother?”

“No!  Not that!” he protested with far too much enthusiasm in his voice.  “I mean, it sounds like a bad TV trope, one that’ll wind up in disaster, but we’d never get through the front door before she caught on.”

“She won’t notice my ears, I assure you.”

“It’s not your ears.  It’s you.  I mean, damn, look at you.”

“What is wrong with my looks?” she asked with a hint of pain on her face.  “I thought you found me attractive.”

“Too attractive.  That’s the problem.  She’d never believe that a goddess like you would slum it with her son who couldn’t get a date to the prom.  No way.  Not in a million years.  Not even if I was a billionaire.”

“What is a prom?”

“Not the point,” he groaned and wiped the tension from his face, already suspecting that the meat-heavy meal would tear up his stomach later.  “You’re too beautiful to be with a guy like me.  She’d never buy it.”

Brinna stared at him for a moment.  At first, he feared he’d angered her, given how red her cheeks became.  But, when she started to fuss with her hair, he saw a different possibility unfolding. 

“That is quite flattering.  Exaggerated, but flattering.”

“Well, I meant it,” he replied after a few seconds.  Rhett hoped that the idea was snuffed out, so he cut up his small steak while he waited for the next topic to come out.  He smirked throughout though, because now he had a mental image of his mom passing out when she saw Brinna standing beside him at her door. 

“Why are you grinning?”

“You’ve got me thinking is all,” he chuckled, scooped up a few cuts of his little steak, and moved them to her plate so she wouldn’t have to ask to try it.  “My mom would probably have a heart attack if she saw us together.”

“And you find that amusing?”

“Only because it isn’t real.  She might have to lie down though.”

“Rhett, I believe I see what some of your problems are now.  You said I was too beautiful for a guy like you.  I’m trying to decide if you see me as some unobtainable object, or if your self-worth is broken.”

“Come on, even you have to admit that I’m not good-looking enough to be with someone like you.  Hell, those guys at the gym definitely questioned it.”

“Then those men were fools.  Rhett, you are an attractive man, regardless of what you think of yourself.”

“Agree to disagree.”

“Oh really?” she groaned, reached over the table, and snatched his phone.  Within a few seconds, she turned it over and held up Lynnis’s bio picture, the one with the pirate hat and leather bra that instantly filled half of his shaft with blood.  “Did you believe that Lynnis was too beautiful for you as well?”

Rhett’s eyes went back and forth between her and the phone, fighting back the urge to tell her that Lynnis couldn’t hold a candle to her beauty.  It sounded too pathetic though, so he swallowed the thought and shook his head. 

“It doesn’t matter.  She’s not going to message me back.”

“And not knowing why is tearing you up inside.  I can see it all over your face.”

“Obviously,” he muttered, then sighed when she made a sympathetic face.  “I’ll get over it.  You were right.  I needed to do something to get my mind off of her.  Now that I’m thinking more clearly…yeah, she’s not going to talk to me again.”

“Such a pity,” she sighed and laid his phone down.  “I had high hopes for the two of you.  I wonder why she didn’t respond.”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing, but I don’t think I’ll ever know.  Can we talk about something else now?”

“Not yet.  I want to know what you liked about her.”

“Why?” he asked with the entire corner of his toast in his cheek.  “What’s the point?”

“Just humor me.”

“Fine,” he groaned, wiped his hands off on his napkin, and finished chewing while he mulled it over.  “She was fun.  She kind of wore her feelings on her sleeve, at least in the beginning.  She said what she thought…well, until the end.  I think she bit her tongue a lot after I…”

“Hinted about wanting a second date?”

“Yes.  Was that so bad?  The time jumps made us feel like we’d spent days together, maybe even a week.  I had real feelings by then.”

“Which I would like to talk about,” she sighed and put her spoon down.  “Rhett, Lynnis is a drow.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Yes, but you don’t understand.  I’ve been doing some research on your tablet when you were at work.  I’ve come to understand that the life expectancy for a human is around seventy years.  A drow, however, can live to be two hundred, nearly three hundred if they take care of themselves.”

“Yeah, but days are days.”

“It is the perception of days that I wish to discuss though.  Compare how time passes for you now to when you were a child.  When you were little, you thought that each minute was vital, especially when you were sent to bed.  You no longer think that way.  Minutes fly by in a blink of an eye.  Are you with me thus far?”

“Yes, and I think I’ve heard this theory before.  Well, it was always fantasy based, but, yeah, time for her doesn’t pass like it does for…oh, damn, I see what you’re saying now,” he groaned, leading to his friend nodding her head with a smirk.  “I was affected by the time jumps more than her because days make up more of my life.  That’s why I developed feelings while she didn’t.”

“She may have developed feelings.  Don’t think that,” she countered with her fork pointed at him.  “I am merely trying to give you some perspective since you won’t gain any closure.”

“Yeah, okay.  That helps though.  Thank you.”

“You are most…”

“Rhett?”

He didn’t recognize the voice speaking next to him, but he sure recognized the face when he turned around and looked up.  What he saw was almost as unlikely as Lynnis storming into the restaurant to beg for his forgiveness.  It was Bert, of all people. 

“Oh, hi,” he managed with a lump in his throat. 

“It’s been so long,” she laughed and pushed her thin, copper hair over her ear.  Bert smiled down at him, then turned to Brinna to extend her hand.  “Hi, I’m Bert.”

“Brinna,” the elf replied and shook the woman’s hands while sucking in a deep breath.  Rhett knew why she needed air, but it looked like she was trying to make her breasts more prominent for some reason. 

“Brinna?  What an odd name,” she chuckled nervously, tucked her hair back again, and turned to look at Rhett.  “Are you two…I mean…is this your girlfriend?”

“Uhm…”

“Friends, but we’ll see how it goes,” Brinna interrupted when he stammered.  “I’m sorry, how do you two know each other?”

Rhett was stuck between wanting to dive under the table and clapping Brinna on the back for the way she played her hand.  Her response to the girlfriend question wasn’t a lie, but it was enough to make Bert a bit jealous if she had any feelings about him.  Brinna knew full well who Bert was, but asking made it sound like she never crossed his mind after their date. 

“Oh, we went out,” she laughed again with a wide smile.  She tried to tuck her hair behind her other ear, but her bag of takeout food got caught on the edge of the table.  If Rhett were in her shoes, he would have exploded from embarrassment by then. 

“Really?” Brinna questioned and turned to cock her head at Rhett.  “Funny, he never mentioned you as one of his ex-girlfriends.”

“We never got to that point.  Just uh…just the one date.”

It could have been more if you’d messaged me back.

“Yeah, just the one,” he parroted.  “How uh, how have you been?”

“Well, not as good as you, clearly,” she chuckled with a little nod toward Brinna before she focused on the elf.  “I mean, wow.  You are just gorgeous.”

“Thank you.  I love your shirt, by the way.”

“Oh, thank you.”

The conversation trailed off, leaving the three of them in an awkward position.  He considered asking her if she wanted to join them, but, the longer he thought about it, the more he realized he didn’t want to endure the awkward nerves he currently fought back. 

“Well, I should probably let you two get back to your…”

“Date?” Brinna offered when she trailed off.  “That is most kind of you.”

“Okay.  Well, it was good seeing you.”

“Uh, yeah, you too.”
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“She was into you,” Brinna told him as she worked on cutting up some vegetables for a light lunch.  They hadn’t talked about it since the incident at the restaurant, but Rhett knew it would come out eventually.  At least she was kind enough to give him some time to process it. 

“No, it was just awkward.”

“If it was too awkward for her, she would have turned her head and ducked out before you saw her.  She didn’t.  She saw us together and felt the need to come over and talk to you.  That shows interest.”

“That shows good manners.  Bert’s just like that.”

“Oh, that was far more than manners.  Seeing us together set off a spark in that woman.  She is fairly cute, by the way, and I like her smile.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he groaned and skipped the video when the ad came on.  “Maybe she was just confounded to see me with such an attractive woman.”

“We really need to talk about your self-worth, but I’d rather focus on the subject matter.  Rhett, when that young woman saw you, she realized that she made a horrible mistake.  She probably hoped that I was your sister or something.”

“She was probably just glad to know that I’d never bother her again.”

“Rhett, honestly.  Must you always see the negative in everything?”

“I’m just being realistic.  It was the world telling me to stop dating.  I mean, come on, we were literally talking about a woman who ghosted me when the first woman to ghost me walked up to us.  If that’s not the world talking to me, I don’t know what is.”

“Fate could have been involved, but maybe in a good way,” she suggested and walked over to join him on the couch.  “Can you honestly tell me that you would say no if Bert texted you to go out for coffee sometime?” 

“She’s not going to text.  She probably bought a new phone and made sure to leave my contact info out of it.  Bert wanted nothing to do with me, she was just too nice to show it during our one date.”

“That isn’t what I saw.  That woman was burning with jealousy.  I swore I could see the smoke rising from her ears.”

“It was just her nerves.  She probably felt a bit bad for not explaining why she didn’t want to see me again was all.  It’s fine, I get it.”

Brinna reached out and put her hand on his leg, staring at him with deep meaning in her eyes.  She didn’t share what was on her mind though.  Instead, she merely patted his thigh a few times and went back to the kitchen. 

“We will put a pin in that for now.  Speaking of, I believe it’s time for you to get out there again.  Lynnis isn’t going to message you back, so why not move on?”

“Because I’ve had more dates in the last week than the last year,” he laughed, but pulled out his phone anyway just to appease her.  Lynnis’s profile was still pulled up, making him groan as he reached for the home button.  His finger froze when he caught a detail he hadn’t noticed before.  When he first saw her profile, she had twenty-four ratings/reviews, twenty-five if he included the one he offered.  There were twenty-seven now, which gave a possibility he hadn’t considered. 

“Rhett?”

“Sorry, I just noticed something.”

“You saw your reflection in your phone and finally realized how handsome you are?”

“You know you sound like my mother when you say that, right?  No, Lynnis’s profile was still there when I woke my phone.  It looks like she’s gone on a few dates since ours.”

“Oh!” she gasped and hurried over to lean on the couch and look for herself.  “Two?  She’s had two dates since then?  Oh, Rhett, I’m terribly sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

“I’m glad you see it that way, but I’m apologizing for my part in this.  I didn’t realize that Lynnis was so…well, I’m at a loss for words, but I didn’t think she was the kind to jump from one man to the next.”

“I wouldn’t have thought so either, and I actually met her.  How could you have figured that out from her profile?”

“It is my job.  Okay, message received, so to speak, so let’s move forward.  Did she leave you a nice review at least?”

“Just a rating.  Five stars, but probably so I wouldn’t get mad and contact her to ask why.  Guess that didn’t work out for her since I messaged her twice.”

“Taking the hint after two messages shows growth on your part though.  How many did you send to Bert?”

“I’m going to make a rule about mentioning that name, but…I don’t know.  Eight?  Ten?”

“My point exactly.  Two is far smaller than ten,” she breathed and leaned in close enough that her hair fell across the side of his face.  “Monster cloak?”

“From that sea monster we fought.  She gave it to me, along with…I don’t know, a lot of date coins.”

“Nine fortitude, four intellect.  That’s an odd mix.  You should check out the store before spending those coins on attributes though.  Who knows what you’ll find in there?”

“A potion that makes me suave?”

“I know you’re joking, but those may exist.  Jody bought some potions from the store, but I never knew what they were for.”

“Probably best to steer clear of those,” he groaned and pulled up the store tab.  “I might end up with a love potion that wears off after a year.”

“That would be a rude awakening.”

Rhett chuckled as he looked at the options for tier two.  There were a few items on the list that wouldn’t help him much.  A long bow, a club, and, for some reason, orc skin boots.  That didn’t seem right, but neither did the potions.  Athletics and fortitude made sense since a lot of users probably spent their coins on their dating stats, but the fact that the charm potion cost three times as much as the other potion made him question the makers of the app.  100 date coins, to be precise. 

Probably a top seller, he thought when he considered guys like Josh.

Tier two offers two date scenarios.  A random tier two, and a tailored tier one.  The tailored one was expensive as hell though, so he closed the store tab and focused on his attributes:

	Rhett Freeman
	Human
	Rank	10,844	14,225
	Tier		2
	Rating		5
	Successful Dates		5
	Failed Dates		0
	Total Dates
		5
			
	Athletics		26
	Spell		10
	Fortitude		22
			
	Fun		5
	Charm		11
	Attitude		5
	Intelligence		7
	Kindness		7
	Prestige		4
	Bed Rating		12
	Appeal		7.29
			
	Dating Coins:		31
			


The method of reaching tier two raised some questions.  Jody made it sound like her rating was involved, but he discovered that improving his appeal rating got him to tier two.  The only thing he could think of was that higher tiers required more than an appeal rating.  It made him feel better.  If rating was involved at the upper levels, then no one could buy their way into the top tiers. 

Good for them.

He weighed his options.  Part of him wanted to purchase a date scenario just so he could control the event next time, but he could only afford the random tier-one type.  He could buy date coins.  Josh warned him about the introduction prices, but he wasn’t against the idea of making a one-time purchase. 

That’s how they get you hooked though.

He could see himself growing addicted to buying the date coins instead of earning them, so he swore off of the idea and moved on.  He could buy fifteen points in his fighting abilities, which should see his spells improving tremendously if every coin went to the stat.  On the other hand, he could purchase six points in his dating attributes.  Bed rating was unlocked, which intrigued him, right until he remembered his theory about the dating stats.  They could be meaningless, or so trivial that it’d take a hundred points to make a true difference. 

I bet my appeal has to reach 9.0 to unlock tier three, which means spending a lot of points on my dating stats.  I don’t know though.  The girls in tier two don’t seem all that different from tier one.  It’s not like I need to become a better fighter though.

“Find anything interesting?”

“Date scenarios I can’t afford.”

“Well, lunch is ready, so come over and eat.”

Light sandwiches, fruit, and vegetables didn’t seem all that appealing, or possible since he couldn’t recall buying the stuff at the grocery store.  He didn’t know where she was getting the money from, not when his account remained the same.  Still, it felt wrong to ask her about it, so he tabled the thought in favor of eating a light, healthy lunch. 

“May I?”

“Sure,” he sighed and pushed his phone over to her.  He figured she was going to hunt down his next date, so he let her do her thing while he got up to get some drinks. 

“You do realize that having all five-star ratings is an impressive feat, yes?”

“Hadn’t really thought about it.  I think I’ve just been lucky so far.”

“I highly doubt that luck had anything to do with it.  You know you can bask in your glory a little bit without being considered arrogant, yes?”

“I like to stay humble…and realistic.”

“You would say that,” she sighed and pulled up his reviews.  “Rhett, look at these and tell me what you see.”

“Some kind words from women who felt bad for me?”

“I believe we are getting to the root of your problems.  Rhett, try taking yourself out of the equation.  Pretend that you never met these women for a moment.  The only thing you know is that these reviews all speak about the same person.  How would that change things?”

“I can’t do that,” he laughed and glanced at Jody’s review since it was at the top.  “That’s the thing, I know it’s me, so I can’t just pretend that it isn’t.”

“Is your imagination truly so lacking?  Here I thought you were into reading and playing fantasy video games.”

“I get what you’re trying to do, okay?  I can’t help it though.  When I look at their names, I think of the date, the women, and how I was lucky to go out with some of them.”

“Were you so lucky, or were they?”

“I was,” he groaned and rolled his eyes at her.  “Mary, Sheri, Lynnis…they’re dream women.  I’d never get the time of day from them on Earth.”

“We have so much work to do,” she sighed and pulled the phone in front of her.  “You need to see yourself as they do, or did, in this case.  You said that Sheri didn’t care for you in the beginning, yet she warmed up to you over time.  That says just as much about you as it does about her.  Lynnis as well.  Yes, the outcome wasn’t what you wanted, but the date was a resounding success nonetheless.  Tell me, other than Jody, did any of the women display any signs that they wished for their time with you to come to an end?”

“Lynnis sure seemed eager to send me home.”

“Yes, after having sex with you with no memory of the foreplay leading up to it.”

“I didn’t complain.”

“Did she?”

“Well…” he started, pausing to think back to the exact moment.  One second, they were celebrating, the next, they were on the ship with his cock buried in her pussy.  She didn’t try to wiggle away, or tell him to get off of her.  In fact, she didn’t freak out at all like most women would in her situation.  “She complained a bit about my size…”

“Your size?  I didn’t get that from the review.”

“Other direction,” he replied with some heat in his cheeks.  It felt odd that he could tell Brinna just about anything, yet he shied away when it came to the size of his member.  “She made a comment about it being too big.”

“Yet another reason why you should have more confidence.”

“It isn’t that big,” he groaned, only to wind up laughing when she lifted her brows.  “It’s just because I’m tall.”

“Please.  I’ve seen men taller than you who couldn’t fulfill a woman’s needs if they tied it off around the sack.  However, that isn’t what we were discussing.  When you found yourself within her, did she tell you to get off, go away, scream, anything like that?”

“No, she just told me to be gentle and go slow.”

“Excellent,” she cried out with a smile.  “You see, she wanted you all along.  My theory is that she felt guilty for putting you in that situation.  The time jump was her idea.  To her, she may fear that she, in some way, forced you into her bed.”

“But, she didn’t.  The events just kinda led up to it.”

“Yes, and that is something that the two of you need to discuss.  If she feels that she forced you into the situation, then she is feeling too guilty to respond to your messages.  Either that or she fears that you expect some sort of commitment right away.  It goes back the meaning of time to a human compared to a drow.”

“It doesn’t matter though,” he sighed and pulled his phone back.  “I mean, I get it if that’s the case, but that isn’t the type of woman I’d want.  I want somebody who would respond back and ask questions, or explain what they’re feeling, something.  Anything, really.  Running and hiding though?  No thank you.”

“Good,” she snapped and grabbed his arm.  “Now we’re finally getting somewhere.  You have an idea of what you want.  Now then, since we’re on the subject, we should see what other factors come to mind.  Thus far, you’ve been so open-minded that I could pick any woman from Elf Date for you.  Literally any.  So, now that you have a taste for what the app has to offer, perhaps now would be a good time to go over what you are looking for in a woman.  Well, revisit, at least.”

“No one super short,” he replied, hoping that he didn’t come off poorly.  “I’m too tall to kiss a short girl, and I really don’t want to spend the rest of my life dropping down on one knee every time.”

“Your tone suggests you were afraid to say that,” she sighed and gave his arm a squeeze.  “It’s okay to have some preferences, Rhett.  It doesn’t make you a bad person.  So, no one under 5’5”?”

“We can start with that, sure.  I hate to miss out on someone wonderful because they were 5’6”, and we set it at 5’7”.”

“Fair point.  Now then, is skin color an issue?”

“I don’t see a problem with that.  I mean, I’m worried about how I’ll explain why my girlfriend has gray skin, but…”

“We could steer away from drow women.  Gnomes as well, for obvious reasons.  Anything else?  Did Gendra’s physique cause issues for you?”

“I wouldn’t say that I had issues,” he stammered while picturing the half-orc fighter.  “I mean…okay, I was a bit intimidated by her.  I don’t think I want to be with someone seeking a powerful mate, or who uses the word ‘mate’, actually.”

“Good, good.  Now we are really getting somewhere,” she replied, snatched his phone, and opened a filter system.  “Let me see…no one under, hmm, it has groups.  Either you can choose 5’8 and over, or 5’4 and over.”

“Go for 5’4, for now.”

“Very well.  I’ll mark off a few body types.  You can always undo this later, by the way, so try not to panic.  Sorry, no filters for skin color.  You’ll just have to use your own judgment.  That narrows you down to…well, there are still over 800 candidates within the first two tiers.”

“800 doesn’t seem like a lot.”

“Compared to the Earth apps, I bet not.  Still, we have more than plenty to choose from.  I believe we should focus on giving you a calm, comfortable situation for your first date.  Nothing too strenuous, and not with a woman you would call a ‘perfect ten’, although I do not understand the phrase myself.”

“You’re better off not knowing.”

Brinna said nothing to the remark as she flipped through the profiles, sneering or cocking her head every time a new face came across.  He didn’t care for the fact that she was using their looks to determine if they were a good fit for him, but he could always pick a date for himself later if he wanted. 

“Why are you skipping so many?  I’m not sure what you’re going for here.”

“I am not trying to find an ugly woman, if that is your concern,” she sang and swiped to the next profile.  “Anyone who looks like Lynnis is out of the question.  That isn’t the type of good time you need right now.  If anything, I am seeking someone who reminds me a bit of that Bert girl.”

“Ugh, why her?”

“She resonated with you, that’s why.  Cute, but not so pretty that you’ll be forced to relive moments like the gym this morning.  I can’t imagine you wish to spend eternity swatting men away from your future wife.”

I’d do it for you.

“No, probably not.”

“I believe you would feel more comfortable around someone who wasn’t, to use your words, a goddess.  Comfort is the key theme right now.  Just let me…ah, here we go.”

“Well, she is cute,” he replied when she turned the phone so he could see it. 

“A bit on the short side, I’m afraid, but I’ll leave that to your judgment.  Besides, perhaps she prefers to wear heels.  You would be surprised how much of a turn-on it is when a woman can wear whatever shoe she wishes.”

Rhett paused for a moment to eat while he pictured the woman in the picture.  She was cuter than Bert, but she wasn’t gorgeous, like Lynnis, or Brinna.  That was a good thing though.  He didn’t want to get hung up on looks alone. 

“Yeah, I guess it’s fine.”

“Good, because you need to get ready.”

“Say what now?”
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“Oh, the weather is lovely, isn’t it?”  Molly asked, gleefully smiling back at him over her shoulder. 

“Sure is,” he replied with a forced smile.  Because you made it that way in the scenario, remember?

It wasn’t that he thought poorly of Molly, it’s just that she’d asked that same question five times already, and it was starting to get on his nerves.  If he’d known that repetition drove him crazy, he would have asked Brinna if she could filter it out. 

Molly wasn’t a bad date.  Brinna made the right call messaging her.  She was cute, cheerful, and bubbly, which he thought would have meant the same as cheerful until today.  She exuded giddiness.  Every pretty flower made her squeal, even though they matched those printed on her floral dress.  She walked with a bit of a skip that made him question how old she was, especially when her cheeks dimpled whenever she smiled.  In the right setting, he could see himself falling for her, assuming she had a naughty side under her sugar-coated exterior. 

The date premise wasn’t helping his mood much.  They were in some high fantasy woods, given the cottages they came across, as well as the creatures they either saw or fought along the way.  Rhett did all of the fighting though.  All Molly did was shriek and hide until he cleared the path for her.  Once the violence ended, her cheery demeanor returned, and she half-skipped to the next destination.  By his guess, she was tasked with delivering letters to every house in the area, and he was there to protect her. 

It’s an escort quest, he groaned as he squinted to see if there was a goblin waiting for them up ahead, or just an oddly shaped bush. 

Contrary to what game publishers might believe, no gamer in their right mind liked escort quests.  The AI of the character you had to protect had a lot to do with it.  Some were bloodthirsty mongers who chased after every foe in a mile radius, only to get their butts handed to them when the attack began.  The player would have to step in and deal with the mob, even though they could have walked by them without any issues.  Once the fight was over, the characters would run back to where they were before to resume the slow journey to their destination. 

Not all escort characters were capable fighters though.  Some, like Molly, wouldn’t lift a finger when the next ambush unfolded.  Those were the worst kind.  Some of them would die so easily that anything less than flawless maneuvering saw the player having to start the quest over.  It wasn’t too much of an issue this time, since the mobs were small, but he could see a larger group bringing an end to the date. 

Maybe I should just let them take her out?  Why do they even want to attack her though?  Are those letters really that important?

Rhett knew he’d never allow harm to come to her.  Not only would he feel bad if saving grace kicked in, but he didn’t want to risk getting a bad review.  It was shallow of him, sure, but a voice in the back of his head kept telling him that his future wife could lose interest if his rating was anything but perfect. 

“So, what’s with the letters?” he asked when he confirmed that it was just a bush. 

“Oh, I have no idea,” she sang and patted her satchel.  “It’s against the rules to read someone else’s mail.  I bet it’s important though, like an invite to a wedding at the castle, or something.”

“Or a summons to watch a beheading.”

“Ew, gross,” she groaned and gave him a sneer.  “That’s so cruel.  Beheading someone, really?”

“Yeah, just a random thought.  Sorry.”

“Aw, you don’t have to be sorry,” she whimpered and held back so she could wrap her arm around his.  She was only 5’5”, which meant that her arm was wrapped around his wrist instead of his biceps.  In hindsight, he should have opted for the 5’8” and up category.  “I’m not judging you for liking a little fantasy violence.  All men have a primal urge to see an execution, I’ll bet.  It’s perfectly normal.”

“Uhm, thanks?”

“You are so welcome.”

God, is this how nice I am on a date?  No wonder I can’t get a girlfriend.

Rhett had never been so thankful to see a group of bandits in all his life.  If he hadn’t noticed the group waiting to ambush them, he may have considered gnawing off his own arm to get away from her.  Whether or not the arm would grow back when he went home was up in the air, but part of him considered it a risk worth taking. 

