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Rhett just wanted the day to end, even if that meant taking a dive out the window.  According to him, he had a mundane weekend, with only one famous elf woman who knew better.  Acting as a character in each of her movies left him exhausted, unfocused, and, judging by some of the looks he received whenever he was forced to talk to others, a bit snarky.

Adventures through elf cinema wasn’t the only reason he was so spent.  His boss came too close to discovering the Elf Date app on his phone last week, so Rhett swore not to open it while he was at work.  He took it one step forward and shut off notifications as well, which left him in a constant state of curiosity.  Had Sariana, or Sara, now that he knew her real name, tried to contact him since he shut down the notifications?  Had his future wife tried to say ‘hi’, only to wind up going out with some other guy when he failed to respond?  The unknown threatened to make him crazy. 

Sara held his thoughts throughout much of the day.  He’d been out with her twice yet he still felt like he knew absolutely nothing about her.  She wore a mask and hood on their first date, and he spent hours on the second date trying to single her out from the other characters in her movie.  The only time he saw her face was when he won the game and pulled back to the blanket while she was going down on him.  That struck him as odd.  He couldn’t imagine going down on a woman who never saw his face before.  In fact, if the roles were reversed, he imagined he would have wound up in jail. 

Rhett found himself comparing Sara to every other woman he went out with for a third time, which shouldn’t have taken long considering how short the list was.  Women usually figured out that they didn’t want to see him again during the first date.  It felt foreign that he was trying to decide whether or not to continue seeing someone.  The longer he thought about it, the more he swore that it’d never happened before. 

Is it Sara, or did I change?

That was the real question.  This time last year, he would have done anything an attractive woman wanted in hopes of maintaining the relationship.  That was no longer the case.  Sara was hotter than any girl he dated on Earth, but his time on Elf Date had desensitized him to her outer appeal.  At the moment, it was what she had to offer from within that stood out more than anything.  Two dates and he didn’t know her any better than Bert, or the other girls who spent an hour with him and never called again. 

Do I really want to know her better?  She’s just so…so…boring.  There, I said it.  Okay, no, I thought it, but it still counts.  If she wasn’t an elvish celebrity, and hot, would I even care? 

Rhett let the thought simmer as he cleaned up his desk and headed out to his car.  On the surface, he wanted things to work out with Sara because he wanted to prove to Brinna that he could handle his own love life.  Ending the potential relationship meant going back to square one, but there was a silver lining that he didn’t consider until he reached the main entrance.  For the first time ever, he was able to say that a woman he had sex with (somewhat) wasn’t right for him. 

“If that isn’t growth, then I don’t know what…”

His voice trailed off when he looked at the parking lot.  He thought a half dozen people beat him out of the building until he came close enough to make out the details.  He’d never seen any of the six people before, and their sharp ears said they weren’t seeking employment with his company. 

“That’s him!” a female in a business suit cried out to the heft guy in a t-shirt next to her.  The man pulled a camera out of nowhere and followed the woman, who stormed over toward Rhett as though her life depended on getting to him before the other four.  “Rhett Freeman, what is your current status with Sara Cane?”

“Status?” he asked, secretly thankful that he didn’t question the last name.  It could have been bad to tell a reporter that he didn’t that was her last name. 

“Yes.  Are the two of you exclusive?  Are you getting married?  If so, when is the date?  Also, is Sara Cane pregnant with your child?”

“Woah, woah, woah,” he growled and took a step back from the camera trained on his face.  “That’s none of your business.”

“The world wants to know, Mr. Freeman,” she continued anyway and stretched out the microphone he didn’t realize she held.  “We’ve come a long way to interview you.”

“Oh, I bet,” he sighed as the others broke out cameras and microphones as well.  “Fine.  I’ll answer some questions, but only so you’ll leave me alone.  Deal?”

“We’ll see,” the woman laughed and gave him a wink. 

“We’re not getting married, and she’s not having my baby,” he groaned and tried to step into a different row to get to his car, only to have another pair block his path. 

“Did the two of you begin dating before Tom, or after Michael?”

“Uhm…”

“Sara Cane was seen with Harold Green this morning,” the third reporter blurted out with her microphone inches from his ear. 

“I don’t know who that is.”

“Harold and Sara have been on-again, off-again for the last six years.  Has Sara moved on from you already?  Were you part of a ploy to regain Harold’s interest?”

“Woah, wait, what?”

“Tom Haynes stated that Miss Cane is merely interested in the size of your penis.  How would you respond to his accusation?”

“That…that sounds like something you need to ask Sara about,” he managed after his head quit spinning.  “Excuse me.”

It took five minutes to navigate his way to his car.  Dealing with the snoopy photographer outside of Sara’s bedroom was one thing.  Having elves grill him with questions outside of work was on a whole other level. 

“I really need to ask Brinna how they’re getting here.”

Rhett walked up the stairs to his apartment fifteen minutes later, struggling to figure out how he would bring up Sara and the elvish paparazzi.  He paused outside the door for nearly a full minute to remind himself to ask about her trip home before mentioning the subject.  With his mind made up, he sucked in a deep breath, unlocked the door, and put on a smile as he entered. 

“You’re dating Sara Cane?!”

“Wow, word really travels fast,” he chuckled, hoping to play it down while Brinna stared down at her phone. 

“Sara Cane?” she repeated and looked up at him with a combination of a dropped jaw and slight hostility.  “The actress?  The one who can’t seem to go a week without being in the tabloids?”

“Huh, you have those too?”

“I would appreciate it if you would cease dodging my questions,” she grumbled, walked over to the door, and slammed it with a bit of authority.  “Dare I ask how the two of you even met?”

“Well…”

“Elf Date, I’m sure,” she interrupted and stormed into the kitchen.  “I swear, I left you alone for a day and you somehow managed to seduce the worst woman known to elves.”

“I think that’s exaggerating, isn’t it?”

“Are we speaking of the same Sara Cane?  Honestly, Rhett, I thought you would have known better by now.”

“Okay, can you please calm down and explain this to me,” he groaned, set his stuff on the counter, and eased himself onto a stool.  “Preferably with less hostility.”

Brinna pointed her finger at him and opened her mouth.  Her nostrils were flared, and her bright blue eyes seemed to burn with a hatred he’d never seen before.  He thought he paused time somehow, right until she let out a breath, gripped the edge of the counter, and closed her eyes. 

“I suppose it is unfair of me to assume that you would know elvish celebrities and their woes,” she whispered and shook her head.  “If I knew women like her were on Elf Date, I would have changed your password.  Sara is a troubled soul, to say the very least.  Always in trouble for something, and it usually involves a man.”

“Really?  I didn’t get that impression from her.”

“Either she’s turning over a new leaf, or you are terrible at judging people.  Although to be fair, your lack of judgment would explain why she was drawn to you in the first place.  You’re not her usual cup of tea.”

“The reporters said something about that.  I think a Tom and a Harold were mentioned?  I don’t know.  It all happened so fast.”

“Yes,” she breathed and pulled something up on her phone.  “Tom made a comment about you, or the size of your manhood, if my memory serves me.  How did that come up?”

“Uhm…”

“Oh, wait, there’s an attachment on the article,” she interrupted.  Rhett’s head cocked to one side until he remembered what happened when the photographer snapped a picture.  His eyes widened, and he reached for the phone, but he was too late to prevent his roommate from seeing what Tom spoke about.  “Oh…that is…I mean…”

“Look, I…”

“Oh, that red hair of hers is out of the way in this one,” she gasped while her eyes slowly widened.  “Is this really you?”

“I guess it could be someone…” he started until she flipped to the next pic, one that showed him biting his lower lip while Sara wrapped her mouth around his hood.  “Okay, I can’t deny that it’s me in that picture.”

“That’s…” she stammered and slowly shook her head.  Brinna didn’t blink.  Either she was contemplating something, or she was preparing to go off on him.  He swore he paused time with his magic again, because Brinna just stared at the phone with her finger hovering over the screen.  The fact that she breathed was the only thing keeping him from panicking. 

“Uhm, Brinna, this is where you go off on me.”

“Oh, right,” she breathed, shook her shoulders awkwardly, and swiped to the photo of him standing on Sara’s lawn, staring at the reporters.  “Well, you gave them quite the show, didn’t you?”

“They were waiting by my car when I got off of work too.  How the hell is that even possible?”

“You are better off not knowing, but you need to lay low and allow this to blow over,” she sighed and closed the article.  Her blue eyes shifted to him without the judgment he would have expected.  Sympathy.  It was the only word to describe her stare, which left him feeling more guilty than if she’d blown up at him for some reason.  “Assuming that something else happens to grab everyone’s attention.  We should see how big this has grown.  Check your phone.”

“Why my phone?”

“Call it a hunch, Rhett,” she groaned and nodded at the device.  “Go on.  I pray that I am wrong, but I have this sick feeling that your profile has exploded.”

“Because I was in a picture with an elf celebrity, please.”

“Because you were seen with the lips of a celebrity problem child wrapped around your…” she started before she had to grip the edge of the counter and look down.  “I don’t know how to say this, but…Rhett, being seen with Sara Cane is bad enough, but, given your looks and the size of your manhood, you could wind up as the most desired man on the entire app.”

“I think you’re blowing this out of proportion,” he chuckled, wishing to know why she had to grip the counter and avoid eye contact as he pulled up Elf Date on his phone. For a split second, he thought that it had something to do with seeing his cock, but the possibility was blown out of the water when he saw the number by the message icon. “Oh, damn.”

“Your face told me all I needed to know,” she sighed and walked around the counter to read over his arm.  “Seventy-eight.  Not as bad as I would have thought.  Although that is seventy-eight women looking to put their lips where Sara Cane has ventured.”

“About that.  How can they publish that without censorship?  Aren’t there laws about that?”

“There are, but organizations like them always manage to get away with it.  They get hit with a fine, but the sheer volume of readers they gain more than makes up for it.  I’ll take care of dinner.  Why don’t you get comfortable and check your messages?  I have a feeling that you’ll find a message or two from Sara in that mess.”

“I’m not sure if I really want to see her again though.”

“Really?” she asked with her head cocked slightly.  “A gorgeous actress doesn’t hold your interest?  Rhett, I know what I said about her being trouble, but maybe she has turned over a new leaf.”

“And I hope she does, but…I don’t know.  I just didn’t find her all that interesting.”

“Part of being an actress, I suppose.  They spend so much time pretending to be someone else that they forget who they truly are.  Well, good for you.  It fills me with pride to see you peering past looks alone.  However, remember how you felt when others refused to answer your messages.”

“Fair point.”

Rhett decided to go to his room for a bit of privacy.  That was his readied excuse in case Brinna asked.  The real reason revolved around the awkwardness that loomed over them ever since his roommate spent at least thirty seconds, perhaps longer, staring at a picture of his manhood. 

Maybe it was only a few seconds and it just felt longer?  That makes sense.  I mean, I was embarrassed, right?  It didn’t mean anything.

He scrolled down the long list of messages, wishing that the system had a search option.  He finally came across one from ‘Sariana’, one that came in roughly twenty minutes after he left for work.  That seemed suspicious, but he gave her the benefit of the doubt and opened it to see what she had to say.

Hey, sorry for messaging you so early.  You’re probably at work right now, which makes me a coward.  I want you to know that I had a good time, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to keep seeing each other.  It isn’t the tabloid thing.  I’m used to that.  Something came up is all.  Good luck, Rhett.  I really hope you find what you’re looking for. 

“Yeah, you too,” he muttered to himself, deleted the message, and scrolled back up to the top.  “Okay, let’s see what my fifteen seconds of fame bought me.”

The first two messages were from Kinka.  It didn’t surprise him, not when she came onto him heavily, even before the tabloid article.  What did surprise him were the attached photos.  She had clothes on in all of them. 

“I guess you’re turning over a new leaf as well.”

The same couldn’t be said for the other messages.  Countless photos of elf women in lingerie, swimming suits, or well-placed sheets graced his phone, stirring his cock as he flipped from one offer to the next.  It made him wish that he’d stayed with Sara instead of chasing after the photographer, but there wasn’t much he could do about that now. 

“Well, this is pointless,” he sighed and swiped over to see what the notification was about.  His eyes narrowed when he read it, with every word making less sense than the previous.  He didn’t believe it at first, so he backed out to his profile page to confirm that it wasn’t a ploy.  “Oh, damn.”

Date coins.  500 of them, to be precise.  His mind did flips trying to figure out what to do with them all, but another discovery forced him to shove the spending spree to the side.  He gained two points in ‘attitude’ during his time with Sara, which was just enough to bring his overall appeal up to nine.  Just like he suspected, he reached tier three, which meant he had new options, and tons of coins to spend on them.

“Thanks, Sara.”
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The tier-three store was interesting, albeit insanely expensive.  Elf Date didn’t bother with individual armor pieces anymore.  Instead, they offered full sets based on the class type of the user.  There was a thief’s set for 300 date coins, a warrior’s for 350, a mage’s for 400, and, to no surprise, a lover’s set for a staggering 600 date coins. 

“Josh will go broke if he sees that,” he sighed and scrolled down to see what else the store had to offer.  No weapons, surprisingly, but there were superior versions of the potions from tier two, as well as some new date scenario options.  The random tier three scenario went for 65 coins, while a tailored tier two went for 150.  His curiosity got the better of him, so he tapped the latter to see what it entailed.  “Woah.”

A new page opened, one that would make DnD dungeon masters wet their pants when they realized their jobs would become obsolete.  There were thirty options for the date to take place, as well as a hundred quests to choose from.  Not only that, but there were easily fifty companions he could pick, each with their own appearance, abilities, and personalities.  Some of them were standard, like an orc warrior.  The succubus dominatrix drew his attention, especially when he realized he could customize how she looked, how dominating she was, and whether or not he wanted a safe word. 

“I could get into a lot of trouble with that.  Damn, why bother with a real girl then?”

The store looked like trouble, so he backed out and searched through the profiles that tier three unlocked.  The bulk of the app users must have been on the tier, because it took an hour just to skim through them all.  It only took twenty minutes before his eyes started to blur, making every drow, elf, dwarf, tiefling, orc, and gnome meld into one picture. 

“I need to take a break.”

His stomach was rumbling, and he just remembered that Brinna offered to cook dinner nearly an hour ago, so he went out to the kitchen to see if she needed some help.  He paused at the island when he arrived.  Brinna was standing by the stove staring at her phone with an empty skillet in front of her.  She hadn’t even started dinner, which meant that whatever was on her phone was important. 

“Is everything okay?” he asked, making her jump, twist, and shove her phone behind her back in one graceful motion. 

“Yes, yes, fine.  Everything is quite fine.  Why?  Is everything okay with you?”

She spat the words out in such a hurry that he had to replay them in his head to make sense of it.  He’d known Brinna for almost two weeks by that point, and not once had he seen her so flighty. 

“How much coffee have you drank today?” he chuckled and opened the fridge.  “You look like you could run a 5K right now.”

“I haven’t had a drop since this morning, thank you very much,” she replied in her normal tone and cadence, proving that she managed to pull herself together.  “You startled me is all.”

“Must have been an enthralling article.  You forgot about dinner.”

“You just went to your room five minutes ago.”

“No, I went to my room an hour ago,” he corrected her and pulled out some leftovers.  “It’s okay.  We can just heat something up.  Are you sure you’re okay though?  You seemed…I don’t know, what’s the word?  Enamored?”

“I was no such thing.”

“Was it something from your parents?  I never did ask what you left to do.  I just assumed you wanted to see them.”

“My parents are struggling to adapt to their new lives is all,” she sighed and pulled down some plates.  “It would seem that there was a benefit to living with Jody’s family that I hadn’t considered.”

“What’s that?”

“Choices, for starters, not to mention the fact that we know nothing about getting jobs, finding a place to live, or anything else that normal people do.”

“Oh, wow, I didn’t think of that,” he sighed when he pictured aged adults with a child’s knowledge of the world trying to get by.  “Do you need to go help them?”

“Everything is taken care of, thankfully,” she replied and put one of the plates of beef and rice into the microwave.  “We found a group that helps former servants acclimate to the world.  They set my family up with a place to live, as well as jobs.”

“I can’t imagine the jobs are all that good though.”

“I am aware, sadly.  I picked up a few applications while I was at it.  I thought I would require a few more weeks to complete my objectives with you, but the way you’ve handled the incident with Sara Cane makes me believe that you could be ready to deal with your own love life.”

“Oh…yeah.”

Setting Brinna free was always the goal, but hearing it come from her own mouth sent a painful chill throughout his ribs, making each beat of his heart ache like he swallowed too much water in one gulp.  No matter how much he denied it, he wanted Brinna to stick around.  She would never fall in love with him, but he just couldn’t imagine going back to living alone. 

Unless she gets Stockholm Syndrome?

“Rhett?  Is everything alright?”

“Yeah, I just…” he started, searching for a lie to change the subject.  Lying was wrong though.  What was the point of growing so close to the elf if he wasn’t willing to tell her the truth?  With a deep breath, he forced himself to look her in the eye and speak from the heart.  “I’m going to miss you is all.”

“Oh, well, I’ll miss you as well,” she chuckled lightly and handed him the plate of reheated food.  “I’ve rather enjoyed my time here.”

It felt like a dagger to the heart.  It wasn’t what she said, but the way she said it.  Not once did he believe that Brinna was interested in him in the slightest, but to hear how casually she deflected his heartfelt statement was more painful than he ever imagined.  Still, it was good to have it out of the way.  He needed to snuff out the flickering candle he held for her, even if it meant slogging through a sea of elf women on the app for the rest of his life. 

Dinner was consumed with Brinna talking about her parents, the jobs they obtained, and their new home.  Rhett tried to give her his full attention, but he found his mind drifting back to the fact that she wouldn’t be with him much longer, as well as what she was staring at when he scared her. 

It’s probably a message from that guy she talked about.

It made sense that she would forget to cook dinner because she was distracted with rekindling an old flame.  It stung, but he wanted her to be happy.  Part of him thought about bringing it up again, but she would have answered him the first time when he asked.  It served as a reminder that he needed to learn when to let things go, like messaging a girl who didn’t want anything to do with him. 

Rhett cleaned up and headed for the couch, hoping to spend some time with Brinna watching TV before going to bed.  But, when he walked over to the couch, he found it empty. 

“Great.  I did something to make her run off to her room.”

Rhett took a shower and headed to his room, but he lingered outside her door for nearly a minute, debating on whether or not to knock.  He didn’t have a reason though, and he was only wearing a towel, so he gave up and moved on before he made another bad decision. 

He was too tired and defeated to bother getting dressed, so he lay with the towel soaking into his comforter as he stared at the Elf Date app.  Two dozen new messages arrived since the last time he was on his phone, making him groan and roll his eyes as he considered taking a break for a while. 

526 date coins sang to him though, making him wonder what tier four had in store, literally and figuratively.  By his logic, tier three required him to have an overall appeal of nine, so tier four required eighteen.  It made sense, so he spent a hundred coins in bed rating, just to see what would happen without confirming the purchase.  It rose to twenty-four, more than enough to reach the tier, but would take nearly all of his coins. 

“That wouldn’t leave me anything for the store,” he grumbled while he tried to figure out just how many coins he’d have to spend to unlock tier four.  After playing around, he figured out that he’d have to spend 63 points in his dating stats to reach the appeal level, which came out to 315.  He’d have over 200 left if he did, so he rolled over and tried to figure out where to put all of the points.  “63 in bed rating doesn’t sound too bad, but let’s be more realistic.”

Rhett was still under the impression that the numbers didn’t mean anything, so he split them up among the stats that were unlocked.  Reaching tier three unlocked intellect, giving him one more option as he divvied up his gift from Sara. 

“Note, you must maintain a rating of 4.5 to remain in tier four,” he read after confirming his spending.  “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

	Rhett Freeman
	Human
	Rank	4,255	14,293
	Tier		4
	Rating		5
	Successful Dates		8
	Failed Dates		0
	Total Dates		8
			
	Athletics		26
	Spell		10
	Fortitude		22
			
	Fun		18
	Charm		21
	Attitude		24
	Intelligence		17
	Kindness		18
	Prestige		4
	Bed Rating		25
	Appeal		18.14
			
	Dating Coins:		211
			


“That’s a heck of a jump in ranking.”

The jump from 9,000 to 4,000 in ranking held his attention for nearly two minutes, leaving him staring as though his brain paused during the change.  The only reason he could come up with was that less than half of the app’s users made it to tier four, which made him curious as to how many were on tier five or higher. 

“Jody probably bought her way to seven, or whatever she told me earlier,” he sighed and opened up the store to see what was new.  He found where they kept the good weapons, but the price was so far out of his range that he’d need binoculars to see the end.  The date scenarios fell in line with his expectations, as well as the prices that he could no longer afford.  “Well, at least I’m on tier four though.”

Three messages came in while he was messing around with his stats, proving that his time with Sara was still reaching the public.  Rolling his eyes was all he could muster before moving on to see what the tier four women were like. 

The differences were staggering until he zoomed in on some of the pictures.  At a glance, the first four women were far prettier than those on the other tiers, but a closer look revealed why.  Nicer clothes, more lavish backgrounds, and ungodly amounts of makeup.  The latter reminded him of those articles that showed porn stars before and after their makeup sessions, proving that anyone could be made into a hottie. 

“Anyone who doesn’t own their own summer home needn’t bother sending me a message,” he read from the profile of the drow woman with silver hair.  “Also, do not send your servant for me without being present.  I do not speak with peasants.  Damn, I’m starting to think that Jody wasn’t so bad now.”

Rhett flipped through the profiles to find similar remarks throughout, making him wonder whether the app filled it out that way, or if they paid for the alterations.  It didn’t matter.  He didn’t own a summer home, lavish cars, or anything else that the women would be interested in. 

Not every woman on tier four screamed ‘spoiled princess’.  Some seemed down to Earth, so to speak, which allowed him to play a little game he came up with.  He drummed up reasons for the women to reach tier four, but each round just saw him imagining how many times they spread their legs to get date coins or high reviews. 

“Not that I’m one to talk,” he sighed as he recalled how he reached tier four. 

Rhett swiped off of the profiles and went back to the store, ignoring the two new messages that came in.  Just for fun, he started to create his own date scenario, only to realize a strange possibility. 

What kind of fantasy scenarios would an earthling have?  Office simulator?  No, war quests, like WW2.  I bet that’d be it.  Man, that would suck.

Making his own date scenario based on Earth's history lost its appeal, so he thought about his favorite video games.  Taking a woman on an adventure that resembled the Zelda franchise sounded fun, right until he remembered that the real-life version of it would resemble the tentacle monster he fought with Lynnis. 

That was the catch.  Realism.  It wasn’t like he could drum up a scenario that would turn him and his date into anime characters, or anything that appeared hand-drawn.  It would always be real, which made the monsters they would fight terrifying. 

“I could pick something that doesn’t require fighting though.  Let’s see…fishing?  Yeah, because women love fishing.  Well, I bet the twins wouldn’t mind it.  Uhm…I’m guessing that’s an elf sport.  Probably embarrass the hell out of myself trying to learn it.  Bird watching, bird catching, bird…wow, a lot of bird stuff.  Weird.  Cock fighting…that may not mean what I think it means…”

Rhett read through the entire list, only to find that he wasn’t in the mood to create a date right now.  It wasn’t just the mental effort needed to create one, but the fact that he’d have to put it out there for every Sara Cane fan to drool over.  The thought made his stomach turn, especially when he accepted that he’d have to filter through his messages eventually. 

“Yeah, that’ll make me want to go on a date.”

Almost a hundred messages awaited him at that point.  A dozen or so started with ‘I saw you in the news’.  It made him groan, but it also made it easier to delete the message without having to read it, or open the attached photos.  Ten came from Kinka, so he had a quarter of them trashed within a few minutes. 