Why do I not like Molly though?  He questioned as he stepped ahead and drew his sword.  Brinna was right.  She’s basically Bert with elf ears.  Well, she’s a bit too sugary to be just like Bert, but still, close enough.  Did Lynnis and the twins spoil my perception? 

Rhett frowned at the thought as he waited for the first bandit to charge at him.  The mobs in the date refused to come at him all at once, which was polite, but didn’t create much of a challenge.  In fact, he hadn’t used his spells one time, relying only on his fighting abilities to clear Molly’s path. 

Nothing bled when his sword struck them, even when he severed a limb.  It was probably a setting Molly chose, which left it feeling a lot more like a video game than real life.  He didn’t mind, even though the low stakes made it impossible to get into character, so to speak. 

The lack of a challenge gave him time to think as well.  As he squared off with the last bandit, he realized that it wasn’t Lynnis, or the twins who wrecked his perception.  It was Brinna.  The jerk at the gym was right.  He was in the friend zone, a place he swore never to visit, let alone reside in.  Rhett always hated the idea, especially after he read an article that really opened his eyes to the situation.  Most guys focused on the woman.  She’d complain that she couldn’t find a good man, even though there was one sitting next to her, nodding along to everything she had to say.  The woman was always painted as the bad guy, but the article offered another perception.  The guy was to blame as well.  The girl thought she had a friend, someone she could confide in, only to realize that her friend only hung out with her on the off-chance that she would eventually become attracted to him. 

Am I doing that with Brinna? He questioned as he spun out of the bandit’s lunging blade, dug his feet into the dirt path, and spun the other way with the black oak sword leading the way.  The bandit went down after one blow, just like every other mob on the date, much to his disappointment. 

“Wow, you make a wonderful protector,” Molly exclaimed as she hurried over to him.  “Those bandits didn’t stand a chance.”

Maybe you should have chosen a higher difficulty then?

“I just have a lot of points in my fighting abilities,” he sighed and bent down to check the bodies for loot.  Just one date coin between them, like the other mobs, which brought the grand total to five.  Molly turned them down every time he asked, but he didn’t want to assume.  He held it up and waited for her to shake her head before tapping it against his phone.  If nothing else, he’d have enough to buy a point in his dating attributes, so he opted not to complain about how bored he was. 

“So, you’re a fighter, not a lover, is that it?”

“Just here.  I don’t fight bandits outside of Elf Date.”

“Well, maybe you should?” she sighed and started toward the next cottage.  “I bet you’d make a great law enforcer, or whatever you guys call them on Earth.  I also think you’d look super-cute in a uniform, but then I’d have to bat away all of the girls you save while on the job.  Can’t say I’d care for that too much.”

“I’m a junior account manager.  You’d be safe.  Not exactly collecting the panties of my happy customers.”

“Oh, that’s good.”

Not going to say ‘gross’ this time?

Rhett hung back while Molly went up to the next cottage.  A pleasant-looking mother answered the door.  Two small children popped out as well, but the woman shooed them back with a hiss before offering Molly a smile. 

“Can I help you?”

“Just making a delivery,” Molly sang and pulled out another envelope from her satchel. 

“Oh, I wasn’t expecting a delivery,” the woman whimpered with her eyes going from Molly to Rhett.  “I am afraid that I cannot accept this.”

“I don’t understand.  I must deliver these letters to everyone in the area.”

Rhett sighed and walked toward the house, knowing full well what the mother’s problem was.  He took the letter from Molly’s hand and extended it to the woman, hoping that his height and armor didn’t make him too imposing.

“We’re not accepting delivery fees.”

“Oh, that changes everything, doesn’t it?” she gasped and reached out to take the envelope.  Her hand missed the paper by a mile though.  Her fingers graced the back of his hand and traced his digits until she found the envelope, smiling at him the entire time.  Either she was a widow, or her husband needed to ask if all of those children were his, judging by the way she looked at him. 

“Have a good day,” Molly called out, waved, and skipped toward the road. 

Wow, she is oblivious, isn’t she?  Maybe my charm rating affects NPCs, assuming that’s what they are.  For all I know, they’re well-trained actors.  I really need to read up on Elf Date.

“So, Rhett, may I ask you something?”

“That’s what people typically do on dates,” he reminded her.  He was too focused on scanning the road to pay any attention to his tone, or the fact that his words were oozing with sarcasm.  Her pause should have made him reflect, but burning through the mobs to get her to the end was all he cared about. 

“Why are you mad at me?”

“Woah, what?” Rhett chuckled and turned around, expecting to see the short elf woman smiling at her own joke.  She wasn’t smiling though.  Molly looked like she was stuck between being hurt and being pissed. 

“I know this isn’t the greatest premise Elf Date has to offer,” she answered while looking up like she was trying to fight back tears, “but you reached out to me, remember?  If you’re that bored, or miserable, then maybe we should just call it a day and go our separate ways?”

“Molly,” he groaned, preparing himself to go on the defensive.  The entirety of the date flashed through his mind before he could continue.  It wasn’t from his point of view though.  It was from hers, and he wasn’t painted in a flattering light.  “I’m being a jerk, aren’t I?”

“Jerk is a strong word, but you don’t seem too happy to be with me,” she replied, staring at the ground throughout.  “I know what the problem is.  It’s me.  You’re not the first guy to find me annoying.”

“No, it’s not…” he started until he took a step back and truly reflected on the date.  He didn’t know how he came off to Bert or Lynnis, but he could see Molly going home to ponder what she did, or what was wrong with her in general.  He wasn’t into her, but no way would he let some sweet girl like Molly go home miserable, or in the dark.  “I just came off of a date that pretty much broke my heart.  I thought everything went well, but she won’t respond to my messages.”

“Oh, yuk, I know how that feels.”

“I’m sorry that you know how it feels,” he sighed and leaned against a tree.  “This will sound cruel, but I’ve got to come off clean.  This date?  It was supposed to take my mind off of the last one.  My advisor suggested you because you seem like the kind of girl I typically go out with.  The potential for more was there, but, yeah, if I’m being honest, I came into this a bit jaded.  Probably doesn’t help that I ran into the last girl to ghost me after a good date.”

Rhett expected the date to end immediately, or immediately after Molly had a chance to go off on him.  He couldn’t blame her for being upset, especially after he just admitted to using her to rebound, more or less. 

“That sounds awful.  Is there anything I can do to help?”

“You want to help me?” he asked, chuckling nervously as the shock of her response struck him.

“You’re not the first person to go through that,” she laughed and playfully slapped his arm.  “Sadly, not the last either.  We’ve all been there.  You’re out on a date, you’re having a good time, and you find loads of common interests to talk about.  Then, just when you think a second date is on the horizon, bam, Ghost Ville.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up.”

“So, like I said, what can I do to help?”

“I don’t know,” he sighed, fighting off the guilt swelling in his chest.  “I don’t want to ruin your date, but I would suggest dialing back the expectations a bit.  To be honest, I’m not really feeling the connection here.”

“Oh, thank the god,” she groaned and leaned her shoulder onto the tree beside him.  “I was worried it was just me.”

“Really?”

“Why do you think I’ve been so cheerful about delivering mail?  It’s not that exciting.  Do you want to go home?”

“I think that would make me feel worse, actually.”

“Why?  You just said there’s no connection between us.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a good time though.  But I’ll understand if you want to stop.”

“Well…” she sang and looked up into the trees.  “How about this?  We carry on, but with the expectations removed.  Oh, I know!  We could critique one another.”

“That could be taxing.  Do you really want to hear nothing but criticism?”

“Okay, good point,” she sighed and patted his arm a few times while she thought.  “Okay, how about this?  Every time we come up with a negative, we have to think of a positive.”

“So, you won’t be talking much then, will you?”

“See, I can go right now.  Rhett, I like your sense of humor, but I wish it wasn’t always at your own expense.  That wasn’t so bad, right?”

“We can give it a trial run, I suppose.”

“Not until you do me first,” she sang, only to turn red when she realized what she said.  “Uhm…”

“I’ll let that slide.  Come on, let’s get the next letter delivered.”

Rhett wasn’t sure if her idea was sound or not.  On one hand, it’d be nice to have some of his flaws pointed out in the moment, rather than by someone listening to him spin the tale afterward.  On the other hand, it didn’t feel like a date anymore. 

The road took a rise, forcing him to be ready for whatever stood on the other side of the hill.  It felt pointless though when he considered the generic bandits he’d faced up to that point.  His spells were nearly forgotten, but he sorely wished to pause time when he saw their next opponent. 

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Molly growled and started to cover his eyes, only to realize that blinding the man doing all of the fighting could be a poor decision.

He almost laughed at Molly’s actions, even though a part of him understood where she was coming from.  A woman leaned against a tree alongside the road, one whose attire didn’t fit well with the generic theme of the date.  Her black hair held red streaks that matched the paint running over her eyes, like some sort of gothic version of an elf who wanted to upset her parents.  The hair and makeup may not have registered though, not when her outfit demanded so much attention. 

Leather and spikes were the theme.  The elf had straps around her arms, each with its own metal spike sticking out of it.  One narrow strap was wrapped around her tiny breasts, offering just enough coverage to keep her nipples out of the picture.  The thigh-high boots gave way to the tiniest shorts he’d ever seen, shorts that rode so high he swore he could see her pussy splitting around the crotch strap.  She looked like she was cast as a dominatrix in some high-fantasy porn, right until he noted the daggers sheathed to those impressively tight shorts. 

“Ah, some more travelers looking to pay the toll,” the woman called out when she noticed the pair.  Her heeled boot kicked off an enormous sack, making a sound so distinct that every gamer in the world would know it instantly.  Coins.  The sexy dominatrix elf had a huge sack of coins. 

“We don’t want any trouble,” Molly chuckled nervously while stepping to the far side of the road.  “Just passing through is all.”

“Yes, but that is quite literally what a toll is, love,” the woman laughed and pulled out one of her daggers to clean out her nails.  “I still have bits of blood in my nails from the last person who tried to slip by without paying.  You can try to run, try to fight, or simply pay up.  No matter what you choose, your money is going into my bag.”

“How rude can you get?” Molly shrieked and took a step toward her, only to come to her senses and step behind Rhett instead.  “You threaten us without bothering to introduce yourself?”

“I don’t think that’s really necessary,” Rhett chuckled.  He wasn’t worried about the thief, not when he could pause time and carry Molly to safety.  Right now, he just wanted to see where this was going since it was the only interesting thing to happen since the date began. 

“Oh, I don’t mind introducing myself at all, love,” the woman sighed, walked over to them, and leaned around Rhett so she could look at Molly.  “They call me Scarlet, or the Crimson Death, if you prefer?  Now then, either cough up your gold, or pay the blood tax.”

“Back off, Molly.  I’ll handle this.”
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As it turned out, road thieves don’t fight fair, a lesson Rhett learned the hard way when he tried to grab his sword.  In a series of blindingly quick moves, Scarlet batted his hand from the sheath, kicked his feet out from under him, and jumped onto him with her bony bottom driving into his groin.  If she hadn’t just threatened to take the blood tax, he might have confused it for an advance. 

“Hmm, a touch slow, are we?” Scarlet mused as her fingers ran along his chest.  “Also, someone really needs to have a talk with you about your fashion choices.  Those pieces do not go well together at all.  What is the deal with that cloak, by the way?  It looks like tentacles with webbing.”

Rhett knew someone would ask about the cloak he obtained from defeating the strange sea serpent with Lynnis, but he didn’t expect the question to come from an NPC.  Her actions spoke to her confidence, perhaps overconfidence, given that she sheathed a dagger while she sat on him. 

“My armor is a bit mismatched, yes,” he replied, feigning a yawn as he decided which spell to use, and what he would do when the tables turned.  For a moment, he thought about pausing time to run Molly back to the last cottage before returning to have some fun with Scarlet.  His life may have been threatened, but at least something entertaining had finally happened.  “But, I’m still more than you can handle.  You should leave while you still can.”

Wow, that threat needed some work.

“Really now?” she growled seductively and brought the blade over to trace his stomach with it.  “You must have a lot of confidence to talk like that when you’re in a submissive position.  Maybe you should…”

Scarlet wasn’t just sitting on him while she talked. While she kept his eyes busy with her blade, she slowly slid her bottom across his crotch, grinding until his dick swelled beneath her revealing shorts.  When he looked down, he swore her semi-exposed lips were spreading over his girth, making him wish that Molly would find something else to do.  

“…well, it seems I have found the source of your confidence,” she chuckled while her lower lip went between her teeth.  “Maybe we can work out some other form of payment?”

That would be a ‘hell yes’ if we didn’t have an audience.

“What in the world is she talking about?” Molly grumbled after walking over to stand by their heads.  “Hey, up here.  Hello?  I thought we were in the middle of something.”

“We are in the middle of something,” Scarlet chuckled without bothering to look up at Molly.  “In fact, I’m about to be up to my stomach in something, aren’t I?”

“I don’t…Rhett?  What is she talking about?”

“She’s just making a joke.”

“Well, I don’t get it, so explain it to me,” she huffed and folded her arms over her chest.  “You’re my date, remember?  You’re supposed to be having fun with me, not this…this…”

“I would choose your next words carefully, my dear,” Scarlet sighed and looked up to give Molly a dirty look.  “They could very well be your last.  Why don’t you run along while the grown-ups negotiate a settlement?”

“The nerve!  Rhett, are you just going to lay there and let her talk to me like that?”

I’d rather you just listen, but I guess that’d make me a jerk, wouldn’t it?

“She’s right.  This has gone on long enough,” he sighed and snatched the wrist of her weapon hand while she was distracted with Molly.  “Get off of me before something bad happens.”

“Oh, but that’s just it,” Scarlet moaned and leaned down to whisper without trying to pull her wrist free.  “I’m trying to get off here, but I think your little sister, whatever she is, might spoil the mood.”

While the sex could have been interesting, he didn’t want to upset Molly more than she already was.  His throbbing cock protested throughout, but he froze time, rolled out from under Scarlet, and carried Molly down the road.  When time started up again, Molly let out a gasp before frantically searching for the woman who threatened them. 

“Where did she go?”

“She’s back there, wondering the same thing about us,” he sighed, thumbing over his shoulder.  “Come on, before she figures out which way we went.”

Molly was still stunned, so he took her hand and guided her, hoping to avoid another scene with the thief.  How Scarlet didn’t hear her was beyond his comprehension, but he wrote it off as how video game mobs could only be aggroed within a certain distance and moved on.  Molly didn’t say anything while they walked, but she kept looking over her shoulder until they reached the next house. 

An elderly couple stood at the door, chatting with Molly as she handed them their envelope.  Rhett kept an eye on the road, knowing that the premise would only step up its game from that point on.  In his opinion, Scarlet seemed like a mini-boss of sorts, which meant that there would be a final boss before the date ended. 

Probably the same sexy attire, but with much bigger boobs.

Picturing some sort of scantily clad woman at the end of the road made him chuckle, but did nothing for his stiff shaft that didn’t want to calm down.  His hard-on made no sense, not when ten minutes had passed since the thief sat on his crotch. 

“Have a good day,” Molly called out, smiling and waving at the couple as she walked back to the road.  He couldn’t tell if she was over their encounter with Scarlet, or if she was putting on a professional face until the couple closed their door.  He waited until it happened to see if her smile faded, but the corner of her painted lips remained curled as she started down the road, leading him to believe that his worries were over. 

“Can I ask you something?”

Or not.

“Sure.”

“That…woman back there?” she managed after a long pause.  “Did you want to sleep with her?”

“Uhm…”

“Remember, we’re being honest with each other.  I won’t judge you.  I’m just curious.”

I smell a trap.

“I was turned on, sure, but I think the potential fight got my blood flowing first.”

“So, dressing like a leatherbound whore does it for you?”

“She was showing a lot of skin, wasn’t she?” he laughed, hoping to cut through some of the awkward tension building between them. 

“Rhett, please, that’s not an answer.  That’s a deflection.”

“It wasn’t a deflection.”

“Oh please,” she grumbled and shook her head.  “I’m studying psychology.  I know a deflection when I see one.  Well, when I hear one, but same thing.  Also, don’t think that I haven’t noticed the bulge in your pants ever since you saw her.  It’s a bit hard to miss.”

“Sorry, I don’t know why it’s not going down,” he groaned, accepting that he’d have to talk about it whether he wanted to or not.  “Yeah, she turned  me on, but having weight moving across my crotch caused it more than her clothes.”

“Really?  I saw her…you know what spilling out of her little shorts.  She may as well have been naked.  If I hadn’t been there, what would you have done?”

“Honestly?  I probably would have had sex with her, which makes me worry a bit about myself.  Having you there kinda sobered me up, so to speak.”

“Yeah, because one thing I’m good at is killing the mood,” she sighed and shifted the satchel on her shoulder.  “It’s why I’m on Elf Date.  I really thought humans would be different than elven men, but I’m starting to think that all men are the same, whether their ears are pointy or round.”

“I wish I could say that you’re wrong, but that sounds about right.  Do we uh…do we need to stop?  I get it if you’re upset, really.  I get why too.  I just don’t know what to do to make you feel better.”

“You can explain it to me,” she hissed with her eyes burning holes in the ground.  “It’d be nice to know what’s wrong with me.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” he groaned and stepped out in front of her to cut her off. 

“Then why did your penis swell up for her and not me?  Huh?” she countered with a quivering lip that suggested tears were on the horizon.  “I bet I couldn’t manage that if I did despicable things with my mouth for an hour.”

“Do you really want to know, are do you just need to vent?  I don’t want to make this worse for you.”

“Both, maybe?” she groaned, stormed over to the nearest tree, and plopped down on her butt.  She pulled the satchel off of her arm so she could hug it like a child needing a stuffed animal after being yelled at.  Sadly, given her youthful features, dress, and haircut, picturing her as a child didn’t take too much imagination.  “Okay, I need to know.  Why her and not me?”

“First of all, don’t say despicable things with my mouth,” he sighed and slid down the tree to sit next to her.  “I get that you’re not vulgar.  That’s fine, but guys want to hear a little dirty talk sometimes.  You can call it a blow job.”

“I never understood that though.  You don’t blow on it.  Well, I don’t think, at least.”

“Are you a virgin?”

“No!” she yelled with wide eyes, clutching the satchel like it was a life preserver and she was in the ocean.  “I’ve had sex.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“Of course I…” she started before closing her eyes to let out a long breath.  “No, I hated every second of it.  I was so nervous that I couldn’t even move once he started to take my clothes off.”

“It sounds like you should have told him to stop though.”

“That’s just it,” she groaned and laid her cheek on the satchel.  “I didn’t want him to stop.  I wanted to have sex, I just…I couldn’t get past my nerves.  I was so tense.  It didn’t help that he broke up with me right after that.  He probably thought…well, no, he knew I was a dead fish in bed.  I can’t see any guy wanting that.  They all want women like Scarlet.  Women who know what they’re doing.”

“I bet her first time wasn’t spectacular.  Hell, my wasn’t.”

“Really?” she asked with her inner brows lifted.  “Were you nervous?”

“Are you kidding me?” he laughed with a wide smile as he thought back.  “It was awful.  I couldn’t get the wrapper off of the condom, so she had to do it for me.  It only got worse from there.  I didn’t know that I was supposed to get her wet…”

“Gross.”

“Ready before I tried to put it in, so we almost broke the condom.  Then, she grimaced the whole time, so I thought she wasn’t enjoying herself.  I kept pausing to ask if we should stop.”

“Well, from what I can…you know, from what I can see down there,” she replied with a nod toward his crotch, “I’d be grimacing too.  It looks big.  Was it her first time too?”

“No, it wasn’t, but it was probably her first time with someone who didn’t know what they were doing.”

They didn’t say anything for nearly a minute, likely because they were both reliving their own horror stories.  Still, as hard as it was to talk about, he was far more comfortable around Molly now than before, which had to mean something. 

“Thanks for telling me that,” she said after a few minutes.  “It helps.  It doesn’t tell me how to compete with someone like Scarlet, but it’s good to know that I’m not the only one who didn’t enjoy their first time.”

“Don’t worry about women like Scarlet.  Seriously.”

“How can I not?” she cried out, clearly fighting back the tears again.  “I’ve seen the profiles of the other girls.  How am I supposed to compete with them when I can’t even say…that b-word?”

“My suggestion?  Get off of Elf Date.  I don’t think anyone is looking for marriage on it.”

“Is that why you’re on it?  Because you know none of the girls want a commitment from you?”

“Honestly, I didn’t realize it until just now,” he sighed and pulled out his phone.  “I was trying to figure out how to introduce a drow woman to my parents a few days ago.  It was silly of me though.  Lynnis didn’t want to settle down.  She wanted to explore her fantasies.  I think that’s all Elf Date can offer.”

“Well, that’s not true,” she laughed and scooted closer.  “I mean, I’m on there looking for love, and it sounds like you are too.  There has to be more people like us on there, right?”

“Probably.”

“Well, that means there’s hope for us yet, huh?” she chuckled and shifted closer.  “What about Scarlet though?  How does she fit into this conversation?”

“That’s easy.  Hard to admit, but easy,” he groaned, knowing he didn’t want to say what he was thinking.  “Truthfully?  Guys only want sex from a woman like that.  There’s no future in it.  Sure, it could lead to some amazing weeks, or months, if you’re lucky, but that’s about it.  Honestly, when it comes to marriage material, you’re way closer than she is.”

“Really?” she gasped while her face contorted into a look he could only describe as one’s heart warming.  “You’re not just saying that?”

“No, but…”

“But?”

“I’m not sure if you want to know this or not.”

“I do.  I may not like it, but it sounds like it’s something I need to know.”

“Okay, but I did warn you,” he sighed and leaned back to draw in a breath.  “You need to be certain about the guy you give your heart to, and I’m not saying that lightly.  You’re sweet, kind-hearted, and a bit squeamish when it comes to sex.  That last one could be taken as naïve.  Again, hate to point it out, but…anyway.  A guy could take advantage of that.  Plus, if you’re prudish about the bedroom, then you could wind up driving your man into the arms of another woman…”

“Huh?!”

“I know, it’s terrible, I’m sorry,” he whimpered and took her hand like it’d actually happened to her.  “It’s just something I could see happening to you is all.  I hope I’m wrong.  I do.  I don’t know you, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t feel bad if something like that happened to you down the road.”

“That’s…” she started and hung her head.  “…that sounds pretty accurate, actually.  My first, the guy I told you about?  Yeah, he went after a girl like Scarlet before he had the decency to break up with me.  I guess I almost lived out what you’re trying to warn me about.”

“I’m sorry.  That sucks.”

Silence fell over them after she nodded her response.  Rhett knew he didn’t hurt her feelings.  He just gave her a lot to think about, and she needed a moment to process it all. 

“Hey, I know you’re trying to think things through,” he started as he squinted down the road to make sure that Scarlet didn’t decide to hunt them down, “but let me say something.  We can do whatever you want, or need, okay?  If you need to go home right now, then that’s fine.  I won’t give you a bad review or anything.”

“What if I want to finish this?” she sniffed with a meek smile.  “I think there’s just one house left before we have to deal with the boss at the bridge.”

“Yeah, we can do that too.  But, if it’s some gorgeous, beefy guy, you might have to take one for the team.”

“I really want to say yuk,” she half-laughed, half-whimpered, “but I know I need to open my mind a bit more.  Can he have long, flowing, white hair?”

“As white as the snow, if that’s what you want,” he laughed, rose to his feet, and held out his hand to help her up.  “Come on, let’s get that last letter delivered.”

The last house was only a hundred yards away.  Once the last letter was delivered, they ventured down the road, discussing what they might find at the bridge mentioned in the date scenario.  The discussion turned to jokes after a while, which did well to lighten the mood after such a heavy discussion.  However, as they drew closer to the bridge, they soon realized that it wasn’t a handsome, dreamy man awaiting them.  It was a troll.  A huge, smelly, loincloth-wearing troll.  The club he leaned against the bridge was nearly as big as Rhett, but something told him that it was the humungous bulge in the loincloth that had Molly worried the most. 

“Okay, I know what you said about taking one for the team,” she whispered, her eyes never blinking, “but I don’t think I could take something like that.”

“I don’t think you’d have to take him in you, just wrap your arms and legs around it and jump up and down.”

“Gross,” she hissed and elbowed him.  “Also, since it wouldn’t matter if I was a woman or not, then you can do it.”

“That’s a good comeback, but it doesn’t help us figure out how to deal with that thing.  Do we have to fight it?”

“No.  We just have to cross the bridge.”

“Okay, I’ve got this then,” he chuckled, scooped her into his arms, and walked toward the troll.  Its beady eyes narrowed on him as they approached, all while Molly protested his decision.  Just when the brute reached for the club, Rhett paused time, hurried across the bridge, then sped himself up to put more distance between them and the monster. 

“What just happened?” she gasped when she looked over his shoulder to see the bridge in the distance. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he replied as he put her back on her feet.  “So, I’m not going to lie and say I had a good time, but I will say that I’m glad that we met.”

“Me too.  The meeting part, not the rest.  I mean, it was my idea, and everything went as well as I thought it would.  Well, except for Scarlet.  I’m going to send Elf Date a nasty note about her.”

“Look, before you do that, just think of it this way.  Maybe Scarlet was there to test your date?  You know, to give you a chance to see how he’d act if a pretty woman flirted with him?”

“That’s profound,” she muttered, nodding while staring off at nothing like he broke her brain.  “I may need to think about that one.”
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“Are you certain she was actually as innocent as she claimed,” Brinna started after he shared how the date went, “or do you think there was something else waiting for you at the end of that road?”

“What could a girl like her possibly have in mind?” he laughed and pulled another slice of cold pizza from the box.  “A quilt-making lesson?”

“Well, not to be vulgar, but I have often discovered that women who come off as reserved often have deep, dark, sexual desires buried within them.  The Scarlet woman could have been a test to see how kinky you were.  Had you played your cards correctly, you could be bound in a sex dungeon while two women tortured and pleasured you at the same time.”

“I can’t see that.”

“I disagree,” she sang and chose a slice as well.  “The quiet women are the ones you need to look out for.  My money is on this Molly girl owning a wide variety of dildos.  Every color, every shape, and ranging from petite to one that resembles what that troll likely concealed beneath his loincloth.”

“Oh my god, that’s so wrong.”

“Maybe they weren’t all intended for her use.  Did you think of that?  What if some of them were for you?”

“What?!  That’s just wrong.”

“Oh, is it?” she countered with a raised brow.  “Have you ever permitted a woman to probe you with a toy, or done so when you were alone?”

“No!”

“Well then, how do you know you won’t like it?”

“I think I would know, that’s why,” he huffed, fighting not to spit out food while he protested her statement.  “Where the hell is all of this coming from?”

“From nowhere,” she chuckled and reached for her drink. 

“So, you were just trying to get a rise out of me?”

“Somewhat.  The true purpose was to make you see things from Molly’s perspective, actually.  You used a bit of judgment when you described her, and that conversation you had was oozing with it.  You were discussing things that she wasn’t comfortable discussing.  My suggestions put  you in her shoes, so to speak.”

“I don’t think I was judging her.  I was trying to help her if anything.”

“It is often impossible for one to put their heart and their mind in the right place at the right time,” she sighed and muted the television.  “I have a few questions though.  First, the obvious.  Will you see Molly again?”

“I don’t it.  She was nice and all, but no sparks.”

“Fair enough, and I’m happy that you realize that instead of trying to force it to work because you held the upper hand.”

“Thanks.  I didn’t think of that.”

“You are welcome.  Now, the other question.  Are you opposed to being tied down while a woman explores your body with toys?”

Rhett chose a bad time to take a bite.  The topic saw a chunk of unchewed crust become lodged in his throat, requiring heavy amounts of coughing to avoid dying by sexual suggestion.  Brinna was red as well by the time he caught his breath, but the smile she hid said she was amused with herself. 

“I hope that joke was worth it.”

“Now that you are talking and breathing, yes,” she giggled and reached out with her napkin to wipe his face.  “Humor keeps the world turning.  Well, it keeps life interesting, at least.  I had to do something though.  I fear that I made a bad choice in Molly.”

“I read her profile too.  I wouldn’t have thought that she’d be so boring either, so don’t kick yourself over it.”

“Thank you,” she replied and placed her half-eaten slice down on the plate.  “Your failed date with Molly does bring me to a certain topic we’ve discussed before, but I wish to revisit it now that we have new information.  Given what you’ve told me, I would have thought that Molly represented the type of woman you typically seek out.  She did remind me a touch of Bert, after all, yet you seemed less happy after this date than any other.  What changed?”

“What changed?” he chuckled, shaking his head as he tried to figure it out.  “I really don’t know.  You’re right though.  Molly did seem like my type.  Honestly, I guess dating women like Lynnis and the twins changed my perspective.  Well, that and I have a blonde elf goddess currently living with me.”

“Again with the goddess comment,” she sighed lightly and picked up his phone.  Rhett felt the air deflate from his lungs.  No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get her to accept a compliment from him.  It was probably for the best since they were just friends.  “Oh, it would seem that Molly was more pleased with the date than you were.  Five stars.”

“I think she only did that because I gave her a shoulder to cry on, metaphorically…well, no, literally.”

“Oh, we don’t have to guess.  Not when she left a rather lengthy review,” she replied and handed the phone over. 

It wasn’t something he was dying to see, but it was better to know than to be left in the dark, like with Lynnis and Bert.  It was long.  Insanely long.  A written story about their date would be shorter than the review, which forced him to focus on every line to see how she managed to fill so much space.  As it turned out, there weren’t too many details about the date itself, or him, for that matter.  Sure, Molly had some flattering comments on his behalf, but most of it turned into a self-reflecting rant about herself, which didn’t really belong on a review of him.  The bottom third of it was a review of Elf Date itself, which spoke in a voice he didn’t think Molly possessed. 

“Wow.  I’m betting that she’s going to delete her account,” he groaned and swiped off of the review.  “Not exactly doing much for my ego there.”

“I know that you are making a joke, but every joke has a sliver of truth in it.  Rhett, you may have opened her eyes a bit, but her quitting isn’t your fault.”

“Not directly,” he sighed and looked at his bio again.  The coins he picked up during the date left him with forty in total, enough for twenty fighting points, or eight date attribute points.  Conflicting thoughts fought for his attention.  Twenty points in athletics would see him hacking and slashing his way through just about any mob or boss.  That could afford him some time to get to know his date better, but having a man take down everything could steal some of the fun.  Few women sought a hero these days.  In fact, if they chose RPG-like date scenarios, then they probably wanted to do some fighting as well.  It was something to ponder. 

The other thought saw him imagining what eight points in his bed rating would do.  He didn’t feel that the points did much, if anything at all, but it was fun to daydream.  In the scenario, Rhett pictured a gorgeous elf woman wearing stockings and a garter belt, writhing and whimpering as she waited for his cock.  Her mouth would open as she watched him lower his member onto her quivering mound, only to explode into orgasmic pixels once his flesh touched hers. 

“Rhett?”

“Sorry, just thinking about something.  What did you say?”

“I wanted to revisit your ideal woman.  We got off the subject.”

“Well, in my defense, you did hand me a book to read.”

“Please, it was more like a short article, and you are dodging the subject,” she stated and snatched his phone away to gain his full attention.  “Now then, your ideal match.  Go.”

“I really don’t know anymore.  Seriously.  I thought I did, but…” he stammered, struggling to find the door to the topic.  He meant what he said earlier.  Having Brinna around truly blew the topic out of the water with no hopes of getting every last drop back into the pool.  If it wouldn’t scare her away, he would tell her that she was his ideal match.  He couldn’t though.  Not in a million years.  Thus far, he managed to keep his thoughts of Brinna down to a simmer to avoid saying or doing anything foolish.  If he didn’t find a way to get dating Brinna out of his head, he could wind up becoming the jerks the article stated about friend-zoned men. 

“Rhett?  I’m still here.”

“I know,” he breathed and leaned back on the couch.  “I’m just having a hard time answering is all…”

Yeah, because I want to ask what you’re doing tomorrow night.

“…what about you?” he asked, turning the table.  “How would you describe your ideal match?”

“Me?” she laughed as the tip of her pizza slice bent well below her mouth.  “Oh, well, I suppose that is a fair question, isn’t it?  I just uhm…”

“Not so easy, is it?”

“No, I can do this,” she growled slightly and put the plate on the coffee table.  “I wouldn’t ask you to do something I couldn’t do myself.  Now, let’s see…for starters, I need to respect him.”

“What does that entail?”

“Ambition, for starters.  At our age, I don’t wish to commit to a man who wants to settle for where he is, assuming he isn’t at the top of his field, whatever that may be.  Kind and polite.  Those are strong qualities that would gain my respect.  Like the restaurant the other day, for example.  The comment you made that embarrassed our waitress.  Some men couldn’t have cared less for making a servant, so to speak, uncomfortable.  I know I’ve witnessed more than my fair share of that in Jody’s family.”

“Okay, I get where you’re going with this.  Ambitious, kind, polite.  What else?  Any physical attributes?”

“Well, obviously I must be attracted to him,” she laughed and leaned into the corner of the couch, lifting her knees so she could hug them.  “I do like tall men.  No offense, but kissing someone shorter than me just feels off-putting.  My apologies to all the shorter men in the world.  I know it isn’t their fault, but neither is it mine for having a preference.”

“I won’t tell Josh,” he laughed, then swallowed hard when he pictured his friend going out on a date with Brinna.  It’d be one surefire way to get her to go home, that’s for sure. 

“Oh, and no fat men.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” she snapped as though it were a given.  “A man who allows himself to become heavy at an early age clearly doesn’t respect his own body.  If he doesn’t respect himself, how could I expect him to respect me?”

“Okay, not where I thought you were going with that.”

“Although I can say that it kills the mood when you have to move a man’s stomach out of the way to find his tiny little pecker.”

He started to laugh until he remembered that Brinna had to stand in for Jody during moments like the date when they met.  It could have been any guy filling his shoes, which meant that Brinna wasn’t imagining, she was speaking from past experience. 

“Now then, what else,” she muttered and rested her chin between her raised knees. 

“I guess you don’t have much experience seeing men you chose to meet.”

“None, actually,” she sighed and squeezed her legs like she needed someone to hug her.  He thought about offering, but it felt like she was in a defensive position given how far back she was on the couch.  “There was one man though.  I didn’t choose to meet him, obviously, but I was glad that I did.”

Rhett fought hard not to smile.  His ego didn’t need the boost, but knowing that she was happy to have met him made his heart flutter. 

“His name was Lorne…”

The heart quit fluttering because it shattered into a thousand pieces.

“…he was amazing,” she breathed and closed her eyes slightly like she was tasting something scrumptious.  “Tall, fit, beautiful blond hair.  Those green eyes of his.  Oh.  I can’t recall how many times I got lost in them.”

“How did you meet?” he managed to ask despite the lump in his throat. 

“How else?  He belonged to Jody’s family, just like me,” she replied, deflated to the point that he could barely hear her.  “Lorne was so sweet.  He always managed to remain upbeat, despite his situation.  I could never decide if he was too simple to realize how horrible his life was, or if he was so mentally strong that he endured.  I like to think the latter, of course, but that’s just wishful thinking on my part.”

“Is he still there?  Is there something we can do to get him out of there?”

Really?  You’re going to help her free her ideal man?  What is wrong with you?

“Oh, his service ended months ago,” she chuckled with a wry smile.  “I wouldn’t mind tracking him down to see how he is doing, but that can wait until our time here has come to an end.”

Rhett opened his mouth to say something, but two competing thoughts lodged themselves in his throat with neither willing to give up an inch of progress.  Part of him wanted to play it off, to act like she hadn’t just told him that her ideal man was out there, somewhere, waiting for her to come find him.  The other part of Rhett wanted to tell her that she should go now, to go be happy with Lorne if that’s what she wanted.  He couldn’t get anything out though, which left him feeling like dirt when she sighed and unfolded herself from the couch. 

“I suppose it’s getting a bit late, isn’t it?” she said before picking up the pizza box to clean up.  “Oh, you never made a final decision.  Are we going to your parents tomorrow or not?”

“Let’s see how we feel in the morning, okay?”

Yeah, make it future Rhett’s problem.

It was only nine o’clock, which didn’t seem all that late to him, but he wasn’t going to talk her into staying up just to keep him company.  He knew what was happening to her.  Talking about Lorne set her mind into a spiral of sorts, one that only inner contemplation could solve.  Still, he couldn’t let her go to bed without saying something, so he helped her clean up while he lined up his words. 

“Uhm, Brinna,” he started once the leftover pizza was in the fridge.  “Are you uh…are you okay?”

“Yes, why wouldn’t I be?” she replied quickly with a smile. 

“Well, it’s just…I mean…ugh.  I’m so bad at this.  If you need someone to talk to about, well, anything…”

“I know where to find you,” she sighed, leaned up, and kissed his cheek.  “It’s sweet of you to worry, but I’ll be just fine.  Everyone holds some pain in their hearts from their past.  Goodnight.” 

It didn’t feel like she was fine, but he wasn’t comfortable prying into her emotions, or anyone’s, for that matter.  With a heavy heart and a cold chill in his chest, Rhett showered and lay down in his room.  No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get Brinna’s situation out of his head. 

She’s amazing, wonderful, and deserves way more than slumming it with me all of the time, he groaned in his head as he stared up at the ceiling.  She doesn’t want to talk about it, but it’s so obvious that she’s miserable here.  I could try to convince her that I could handle dating on my own, but then I’d get all tongue-tied.  Oh, and I’d have to have a spine to do that, by the way.  Pretty important factor there. 

His eyes lit up when an idea came across his mind.  While he’d never be able to tell her that he could handle dating on his own, he could find a way to show her.  He’d have to prove it by choosing a date on his own, or a few since she’d point out that one good date could be a fluke. 

I’ll do it.  I’ll go on a few dates without saying a word to her in between them.  Then, when I’ve had a nice little streak, I’ll show her the reviews, or have her meet one of them if things go well.  Yeah, yeah, that’s it.  I have to prove that I can get to a second date on my own with a woman who she approves of.  I can do it. 

With renewed vigor, Rhett snatched his phone and pulled up the app.  The filters they put into place prevented anyone who didn’t meet his standards from sending him a message, or seeing his profile, so it didn’t bother him one bit that he didn’t have any messages.  That was fine.  Tier two offered plenty of possibilities, but something dawned on him when he slowed down to check the profiles. 

No one in tier two has an appeal rating of nine or higher.  I bet that’s the trick.  Nine.  If I can get to nine, then I can see what the next tier has to offer.  Crap, I don’t know if eight points will be enough though.

Rhett stared at the dating attributes for a moment while he decided which of them stuck out as lackluster.  His current appeal rating had changed, so he scanned the numbers again until he realized that ‘kindness’ had changed.  That made sense when he considered how things went with Molly, but the stat wasn’t low enough to bother him.  Prestige was his lowest, but, even if it was unlocked, he didn’t want to change it anymore.  Prestige meant money, or being wealthy, which wasn’t the kind of woman he wanted. 

See, Brinna, I’m catching on.

He put two points into attitude, and two into fun, which raised his overall appeal rating to an even eight.  It didn’t look like it’d be enough to get the number to nine, but he went for it anyway.  His remaining date coins were spent to raise his attitude as far as it could go.  He would have chosen charm or bed rating, but that felt dishonest.  His attitude definitely needed some improving, but the fact that his appeal didn’t reach nine left his chest aching. 

“Looks like I’ll have to stick with tier two then.”
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Rhett flipped through the profiles, determined to find a date for himself that would prove he could handle his own love life.  Brinna had lived with him for a week.  During that time, the only thing he figured out was that he didn’t want to date a super short woman and the gorgeous women of Elf Date have ruined him for women in his own world. 

“Should have snatched me up when you had the chance, Bert,” he muttered and swiped again, only to have the message icon light up.  His eyes went back and forth between the blue-skinned elf on the profile and the flashing icon, weighing which interested him more.  It was impossible to deny that she looked a lot like Lady Sylvanas from his old World of Warcraft addiction days, which made it nearly impossible to touch the message icon.  “She’d probably betray you, just like the Horde character.”

That confirmed it.  With a nod, he touched the message icon, expecting it to come from Molly, or even the twins.  He wouldn’t mind seeing the sisters again, but the message certainly wasn’t from them.  Her name was Sariana, which sounded exotic. 

Hello, Rhett.  I saw your profile and thought I would reach out to you to see if you were interested in going on a date with me.  It’s a bit late for dinner, so I thought we could go out for a drink.  Nothing too taxing.  Just a nice, casual drink.  What do you say?

Rhett read the message over a few times until going out for a drink didn’t sound so bad.  It was probably the safest setting for a first date.  A drink, whether beer or coffee, was just the right amount of commitment he was ready to make right now.  He found himself nodding until he happened to look at the little icon where the woman’s picture was supposed to be.  There wasn’t one, just some sort of symbol in its place, so he touched her highlighted name to bring up her profile. 

“Oh, that’s not alarming at all,” he sighed when he realized there were no pictures of Sariana.  It listed her name, the fact that she was 5’9, and was slender.  Nothing else was in her description, so he went to her stats.  She’d been on seventeen dates with a mix of five-star and four-star reviews, as well as one two-star.  He wasn’t worried about the two-star.  It could have been some jerk who wanted some revenge when Sariana didn’t put out.  The reviews could offer some helpful insight, but the button was grayed out for some reason.  “Either she’s ugly as hell, or this is a scam.  It doesn’t feel like a scam though.  If you’re going to trick a guy into something, you need a pretty face for bait, don’t you?”

No matter which way he looked at it, not having a picture on your profile was a red flag that even someone as hard-up for sex as Josh wouldn’t ignore.  With his decision made, he politely turned her down and went back to looking at the profile of the blue-skinned elf from before.  The longer he stared at her, the less she looked like Sylvanas, which could be a good thing.  Her overall rating was low though.  3.4, which made his eyes bulge when he imagined what he’d have to do to get his rating down that far.  That left him ready to swipe, but another message popped up. 

“Not taking no for an answer, huh?  Definitely a scammer then,” he chuckled, patting his own back while pulling up the message.

I’m betting that it’s the lack of a profile picture that made you decline.  It’s okay, I get it.  I’m not hideous, if that’s what you’re worried about.

It’s just suspicious is all.

Aw, but how can I harvest your organs to sell on the market if you don’t show up?  That’s probably too dark to send, but I’m sending it anyway because that’s gold right there.

Okay, that is pretty funny, and maybe I’m overreacting.  Still, it’s a giant red flag.

Well, the date will take place in a very public place.  I’d really have to be on my game to get your kidney.

What if my kidneys are ruined from too much drinking?

Then I would be a monster for asking you to go out for a drink, wouldn’t I?  It’s okay, really.  Most guys turn me down because of my profile.  I like that you did it in a fun way though, if that means anything to you.  Good luck, Rhett.  I hope you find what you’re looking for.

Thanks, you…

Rhett paused with the two words staring back at him.  Whoever Sariana was, she was funny, which had to account for something.  Not only that, but there was something about the way she handled the rejection that spoke to him.  She may not be his soulmate, if such a thing exists, but maybe she could teach him how to handle being turned down. 

“It would show Brinna she could move on with her life if I could learn how to handle the downside of dating better,” he sang and stared at the message he’d yet to send.  He’d be in the clear if he finished the message with little doubt that Sariana could handle the rejection.  But, as he stared at the two words he typed, he couldn’t ignore the feeling that he was about to pass up something amazing. 

Okay, you wore me down.  I would like to go for a drink.

I knew you would!  See you in ten minutes?  Don’t worry, the premise will give you some appropriate clothing.  Just don’t apply your armor.  I promise not to bite.

What if I’m into that sort of thing?

Oh, this is going to be fun.  Nine minutes now.

Rhett was still smiling when the date invite came across the phone.  He swiped it aside so he could change his attire to the default setting, then brought the invite back and accepted it.  He hoped he was right about this.  Brinna could have some issues if he had a miserable time.

He leaned back and closed his eyes, opting to avoid the disorientation the shift always brought on.  A groan escaped him when he heard music thumping nearby, likely from his neighbor across the hall, the guy who thought that every night could be a party night if you could convince enough people to come over.  It was Saturday, after all, so he decided to let it go until he realized that Brinna’s room was between them. 

“Damn, she’s probably hearing it more than…”

His words trailed off when he opened his eyes.  He couldn’t have heard his neighbor blaring music, not when he wasn’t in his apartment.  He stood on a damp street, staring at a long line of people waiting to get to the source of the music.  A nightclub, from the looks of it, complete with a velvet rope and an enormous orc for a bouncer.  It made sense to have their kind man the door, although it felt a bit cliché. 

There was a bigger problem than the bouncer, which was saying a lot considering his size.  The entire line consisted of couples in fine clothes that would make the red carpet stand back and rethink their ability to display fashion trends.  Women stood chatting in shimmering dresses, all cut to knee length with narrow shoulder straps, while the men wore fine suits with rather loose pants.  It didn’t make any sense until one of the couples started to dance while they waited.  The cut of the dresses and the bagginess of the pants suddenly made sense.  They were tailor-made to allow for movement. 

“Crap, I better…” he started until he looked down.  He too wore baggy black pants that felt smooth as silk when he ran his hand across his hip.  They breathed well, and the fabric on his legs felt like being teased by a delicate touch.  Unlike the other men, his shirt was black, instead of white, with a maroon vest that made him stand out a bit.  A black tie finished the ensemble, making him wonder if Sariana had something to do with his outfit, or if his appeal rating affected it. 

The line was long, so he headed over to join the others, who all stared at him as he passed.  The guys were either sneering or raising a brow at him, which made him question whoever decided to offer the outfit to him.  The girls didn’t sneer or look at him in any way that said judgment was being passed.  Some had wide eyes that looked him over from head to toe, while others leaned over to whisper to the nearest woman.  The mixed reaction left his emotions confused, but he decided that it shouldn’t bother him.  He wasn’t there to impress anyone other than his date.  Thinking of Sariana made him chuckle though.  Any of the women staring or smiling at him could be her, although they probably wouldn’t be standing next to some other guy. 

Unless she has a different idea of double dating.

A few other couples arrived after him, but the results were the same.  The men sneered while the women seemed impressed.  Given his options, he’d much rather appease the women, so long as his outfit didn’t get him beat up. 

Rhett let out a sigh as the end of the group walking to the end of the line happened by.  His jaw nearly struck the sidewalk.  The elf woman with the light-blue skin walked past him, chatting with her tall, platinum-blond date whose arm she locked onto.  She was far more striking in person than on his phone, which left him regretful until he remembered her overall rating. 

Good luck with that, he thought, smiling at the tall elf walking with her.  The guy was going to need it, although the poor rating could be from her giving unenthusiastic hand jobs. 

Rhett kicked himself for stealing the joke, even though he couldn’t quite recall where he heard it from.  He was still trying to remember when the line moved forward.  The orc didn’t stop anyone.  The brute merely held the velvet rope back and nodded as the couples passed, right until Rhett reached the front.  Unlike everyone else, the orc put his hand out to block him.  It was an innocent gesture in general, but slightly concerning when the hand was nearly as big as his chest. 

“Problem there, big guy?”

“No singles,” the orc huffed and motioned for the group behind him to go inside. 

“Oh, I’m not here by myself,” he laughed as the Sylvanas-looking woman passed him.  She was taller in person, but her eyes weren’t red.  “My date is just running late.”

“No singles,” the orc repeated and returned the velvet rope to the post. 

“Hey, I’m not trying to steal somebody’s girl once they’re drunk, or when they prove what a jerk they are,” he protested and reached for the fastener, only to have the orc step into his path if he did decide to remove the rope.  “Honestly, you couldn’t stop me if you wanted.  I could use…”

“He’s with me.”

The moment of truth just announced itself behind him.  Rhett turned quickly, fully anticipating his first glimpse of his date for the evening.  It was all for not though.  The figure walking along the velvet rope wore a dark red cloak that matched his suit.  It was tied with a sash around her waist to display some curves, so there was no denying that Sariana was a woman.  There was a problem though.  She was a beautiful silver mask that covered every inch of her face, complete with red gems over the eyes that prevented him from seeing what color hers were, and a mesh screen over her mouth.  In short, all he knew about her was that she was tall and thin.

“So,” Sariana sighed and wrapped her covered arm around his, “shall we?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Rhett wasn’t too sure about the situation, but he didn’t pass up the opportunity to give the orc a smug look.  The velvet rope was pulled aside, ushering them into the club as he prepared himself for tons of people and music so loud that it loosened his bowels.  He actually clamped his teeth together as the door opened by itself, but his concerns were unwarranted.  Yes, there was music, but it wasn’t so loud that he couldn’t hear his own thoughts. 

“Wow, I can actually talk to you without having to yell,” he laughed in a raised voice.  “This is kinda nice.”

“What type of club do you typically go to?”

“The kind where you’re still hearing the music in your skull three days later.  That’s the norm for Earth, sadly.”

“Remind me not to go there,” she laughed and walked him over to the bar. 

The place looked more like a ballroom than a nightclub.  It’d be spot-on if the lights were dimmed and the music was played by an orchestra.  It was refreshing, to say the least, and demanded his attention so much that he didn’t see what Sariana ordered for him.  He knew when the glass was in his hand though, and he stared at its contents, unable to decide if he was supposed to drink it, or turn it into an amulet. 

“Why does this look like liquid metal?” he asked, fighting not to sound nervous. 

“Well, they call it a forge for a reason,” she laughed and started toward an empty little booth in the corner.  “Don’t worry, it won’t kill you.  I don’t poison anyone until I get to know them better, so you’re good until I learn your last name at least.”

“It’s Freeman,” he groaned and pulled the glass to his nose.  He definitely smelled alcohol, but his nose couldn’t detect any fruit or spices.  It didn’t smell like metal though, so he pulled it to his lips and took a sip.  An error message sounded in his brain.  The drink didn’t compare to anything in memory, leaving him staring at the strange mixture.  It was good, but he couldn’t describe it if his life depended on it. 

“And now you have an hour to convince me to give you the antidote, Mr. Freeman.”