He couldn’t find an easy way to weed out the rest, so he accepted that he’d have to read them all.  Some of the messages were interesting, right until he opened the profile of the sender to find a homely woman, a dwarf, gnome, or another race he’d have an impossible time trying to pass off as human. 

“Am I being too picky now?” he asked himself seconds after deleting the message from a dwarf woman with a beard so bushy he couldn’t tell what she looked like.  “No.  No, I’m not.  I’m allowed to have tastes, right?”

Rhett paused on a message sent by a woman whose name he couldn’t pronounce.  Curiosity got the better of him, so he tapped her profile link.  She was a demon girl, the kind Brinna warned him to stay away from.  The red skin, yellow eyes, and silky black hair reminded him of one of his earliest encounters with Elf Date, back when Josh video-chatted with him to display his conquest.  It seemed like a lifetime ago, even though he knew it’d only been a few weeks. 

The pictures she attached made him forget all about his friend.  Each showed her bound with either rope or chains, displaying a different state of vulnerability and angles.  One picture was particularly captivating.  It was taken from her backside with her bent over so far that her little black thong stretched across her pussy, offering him a view of her dark red lips.  He lost himself to the mental image of ripping those little panties down to taste her folds, knowing that they’d be dripping wet with spicy fluids. 

“Damn, I really need to get laid soon,” he muttered, deleted the message, and swore to himself to delete anything that came from a demon girl.  By chance, he glanced at the time in the upper right corner, drawing a groan from him like a child being told he needed to get ready for bed.  “And I need to get some sleep.”
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“Okay, you’ll have to run that all by me again,” Josh groaned as they slipped through the front door at the end of the day, “because I can’t find this problem you’re whining about.”

“That’s because you tuned into the porn channel as soon as I mentioned what we were doing when that photographer took a picture of us,” Rhett growled and shifted the strap of his satchel on his shoulder.  “Seriously, I’m getting like…ten messages an hour from women wanting a piece of me.”

“Then give them a piece,” Josh laughed.  “Go online and order some knock-off Viagra, line up a dozen dates, and fill your memory with so much elf pussy that you can’t remember the last human you slept with.  Oh, but be sure to hydrate first.  Your hamstrings will thank you later.”

“You don’t get it.  I won’t find anything meaningful when every woman interested in me only wants to know more about Sara.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that.  Sara Cane, one to ten.”

“Nine, I guess.”

“And she took you on a date where you played a character in all of her movies.  Did you uh…you know, get laid in any of them?”

“You’re such a pervert,” Rhett groaned and paused by his car.  “Okay, just in the last one, but we still had our pants on for some reason.  Satisfied?”

“And what was she like?”

“Like Miley Cyrus as an elf, okay?”

“Nice, nice,” Josh chuckled and stroked his chin.  “Any chance that the actress is on Elf Date?  I could go for some Miley.”

“You’re welcome to look.”

“Maybe I will.  Okay, I can tell your panties are riding up your crack, so I’ll try to focus on the actual problem.  So, you slept with an elf celebrity, and now every woman on the app wants you, but you want things to go back to normal, right?”

“Right, and…well, okay, technically speaking, we didn’t get around to having sex,” Rhett admitted before tossing his bag into the car.  “After I won the game, we appeared at her place, and she was going down on me.”

“Nice!” Josh exclaimed, only to put his hands up and shake his head.  “Sorry, that was my genitals speaking.  So, you found later that some dude was taking pictures of you.  Man, you’d think a celebrity would know to close their drapes, or have guard dogs.”

“No, I caught him while she was going down on me.”

“Woah, hold on a second.  Are you telling me that you had a hot, celebrity elf tasting your space needle, and you decided to hop out of bed and chase a guy off of the lawn?  You’re not gay, are you?  It’s okay if you are.  In fact, it’d explain why you’re having a problem with this.”

“I’m not gay!  I’m pushing thirty.  I just think it’s time to quit chasing tail and find someone to settle down with.  Don’t get me wrong, Elf Date can be fun, but it’s really for guys younger than us.”

“Oh, could you imagine if we had the app during high school?  I could have brought a drow to prom.”

“You would have settled for a troll,” Rhett groaned and rolled his eyes. 

“Whatever, let’s rewind this back to where you chased the guy away like you were an old man pissed that some kids were on your lawn.  Why was that more important than the sexy redhead going to town on you?”

“I don’t know.  It all happened so fast.  Brinna thinks that I’m desensitized to sex now, so…”

“Brinna?” Josh interrupted with a raised brow.  “Who’s Brinna?”

“The elf woman who lives with me.”

“Woah, hold on now.  Are you telling me that you’ve had an elf woman living with you and you didn’t think to tell me?  Who is she?”

“Do you remember the tier one date with the farmer’s daughter?”

“She’s the farmer’s daughter?”

“No!  She’s the woman Jody used to fill in for her if her date didn’t want the daughter.”

“Ooh, so she’s working it off.  Kinky.”

“We’ve never had sex,” Rhett snapped.  He couldn’t explain it, but he felt like hitting Josh, which wouldn’t have panned out well since his friend was roughly half his size. 

“Then why is she living with you?”

“I ended her family’s servitude toward Jody.  She was grateful…”

“But not grateful enough to sleep with you?  She sounds like a bitch.”

“Watch it!”

“Woah, woah, okay,” Josh chuckled and threw up his hands.  “I didn’t realize you were in love with her.”

“I’m not…”

“You paused,” Josh pointed out.  “That means you have feelings you’re trying to deny.”

“She’s amazing, okay,” Rhett sighed and leaned against his car, despite how desperately it needed a wash.  “She’s smart, she’s funny, she’s…”

“Ugly, or just average?”

“Gorgeous.  Brinna is so flipping gorgeous that I can barely stand to look at her for more than a few seconds at a time.”

“See, there’s your problem.  Why would you want to go out for burgers when you’ve got a prime steak at home?”

“That’s not the problem.”

“Oh really?  Can you look me in the eye and tell me that you don’t compare every woman you date to this Brinna woman?  Honestly?”

“I…” he started until he turned to look at his friend.  It seemed easy to say no at first, but something about the way Josh looked at him forced Rhett to swallow his words.

“That’s what I thought.  Look, you need to do something about the situation then.  Why is she living with you?”

“To help me iron out my dating problems.”

“Ugh, sounds like she overdid it if you’re turning down hot actresses.  Well, it looks like you have two choices.  A, you can lie and tell her she can go live her life now.  Or B, well, I think you know.”

“I have to tell her how I feel.”

“I know you don’t have the greatest track record with that,” Josh sighed and put his hand on Rhett’s shoulder.  “She’ll probably leave either way, but at least you won’t have the regret of not telling her.”

“Yeah, that…wait.  Since when did you become so mature?”

“Well, I have been porking elves who could be a hundred years old, so maybe it’s rubbing off on me.”

“And the moment is ruined.”

Rhett went home after that, but he couldn’t get Josh’s profound statement out of his head.  He always knew he’d have to set Brinna free, but he never thought about telling her how he felt about her.  It stayed with him the entire ride home, and with every step he took toward his apartment. 

I’m just going to blurt it out, he assured himself as he unlocked the door.  I’m going to walk right in there and say…Brinna, we need to talk, sit down, blah, blah…small talk, beat around the bush a bit, then…bam!  She’ll run for the hills.  That sounds about right. 

He sucked in a deep breath and opened the door, determined to lay out his feelings and let the chips fall where they may.  Brinna was in the kitchen, working on supper, but also staring at her phone at the same time. 

“Welcome home,” she stated without looking up.  “How did your day go?  Well, other than the ten thousand messages you received.”

“I turned off the notifications,” he replied, set his satchel down, and summoned whatever courage he could find.  “My day was fine, but…well, shoot, I should ask how yours was before I move on to a new subject, huh?”

“I wish I could say that it was splendid,” she groaned and shook her head before looking up to offer him a tight-lipped smile, “but that would be lying.”

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know about wrong, but…it’s the job search.  You wouldn’t believe how little I qualify for with my background.  I loathe admitting it, but I would be better off crawling back to Jody and that horrid family of hers.”

“Oh.”

It was all he could say since her words hit him like a bag full of bricks.  While his intentions were good, he never considered the fact that freeing her from servitude could wind up creating a worse fate than if he’d left her alone.  Guilt overwhelmed him immediately, tightening his throat as he watched her flip through what he assumed were jobs on her phone. 

“Was there something you wished to tell me?” she asked and laid her phone down.  “I’m sorry if I distracted you with my little problems.”

“They’re not little.  What can I do to help?”

“Rhett,” she chuckled lightly and stirred whatever she had cooking on the stove.  “You’ve housed me and offered me free food.  I couldn’t possibly ask more of you.  Now, what were you going to say before I dropped my issues on you?”

“Uhm…” he stammered, swearing at himself for losing his spine between the hallway and the kitchen.  “I don’t remember now.  Sorry.”

“It seems that I should apologize if I made you forget.  No matter, I’m sure that it will come to you.  Now, get cleaned up and ready for supper.  I’ve made a traditional elvish dish.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Lower your expectations.  Mother did the cooking.”

Rhett dropped off his bag, changed, and washed his face before heading to the kitchen island.  Brinna had a creamy, beige dish prepared that didn’t seem too appealing, but it smelled wonderful.  The taste was amazing, so long as he didn’t look at it, which left him feeling all the more guilty for how he ruined her life. 

I’m pretty sure that pouring your heart out will only make things worse. 

“I did hear some good news today,” she said after several long minutes of awkward silence.  “My mother found a job working in a kitchen.  It’s just a mundane restaurant, but, with some luck, she’ll be able to find better employment once her resume grows.”

“Yeah, that’s good.  What’s your father doing?”

“Working in a factory,” she sighed and moved her food around on her plate.  “He did general work before, so he hasn’t much experience with anything else.”

“Oh, I’m…”

“Rhett,” she interrupted and pointed her spoon at him, which didn’t hold the same threat as a fork or knife, “if you are going to apologize, forget it.  I know it sounds bad, but my parents are enjoying the freedom your choice afforded them.  You wouldn’t believe how many questions they asked about you when I visited.  I would have made you come with me had I known they were going to have so many questions.”

“What kind of questions?” he chuckled to play it down, even though he was completely serious. 

“What kind of person you are, mostly.  My mother believes you are handsome, by the way.  I hope you don’t mind that I showed her your picture.  She simply wouldn’t stop asking, and it was easier than trying to describe you in full detail.”

“No, I don’t mind.  Do I need to go with you sometime?  You know, since you did it for me?”

Her eyes widened, her mouth opened as though to speak, yet nothing came out.  He wished he could have read her mind just then, because he doubted he’d ever know what she was thinking. 

“I don’t believe that’ll be necessary.  They have asked to meet you though, so we may have little choice in the matter.  Well, assuming that I’m not asking too much of you, of course.”

“I see no problems with it.  Besides, I’m curious about what your world looks like.  Well, other than what I saw from…well, you know.”

“The lavish lawn of a celebrity?” she sighed and went back to staring at her plate.  “You don’t have to go out of your way to visit them.  It’s kind of you to agree to it, clearly, but you’ve done far too much for my family already.”

“I’d do it for you,” he blurted out without thinking.  He could feel the heat rising in his cheeks, and he was too afraid to look up, even though he swore her eyes were burning holes in his forehead.  He had to clean up the mess he made, so to speak, so he chuckled to play it off.  “I mean, what are friends for, right?”

“Indeed, but…”

“But?”

“Nothing,” she breathed and pushed her plate away.  “I am astounded at your constant generosity.  I find it impossible to believe that some lucky woman hasn’t snatched you up by now.”

“I think that elf women are the only ones who find me appealing.  Humans seem to want something else.”

“Oh, I am well aware.  I spent a great deal of time on your tablet.  No wonder you are so lost.  Even I can’t figure out Earth women, and I’m the same gender.  It’s a wonder how there are so many of you on the planet.”

“You got to watch saying stuff like that.  I’m pretty sure women in sunglasses and business suits will come take you away.”

“Are you saying my woman card would be revoked?” she teased with a subtle wink that made his heart flip. 

“So, women do have a card?”

“I could tell you, but then I would have to destroy you,” she sighed, rose, and cleaned up her plate.  “Sorry, but it will take a great deal more than that to trick me into giving away the secrets of all women kind.”

“Well, you can’t blame a guy for trying.”

“Indeed.  Now, I suppose I should get back to my purpose and see about finding you a real woman.  Has anyone caught your eye of late?”

“They’re all becoming one big blur,” he groaned and brought his plate to the sink as well.  “I might have to wait for the whole Sara thing to blow over.”

“You can try, but the internet is forever, no matter which world you are in,” she warned and took his plate from him.  “I would offer to sift through your messages, but I fear I’ll see nothing but women in lingerie, assuming they wear anything at all.”

“How did you know that?”

“I didn’t until you confirmed it for me,” she teased and gave him that wink again.  “I’m surprised you haven’t lined them all up by now.”

“Josh thinks I should, among other things.”

“Dare I ask?”

Rhett couldn’t respond, not when the remark would involve telling her how he felt.  With a lump in his throat, he looked over to lock eyes with the gorgeous elf, wishing that there was some possible scenario that would see the two of them together.  Sadly, there wasn’t, because he couldn't imagine she’d ever stoop so low as to date someone like him. 

“Probably not.”

You are such a coward!

He tucked his tail between his legs and retired for the evening, leaving her to clean up so he could get his clothes ready for work in the morning.  He paused when he saw the painting he made of her in the bottom of the closet, pondering whether or not she’d ever see it. 

“I’ll give it to her right before she heads home,” he lied to himself, knowing that it’d never leave the closet again. 

He took a quick shower, kicking himself the entire way before winding up back on his bed in a towel, staring at the Elf Date app, just like the night before.  This time was different though.  He wasn’t just searching for someone who didn’t see the paparazzi photos, he was seeking someone to take Brinna off of his mind. 

There were fewer messages today, proving that his fifteen seconds of fame were nearing its end.  Rhett let out a sigh of relief, deleted the newest message from Kinka (even though he just said he needed to get laid soon), and moved on to find something interesting waiting for him.

“A date where we play board games?” he chuckled and shook his head.  “Really dialing it back to junior high, aren’t we?”

Rhett almost deleted the message until he reconsidered the offer.  Playing a board game didn’t sound too bad, and it could prove just distracting enough to get his Brinna problem off of his mind.  So, with nothing to lose, he scrolled down to see what the rest of the message entailed. 

“…my friends and I are looking for a fourth to join us in a night of playing board games,” he read under his breath.  “We saw your profile and thought you’d make a good match for our group.  Are you game?  Get it?  Game?  Really?”

Rhett groaned at the joke, but he took a moment to check out her profile.  Her name was Aris.  She was short, with insanely curly brown hair, and a slim figure.  Her smile drew him in though, and he swore he could feel his hand gracing her cheek before kissing her. 

“That seems like a good enough reason for me,” he sighed and typed his response.  “So long as your friends aren’t two other guys competing for you.”

4

The app drew him in.  Rhett opened his eyes to find himself in the entryway of a lavish house, one with expensive wood paneling, marble floors, and a chandelier that was probably actual crystal.  The place reminded him of the old murder mystery movies, which sounded like a good idea for a date, now that he thought about it. 

“And there he is.”

Rhett turned to find Aris staring at him from a doorway, beaming that cute little smile that proved too infectious not to mirror.  She was every bit as short as her profile stated, which he took to mean that she was honest as he looked her over.  She wore a white, button-up blouse and a plaid skirt, giving her the Catholic schoolgirl look that every Halloween store put out on display.

“Hi,” he managed with a wry smile. 

“A man of few words,” she laughed and walked over to shake his hand.  Her head tilted back when they neared one another, furthering her smile as one side of her pleasantly plump lips rose higher than the other.  “I underestimated how tall you are.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not when we sit down.  Come on, everyone is waiting.  We can chat while we play.”

“Lead the way.”

Rhett followed Aris down a hallway, carefully examining the paintings on the wall so he wouldn’t be tempted to check out her butt.  When they reached the door at the other end, Aris paused in front of it, looked over her shoulder at him, and let out a sigh. 

“I’m not opening this until you ogle my bottom,” she groaned with a raised brown.  “Come on, I spend way too much time exercising for you to ignore it.”

“Well, we can’t have that,”  he chuckled, stood back, and cocked his head to show that he was looking down.  “Hmm, could you do a hip-lock for me?  Yes, good, very nice.  I can tell you put in a lot of hours.”

“Thank you.  Okay, quit staring now.  Bemmy would beat you senseless if she thinks I’ve already seduced you.”

“Bemmy?”

“Oh, and Carlie.”

Her friends are both women?  Interesting.

Rhett followed her into one of the most interesting, and depressing rooms he had ever seen.  It looked like a library at first, right until he realized that those weren’t books on the shelves lining the entire room.  They were all board games, hundreds of them, perhaps thousands.  An enormous wooden table took up the middle of the room, but only two of the eight chairs were taken. 

Bemmy and Carlie looked nothing like Aris, which gave the group a nice visual mix.  Bemmy, he assumed, was a tall, dark-skinned drow woman with long, silky hair.  Carlie was almost as short as Aris, pale, with bright blue hair, and some nice curves that her baggy shirt failed to conceal. 

“Bemmy, Carlie, this is Rhett, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Bemmy breathed with a voice as silky smooth as her long black hair as she reached out to shake his hand.  Her skin was soft, just as he imagined.  She was only a few inches shorter than him, which offered his neck some relief before he was turned toward Carlie.

“Oh, wow, he’s cuter than his picture,” Carlie snorted and reached out to shake his hand, only to giggle and pull away when their skin touched.  “Sorry…I’m just…”

“She gets a little nervous around good-looking men,” Aris sighed, took his arm, and led him to one of the chairs.  “Why don’t you have a seat while we figure out what we’re going to play first.”

“Battle chess, obviously,” Bemmy announced as she pulled out a silver phone and went to work on the screen.  “I’ll order us the usual appetizer mix.”

“Ooh, can we get truffles?” Carlie squealed and clapped her hands.

“They give you gas, sweetie,” Bemmy sang without bothering to look at her friend.  “Not a good way to make a first impression.”

“Aw.”

“So, what’s battle chess about?” he asked while Aris walked over to the wall to pull a thick wooden case off of the shelf. 

“It’s a strategy game.  A bit dull if you ask me, but…”

“Hey,” Bemmy grumbled with a brow lifted, one that he swore was painted onto her forehead.  “Are you judging my taste in games?”

“Obviously.  I’m not saying we should play Rabbits and Gnomes, or anything childish like that, but you have to admit that any version of battle chess is boring.”

Aris finished her response as she laid the case on the table, flipped the clasps, and stood back as the game unfolded itself.  It looked like an ordinary chess game at first, although the pieces were carved to look like real soldiers, wizards, and a queen whose curves made it difficult to sit normally.

You have three pretty elf women sitting around you and you’re staring at a game piece?  Yeah, something has definitely broken inside of you.

“Hold on,” Carlie sighed with her phone out on the table.  “Oh, I see the problem.  Sorry, Rhett, but it isn’t the same as the chess game you know.  Wow, those pieces have got some weird moves.  Don’t worry, this version is way simpler.”

“Still looks like it’s for two people though.  Are we taking turns?”

“Nope,” Aris laughed.  She had an infectious laugh.  If she were a few inches taller, he’d already label her as the front-runner in the group as far as his interests were concerned.  Still, if she proved to be interesting, he could see himself becoming willing to deal with a bit of back pain. 

As he soaked in the details of his ‘date’, Aris turned a dial on the side of the board, which expanded into three, then once more until there were four starting areas, four complete sets of pieces, and an open area in the middle where he assumed they would all ‘fight’. 

“Now we can play.  Okay, I’ll go first.”

Aris put the tip of her finger on the helmet of a pawn, or soldier, if his guess was correct.  When her skin made contact with it, three squares on the board lit up to signal where she could move the piece.  It took all of the guesswork out of the game, offering him a bit of relief. 

The first few rounds went quickly since everyone had to get their soldiers out onto the battlefield, but the mood quickly shifted once Aris took one of Carlie’s pieces.  The battle part became obvious.  When the two pieces were on the same square, Aris’s piece sprang to life, pulled back with his little pike, and promptly drove it through the chest of Carlie’s soldier.  The latter crumbled into rubble, leaving a tiny mess in its wake as Aris’s piece settled into the middle of the spot. 

“Never play the deluxe edition,” Carlie whimpered and looked up at him beneath a lock of blue hair.  “The soldiers actually scream in pain.”

“Okay, yeah, noted.”

“So, Rhett,” Bemmy started with her finger on the piece that was clearly a wizard holding a staff.  “Aris tells us that you have a perfect five-star rating.  How did you manage that little feat?”

As she spoke, Bemmy moved her piece toward one of his soldiers.  The wizard raised the staff to make tiny lightning sparks above the soldier’s head, then pulled the staff down to obliterate the piece, leaving it a pile of rubble with little sparks darting about it for several seconds.  Rhett stared with a little smirk on his face, nearly forgetting the question until the drow cleared her throat. 

“I’m still trying to figure that out, actually,” he replied while Carlie decided on what piece to move.  “I guess I’ve just been myself.”

“No one gains a five-star rating while being themselves,” Carlie chuckled, sighed, and moved her piece to take out the wizard that Bemmy just used. 

“Ah, you bitch,” Bemmy cried out before leaning over the table to laugh.  “I didn’t even see that.  I guess I was too distracted.”

“Gee, I wonder why?” Aris sighed as trays of refreshments floated to each of them from out of nowhere.  “Ah, here we go.  I was getting a bit thirsty.”

Each silver tray held a small stack of narrow sandwiches cut into rectangles, tiny pieces of fruit and vegetables, and a tall glass of orange liquid.  He thought nothing of it when he took a sip, but the alcohol that struck him nearly made him cough when it hit his throat. 

“Uh oh, we have a lightweight in the room,” Carlie sang with a little grin.  “I think we know whose shirt is coming off first.”

“It’s always yours,” Aris growled.  “Come on, let’s play so we can move on to something better.”

Everyone ate, drank, and played as the pieces slowly dwindled across the board.  The conversation was light, mostly revolving around small talk with little innuendos that he pretended not to notice.  The dumber he played, the more they piled on, which suited him just fine.  Aris didn’t say much though.  In fact, the only time she spoke was to tell her friends when to dial it back, or hurry up and make a decision.  Battle chess didn’t seem like her kind of game, especially when he caught her looking around the room, checking out the selection the shelves had to offer. 

Okay, I have three attractive women around me, and we’re all playing a board game where the pieces beat the living crap out of one another.  Teenager me would die to be here right now. 

Aris was the first to get eliminated, followed shortly by Bemmy.  It was down to Carlie and Rhett, but the battle quickly turned in her favor.  Rhett was down to three pieces, while Carlie had seven, proving that she was smarter than she let on. 

“Come on, bend over so I can beat that ass properly,” she teased, holding her grin for several more seconds than he deemed necessary.  The way Aris rapped her fingers on the table said she didn’t care for the comment too much, which left him wondering why she wanted to have her friends there if she wanted him to herself. 

“You better watch yourself,” Bemmy sang with her glass next to her thick lips.  “I don’t think Aris likes you talking to him that way.”

“I didn’t say anything bad.”

“You just offered to spank him,” Aris sighed.  “At least try to keep your inner slut contained for another game or two.”

“She’s fine,” Rhett replied, made his move, and waited for Carlie to destroy his piece.  “I’ve dealt with worse.”

“What does that mean?” Carlie grumbled with her finger on her next piece. 

“It means he’s too nice to tell you to dial it back.  Now, make your move so we can do something else.”

Carlie beat him in seven moves, not that he was trying at that point.  Aris quickly returned the game to the shelf and examined the selection, leaving him alone with two women who stared at him like they wished his dick was in the glasses they pulled to their lips. 