“What?!” he snapped and looked up at her, only to remember her sense of humor in her messages.  He couldn’t tell because of the mask, but he suspected she was smiling under it.  “Do you expect me to beg for my life?  I’d never give you the satisfaction.”

“Oh, I bet you’ll start begging once you feel the effects,” she moaned and leaned forward.  The motion would have had more of an impact if he could have seen her face, but he pretended to be moved and smiled as sultry as he could manage. 

“So, uhm…” he stammered when he realized she wasn’t going to follow up on her statement. 

“Why all of this?” she sighed and waved her gloved hand over herself. 

“Not yet.  Actually, I was going to ask why a club, and what this specific club is.”

“Saving your dessert for last like a good boy, huh?” she chuckled and pulled the straw from her drink into the meshing of the mask so she could take a sip.  Hers didn’t look like liquid metal.  If anything, he’d say it was a tequila sunrise, which seemed suspicious.  “That’s refreshing.  Nightclubs represent the social norm for a date.  Well, a date for the wealthy, eccentric, or those who think they are with the times.”

With the times?  The phrase offered a new possibility, one that saw Sariana twice his age, perhaps three times, and covered in wrinkles.  Still, he wasn’t having a bad time, so he wasn’t ready to ask about the mask yet. 

“Plus,” she continued after another sip, “there is the added advantage of the layout.  The bathrooms are way over there on the other side, and there must be a hundred people between here and there.  If one of us needed to slip away, we could use the bathroom as an excuse.”

“I’m trying to picture you climbing out the window of the bathroom,” he chuckled and took a drink, still unable to decipher what it tasted like. 

“Why would I do that when I could just take off the mask and lose the hood?”

“Damn, good point.  Okay, what is this place?”

“A rather special club that can only be reached through the Elf Date app.  Everyone here is on a date, which means it’s one of the few places where everyone around you is real.”

“Huh, I didn’t see that in the store.”

“You have to have some sway to get in, especially at tier two.  Do you like the suit?”

“I do, actually,” he replied and looked down at it.  “Got a few weird looks for it, but I love how it fits.  I wish all pants moved this well.”

“Yes, but then no one could ogle your bottom, could they?” she laughed and swirled her drink.  The colors weren’t mixing, so he definitely leaned toward it being a tequila sunrise, which made him wonder how this place knew about the Earth drink.  “I suppose the cloak puts us on even ground, doesn’t it?”

“I can’t say I’ve tried to look yet.”

“Too shy, or too much of a gentleman?”

Rhett paused to stare into that silver mask, wishing that he could see her face.  Maybe she didn’t hide because of her race, or due to some hideous scar.  Maybe she needed it to boost her confidence?

“Not sure.  I think I was too stunned by your outfit to let my eyes wander.”

“You hate me for this, don’t you?”

“No!” he growled.  “Not at all.  Sure, I’m curious as hell, but it’s like a mystery novel.  You have to read it from beginning to end to know the truth.”

“What if I refused to unveil before the end of this date?  Would that ruin my chances of a second outing?”

Did she just suggest that she’s thinking about a second date already?  No, she’s just worried about how I feel about the mask.  Don’t overthink it.

“Let’s see how this date goes first,” he chuckled and turned to look around.  A third of the people were out on the dancefloor, using moves he’d never seen.  Sadly, it could have been a new dance on Earth for all he knew, because he swore off of nightclubs after Josh nearly got him beat up the last time. 

“So, do you dance?”

“I’m willing to try.”
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Rhett watched the other clubbers as they walked out onto the dance floor, pondering how many days he’d have to practice to mock their moves.  Dancing was never his thing, but he suspected that was true for most men.  The few clubs he did visit showed the men moving side to side, mostly, keeping their arms in strategic positions that made them appear coordinated.  That wasn’t the case here.  Most of the men moved as gracefully as the women, although he caught a few in the mix who matched his experience.  It didn’t surprise him to find that those men all had round ears, but mocking them would be a ton easier than the flashy elves.

The music was just a beat mixed with some sounds he would label as typical techno.  He swore there were some string instruments in the background though, which gave it a sense of elegance he didn’t expect.  The beat never changed though, so he put his arms to his sides and sidestepped, hoping to pass himself off as a capable dancer.

Sariana stood and watched him for a moment, which really rattled his nerves.  Was she shaking her head under the hood, or trying not to laugh behind the mask?  Either way, it made it hard to concentrate.  His lapse of focus saw him back into the woman who reminded him of Sylvanas, who turned and sneered until she realized she had to look up.  She paused her exotic dancing to smile at him, much to the displeasure of her date. 

Huh, maybe that’s why she has a 3.4 rating?

“So, we meet again,” she spoke in a low voice that sounded a bit masculine.  “I think I saw your profile today.  Rhett, right?”

“Uhm, yeah, actually.”

“I love your suit.  It’s such a bold statement,” she chuckled and moved closer to feel the threads.  “Wonderfully smooth.”

“Thank you.”

The woman smiled before leaning to one side to look at his date.  He could see her comparing herself to Sariana, which probably didn’t take much considering the hood and mask.  All the while, her date looked like his shirt was about to let some smoke out around the collar if the woman didn’t return to dancing with him.

“What’s wrong with your date?  Does she have a contagious skin disease or something?”

“She has her reasons.  Uhm, it was nice meeting you, but I really should get back.”

“It was nice, wasn’t it?” she laughed with some added fake enthusiasm.  With a beaming smile, she leaned up to place her lips behind his ear, fogging him with the stench of alcohol along the way.  “When you get bored with her, look me up.  I can do things that’ll leave your cock in a sling for a month.”

“Oh, thanks, I didn’t realize my shirt was untucked,” he lied, gave her a nod, and turned back to Sariana.  The mask made it impossible to gauge her reaction, but he prayed that his lie would see him through the incident without any issues. 

Rhett went back to dancing as though he hadn’t just been offered a sexual proposition.  Sariana stood like a statue, frozen in place as the awkwardness grew thicker around them.  His moves slowed down as though the density overcame him, forcing him to step up and inquire.

“Hey, when you said dance, you meant both of us, right?”

“I went on a date with him once.”

“Who?”

“The elf man who’s trying to decide whether or not you’re worth getting kicked out of here for,” she sighed and nodded behind him.  At least he thought since the hood and mask made it impossible to tell.  He turned to find that the platinum blond elf was shooting daggers at him with his radiant blue eyes, all while the woman who hit on him danced away as though she hadn’t just offered to suck another man’s dick right in front of her date. 

“Should we leave?  I don’t want to cause a scene.”

“He won’t recognize me like this.  I didn’t conceal myself when we went out.  I’m more worried about what that slut said to you.  I’m pretty sure I saw your pants move when she whispered in your ear.”

Rhett opened his mouth to respond, only to realize that he almost spat a lie.  He didn’t do anything wrong, or anything to warrant the woman’s offer, but he still felt bad.

“Yeah, she made a pass at me,” he replied, opting for the truth. 

“Do you know her?”

“I came across her profile, but that’s it.  We’ve never spoken before now.”

More awkward silence, but the blue-skinned elf finally caught on that her date wasn’t too pleased with her.  She pulled him to the bar, shaking her head the entire way while taking some of the tension with her. 

“Do you want to take her up on her offer?”

“Not really.”

“Are you sure?  She’s gorgeous, and it sounds like you could get laid right this second.  Not that I blame her.  You’re definitely hotter than her date.”

“I don’t think so.  That guy is beautiful.”

“Elf women get tired of beautiful men, Rhett,” Sariana offered and took his arm to pull him into a better clearing.  “After a while, all elf men start to look the same.  Right now, you are the exotic one in this room.”

“That can’t be true,” he laughed, feeling the heat in his cheeks.  “I’m just some slob in a nice suit.”

“The man makes the suit, not the other way around.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” he groaned and peered into the gems covering the eye holes of the mask, wishing he could gauge her expression right now.  “Look, if you’re upset with me, we can just stop.  I’m really not sure what to do right now.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I’m so confused that I can barely think straight,” he growled a bit louder than he intended.  “I’m not big on nightclubs, I really don’t feel like getting into a fight over a girl who’s way too loose for my taste, and…well, I’m really struggling to figure out what your deal is.  So, if you’re not going to dance, or keep on me about some random woman hitting on me, then maybe we should just call it a night.”

He didn’t mean to sound so pissy, but the cat was already out of the bag, and there was no putting it back to pretend like nothing happened.  He didn’t give the blue-skinned elf any reasons to hit on him other than existing in her presence, and, up until then, he’d been a fair sport about Sariana and her mysterious mask.  All he wanted to do was prove to Brinna that he could handle his love life without her help, just so she could go home and reclaim the future that Jody’s family stole from her.  While there was something to be said about not formulating data with only one entry, he still felt like he failed miserably.

“I’m sorry for wasting your time,” he offered in a straight voice.  “Have a good night.  Oh, and thanks for the drink.”

Rhett gave her a nod, turned, and started toward the door.  He barely managed three steps when he walked into something.  Lucky for him, his foot struck first, preventing his nose from taking the blow.  He couldn’t figure it out until he put his hands out to discover a dim barrier that stood in his way, one that vibrated against his fingers when he touched it.  Before he could figure out where it came from, his feet lifted off of the floor, sending his stomach into his bladder while he spun around.  Sariana had her hand up, fingers down, making a circle until he was facing her again.  The other hand was out flat like a superhero using their powers to stop a moving car. 

Sariana dropped her other hand, lifted it, and rose from the ground until she hovered at the same height as him.  Without bothering to explain, she flung her hand toward the main wall of the club, making the DJ yelp as the equipment started to glow.  The song ended abruptly before a new tune kicked in, one that was all string instruments with a subtle little beat in the background. 

“I’m starting to think you looted some telekinetic powers,” he called out as he floated over to her. 

“Oh, you have no idea,” she warned, snapped her fingers, and sent them both sailing toward the ceiling.  Gasps sounded throughout the crowd as the pair started a dance.  It was a mix of ballroom dancing with long, sweeping motions that only the lack of gravity could allow.  The pair twirled in place, then flew together until their chests were pressed like a couple in the heat of passion.  It was elegant, sexy, and confusing since he couldn’t see her face. 

The song only lasted a few minutes, but the entire crowd stood in shock well after it ended.  With their feet back on the ground, Sariana stormed over to the bar and ordered two drinks, making him wonder if they were both for her or not.  Once more, she returned to the corner table they sat at before, which left him puzzled as to why no one else tried to claim it. 

Okay, how are you going to handle this?  She could be mad, and those drinks are for her, which means that you should get out of here.  I can’t see her being happy right now, not with how…damn, I don’t know, and I can’t know until I go over there.

With a heavy heart and a pocket full of worries, Rhett made himself march over to the table as casually as possible, even though he felt like he was trying to sneak up on an angry predator.  One of the drinks sat on his side of the table, so at least she intended for him to join her. 

“That was fun,” he chuckled nervously and sat down.  “I’m not sure where my bladder went, but it was fun.”

Sariana didn’t speak a word.  Instead, she sucked on the straw until her glass was half empty, pulled it away, and let out a deep sigh.  It did nothing to expose her mood, so he stared at his drink for a moment while deciding how he was going to approach the situation. 

“Okay, what was that?” he asked after taking a sip.  He tasted mango and cherries, but he had to admit that the liquid metal drink tasted better.  “I can’t figure out if you’re mad, happy…I don’t know.”

“The mask gives me an unfair advantage, doesn’t it?” she breathed and used her straw to stir her drink, even though he knew she could use her magic to do it.  “For all you know, I want you to be confused right now.”

“Yeah, I’m not in the mood to play games anymore.  Just tell me what’s going on, please.”

“See, I told you you’d be begging by the end.”

“Begging and having manners are two different things.”

“Maybe I could throw in a third option?” she replied and lifted her glass.  “Fear.  You’re afraid of what I’ll do if you try to leave again.”

“You’re not the only one here with a magical class card,” he groaned, took a sip, and leaned back in the seat.  He didn’t feel comfortable anymore, but he wanted some answers before he left.  He wasn’t going to drive himself crazy like he had with Bert and Lynnis, but he needed to know what her problem was before he left, just to see if he could learn something from the experience.  “Spill.  Either tell me what that was all about, or let me leave.”

“You’ve got more of a spine than my last date, I can tell you that,” she sighed and leaned forward as though what came next was a secret she didn’t wish others to overhear.  The DJ regained control of the equipment, so the music was more than capable of drowning them out.  Still, he leaned forward as well, just to be a good sport.  “The truth?  I’m jealous of that blue-skinned slut.”

“Because she’s dating the same guy you dated?”

“No!” she hissed and slammed her drink down, only to smooth the table with her gloved hands like she had to repair the damage she caused.  “I’m sorry.  I know I blew it, but you deserve an explanation.  I wish that I didn’t have to wear the mask.  I do.  It makes me an outcast.  That’s why that slut thought she could move in on you.  You’re not my territory, obviously, but you are my date, and she should have respected that.”

“Okay, but why weren’t you dancing before she spoke to me?”

“I had every intention of dancing.  I was…okay, this’ll sound bad, but I’ve got to come clean.  I didn’t think you would dance, okay?  I wanted to see if you were going to try to dance on your own, or if you were one of those guys who thinks that they should stand still while the woman gives him a standing lap dance.  You surprised me.  You threw me off my game, okay?  So, I was trying to figure out what kind of dance to do that went with yours when you bumped into super-slut over there.  By the way, she’s still looking at you.”

“Good to know,” he replied, but didn’t look away, “but I’m more concerned about you.  Okay, I get the before, but why the over-the-top theatrics with the floating dance?”

“To show every woman in this place to leave you alone,” she moaned and leaned back like she wanted the table to swallow her up, which was a first for him since he was usually the one who wanted to disappear.  “And maybe some of the guys.”

“You’re jealous, seriously?” he chuckled and shook his head, pondering whether he should reach for her hand.  “I’m guessing you’re jealous of everyone not having to wear a mask, but that just brings me back to why you have to wear one in the first place, or why you think you do, at least.”

“Because…” she started before letting out a breath.  Sariana reached for her drink, which she sucked down in one go, continuing until the noise from the straw nearly made him cringe.  She let out a breath and set the glass down, then tilted her head until she was looking straight at him.  “I’m famous, alright?  That’s why I wear the mask.  If I take it off, some of these people will know who I am, which has caused issues in the past.”

“You’re a celebrity?” he chuckled while his imagination ran wild.  He pictured Scarlett Johansson, Emilia Clarke, and countless other actresses before he realized that Sariana could be a famous elf, not a famous human.  “Okay, that makes sense, but why go on a date with other real people around us then?  It could have been easier just to do something normal and leave the mask at home.”

“The mask isn’t just for them,” she sighed and waved at the crowd.  “It’s for you too.”

“Oh, so, you’re a famous human?”

“Yeah, I am.  Would that have changed things if I’d said that up front?”

“It would have helped.  I would have known why you wore it at least.  So, can I take some guesses?”

“At who I am?  I rather you didn’t.”

“No!” he gasped and held his hands up in surrender.  “I meant can I guess why you’re on Elf Date.”

“Oh, sure, that sounds like fun.”

“Well, I don’t know about fun,” he chuckled and picked up his drink.  “Okay, so, celebrities tend to date other celebrities, which typically end as quickly as they started.  Either you experienced that trend firsthand, or you were worried that it’d happen to you.  So, you tried to date normal guys, only to find that they either didn’t like the attention the media gave them, or they were too star-struck with you.  So, when all else failed, you turned to Elf Date, an app filled with men who wouldn’t know who you were.”

“Damn, that’s pretty good, but you’re off by a hair,” she sighed and pointed at his glass.  “Do you want another drink?”

“I think I’d like to take my time with this one.  Okay, I’m off by a hair, but telling me how I’m off will probably narrow down who you are too much, so I’ll let it go at that.”

“You will?  I know you can’t see me, but I’m smiling with a brow lifted into my hairline,” she laughed and leaned forward like she was clutching her stomach.  “Seriously, I can’t tell you how happy that makes me.”

“I’d say I get it, but I really don’t have a clue.  I’m a junior account manager, so you’re my first celebrity encounter.  Well, I did see Eli Manning at a charity event my company was involved with, but he’s pretty down to Earth.”

“I bet Peyton isn’t.  He seems like he could be a jerk on a bad day.  I can definitely tell you that Tom Brady is.  Don’t even try to wave at him.”

“Oh yeah, when did you run into him?”

“I probably shouldn’t say.  Sorry.  I know I made this date sound ultra casual and all, but I can feel my hopes starting to rise.  You are so understanding that I’m genuinely impressed.”

“Understanding?  Huh, don’t think I’ve ever been called that before.”

“Are you seriously going to ignore the fact that I basically just asked for a second date?”

“Not going to lie, I was hoping to ride that high for a bit longer,” he chuckled and looked down at the table. 

“And?”

“Oh!” he gasped when he realized that she was hinting about going out again.  “You want an answer now?”

“I was hoping to talk about it, at least.  This date isn’t time-filtered, and I’ve got a thing, so…”

“Well,  I guess that depends on what we do.”

“I don’t think I’m ready to reveal who I am yet.  Is that a problem?”

“Well…” he stammered while he mulled it over.  “I’ll tell you what;  You can wear a mask again, but you have to be willing to explain your reactions next time since I can’t see your face.”

“Deal,” she laughed and nodded.  “That’s perfectly reasonable.  Yeah, sure, I can do that.”

She held a lot of enthusiasm in her voice, which really spoke to how much she was looking forward to another date.  It didn’t feel as good as it should, but probably because he couldn’t connect with a mask. 

“It’s a date, but no clubs next time.”

“Agreed,” she replied and rose from the table.  “Do you want to walk me out, or should we just say goodnight here?”

“Oh, I’ll walk you out, sure.”

Rhett held his arm out to escort her to the door, knowing that nearly every pair of eyes were on them throughout.  He also knew that Sariana was smiling under the mask.  It was a hunch, but one he wanted to cling to as the door opened for them.  The line outside was long, proving that it was a good time to call it a night before the place became crowded. 

“This is good,” she said once they were across the street.  Sariana turned and put her gloved hands on his chest.  He knew she was looking up at him, likely searching for permission to give him a hug, or something.  He opted to open his arms to let her in, freeing her to embrace him with the mask pressed against his collarbone.  It wasn’t comfortable, but he focused on how wonderful her slim, tall body fit within his arms.  “It was short, it was weird, and it was wonderful.”

“I had a good time too,” he chuckled and opened up to let her back away, only to feel something strange occur.  She was oddly moving against him, so he started to look down. 

“Close your eyes.”

“Uhm…”

“Please?” she stated with a hint of desperation.  “And remember, good boys don’t peek.”

“I promise,” he sighed, closed his eyes, and let his arms fall to his sides.  He heard fabric sliding, which meant that the hood was down, and the mask was likely coming off.  Not peeking drove him insane, but he promised he wouldn’t. 

His honor was rewarded by a set of soft lips pressing against his.  Rhett flinched, making them both giggle, but he kept his eyes squeezed shut as he kissed her back.  Her fingertips dug into his chest, making his heart flutter as the need to see her grew overwhelming.  He grew afraid to do anything with his hands, so he continued to cup her narrow arms until she pulled away.  Holding back the smile was impossible, so he let it shine as he gave her time to put the mask back on.  After a few seconds though, he realized that he couldn’t hear the sound of fabric and straps, so he let his eyes crack open a hair to see what was happening. 

“And she’s gone.”
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Sunday.  A day of rest.  A day of relaxing.  A day of finding that you have messages on your phone from a magical elf dating app.  Typical stuff, really.

Rhett grew tired of listening to his phone beep, so he gave up on sleep and flung his hand out in search of the device.  He struck his water bottle first, of course, but the lack of water running over the floor told him that the lid stayed on.  With a groan, he forced his eyes open to a distinct lack of sunlight, which explained why he was so tired. 

“4:39?” he grumbled, unlocked his phone, and opened the app to see who was going to get permanently blocked.  He figured it was from Sariana, who he wasn’t ready to dismiss yet, so he shoved the thought of punishment aside in favor of opening the message.  It wasn’t from the mysterious woman who wore a mask on their date, but rather from a name he didn’t recognize.  “Kinka?  Who the hell is Kinka?”

Which of these is closer to the real thing?

A strange message, but the attached photo could shed some light on the subject.  A few questions were answered the second he opened the attachment.  First, Kinka was the blue-skinned elf woman he saw at the nightclub last night.  Second, the picture was of her with no top, holding a variety of dildos in her arm that barely covered her nipples.  Each had a crude letter above it, but the fact that each was a different length and thickness explained what she was going for.  The smallest was roughly four inches with a bit of girth, while others were easily twelve inches but thin.  He didn’t bother answering.  He just closed the app and went back to sleep.

An hour passed before his phone went off again.  With a groan and an exaggerated growl that would impress a bear, he snatched the phone again.  Another message from Kinka:

Narrow it down to three sizes that you think are my favorite.  Hint, it’s not what you would imagine.  Guess right and I’ll extend a date invitation to you.  Guess the right one specifically and I’ll let you put it anywhere you want.

“Really?” he grumbled, but not at the message.  It could be a case of morning wood, but his member was at full attention after reading the message and checking the picture again for no reason other than to see a half-naked woman who clearly wanted his dick.  He thought about answering for a second, but he was too exhausted to figure out which of the eight dildos Kinka liked best.  With a heavy sigh, he sent her a message to politely turn down the offer, silenced the phone, and went back to sleep.

Silencing notifications didn’t stop his alarm from going off.  He couldn’t figure out why it was on in the first place until he remembered that he had an engagement that day.  His parents expected him for lunch, so he couldn’t sleep in and have a late breakfast. 

“Past me strikes again,” he muttered, shoved his phone into his pocket, and went to the bathroom to relieve his bladder.  His eyes couldn’t take the light, so he shut them off and left the door open while he pissed.  A shadow passed over him, stealing the light while reminding him that he didn’t occupy the apartment alone.  “Sorry.”

“Do you always relieve yourself in the dark?” Brinna asked with a hint of a chuckle. 

“No.  The light bothers my eyes.”

“Did you stay up drinking after I went to bed?”

“I…” he started until he remembered that last night’s date was supposed to be a secret mission.  Brinna was right though.  He had drunk last night, and he certainly displayed some symptoms of a hangover, even though he only had two drinks.  Elf Date made less sense by the day, but he ruled out being sent to a video game world.  “I may have had a few.”

“You should have told me.  I loathe the idea of you drinking alone.  Very well, I’ll afford you some privacy.”

Afford me some privacy, he chuckled in his head with a beaming smile.  He loved how Brinna spoke. She was so proper and refined.  They were probably the same things, but he didn’t want to let that ruin the moment.

Dreading events only makes time go by faster.  He was showered and dressed for lunch before he knew it, pondering if he could feign an illness to regain his leisurely day.  His mom would make him come over anyway so she could check him for herself, because what twenty-eight-year-old knew how to take care of himself when he was sick?

Rhett was still imagining being under a blanket at his parents’ house when Brinna’s bedroom door swung open.  He didn’t know where she got it, but whoever made the floral dress she wore should win the Lifetime Achievement award.  He wouldn’t have thought that beige and plum would work, but she pulled it off somehow. 

She’s not just pulling it off.  She beat it into submission and made it the new gold standard.

“I wasn’t certain if I should get ready to go or not,” she stated in a humble voice that didn’t match how amazing and graceful she looked, “so I thought I should be ready to go, just in case.”

“Uhm…”

“You’re upset that I assumed.  This was a mistake, wasn’t it?” she gasped and started to close the door, only to have him shove a foot in to block it.  It would have worked better if he had put his shoes on first, but the pain was worth it. 

“No!” he countered, nearly yelling.  “I just…you look amazing is all.  My brain started thinking in another language.  Too bad I didn’t learn it.  I’d love it if you came.”

“Aw,” she gushed with a wry smile, turning in place to make the ends of the dress sway around her knees.  “Is the dress inappropriate?  I hate to give your mother the wrong impression.”

“I’m more worried that you’ll give my dad a heart attack.  I know it sounds terrible, but, if he’s anything like me then it may not be the worst way to go.”

“Rhett Freeman!” she snapped, fighting back a smile.  “That is simply awful.”

“Oh, I know.  I had the thought, remember?  Anyway, I’d be a fool to leave you alone in that dress…”

“Rhett!”

“…so I’d better take you with me.”

“Honestly,” she laughed as she walked toward the door.  “What has gotten into you this morning?”

“Not really sure.”

“Well, whatever it is, do not remove it,” she sighed and poked his chest.  “I may like it.”

What had gotten into him?  It was a good question, one he wished he could answer with something resembling certainty.  Despite the lingering effects of a hangover, he felt amazing.  Wonderful, perhaps.  He tried to figure it out on the way to the car, and on the ride to his parents, but he found it too difficult to put his finger on the exact cause. 

His initial thought revolved around Elf Date.  His life had changed ever since he downloaded the app.  To date, all seven of his dates gave him a five-star rating.  He never dreamed he’d get this far before he received the inevitable two-star or worse.  How a variety of women found him so appealing was beyond his understanding, especially when he considered Sariana’s celebrity status.  Whether she was an actress or model was still up in the air, but the fact that a famous person enjoyed her time with him left his feet light and his heart thumping to an upbeat tempo. 