“You know what game I want to play.”

“Yes, Carlie, we all know what you want to play,” Aris sighed and shook her head.  Rhett could feel the tension thickening in the room, so he got up and walked over to Aris, hoping to figure out what was happening.

“Hey, is everything okay?” he whispered as she stood with her head cocked to one side so she could read the sides of the boxes.  “You seem a little pissed at your friend.”

“I’m not mad at her, and you shouldn’t have to step in,” she groaned, pulled out a game, then shook her head and put it back. 

“I’m just getting a sense that you don’t want to be here.”

“What?  No,” she gasped and turned to put her hand on his arm.  Her curly brown hair shifted into her face when she turned, forcing her to blow it back so she could look up at him.  “Okay, fine, this wasn’t my idea.  It was theirs, and they hacked into my account to make the date with you.”

“That sounds familiar,” he chuckled and looked over his shoulder.  Bemmy and Carlie were chatting away, but the number of empty glasses by the blue-haired elf had grown alarming.  “Do you want me to pretend I’m not feeling well so you can get out of this?”

“No,” she moaned and let her hand drop, along with her gaze.  “They only did it because my profile has collected a ton of dust lately.  They’re just trying to get me back out there again.”

“Bad experience?”

“Several, actually.  I’m sorry, I really don’t mean to drag you down.  I know what they’re doing.  They’re trying to get you worked up.  Then they’ll leave so I can dust off something else that’s grown a bit stale.  It’s embarrassing, but I figured I should at least tell you so you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“Can I ask why I was picked then?”

“Those pictures of you with Sara Cane.  Bemmy thinks I need a giant cock up my ass to get the stick out of it.”

“That figures,” he sighed and pulled away, only to have her grab his hand and pull him back.

“Please, I get it if you’re mad, but they’ll never let me hear the end of it if you storm out of here,” she whimpered with her pale eyes pleading with him to stay.  Her lips curled into her mouth when she saw the scowl on his face, so she loosened her grip and took a step back.  “You’re really sick of the Sara Cane thing, aren’t you?”

“I can’t wait for it to blow over.  I can’t unlock my phone without dozens of messages punching me in the eyes.”

“And you thought this would be different,” she groaned and looked down again.  “I’m sorry.  I feel like we should make it up to you.  What can I do?”

“Being honest helped a lot, actually,” he sighed and looked at the shelf behind her.  “I don’t know.  Is there anything fun that we could do?  I think we need to decide before Carlie drinks too much.”

“Oh, she’s already had enough that she’ll pretend to stumble into your lap every chance she gets.  She’s the one who saw the pictures first, by the way.  I’ve never seen them, but she won’t stop talking about your…well, you know?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Oh, wait, I know what we can play,” she gasped, grabbed his arm, and dragged him to the other corner.  “We need to keep them sober, especially Carlie, so let’s play something that’ll take us out of the room.”

“I would say that’s crazy, but I’ve seen some pretty weird stuff already.  What do you have in mind?”

“Stalker, if I can find it.”

“Stalker?  That sounds a bit dark.”

“Uhm, it’s like…like…shoot,” she groaned and leaned past him while raising her voice.  “Carlie, can you look up the Earth game that’s like Stalker?”

“Ooh, I love that game,” the blue-haired elf squealed and tapped away on her phone.  “Uhm…Hide and Go Seek.”

“Really?  That’s a kid’s game.”

“Our version is way better,” she chuckled while pulling a large box off of the shelf.  “Trust me, it’ll be fun, and they’ll have to sweat a bit, which should help sober them up.”

“Worth a shot, I guess.”

“Great,” she laughed and started toward the table, only to pull close and lean against him to whisper.  “Don’t be alone with Carlie in the beginning though.  She will seriously dry hump your leg into oblivion.”

“Noted.”

“Oh, wow, no wonder he scoffed at it,” Carlie laughed as she continued to read her phone.  “Their version just sees them hiding in a house.”

“Oh, this is far more fun,” Aris chuckled and laid out the board. 

“Uhm, it’s a board game?”

“It just starts as one,” she replied and placed a stack of cards on the table, as well as two differently colored die before each player.  “It uses the same technology as Elf Date.”

“We figure out who’s it to start,” Bemmy continued while Aris shuffled the cards.  “One die has letters, the other has numbers.  That determines where each of us starts to begin the game.”

“Coordinates,” he muttered when he saw the letters and numbers along the edges of the board.  “Okay, what’re the cards for?”

“The cards determine the location for the game, as well as the premise.”

“The premise?”

“They’re not always the same.”

“Yeah,” Carlie sighed, grabbed the other deck of cards from the box, and held them under the table to shuffle them.  He thought that was weird, but he let it go so he wouldn’t miss the rules. 

“The premise might be ‘bait’,” Aris explained and set the stack down in the middle.  “Say you’re it.  If you tag one of us, then we’ll become bound in rope.  You can then drag us to one of the danger zones, like a fiery pit, a pit with stakes in the bottom…”

“A snake pit?”

“No, that’d be dangerous.  Anyway, if one of us is captured, then the others have to figure out how to rescue them.”

“If I’m it, and we get ‘bait’,” Carlie sighed and placed the other deck of cards on the board, “I’ll come straight for you, cutie.”

“Yeah, I think Rhett should be it then,” Aris groaned. 

5

Rhett understood the difference between Stalker and the Earth game the second he was teleported to the beginning spot.  He leaned back to see the night sky above, as well as the top of the castle wall before him.  The gate was open though, so he stepped through slowly and took a look around. 

“This isn’t creepy at all,” he muttered, noting the empty streets in either direction.  “It’ll take forever to find them in this place.”

Being thorough was required, so he slipped into the guard shack and checked every corner to make sure none of the girls were hiding under a desk, in the chest, or behind the curtains.  He continued down the street, ducking into every building along the way as the minutes crept by.  Boredom kicked in when he reached the next gate, but something happened once he was clear of the iron.  The gate dropped down with a heavy slam, making him jump and grab his chest while a piece of paper slowly floated from the sky.  Rhett snatched it in the air and turned it over, hoping that it held good news. 

“The Stalker has cleared sections A1 and A2.  The area is now off-limits…okay, that means they can’t sneak behind me, so that’s good…The Stalker has been granted night vision as a reward.  What?”

Rhett whipped around to check the corner beside him.  Sure enough, he could see in the shadows as clear as day, making him smile as he realized that the game would slowly turn in his favor whenever he ruled out a section. 

“Okay, this could be fun after all.  I wonder what the premise was though.”

Carlie drew that card, from the same deck she shuffled beneath the table, no less.  He didn’t care for her sneakiness then, but now he found himself merely curious as he made his way through the next section.  Being able to see in the dark made his job easier since he didn’t have to open shutters or feel around to check under beds and in closets.  He reached the next gate in half of the time as he backed up to ready himself for the iron to come crashing down. 

“They have to be able to hear that,” he muttered as he waited for the paper to float down to him.  “The castle is large…yeah, I know…so here is a companion to help you locate your prey…okay, I don’t know what they mean, but I wish they wouldn’t call the girls prey.”

Rhett was still focused on the paper when a loud caw sounded.  He jerked and whipped around to find a crow perched on a bar within the gate, cocking its head sideways as it looked up at him. 

“You’re going to help me, huh?” he laughed and held out his hand to see if the bird would fly to him.  It cawed twice, then flew off into the night, leaving him to check the next section on his own.  He wished he had something more helpful than the crow, but he still managed to clear the section in record time.  The gate slammed again, closing off the sector while he snatched the next paper. 

“Press the button to make them squeal, all according to the premise.  Be warned, there are only three charges.  Three charges?”

Rhett thought about it for a moment.  The premise came from the deck that Carlie shuffled, which really made him question why she had to do it under the table.  Something told him that she manipulated the system, especially now that he knew Aris’s friends were just trying to get her laid. 

By my giant cock, apparently, he chuckled and groaned in his head.

He had a bad feeling about it, but he held up the device that appeared in his hand after he read the message.  It was a simple control with only one button, and three red lights glowing next to it, likely to represent the number of charges remaining.  Curiosity was an ugly monster, one that saw him pushing the button just to see what would happen. 

A caw sounded in the distance.  His head jerked to locate the direction, knowing that pushing the button again would leave him with only one charge, and three women to find.  The crow cawed again, so he stowed the device and raced toward the area to find the bird circling over one of the sections.

“Okay, I see what he’s for now,” he muttered as he noted how wide the bird’s circle was.  “It can only tell me the section.  That makes sense.”

The crow landed at the top of a tower in the middle of the section, one that looked nothing like those he cleared out already.  Variety was good though, so he started to sweep the area while resisting the temptation to use the device again.

I wonder what it does though?  Shock collar?  That’s mean, but that would make sense, right?  I push the button, the collar zaps them, they cry out, and the bird hears it. 

Rhett cleared out half of the section, leaving just the area beyond the tower, and the tower itself.  He started to walk by when he reconsidered.  If he was the one hiding, the tower would have called to him, especially since it literally towered over the area. 

The tower wasn’t wide, thankfully, so checking each floor didn’t take very long.  As he scaled the spiral staircase to the top, he swore he heard a noise, one that couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than whimpering. 

I’ve got a bad feeling about what Carlie did to that deck of cards.

Slowly he ascended the last few steps, dreading what he would discover.  A heavy door stood in his way, one he knew would squeak as soon as he pushed.  Not that it mattered though.  Whoever was in the room had nowhere else to go, assuming they couldn’t fly out the window. 

“Here we go,” he whispered, sucked in a breath, and pushed open the door. 

The hinges squeaked as loud as he feared they would, but one look at the room said it didn’t matter.  He found Bemmy wearing a typical peasant dress, but that wasn’t the detail that made his feet freeze to the floor.  She was on her knees with the sheer curtains from the window binding her wrists, pulling her arms back.  It didn’t seem possible, but other curtains snaked their way across her body, threatening to tear her dress at the seams as she struggled against it. 

“I knew that blue-haired bitch did something to that deck,” she growled as thin fabric stretched over her jaw, pulling it open as another set pulled her down to her knees.

“What the hell is this?” he grumbled and walked over, noting that a new set grew from under the set holding her arms back. 

“Carlie put something kinky in the deck, that’s what,” she hissed and pulled her head to the side, trying to keep the curtains from holding her chin. 

Rhett was about to ask what when his inner adult took the reins.  The curtains were placing the drow in a submissive position.  If he allowed it to continue, it would have her mouth forced open wide, likely so he could take advantage of her.  With a growl, he pulled out his phone to equip his sword, cut through the curtains, and pulled her toward the door before the magic could try to bind her again. 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she whimpered and gave him a hug with such strength that his back popped before she chuckled and released him.  “Most guys wouldn’t have taken the high road.  In fact, I can guarantee you that most guys would have whipped it out and shoved it in my mouth.”

“Yeah, I try not to be most guys.”

“And I’m thankful for that,” she sighed before narrowing her eyes and cocking her head.  “Wait, why not?  Do you have something against drow, or…”

Wow, another ego in need of a massage.

“I pictured it while I equipped my sword, okay?” he lied to make her feel better. 

“Well, I saw the pictures.  I probably would have choked on that thing.  Okay, we need to get her back for this, but I don’t want Aris getting in the mix.”

“That depends.  What’re you thinking when it comes to revenge here?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she groaned and turned to glare at the magical curtains flopping in the breeze.  “Maybe we can carry her to something menacing, then you push that button twice and give her a taste of her own medicine.”

“We’ll see how it goes.  Let’s just find Aris first.”

Rhett wasn’t sure if he wanted anything to do with whatever revenge plot Bemmy had in mind, but he agreed that the friend needed to learn a lesson.  The pair headed downstairs together and cleared the gate, which slammed shut behind them with a new paper floating down.  Rhett went to snatch it, but Bemmy proved to be quicker than she appeared. 

“What does it say?”

“It says that we’re partners now,” she replied and handed him the paper.  “I’m not sure about the rest though.”

“Your gifts are shared with your partner…oh, it means you can see in the dark too.”

“And here I thought the sun was coming up,” she sighed while staring at a shadowy corner.  “Should we split up, or work together?”

“Together,” he replied and pointed to the right.  “You take that side, I’ll take the other.  We can get this area checked in no time.  Well, unless you happen to know where they started at.”

“Sorry, stud, but we all moved here the second the dice quit moving,” she offered with a hint of desire in her voice.  Rhett didn’t mind the flirtation, but he found himself more amused with the fact that he caught onto it.  That wouldn’t have happened a month ago, so at least he’d gained something from his time on Elf Date.  “So, do you want to move on from here, or go back to where you were and be thorough?”

“Let’s go from here,” he replied as he drew up the layout of the place in his head.  “We can go around the perimeter and work our way inward.”

“Is that how you like it?” she teased with a wink.  “You start on the outskirts before working your way in to the good stuff?”

“Yes.  Yes to this, and yes to the sexual reference.”

Rhett allowed himself to smirk.  Why not?  It felt good to be in the know, and the pleasant smile Bemmy offered in return said she appreciated his directness.  Together they moved into the next section, slowly working their way through each building to check every hiding place.  One structure was a large complex filled with single-bedroom dwellings, which he swore would take an hour to check before moving to the next gate.  Bemmy grew suspiciously quiet.  Either she had something on her mind, or passing by so many beds gave her ideas. 

“Okay, Rhett, I feel like I should level with you,” she stated and sat down on one of the beds. 

I’m about to get laid while searching for my ‘date’.  I can’t even begin to explain how messed up this is.

“Okay, shoot.”

“Shoot?”

“A quick way of saying to go ahead and ask.”

“Oh, that makes a lot more sense than what I was thinking,” she chuckled and leaned back with her hands behind her for support.  If sex was on the table, she was in the perfect spot for him to crawl on top of her and start kissing her neck.  Her long, tender, sleek neck.  “I’m sure Aris told you that this whole thing was our idea.  If not, well, it was, so there you go.  Carlie and I just wanted to get our friend laid.  You could say it’s been a while, and by a while, I mean a while.”

“Not really sure where you’re going with this,” he stated while checking the closet so he wouldn’t fixate on her slender frame stretching across the bed. 

“We saw the photos of you and Sara Cane,” she groaned and suddenly leaned forward with her elbows on her knees.  “Aris likes tall guys, and you seemed like the kind of guy she would go for, so we thought we’d contact you to…you know, clean out her pipes with that big cleaning brush of yours.”

“Can’t say I’ve ever heard that reference, but I get what you’re saying.”

“You’re mad,” she moaned and stood up to walk over to him.  “Is it because we just wanted to use you to make our best friend happy for a few minutes, or is there something else going on here?”

“I…” he started until he realized he had no reason to hold back the truth.  Bemmy was a stranger, mostly, but she seemed fairly open, making it easier for him to spill.  “…it’s the Sara Cane thing.  It’s embarrassing having my junk out on display for the entire elf world to see.  I get so many messages now that my phone can barely hold its charge.”

“Oh, yeah, I bet,” she laughed and opened the trunk at the foot of the bed.  “I also bet you’re getting plenty of ass right now.”

Rhett opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out. 

“You’re not,” she sang and rubbed her caramel chin.  “Okay, I’m going to take a shot in the dark here and say that you didn’t download the app to get laid.  You’re one of those people who thought he’d find the love of his life waiting for him.”

“Guilty,” he muttered and moved to the door.  “That’s how I came into it at least.”

“And now?”

“I don’t know,” he sighed and leaned against the doorway.  “It feels like my eyes are open now.  I’m more confident than when I first started, but…I just don’t know.”

“I’d ask if you had a bunch of bad dates, but those reviews said otherwise.”

“Some have been bad, sure.  Some have been good though.  Really good.  Good enough that I thought something would come from them.”

“Got ghosted, huh?” she laughed, sighed, and leaned on the opposite side of the doorway across from him.  “Never to be heard from again?”

“Never.”

“Okay, Rhett, you seem like a nice guy,” she started and shook her head while drawing in a breath, “so I’m going to let you in on a little secret.  The girls who ghosted you?  They probably weren’t looking for anything long-term.  They may have acted like they wanted the whole package, or thought that they did, but they realized that they weren’t ready to commit to anything.  I don’t know you from the door we’re leaning on, but I can tell you’re a decent guy.  They liked your profile, but then they caught themselves feeling something when they met you.  That’s what scared them off.  It wasn’t anything you said or did.  It was all them, and you shouldn’t beat yourself up for it.  Does that make sense?”

“A ton, actually, even though it sounds like you’re talking about someone else.  I can’t imagine anyone getting scared because spending an hour with me made them feel something.”

“The good ones never realize what they bring to the table,” she replied and reached out to put her hand on his shoulder.  “Which brings me all the way back around to my point.  Aris is the best of us.  Carlie is just a slave to her urges.  You know, food, drink, and sex.  She’s young, so she’ll probably grow out of it, but I’m starting to wonder about her.  Aris isn’t like that at all, but she needs someone like Carlie to get her out of her shell every now and then.”

“Again, not sure where you’re going with this, but I’ll play along.  What about you?”

“Me, ha, I’m way too honest for my own good,” she fake-laughed with an evil smirk.  “Brutally honest, to be precise.  I’ll tell a man what’s wrong with him halfway through a first date, which is why I never agree to dinner.  I’ve actually made guys cry.  Not any guys like you, obviously, but plenty of guys have run home to their mommies before the check arrived.”

“I may have been one of those guys a month ago,” he admitted before giving her a tight-lipped smile. 

“I suspect you realize it because you’re growing a lot right now.  That’s a good thing.  A very good thing, actually.”

“Which I hope will bring you to your point.”

“Yes, finally, I know,” she sighed and leaned her head back.  “It needed set up properly, what can I say?  Aris.  She’s amazing once you get to know her.  The problem is that so few men are willing to suffer through her endless onslaught of small talk to see what’s beneath.  I think you might be one of the few who possess that level of patience, but I’m worried that we scared you off with the Sara Cane talk.  Well, you know, and by admitting that we just wanted to get Aris laid.”

“And curtains that try to get you laid?”

“Yeah, I almost forgot that I wanted to kill Carlie for that,” she groaned and took one long step into the hallway before she stopped to look over her shoulder.  “The point is that we may have brought you here for the wrong reasons, but, if you’ll give us a chance to make things right, I could see something good happening between you and Aris.  Don’t respond.  Just let that simmer while we go find that blue-haired slut-bag.”
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Rhett mulled over everything Bemmy said while they cleared the sector.  To be honest, he hadn’t given Aris a second thought.  The premise of a calm night of snacking and playing board games was the real reason why he agreed to the ‘date’, so he didn’t pull Aris into the imaginary chair his mind used to summarize a woman for a potential future. 

I wish I had this alone time with Aris instead of Bemmy, he thought to himself as they checked a tavern for the girls.  I’ll never get to know her better once the three of them are back together.  Well, no, wait.  I never would have considered her if it weren’t for Bemmy and her honesty.  Damn, why can’t I pick the parts of each woman that I like and blend them into one woman?  Bemmy’s honesty, Aris’s general personality, and, I hate to think it, but Carlie’s dark sexual side.  That’s what every guy wants, right?  Someone they can pass off as elegant to their parents before taking them home to a torrid night of hot, steamy sex straight out of a trashy erotica novel.  Torrid?  Where did I pick up that word?

Rhett was still mulling it over when they passed through the gate, officially closing out the section.  Why he wasn’t tripping on his tongue over Aris consumed him to the point that he failed to ready himself for the jaw-shaking thud of the gate slamming down.  He jumped when it happened, making Bemmy laugh as she waited for the paper to float down to her.  The smile faded as she read the words though, making him worry about the aid they would receive.

“Do I even want to ask?”

“Carlie is uh…well, she really wants someone to get some dick, even if it isn’t yours.”

“Come again.”

Her eyes shifted from the paper to the ground beside his leg, widening before she took a step back, covered her mouth with her hand, and let out a laugh that echoed off of the stone walls.  A gurgling growl came from the ground, freezing him in place as he slowly turned his head to see what had Bemmy clutching her stomach. 

“What the…”

It was an imp.  Rhett had played enough video games to know the little demonic monsters when he saw one.  It had the typical oversized head, hands, and feet that weren’t proportional to its body, but there was one added feature that games like Diablo refused to cover.  It’s dick.  It was so big that it dragged against the ground, gray with little nubs running down the length of its shaft.  Rhett couldn’t stop staring at it, even when the imp jumped and slapped the monstrous appendage on the ground. 

“What is that thing for?” he cried out and took three steps away, only to have the imp hop after him.  “Get away.  Get that big, nasty dick of yours away from me.”

“Said every married woman ever,” Bemmy laughed and walked over to grab the leash the creature dragged behind it.  “Okay, I’ve been ‘it’ in this game before.  We must have cleared half of the sections if they’re giving us something to sniff them out.  It’s usually a nice, normal dog, but whatever Carlie did must have changed it to…this.”

“And what are we going to do with it?” he grumbled as the imp stared at Bemmy’s leg, licking its lips. 

“I’d let it have at her if I could live with myself afterward,” she groaned and kicked at the imp when it went for her leg.  “For now, let’s just use it to sniff them out.”

“And do what when we find Carlie?”

“I don’t know.  I think we could use it to give her a good scare, but we’ll let Aris decide that,” she breathed, reached into a pocket he hadn’t seen before, and pulled out a tiny bottle.

“What is that?”

“The same perfume that Aris wears,” she chuckled and waved it in front of the imp’s nose.  “Carlie likes to play this game, so I make sure that I keep a sample of their perfumes for when I get the dog.  Don’t tell them though.  I’m terrible, but I hate to lose.”

“I’m not saying anything.”

Because it’ll get this nightmare over quicker, he groaned in his head while fighting not to peek at the imp’s enormous floppy dick again. 

“Okay, let’s go.”

The leash snapped taut as soon as Bemmy gave the command.  The imp tore at the ground with its hands and feet like it was trying to get to a meal after starving for a week.  The way its cock stiffened said he may not have been too far off from the truth. 

If she lets that thing anywhere near Carlie, I’m out, bad review or not.

The imp led them through two other sectors until they were in the back left corner of the kingdom, staring at some horse stalls.  Bemmy chuckled as soon as they saw them, then shook her head and turned to look back at him. 

“Typical Aris.  She’s a horse fanatic, just so you know.  If you want to win her over, and I really hope you do, you should make a date that involves horseback riding.”

“I can keep that in mind.”

“Are you just saying that, or…” she started until she looked down at the ground and shook her head again.  “That’s none of my business, especially when I’ve got a horny imp on the end of a leash.  You probably think we’re a bunch of freaks, but it’s all just for fun, I swear.”

“I try not to judge.”

“But you are, and I’m worried that you’ll judge Aris in the middle of…” she started before pausing to wave a hand at the imp trying to claw its way toward the stalls, “…this.  I could kill Carlie, seriously.  We finally found a decent guy for Aris and she had to go and make us look like a bunch of perverts.”

“Look, let’s just…I don’t know,” he groaned and leaned his head back to let the night air cool the sweat forming on his brow.  “Let’s just get through this and see what happens next.  Maybe we can get a fresh start?”

“Or…” she stammered as a smirk curled across her lips, “…we find Aris, then this little freak and I could slip away to find Carlie, leaving the two of you alone to get to know one another while I go make things right.  How does that sound?”

“Not bad, but I’m guessing Aris can probably hear you.”

“No, she…”

“Yes, I can!”

The shout came from within the horse stalls.  Bemmy groaned, Rhett shook his head, and the imp hopped up and down, slapping its neck with its own dick.  Aris was either fed up or willing to surrender, because she came out on her own, glaring at her friend the entire time.  Rhett didn’t have the greatest experience with women, but even he knew that a fight was about to unfold. 

“Bemmy, what are you…” Aris started until she realized there was a hopping imp with a cock as big as its body trying to get at her.  “Uhm…Carlie?”