Rhett worked his way through each date to see if he could figure out how each woman had changed his perspective toward dating.  Jody didn’t count, not when her family’s belief in keeping indentured servants still left a foul taste in his mouth.  He almost forgot about his date with Malei, so finding a lesson there was almost impossible. 

Thinking about the twins made him nod.  It made sense that his perspective changed after spending an entire day with them.  While he couldn’t imagine living out the rest of his days on the farm, he couldn’t deny that his time with Mary and Sheri had changed him forever.  He wanted to deny that having sex with them both at the same time had nothing to do with it, but the confidence the moment gave him was too powerful to ignore.

He tried to factor in his other dates, but the truth was in front of him.  To be more precise, it was next to him in the passenger seat.  Brinna.  He could make a case that her presence had changed him the most, even if he removed her beauty.  She was charming, caring, smart, and treated him better than he thought possible.  The fact that he was taking her to meet his parents still blew his mind, even though the premise was false. 

“So, did you hear from Bert?”

“Woah, what?”

“I’m trying to determine why you are in such an odd mood this morning,” she explained.  “It isn’t much of a stretch when you consider that you bumped into her recently.  My thought was that she saw us together, grew jealous, and realized that she missed a grand opportunity.”

“Grand, really?” he chuckled and brought the car to a stop at a light.  “I don’t think I’d go that far.  Sure, maybe she realized she should have answered my text, but that’s as far as I’d take it.  No, by the way, she didn’t text me.”

“Then either you are on drugs, or something interesting happened after I turned in last night.”

“I’ll submit myself to a test whenever you want.”

“Not the answer I sought, but I appreciate the candor.”

Rhett spent so much time reflecting that he failed to consider what he was going to say when his mom opened the door.  How would he introduce Brinna?  As his friend?  His girlfriend?

Oh, yeah, I forgot to mention that I got married.  So, yeah, this is your daughter-in-law.  Yeah, she’s an elf, can’t you tell?

“How are you going to introduce me?” she asked as though she’d read his mind.  He took in a deep breath and turned off the car, wondering how far he could take the ruse without upsetting his advisor. 

“What would you be most comfortable with?”

“A wise approach.  We must be careful not to bite off more than we can chew.  After all, whatever false premise we impose shall have to be maintained for as long as you deem necessary.  Obviously, we shouldn’t claim to be engaged.  That could break your mother’s heart.”

“She’d be mad if I told her that we’d been dating for months too,” he sighed with the keys spinning around the ring on his finger.  “So, it has to be just long enough to warrant introducing you to them, but short enough that my mom won’t be upset for not telling her about you.”

“Two weeks then?”

“Going on three,” he replied, snatched the keys, and let out another breath.  “Okay, here we go.”

Walking up to the Cape Cod-style home felt more like a death march than a homecoming.  It was just Sunday lunch, something he’d done countless times before, yet his feet felt like they were trudging through hardening cement.  One slip of the tongue could not only ruin the meal, but the rest of his life.  Brinna was an elf, after all, which meant…

He jumped when he felt something brush against him.  Brinna had taken his hand, either to support the ruse or to support him.  Either way, he needed it, so he squeezed like she was the only thing keeping him from plunging into the abyss.  He didn’t complain when Brinna reached out and pressed the doorbell, although he wouldn’t have minded a few more seconds to calm down. 

His father answered the door, much to his relief.  The older version of Rhett stood with his hand on the knob and the other folded around his tablet while his eyes looked back and forth between them from behind his glasses.  After a few awkward seconds, he pulled back and ushered them in as Rhett drummed up his ill-prepared greeting. 

“Okay, let’s get this out of the way,” he sang with a forced smile.  “This is my father, John.  Dad, this is Brinna.”

“Brinna?” John questioned with a graying brow lifted.  Without missing a beat, his father leaned in until he could smell the coffee on his breath and whispered.  “Is there any money involved here?”

“Uh, no?”

“Good enough for me then,” John finished, pulled back, and beamed a smile while extending his hand.  “It’s nice to meet you.  I’d ground him for not telling us that he was bringing a guest, but, what the hell.”

“A pleasure to meet you as well, Mr. Freeman.”

John eyed her for a second.  Rhett knew what it was.  Brinna didn’t talk like the average person, or the average American, at least.  If a British accent accompanied her words, then everything would be fine.  As it stood, it sounded like she was some sort of scholar. 

“No, Brinna, I think the pleasure will be all mine.  Come on, I know Kim will have kittens if we don’t show her the owner of the voice she’s hearing.”

Here we go.

Gaining his father’s acceptance was easy.  When it came down to it, John Freeman only cared that Rhett was happy and held a good job.  He couldn’t care less if his son got married and had kids.  In fact, he may have hoped that it’d never happen considering how he felt about childish energy when Rhett was growing up. 

The moment of truth was just around the bend.  They followed John into the kitchen where his mother was bent over the oven, pulling out whatever casserole they were going to eat.  She had headphones on.  Not earbuds, but actual headphones like it was 2003.  That meant that she hadn’t heard them talking by the door, so the shock was still coming.  Rhett felt his stomach sink as she set the pan down and turned, smiling at her husband before her eyes turned toward Rhett, then widened as she moved down the row to Brinna. 

“Oh!” she gasped, ripped off the headphones, and fumbled with them like she was trying to take Brinna’s hand without bothering to put the device down.  They wound up on the floor, but John picked them up and went to the counter, likely to see if he had to go to Walmart for a new pair.  “I didn’t know you were bringing…”

The voice came out in a high squeal that only dogs could hear, the best reaction he could have hoped for.  His mother, Kim, didn’t go for a handshake.  She latched onto both of Brinna’s hands like she was afraid the woman would bolt at any second. 

“Okay, so, uhm…”

“I’m Brinna,” the elf replied when Rhett trailed off.  “I would say that I’ve heard so much about you, but your son wished to leave me in the dark for some reason.”

“That definitely sounds like my son,” Kim chuckled nervously as the beaming smile continued on.  Rhett’s cheeks hurt just watching her.  “Gosh, you’re just so darn pretty.  I can’t believe you’re here with my son.  Blink twice if you’re here against your will, ha!”

“Time to switch to decaf, Mom,” he groaned and gave her arm a squeeze to announce that it was time to let go of Brinna.  “So, are we ready to eat?”

“Eat?”

“He means lunch, Kimmy,” John groaned and walked over to pull his wife away.  “Give the girl some space to breathe before you scare her off.”

They were at the table twenty minutes later.  Rhett was busy answering his dad’s questions about how work was going, and whether or not the promotion was on the horizon, or on another planet.  It was hard to answer when the way the question was phrased left him pondering Brinna’s homeworld, but he managed to push through while his mom stared at his date in disbelief. 

“So, sweetie,” his mom blurted out the second he stopped talking, “where are you from?”

“Oh, a little town up north…”

Brinna’s readied answers proved that she was prepared for an interrogation.  Rhett paid attention so he could support whatever she claimed, right until his phone buzzed again.  He knew his dad would throw down a lecture if he checked his phone at the table, so he excused himself and went to the bathroom.  It was rude, but he didn’t want to miss a message from Sariana. 

It was Elf Date, but it wasn’t a message from last night’s date.  It was Kinka again.  He should have logged out right then and there, but his curiosity got the better of him.  Three attachments drew his attention, so he touched the first and readied himself.  It was a good thing he didn’t check it at the table since it showed her trying out the dildos to show how far she could open her mouth.  It would have been hot if the dildo was flesh-colored, but the fact that it was pink stole some of the impact.  The third picture made his eyes bulge though.  Not only was it flesh-colored, but it was enormous, and halfway down her throat. 

“I might have to give her a chance after all.”

The questions continued long after everyone finished eating.  It dragged on so long that his dad went back to reading on his tablet, breaking every rule the house had ever held.  Rhett thought about checking his phone since the rules no longer applied, but his mother finally released them back into the wild.  After a lengthy goodbye, Kim held her son back as Brinna started for the car, still yelling her well wishes until the elf was out of range. 

“Now you listen to me Rhett Freeman,” she growled and tightened her grip on his arm.  “I don’t care what it takes, do not let that girl get away.  You hear me?  Don’t make the same mistake you made with Wendy.”
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Don’t let her go like you did Wendy.  The words haunted him throughout the drive, causing him to miss half of Brinna’s recollection of the meal.  He didn’t blame his mom for getting excited about Brinna, but he couldn’t imagine a scenario in which the two of them would ever wind up becoming a true couple.  Rhett would say yes in a heartbeat if Brinna asked, but he knew that day would never come.  She was just too good for him. 

Whenever Rhett caught himself becoming upset about something that would never happen, he always stepped back to search for the next best comparable thing.  At work, when it came to the promotion, he always nodded at the fact that his resume became stronger with each passing year.  Brinna was a far different subject though. 

What’s the next best thing?  Sariana?  I don’t know anything about her.  Hell, I couldn’t even point her out in a room of four people.  Hey Mom, yeah, my girlfriend is one of those four women over there.  Maybe you can figure it out?

It wasn’t like he had other prospects waiting in the wings.  Lynnis was a lost cause.  He knew that now.  Nothing he did would see her messaging him back, and he wasn’t sure he wanted her to bother.  Why would he want someone who wasn’t as into him as he was them?  It felt like a lesson he should have learned with Bert, but better late than never. 

“Rhett?”

“Sorry, I was lost in thought,” he grumbled and made the turn at the light.  “What were you saying?”

“I asked how you felt it went?  Do you think your mother liked me?”

“Liked?” he laughed.  “Liked?  I think she loved you.”

“Do you really think so?”

“She’s probably dusting off her savings account to plan for our wedding.”

“Oh, did I overstretch?”

“No, you were fine,” he sighed and shook his head.  “I don’t think you could have been any better.  She’s just ready for me to settle down and have a family.”

“And my presence today has given her false hope.  I shouldn’t have gone then.”

“Don’t beat yourself up.  I allowed it, remember?”

“Did you know that she would react this way?”

“I suspected, so it’s really on me, okay?”

That was the end of the discussion.  After they settled in, Brinna changed and came out to announce that she had to go home for a bit.  He wanted to ask her how she was able to go back and forth between worlds, but something told him to let her go without making a fuss about it.  His insecure manner wanted to make sure that he didn’t do or say something wrong, but he managed to swallow it so she could do whatever it was she had planned. 

A little voice screamed that he scared her away like every other woman in his life, so he pulled out his phone to help quiet the noise.  He saw earlier that Sariana had left him a review, so he went back to see what she had to say about their date. 

“Rhett was a gentleman and didn’t overreact to my weirdness.  Really?  That’s it?”

He let out a groan and checked his bio, hoping to find something to get excited about.  Going seven-for-seven on successful dates had his rank sitting pretty, but that didn’t hold his focus for long.  He got more than a brief review.  Rhett received a point in ‘fun’, as well as twenty-five date coins.  His overall appeal stood at 8.71, which left him longing to spend the coins to see if he would reach 9, the suspected threshold for tier three. 

A new message came across.  His heart skipped when the icon flashed with every hope leaning on Sariana messaging him.  He learned his lesson.  Instead of chasing after the women, he elected to let them come after him to avoid coming off as desperate.  After two or three dates, he’d permit himself to contact them. 

“Again?” he groaned when he realized it was from Kinka.  The name made more sense with every dirty picture she sent, but at least she was entertaining.  It was almost comical at that point, so he opened the attachment to see what she’d sent him this time.  “Oh, damn.”

Damn was all he could say.  Yes, the dildos were still prominent, but it was what she did with them that froze his brain.  With an amazing display of limberness, Kinka managed to get a picture of her shoving one of the small dildos in her ass while deep-throating a large one.  His dick ached instantly as he tried to figure out which of the dildos he'd replace with his cock, right until he remembered her poor overall rating. 

“Why do you want me so bad?” he questioned the picture of the elf woman sucking on an artificial dick. 

He just managed to close the enticing photo when another message came across.  He growled and opened it, preparing himself to unleash a tongue-lashing to Kinka that wouldn’t involve sex.  He was halfway through his response when he realized it wasn’t from Kinka, but from Sariana.

“Crap, crap, delete, delete…”

He cleared out the response with a swell of relief, then went back to see what she’d sent him.  It was just a message, one that made him wonder if she’d been talking with Kinka.  “Do you want to see something really hot?  Uhm…sure?”

Rhett sent the response and waited, hoping to see something along the lines of what Kinka had sent.  It was probably asking too much, but he couldn’t help himself after seeing so many dildo pictures. 

Are you sure?  I don’t know if you can handle this level of steam.

“Unless you’re going to send me a pic with two dildos in your butt, yeah, I can handle it,” he breathed and typed a far more appropriate response. 

Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.

His fingers rapped the back of the phone as he waited for the attachment to come across.  The smile was part wry, part knowing, and all ready.  With his imagination running wild, he touched the attachment, wondering if Sariana would be in regular clothes, or in some sexy lingerie that would leave him in need of rubbing one out. 

“What the hell is this?” he grumbled and zoomed in.  “Is that an ankle?”

It took him a second to realize that Sariana was messing with him.  Unlike a certain slutty, blue-skinned elf, Sariana had only sent him a photo of her ankle.  Still, it showed what color her skin was, not that it was a problem, and he had to admit it was funny when he thought about it. 

“Very nice,” he said while typing a response.  “I almost fell off of the bed.”

I did try to warn you.  I know it’s hard to handle all this sexiness, but I think you’re up for it.  Speaking of up for it…are you thinking dirty thoughts yet?  No?  Crap.  I need to work on my sexting.  I thought I’d see if you’d like to do something today.

“Like what?” he asked, imagining a thousand different things.  “I really don’t want to go to another club.”

Not this time.  Well, a club could be involved.  I can’t tell you though, not if I don’t want to ruin the surprise.  I promise that there won’t be anyone from Elf Date this time though.  Well, other than us, obviously.

“Obviously,” he chuckled and typed.  “Will you be wearing a mask and hood again?”

Yes and no.

“What?  How can it be both?  One but not the other?”

I really can’t say without spoiling the surprise.  Look, I know how weird I was last night.  I haven’t had a good track record lately, which has made me a bit jaded.  I shouldn’t have let that affect our time together, but I can’t turn back time.  What do you say?  Can I try to make it up to you by showing you a good time?

Rhett didn’t need long to think it through.  Sariana was a mystery he had to figure out, which he couldn’t do by being indecisive.  It had to be more fun than the club, but he had his doubts that her ‘weirdness’ would manage to pop its head up before the date was over.  Still, it was better than sitting around all day, so he accepted and clicked on the date when it appeared. 

Just like always, his bedroom went away, leaving him wondering where he would find himself this time.  His imagination didn’t even take a swing for the fences this time.  Instead, his mind remained quiet as the world appeared, happily anticipating whatever strange place Sariana had in store for him. 

“Uhm…”

The inside of a car wasn’t exotic, not until he took a better look.  It was an old vehicle, the kind you would only find in a museum.  He was in the backseat with no interior lights to show the driver.  He tried to focus on himself, but the light coming from the street could barely penetrate the darkness. 

“Here we are, Sir,” a gruff voice announced from the front seat as the car came to a stop.  “Fifth and Meeker.”

“Yeah, thanks,” he muttered and let himself out, just so he could see what he was wearing.  He caught a glance of the car first though.  By his guess, it was from the 1930s or 1940s, but something was off about the contour.  His head was still shaking as he walked over to the light.  A wool coat hung over him, along with a dress shirt and vest.  It matched the era of the car, he supposed, but he was still completely lost.

“Ah, Inspector Freeman, how good of you to show.”

The woman’s voice drew his attention.  Not just any woman though.  She was tall and thin, with blonde hair and some of the sharpest facial features he’d ever seen on a person.  The pointed ears spoke to the elven world, which explained why the car didn’t quite match an old Ford. 

“I’m sorry, you know me, but I can’t seem to remember you,” he chuckled nervously, hoping that his words matched the era. 

“Detective Achton,” she offered and extended her hand.  She wore a wool coat as well, albeit a dark blue one that looked like something a character from London would wear back in the day.  “We didn’t think you’d accept our invitation to help with the investigation.  We can’t tell you how much it means to have you here.”

“I’d uh…I’d be honored to lend a hand.”

“The body is over here.”

“The body…right.”

Crap, I’m that type of investigator?  Who makes a date revolving around a murder?  Okay, there must be a logical reason for this, right? 

Rhett, or Inspector Rhett, gave the woman a nod and followed her into the alley.  Several men huddled around what Rhett assumed was the body, with two holding lanterns that barely made a dent in the darkness.  Just as they approached, one of the men turned and hurried away, offering the familiar sounds of vomiting against the wall. 

Damn, how bad is this going to be?

“We admit to being baffled,” Detective Achton announced as the men made an opening, staring at Rhett with wide eyes as though he were someone of importance.  “Fourth body in just over a week.  All just like this poor chap.”

Rhett couldn’t see anything other than a man in similar clothing lying on the ground, so he reached out until one of the men got the hint to give him the lantern.  He fought back a smile.  Whoever he was, he was so important that he could get what he needed without having to speak a word.  He had to watch himself though.  The last thing he needed was for Sariana to see him getting a swelled head. 

“Well, let’s see what we’re looking at here.”

Violent movies and video games couldn’t prepare him for seeing an actual dead body.  Rhett turned his head quickly, hoping not to join the man by the wall.  After a few seconds of reminding himself that it wasn’t real, he forced himself to turn and focus on the scene. 

An elf man, for sure, but something was off other than the fact that he was dead.  His skin was so discolored that he almost asked if the man was a drow, right until he happened to look at the hand.  It held a perfectly normal color, so he held the light closer to the face to see why he almost mistook the man’s race.  Even in the dim light, he swore the man’s skin was gray.  Not only that, but his chest and arms seemed flattened. 

“Cause of death?”

“If he is like the others,” Achton replied and knelt next to him so she could turn the man’s head.  “Ah, there it is, just as we suspected.”

He had to move the lantern to see what she was pointing at, but what he found explained it all.  Despite never occurring in the real world, anyone who watched movies knew the bite of a vampire when they saw it. 

Really?  A vampire theme?  How cliché can you get?  Well, maybe vampires are on the rage in the elf world right now?  Huh, maybe they’re a real thing in the elf world?

“Tell me, Detective,” Rhett started in the most professional tone he could muster, “what term does your people use for this sort of thing?”

“We prefer not to use it,” Achton sighed and leaned in to whisper.  “The captain gets most upset if we use the word vampire.”

“I suspected as much.  Did  he have anything on him?”

“His pockets have been picked clean,” one of the men stated and stepped forward.  “Nothing but the lint, I’m afraid.”

“Wonderful.  Well, there isn’t much I can do here.  Get the body to the station so I can…may examine in better light.”

“Very good, sir.”

“We can show you the other bodies as well,” Achton added and took the lantern from him when he stood.  “I cannot tell you how it relieves me to know that you are on the case.  You are on the case, yes?”

“It would seem so,” he sighed, just before the lanterns snuffed out. 

It wasn’t the lanterns, but rather time jumping forward, something he was well accustomed to at that point.  Rhett found himself walking with Detective Achton to what he assumed was the police station, given the twin light poles outside with the word ‘police’ painted on them.  He gave up trying to figure out what era it was.  Since it was the elf world, it could have been four hundred years ago for all he knew, so he accepted it for just a date scenario and moved on so he could focus on the case, or what he was supposed to be doing on the date. 

Is Achton Sariana?  Possible.  She’s tall enough.  Maybe that’s the game here?  Maybe I’m supposed to find her?

“People are growing too fearful to go out at night,” the detective stated as they walked toward the steps.  “Dreadful murders.  Papers are all over it, making it sound like real live monsters are running about the city.  We really need to wrap up this case so the people can rest easy once more.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m…”

His words trailed off when he happened to look at the front wall of the station.  To the left of the stairs were a series of posters, which seemed normal until one of them in particular caught his attention. 

“Inspector?”

“Just give me a minute.”

Rhett walked right up to the poster that drew his attention before bothering with the other two.  It showed an old car driving at him with a slew of police cars giving chase.  The cars stood out.  They looked nothing like the one he was in when the date started.  Judging by their size and headlight arrangements, he’d say they were from the 1970s.  The title and the names of the actors were too blurry to read, which offered yet another clue. 

If 1970s cars on a poster in a 1930s setting didn’t stick out, then the one next to it sure did.  It was too dark to notice from afar, but it was clear as day when he stood before it.  Sexy elf women in science fiction uniforms posed like they were on the cover of a porn movie.  He assumed, at least, given the cleavage. 

The third poster looked more modern, judging by the clothing.  It had to be a romance movie because it showed a beautiful young couple kissing in the rain in front of a lighthouse.  It could have been an Earth movie if it weren’t for the elf ears, but that wasn’t on his mind.  What he focused on was the woman.  He could only see half of her face, but he did his best to set it to memory, only to remember that he didn’t have to bother.  With a chuckle, he pulled out his phone and took a picture of each poster.  Sadly, the woman on the romance poster didn’t look like any of the women in the sci-fi uniforms, which really could have helped narrow things down. 

“Are we ready?”

“Yeah.  Let’s go see some dead bodies.”
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Time jumped ahead again.  They walked toward a heavy metal door where he assumed the bodies were kept while a man in a white coat walked beside them, chatting about the oddness of the cases.  He wished he could have seen the rest of the police station, but a thought occurred as he waited for the man to unlock the door.  It might not be a time jump like his date with Lynnis.  Time could be moving ahead because they’re in a movie, and they have to follow what was filmed. 

Which pretty much confirms that this is a movie.  I need to grill Achton to see if she’ll slip up and admit that she’s Sariana.  I wouldn’t complain if she was.  I mean, she’s not Brinna by any means, but she’s pretty. 

Achton was pretty, and he took a moment to absorb her presence.  Tall, lean, with strong facial features.  She screamed ‘actress’ for sure, but so did most of the elf women he came across on Elf Date. 

Yeah, and Kinka is a porn actress. 

The thought made him chuckle, which made the morgue worker scowl as he opened the door.  Rhett opened his mouth to lie about why he laughed, but he saw no point in it.  The guy was an actor too.  This was just his character in the movie, so Rhett wouldn’t see him again after this. 

Unless he plays small roles in all of Sariana’s films.

They didn’t use a drawer system to house each of the bodies.  It was just one big, semi-cold room with several carts lined around the walls.  Each held a body covered in a sheet with a literal toe tag sticking out, making him realize that someday, he too would be in a room like this, waiting for his funeral. 

“I’ve isolated the bodies to this corner,” the worker announced before pulling back the sheets one by one.  “Three men, all roughly the same age.  Similar attire, empty pockets, drained of their blood, and bitten on the neck.  Well, I shouldn’t assume that last part.  For all we know, someone is using a twin-needle device to kill them.”

“To make people think that a monster is on the prowl.  That makes sense.”

There wasn’t much to see other than what the coroner had already covered.  Three elf men in wool suits, discolored, a bit flat, with puncture marks on the neck.  He knew what the man said, but he checked their pockets anyway just to be sure.  He was some sort of fancy inspector, after all, so he had to find something that no one else did. 

“If you don’t mind,” Achton started and stepped toward the body, “I’ve managed to identify two of the deceased.  Would you like to see who they were?”

“Yeah, because I’m not finding anything here,” he sighed and gave her a nod. 

Fast forward to an office.  Everything was wood and metal, of course, with dim lightbulbs that certainly weren’t energy-saving.  The pair hovered over a desk with two folders spread out, making a mess of the papers. 

“John Roe and Mark Harris,” Achton said while pulling up two similar sheets of paper to hand to him.  “John is married, Mark is not.  John works for The Tribune, and Mark is a supervisor at the coal mine.”

“Doesn’t exactly tie them together, does it?” he sighed and read through the papers to see if he could find something the men had in common.  “What does John do for the paper?”

“He runs it, actually,” she sighed and handed him a photo of the man.  “His wife is in an uproar to release the body for burial.  Poor creature.  She can’t seem to comprehend that the investigation is still open.”

“See what you can do to calm her,” he sighed and looked at the photo.  There was nothing significant about it.  Just a more lively version of the man he saw in the cooler.  “Head of the paper, huh?  I’m betting that Mark is someone important as well.  The man who keeps the lights on is at the top of everyone’s list.”

“Do you think the killer is going after prestigious men?”

“Too soon to say.  We need to identify the other men as soon as possible.”

“I will see to it personally, Inspector.”

Rhett was about to announce that he hadn’t a clue what to do next when the scene skipped ahead.  A sigh of relief sounded as daylight poured through the windows of what appeared to be a third-floor apartment, or flat, depending on the elf terminology. 

“At least I can see,” he sighed and rose from the bed, only to discover that he hadn’t slept alone last night.  The naked backside of a short, thick elf woman lies exposed to him.  His eyes widened as he tried to imagine explaining this to Sariana, but that was pointless.  He was filling in for a fictional character, he hoped, which meant that the woman next to him was only there for the inspector, not him. 

Gotta say that her shapely bottom is doing something for me though.

Rhett smiled and grabbed the robe hanging from the back of the door.  The fact that there was only one told him that the woman was a guest instead of his wife, a fact that stirred some old anxieties. 

Do I wake her for breakfast, or tell her to leave?  That’s dumb.  She’s a movie character.  The script tells her what to do.  Well, no, what if I’m supposed to tell her?  Damn.  This is harder than I thought it would be.

The apartment was larger than he imagined, adding to the likelihood that he was in a movie, because no one but the wealthy could afford a place so big in a major city.  Not only were there two bedrooms, but a kitchen, dining room, and what he assumed was the main gathering area for his clients, assuming that he was a private worker. 

“What kind of character am I?” he groaned as he checked his surroundings.  Paintings.  They weren’t just on the wall.  They were everywhere.  A dozen rows leaned against one another on one wall alone, ruining any chance he had of counting them.  “Well, at least I don’t have to fake my way through playing the violin, or doing drugs.”

It still felt like he was playing a poor man’s version of Sherlock Holmes, even though his intelligence was far too lacking to play such a character.  While he couldn’t use the power of deduction like Mr. Holmes, he bet he could update the unfinished painting on the easel by the window. 

Why the board didn’t dry out was a mystery, but he wrote it off to movie magic and got started.  The semi-curvy woman on the canvas said that the real Inspector must have been painting the woman he saw in his bed.  Either that or the character had a thing for thicker women. 

“We like women of all shapes and sizes, don’t we?” he muttered, pretending that the real actor was in the room with him.  “We’re just going to add some depth to this piece is all.  Well, not entirely since I didn’t see her face.”

It wasn’t realistic, but the piece came to life within minutes.  As the traffic below echoed off of the buildings, Rhett painted what he considered to be a masterpiece.  It was Brinna again, even though he didn’t intend to use his advisor as a model.  How he could paint her from memory seemed impossible, yet the woman in the portrait smiling back at him couldn’t be mistaken for anyone else.  It reminded him of the painting he hid in his closet, the one he suspected would remain hidden until Brinna went back to her homeworld. 

“Maybe I could give it to her as a thank-you present?”

Rhett added some finishing touches, only to make a long streak across the canvas when a knock sounded at the door.  He growled at the mistake, but elected to fix it by painting a background instead of trying to clean it off.  Another round of knocks sounded before he could put his paintbrush down, making him growl while wiped off his hands and stormed toward the door. 

“There is a time and place for intruding upon one’s privacy,” he called out.  He froze before the door, trying to decipher where the line had come from.  It certainly didn’t match his normal speech pattern, and he said ‘privacy’ with a short ‘I’ for some reason.  “Huh.  I guess I was supposed to be interrupted.”

Detective Achton looked like she wanted the wallpaper to cover her face instead of the wall when he opened the door.  He felt he should apologize, but, for all he knew, his character was supposed to be a grumpy jerk. 

“Have I come at a bad time, Inspector?”

“It is always a bad time to interrupt one at their home,” he grumbled with flared nostrils.  Damn.  Where did that come from?

“My apologies then.  I wouldn’t have come to your home were it not important.  There has been another murder.  I need you to come with me.”

“Of course there has.”

The scene faded, skipping the part where he got dressed, as well as how or if he told the woman in his bed to depart.  Judging by his reaction to being interrupted while painting, he assumed that Inspector Rhett told her to shove off, because manners didn’t seem to be his specialty. 

They were in the police station again, walking through the main corridor as dozens of eyes fell upon him.  While he was happy to see the rest of the station, he couldn’t help but feel like he was being put on the spot.  The air felt thick with tension, making him wonder what was so significant about the scene they were about to play out. 

“I sense a great deal of tension, Detective,” he spoke in a clear, distinct voice that sounded nothing like his own.  “Am I correct to assume that the deceased is someone of significance?”

“The mob outside didn’t tell you that?” she chuckled lightly and opened the door to the hallway for him.  Her expression softened when she looked at him, likely because he felt an uncharacteristic scowl that made his cheeks hurt while he sneered.  “My apologies, again.  You are correct, of course.  The deceased is well known throughout the community.”

“Take me to him at once then.”

Speaking properly and without care for anyone’s feelings was starting to grow on him, a fact that alarmed him as a different morgue worker ushered them to the cooler. A thought occurred to him as he waited for the door to be unlocked.  The longer he played a character, the more he started to talk, act, and think like them.  It made sense, he supposed, no matter how alarming the thought might be. 

I better get this wrapped up before I wind up in an opium den.

Rhett’s memory kicked into high gear when he walked into the room.  While he didn’t attempt to memorize the layout and number of bodies, he distinctly noticed a new addition, one far larger than the rest.  Achton’s eyes went to the floor as he approached the body, furthering the mystery of the significance of the man he was about to uncover.  He didn’t hold his breath or pause.  Instead, he yanked it back as though he was uncovering an old car, only to wish that he hadn’t eaten whatever his character consumed for breakfast. 

Calling the occupant of the table a large man was putting it lightly.  He was easily over 300 pounds, nearing 400, perhaps, with so many chins that he questioned if the man was murdered, or if his heart simply gave out. 

Jesus, is the actor really this fat or is it a body suit and makeup? 

“I’m certain I don’t have to tell the great Inspector Rhett, but that is William Arian, brother to the queen.”

“So it is,” he muttered as though it were common knowledge, even though he hadn’t a clue who the queen was in this world.  It made William important though, so he accepted that the story was ramping up toward its finale.  “Why is he naked though?  Did the autopsy already start?”

“He was found naked, Inspector.”

“Interesting.”

Rhett assumed that the scene would skip ahead, but Achton hung over his shoulder like she was waiting for something to happen.  Whatever he was supposed to do must have been significant, so he leaned over the body in hopes of discovering whatever plot point rested before him. 

Come on, what am I supposed to find here, he thought to himself as he looked over his shoulder, half expecting to find a director preparing to yell at him for failing to remember the script.  If there was a director, he must have hidden himself by pretending to be a body, which wasn’t very helpful. 

The man may have been more important to the world than the other victims, but the clues were the same.  Gray around the face and neck, flattened chest, and puncture marks on his neck.  He assumed, at least, because he’d need eight hands to inspect every fat fold. 

Rhett was about to ask for some assistance when his nose caught a scent hidden between the stench of death and whatever chemicals they used to preserve the bodies.  Smoke.  While Rhett was never a smoker, nor did his parents, he knew the smell quite well. 

“Did they find a cigar or pipe near his body?”

“The officers found nothing.  Why?”

“How can you not smell that?” he growled and leaned closer to take a whiff.  “He positively reeks of smoke.  Either someone was getting ready to roast him like a boar, or he was smoking when he was killed.  Where was he found?”

“In the same alley where the other body was found.”

“Interesting.  Any signs of a struggle?”

“Just on the neck.”

Rhett sighed and walked around so he could check the man’s hair.  It was thin enough that he didn’t require a light, thankfully, but he found no injuries hidden beneath.  He was determined to find something, so he pulled the sheet down further, drawing a whimper from Achton as she turned her head. 

“Is there an issue with my examination?”

“None, Inspector.  I just wasn’t prepared to see William Arian in his entirety.” 

“Yes, well…”  His words trailed off when he happened to see the man’s left hand.  It was balled in a fist.  While that may be common among the dead, it felt significant for the story, so he reached out and set to work prying the man’s fingers apart.  He expected the body to be too stiff, but the digits moved easily once he applied enough pressure.  He figured he’d find part of a cigar in the man’s hand, but what rested on the palm was easily second on the list. 

“A matchbook?”

“Not just any matchbook, Detective,” he sighed and held it up to the light.  It had writing on it that wasn’t from the manufacturer, but rather the place that gave them away like in the old days.  “This could be just the clue we need to burst this case wide open.  The Den.  Do you know the place?”

“Only by reputation,” she groaned and took the matchbook from him.  “It is a gentlemen’s club.”

“And how far is it from where his body was discovered?”

“A few blocks.”

“Take me to it.”

“It is not open during the day, Inspector.  Only after dark.”

“Then retrieve me from my flat just before dusk.”
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The phrase ‘gentlemen’s club’ took on a far different meeting in the old days than the places Josh dragged Rhett to after Wendy broke up with him.  In his mind, he pictured women in lingerie or bikinis walking offering lap dances to the patrons.  To his disappointment, The Den resembled the stuffy gathering places in old movies, the places where distinguished men sat in leather chairs, chatting about their opinions of the world. 

“Well,” he sighed as he held up the matchbook to the sign above the bartender’s head, “looks like I’m in for one boring evening.”

Stuffy men in stuffy suits surrounded him in leather chairs, as well as a thick fog of cigar and pipe smoke.  Rhett found himself longing for a nightclub with its thumping music, or even someplace as pretentious as a juice bar.  Anything was better, or more exciting, at least. 

“How may I serve you, sir?”

Internally, Rhett jumped, because he wasn’t ready to hear a woman’s voice right next to his ear.  Externally, he may as well have yawned, given how slowly he turned to address the woman speaking to him. 

Victorian-themed, judging by the plum and black gown.  She was too short to be Sariana, but that didn’t stop him from noticing the details.  Her skin held a tan that didn’t match the others in the room, as well as a hint of Mediterranean facial features.  The director probably hired her for her beauty, showing his lack of concern for historical accuracy.  She exuded confidence, so this wasn’t her first day on the job. 

“Good evening.  I seek answers,” he started and pulled a folder from within his jacket.  “Could you tell me if any of these men were here recently?”

The tanned woman didn’t bother looking at the photos.  She froze as though she were under arrest, likely weighing a decision, or trying to recall how she was trained to handle such moments.  Whether it was instincts or training, he couldn’t know, but she elected to hurry past the barman for a hasty exit. 

“Something tells me that I’m on the right trail,” he sighed and walked up to the bar.  None of the drink names sounded familiar, so he explained to the man that he wished for something to sip that wouldn’t ruin his cognitive function.  Cognitive wasn’t in his vocabulary yesterday, so he assumed his character was some sort of master linguist. 

Finding a seat wasn’t too difficult, even with the number of men in the room.  The folder remained on his lap as he noted the lack of lumbar support in the leather chair. 

How long would the real inspector sit here?  A few minutes?  That wouldn’t move the story along very well, would it?  Something will happen soon.  I just have to wait for it.

The response came in the form of a new woman appearing beside the barman.  Rhett had yet to see an older elf woman, even on Elf Date.  She was certainly older than him though, which made him chuckle when he realized she could be a hundred years old, given the longer lifespan of elves.  Unlike the tanned woman, this one was quite pale, with her auburn hair pulled into a bun.  She looked around the room while she spoke with the barman, who finally looked up from his work to scan the room as well.  He nodded when his eyes fell on Rhett, proving that the young woman from before had sought help in dealing with him.  The older woman nodded in return, straightened her hair, and walked straight to him.  Without a word, she took the vacant chair to his left and let out a content sigh as though seeing the place so busy brought her joy. 

“A wonderful evening for leisure sitting while making pompous remarks about the state of the world, isn’t it?” she asked in a clear, formal tone with a hint of sarcasm. 

“Pompous being the keyword, I’m sure.”

“Quite,” she sighed, turned, and nodded at the folder in his lap.  “I understand you have some questions concerning some men who may or may not have visited this establishment.  I would threaten to call the police for disturbing the customers, but that would be pointless, wouldn’t it, Inspector?”

“Quite,” he replied, mocking her tone as he handed the folder over without bothering to look at her.  “I am investigating a series of murders.”

“And you believe that someone here is the killer?”

“I make no presumptions.  The clues have led me here though, so this is where I must go.”

“Very well,” she groaned and flipped open the folder, only to gasp.  They didn’t have pictures of those who hadn’t been identified yet, forcing Rhett to use the coroner’s pictures to use for questioning.  The picture was in black and white, but even the lack of color couldn’t hide the fact that he was dead.  One by one, she flipped through the photos, offering strange little noises in response until she found the one of William Arian.  “Oh my.  That is most concerning.”

“The brother of the queen?  I would say so.  Now then, you have seen the pictures, and you seem to be someone of significance around here, so I will ask my questions.  Have you seen any of these men here?”

“You already know the answer to that, don’t you?  Yes, they’ve all been here recently.  Are they all dead?”

“Murdered, to be precise.  Did you happen to notice if anyone spoke with them?”

“Other than the obvious?”

“Which would be who, exactly?”

“Those who work here, Inspector,” she sighed and handed the folder back to him.  “Every girl who works here is required to sit and chat with every man who isn’t engaged in conversation.”

“And all they do is chat?” he questioned with a raised brow. 

“That is all they are required to do, but I feel you are insinuating something sinister.”

“Look around you, madame,” he groaned and waved the folder in a half circle.  “Why bother indulging in overpriced drinks when you could have the same thing in another establishment?”

“Because you wouldn’t have to subject yourself to what high society calls the low-life ruffians who frequent pubs.”

“Oh, I believe we both know better, don’t we?” he chuckled and lifted his glass.  “In my experience, murders involve the usual suspects.  Money, jealousy, and sex.  Every man here has money, or pretends to, at least, and what else would one become jealous over besides the company of an attractive woman?”

“We are not that type of establishment,” she replied flatly and rose from her chair.  “Good day to you, Inspector.  I hope you find the killer.”

“Yes, before you lose all of your clientele.”

No one else came to talk to him, much to his delight.  With his drink consumed, he opted to snoop around a bit, but only after relieving himself first.  It wasn’t difficult to find the bathroom, although a voice in his head reminded him that it probably had some sort of fancy name in this era.  The thought made him chuckle as he went inside. 

The facilities were as nice as the rest of the establishment, making it look more like a locker room at a country club than a bathroom.  Despite its size, and the number of men consuming drinks outside, it was entirely vacant, much to his surprise. 

“I should piss all over the wall,” he grumbled before unzipping before a urinal.  The stream began moments before he heard the air pressure change, announcing that someone else had a bladder to empty.  He braced himself for a boisterous voice announcing what a fair day it was, or how the quality of the women has lost its luster of late.  Neither happened.  The door simply clicked shut, clicked again, and the lights went out. 

“So, Inspector, I hear you are asking questions about some men who’ve turned up dead recently,” an all-too-familiar voice spoke in the dark.  It was Sariana, minus the muffle the mask created, which meant that her face was finally exposed. 

“Are we playing the hand according to the script, or have we strayed from it?” he asked, hoping to have a normal, non-movie conversation with her. 

“We can leave the script behind for now, Rhett,” Sariana chuckled and stepped closer, judging by the clicks of heels on the floor.  “So, are you enjoying your time as a world-famous inspector?”

“I don’t think I’m the right person for the role, actually,” he chuckled, gave himself a shake, and buttoned up so he could turn around.  It was pointless though.  The bathroom had no windows, leaving every inch of the place in darkness other than the little beam of light coming from the crack beneath the door.  Seeing her face was growing into a need, perhaps approaching an obsession should the game continue to play out.  He had an idea though.  All he needed to do was quietly pull the matchbook out from his pocket and light one without alerting her. 

“Few are, Mr. Freeman, few are.  I thought the same thing when I landed the role of the killer in this flick.”

“A vampire flick?”

“Pretty much.  I was so happy though.  Every audition concluded with either rejection, or with an offer to play some sort of bit role.  Most of the time, I’d act out a small bit of dialogue with the main actor, only to have my scene cut.  So damn frustrating.  I almost quit before they offered me this one.”

“Interesting,” he replied while his hand slid into his pocket to retrieve the matches.  “So, what are we doing here, exactly?”

“You’re the inspector.  Take a guess.”

“I’d already established that you played a part in what I assumed was a movie.”

“And how did you manage that?”

“Honestly, not until I saw the movie posters on the wall.  They stuck out a bit.  Mere child’s play for a sharp-minded inspector.”

“I bet,” she laughed.  “Okay, I’m having a hard time staying in character, but I’m glad that you’ve had fun.  We’re playing a game.  You have to see me and confirm my identity as we jump from one of my movies to the next.”

“Please tell me you didn’t include movies where you were a background character.  That’s cheating.”

“No, I left those out.  You will always play an important character, but you don’t always have to do as the character did.  I, on the other hand, will be forced to stick to the script.  We’ll time jump according to the movie, so be ready for that.”

“What happens if I win?”

“Oh, you sound a bit cocky,” she chuckled with a slight moan while stepping closer.  “I’ll keep it simple.  Whoever wins gets to choose the next date.”

“A third date?  Now who’s being cocky?”

“That’s why I have to make sure that you have fun on this one.  Especially after yesterday.  Again, I’m really sorry about how I acted.  I’m one of those people with a really thick exterior.  I’m nicer when you get to know me.”

“Yet you chose a date where you’ll be playing fictional characters.  That makes it a bit hard to get to know you.”

“Oh, don’t I know it?  Now then, the little pause in the script needs to wrap up or we’ll break the scenario.  We should get back into character and finish out the movie before…oh, you’re not thinking things through very well, are you?”

“Why would you say that?”

“Rhett,” she breathed, her heels clicking on the floor as she backed away, “I’m playing a vampire, remember?  I get whatever powers my character gets, which means that I can see in the dark.”

“So my plan to strike a match…”

“Is pretty pointless,” she replied from the doorway.  “Oh, by the way, be ready to fight once you leave this room.  Sorry, but I didn’t write the script.”

“Be ready to fight?”

The door opened and closed so fast that he didn’t get a chance to see any details about Sariana other than jet-black hair.  It was too smooth and shiny though, which meant it was probably a wig.  He started to follow until he realized that he was about to walk out to fight a vampire while unarmed, which sounded fairly stupid for a world-famous inspector. 

“Well, we know a way around that.”

With a smile, Rhett pulled out his phone and equipped his items.  The sword wasn’t something that an inspector would use, but it wasn’t like he had a pistol in his inventory.  With a long breath to ready himself, Rhett pulled open the door, just in time to see a hefty man with a white beard running toward him.  Not only was the man’s beard white, but his face, and the way he clutched his neck said that he’d just been attacked. 

“Out of my way!”

“Yeah, go ahead and run into a room with only one door,” Rhett sighed, stepped aside, and kindly ushered the man to his fate in the bathroom.  It was a bad place to die, for sure, but at least it was a nice bathroom.

He should have seen it coming from the start.  Every woman who worked at The Den was attacking the customers.  Some had their victims pinned to the ground while others had to chase theirs, or stand guard at the door to make sure that no one got out.  Even the barman was dead, proving that he wasn’t part of the flock, or whatever a group of vampires called themselves. 

“Covenant, that’s it.”

The tanned woman who fled his questions earlier was the first to approach.  She didn’t seem so timid, not with a thick layer of blood running down her chin.  Rhett pulled back the sword and readied himself to lob off her head, only to see her dart by in a dark blur.  His eyes turned as well as his head to see her standing behind him, smiling while licking some of the blood off of her fingers.  Writers usually had female characters lick themselves to turn on their male viewers, but Rhett just found it revolting and pointless. 

Okay, vampires, wicked fast.  Got it.

Lucky for him, he had a way of getting around the supernatural speed of a vampire.  He figured he’d have to use his cooldowns wisely, so he didn’t reverse time to slice her neck while she made her way back to where she started.  Instead, he sped himself up, jumped back, and watched as her hand slashed at the empty space before her.  She moved faster than the octopus monster from his date with Lynnis.  He’d have to be precise if he wanted to get out of The Den alive. 

I just hope I don’t have to douse my blade in holy water, or some other crap.

A new thought joined the mental conversation.  What if elves made up different rules about vampires than humans did?  He wouldn’t have a clue what to use then.  The sword was already halfway through its swing though, so he prayed that there weren’t any special laws concerning supernatural creatures and finished what he hoped would be a killing blow.  His worries were all for nothing.  The blade easily removed the beautiful woman’s head from her neck, making her explode in what looked like confetti made out of dried-up blood.  Weird, to say the least, but that’s what the director must have gone with.

“Probably a budget thing,” he groaned and turned to locate his next target. 

“I saw that,” a familiar voice called out from the far side of the room.  “Using your Elf Date powers is cheating!”

His eyes darted about the room in the hope of catching a glimpse of Sariana’s face, but all he caught was the same black wig before she disappeared into the doorway behind the bar.  Rhett shook his head and moved on to the next vampire, where he slowed time to cut her down before she could finish off the man pinned beneath her.  It wasn’t intentional, but his phone vibrated when he pushed against her back to shove off to his next fight, proving that the date would offer some loot. 

I wonder if it comes out of Sariana’s inventory?

That made him smile, which wasn’t appropriate for his surroundings, considering how many dead or dying lie around him.  He would have felt guilty if it were real, or if the man trying to stop from bleeding out wasn’t an actor.  Feeling bad wouldn’t help him win though, so he sucked it up and started toward the bar, hoping to hunt down Sariana before she got away.  However, before he could get around it, the older woman who spoke with him earlier jumped onto the bar with the grace of a cat looking to steal some food while its owner was away. 

“Enough of this,” she yelled and threw out her hands.  “I take back what was mine to give.  Return my gifts to me since none of you have proven yourselves worthy of them.”

“Say what now?”

Fantasy movies can be weird, especially when they have a small budget.  The scene proved it was nearing B-movie territory when dark shadows shot out from the woman’s hands and grabbed the remaining vampires in the room.  The shadows looked like someone had painted them onto the film reel after it was complete, making him laugh so hard that he forgot all about tracking down Sariana, right until he realized that one of the shadowy tendrils went into the back room. 

“What does that…”

The Den went dark before he could finish asking the question.  On a good note, the darkness ended the screaming, although the voices echoed in his ears for several more seconds.  The light returned with a vengeance.  The sun pierced his rose-colored sunglasses, nearly preventing him from seeing the car stopped in front of him.  Instincts kicked in as he stomped on the brake, making the tires squeal as he skidded to a halt.  For a second, he feared he wouldn’t stop in time, but the car settled before bumpers collided. 

“Damn, that was close.”

A bark sounded next to him, making him jump and hit the horn at the same time.  He turned to find that he wasn’t alone in the car, not with a German Shepherd panting at him from the passenger seat. 

“Well, at least you’re not a vampire.”
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“All units, all units, bank robbery in progress,” a man’s voice announced from the old radio hanging from the bottom of the car’s dash.  “Second National, corner of Eighth and Moor.  Two suspects considered armed and dangerous.  All units respond.”

The sound quality was horrible, which he should have suspected the moment he realized he was in a car that was easily as old as his parents, perhaps older.  He could probably lay on the hood with his head on the windshield and still have his feet on metal, which led him to remember the movie poster he noticed on the wall of the police station. 

He was dressed in normal clothes, or normal for the era, he hoped, because polyester and tight pants didn’t work for anyone.  Checking the insanely tight pants showed a badge hanging from his belt, along with a holster on his shoulder with what he assumed was a gun beneath his armpit.  Out of curiosity, he checked the rearview mirror to find that his hair had taken on a life of its own, exploding outward in what he could only label as an ‘afro’.

“I really want to see my dad like this,” he laughed before the radio repeated the message.  “Okay, okay, I’m going.  Well, crap…” he groaned and turned to his ‘partner’.  “I don’t suppose you know how to get there, do you?”

The dog continued to pant, but it reached out and pawed at him twice. 

“You better be here for comedic purposes, because I’ll quit Elf Date entirely if you wind up getting killed.”

“Woof!”

“I’m glad we’re on the same page,” he laughed and gave the Shepherd a good rub behind the ear. 

Rhett was still smiling at his partner when a siren sounded from behind.  He fixed the mirror so he could see a long sedan charging through traffic with lights flashing on top of it.  A red light rested on the dash of his car, and he swore he’d seen some old movies where the driver would stick it on top of the roof.  He reached for the button to roll down the window, only to find that it had a crank instead. 

“No wonder my parents complain that my generation has it too easy,” he groaned, cranked down the window, and grabbed the red light.  He found the little black switch to turn it on, but didn’t think to close his eyes before the red light flashed in them.  “Damn it.”

You win this time, 1970s technology.

Rhett pulled out into the path of the police sedan, narrowly missing the cars looking to merge back into traffic.  The car handled like a brick, a solid, massive block that refused to accelerate, no matter how hard he pushed down on the pedal, despite the size of its engine. 

“Yeah, Dad, everything was better back in the good old days, huh?”

Not only was the car slow, but it felt like he was trying to turn a semi with a full load.  The back end slid out so far that the bumper clipped a light pole, then continued on until the back right tire was up on the sidewalk.  He prayed that the officer in front of him wasn’t watching in his mirror, because he’d never be able to explain why he couldn’t handle a ‘modern’ car. 

“Unless I’m the new rookie on the force?”

Being a rookie wouldn’t save him from the inevitable butt-chewing his captain would unleash when the collateral damage was announced.  On a good note, he could handle the situation however he felt since there were no real consequences.  In fact, the longer he thought about it, the more therapeutic it sounded.  He could pretend that the captain was his real boss so he could unload his true feelings about how the man treated his hardest-working employee.  He could pause time and slap the taste out of his mouth before shoving the man’s paperwork down his throat. 

“Okay, that’d kill him, and I might need to see a therapist.”

The dog huffed like he actually followed the conversation, bringing a smile to his face as the police car in front of him slowed down.  Seven other cars were lined up in front of a bank, each with their driver behind it as though a shootout was inevitable. 