“Carlie,” Bemmy groaned and jerked hard enough on the leash to send the imp sailing toward her ankles.  “I’m guessing she wanted to spice things up a bit.”

“Spice?” Aris laughed and pointed at the little monster.  “That isn’t spice.  That’s a walking, growling, hopping dildo.  I am so embarrassed right now.”

“Sweetie, I had nothing to do with this thing, I swear.”

“Yeah, I figured that much, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t help orchestrate this whole nightmare,” she growled and folded her arms over her chest.  Rhett couldn’t help but notice the way the moonlight showed across her hazel eyes, not until the imp cackled, snapping him out of the trance before his eyes made their way down to see if Aris could cover her breasts with her arms, or if they were too big to mask. 

Maybe I’m more of a perve than I thought?

“I had a part in it, yes, but…”

“But, nothing,” Aris hissed and stormed forward.  “I can’t.  I thought I could play along with the little scenario you two cooked up, but I just can’t.  What did you think would happen, huh?  Did you think you would show me those pictures after you made the date and suddenly I would want some strange human’s dick inside of me?  I’m not Carlie, and the fact that you didn’t even try to acknowledge that really makes me think that I should search for new friends.”

Bemmy hung her head.  He could see the steam coming from her ears, so to speak, but she elected to hold back and allow Aris to unleash her fury.  He understood why Aris was so pissed, but, after everything he heard Bemmy say earlier, he felt like he needed to step in and attempt a save. 

“Bemmy, why don’t you go round up Carlie?” he suggested and stepped between the two women. 

“Yeah, that sounds like a good idea,” the drow muttered, tugged the leash twice, and walked away without looking back. 

Rhett waited until Bemmy was out of sight before letting out the breath he’d been holding, then turned and gave Aris a tight-lipped smile while he lined up his words.  Aris was still fuming, and the way she looked off to the wall said that he may have to blurt out his little speech before she stormed away. 

“I don’t know you, and you don’t know me,” he started in a calm, collected voice while fixing his gaze on the wall as well to help the poor woman feel more at ease, “but I would really appreciate it if you’d hear me out.”

“Do I even want to know what else they told you that’s going to embarrass me to death?” she whimpered and leaned against a hitching post.  “I already wish this night was over.  Did you see that thing’s…its…”

“You can hash that out with Carlie later.  Right now, I just want to talk about Bemmy, if that’s alright with you?  I’ll get it if you’re too upset though.”

“I am upset, but you had nothing to do with it,” she growled and kicked off of the post like she was going to storm away.  She froze for a second, then leaned against the post again like she realized she had nowhere to go until the game was officially over.  “I really wish you were some horny jerk, you know that?”

“So it’d be easier to yell at me and tell me to go away?”

“That’s putting it nicely, yes,” she chuckled slightly before looking up at the night sky, sending her curly brown hair down to her shoulders.  “I really don’t know why I bother with those two.”

“For the same reason I bother with Josh.  He’s a bit like Bemmy and Carlie wrapped into one person.  Hell, he secretly downloaded Elf Date onto my phone.”

“That’s what Carlie did to me, so I guess we have something in common.  Why can’t I find some decent friends?  Am I that terrible?”

“I don’t know you, but I’m just going to guess that you’re not.”

“Smart move.”

“I’m starting to wise up.  Look, before you go storming off, I need to point something out.  Bemmy feels really bad about this.  Yes, she just wanted to get you laid, but she had a change of heart halfway through.  That doesn’t make her right, but she changed her tune.  She tried to help me…I don’t know, court you properly.”

“With a horny imp on a leash?”

“She did that before our little friend was given to us, but I’m a bit worried about what she’ll let it do to Carlie when she finds her.  Good thing I still have this then,” he said before holding up the device that made the curtains go after Bemmy earlier. 

“Do I even want to ask?”

“You certainly do not,” he laughed, and tucked it back into his pocket. 

“If it’s embarrassing for Bemmy, then tell me.  I need to hear that she suffered a bit.”

“Well, okay, uhm…wow, there’s no way to ease into this.  When I pushed the button, it made curtains bind her in a…well, let’s just call it a submissive position and leave it at that.”

“Really?  How submissive?” she asked with a brow raised.  “Just like…I don’t know, tied her wrist together, or something more sinister?”

“Really sinister.  Wrists bound, forced to her knees, and a curtain pulled over her jaw to keep it open.”

“Oh, I wish I didn’t know that,” she gasped and put her hands over her face, only to split two fingers so she could peek at him.  “You didn’t…you know?”

“No, I cut her free,” he laughed.  “No way could I do that to someone.”

“Carlie thought you were that type of guy though.  Any clue as to why?”

“None, although…”

“Yeah, Sara Cane, I know.  How uh…how did Bemmy react when you cut her free instead of doing whatever those curtains wanted you to do?”

“Thankful.  She tried to set us up properly a few minutes after that.”

“Part of me wants to know how you responded to that, but I think that’s asking too much of you, considering,” she sighed and walked over with her hand out.  “Okay, give me that device.”

“Why?  I’m not going to use it.”

“I know, and that’s why I need it.”

“Are you going to…Aris, I don’t know if I’m okay with that.”

“I would say trust me, but you barely know me, like you said earlier.  I just want to give Carlie a little scare is all.  Besides, you don’t know any of us, so I can’t see you feeling too obligated to do the right thing here.”

Rhett had every intention of refusing, but he had to admit that Aris was right.  He didn’t know them any better than the people who made his coffee, so what right did he have to deny Aris’s request.  With a deep breath, he pulled the device out of his pocket, handed it over, and then put his hands up like he was surrendering to whatever madness would ensue.

“I should probably go,” he muttered and turned, only to find that the gate he came through earlier had closed without him hearing it.  “Well, I guess I’ll just wait here for the game to end.”

“Actually, I would really appreciate it if you’d come with me.”

“I don’t want to see whatever is going to happen.”

“I know, but I would really appreciate it.”

Rhett turned to tell her no again, but the look in her eyes made his next breath catch in his throat.  Aris wasn’t a goddess like Brinna, but she was stunning in her own, girl-next-door kind of way. 

Go.  If she does something nasty to them, then you can block her.  If she does exactly what she said she’d do, then maybe you should give her a chance?

“Okay, let’s go then.”

“Thank you.  I passed Carlie earlier, so I know where she’s hiding.  Yes, it’s exactly where you think, and I’m betting she wanted you to find her first.”

“Lead the way then.”

His heart wasn’t in it, but he followed Aris through the city.  His mind told him to ask questions to get to know her better, but the situation was far too weird to allow a single word to escape his lips.  The pair worked their way through the streets in silence, all the way to the main keep in the far corner.  Aris entered like she lived there, which made him wonder just how many times they’d played the game.  A trek up the spiraling stairs was required, bringing them to a final hallway with an enormous pair of doors at the end.  He could hear the imp cackling within, as well as hushed voices hissing at one another on the other side of the doors. 

“Bemmy is laying into her,” Aris sighed and held up the device.  “Laying into her like it was all her fault.  Well, I’m going to remind her that she had a hand in this as well.  Rhett, I need you to become a statue.  Don’t react to anything.  Just go cold, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh, I’m pretty much there already,” he groaned, wishing that he’d never accepted the invite.  Bemmy was okay, and Aris seemed nice, but he had a feeling that whatever was about to happen would haunt him for a few weeks. 

Then why did you agree to it?

“Here we go,” she sang, pressed the button on the device, then pressed it again.  Shouts sounded from within, and the imp cackled so loud that Rhett had to lean closer to hear the girls.  “And three…two…one.”

Aris drew in a breath, stood up tall, and pushed her way through the doors with determination.  The scene was as bad as he imagined.  The girls must have been arguing by the enormous bed when the device was used, given that a dozen bedsheets had them wrapped against the tall bedposts at the foot of the bed.  Both had their legs pulled apart wide, and the imp was trying to climb up the post to get at Carlie, who stared at the hardened cock of the little beast with wide eyes. 

Aris stormed in, snatched the end of the leash, and jerked the horny little monster back while glaring at the two women.  Rhett froze, which was what Aris wanted, but the way his stomach twisted said he wouldn’t be able to stand back and do nothing if Aris let things go too far. 

“So, this is what you wanted to happen to me, huh?” she growled at her friends.  “You wanted me to get tied up so a stranger could come up and force himself on me?”

Carlie opened her mouth to protest, but the fabric lining the canopy of the bed spread over her mouth, muffling her words as she tried to scream them out. 

“Do you realize how revolting that is?  Not to mention how disgusting, and…okay, I’m running out of metaphors here, but I think you get the point.  Honestly, I should let go of the leash and let this little guy have his way with you two.”

Carlie screamed from under the fabric, shaking her head furiously while the blankets spread her legs wider, much to the delight of the imp.  Bemmy struggled as well, but she was far calmer like she knew Aris wouldn’t let anything happen to them. 

“Rhett, cut their mouths free, but that’s it.”

“Yeah, sure,” he managed, stormed over to the bed, and cut back the fabric before unwrapping it from their mouths. 

“Thank you, thank you,” Carlie whimpered before turning to Aris.  “Sweetie, I’m…”

“Rhett first.”

“What?”

“Apologize to Rhett first.  I should have known you’d do something stupid like this, but that’s on me.  He had no way of knowing.  The poor guy just wanted to do something normal after the whole world saw pictures of him having sex with a famous whore…”

“Whore?”

“…sorry, heat of the moment.  It wasn’t fair to him to drag him into your little sex dungeon scenario.”

“Okay, okay,” Carlie whimpered quickly before turning to Rhett.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry for dragging you into this.  We were just trying to get Aris laid.”

“And you didn’t think to clear that with me first, huh?” Aris growled and took a step closer, allowing the imp to move close enough to get a hand on the bottom of the post. 

“I’m sorry!  Please!”

“Carlie, Bemmy, I want the two of you to promise that you’ll never interfere with my love life again.  After that, we end the game, let Rhett go home, and then we’ll sit down and have a little chat about our friendship.  Got it?”
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Rhett barely slept that night.  His evening with the three elf women was easily the strangest event he’d ever encountered, which said a lot considering how some of his dates unfolded.  How Carlie could even consider turning her and her friends into sex slaves was beyond his comprehension, making him wonder if she needed to be put in an asylum, or if elves were just deviants.  It struck him so hard that he almost deleted the app the second he returned to his apartment, but he couldn’t bring himself to look at it. 

He thought about calling in sick the next day, but he thought better of it.  Work was just the distraction he needed, a clean, mundane way to clear out his head.  By the time lunch rolled around, he had his head back on track, or as well as he could considering how exhausted he was.  Josh tried to drum up a conversation involving the two of them going on a real double date, but Rhett played it off and used the bags under his eyes to support his reason for declining. 

The mood shifted by the time he headed home, notably without any interference from the elvish paparazzi.  It wasn’t just the sexual deviance of elves that consumed his thoughts, but the fact that he allowed himself to be put through the events of the night before.  Deep down, he knew when he found Bemmy being manipulated by the curtains that he should have ducked out, but there was another step he ignored earlier. 

I should have left when Aris told me that her friends set the whole thing up.  That was my first clue. 

“Hey, I was thinking that I could make…” Brinna started when he opened the door.  The gorgeous blonde elf deflated before his eyes as she looked him over.  Rhett didn’t need to ask, not when he knew how bad he looked.  “My guess is that you looked worse than this in the morning, didn’t you?”

“Probably.  I tried not to look in the mirror.”

“What happened to you?”

“I’m having a hard time labeling it, actually,” he sighed, closed the door behind him with his foot, and plopped his satchel on the counter.  “I think I’m stuck between desperation and ignorance.”

“You may need to explain that a touch further.”

“Yeah, I kinda figured you’d say that.”

Rhett slid onto the stool and allowed the story to unfold.  He began with the reason why he went on the odd date to begin with.  Rhett took a pause throughout to explain what he was thinking at the time, but what hindsight had to offer whenever he thought back.  As the story drew closer to its end, he let his shoulders slump, knowing that he'd have to face the inevitable lecture. 

“First of all, I think you need something better than a simple home-cooked meal,” she sighed and put the ingredients back.  “Secondly…Rhett, I can tell that you are kicking yourself, but you’ve failed to grasp the key to the story you just told me.”

“Which is?”

“Wisdom,” she breathed and leaned over the counter.  “Rhett, try to imagine how you would have reflected on this situation a month ago.  The results may have been the same, but you wouldn’t have been able to point out what you did wrong.  You see it now, even though I believe you are being too harsh on yourself.”

“They had an imp with a cock bigger than mine.”

“I feel you are exaggerating, but you are focusing on the actions of one lustful woman.  How would the night have gone if it were only Bemmy and this Aris woman present?  Were you having fun playing Stalker before the sexual activities were brought into play?”

“Well, yeah, I was, actually.”

“Now imagine what may have happened had you played the game the way it was intended without the imp, or sentient fabrics.  Would you feel compelled to see Aris again, or even Bemmy, perhaps?  You described her with a hint of infatuation earlier.”

“I think I was just hung up on her being tall, actually,” he admitted as his eyes sought a target other than her.  “She was a bit too bold for my taste.”

“And Aris?”

“It doesn’t matter.  She was way too embarrassed afterward, and I’m not sure if I liked how she handled the situation at the end.”

“Really?” she questioned and moved closer, forcing him to look at her.  “Why?  Did she hurt them?”

“Well, no, but…”

“Did she allow that imp to lay a finger on them?”

“No.  She acted like she was going to, but she didn’t let it get close.”

“It was a bold move carried out by a woman who grew sick and tired of the way her friends treated her.  If you had two friends like Josh, you may have found yourself in a similar scenario.  I like that you’ve learned from this experience, but don’t judge Aris too harshly.  You don’t have the gumption to act as boldly as she did, but that is a quality that you may need in your life.  Good couples tend to fill in the gaps of their partner’s shortcomings.  Remember that.”

“Well, I don’t think she’s going to message me, and I won’t press the matter by messaging her, so I don’t think it matters.”

“Really?  Why wouldn’t you message her?  Why couldn’t you ask her if she ironed everything out with her friends?”

“I guess that’s different than the messages I sent Lynnis, huh?”

“And Bert, although I’m shocked that she didn’t try to get in touch with you after your little run-in earlier.  She hasn’t, has she?”

“She can’t.  I never gave her my number, and I deleted that app a long time ago.”

“Would you be willing to speak with her if she did?”

“I…” he started before taking a pause.  “…I don’t know, but why are you asking?”

“Merely curious is all.  Now, why don’t we see what we can do about that mood you’re in?  What sounds good?”

“Wings, beer, and my couch.”

“No.  I believe you should get out.”

“I was out last night.”

“You know what I mean,” she sighed and gave him a fake scowl.  “However, you did say wings and beer, so I think I can do something with that.  Go change into something comfortable, but respectable.”

“I wear business attire all day, so I’m pretty comfortable with a shirt and tie.”

“Again, you know what I mean.  How about a polo and some khakis?  Is that specific enough for you?”

“Yes ma’am,” he replied sharply, drawing another fake scowl that seemed a bit more real than the last time. 

They were in an Uber twenty minutes later.  Brinna insisted that he not drive, which meant lots of drinking.  The driver dropped them off at a place he hadn’t seen in ages.  Wings n Things, a hot wing restaurant surrounded by an arcade that catered to adults.  There were a few kids around, but the signs all along the wall said that they would be required to leave the gaming area within the next hour. 

“This is nice,” he admitted as they sat down to look over the menu.  “I haven’t been here in years.”

“Why is that?” she asked with her head cocked slightly.  “I know you like wings with beer, and you certainly have a fair amount of video games in your collection.”

“For starters, the bill can run pretty high.  The food and drinks aren’t too bad, but the games can get expensive, especially if you’re drunk and not paying attention to how much you spend.”

“Money that you have, so that doesn’t explain why you haven’t been here for a long time.”

“I don’t know,” he groaned and took a moment to look around.  “I guess I just outgrew this stuff.”

“Well, I would ask if you wished to go somewhere else, but I believe you should treat yourself every now and then,” she sighed and went back to the menu.  “Otherwise, what is the point in living?”

“That’s a really good point.”

“Oh, mango?  That sounds enticing.”

“Mango habanero,” he corrected her and reached out to point at the word on her menu.  “They’re hot.”

“But, are they good though?”

“I don’t know.  Mango isn’t my thing.  I usually get the garlic parmesan.”

“That doesn’t sound spicy at all.”

“I’ve lost the desire to have a flaming butthole the day after,” he chuckled.  He was dead set on getting the parmesan flavor, but his manhood demanded that he get something from the hot section, just to prove to Brinna that he wasn’t a wuss. 

Why do I need to show her that I can handle stupid hot food? He asked himself when his eyes locked onto the four red peppers next to the names of the flavors.  This isn’t a real date.  Besides, even if it was, I’d still have to deal with the consequences in the morning. 

The waiter took their order.  A simple task completed by millions of people every day, but the way Brinna looked at him afterward spoke volumes. 

“What?”

“You went with the garlic parmesan.”

“Yeah, so?”

“So, that shows great maturity on your part.  You didn’t allow me to sway your decision.  From what I know of you, you would have ordered the spiciest dish on the menu, just to impress me, or whoever else was fortunate enough to be sitting here.”

“You didn’t have to add that last part.”

“Really?” she asked and lifted her beer mug to her nose.  The frown said it didn’t smell right to her, but she quickly smirked and continued with the conversation instead of complaining about the beverage.  “Are you not a fan of little compliments?”

“It feels wrong coming from you is all.  I mean…I don’t know,” he groaned and turned his head to focus on whatever game was playing on the TV. 

“You shouldn’t do that,” she sighed and tapped his finger to gain his attention.  “If this were a date, and you made a profound statement like that without finishing it, I would be left to my own imagination for the remainder of the evening.  Longer, perhaps, if I were into you, or someone who thinks the way you do.”

“Yeah, I can see how that could happen.  I just…it bothers me to hear compliments from you, because it feels like your loyalty…no, the debt you feel you owe to me is the only reason you said it.”

“Debt or no debt, I meant it.”

“That doesn’t make it sound natural.”

“Rhett, listen to me,” she sighed and leaned across the table, forcing him to look away to avoid staring at the cleavage forming against the surface of the table.  “I chose to owe you a debt, but that doesn’t mean that I look at you the way I did Jody.”

“Yeah, okay, but why did you have to add the ‘fortunate’ part?  Why couldn’t you just say ‘anyone else’?”

“You are correct, I could have just as easily said something like that, but that brings me back to my original point.  Why does it bother you so much?   They were just words, and simple ones at that.”

“I don’t know.”

“Rhett, please, just humor me and be honest,” she replied with a raised brow that told him she wouldn’t drop the subject anytime soon. 

You’ll kick yourself later if you don’t tell her.  You don’t have to dive into the deep end and admit to being in love with her.  Just dip your toe into the water and see if it’s warm.

“Because I like you, that’s why.”

“Yes, and I like you as well,” she chuckled as the waiter set their drinks down before them.  “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.  I would have hammered the information into your head that first day and moved on.  Elaborate more.”

“Because hearing compliments from you makes me feel like there’s something between us that isn’t there,” he finally admitted with his eyes locked on hers.  “My mind knows better.  I fully accept that we’re friends, and I’ll sorely miss you whenever you move on to reclaim your life.  But, whenever you give me a compliment like that, it bypasses my brain and goes straight to my heart, that hopeless romantic in me who clings on desperately to any hope a pretty woman gives me.  I’m still working on that part, but hearing you say nice things about me sends my imagination to places I know are just fantasy.”

“Oh…my…” she managed before taking a long sip of her beer.  He saw two possibilities.  Either she would clam up and the rest of the night would be awkward, or she’d try to play it off casually.  The night would still hold some tension, but they’d pretend that nothing had changed. 

Why can’t I just learn to lie better?  We’d be joking about something while waiting for our food instead of trying to figure out a way of changing the subject. 

“Look, Brinna, I…”

“No, Rhett, you don’t have to apologize, or whatever you were going to say to smooth the moment over,” she assured him with a polite smile.  “We should be able to have this conversation without making ourselves uncomfortable.  You answered my questions with honesty and humility, as well as a touch of wisdom that I find impressive.  It shows how far you’ve come, just as I pointed out earlier.  Besides, I know how I look.  My family was chosen to serve Jody’s ancestors for that very reason.  It is only natural that you would become attracted to me.  Not only that, but having me living with you must certainly make it feel as though we are a couple, which I’m sure has affected some of your dates.  Perhaps we should…”

“I want to stop you there,” he interrupted and dared to put his hand on top of hers.  It felt intrusive, yet right at the same time, so he kept it there and gave her a gentle squeeze before continuing.  “You’re going to say something that we both know has been coming since day one.  However, let’s not ruin the night with so much reality.  Can we do that?”

She stared at him for several seconds, making him wonder if he should withdraw his hand, or ask for the meal to go so she could eat in her room while packing.  However, just as he pulled his hand away, she turned her palm over and gave him a squeeze in return while the worry on her face shifted into a warm smile. 

“I couldn’t agree more.”

Their meals came shortly afterward, freeing them to eat instead of filling the silence with small talk.  Rhett did his best to enjoy his wings, fries, and beer, although the voice in the back of his head wouldn’t shut up.  Sooner or later, he’d have to watch her walk out the door and never return.  It’d break his heart.  That was the only thing he was sure of at the moment. 

It wasn’t all doom and gloom though.  After finishing and paying for their meals, they went around to try out the games the place had to offer.  Brinna became hesitant when she realized that the games weren’t included in the price of their meals, so he bought a card and handed it to her despite her protests. 

She made a face at the shooting games, proving that she wasn’t one for gun violence.  He personally didn’t see the issue with shooting digital zombies, but he didn’t see a point in calling her out for it.  They wound up at the claw machines offering lavish prizes, like cell phones or gift certificates for the restaurant.  He thought about telling her that they were rigged to make you lose, but the smirk on her face as she tried to pick up a coupon book stole his thunder.  He lost count of how many tries she made, but she managed to burn through the entire thirty-dollar card without winning anything. 

It didn’t matter.  They were there to have fun, so he put more money on the card and led her to other games.  Mini-basketball called to her, which scratched up a stereotype from all things fantasy.  Everything he knew about elves said that anything involving aim should be in their wheelhouse, but watching the little basketballs clank off of the rim proved that the stereotype was false.  It was fun to watch though, and she threw up her arms and cheered when one went in, despite having ten seconds left on the timer. 

“Wait, are you telling me that I didn’t win the game?” she protested when the timer buzzed with no tickets. 

“Let me show you,” he chuckled, swiped the card, and took her place.  Rhett’s height offered him a ridiculous advantage in mini-basketball, even though stretching his hand beyond the barrier took a few extra seconds.  After thirty seconds, he made thirty baskets, rewarding them with a small cluster of tickets.  “Maybe you’d prefer a game with smaller balls?”

“Oh, you dirty boy,” she chuckled with a coy smile.  “How small are we talking here?”

Rhett led her over to the skeeball lanes, wishing that they were the old wooden ones and not the garish plastic with far too colorful casings.  He went first to show her how it was done, winding up with a score of 140 points. 

“Oh, I’m quite certain I can beat that,” she teased, lifted a brow, and held out her hand until he put the card on her palm.  Without looking away, she swiped the reader and handed it back, hit the button, and smirked when the balls rolled down the chute.  “Watch and learn.”

“It’s harder than it looks, you have to…”

During his warning, Brinna grabbed a ball, pulled back her arm, and rolled it with flawless grace.  The ball hit the rise, struck the net above, and deposited itself perfectly into the 100-point tube. 

“Okay, that was lucky, but…” he started until she rolled another into the 100-point tube, sighed, and then followed with another.  “Oh, come on.”

Brinna didn’t respond.  Instead, she put the remaining seven balls into the 100-point tube, leading to a perfect score of 1,000 points.  Tickets poured onto the floor, folding onto themselves as she stretched out her arms and yawned. 

“I’m sorry, were you about to say something?”

“Just do it again,” he groaned, swiped the card, and stood back when the balls rolled down the chute. 

“Are you sure you want me to go again?” she sighed and picked up one of the balls.  “I fear your masculinity will shrink with every ball I put into the tube.”

“Yeah, yeah.  Just do it again, show off.”

“Well, if you insist.”

Ten rolls, 1,000 points, and an enormous pile of tickets on the floor.  Rhett growled and swiped again, only to see the results repeated.  The machine ran out of tickets in the seventh round, but that wasn’t the biggest issue.  Three other players stood in dismay, as well as one of the employees who was probably trying to figure out how she was cheating.  Brinna ignored them all as she carried her tickets to the counter, smirked at the young woman counting her tickets, then pointed at something that made Rhett’s cheeks turn red. 

“Here you go, sweetie,” she sang and handed him the slutty anime girl pillow.  “Let’s see how your masculinity holds up as you carry this to the car.”

“Oh, you are such a bitch,” he chuckled, took the pillow, and pretended to proudly cling to it.  “I’ll get you back for this though.”
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The next morning.  These three words haunted anyone who did something regrettable the night before.  For Rhett, it wasn’t what he ate, drank, spent on arcade games, or even the fact that he slept with an anime girl pillow.  What loomed in his thoughts was the idea that he’d opened the door to his heart partway to Brinna, only to receive a response that wasn’t much of a response at all.  The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he stepped in and smoothed out the moment before she even had a chance to process what he’d said. 

Yeah, way to go.  Way to fix it too soon.

He remained in bed for nearly an hour, frozen with his eyes glued to the ceiling as he imagined how the scenario could have played out differently.  It was possible that sharing his feelings could have seen him far beyond the imaginary boundary, dwelling in an area that would have seen the two not speaking to one another for days on end.  On the other hand, it was also possible that she could be in bed with him right now.  Sadly, he’d never know, because he yanked the ship back to the shore before it broke free of the harbor. 

He couldn’t stay in bed forever, not when he heard her door open half an hour ago.  He stayed in his bed to give her some alone time as though they’d been fighting, but the busty anime girl staring back at him said that they’d ended the night on good terms. 

“So, why am I still here?”

With a deep breath, he forced himself to get up and go into the living room to wish her a good morning.  The view from the hallway stole his brain’s ability to form words though.  Brinna sat on a stool, sipping coffee.  An innocent act performed by millions, if not billions of people every day.  Few people were Brinna though.  So very few women could sit on a stool in shorts and a baggy t-shirt and still manage to look like an absolute goddess. 

“Good morning,” she offered when she realized he was standing there.  “Did the new woman in your life help you sleep, or did she keep you up all night?”

“Funny,” he muttered and walked over to get himself a cup of coffee.  “I slept fine, thank you, although having those big pink eyes staring at me all night was a bit disturbing.”

“No wedding plans then, I take it?’

“Again, funny.”

Rhett took a seat next to her.  The vanilla in her lotion combined with the wonderful scent of the brew to create a concoction that would weaken the knees of even the hardest man, making him wish that they could give up and go back to bed to snuggle together until lunch.  

This will all go away soon, he reminded himself as he sipped.  One day soon, I’ll get up to an empty apartment, and I’ll probably never see her again after that.  Why didn’t I give her a chance to respond last night?  Why did I have to go and fix it before she had a second to ponder that I have feelings for her?

“Rhett, I’ve been thinking about last night…”

Or maybe I didn’t fix it? 

Brinna’s pause lasted for just half a second, but a dozen possibilities passed through his mind when she turned to set her mug down.  Every scenario slid into one of two categories, categories that decided whether going back to bed with her was a possibility, or whether she’d announce that she would be leaving for home today.  His muscles tensed so tightly that he swore the handle to his mug was going to snap off, gifting his lap with scalding hot coffee.  He decided to set his down as well, just to avoid a trip to the hospital. 

“…I believe that it is time to test you.”

“Test me?” he replied with a bit too much enthusiasm to blame on two sips of coffee. 

“I know that sounds quite taxing so early in the morning,” she sighed and ran her fingertip along the brim of her mug, “but I spent most of the night thinking about it.  Before I can go home, I need to see how well you handle a series of dates.  I will choose the women and the setting.  All you have to do is go on the date and see how your newly found wisdom performs.  Now, for the sake of full disclosure, I highly doubt that you will marry any of these women, or even date them long-term.”

“You’re going to pick women I won’t want to marry?”

“For a specific purpose.  The women should all have a flaw of some sort, a flaw that you must find before you wind up in bed with them.”

“Oh, you want to make sure that I’m thinking with my head, and not my…well, my other head,” he groaned and picked his mug back up.  “You need to see that I can handle this on my own so you can leave.”

“I may have painted it in kinder words, but it would seem that you understand my intentions.  You need to learn how to turn a woman down on the spot.  You’ve grown to see flaws in hindsight, but we need to work on your decision-making in the moment.  Take Sara, for example.  As you played characters in her movies, you grew to understand that something was off about the situation, yet you waited until after you found yourself in bed with her to act on those thoughts.”

“You want me to make better decisions about who I sleep with.”

“And marry,” she pointed out with a finger up.  “That is the key here.  You tend to feel guilty about hurting someone’s feelings, but there are times when it is quite necessary.  Unfortunate, yes, but necessary.  It is up to you how to convey the message, of course, but you need to learn how to walk away before too many feelings pile onto the table, so to speak.”

Rhett let the words sink in.  He understood why she wanted to test him on the surface, but people don’t keep their hearts on the surface.  The pain building within his chest made it difficult to breathe, forcing him to nod along so he didn’t do something stupid, like give himself away by speaking with a catch in his throat. 

“Good.”

“What are the rules?” he managed, despite the lump in his throat.  “It sounds a bit like a game, so I think there should be rules.”

“I wouldn’t compare a game to matters of the heart, but I can see where some guidelines would prove useful.  I am going to challenge you.  Each date will involve a specific flaw in your decision-making.  Try to determine what that flaw is before the end of the date.”

“I’m guessing there won’t be a reward at the end, will there?”

“A reward?  How interesting,” she sighed and lifted her hair to make it fall over the other side of her head.  Rhett knew that women did this whenever they were hot, or to relieve some tension if they had a lot of hair, but he couldn’t deny how insanely satisfying it was to watch.  “I’m afraid that I wasn’t prepared for that possibility.  Allow me some time to drum up a suitable reward.  I will consider it while you are out.”

“Yeah, okay,” he muttered and headed to the coffee maker for a refill. 

“You may wish to reconsider that decision.”

“Why, it’s just coffee.”

“Your first date is in an hour, and I don’t want your nerves being heightened by too much caffeine.”

“In an hour?  You made the date before talking to me about it?”

“That was rather presumptuous of me, wasn’t it?” she sighed and walked over to claim his mug.  “Do I need to apologize?”

“We’ll see how it goes before I decide that.  Okay, I’ll go brush my teeth so my breath isn’t terrible.”

“Oh, I’m afraid you will need to do more than that.  You won’t be using the app for your first date.”

“Come again?”

Brinna paused with his mug over the dishwasher.  He knew the look.  She was trying to figure out how to explain her choice without upsetting him. 

“The first date will test you in a way that Elf Date couldn’t fathom,” she replied without looking up from the dishwasher.  “I thought it necessary to give you an advantage.  That’s why you will have the date here, on Earth.”

“What are we doing?”

“Nothing too difficult.  Just breakfast.  Dress as you did last night.  Oh, and try to keep an open mind when you meet her.”

“Open mind. Right.”

Confidence wasn’t the word he would use to describe how he felt as he washed and dressed for the date.  Oddly enough, he wasn’t nervous, because he wasn’t thinking much about the unknown woman waiting for him at a restaurant.  It was all about coming to terms with the end of his relationship with Brinna.  The thought left him with knots in his throat and chest, as well as a cold ache he couldn’t shake, even with some hot water from the shower. 

The feeling remained as he stood at the door, waiting for Brinna to punch the address into his phone.  He stared at her throughout, fighting to memorize every delicate feature on her face, including the way she bit the corner of her lip when she was focused.  It was adorable, and one of a thousand things he would miss when she was gone. 

“Good luck,” she chuckled and handed his phone back, but held it when he tried to pull it away.  “Now, I know I said that there would be a flaw with each of your dates, but that doesn’t mean that you have to tell them to take a hike if you develop feelings.”

“Well, which is it?” he teased and pulled his phone out of her hand. 

“Funny.”

The restaurant she chose was a few miles away, or an eternity for city driving.  It gave him too much time to drum up ideas about who would be waiting for him when he arrived.  His first assumption was that Brinna conned some poor girl working at a coffee shop into going out with him, but he knew he needed to give his friend more credit than that. 

“She’d go big,” he muttered as he waited for the light to change.  “It’d be someone from Elf Date too.  I mean, if Brinna can come here, then why can’t she invite a woman to this city to go out on a date?  It makes sense.  She said each woman would have a flaw though, so that means she knows something about them already.  Ooh, that could also mean that I know them as well.  Maglei?  No.  No way.  I barely had anything to say about her after the date. Mary or Sheri?  God, I’d love to see one of them right now.  That could be it.  Their dad hating humans would be a major flaw.”

Rhett continued to mull it over, swearing that Brinna had contacted one of his previous dates for a second round, or, in some cases, a third or fourth.  It just made too much sense because how else would she know that they were flawed?

“It better not be Sara,” he moaned and pulled into the parking lot.  “I’m not having breakfast with the paparazzi today.”

The restaurant wasn’t one that he recognized, but he could easily judge it from the outside.  Wood exterior, black window frames, and a load of green plants.  Everything about it screamed early 2000s with someone applying an update within the last fifteen years.  Still, it was better than some greasy diner, even though he could go for some hotcakes right now. 

The hostess guided him to a corner table, leaving him with an option to either sit with his back to the wall so he could see his date arrive, or put his back to the door so her identity would be a surprise for a few moments longer.  He opted for the latter, just because it sounded more fun.  Not only that, but if he wasn’t thrilled with Brinna’s first choice, he wouldn’t have time to roll his eyes.

He still had fifteen minutes to kill, so he pulled out his phone and scrolled through Facebook.  A reel of a Shiba Inu happy-walking down a sidewalk held his attention for a few seconds, but the urge to check Elf Date quickly grew overwhelming. 

I’ll just check my messages to see if Brinna left a trail, he thought to himself as he waited for the app to load.  He didn’t want to use the restaurant’s wi-fi, so he had to rely on the nearest cell tower to fulfill his demands. 

Sadly, he didn’t have that many messages.  Seven, a small number compared to when his photo with Sara first hit the elvish internet.  One of them was from Kinka, which he immediately deleted before some kid on his way to the bathroom looked over his arm to see a naked drow woman screwing herself with an orc-sized dildo.  The kid had probably seen worse, but he didn’t feel like dealing with angry parents this early in the morning, or at all. 

The next message came from Bemmy.  It was just another apology for what happened before.  He assumed that Aris made her send it, but, after reading it over a few times, he suspected that there was more to it.  Bemmy went on at lengths to say that she hoped he wouldn’t hold her and Carlie’s actions against Aris, which left him suspecting that the curly-haired elf could soon occupy the seat across from him. 

Brinna did tell me not to hold it against her, he reminded himself as he thought up an appropriate response to the apology.  I can’t say I’d be upset if it was Aris.  She’s pretty, she’s nice, and…wow, I’m struggling to come up with a third thing.  Maybe that’s her flaw?  She just isn’t deep enough, and not in a sexual way, Josh.

Rhett read through his response before sending it, then moved on to the next message.  It read like a bot, so he deleted it and moved on, only to find a similar apology message from Carlie.  It didn’t read anything like Bemmy’s.  In fact, he could almost picture Aris looming over her shoulder, telling her what to say. 

“God, even Elf Date is getting boring,” he mumbled, spat out a quick response, and decided whether or not he wanted to bother with the rest of the messages.  He didn’t recognize the name, so his thumb hovered over it as he pondered whether or not to open it.  “Do I really want my date to walk in while I’m reading messages from other women?”

That was the nail in the coffin.  Rhett closed the app and pushed his phone away, content to stare at the wall while he waited for the last few minutes to pass.  It didn’t keep his mind from wandering though.  Each minute saw a new possibility cross his mind.  Mary and Sheri could walk in.  The more he thought about it, the more he wished that it was one of the twin farmgirls, just because he didn’t have any issues with either of them.  Having breakfast with both sounded amazing, especially when he imagined blowing off whatever Brinna had planned for him so he could show them the city. 

Be more realistic, will you?

Sadly, that was the most realistic scenario.  No way would Lynnis walk through the door.  The drow was probably on a high seas adventure with some other guy looking to plunder her treasure.  The thought made him chuckle and cringe at the same time, but also ponder why he didn’t care that Lynnis hadn’t messaged him back.  It was probably just personal growth, but it still stung him for reasons he couldn’t explain. 

Maybe this is the test?  Maybe Brinna wants to see how long I’ll sit here before I realize that I’ve been stood up?  Well, no, I still have a few minutes to go until the date starts, so maybe I just need to calm my butt down. 

He was about to reach for his phone again when the familiar click of heeled shoes tapping against the hard floor slowly grew closer.  It could have been the waitress asking if he wanted anything while he waited, but something told him that it was his date.  The shadow that fell over the table sent his heart racing as he soaked in whatever details he could find.  They were short, which ruled out a few women, and the shape of her hair’s shadow sent him seeking details from the past.  The little game came to an end though when he felt a hand on his shoulder, announcing that it was time to look up to see who Brinna lined up for the first test date. 

“Uhm, hi.”

“Bert?”
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“That vibe you’re putting out is worrying me a bit,” Bert chuckled nervously as she sat down and slung her purse over the back of the chair in one motion.  “You look surprised for someone who knew who they were seeing today.”

“Uhm…” he stammered, pondering how much truth would be too much for the given situation.  “Maybe you should start by explaining how you found out about this?”

“Well, I learned when I was a kid that breakfast was the first meal of the day,” she chuckled again while unfolding her menu.  “Sorry, bad joke?  I’ll admit that I’m a little bit nervous.”

What the literal hell, Brinna?

“No, it was a pretty good joke, actually, but I’d really appreciate an answer to that.”

“Well, okay, since I’m picking up on the fact that you didn’t know already…”

Bert let out a sigh and tucked her hair behind her ear, just like she did when she ran into him and Brinna a week ago.  The same vibes scattered across the area, filling him with so much nervous energy that he had a sudden urge to go out and buy paint to redo his entire apartment. 

“…your friend messaged me.  God, I almost exploded when I saw her name in the text.  I thought she was going to go off on me for dipping my toe into her territory.  I guess you two aren’t a couple.  Well, I hope not, or this is seriously messed up.”

“Yeah, not a couple.”

“Good to know, uhm…so, she asked a few questions about me to get things rolling.  She is super sweet.  Wow.  Amazing comes to mind,” she stated with a warm smile that made dimples form on her cheeks.  Rhett forgot how cute she was, but he wasn’t quite ready to forget the fact that she blew him off after their last date.  “So, yeah, we got to talking.  She uh, she mentioned that you were available, which led to going out sometime.  I thought it was a bit weird that she told me instead of you, but I’m starting to think that this is a bit of a blind date.  Does that cover your question?”

“Yeah, I think it does.”  And brings up a few dozen others. 

“You don’t seem happy to see me though,” she continued and grabbed the strap of her purse.  “Should I go?  Yeah, I should go.”

“No, it’s fine, really,” he sighed with a forced smile while motioning for her to sit back down.  “It’s just breakfast, right?”

“Right!” she cried out with far too much enthusiasm.  Her reddened cheeks revealed that she overstepped, furthered by another hair tucking before she went back to the menu.  “Wow, I haven’t eaten here in forever.  I wonder if they still have those little strawberry tarts.  So, did you get that promotion yet?”

“I didn’t realize I brought that up last time,” he breathed and searched the menu for whatever dish could be prepared the quickest, or age the best if he decided to take it to go.  He took a second to think though.  Brinna contacted Bert for a reason, so there was a lesson here he was supposed to learn.  Either that or she figured he’d fall for her again, making it easier for her to relieve herself of her duties and slip back home.  “Wait, I never had your number.  How did Brinna get ahold of you?”

“I asked that too.  Do you remember when I ran into you last week?  Well, she talked the guy working there into giving her my contact info.  Part of me found it creepy, but another part was a bit jealous.”

“Jealous?”

“Oh yeah,”  she exclaimed with wide eyes and raised brows.  “Are you kidding me?  I’d kill to be so pretty that I could talk any guy into doing what I want, whenever I want.  Well, no, I’d feel pretty crappy about that.  Anyway, yeah, mystery solved.  So, about that promotion?”

“That’d be a no.  A big no, and I’m starting to think that I just need to move on,” he groaned and flipped the page to see what type of meals that had involving steak.  “Maybe to a new country if Brinna tries to set me up like this again.”

“Oh, who could blame you.  Isn’t this awkward?” she snorted before taking a long sip from her water glass.  “So, this is where you ask a question.”

“Right, right.  Uhm…oh, the obvious…”

“The obvious?”

“How’s single life treating you?”

Bert closed her eyes and shook her head, smiling the entire time as though she were trying to shake out whatever bad thought tried to take refuge in her mind.  Rhett didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what she thought he was going to ask.  She was worried that he’d ask why she didn’t respond to his messages. 

“Uhm…yeah…terrible,” she groaned and lowered her menu.  “Awful, bad, and absolutely no good.”

“That’s…something.  Why so bad?”

“It’s just been one jerk after another.  I’d say that you probably know what I mean, but, if you can get a friend like Brinna, then your dating life is probably amazing.  I can’t tell you how many times I got ghosted because I didn’t put out on the first date.  Seriously, who does that?”

“The world is full of all sorts of people.”  Yeah, like people who ghost their dates for no reason.  Damn it, Rhett.  Let it go and try to have a good time. 

“So, what about you?” she asked and leaned over her menu to display just a tiny bit of cleavage her floral dress revealed.  Rhett wouldn’t have even noticed if it weren’t for the mole the position revealed. 

Every elf woman I’ve dated has breasts twice that size.  Wow, I almost feel bad for her. 

Rhett opened his mouth to reply, only to find how difficult it’d be to explain his love life when all of his recent dates involved elf women, not to mention that he couldn’t describe Sara without mentioning that she was a celebrity from another world. 

Yeah, that’d be one way to end this date in a hurry. 

“A lot of one-and-done dates, actually.”

“That’s too bad,” she groaned and pulled the menu close to her chest like she was trying to hug him.  “Why so many?  Oh, and be specific.  I’m in no hurry here.”

“Right, specific,” he breathed while trying to figure out how to word everything without coming off as crazy.  “Well, I went on a date with a nature preserver…”

“Ooh, that sounds interesting.”

“Not really.  I mean, the date was fun.  We went on a scavenger hunt in the park.”

“That does sound fun.  Why didn’t it work out?”

“She just didn’t do it for me.  Uhm…oh, I went out with a farmer.  Mary.  Nice girl.  Really nice.”

“And why aren’t you having breakfast with her if she was so nice?”

“That’s a fair question.  Her father didn’t like me.  Not one bit, actually.  I mean, I guess we could have snuck around behind his back, but I wouldn’t want to damage the family bond, you know?”

“Wow,” she muttered, slowly nodding her head.  “How big of you.  I’m almost afraid to ask if there were any other girls, but now I’m too fascinated to let the subject go.  What other dates have you been on?”

“Well, let’s see.  I went on a walking date,”  he replied, opting to drop Molly into the conversation while he tried to figure out how to explain what he did with Lynnis.  “It went well enough, but I just wasn’t into her.”

“Why not?”

“A bit too naïve, I guess.  I didn’t see myself respecting her, which is a recipe for disaster.  Then I had a date where we went boating…”

His voice trailed off, not because thinking of Lynnis hurt, but because he had no way of explaining what they did.  His mind drew a blank, so he paused by taking a sip of water while pondering where the waitress was. 

“You’re making a face,” Bert pointed out.  “I take it something bad happened?”

“It uh…it went really well.  I thought I found someone, you know?  I uh…I was wrong.”

“No second date?”

“Nope.”

“Did she say why?”

Rhett paused again.  He’d be telling the truth if he said that Lynnis ghosted him, but he could see Bert taking that personally since she did the same thing.  He couldn’t figure out how to twist the tale though, not even after another long drink. 

“She ghosted you, and you don’t want to say it because I did the same thing to you,” she replied after he failed to come up with something else.  “I hope you realize how nice you are.  You don’t deserve to get ghosted.”

“Uhm, thanks.”

“So, is there anyone else?  I mean, my dating history is starting to look pretty pathetic right now, but I just can’t help but ask at this point.”

“There haven’t been too many after that.  Uhm…I went out with a girl who was all looks and no personality, and then I played board games with a girl and her friends the other night.  That uh…yeah, that’s about it.”

He decided to keep Jody out of the equation, as well as all of the juicy details about the dates that he skimmed over.  It already felt like he overshared, which made him thankful that the waitress arrived before she could follow up about his dates.  They gave their orders and settled into their seats, leaving Rhett to figure out what to talk about next. 

“How did you meet Brinna?” she blurted out after their coffees were refilled. 

“Brinna?”

“I have to know how you two met,” she chuckled and poured some cream into her mug.  “She is so gorgeous.  Did you two date, but decide to become friends instead?  You know, friends who set each other up on other dates?”

“We’ve never dated.  We met through a girl I went out with once, but that’s it.”

“I’m sorry that I asked, I just find it so weird that she’d set you up on a…oh, no, are you in the friend zone with her?”

“I may have caught myself sliding into that territory,” he admitted with a few nods, “but I remembered this article about the other side of the friend zone.  You know, the girl thought she had a friend, but it turned out to be some creep who only pretended to be her friend so he could win her over?  I know the gender roles can be reversed, but…anyway, not important.  Nope, just friends.”

“I feel like I plucked a nerve,” she stated with a bit of a sneer.  “Sorry.  Don’t get me wrong.  If I were a guy, I’d be tripping on my lower lip around her too.  I just…so hard to think that you’d be interested in someone like…well, no, we shouldn’t go there.  I just…”

She talked and changed topics so quickly that he fought to keep up.  For a split second, he feared she was going to have a stroke or something, so he held up a hand to force her to stop for a breath. 

“Is there an elephant in the room I’m not seeing?  You seem really uncomfortable right now.”

“Are you kidding me?” she whimpered and dropped her spoon before she could stir her coffee.  “It’s so obvious.  Rhett, I ghosted you, and here we are acting like it never happened.”

“I want to say that you didn’t, but…” he started before taking in a quick breath.  “Okay, let’s just get that out of the way like a band-aid.  You look like you’re being eaten from the inside, so just explain so we can move on.”

“Just explain,” she repeated and blinked several times.  “I was hoping to get to this after the meal so I could run away without skipping breakfast, but…I can’t believe you didn’t demand to know the second you realized your date was with me.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“It was only five months.”

“What can I say, I’ve grown a lot since then.”

“Enough that you’re not dying to know?”

“No…well, I’m curious, and we’re on the topic, obviously, so let’s get it out there,” he sighed and reached over to stir her coffee for her.  “No pressure.  You can jump into the middle if it’s easier, or just skim it.  You don’t have to give every little detail.”

“Thank you,” she sighed when he put her spoon on her napkin.  “I would have done it myself, but my hands were shaking too much, and I didn’t want to look like a psychopath.  Uhm…okay, you deserve to know, but I need you to swear that you won’t hate me for what I’m about to say.”