“I’m not sure what the protocol is…” he started and leaned over to check the dog’s tag.  “…Jaws?  Someone named you Jaws?  That’s terrible.  Okay, do you come along, do you stay in the car?  Well, crap, it’s gotta be eighty-five outside, so that wouldn’t be smart, even with the windows rolled down.  Okay, looks like you’re coming out with me.”

Jaws walked across the bench seat like a command was given.  Rhett smiled and opened the door, pondering what role Sariana played in the film. 

One of the cops? He questioned as he and his partner walked over to the officer who just parked his car.  She could be a cop, I guess, or someone inside the bank.  Crap, she better not be the wife of one of the robbers, one who only shows up during a phone call scene.  That’d be my luck, huh?

“Have some problems with your car, Detective?” the officer chuckled as he stepped out of the vehicle.  “Couldn’t help but notice that you were swerving all over the place back there.”

“I think the back tires need to be replaced.”

“Yeah, and we know those cheap asses won’t dip into our funds to do that, huh?” he laughed again, maintaining an almost maniacal smile as he reached out to pet Jaws, only to have the dog bark and snap at his fingers.  “Well now, looks like somebody missed their lunch.”

“Yeah, yeah, he’s hangry,” Rhett groaned and nodded sideways at the bank.  “What’s the story with the robbery?”

“I can answer that.”

Rhett turned to see a woman who filled out her uniform to the point that he swore the seams along her thighs were going to burst.  It wasn’t in the ‘cops eat too many doughnuts’ way, but the way that makes a man’s loins ache for hours on end.  Her caramel skin proved that she wasn’t Sariana, not unless the ankle picture she sent earlier was a ruse. 

“Okay, here’s the deal,” the woman continued while pulling off her mirror-finish sunglasses that made his look a little feminine by comparison.  “One hour ago, two men entered the building.  They quickly went their separate ways.  One went to the counter while the other stood by the window like he was waiting for someone.  It was a clever move.  As soon as the security officer turned his back, the perp clubbed him with a pistol, then used the guard’s keys to lock the door.”

“How do you know all of that?” he laughed and turned to the other officer.  The guy wasn’t laughing.  In fact, he wasn’t even smiling.  “Okay, tough crowd.”

“I read the report, Detective,” she groaned and rolled her eyes before putting the sunglasses back on.  “Maybe you should stay back and let the real officers handle this one?”

Jaws growled like a real handler was behind the woman giving hand signals.  Knowing that the dog had his back made him smile, even though it looked like his character wasn’t well thought of among his peers.  He did take a few steps back though, but only to get a better look at the situation. 

A sedan was parked in front of the bank, likely the getaway car for the criminals.  The police already had the front wheel locked down, so they weren’t going to use it to drive off.  Not that it mattered, not when it didn’t match the car on the poster.  The one before him was dark blue with some rust, whereas the one on the poster was white with orange racing stripes.  That meant that the criminals had a third member who hadn’t revealed themselves yet. 

Rhett scanned the area.  The white car with orange stripes was nowhere to be seen, so he put a pin in the getaway car and moved on to examine the bank itself.  Second National Bank had neighbors on either side.  That narrowed down the escape route unless they planned on blowing a hole in the wall to slip out through the pawn shop or the little restaurant. 

“I don’t think so,” he muttered and focused on the bank itself.  “I don’t think this is that type of movie.  This feels more action-based, not cerebral.  I bet every one of these cop cars ends up smashed before the end credits.”

He had the knowledge of hundreds of movies on his side, yet he was still lost as to how the crooks thought they would escape with the money.  He needed to figure it out before Sariana’s character arrived.  If he could predict how she factored into the story, then he could put himself in the right place to see her and win the game. 

“Now we just need to figure out what part her character plays in all of this, huh, Jaws?” he sighed and reached down to scratch the dog’s head.  The bank was four stories tall, but the first floor took up half of the space.  The glare made it impossible to see through the windows from the ground, but the large window above the front doors could offer some useful information.  “I just need to get higher to take a look.”

Rhett turned to examine the building on the other side of the street.  It looked like a sporting goods store with either offices or apartments above it, which would offer the vantage point he needed to look through the windows above the door.  He gave Jaws a pat on the shoulder, then headed inside the store and looked around.  The door to the back looked promising, but so too did the display next to him. 

“Can I help you with something?” an older gentleman asked from behind the counter. 

“Detective Freeman,” he replied and patted the badge on his hip.  “We’ve got a robbery in progress at the bank across the street.  I’d like to go upstairs and get a better view if you don’t mind?”

“Well, I didn’t think you guys were out there for a bake sale,” he groaned, tapped some buttons on the register, and produced a key.  “Door is in the back, next to the bathroom.  Just some empty office space up there.”

“Thanks, but I need something else as well,” he replied, walked over to the mannequin next to the display, and snatched the binoculars the dummy had dangling from his neck.  “I’m going to borrow these as well.”

“You need me to catch the robbers too?”

“No, can’t let you do all the work.”

“Good, because your check comes from my tax dollars.  By the way, if you break those, you’ll have to pay for them.”

Jaws growled when the man pointed at Rhett, making him wonder why he hadn’t gone out and adopted a dog yet.  He supposed it was because of his long hours.  Keeping a dog couped up in a cage for ten hours on end just seemed cruel.  Still, Jaws made him reconsider, especially if…

If what?  If Brinna becomes a permanent residence?  Dude, she’s out with her family right now.  I bet she sends a text saying that she can’t come back.  Get over it.

Thinking about the affection he held for his roommate while on a date with another woman felt wrong, like sock-shoe, sock-shoe instead of sock-sock, shoe, shoe.  It was one of those dumb subjects the internet found fascinating, one he couldn’t wrap his head around. 

I wonder if the elf world has flat-earthers?

Rhett was still imagining what other similarities the worlds held as he hurried up the stairs and located the door to the office area the man mentioned.  The view from the window said he was right about the angle.  The glare didn’t affect him now, so he pulled the binoculars up and checked out the scene. 

He could see the bank workers behind their counters right away.  Shaking hands reached for the ceiling.  The call didn’t say how long the robbery had been in progress, but it didn’t look like the hostages would be able to keep their hands up for much longer.  He wished he’d seen the movie before, just so he’d know if the robbers were harmless, or trigger-happy jerks who’d blow someone’s head off for not being able to keep their hands up all day.

He couldn’t see the robbers though, so he shifted to another window.  Two men in sock hats stood in the center, slowly rotating their weapons around the room.  They both wore tight white sweaters that displayed their athletic bodies quite well, well enough to prove that neither of them was a woman, or Sariana.  That fact sent him back to the other window so he could check out the bank workers again, hoping to figure out which of them was his date. 

Rhett was focusing the lenses on an attractive blonde woman behind the counter when a detail from earlier jumped up and smacked him in the face.  With wide eyes, he slid back to the other window and looked at the robbers again.  Two swelled duffle bags rested beside their legs.  He assumed they were filled with money, but the assumption didn’t help him figure out why the robbers were still in the bank.  They had what they could carry, so why stay there?

“They’re waiting for…” he started until the noise from the street stole his words.  Car horns and shouting.  He didn’t need the binoculars to see what was happening.  One of the officers was yelling at the driver of the armored car trying to make a delivery or do a pick-up.  The driver had the heavy vehicle stuck on the street, pinned between a light pole and a parked car.  “Typical movie hijinks.”

Rhett was still laughing at the poor writing choice when he realized there had to be a reason to have an armored car get stuck on the street.  Quickly he turned to the other side of the scene, just in time to witness a garbage truck pulling the exact same maneuver as the armored car.  It made no sense at first, not until he caught on to a new detail that would make his job more difficult.

“Damn it!”

He ran down the stairs with Jaws barking all the way.  The keys and the binoculars were placed on the counter, along with a ‘thank you’ before he raced outside and charged toward his car. 

“Crap, we’re not going to make it,” he growled, paused time, and picked up Jaws.  “And you are going on a diet, lard butt.”

The dog was frozen in time, so it couldn’t bark a response as Rhett carried it to the passenger seat, then raced around and tried to slide across the hood.  He only made it a quarter of the way though, making him both laugh and growl at the same time.  Precious seconds were lost before he even got the car started, resulting in the world moving once more when he slid the shifter into reverse. 

“Come on you planet-killing piece of crap,” he grumbled, stepped on the gas, and tried to maneuver backward through the scene.  “Get me there.”

The front tires of the garbage truck went onto the curb.  Rhett was trying to get through the line of officers when the truck started to back up.  Once it was in place, all of the cop cars would be trapped, which seemed too convenient for the crooks to be a coincidence. 

He eyed the distance between the back of the dump truck and the light pole on the opposite corner.  The gap grew smaller with each passing second.  If he didn’t get his car out, his car would be trapped, allowing the robbers to slip away during the confusion.  He saw no other choice, so he slowed down time, hoping that it wouldn’t slow the car in the process. 

“Come on, come on!” he growled as the world slowed down, including the bark of his partner.  Backing up without a camera was harder than he realized, and the size of the sedan didn’t help matters.  With his teeth clenched, and his backside puckered, he adjusted the wheel an inch too far.  Sparks showered the sidewalk as the driver's side scraped against the light pole with the dump truck closing in on the passenger side.  Jaws’ head slowly turned toward the vehicle, likely preparing to wet the seat as the back of the truck caught the front fender.  Rhett slammed down the gas, covering the windshield in sparks as he finally managed to get the vehicle out of the ‘pen’. 

Some of the officers yelled at the dump truck driver when time sped up while others came over to yell at him.  Rhett ignored them in favor of checking the other side of the dump truck.  Just as he figured, two men in white sweaters carrying large duffle bags walked briskly across the sidewalk.  The officers didn’t notice them thanks to the chaos, nor did they see the white sedan with orange racing stripes pulling up to the curb. 

Rhett could have ended the escape attempt by moving his car to block the back end of the sedan, but he was too consumed with trying to see who the driver was.  All he could see was a dark red scarf wrapped over a head, along with a huge pair of sunglasses over a narrow nose.  His eyes were narrowing on the driver when Jaws moved into his view, stealing his chance of seeing Sariana. 

The brief interruption was all the robbers needed.  With smoke and squealing tires, the white sedan with orange stripes whipped around backward, did a burnout, and promptly tore down the street. 

“Whoof!”

“Yeah, yeah, we’re going after them.”
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The driver of the white sedan showed no concern for public safety.  Rhett watched in horror as pedestrians dove for the sidewalk, narrowly missing the front of the heavy vehicle bearing down on them.  His mind knew it was all scripted, but his heart couldn’t help but jump into his throat each time a near-miss event unfolded in front of him. 

“This better not be one of those dark movies that let a baby stroller get plowed,” he growled, making Jaws bark next to him.  “Okay, or a dog get hit.”

“Huff!”

“I bet everyone remembers you more than my character, huh?” he laughed, only to swallow hard when a car tried to pull out in front of him, forcing him to go onto the sidewalk for a second, then whip back onto the road when he reached the intersection.  “Idiots!  Can you not see the flashing light?!”

Going on and off of the sidewalk cost him precious seconds that allowed the robbers to pull ahead.  He already struggled to control the insanely heavy vehicle, but he pushed down on the accelerator in hopes of closing the gap.  The robbers’ car was the superior machine though, because flooring the gas pedal did nothing to catch him up. 

“Probably in the script,” he groaned, noting the sirens getting louder with each passing second.  “And it sounds like we’re about to recreate the movie poster.”

One cop car after another pulled onto the road.  The robbers had the entire force on their tail by the time they reached the highway, making him wonder who was protecting and serving the rest of the city. 

“This should be the poster right now,” he muttered, recalling the signs along the side of the artwork.  “I’ve got to catch up to them before the movie ends.”

“Whoof!”

“Yes, I have to, or else I won’t win the game,” he replied to the dog.  “Then I can go on an actual date with Sariana, and you can go back to…I don’t know, filming Bud movies?  Well, wait, that wasn’t a German Shepherd, was it?”

Rhett smiled at Jaws.  He’d be content with just driving around the city until he found a hot dog stand.  The pair would sit on the hood of the car, eating their hot dogs while pretty elf girls in tight pants walked by, smiling at the duo.  It sounded like a good time for sure, much better than the scene unfolding in front of him.  He could see the two cop sedans in the distance, leading to a troubling thought. 

“Spike strips.”

The movie’s climax unfolded before him with no possibility of him altering the outcome.  The white sedan skidded to the right after the tires popped, hit a hill, and flew to impossible heights.  The event unfolded in slow motion which had nothing to do with his magic.  The car leaned toward the driver’s side, clipped the edge of an advertisement billboard, and spun until it hit the ground.  As he watched the car spin end over end, the scene slowly went dark, filling him with confusion as he slammed on the brakes. 

“No, no…” he started until he looked over at Jaws.  “Damn.  Hey, Buddy, it’s been fun, seriously.”

“Whoof!”

The sirens faded away.  When the light returned, Rhett found himself staring at something that didn’t make any sense.  A glowing hub shaped like a ribbed lightbulb pulsed before him on the other side of thick glass, accompanied by a low hum that he swore he’d heard before.  His eyes scanned the area, seeking anything familiar, or anything that’d tell him where the time jump had sent him.  Metal bulkheads held up the ceiling, grated squares were below his black dress shoes, and futuristic panels lined the walls. 

“Must be that sci-fi movie from the poster,” he sighed after checking out the rest of his Star Trek-like uniform.  “I wonder where the scantily clad elf babes are though.”

His shirt was mostly black with two dark red stripes running from the shoulders to his stomach.  The elves working in the area wore the opposite pattern, making him wonder if he was supposed to be somebody of importance. 

“Okay, this must be the engine room,” he muttered and walked over to one of the consoles to pretend he was working.  “Which means I’m an engineer.  I really hope they treat red shirts better in the elf world though.”

He was about to pull out his phone when a strip of red light flashed across the top of the room.  The other engineers ran to various consoles, leaving him frozen in place as he tried to figure out what he should be doing. 

“This is a code red, a code red,” a computer voice announced over a speaker.  “The ship has encountered the Marr.  Repeat.  The ship has encountered the Marr.”

“Which would mean something if I knew who the Marr were,” he groaned and stared at the console in the hope of gaining some information.  A screen with a logo stood before him, so he channeled his inner Trekkie and took a chance.  “Computer, show me the Marr.”

The screen lit up to show what he swore was the poster for the movie.  Three elf women in metal bikinis were on the screen, making him wish that the black slacks weren’t so constrictive.  Not only were their abs toned, but their breasts were enormous, and each of them looked like they should be on the front cover of a fashion magazine. 

“Suck on it, Josh,” he laughed.  “I’m just going to lay down and let them invade me.”

He was still giggling about the mental image when the entire ship rocked, sending him stumbling down the console until he managed to grip the side.  Before he could ask what was happening, another slam followed, as well as a sound he just heard ten minutes ago.  He turned in time to see a large spike pierce the wall on the other side of the engine compartment, followed by six more that formed a circle.  Three brilliant lights tore through the metal and slowly moved around, making his head cock to one side until he figured out what was happening. 

“Breach!” he yelled.  “They’re breaching the hull.”

“Hull breach in engineering,” the computer announced a second later.  “Security to engineering.  Security to engineering.”

“I could have told you that,” he groaned and checked his hip to see if he had a weapon.  He had nothing, and it didn’t look like anyone else in engineering was armed either. 

Footfalls echoed down the hall as the fiery circle nearly completed.  In his mind, he pictured some sort of invasion pod attached to the hull of the ship, which he desperately wanted to see, using a laser to cut through the exterior so they could attack the crew from within.  If that were true, then the Marr were better combatants than starship builders, which threw Star Trek knowledge out the window.  Klingons were fierce fighters, but their ships were deadly vessels that gave the Enterprise fits during battle scenes. 

“That just means that they’ll kick your butt when they penetrate the hull,” he grumbled as the cut reached its conclusion.   “Okay, get yourself ready.  Epic but violent space battle.  Some weird fighting styles, a dash of overacting, and elf babes in metal bikinis for some reason.  Well, no, I know the reason.”

Rhett let out a sigh of relief when the security forces arrived.  The group rushed past him carrying high-tech laser rifles, he assumed, and stood at the ready before the circular cut in the hull.  He took a few steps back to give them some room, but also so he could discretely pull out his phone to equip his armor.  A sword against a laser rifle didn’t sound like a fair fight, but it’d have to do until he could claim one off of one of the bodies. 

Huh, I wonder why the wall hasn’t fallen in yet.

The answer came a second later when the cutout section of the hull shot into the room, crushing two of the security members in the process and cracking the glass in the engine compartment.  The surprise made him scream, along with how violently the men were crushed against the wall, but everyone else was too busy to give him crap for it.

The Marr weren’t comprised entirely of attractive women.  Tell, muscular elf men with shaved heads and face tattoos charged onto the ship as well, holding long staffs that had blasters at the tips.  The weapon made no sense, but it worked well when one of the Marr charged at him.  It was a good thing that he spent so many date coins on his fighting abilities, because the brute he faced off with gave him all he could handle from the start.  Rhett’s sword parried the blaster staff twice before the warrior altered his tactic.  Their weapons were pressed against one another when the invader dropped to his knees and swept Rhett’s legs out from under him. 

Not again!

He landed hard on his back, cracking a few ribs and smacking his skull on the metal floor in the process.  His ears were still ringing when the business end of the warrior’s staff lowered toward his face.  With his options limited, Rhett paused time, swore at himself for the dirty ploy, and sat up with the sword leading the way.  The tip plunged into the warrior’s stomach, who probably should have had more armor on if he expected to live through a battle. 

Rhett was barely back on his feet when time started again.  The warrior’s dark eyes widened when he found Rhett standing before him rather than on the floor, right before he looked down to see the dark blue blood running from his gut.  The detail seemed unnecessary, but he was too shaken to dwell on the colorful bodily fluid for long.

Another warrior attacked him, but the script must have deemed him too valuable to die at the hands of an unknown invader.  Their weapons clashed back and forth before another leg sweep was attempted.  This time, instead of being knocked on his ass, Rhett jumped and slowed down time, freeing him to take out the Marr warrior once he was on his feet again.  He made full use of the advantage and thrust his sword into the man’s chest before turning around to stab another in the back.  By the time the world sped up again, his blade was already committed to the neck of one of the female warriors, who grunted when the black oak sword severed an artery. 

“Well, that should even out the…”

He figured there’d be a dozen uniformed officers standing over the bodies of the Marr, but that wasn’t the case.  Other than him, there was only one female Marr and one young female officer on their feet. 

“That’s impossible,” he growled, just before the Marr female used the blaster end of her staff to blow a hole into the chest of the young female officer.  Rhett became enraged for reasons he couldn’t explain and charged at the woman.  He plunged his blade into her with no worries for fair play, with so much strength behind the attack that the blade became buried up to the hilt, placing his front against the invader’s back.  “Get off of my ship.  Wait, why would I say that?”

Confusion took over as the woman fell, forcing him to kick her in the back to reclaim his weapon.  He turned to search for his next target, only to find there was no one else on their feet. 

Okay, engineering is small potatoes compared to the characters on the bridge, command deck, or whatever they call it, so the real battle must be taking place there.  I just need to…

“Lieutenant?” 

He didn’t realize that was his rank, not until he felt a hand clutching his.  The young woman with a blaster wound to the chest had a hold of him, pleading with her eyes for him to save her. 

“I’ll go get medical help.”

“There’s…no time,” she managed between raspy breaths.  “Please, I don’t want to die alone.  I’m scared.”

“Okay, okay.”  Rhett knelt beside her and held her hand, wishing that he knew what the woman’s name was, or at least her rank so he could call her by something other than ‘you’.  She was too cute to be a background character, so she must have been some sort of new side character to stir the hearts of the viewers when she died.  Movies like this never let the main crew perish, so they had to come up with side characters for dramatic deaths. 

“I never…should have…signed up for this ship,” she groaned and squeezed his hand.  “I just wanted…to serve…the great Lieutenant Freeman.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” he chuckled nervously, secretly wishing that the woman’s character would just die already so he could move on.  Thinking like that made him feel guilty, especially when he realized that she was starting to fade.  Dramatic music played somewhere, and he shifted around to put his knees under her back while he cradled her head.  Tears fell as he pulled her hair out of her face, then closed her eyes once he confirmed that she’d passed.  The music kicked up as the urge to threaten the ceiling with his fist rose, but logic kicked in.  “I don’t even know your name.  Why do I feel like I’m about to go on a revenge tour through the entire ship?”

There was nothing left to do, so he stowed his sword in his inventory and borrowed one of the blaster rifles from the floor.  He had to get to the real battle, which required abandoning his post to go to the main deck.  Finding the elevator was easy, but he didn’t see a control panel. 

“Must be voice activated.  Uhm…bridge.  Main deck?  Uhm…command deck?”

“Command deck,” the computer replied, shut the door, and got the lift underway. 

Rhett thanked the movie’s writers for not overcomplicating the terminology.  At the same time, he took a moment to contemplate what he’d learned so far.  The length of each scene had something to do with Sariana.  That much he knew, but he needed to be more specific.  He went back to the last two movies.  The vampire one ended when the queen, whatever she was, reclaimed the power she gave the women.  The shadow that shot into the kitchen where Sariana ran into was a clue, as was the white sedan crashing into the billboard. 

“Okay, I get it now,” he groaned as the lift suddenly jerked sideways.  “They both ended when her character died.  That makes sense, but that means I have to find her before she dies, or before the movie ends.  I’m thinking that we started at the climax of this one, so I probably don’t have much time left to find her.”

The doors opened to a scene that the makers of Star Trek wouldn’t mind ripping off.  It looked a lot like the bridge of the Enterprise, but with metal grating for floors, bulkhead ceilings, and a far darker theme all around.  Small fires and sparks proved that a battle had occurred, along with the Marr bodies mixed with uniformed elves on the floor.  Those who remained were huddled around someone, so he stepped off of the lift and headed that way. 

Uniformed male elves formed a circle, standing in a variety of colors that included red, blue, and gold, just like Star Trek.  He assumed that the guy in the gold shirt was the captain of the ship, and probably the most handsome since he was the main character, but all Rhett could see was his back.  The others were packed in tight like sardines, making it impossible to see who or what they were huddled around. 

“Lieutenant Freeman,” one of them announced when they saw him standing by the lift.  “What happened?”

“Engineering was attacked,” he replied as the man in blue hurried over to check his bleeding head.  “I was the only survivor.”

“I better take a look at you then.  Can’t get the ship going when our main engineer has a concussion.”

Rhett assumed he was the ship’s doctor, but he was more interested in the space the man left when he walked over.  All he could see was the bottom hem of a short skirt, along with two amazing legs that gave way to knee-high boots.  Whoever they were, they were the only woman in the room, which meant that it could be Sariana’s character lying on the floor. 

“Uhm, shouldn’t you be over there?”

“I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do for Lieutenant Ashar,” the doctor groaned and waved some little device over Rhett’s forehead.  “The Captain is soothing her right now.”

Crap, if that’s her, then I’m running out of time.

“Excuse me.”

He knew it was supposed to be a gut-wrenching, emotional scene playing out before him, one that the writers probably spent hours, perhaps days pouring over, but it was just a game to him at that point.  Rhett aimed for the spot the doctor had vacated, only to have the captain shift over and hog all of the room. 

“…we may fill your seat,” the captain whispered with a hand in his, one whose owner he couldn’t see, “but no one will ever be able to…”

“Sorry, just need to squeeze in here,” Rhett tried, only to have another officer step in and push him back. It was an older elf, one with graying hair and crow’s feet around his eyes who exuded wisdom.  The man put his hand on Rhett’s chest and pushed him back like he knew the engineer wasn’t supposed to be in the scene.

“You don’t want to see this, Lieutenant,” the man spoke in slow, deliberate words.  “She is…”

“I know, right,” he chuckled nervously and tried to duck around the man.  “I just…I really need to say goodbye is all, okay?”

“We will all…”

“Oh, for hell’s sake, get out of the way,” Rhett growled, shoved the man aside, and dove into the empty space, only to have the darkness return, stealing his chance of winning the little game.
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Thunder rumbled the second the dim light caught his eyes.  The wonders of advanced technology had been swapped out for a dull, ordinary town, one so boring that even the clouds wanted to cry when they passed overhead. 

“How many movies do I have left?” he wondered as he turned to gain his bearings.  A small supermarket was beside him, along with a cell phone store across the street with far too many advertisements and offers.  “I knew I should have paused time when I realized the dying officer was a woman.  I just knew it.”

Rhett was so busy kicking himself mentally that he almost failed to notice the movie posters on the outer wall of the supermarket.  He might have passed them over if it weren’t for the large, open mouth with fangs on the left poster that represented the first movie he appeared in.  Rhett questioned if the red lips were from lipstick or blood, but wrote off the thought in favor of examining the other two. 

The middle one was hard to ignore.  It showed the backside of a pale, thin woman wearing a bikini.  The pose gave him a splendid view of her tight little bottom, but that wasn’t the entire point of the display.  Her head was turned to show a demon mask of sorts covering her face, and the insanely large kitchen knife in her hand was covered in blood.  The title was blurred out like all of the others, but he didn’t need to read anything to know that it was a sexy slasher flick. 