“That kinda depends on what you say.  If you had a family emergency or something, then sure, no hard feelings.  But, if you ran over a box of kittens after our date and lost your mind, well…”

“That’s terrible,” she growled and shook her head before smirking.  “And just the kind of joke I needed.  Okay, here it goes;  I wasn’t exactly single when you and I went out.”

“Uhm, say what now?”

“I know,” she groaned and rubbed her face for a second.  “I feel awful, but I have to tell you the truth.  I was in a relationship.  Not a good one, obviously, but…it was bad.  Really bad.”

“Why didn’t you break up with him then?”

“Because I didn’t want to be alone,” she whined with an apologetic glance.  “I know, so bad.  My friend kept telling me to break up with him, but I just couldn’t find the courage to do it.  So, she suggested that I go out on a calm, casual date to prove that I could handle being single again.  She made it sound a lot better, but, anyway…I went out with you…”

“To help you move on.”

“Yeah.  I was so nervous in the beginning that I almost threw up looking at the menu.  But, after I got him out of my head, I…”  Bert paused to look up at him.  The anxiety shifted into a smile, the same one she gave right before they kissed on that date.  The kiss that haunted him for months afterward.  “…you made me so comfortable.  So, so comfortable.  If anything, that’s on you, because…”

Rhett lifted a brow to challenge her.  While he may have grown since their last date, he wasn’t 100% over the situation. 

“…right, too far.  I fell for you so hard that I actually forgot that I had a boyfriend.  There, I said it.  Once that happened, I…I wanted you.  God, did I want you.  I didn’t want to go home when we took that picture by the fountain.  I wanted to go back to your place and do unspeakable things to you.  You were too good of a guy for that though, so…yeah, I went home so reality could bite me in the bottom.”

“That’s why you didn’t reply to my messages?  Oh, sorry for sending so many of them, by the way.  I should have taken the hint a lot sooner.”

“God, every message you sent was like a slap to the face,” she whimpered and brushed a tear off of her cheek.  “We hit it off, didn’t we?  That spark I felt…that spark turned into a jolt of electricity afterward though.  Like being teased in the electric chair.  I deserved it, so quit giving me the sympathetic look.  I almost cried every time you messaged me.  I felt so awful.  I’d pick up the phone and start to reply, but…what was I going to say?  Hey, let me break up with my boyfriend real quick, okay?  I’m sure that would have won you over.”

“You know, back then, I probably would have been okay with that,” he chuckled and let out a breath before sipping his coffee. 

“Really, you were that hard up?”

“I was that hard up, and I was that into you,” he replied with a nod.  “I can’t say that I get it, but I’m glad that I know the truth now.”

“You’re taking this better than I thought you would,” she said and stretched across the table to grab his hand, only to change her mind and grab the creamer at the last second.  He held his tongue to let her think that she pulled it off, but only because he had to decide what to do with the information.  “You don’t hate me though?  I get it if you did then, but, what about right now?”

“I’m not big on hating people.  I try not to be like that.”

“That’s probably a good thing, but…Rhett, now that you know, I have to ask.  Is there any chance that we could try again?  You have no reason to trust me after that, but I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t try.”

It wasn’t like he could tell her that he had to go on a few dates because a gorgeous elf woman wanted to test his decision-making when it came to girls.  He knew Brinna would let him off the hook if he took Bert up on her offer, but, as he looked at her, a new reality set in. 

“Look, I’m more than willing to forgive you, but I just don’t feel that spark this time around.”

“I really blew it, huh?”

“Maybe you dodged a bullet?  We could have dated and fizzed out in a month for all we know.  All I can say right now is that I just don’t feel that same connection.  I’m sorry.”
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“It surprises me that you turned her down,” Brinna said after listening to Rhett recall the breakfast with Bert.  “I had rather hoped that the flame would have rekindled itself.  Were you simply too angry with her to consider giving her a second chance?”

“Not really,” he muttered and slumped onto the couch, wishing that the conversation was over so he could forget about the date already.  “I felt something, sure, but…I don’t know.  Seeing her stirred some of the pain, but there was something else happening, something I couldn’t seem to put my finger on.  It just…it wasn’t there, you know?  I mean, her explanation for not answering my texts made sense, but I had a hard time looking past the fact that she was looking to cheat on her boyfriend.  It just as easily could have been me.”

“I could see how that would cause some trust issues,” she sighed and shifted around on the other side of the couch to get her legs under her.  “Did this lack of attraction have anything to do with your anger for me?”

“Why would I be mad at you?”

“For sending you on a blind date with a woman who kicked you in the heart,” she replied with a raised brow as though the answer was obvious.  “I considered being honest with you upfront, but I wasn’t certain that you would be willing to go on the date if you knew who it was with.  My apologies if I upset you.  I was hoping to mend the old bridge.”

“Well, it was nice to gain some closure.  Also nice to know that I may have dodged a bullet.  I think Bert has some serious communication issues.  If she’d stuck it out with me, she could have wound up miserable, but unable to tell me what was wrong.”

“People like her are the main cause for divorce, I imagine.  They are too worried about upsetting their partner to tell them that something needs to be changed.  You are correct.  You very well may have dodged a bullet, so to speak.  It shows how far you’ve come since we met.”

“Thanks.  I think I’m going to go lay down for an hour,” he replied and rose from the couch. 

“Are you unwell?”

“I’m okay.  Just need to shake off some bad feelings, you know?”

“I suppose I do.  Try not to fall asleep though.  You have another date coming up.  It will be on the app, in case you were wondering.”

Rhett did wonder, but he didn’t say anything as he walked to his bedroom.  He was too consumed with why he felt the need to be alone right now.  He trusted Brinna, and being with her was better than being alone any day, but he couldn’t shake the need he felt to lay on his bed and shut out the world for a bit. 

He ditched his outfit while he contemplated his reason for solitude.  Everything was returned to their hangers since he only wore the outfit for an hour, saving him on some laundry while he put on something more comfortable.  All the while, he pondered why he turned Bert down so easily, right until he saw the painting he made of Brinna leaning in the bottom of his closet. 

“You’re the reason,” he muttered after slipping a t-shirt over his head.  He leaned over and picked up the painting, making it look like he was talking to Brinna in the process.  “Bert can’t hold a candle to you, can she?”

He had it in his head that he’d give Brinna the painting when she said goodbye for good, but that would leave him with nothing but his thoughts to remember her by.  Not only that, but he’d have to survive the humility of admitting that he took the time to paint her during the class instead of the fruit, which could lead to some awkwardness that would all but guarantee that she never spoke to him again. 

“We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

“Wouldn’t want what?”

His eyes darted to the door, the one he forgot to close all the way when he went into his room.  It was his fault for forgetting, but he wished that Brinna would have thought to knock before she slipped into his room.  She stared at him instead of the painting, so he put it back in the closet as casually as he could muster. 

“Nothing.  What’s up?”

“I just came to inform you that your date is ready.  She is also quite nervous, so keep that in mind when you arrive.”

“I don’t suppose I can ask who she is this time, can I?”

“Only if I may ask about the painting you so discretely returned to the closet.”

“Fair enough,” he sighed and slipped onto the bed.  “I’ll see you when I get back then.”

“Very well.  Try to have a good time.  I would question myself if you had two bad dates in a row.”

“The last one wasn’t bad,” he groaned as she slipped out into the hallway. He pulled out the phone and tapped on the Elf Date app, pondering why he was so hung up on keeping the painting a secret.  “It wasn’t particularly good, but…anyway.”

A date offer waited for him when the app opened.  He thought about backing out to check the messages in case Brinna used his account to set up the date, but that felt like cheating.  She wanted him to go in blind for a reason, so he shook his head and accepted the offer, which brought up a strange box that asked for him to confirm that he accepted the premise of the date.  He couldn’t remember seeing a double-check like that, but he shook his head and accepted again, clutched the phone against his chest, and closed his eyes. 

The smell and dampness hit him right away.  Musky, along with something else that his nose couldn’t place.  His eyes opened to discover a stone ceiling above him that drew a few questions as he sat up.  He was in his armor with his sword lying on his lap, sitting in a room with dark, dirty stone making up the walls and floor.  Another look at the ceiling showed several lights covered by a strange metal grating that made shadows on the floor.  It was strange, but not for Elf Date.

“Must involve fighting this time,” he muttered and stood up.  The only thing that stood out was the doorway on the wall ahead of him.  It was twice as wide as it needed to be, with a slot for a drop-down door that left him a bit worried.  The door was up, thankfully, but the thought of it falling on him was something he didn’t wish to think about.

The concern was still on his mind when the door slid shut behind him, making him jump and raise the black oak sword in one swift motion.  His heart beat against his ribs as he slowly turned around, seeking answers, or any differences between this room and the previous one.  The only thing he could find was a second door across from him, as well as a circle on the floor that seemed rather ominous. 

“Well, nothing to do but wait to see what rises out of…” he started until the circle split in half and slid into the floor, revealing a tube.  A head of black, shiny hair rose from below.  It was a female elf warrior, judging by the lean muscles, the gorgeous silver sword, and the look of determination she offered as the platform she stood on locked into place.  She was only a few inches shorter than him, although the metal heels she wore were misleading.  The rest of her armor was equally inappropriate.  Not only did she have a tiny silver breastplate on that barely concealed her hefty bosom, but she had on a metal thong with a little chain covering her crotch.  “Wow, I bet that hurts when it rides up in there, huh?”

The elf merely scowled as her feet and legs twisted into an athletic position, one that told him to get the damn sword ready before she shoved that beautiful silver weapon down his throat.  The warrior lunged at him, growling with her blade arcing toward the same neck he was worried about a few seconds earlier.  For a split second, he forgot about the class card that allowed him to manipulate time, right up until the blade was within inches of cleaving off his head. 

“Pause!” he shouted.  The woman’s sword froze with the sharp edge against his neck, leaving a tiny trail of blood that oozed under his armor.  “Okay, dumbass, you do realize that you’re not frozen, right?”

With only a few seconds to spare before the spell expired, Rhett reached out, ripped the sword from her hand, and made an ‘X’ with the two weapons with her neck in the middle.  He expected her to surrender as soon as time started again, giving him a chance to ask some questions about the premise of the date, or if she was the one he was supposed to impress right now. 

The warrior’s dark eyes widened when time started up, staring at the two weapons.  He could practically read her mind, making him smirk as he let out a breath. 

“Yeah, I bet your head is spinning right now, which is better than how you tried to make my head spin on the floor just a moment ago.  Now, if it isn’t too much to ask, I’d like to ask you a few…”

A smirk and a lifted brow.  Not the best sign from someone he expected to surrender.  The warrior dropped to her knee while her other leg extended.  He assumed she was trying to sweep his legs out from under him, so he jumped in place, only to discover her true intention.  The metal heel of her boot reflected the overhead lights like a blade, angled in a manner to pierce his thigh as soon as he came down.  His magic couldn’t help him, so he bit down and endured the slim metal diving into his leg, making him wish he’d bought something from the app’s store when he had the chance.  His current pair had vulnerable spots that allowed the weaponized footwear to cut into his flesh, making him hiss and limp away. 

“Damn it, I just want to talk.”

“And I just want to kill you,” she replied in a smooth voice with a hint of raspiness.  “It would seem that one of us is about to be disappointed.”

“Well, I’m pretty sure you’re not my date, so…”

He caught on that the warrior was an obstacle he had to overcome, and not the woman who set up the date with him.  With both weapons in his hands, he slowed down time, charged ahead despite the pain in his leg, and drove the tips of both swords into the soft flesh just above the edge of her breastplate.  He watched her fall to her knees in slow motion, noting how her hair shifted in the wind the fall created, how her face slowly changed from determination to pain, to defeat, and how her impressive breasts jiggled when her knees struck the floor.  The last one didn’t suit the situation very well, but what was the point of being able to manipulate time if he wasn’t going to gain an eyeful every now and then. 

A flash of light forced his hand to his eyes as he staggered away, praying that the woman didn’t level up and become tougher like in anime.  After blinking away the stars, he found the elf warrior on her knees with no signs of injury.  That was peculiar, but not as much as the fact that she held out her sword as though she were presenting it to him as a gift. 

“What kind of trickery is this?”

“I have been defeated,” she replied in a business-like tone.  “My weapon is yours now.”

“Yeah, whatever,” he groaned, took her sword by the handle, and pulled out his phone so he could add it to his inventory.  His eyes nearly popped out of their sockets when he realized how good the quality was.  The text was orange, which made it better than the black oak sword he currently used.  Not only that, but it offered ten to athletics, ten to fortitude, and ten to intellect.  Equipping it was a no-brainer, leaving him wishing that he’d spent more time focusing on the fantasy aspect of Elf Date instead of seeking his future girlfriend.  “Okay, yeah, thanks.  Uhm, so what happens now?”

“The answer you seek lies on the door behind me.”

“Uhm…okay.”

Rhett wasn’t sure if she would remain peaceful or not, so he kept his shiny new weapon in his hand as he walked over to the closed door.  Some new features had been added to its surface, but one look left him more confused than before she answered his question.  A rectangle with an empty line rested over three drawings that looked like the stuff archeologists found in Egypt.   The drawings showed stick figures, basically, performing crude acts he could only describe as sexual.  One showed a person on their knees and the other standing over them, while the second showed them in doggy style.  The third was odd.  He could make out the table, but it took him a moment to realize that there was a figure on top of it with their legs spread in the air. 

“What the hell is this about?” he growled when he realized each drawing had a button under it. 

“You must pick a sexual act to perform on me to appease the mistress,” the woman replied with zero emotion in her voice.  “Once you have made your selection, you must satisfy me sexually until the bar above the options has been filled.  Only then will the door open so you may move on to your next challenge.  However, should your seed leave your loins, you will forfeit the challenge, and the mistress will punish you.”

“What?” he cried out and grabbed his phone, hoping to pull up the premise of the date to make sense of everything.  “Why would Brinna agree to this?  That’s…that’s…”

“Fun?  Enticing?”

“No!  Well, maybe a little bit,” he muttered to himself and tapped his phone, only to find that he was locked out of anything that didn’t involve his profile.  “What the literal hell?”

“Not to add more pressure, but you should note the upper left corner of the door right now.”

“What are you…”

He stopped talking when he found the hourglass built into the wall to the left of the meter the elf warrior mentioned.  A small portion of the sand had already fallen into the bottom cylinder, leaving him with an unknown amount of time to satisfy the warrior to fill the meter.  He thought about doing nothing, right until he remembered that losing meant being punished by the mistress, who he assumed was the one Brinna talked to about setting up the date. 

“I’m going to have a long talk with her when I get back,” he grumbled, pushed one of the buttons, and readied himself. 

Another flash of light, but he was ready for it this time and had his hand over his eyes when he pushed the button.  The elf warrior was on a table, just like the diagram showed.  Leather straps hung from the grating on the ceiling, keeping her knees up in the air and wide so he could fill the meter unobscured.  Slowly he walked around, wetting his lips as he soaked in the details.  She still wore the breastplate, but the little metal thong was gone, leaving a little tuft of black hair exposed to the world. 

“You uh…you consented to this, right?” he asked with his eyes unable to break away from the narrow vagina waiting for his attention. 

“The app created me.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“Yes, Rhett, you have my full consent, if that is what you need to hear.”

“Okay then.”

Time ticked away, so he got down on his knees and grabbed her by the hips to pull her closer, only to find that the table was segmented.  When he felt beneath it, he found sliding bars.  Once moved, a triangle portion of the table fell down, giving him plenty of room to get his face into her womanhood. 

The warrior with no name, as he chose to call her, had a pussy so boring that he almost declined.  No lips whatsoever, with a tiny little clit that he could barely see, and a hole that looked tighter than the ass of most women.  It didn’t matter.  He had no intention of whipping his dick out, not when he was prohibited from expelling his seed, so to speak. 

“You have lost a quarter of your time.”

“Okay, okay, I’m going.”

He didn’t know how much work he’d have to do, so he aimed for her clit and flicked it with his tongue.  Her lean butt muscles tightened instantly, lifting her off of the table a few inches as she shuddered. 

The first ‘boss’ is probably on easy mode, he thought to himself, wetted his lips, and went back to work on her tiny little nub. 

“Oh, oh, oh!” she squealed, making him groan as he looked at the door through the corner of his eyes.  The bar was at 20%, maybe a quarter, confirming his theory that the warrior was created with a high sensitivity.  Each flick of his tongue made the meter fill with glowing pink light, but he was already growing bored.  He switched things up by licking her glistening little pussy from hole to nub, making certain to cover every inch of the sensitive flesh with each pass.  When the meter reached three-quarters, he swore he heard a gasp in the distance, but he wrote it off to the warrior’s cries echoing off of the walls.  The hourglass was still half full when the meter flashed, the elf cried out, and creamy white fluids poured out of her. 

Yeah, way too easy. 
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Why would Brinna agree to this?  He asked himself as he waited for the door to open all of the way. She wanted to test me.  Did I fail?  Was I supposed to say no and face the consequences?  Should I quit now to show that I’ve learned from my past mistakes?  Well, I can’t access the app, so how can I quit?  Something about this feels wrong.  No, everything about this feels wrong.  Brinna has got a lot of explaining to do when I get out of this place.

Rhett figured he’d try to access the app again while he waited.  When he tried to swipe off of his profile, a text box appeared, one that made his blood boil. 

This message is to remind you that you consented to the terms of the date.  This is why you received a second consent message.  According to the agreement, the date cannot end until both parties agree. 

“You mean until my mystery woman is done with me?” he grumbled and put the phone to sleep.  “Okay, stop bitching and try to have some fun with this.  Millions of guys would kill their own mothers to be in my shoes right now.”

The room mirrored the previous one.  With a deep breath, he gripped his new sword and walked in.  Just like before, the door slid shut behind him, and the circle on the other side of the room parted so his next opponent could challenge him. 

Okay, bring on the next scantily-clad slut.

He would have said it out loud, but his manners just wouldn’t permit him to be rude to whoever was running the show from behind the scenes.  He expected an orc barbarian to be next, or perhaps a spell caster who would offer him a new kind of challenge.  What he didn’t expect was the red-skinned, yellow-eyed demon girl who rose from the platform, nor the strange black bands wrapped around her torso. 

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” she teased in a sultry voice as she stepped away from the circle, making her fine little hips sway with every stride.  She had to be a foot shorter than him, which meant that she was probably faster than anyone he’d ever faced. 

He couldn’t figure out her attire though.  Sure, the thigh-high black boots made perfect sense, but the narrow black tubes spiraling around her body left him confused.  As she walked closer, he squinted in hopes of gaining some new information, but the best he could come up with was that they were whips of some sort. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I had to say something.  I’m Rhett, by the way.”

“You wouldn’t be able to pronounce my name in a million years, human,” she moaned seductively while those yellow eyes looked him over.  “You’re bigger than I thought.  I bet it’ll take an hour to clean your load off of my face when you lose.”

“Yeah, I don’t see how that’s losing,” he chuckled and let the sword lean against his shoulder. 

“You will when you learn how I plan to extract your seed.  However, I must force you to surrender first, so ready yourself.  Unless you’d rather take your clothes off now and save yourself some humility?”

“Tempting, but I’ll pass.”

“Suit yourself.”

The demon smiled in a way that was both seductive, yet frightening at the same time, confusing his cock as it filled with blood until it was half-hard.  With her yellow eyes locked on him, she spread out her arms to allow those strange black tubes to unravel.  There were six of them, eight feet in length, roughly, and the ends piled on the ground behind her.  She wore a black leather corset and a tiny leather thong beneath, a stereotype so overused that he nearly groaned.  Still, the corset offered a nice view of her lifted dark-red tits, which he admitted to wanting to see while she drew her daggers from sheaths hanging from her thong. 

“I’m feeling generous, Rhett,” she hissed and flipped the blades around into a reverse grip, “so I’ll let you make the first move.”

“Whatever.”

She probably knew about his abilities, but he didn’t want to tip his cap until he could assess her capabilities.  He drew back the sword and feigned a lunge, only to be met with a raised brow and a shaking head. 

“This isn’t my first fight, human.  Nice try though.”

“Yeah, I’m a bit rusty.  Okay, for real this time.”

The demon girl smiled when he held the sword in a defensive position, swaying side to side as she waited for him to attack.  He didn’t fake it this time.  Instead, he drew back and charged forward, hoping to test her reaction time as he sought to shoulder-ram her. 

He didn’t use his magic, but he swore that time slowed down as the fight unfolded.  As he braced himself for impact, those strange tubes he worried about earlier did something so familiar that he had a traumatic flashback mid-attack.  All six rose behind her like the tentacles from the sea monster he fought with Lynnis and lashed out at him so quickly that he could do nothing but brace himself.  Several smacked him across the chest, with one cracking him on the jaw, and the remaining two latching themselves onto his wrists.  He managed to pull away before they could tighten their grip, freeing him to stumble away with no damage. 

“Are those part of your body, or are they a piece of magical equipment?”

“Get me naked and find out,” she teased with a wink while the arms rose behind her.  “Or strip down and see what else I can do with them.”

“I’ll admit to being curious, but let’s see how the fight goes first.”

“Suit yourself, but you could have spared yourself some pain.  Well, the bad kind, that is.”

“What other kind of pain…” he started to say until she lifted a brow again.  “Damn, I have no hold on my inner slut today.”

“I can help you with that.”

“I’m sure you could, now, why don’t we…”

The demon girl growled and lashed out at him with the daggers, forcing him back to avoid having his stomach cut.  The attack was a feign.  He was so worried about the blades that he failed to notice what the appendages were doing until she launched herself into the air.  She had two of them wrapped around the grating on the ceiling, freeing her to swing behind him like a sexier version of Spiderman.  He whipped around in time to see her kick off of the closed door, spin, and launch herself at him. 

“Too many!” he hissed as his eyes couldn’t figure out what to focus on.  His sword opted to block the double attack from the daggers, but that left him wide open to the extra arms.  His hands were down to push her blades away, leaving him exposed to the black coil that wrapped around his neck.  He knew he had to cut it, so he turned his sword and swung, only to have two more coils, arms, tails, whatever, snatch his wrists and jerk his sword away.  The demon girl used the other coils to grab the ceiling and launch over him again, putting her behind him with no ability to turn around. 

“You let your guard down,” she whispered from behind his ear while the appendages wrapped themselves around him, holding him in place while he fought.  He was helpless to move, even when she sheathed her daggers, reached around him, and unzipped his pants.  One of the coils snaked its way into his pants to wrap around his shaft and balls, squeezing in unison with the coil around his neck.  “Oh, I told you this could be fun if you let it.”

“Yeah, not looking to get boned by a spider…octopus…squid…I don’t know!”

“You say that now, but you’ll be begging me for relief shortly.”

He couldn’t see a way out of the situation.  Rhett reversed time to see if he could get free, but time shot forward before the coils unwrapped themselves from his neck and wrists.  It forced him to relive her unzipping his pants and roping his cock again, along with the same dialogue. 

“Didn’t we just do this?” she moaned and gripped his hood with her hand, slowly stroking him while her coils turned his aching dick blue.  “Why fight it?  I bet I can make you shoot your load all the way across the room.  Would you like to find out?”

“I’d like to have a fair fight,” he growled and tried to break free, only to have her spin him around so he faced the other door.  The meter appeared for some reason, with a small amount of blue light filling the clear section. 

“Uh oh, looks like somebody is enjoying himself,” she laughed, licked her hand, and twisted her palm around his hood to spread her saliva across him.  “You’re drooling.”

“My mouth was closed.”

“I didn’t say it was from your throat,” she replied, pressed her thumb against his tip, and smeared his pre-cum around his hood, making his toes curl while her coil loosened around his balls.  “I would slide around and offer you some relief with my mouth, but only after you’ve begged me for it.  I don’t think you’re there yet, but just give it a minute.”

She didn’t lie.  The glowing blue bar was slowly filling the meter, announcing that his orgasm was on its way.  None of his time spells worked, but he slowed everything down to buy himself time to think. 

Come on, come on, think! He shouted in his head while he leaned forward to assess the situation.  Moving his head put more pressure on his neck, making little lights dart in his eyes as he glared at his swollen cock.  He watched as a bead of pre-cum formed on his tip, just before her thumb slowly ran over it to spread it around his hood in ultra-slow motion.  Watching didn’t help.  It brought him closer to a climax if anything, forcing him to close his eyes before she broke out the measuring tape to check the distance on his release.  His loins were screaming to unload.  All she had to do was release the pressure around his sack to allow the floodwaters to move. 

I should just let it happen.  There’s nothing wrong with getting jacked off in a dungeon, right?  Well, wait, what’ll happen if I lose?  Will I have to submit myself to whatever submissive position my date has in store for me?  Crap, I could be strapped to a table until she was done with me.  Or worse, ass up.  It’s Carlie.  It has to be Carlie.  Brinna probably saw her apology message and reached out to her.  This seems like something she’d enjoy.  Damn, I can’t let that happen.

It seemed wrong, but he couldn’t find a peaceful alternative to avoid being anally probed on a table.  As time sped up, he closed his eyes and waited until the air pressure shifted to announce that she was leaning in to whisper in his ear again. 

“Are you ready?  Do you want to see if you can fill this room with your seed?”

“Not really,” he grumbled, sneered, and leaned forward.  It was stupid, but it was the only thing he could think of.  With a growl, he slammed the back of his head into her face, forming new stars in his eyes as the demon girl screamed in pain.  The coils loosened as she staggered away, freeing him to dart forward to get the ends off of his wrists.  At the last second, the coil around his cock tried to tighten, only to catch the crotch of his pants in the process.  It tore down the seams, leaving his dick dangling as he turned and lunged with the sword, right into her chest. 

“Damn it!”

He was too busy catching his breath to remember to cover his eyes when the flash of light filled the room.  Rhett staggered around with the tip of his new sword dragging across the stone floor, making a horrible sound as his cock swayed in the breeze.  When his vision finally returned to normal, he found the demon girl on her knees, just like the elf warrior from before. 

“I’m looking forward to helping you with that,” she breathed with her yellow eyes locked onto his shaft.  “I hope anal isn’t an option though.  I think you’d tear me in half if you went in from the back door.”

“I’m not sure I could get it in there,” he groaned, sheathed the sword, and tried to figure out what to do about his pants.  Only then did it occur to him that he didn’t do anything to mend the damage the warrior inflicted on his leg.  It repaired itself when he filled the bar, so he prayed that the same would hold true for his torn pants. 

I hope the mistress is enjoying the view, he sighed in his head as he walked over to the door to see what options he had.  A dark part of him wanted something violent so he could gain some revenge for the way she fought.  The doggy-style option was there again, which he heavily considered until the diagram at the end caught his attention.  He wouldn’t have known what to make of it had he seen it before today, but it made perfect sense to him now.  It took some imagination, but it showed the demon girl on her back with her extra arms in the air.  Another figure stood over her with its hands raised.  Little lines went from the hands to the appendages like a marionette and a puppet master, making him smile as he pushed the button beneath it. 

“What is this?” the demon girl hissed after the flash of light. 

“A taste of your own medicine.”

She was on another table with her wrists and legs bound to the corners, but that wasn’t the part that interested him.  Rhett walked over and raised his hands, noticing the odd connection he felt to the black arms awaiting his command.  He tried to order them to trace her cheek, only to wind up smacking her across the face, making her cry out before letting out a little moan. 

“I like this medicine.”

“Yeah, it’s more sensitive than I thought.”

He needed something safe to learn on, so he made the tip of a tentacle wrap around the middle of the corset.  With a sneer, he made it pull back, ripping the strings that kept the halves together.  Her dark red breasts were released to the open, accompanied by a little gasp as she stared at him with wide eyes. 

“I hope you have a vivid imagination.”

“Not really.  Just doing onto others, or…whatever.”

The hourglass was filling in the door, but he’d be damned if he didn’t get some revenge.  With his lower lip between his teeth, he made an appendage coil around her neck, slowly tightening as her breasts rose.  She smiled to expose sharp teeth, making him glad he didn’t let her use her mouth earlier.  He didn’t want her to smile though, he wanted to put some fear into her, so he sent another into her mouth, forcing it past her lips when she tried to close them.  Her eyes started to close as though she enjoyed it, right until it went into her throat.  He made it hold there until she gagged, then ordered it to pull out so he could focus elsewhere. 

“I’m starting to think that you’ve got a dirtier mind than you let on,” she teased and gave him a wink.  “Go on, do it again, but really tighten around my throat this time.”

“I would, but who has the time,” he sighed, sent two into her mouth again, then ordered them to go all the way in until a thick pool of saliva coated them.  Without a pause, he ordered two more to rip off the leather thong and sent the soaking-wet ones downtown.  One went straight into her dark red pussy, snaking its way in without bothering with foreplay.  The other spread her asshole wide until it was a foot inside of her, making her squeal before the appendages started to thrust in and out. 

“Damn, damn, damn…” she growled, wincing as the arms went in deep, making her stomach muscles tighten as her back arched. 

“You know, some sick part of me is enjoying this,” he sighed as he compared the meter to the hourglass, “but I’d rather get this over with.”

He was done messing around.  With a stoic face, he ordered the arms to go crazy, pummeling her pussy and ass as her whimpering screams filled the air.  He didn’t watch.  He looked at the meter instead, waiting for it to be over while he tried to figure out how he’d deal with Carlie. 
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His theory proved correct when the door opened after another flash of light.  His pants were mended, concealing his cock once more as he walked into the next room.  The flash of light did nothing for his mind though, or his concerns about his deep-seeded dark side.  He was still thinking about sexually torturing the demon girl, keeping his shaft swollen as he waited for the next opponent. 

I might have to pay for some therapy after this because I’ve got a lot of concerns about my sexuality. 

Rhett was still trying to shake the demon girl’s whimpers and moans out of his head when his next opponent rose from the floor.  He cocked his head to the side as he took her in, swearing that there had to be more to her than what his eyes could tell him.  Typical tortoise.  The phrase rang true as he looked at the ultra-pale elf woman with long black hair, and an armored dress that screamed ‘Hi, I’m Goth, how are you?’ 

Probably a necromancer, or some other form of dark magic, he thought as she stepped off of the circle and produced a long black staff out of nowhere.  No, that’d be too easy.  There has to be more to her.  I mean, look at everything else I faced. 

“Well, I must admit that I’m surprised that you made it this far,” the pale elf announced with her arm wrapped around the staff. 

“Is this where you threaten me with whatever sexually deviant thought is on your mind?”

“Oh, no, I won’t bother, and the mistress wants you all to yourself now.  When I win, and I will, I shall merely hand you over to her on a silver platter.  Metaphorically, of course.  I don’t believe I have access to any silver platters.”

“That’s reassuring.  Okay, fine, let’s fight.”

“Hardly the spirit our mistress is looking for,” she sighed and tipped the staff toward him, “but I will comply.”

Rhett knew it wouldn’t take long to finish the spell caster, but he swore not to commit to a move without discovering what magic she wielded.  He feigned a lunge, only to find that the woman was far too seasoned to fall for such a rookie move.  She didn’t smile, raise her weapon, or flinch in the slightest. 

“Sorry.”

“Why apologize?” she asked in a flat tone with her head turned slightly.  “You needed to see how I would react.”

“You didn’t, which I guess is a reaction in itself, or…”

“Perhaps you are overthinking this.  Try again when you are ready.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t deflate my ego at all.”

Rhett tried again, but he didn’t fake it this time.  Determined to get to the mistress, he lunged, backed out of it, and spun to put himself on the other side of the woman.  His increase in athletics helped him cover far more ground than before, all with the skill and grace of an elvish warrior, in his opinion. 

The woman didn’t budge though, which stilled his sword before he could finish the attack.  She stood as though he were still in front of her, waiting with the staff leaning ahead. 

Something feels wrong about this.  Does she want to die?

There was more going on than he could see, but he wouldn’t know what it was until he attempted a blow.  His muscles flexed as he drew back the sword, hoping to bring a swift end to the battle before it even began.

That was the plan, but he must have forgotten to speak with his new sword beforehand, because it refused to budge when he tried to swing it.  Rhett thought he merely flinched at first, so he tried again, and again, all to the same results. 

What the hell?

He turned around to see if someone was standing behind him, holding back his arms without having the decency to introduce themselves first.  There was no one.  Just the other side of the room and a corner of confusion. 

“I imagine you are quite confused right now,” the elf stated and casually turned around to face him.  “What is the matter, Rhett?  Does your sword not obey your command?  You are a bit young for performance issues.  Perhaps you should seek a doctor?”

“Or you could just tell me what you did,” he growled while determining what he could move and what he couldn’t.  The sword wouldn’t budge, but he could release his grip with either hand.  His feet were able to shift a few inches, so he concluded that she did something to the sword itself.  Some sort of magnetic magic?

“You are like an animal unwilling to let go of the bait in a trap,” she sighed and took a step closer.  Her head swayed a bit while she walked as though it was too heavy for her neck.  A nugget of information that he tucked away for later.  Right now, he had to figure out what kind of magic she was using on him, preferably before he had to admit defeat and kneel before the mistress. 

He got lost thinking about his date for a second, but a cooler head prevailed soon enough to make him turn around and look at the sword.  Rhett saw nothing at first, not until he pushed logic to the side and sought the impossible.  All he could find was a narrow shadow looming over the middle of the blade, one that didn’t match the pattern on the floor created by the light above the intricate grating. 

“I can sense the thought seeping in,” she continued and took another step forward, locking eyes with him throughout.  “Go on.  I wish to hear you say it so I may determine if you are smart enough for my mistress.”

“It’s the shadow.  There shouldn’t be one on the sword.”

“Excellent.  I am a shadowmancer.  Every shadow in this room is at my command, including yours.”

“Mine?”

Right on cue, he looked down at the floor to find his own shadow rising up to meet him.  While he had acclimated well to the fantasy elements of Elf Date, seeing his own shadow stand before him was more than he could process, stealing precious seconds he could have used to drum up a plan. 

“Crap.”

His shadow had a sword of its own, one that swung at his neck, looking to end the fight in one blow.  Rhett slowed down time so he could duck his head out of the way, all while maintaining his grip on the sword.  While he cleared the swing with ease, he couldn’t figure out how to counter the attack while holding the sword.  No alternatives presented themselves, so, when the attack missed, he released his grip on the new weapon and charged at the elf. 

That’s when all hell broke loose.  He hurried to take advantage of his time-altering spell, but the corners of his eyes told him to reconsider.  The shadows on the floor rose to block his path, widening his eyes as he drew back his fist, determined to land a blow on the shadowmancer.  The shadows moved too fast though.  As his fist drove forward, two narrow shadows latched onto his wrist and pulled him to the side, preventing him from injuring the woman.  Other shadows joined the mix, snagging his arms and legs while his sword fell onto the floor behind him. 

“I would call it a valiant effort, but I’ve seen better,” she sighed and walked up to grace his cheek with her hand while her magic held him still.  She smiled as she stared at him, filling him with dread as he tried to figure out what her imagination was drumming up.  “I wasn’t supposed to have fun with you, but our time together doesn’t end until I wish for it.  So, since I shall no longer exist after today, why not live a little?”

The unnamed shadowmancer proved what she meant by living right away.  With a smirk that would make a virgin teen blush, she waved her free hand to set her own shadow into motion.  It knelt before his shadow and set to work.  While the details were lacking, it didn’t take much imagination to figure out what was happening, especially when the shadow of his slumbering dick appeared.  The head of her shadow leaned into it, making the elf chuckle and sigh as they both watched the head bob back and forth. 

“Well, why should she have all the fun?”

The smirk remained as the shadowmancer dropped to her knees as well, pulled down his pants, and let out a long sigh as she revealed his stirring cock.  It rose instantly as her cold flesh graced the shaft, making his balls lift before he could close his eyes and look away. 

Damn it, I’m right back where I was with the demon girl, he grumbled while swearing that he didn’t enjoy the sensation of her lips slowly kissing his tip.  Every sexual act he witnessed or performed on the date came back to haunt him.  The little moan announced that his shaft held a stream of pre-cum in it, much to the delight of the shadowmancer licking him clean.  The meter appeared on the next door again, slowly filling with blue light as her lips ran over his hood like those slow-motion porn videos.  Those were his favorite, and the way she worked him proved that she had some insight into his desire.  Okay, I can’t lose.  I’ve already done too much that I’ll regret to let this little slut steal a victory from me. 

He’d never overcome her shadow magic, so he looked around the room to see what was available.  The moans grew louder as she picked up the pace, allowing his hood to press into the back of her throat with each thrust, adding to the pressure that was already pleading for release.  He couldn’t help but look down, even though watching would surely see him exploding in her mouth.  While the view was magnificent, there was something else about her that he failed to notice.  It wasn’t important at the time, but the little detail was his only hope. 

“Damn, that feels good,” he moaned and slowly tried to move his hand.  The shadows held firm at first, but, as he let out little noises of pleasure, they backed off as though they wanted to see what he would do.  His fingers finally found the back of her silky hair, and he cupped her skull with his hand as though he was getting into it.  He was, sort of, but he needed his hand there for another reason. 

Okay, one…two…

On three, Rhett snatched the black metal tiara off of the elf’s head, drew back, and hurled it at the light above them.  His baseball coach would have been proud when the half-crown spun into the bulb, shattering it while knocking out the light source over their heads. 

The shadowmancer pulled her mouth from his cock with a pop, but he didn’t give her a chance to speak.  The lack of light prevented her from making shadows, and he’d be damned if he wouldn’t take advantage of the situation.  It felt so wrong, but he froze time, walked over to his sword, and ran over to plunge it into her chest before she could move into the next light over.  He closed his eyes and waited, not only for time to start again, but for the brilliant flash of light. 

It was over.  The shadowmancer was on her knees, just like the other women.  This time, however, the door opened instead of making him perform unspeakable acts.  With a sigh, he patted the elf on the shoulder, sheathed his sword, and walked into what he hoped was the final room. 

And what a room it was.  It was a scene that could inspire a thousand erotica writers, or keep an adult sex store in business for a few months.  A variety of domination stations lined the walls, as well as a few low shelves filled with a variety of dildos and other devices he’d never seen before.  His loins begged for him to use each and every one of them, but he opted to look down and focus on the floor instead to calm his nerves.  The echo of heels striking the ground didn’t give him much time to collect himself, but the lack of another door told him that this was the mistress, the woman who either convinced, or tricked Brinna into making the date. 

“That was almost impressive,” a semi-familiar voice mused.  Rhett looked up to find a tall, masked woman in a hooded cloak running her fingers along an inclined table with far too many straps dangling from it.  For a split second, he thought it was Sara, given the mask and hood.  The voice was wrong though, so he pushed the thought aside as he waited to see if she would unmask herself. 

“Just take the mask off so we can talk,” he groaned and made a circular motion with his hand. 

“Oh, you can take off whatever you want,” she moaned softly as leather straps lowered from the ceiling.  “According to the agreement, I’m at your mercy.  Judging from what I witnessed, I’m in for one wild time.”

“But…”

He paused when he realized what she was doing.  The straps weren’t for him.  They were for her, and she stepped into them until every limb was secure.  He swore he could sense her smile from behind the mask, especially once the straps all lifted, hanging her from the floor by her knees, elbows, and middle.  New straps grew from those around her elbows, binding her wrists while pulling them behind her head, stretching her out while her legs parted. 

The opportunity was right there in front of him, begging for him to take advantage and relieve the pressure that’d been building in his loins since the first challenge.  Part of him considered lifting her dress and going at it without bothering with the mask, but gaining her identity took priority.  Before he could change his mind, he stormed over, grabbed the bottom of the mask, and slid it over her head. 

“Kinka?” he exclaimed. 

“Who else did you expect, hmm?” she teased with a flick of her brows.  Having her hair concealed by a hood made her look less like Sylvanas, which made it easier to think with one of his sexual fantasies removed from the equation. 

“Someone else.”

“Really, is that how you’re going to play this?” she groaned and rolled her eyes.  “Just admit that you’ve wanted me ever since we bumped into one another at the nightclub.  I would have ditched my date on the spot, but my rating couldn’t afford another one-star blow.  I have to say, you turned me down a lot more than most men.  I thought you were playing hard to get for a hot minute, but it looks like I finally wore you down.”

“That isn’t what happened,” he sighed and pulled out his phone.  “I was waiting for a date invite to come across.  I must have mistaken it for yours.  Damn it.  Why can’t I get out of here?”

“You haven’t met the terms of our agreement, stud,” she teased and lifted her head when he walked around her.  “This date can’t end until one of us gets off.  Honestly, I don’t care how we do it.  I teased myself watching you the entire time, so I’m already dripping wet and ready to explode.  It doesn’t have to go like that though.  You could walk over here and jerk off in my face if you want.”

“Pass,” he muttered and checked his phone to see if there was a loophole he could exploit to get home.  He couldn’t do anything other than spend his date coins or view the agreement, so he read through it twice, ignoring Kinka’s groans and sighs of protest. 

“Face it, stud, the agreement is ironclad.  Now, get over here and finish what you started.”

“What I started?  You came onto me.  All I did was exist.”

“Come on, we both know better than that.  I’ll tell you what;  you can let me down and I’ll move to any station you want.  I’ll even put the mask back on if that’s your kink.”

“I can’t get out of this,” he admitted, recalling the extra confirmation block that popped up before he wound up in Kinka’s little sex dungeon.  “Not until one of us gets off.”

“That’s right.  So, will it be me, you, or both?  I’d really love to cum together, wouldn’t you?”

“Kinka, I…”

Rhett realized that he agreed to this, so he had to find a way to meet the terms that wouldn’t require a dozen showers afterward.  He scanned the room for some aid, which didn’t take long considering all of the toys surrounding them.  He couldn’t hold back his smile when he found just the thing he needed, a trident of sorts, one with dildos instead of points.  Rhett walked over and pulled it down, then found a bottle of lube next to the display of oddly shaped dildos on a shelf beside it. 

“I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole,” he stated while squeezing a load of lube onto each tip of the dildos, “so I’ll have to settle for five feet, or however long this thing is.”

“Now wait, Rhett.  That thing is just for decoration.  You know, to set the mood.”

“You said I could do whatever I wanted,” he reminded her, lifted the fabric to expose her pussy, and rubbed the ends of the dildos against her womanhood and ass.  “Now, let’s see how long it takes until you make a mess on the floor.”
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Rhett curled up on the couch with his phone, disbelieving his own stupidity. From the looks of it, Kinka sent her date proposal right after the one Brinna wanted him to accept.  It was an honest mistake on his part, but one that could have been avoided if he had taken a few extra seconds to read before tapping buttons.

“I can’t believe that happened,” Brinna groaned as she furiously typed on the tablet he lent to her.  “The timing simply confounds me.  Please tell me that you didn’t suspect that Kinka was the woman I set you up with.  I fear my heart would break if that were true.”

“I had no idea what was going on at first, but, no, once I figured out it was Kinka, I knew something went wrong.”

“But not before the big reveal?  Do I even wish to know what you endured before that happened?”

“I’d rather not talk about it,” he muttered, turned off his phone, and closed his eyes.  He could feel Brinna looking at him, but he wasn’t in the mood to talk right now.  All he wanted was to put the event behind him, or find some sort of magical means to erase it from his memory.  While nothing he did exceeded the porn videos on his phone, that didn’t mean he felt any less dirty. 

The couch shifted, the air pressure changed, and he found himself with a partner on his end of the couch.  Brinna wrapped her arm around his waist and buried her cheek against his chest, offering him some comfort before he closed his eyes and breathed her in. 

“I can only imagine what nightmarish scenario that foul slut put you through,” she grumbled and gave him a squeeze.  “What can I do to help you forget it?”

Have sex with me?  Seriously, my dick is aching, and what better way to forget your last sexual partner than to get a new one?

“I don’t know.  I think I just need some time.”

“It would be kind of me to contact your next date and inform her that you will have to postpone then.”

“When am I supposed to go out with her?”

“Within the hour, and you are clearly in no mental state to go into a date with a clear head.  I will let her down gently, although I do feel bad.  I had high hopes for her.”

“Just like you had high hopes for Bert?”

“I would say that we are all capable of mistakes, but the only thing I regret was thinking that I understood you.  You surprised me, to be honest.  Perhaps there is more about you I should know before I attempt to match you with someone?”

“I think I’m all out of secrets.  I also think I can be ready in an hour though.”

“Rhett, you don’t have to do that.  You look like you need to take some time off to rest.”

“I know, but if I stay here any longer,” he sighed and dared to allow himself to gently stroke the back of her head, “I’ll never want to get up.”

“Is this your way of saying that you need me to get up now?”

“Honestly….I could just lay here for days with you,” he admitted, no longer caring if he shared too much information.  “That’d be wrong though.”

“Why would it have to be wrong?”

“Because you’re beautiful, and I’m a guy, so I’ll eventually try to make a move on you, that’s why.  You’ve been nothing but a good friend to me, better than any friend I’ve ever had.  That’s why it’d be wrong.”

Rhett started to sit up, but Brinna squeezed him tighter and nuzzled in deeper, sending his mind into a tailspin.  His body refused to move until he swore he heard a faint whimper from her, one that freed him to tighten his arm around her and hug her back.  He opened his mouth to admit something else, but the knot in his chest reminded him that doing so could only lead to disaster.  He didn’t want that to happen, so he closed his eyes and relished the moment, wishing that it could last for an eternity. 

I love you, Brinna.  I can’t say it, but on the off chance that you can read my mind, I want you to know it.

A noise came from her, one that made his heart skip a beat when he thought she actually read his mind.  It was just one noise though, and not a response to his heart pouring.  With a sigh, he leaned back to see that she was asleep.  Her eyes looked like they’d packed their bags for a seven-day trip, something he would have caught onto if he hadn’t been so consumed by the events of Kinka’s date. 

She didn’t sleep much last night, or at all, judging by those bags, he thought as he slowly rose and twisted so she could lay down.  He grabbed the blanket from the back of the couch and spread it over her, then paused to brush a lock of hair from her face.  He’d seen her every day for two weeks, but her beauty still stole his breath whenever his gaze loomed over her.  With an aching chest, he leaned down and gave her temple a soft kiss, fixed the blanket, and went to the bathroom to take a quick shower. 

The water helped.  No amount could cleanse the filth from Kinka’s date, but turning up the heat made his muscles relax enough that he felt renewed.  With a towel wrapped around his middle, he lay down in his bedroom and checked his phone.  A new date offer appeared, but he went back and pulled up Kinka’s profile.  There was an option to block her permanently, so he followed the process to ensure that he didn’t mistakenly wind up in her presence again.  Knowing that he’d never have to deal with her again brought relief, as well as a bit of confidence that left him confused. 

“Whatever works I guess,” he sighed and went back to the date offer.  He thought about covering the name with his thumb, but that seemed too childish.  A smirk swept over his mouth when he realized his next date would be with Aris, which explained why Brinna said she had high hopes.  “Okay, yeah, I’d like to give her a chance to show me what she’s like without her friends around.  At least without Carlie in the picture.”

He still had a few minutes, but he opted to accept the date now before he became too relaxed and fell asleep.  With his phone on his chest, he closed his eyes and tried to remember the curly-haired elf, only to find his thoughts lingering with the gorgeous woman lying on his couch. 

“No, no, and no,” he growled and shook his head.  “You’ll only wind up sabotaging your date with Aris before it even starts.  Put those feelings aside and go into this with a clear mind.”