Then there was the third poster.  He’d seen it before.  A couple kissing in the rain with a lighthouse in the background.  It was the kind of movie that 90% of the male population dreaded having to see, but they all knew it was their best chance of getting laid if they could endure the entire movie without complaining.  Just looking at the poster filled him with a sense of dread, so he pulled away, only to realize that he was about to give up an opportunity to win the date. 

“That’s this movie,” he gasped and gave the poster another look.  “Okay, it’s getting ready to rain, which is in the scene.  All I have to do is get to that spot before the big romantic moment happens.  Yeah.  She has to be there to solidify the relationship, so I just have to be there as well.  All I have to do is find that lighthouse before it happens.”

Rhett took one step when an idea occurred.  With a groan, he walked over, ripped the poster off of the wall, and rolled it up.  Now all he had to do was find the lighthouse before the big scene unfolded. 

“And I probably could have taken a picture of the poster with my phone,” he sighed and turned both ways, hoping to see the lighthouse. 

Rhett walked aimlessly for a bit, seeking a pedestrian so he could ask for directions.  He was halfway across the intersection when he saw a man loading lumber into the back of a pickup truck.  The flannel shirt and khakis said he knew where everything was, or he’d pretend to, at least. 

“Hi, excuse me.  Can you tell me which way to the lighthouse?”

“Damn tourist,” the man sighed and slammed a piece of lumber into the back.  “Don’t bother asking how I’m doing, or introducing yourself.  Oh no.  Just tell me how to get to the tourist attractions.”

“Yeah,” he groaned and looked up at the sky.  It was getting ready to let loose, so he needed to get moving.  “I bet that gets old.  Anyway, the lighthouse?”

“You know, I ought to make you find it your damn self,” the man growled and picked up a bucket of what Rhett assumed were nails.  “In fact, I think I just got an idea…”

“Oh, I can’t wait to hear it.”

“…I’ll tell you where it is…for $20.”

“$20?!” he cried out until he saw the pointy ears beneath the man's messy black hair.  “You guys say ‘dollars’?  That seems a bit weird.”

“What?”

“Never mind.  Now look, all I’m trying to do is get to the lighthouse.  I’m not asking for a kidney or anything.  So, why don’t you be polite and just tell me where it is.”

“By the sea,” the man chuckled and slammed the tailgate shut. 

“Great.  Out of all of the people in this town, I had to find the biggest jerk.”

“Now see here, boy,” the man growled with a dirty finger pointed at Rhett.  “I was just minding my own damn business, trying to get some materials to get my job done, when you came over and started bothering me.”

“For directions.  It’s a common courtesy.”

“It’s a pain in the ass is what it is,” he growled again.  This time, he grabbed a short piece of lumber from the back of the truck and leaned it against his shoulder, signaling that he’d had enough of the conversation.  “Now look, I’m going to…”

“Hold on,” Rhett sighed.

“What?”

“I said hold on,” he repeated and pulled out his phone.  “Just give me a second to…”

It wasn’t sporting to draw a sword against a two-by-four, but Rhett didn’t have time to play nice right now.  The man’s eyes went wide when he saw the black oak sword mysteriously appear in Rhett’s hand, but he wasn’t shaken enough to drop the lumber.

“Now look.  I’m having a long day.  I’ve battled vampires, survived an alien invasion, and tracked down bank robbers…”

“What?”

“Yeah, like I said, long day,” Rhett sighed and let the sword rest against his shoulder.  “All you had to do was tell me where the damn lighthouse was.  Hell, you didn’t even have to be polite, or precise.  You could have just pointed in the general direction.  You didn’t though.  You decided to be a jackass.  So, you’re probably wondering if this sword is some sort of toy, or a cheap replica.  Let me tell you, I’ve lost count of how many monsters and people I’ve killed with it, so when I say you wouldn’t last a second against me, assuming I don’t use my time-altering magic, then take it for face value and just give me the damn directions.”

“It’s…it’s…” the man stammered as the lumber slowly fell onto the road.  “About four miles that way.”

“See, was that so hard?”

Rhett started to turn away when he realized how long it would take to walk four miles.  A wicked idea crossed his mind, one that he’d never consider unless he was playing Grand Theft Auto.  The man was still stunned, so he took advantage of the situation and helped himself to the man’s truck. 

“Don’t leave it running next time,” he sighed, leaned the sword against the passenger seat, and took off. 

The man didn’t even shout.  Rhett felt a touch bad for how he acted, but, since this was just a movie, he decided to let himself off the hook.  Besides, the guy was probably a side character in the flick, the town jerk who made everyone miserable.  He deserved this. 

It started to sprinkle before the first mile was behind him.  Traffic was thick, and every damn sign said twenty-five miles per hour.  “I’ll never get there in time if I keep playing by the rules.  Well, I’ve already committed an armed robbery, so why not add reckless driving to the mix?”

Rhett let out a chuckle and floored the accelerator, only to find that the truck was slower than the 1970s car from before.  He let out a sigh and jerked the wheel, narrowly missing the bumper of the car before him as he went into the wrong lane.  The rain picked up as he weaved his way through traffic, and the crappy wipers were no help at all. 

He caught a break when he passed by a school on his left.  Not only were there no kids around, but the football field next to it offered him a clear view of the lighthouse in the distance.  He had to turn, even though the light ahead was red, so he jerked the wheel and prayed.  Lumber toppled out of the bed of the truck as the back wheels slid toward the corner, littering the sidewalk with building materials.  The truck was on two wheels at that point, making him wonder if saving grace was turned on. 

“I really should have asked about that.”

Rhett tore toward the shore, ignoring any stop signs or traffic lights he came across.  Traffic had thinned out anyway, so he kept the pedal floored and gripped the steering wheel.  It was a straight shot, and the lighthouse grew bigger with each passing second.

The heaviness of the rain said he was running out of time when he pulled the truck into a parking spot by the small beach.  People were flocking toward the road, covering their heads as they hurried past him.  Rhett paused long enough to hold the poster out, confirming where the kiss would take place. 

“Right about there,” he muttered, only to realize that a woman was standing in the spot, and a man in a drenched white dress shirt hurrying out to meet her.  “Crap.”

Rhett remembered his abilities this time.  As the poster fell to the wooden steps, he paused the world, drew in a breath, and hurried toward the dock.  He halved the gap when time started up again, so he sped himself up and continued ahead, fighting through the rain that slowly descended before him.  The man’s hands were sliding toward the woman’s cheek, but Rhett managed to get himself into place before their lips met.

“Now I’ve got you,” he laughed ten feet away from the couple.  “All you have to do is…”

The rain distorted the view, but, for a second, he swore he knew who the woman was.  His heart clenched in his chest when he thought he was staring at Brinna, waiting for her true love’s kiss, or whatever was happening.  The hair was right, as was the height and build.  The clenching heart started to pound as he pondered whether or not Brinna would go through all the trouble to pretend that she was an actress. 

“That can’t be…”

She turned her face.  It wasn’t Brinna.  Just an attractive, blonde elf woman who practically cried as the man kissed her.  It could have been the rain, but he was more focused on what to do.  The movie could end right now, so he decided to break up the moment and win the game. 

Am I disappointed that she isn’t Brinna?

Rhett put a pin in the question, grabbed the man’s arm, and pulled him away from his target.  A smile stretched across his lips as the woman’s eyes widened at him.  “I’ve got you, Jen.”

Jen?  I said Sariana.  I swear.

“Jen?” the pretty blonde questioned before leaning over to look at the parking area.  “That’s my best friend.  She’s up there if you want to talk to her.”

“Uhm…” he stammered and turned around.  He’d been so consumed with reaching the couple that he hadn’t considered the possibility that Sariana wasn’t the woman on the poster.  The group looking down at them was too far away for him to make out any details, especially once the shore went dark. 

Damn it.  I was so close!  Wait, if Sariana is a side character in every movie, then why is she so famous?

Rhett was still questioning it when the sound of crashing waves returned, minus the rain, and the air was a lot warmer.  The moon rested above him, accompanied by thousands of stars that, when accompanied by a slight breeze, left him longing to go to sleep.  Multiple adrenaline rushes had left him exhausted, so he let his eyelids droop, content to lose the game, just as something new slid into view. 

“You better not pass out on me this time,” a young elf woman groaned as she sat down on Rhett’s lap.  “We’re finally alone, so no whiskey dick, got it?”

“What?”

The woman was far too short to be Sariana.  Not only that, but her skin was too tanned to match the ankle picture she sent earlier.  She had short blonde hair that failed to reach her shoulders, a wide face that didn’t match her slim figure, and big dark eyes that seemed to shimmer in the moonlight.  A toothy smile unfolded as she pulled a beach blanket over their middles, then leaned back and looked around like she was about to do something she shouldn’t. 

“I think we’re good,” she continued while her hands reached behind her back.  She had a tiny white bikini top on, one that looked a bit too big for the breasts they held.  In one motion, she untied it and slipped it off, revealing two tanned, slender breasts with tiny little nipples that the night air hardened.  “Now, show me why Amanda couldn’t get over you.”

“I’m sorry, who…”

“Aw, you’re so into me that you forgot all about your smoking hot, psychopathic ex-girlfriend,” she squealed and dug her little fingers into his chest hair.  He didn’t realize he wasn’t wearing a shirt until he felt her nails bear down, along with her tailbone grinding into his crotch.  “Oh, damn, you are big, aren’t you?  Oh…oh…Jeff.  Give it to me…”

“Give you what?” he questioned and reached down to lift the blanket.  “We still have our shorts on.”

“I know we should use protection, but you feel so good,” she gasped and rocked into him like they were actually having sex.  “Oh, oh, oh,” she growled like it was her first time making sex noises.  “Yes, yes, yes.”

Since his manhood was safely encased in his shorts, and the girl didn’t seem to be doing anything that required his attention, he took a moment to ponder what was happening.  He moved on to another movie.  That much was obvious, even though the settings were similar.  One by one, he mentally flipped through the movie posters, searching for one that matched what was happening on his crotch. 

There’s only one poster left, he thought to himself as the girl ran her fingers through her hair and leaned back, still humping away like a dog in heat.  It has to be the one with the demon mask.  That slasher flick.  Wait, the girl on the poster was wearing a bikini.  Am I about to be murdered?  Well, no, she had a little bit of curves to her.  This girl is flatter than the board that guy thought he was going to hit me with. 

“Oh, it’s happening, it’s happening,” the girl gasped and humped harder.  No matter how much effort she put into it, her tiny little breasts didn’t budge, making him wonder why she’d been cast for the role in the first place.  She laid her palms on his chest and squeezed her knees together, which made no sense at all.  The new motion wasn’t sexual in the slightest, leaving him to question if the director was a virgin.  “Come on, don’t make me do all the work.”

“Uhm…okay.”

Boredom and frustration were a bad combination for someone who knew they were in a fictional world.  Without explaining, he reached under the blanket, pulled the fabric between her legs aside, and let his middle finger go straight for the goal.  The girl’s eyes widened like he’d missed and stuck it in her bottom.  She froze like a deer in headlights, even though his finger was rubbing her clit. 

“Uhm…is there a problem?”

The girl still didn’t move.  Slowly Rhett pulled his finger away from her mound, pushed the blanket back into place, and waited to see what would happen.  After a few seconds, the smile returned, and she went back to dry-humping him. 

I must have gone too far off of the script. 

Rhett leaned back and stared at the stars, waiting for the pathetic sex scene to come to an end.  Movies couldn’t show cock or pussy, so he understood why she froze when he breached her shorts.  The rhythm of her humping and gasps lulled him to sleep, and his eyelids were almost closed when a shrill scream broke the night.  It was too far away to come from the girl on his lap, the one who quickly scurried away the second the sound began.

Thank God.   
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He didn’t see why the girl had to run with her hands over her chest, but he ignored the insanity in favor of reaching the girl who screamed.  She stood on the edge of a hill overlooking the beach, one with tall grass that reached his lower thigh.  The girl had short dark hair, sharp features, and may as well have announced ‘I’m the main character’ as soon as they arrived. 

“What’s wrong, Sydney?”

Sydney?  Really?

“It’s…it’s…”

The girl he was with screamed as well when she followed Sydney’s finger.  Rhett sighed and shook his head, then stepped up and grabbed the girl’s arms so he could look over her.  Another murder scene, one that was too well staged to be realistic.  A fit male elf lay on the ground.  He was shirtless, his eyes were open wide, and a dozen metal spikes stuck out of his chest, forming a line leading down to his crotch.  Rhett looked down at the beach to see that the lines holding up the volleyball net were all slack.  It explained where the ground spikes came from, but did nothing to explain who killed the guy, why they killed him, or who the hell he was. 

“I just…we got into a fight, so I walked away,” Sydney sobbed like a masterful actress with perfect fat tears streaking down her cheeks.  “When I calmed down, I came back to talk to him, and this is what I found.”

“Can’t believe someone stabbed him in the…” Rhett started until the scene cut ahead.  He jolted when the bright lights from the ceiling struck him, shaking the young woman leaning against his arm in the process.  She muttered something and went back to sleep, just before an officer walked down the hall, escorting Sydney. 

“All three of you told the exact same story,” the old officer huffed as he gently pushed Sydney toward the empty chair.  “I’m finding it hard to believe that your friend was stabbed twelve times and none of you heard him.  For now, I’m releasing you to your parents, but none of you should leave town anytime soon.”

“Our parents?” Rhett laughed as the girl on his shoulder lifted her head.  He gave the girls a look before turning to the officer, who squinted and frowned like he didn’t care for Rhett breaking the script.  “I don’t know about her, but Sydney and I are way too old to be in high school.”

“One more thing,” the officer sighed as though Rhett hadn’t just broken the fourth wall, “it seems to me like someone has it out for your little group of friends.  You better watch your backs.”

“Wait, what do you mean by…”

“Come on.  Let’s get you to your folks.”

The girls headed for the door, so Rhett followed.  The short girl who dry-humped him held his hand, making him wish he knew her name as they made their way to the waiting room.  Two other young guys in swimming trunks sat with towels over their shoulders, along with two other girls.  Sydney went straight to one of them and buried her face in their neck.  It was the group of friends the officer mentioned, probably, but having them all in front of him gave Rhett a chance to continue Sariana’s game. 

Okay, my faux-girlfriend is way too short to be her, he thought to himself as the dialogue laid out before him.  She could be Sydney, or the girl she’s hugging.  They’re both tall enough.  Well, shoot, that blonde over there is tall enough as well.  Any of the three could be her. 

“…I think we all know what’s happening here,” the girl hugging Sydney muttered after the cop left.  “She’s back, and she’s going to kill all of us for what we did to her.”

“But, I wasn’t even there,” Sydney cried as everyone stood in a circle and looked at one another.  “I was with my grandma on her deathbed, remember?”

“That doesn’t help the rest of us though,” one of the guys groaned and ran his hand through his perfect hair.  “She’s coming for us.”

“Uhm…who, and what did we do?”  Rhett asked, just as the scene cut again. 

“Tonight is the night!”

Rhett didn’t expect to be walking when the scene changed, or to see an immaculate reception hall in front of them.  He staggered until he got his feet back under him, nearly causing the short girl from before to go tumbling with him since their arms were interlocked.  Everyone was there.  The men were in tuxes, and the girls all wore shimmering dresses that announced they were probably going to prom. 

“I don’t know why you guys are so excited,” Sydney grumbled and wrapped her arms around herself.  “Did you forget that she’s still out there?”

“Way to kill the mood, Sydney,” one of the guys groaned and threw his hands up.  “Look, we’re all gonna die someday, okay?  This place has tons of security.  So, stop being such a bitch, have a drink, and let the rest of us have a good time.”

“I know I’m going to have a good time,” the short girl replied instantly and tightened her grip around Rhett’s arm.  “The time of our lives, right?”

“Right.”

Loud music thumped the second the doors opened, proving that the group was too cool to arrive on time.  Each pair went to the line to have their photos taken.  Rhett wanted out of the teenage slasher flick as soon as possible, which meant he had to figure out which of the girls was Sariana.  If she really was famous, then she had to have played a big role at some point.  That made Sydney his first choice, but he wanted to rule out the others before walking up to ask.  The other two girls were the right height, but, as he listened to one of them complain about how her dress made her butt look small, he realized that the voice was too high to be Sariana.  That just left Sydney and one other girl, but the latter was too shy to say anything before her picture was taken. 

Come on, I really want to get this over with, he groaned in his head as the short girl on his arm slowly ran her hand down the side of his pants.  And I really need to get this girl’s name before we wind up in bed again.  I mean, once is forgivable, but twice makes me a sociopath.

Rhett made up his mind to go talk to the other girl so he could rule her out, because asking what his date’s name was just felt wrong.  However, just as he took a step forward, ominous music began to play.  It overpowered whatever dance beat played in the main hall, which meant that it was from the movie, and not the area. 

That means that the killer is around, he told himself as he turned around to look.  There had to be fifty high school kids around, as well as a few staff members, making it impossible to narrow it down.  Not only that, but the second floor had a balcony overlooking them, leaving plenty of shadows for the killer to hide within.  They’re up there, somewhere, deciding which of us is going to die next I’ll bet. 

Rhett knew that time was running out, so he turned back to talk to the other friend, just as the scene cut ahead once more.  He nearly jumped out of his shoes when he saw a skeleton dangling in front of him, but the rest of the room offered an explanation.  They were in a classroom at night, which seemed weird since they were somewhere else just a second ago.  Questioning the logic of a teen slasher was pointless though, so he started to walk toward the door, only to realize that his path was obstructed.  The top of a short-haired woman’s head was at his crotch, moving back and forth as he stood in boxers with his pants around his ankles. 

Yeah, I should have got her name.  How are we still alive?  Don’t the sexually active teens always get killed first?  At least they could have her give me a real blowjob.  My dick is still in my boxers. 

The girl moaned, making him roll his eyes when an all-too-familiar scream echoed down the hall.  His girlfriend scrambled away, gasping and whimpering as Rhett let out a sigh and pulled his pants up. 

“Sydney is screaming again,” he groaned and walked toward the door.  “Let’s go see who died this time.”

His fictional girlfriend said something, but he ignored it and walked out to the hall.  Light poured out of a doorway down the hall, so he headed toward it and tried to coax himself into playing his part better.  It seemed pointless though.  Sydney would live, the rest of them would die, and no one would care in the end. 

He was right.  Sydney stood in the doorway, crying once more with her hand over her mouth.  Rhett let his girlfriend comfort her while he moved in to see what had her upset this time. 

“Oh, would you look at that,” he exclaimed with false enthusiasm.  “Well, it’s more creative than stakes.”

They were in the music room, which offered the killer a load of weapons at their disposal.  The girl he thought could be Sariana was on the floor with a conductor’s wand in her eye.  Her date was beside her with blood covering his face.  A dented and bloodied saxophone rested by his head, making him wonder if the killer at least played a few notes before bashing his face in with it. 

“We need to go to the police and confess,” Sydney cried out and stormed over to jab him in the chest with her finger.  “We need to tell them what happened before she comes for the rest of us.”

“You know we…” he started until one word lit a fuse in his head.  “Wait.  Did you say she?”

The killer was a woman, which meant that there was another role that Sariana could have played.  It changed everything, but the movie skipped ahead again before he could ask Sydney who she was talking about. 

He was staring at the ceiling this time with a blanket pulled up to his stomach.  He was in a bedroom that was far too feminine to be his, and the sound of running water announced where the room’s owner was. 

Okay, I’m guessing we just had sex again, because we’re sex-fueled teens who can’t keep it in their pants.  Now, what’s significant about this scene?  I doubt that Sydney is around, so this must be where we die.  Okay, so, either the killer will kill what’s her name in the shower, or she’ll come out in a towel to find me dead.  The last one makes sense.  Yeah, she’ll scream, drop the towel to show her tiny little breasts again, and then the killer will get her. 

Right on cue, the ominous music started up again.  It was hard not to roll his eyes, so he closed them and waited for the killer to approach.  The music grew louder, signaling that his character’s death was about to unfold.  Rhett counted the seconds down as he stared at the ceiling, let out a sigh, and paused time. 

“There you are,” he muttered when he saw the killer at the foot of the bed, along with what she planned to use on him.  She had a taser in one hand, and a bucket of water in the other, all while she stared at him through the eyes of the demon mask.  “Well, that’d get the job done, I guess.”

Rhett chuckled, leaped out of bed, and hurried behind her.  It didn’t seem fair to attack her like this, so he pulled the taser out of her hand and waited for time to start up again.  The sound of the shower came back, just as the masked killer dumped the bucket of water onto the bed, then let out a gasp of surprise when she realized the taser was missing.  Without missing a beat, Rhett stepped forward and pulled off the demon mask, grabbed her shoulders, and spun her around. 

A pale girl with red hair stared up at him in shock, followed shortly by a knowing smile that didn’t suit the cold-blooded killer of the movie.  Rhett smiled back and dropped the taser. 

“Hi, Sariana.”

The scene changed again.  It was daytime, and he was back in another bedroom, albeit one that was far more lavish than where he was seconds earlier.  The bed was enormous, comfortable, and the sheets against his naked body probably cost more than his car. 

He thought he was alone for a second, right until he felt lips wrap around his dick.  Rhett let out a soft moan and looked down, hoping to get a glimpse of whoever pleasured him.  A frilly white comforter blocked his view, so he ripped it aside to find a pale elf woman with long red hair going down on him, gently stroking his shaft while her lips stretched around his hood.  After a few seconds, she pulled back and smiled up at him, then slid up and lay beside him. 

“I thought it’d be a nice way to wake up, so to speak,” she laughed softly and propped her head on the pillow. 

“Not bad,” he chuckled nervously, uncertain what to say next.  “I thought I was back in the movie for a second, right until I realized that actual sex was happening.”

“That movie was awful, wasn’t it?” she giggled with a red glow to her pale cheeks. 

“A bit cliché.  Is that the role that made you famous?”

“Yeah, but not for good reasons,” she groaned and rolled onto her back.  “That first scene you came in at?  I was pretending to be Sydney.  You know, wig and all.  I fucked that guy before I stabbed him, which meant that everyone saw my breasts, my butt, and, if you pause it at just the right time, my little pink pussy.  The director thought it’d seem more realistic if I didn’t wear a nude suit.  Well, he was right, and a few million guys noticed right away.  It sucks.  I wish I was famous because of my acting skills, but, no, just known for having my snatch on film.”

“That does suck.  I’m sorry.”

“Eh, don’t be.  I landed plenty of TV roles thanks to that.  Plus, I sewed the crap out of the production company, so I’m pretty much set for life financially.  Anyway, did you have a good time playing roles in my movies?”

“It was a bit fun.  A bit jarring too.  Kinda hard to get into it when the scenes kept jumping forward,” he admitted while he looked her over.  Sariana, if that was her real name, wore a white satin number that left little to his imagination.  He felt wrong though, like he was a character in another role, and not bedding a potential girlfriend.  His eyes scanned the room, expecting to find a camera with a director informing him to dig deep and bring on the passion.  “That reminds me.  Is Sariana your real name?”

“Oh, wow, I guess I should have told you before I tasted your dipstick, huh?” she laughed, stretched, and laid her hand on his stomach with a moaning giggle.  “It’s Sara.  Nice to meet you, by the way.”

“Oh, the pleasure is all mine,” he laughed and started to extend his hand, only to have her lift a brow at it. 

“I think we’re well beyond handshakes, aren’t we?” she teased as her hand slid beneath the cover, snaking its way to his dick.  She gripped it gently and gave it a slight tug, smiling throughout while her leg slid up his shin.  “Way beyond that.”

Sara moaned and moved her head.  Without a pause, she opened her mouth and took him in, or at least as far as she could go without gagging.  Rhett threw back his head and let out a content sigh, opting not to worry about how it felt like a movie studio until after they had sex.  He hadn’t been with too many redheads, or any, for that matter, so he looked down and laid his hand on her head, gently stroking her silky hair as her lips graced his shaft. 

Just enjoy this and worry about the future later, he told himself as Sara picked up the pace, making his eyelids flutter and his toes clench.  Just try not to nut too soon.  Give her a chance to…

By chance, Rhett turned his head and gazed out the window.  The sun was beyond the edge of the enormous window, offering a view of some amazing hedges outside that he wouldn’t mind seeing.  That wasn’t all though.  When his eyes narrowed, he found a guy standing beside a bush trimmed like a dolphin, taking a picture with an enormous camera. 

“What the hell?” he growled, pulled away from Sara’s blow job, and slid off the bed. 

“Did I bite?”

“No.  There’s some perv out there taking pictures of us,” he growled, found his pants, and threw them on.  Sara’s bedroom had a patio door beside the window, so he ran to it with every intention of kicking the guy’s ass. 

“No, wait, don’t…”

Rhett was already outside, running in his bare feet toward the jerk with the camera.  The elf saw him right away and made a break for it, leading to Rhett cutting at an angle to meet him at the edge of the property.  A tall iron fence lined the grass, which the guy scaled like a monkey while Rhett tried to pause time, only to discover that his powers didn’t work.  What did work were a dozen cameras on the sidewalk, clicking and flashing as he stood with his mouth hanging open. 

“This can’t be good.”  
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