He was still struggling to picture Aris instead of Brinna when his ceiling went dark.  The dampness of the towel gave way to pants he deemed far too tight for comfort, along with leather boots that squeezed the sides of his feet.  When the light returned, he looked down to find that he was wearing beige spandex pants for some reason, as well as riding boots and a white shirt that was halfway unbuttoned.  He sat on a small wooden stool with a mirror before him in what looked like a little changing room, but his confines didn’t hold his attention for very long.  It was the mirror that held his focus, or rather the long-haired version of him it offered. 

“What am I, Fabio?” he growled and stood up to jam his fingers into the tight little pocket holding his phone.  He swore it took a full minute to free the device, making him growl again as he brought up the app.  “Now I know why women complain about their pockets.”

The app brought him back to the date offer, which he opened and read while resisting the urge to pull the fabric of his pants out of his butt crack.  The outfit made more sense when he got to the bottom, as did the smell he hadn’t caught earlier. 

“Horseback riding.  Yeah, okay, I can try that.”

He couldn’t learn anything else from within the changing room, so he found the door and exited into a space filled with saddles and other equipment he assumed was for riding.  Growing up in the city meant he didn’t know what any of the stuff was, at least not anything that wasn’t a saddle or reins. 

At least I’m not wearing a cowboy hat.  No, scratch that.  I’d rather be a cowboy than whatever this is.

“Wow, you clean up nicely.”

Rhett whipped around to find Aris standing in the doorway, smiling at him before sucking her lower lip into her mouth.  That was a good sign, he thought, but not as good as seeing the way the riding pants clung to her nimble frame. 

Am I really attracted to her, or am I just worked up from my slutty adventure with Kinka?  Damn, I should have cleared the pipes while I was in the shower. 

“Hey, Aris,” he replied, wishing that he could have sounded a bit more enthused.  The way her smirk faded said that it didn’t go unnoticed, offering one strike against him before the date actually began. 

“You’re not happy about this, are you?” she groaned and leaned her shoulder against the doorway.  “Your friend wasn’t sure if you’d be okay with riding or not.  I should have picked something else and talked to you about it first.  I’m sorry, I didn’t…”

“It’s not that,” he interrupted and held up a hand before she beat herself up too much.  “I…okay, full disclosure.  I’m sorry I missed our date earlier.  I thought I was accepting it, but it turned out that it was a date from a woman I wanted nothing to do with, but she had some hefty stipulations I had to meet before I could get back home.  My nerves are a little shot is all.”

“Oh,” she gasped and started to walk over, only to pull back like she just remembered they barely knew one another.  “That sucks.  Do you want to reschedule?”

“No, it’s fine.  I wouldn’t mind getting some fresh air though.”

“Oh, sure, we’ve got plenty of that here,” she laughed and headed out, looking at him over her shoulder the entire time. 

He could have followed her, but he was on a date with a woman he already met, so he held out his arm and escorted her outside.  The way her little hand tightened around his arm said that the offer was well received, hopefully making up for his lack of enthusiasm earlier. 

The view was almost worth everything he had to endure earlier.  Mountains in the distance blocked the sun, leaving just enough light to warm his skin, but not such as to heat the breeze that teased his ridiculously long hair.  Fresh air graced his lungs as he took in a deep breath, noting the distinct lack of pollution from cars and factories back home.  Valleys and nature stood all around them, reminding him that there was more to the world than what Rochester had to offer. 

“So, are we in love yet?” she teased and squeezed his arm before sliding to his hand.  “With the scenery.  Not me.  Wow, that’d be scary if I’d asked that.”

“Only if you meant it, but, yeah, I could get used to this,” he admitted, squeezed her back, and let her lead him to the horse barn.  “Do you uh, do you ride back home?”

“No way, I live in the city,” she sighed before bending over to snatch a wildflower lining the fence they followed.  “Not to mention how insanely expensive it is to take care of them.  I didn’t complain too much about Carlie downloading Elf Date on my phone, not when I realized I could set up scenarios involving this place.  The only problem with that is that I have to invite someone to come with me, because apparently going by yourself doesn’t qualify as a date.”

“I’m sure some people would disagree.”

“Yeah, but those people tend to have a few screws loose.  Come on, I can’t wait to show you the horse you’ll be riding.”

Her energy proved infectious.  By the time they reached the barn, he found he was actually looking forward to meeting the beast who would carry him across the fields and meadows, although he wasn’t sure if the two were the same thing.  He didn’t feel like breaking out his phone to look it up though, especially not when it took a full minute to get it back in his pocket earlier. 

Despite the size of the barn, only two horses were waiting for them.  One was a rich brown color with a black mane, while the other was white with gray patches.  Both were already saddled and ready to go, from the looks of them, and pawed at the dirt when Aris approached them.  The child-like joy she exuded caught his eye, making him picture her in a different light.  He didn’t know Aris very well, or at all, technically, but it was easy to see her laughing at some joke he made outside of a bookstore, or holding his hand as they walked through a park. 

“I’ll be taking Buttercup here,” she announced while stroking the snout of the brown horse.  “Ghost is yours.”

“Ghost, how fitting,” he sighed and slowly reached out his hand to touch the nose of the beast.  The horse leaned into his hand when it was an inch away, proving that it wasn’t real.  If it was, it would have sensed the fear in him and run for the hills before he could ask how to get on it. 

“I went into the settings and made a few alterations,” she said as she stuck her foot into the holster and pulled herself onto the saddle with literally no effort.  “I made the horses cooperative, and I reduced gravity’s hold on us by ten percent.  You won’t float away or anything, but it’ll make it easier to get on.”

“My athletics is high enough that I should be able to jump on flat-footed, but I’ll just say thanks and take the easy way up,” he chuckled, grabbed the saddle horn like he saw cowboys do on TV, and pulled himself up.  It was fairly easy to get on, but something told him that it was the settings and his athletics, not because of his natural gracefulness. 

“Okay, everyone thinks they’ve seen enough TV to know how to do this, but let me run through it anyway…”

Rhett nodded along while Aris explained how to use the reins, the best way to sit in the saddle, and what to do when the horse stopped to graze too often.  It didn’t seem right to kick a horse because it felt like stopping for a snack, but he didn’t want to upset Aris by questioning her. 

Ten minutes later, they were beyond the barn and heading down the side of the meadow on a worn path.  Sitting on the horse was the strangest feeling in the world.  Not only could he feel every step, but the way his body wanted to sway while the horse walked just seemed unnatural.  His mind went back to every movie and show he'd ever seen, wondering how well the actors handled horse riding during filming. 

I bet Henry didn’t have any problems. 

Despite the gravity changes, Rhett learned that he had to lean back when the horse went downhill.  He saw Aris do it when she first descended, but didn’t think anything of it until Ghost reached the hill.  He didn’t fall forward, but he sure felt his crotch sliding toward the saddle horn, which didn’t seem like a comfortable position to be in. 

I wonder if she picked this on purpose just so my bottom would be too sore to try for sex later?  Well, am I thinking about having sex with Aris?  Seems a bit too soon, but that’s never stopped me before, has it? 

Rhett looked up at Aris to see how his manhood felt about the possibility.  Those riding pants turned her little bottom into a nice peach that he wouldn’t mind licking, even after she sat in her own sweat for a few hours.  He pictured himself lying on the grass with her naked bottom on his face, moaning every time she gently thrust her folds into his mouth.  The thought proved that the pants didn’t stretch well in every area, forcing him to shift around in the saddle until he was able to get comfortable. 

“Problem?”

“Just finding the sweet spot.”

“And staring at my bottom in these pants didn’t start your issue?”

Aris looked over her shoulder to give him a smile, along with a wink that made his cheeks turn red.  She’d caught him, but she was nice about it, a fact that he appreciated while he tried to drum up a comeback. 

“I’m trying to come up with something witty, but I’m drawing a blank here.”

“At least you admit it.  Most guys would have forced a joke, or turned it into a sexual comment.  As much as I hate to say it, Bemmy and Carlie have good tastes sometimes.”

“I really hope this is one of those times.”

“Yes!” she laughed and looked back to smile at him again before pulling back on the reins.  She shook her head as Ghost pulled up to Buttercup, then gave the beast a little kick so she could ride beside him.  “I’m really glad you accepted, by the way.  That last date went so bad that I wanted to make it up to you.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“Uhm, does a horny imp with a massive cock not ring any bells?”

“My therapist said it was all in my head.”

“Well, we’ll have to invite your therapist over the next time Carlie wants to play Stalker, okay?”

“Are you trying to extract a third date out of me already?”

“No, that’d be more like a tenth date,” she replied with a wink that made him smirk. 
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“I’m really surprised you didn’t block me after what happened last time.”

“Yeah,” he sighed, knowing that this topic would come up eventually.  “I can see why you’d think that.”

“I went a bit over the edge there at the end, didn’t I?” she asked, staring at the ground while their steeds grazed for a bit.  “In the moment, I just wanted to scare them, you know?  That uh, that wasn’t what I felt afterward though.  Wow, I did not like what I saw when I looked back.  I swear I’m not like that.  It’s just…I was so embarrassed, so disgusted, so…okay, I’m running out of emotions here, but I think I made my point.”

“The app doesn’t help,” he replied, thinking back to his own guilty moment just over an hour ago.  The things he did to the NPCs he had to fight made his spine shiver enough that Ghost lifted his head for a moment before returning to his snack.  “The power and possibilities go to your head.”

“And the fact that you can get away with pretty much anything.”

“Yeah, that too.”

“You uh, you sound like you’re talking from experience, Rhett,” she continued with her head cocked to the side.  “Did you do something you regret too?”

“Oh yeah, big time,” he groaned and looked away so he could avoid any judgment coming from her stare.  He could hear a stream running beyond the tree line, which seemed like a good place to sit down and reflect.  “Can we go over to the water?”

“Sure.  The horses could use a drink anyway.”

Having gravity lowered made it a lot easier to get off of the horse, but it could do nothing for his throbbing bottom.  They didn’t have to tie off the horses since they weren’t real, leaving the pair of steeds free to drink while they settled down by the shore of the little stream.  The sound of the trickling water soothed some of the disgust rumbling in his gut, but he wished he could open his skull, take out his brain, and wash out the thoughts before continuing their conversation. 

“I don’t think I’m going to keep using the app for much longer,” she stated after a few minutes of silent contemplation.  “Not to dampen the mood or anything, but this place has a way of bringing out the worst in people.”

“Sometimes.  Sometimes it brings out the good parts of us we didn’t know existed,” he replied before bending down to pick up a rock the water had smoothed over the years.  “I used to be so nervous when I talked to women that I’d just stumble over every word.  This place, as awful as it can be, gave him a load of confidence.  So, it isn’t all bad.”

“I don’t think it’s confidence.  I think it’s just experience.  I don’t want to know how many dates a handsome guy like you has managed to chalk up, but I’m willing to bet that the number is a lot higher than all the dates combined in your real world.”

“Yeah, that’s true.  Thanks for the compliment, by the way.”

“Damn,” she sighed and tossed a flower into the water.  “And here I thought I managed to slip that in without you noticing.  You know, if I had half as much confidence as Bemmy, I would have reached out to you on my own.  I know I can’t prove that, but I swear that it’s true.”

“If it weren’t for the overload of messages I got after Sara, I would have paused over your profile too.  I don’t know if I would have had the courage to reach out to you, but, I like to think that I would have.”

“Can I ask why?”

“I thought everybody knew what happened with…”

“No,” she laughed and scooted over so they were on the same rock.  “Why you would have paused over my profile?  It’s a bit egotistical of me, but I’m dying to know.”

“Playing that game, huh?  Uhm…you know what, can we just open up and try some honesty?”

“That would be great,” she giggled and tossed another flower.  “Terrifying, sure, but great.”

“You’re definitely pretty enough to catch my attention,” he stated while staring at the water to lower the pressure her gaze offered.  “The curly hair, your smile, those amazing eyes…yeah, I would have stopped.”

“Any drawbacks?”

“I never got a chance to read your profile, but I’m guessing that the height may have been an issue.”

“Oh, I know, I look like a child next to you.  Well, not a child, but…okay, I need to stop before I give you too many reasons to walk away.”

“You’re fine.  What about you?  Why would you have stopped at my profile?”

“Are you kidding me?  You’re handsome.  Plus, red hair, well, orange, I think, is a bit exotic for elves.  That would have made me stop.  The fact that you’re handsome would have kept my interest going.  Then…damn, I wanted to impress you with stuff from your profile, but now I’m drawing a blank.  All of those five-star ratings really stood out though.  I mean, what kind of guy are you that every woman you go out with gives you five stars?  There’s a catch to that though.  All five-star ratings, yet you didn’t settle down with any of them.  That’s a red flag if there ever was one.”

“I didn’t know elves used the term ‘red flag’.”

“I’m pretty sure we picked it up from humans.  I’m also pretty sure that you just dodged my question.”

“Sorry,” he sighed with a sheepish smile.  “It wasn’t intentional.  I haven’t figured it out, actually, so why don’t I just give you a quick run-down and you can decide for yourself?”

“Should I get comfortable?”

“I’ll make it short.  My first Elf Date experience was with a woman on a high tier looking to get her rating back up in a hurry.  Then I had a date with a druid woman who involved nature in her sex life.  Uhm, a double date with twins on a farm, but their father hated humans.  A last-man-standing match to please a half-orc woman.  A high-sea adventure with a woman who never messaged me back afterward.  A casual delivery date with a woman I just couldn’t connect with.  Then there was Sara, you, and the one I thought was you earlier.”

Rhett nodded and looked over to see if he could gauge her expression.  Aris stared at him with laser focus, never blinking as her chest slowly rose and fell.  He wasn’t sure what just happened, but it was obvious he had done something to break her brain. 

“Aris?”

“Sorry, I’m just…there’s a lot of variety in that mix,” she managed before rapidly blinking and shaking her head.  “Wow.  Uhm, do you wish you could go out again with any of them?”

“The farm girls, I suppose.”

“Because you like the idea of having two women at once?”

“No!” he blurted out, only to realize how much passion he put behind the word.  “Sorry.  It probably sounded that way.  They’re both nice girls.  I don’t know if I’d have a future with either of them, but I think I’m hung up on the fact that an outside force kept us from trying to pursue anything, you know?”

“Forbidden fruit?  If their father objected, then that’s exactly what you were to them.”

“You make it sound exotic.  Trust me, there is nothing exotic about me.”

“Eh, agree to disagree,” she replied with a kind smile.  “You’re not hung up on them, are you?”

“No.  I know nothing is going to happen with them.  What about you though?  Have you gone on any dates that you wished would have worked out?”

“Not really.  There was this really sweet accountant, but he…I don’t know.  It’s hard to explain.  He was just too shy, you know?  I feel like I would have been the one making all of the moves.”

“You like guys who make the moves?”

“I like a balance,” she corrected him with a stern look.  “There has to be balance in a relationship.  If it isn’t there in the beginning, then it will only get worse as time goes by.  It’s okay at the start, but then you get tired of always being the one who’s in the mood.  You drop little hints, a little touch here and there, and then you wind up rolling over and going to sleep when nothing happens.”

“With that cold ache in your chest?”

“Yes!” she gasped with a wide smile.  “I thought I was the only one who felt that.”

“I think a lot of people do.”

“I felt that way with you at first.”

“What?”

“Full truth, I swear,” she chuckled and held up a hand like she was swearing an oath.  “When you were standing with me next to the games…yeah, I felt a little something.  I wanted them to leave so bad so nature could take its course.  Well, you know how that went.”

“I do.”

“And you’re not worried about how I acted there at the end, right?”

“Just a tiny bit, if I’m being honest.  Everybody has their moments, but I might be waiting to make sure that it isn’t a common theme for you.  Is that bad?”

“It’s the truth, and it’s smart on your part.  I wish you didn’t feel that way, sure, but I get it.  I’ll just have to prove to you that it was a fleeting moment is all.”

“Okay then.  What do you want to do now?”

“Are you hungry?” she asked and nodded over her shoulder to the horses.  “I could send them to their horse pockets for a while so we could have a picnic.”

“Their horse pockets?”

“You know, the pocket where you store your horse,” she replied in a low voice as though she tried to mock a man.  She smiled quickly after and pulled out her phone to show him a video she had paused.  “Brinna sent it to me.  She  thought some Earth humor would help me connect with you better.”

“Oh, those guys,” he chuckled when he saw where the phrase came from.  “I like the muggers sketch better.”

“I know.  I’ve spent hours watching all of their videos.  Anyway, about your stomach?”

“Yeah, I could eat.”

After the horses were dismissed, Aris led him to a little clearing with a view of the stream, as well as the mountains.  It was a perfect day, one that made him wish that it wasn’t happening in a digital world, or whatever means Elf Date used to create dating scenarios.  The lack of traffic noise had his heart rate so calm that he could easily close his eyes and take a nap, even with the sun poking up from behind the mountains. 

“Okay, let’s start over,” Aris announced after pulling up a blanket and picnic basket from her phone.  “What do you do for a living?”

“Yeah, that’s where everyone typically starts.  I’m an account manager.”

“That sounds…uhm…”

“Boring.  It sounds boring, and it is.  I handle the accounts of other companies.  That’s it.  All numbers.  I guess it isn’t that bad though.  It gets a little tedious, but the pay is okay.”

“What would you rather do?”

“No clue.  I might become a horse breeder, so long as it involves mountains and a nice stream.”

“I don’t know if I’d want to marry a cowboy.  Just saying.”

“Just a joke.  What about you?  What do you do?”

“I’m a writer.”

“Really?” he questioned as she handed a plate with a sandwich and strange purple stalks over to him.  “What kind of writing?”

“The kind you probably wouldn’t like.”

“Well, I can’t say for sure unless you tell me.”

“I know,” she groaned and set down a bowl with colorful berries in it.  “I can always feel the judgment whenever I bring it up.”

“Do I need to drop the subject and move on?”

Rhett lifted one of the strange purple stalks to his mouth during the question, then bit off a big chunk to occupy his mouth so he could try to figure out where to steer the conversation.  It was a mistake.  The stalk was so bitter that he nearly spit it out, making Aris laugh as she handed him a flask. 

“It’s a palate cleanser.  You’re only supposed to take a nibble.”

“Why didn’t you stop me then?” he gasped after taking a long drink of some sort of juice.  It had a kick to it though, one that suggested it held some alcohol. 

“Maybe humans handle it better than elves?  Okay, that was mean of me, so I guess I’ll have to explain my job now,” she sighed and lifted her sandwich.  “I write romance novels.  Well, that’s wrong.  They aren’t romance so much as…well, you know.”

“You write erotica?”

“See, there’s the judgment.”

“No, I’m not judging,” he protested, swearing that the date was spiraling out of control faster than his mind could save it.  “I just…you don’t seem like the type is all.”

“I’ve heard that one a few times,” she groaned, shook her head, and took a tiny bite of her sandwich.  “Sweet little Aris.  Innocent little Aris.  No way could little Aris write such trash.”

“You said little three times.  Do you have a complex about your height?”

“Compared to a giant like you, maybe?” she sang and stared at her sandwich.  “I don’t know.  I guess I get tired of hearing the same things is all.”

“I get that.  What uh…what was your last story about?”

“Do you really want to go there?”

“Sure.  You have to be passionate about it, or you wouldn’t write, so now I’m curious.”

“Well, I guess this won’t work if I can’t talk about work around you,” she breathed, put her sandwich down, and lay on her side.  Her head was beyond the edge of the blanket, freeing her to pick at the grass while her eyes darted around like the start of the topic was somewhere in the field.  “The last one was about a woman who was sold to a shifter clan.”

“What kind of shifters?”

“A variety of animals.  Some shift into full animals, like a wolf, for example, while others only partially shift.”

“Okay, I’m interested,” he replied and laid on his side as well so he didn’t feel like he was looming over her.  “Tell me more.”

“Really?  I don’t get many male readers.”

“I’m all ears.”

“You’ll end up asleep, but, if that’s what you want.”

Rhett laid his head on his hand and listened as Aris told the story of Grace, a young woman who grew up in a wealthy family, only to find out where her family made their money from.  Every generation had to sell their most attractive daughter to a family of shapeshifters.  Grace was the youngest of three sisters and was led to believe that she was the ugliest of the lot.  The man who came to collect didn’t see it that way.  He saw Grace as a perfect match for his master, a young, stubborn, selfish man who needed a wake-up call on how to treat women properly. 

It wasn’t his cup of tea, so to speak, but he loved listening to Aris describe the story to him.  The way her emotions swayed with each part of the tale pulled him in, almost to the point that he swore he could feel everything she felt.  She had a passion to her that he never would have discovered had he not insisted she talk about her craft, or give her a second chance after what happened during their last encounter. 

“You know what?” he sighed after she took a long pause.  “I’m really glad I decided to come today.”

“Me too,” she whispered with a shy smile while her fingers continued to pull at the long grass.  “I’m having a really good time.”

The moment was now.  Rhett used to agonize over whether or not the timing was right to go in for a kiss, but Elf Date gifted with him enough experience and confidence to know when to make a move.  Their eyes locked as he pulled himself closer with his elbows, giving her just enough time to say something before he went too far.  She didn’t offer a word, but the way her eyelids drooped said she was ready as well. 

Her lips were tender, perfectly shaped to match his, and a bit dry.  He felt her tremble when he let loose so he could regrip, offering her his lower lip when he came back.  They were both on their elbows, which meant no one’s hands were going to explore.  A shame, really, so he put all of his weight on one elbow so he could graze her cheek with his other hand.  She shuddered, lifting his heart as he tilted his head the other way and kissed her again.  His cock woke up and stretched, silently asking permission to make an appearance. 

Not now.  We’re not there yet, little guy.

He swore his loins groaned in protest, but he was too content to worry about sex right now.  He had his fill earlier with Kinka’s nightmare scenario, even though the lack of relief left him aching from his lower stomach to his inner thighs. 

Aris must have been fighting her urges as well, because she pulled back and rose to her knees, fighting for air as she smirked at him.  For a second, he thought they were going to have sex right there on the blanket, but the look that formed on her youthful face said otherwise. 

“Yeah, I agree.”

“With what?”

“Too soon for anything else,” he sighed and rose to his knees as well.  “Besides, what’s the rush?”

“My womanhood would disagree with that statement,” she whimpered with a painful smile.  “It’s getting ready to put on a full protest.  I can’t tell you how long it’s been.”

“I know what you mean.”
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Parting when you’re having a good time is never easy, but Rhett was determined to manage the goodbye without spoiling a wonderful date.  Aris had a taste for the dramatic, which she proved by riding off into the sunset as the world slowly disappeared around him, sending him back to his mundane apartment with a content sigh. 

He didn’t need to think when it came time to offer his review of Aris on the app.  Five stars, obviously, and his thumbs tapped the screen so fast that he could barely spell anything correctly.  Rhett was about to hit ‘send’ when a strange thought circled his mind. 

If I send this, then some other guy would think that she’s wonderful and try to snatch her away.  Well, she’s not mine, so that isn’t right, and she is wonderful, but…damn, I don’t want everyone to know how awesome she is.  I better cut this back a bit.

Rhett deleted his entire statement before opting for something short, sweet, and to the point.  It still painted Aris in an endearing light, but he hit the button before his inner jealousy could change his mind again.  Aris wasn’t his girlfriend by any stretch of the imagination, but the fact that he wanted her to himself spoke volumes. 

Rhett was about to get up to see if Brinna was around when his phone pinged.  It was Aris’s review of him, which he opened with a held breath, fearing that he overestimated how well the date went.  Five stars, thankfully, but what she wrote in the review left his head spinning. 

“Rhett is an amazing man,” he whispered as he read.  “A true gentleman, kind, sweet, and honest.  I’d be lucky to go out with him again (wink, wink).  With any luck, I’ll steal him away from the rest of you…wow, she’s thinking the same way I am, but she actually had the spine to come out and say it.  Well, good for her.”

He didn’t think about it at the time, but now he was curious to see what kind of rating Kinka left.  He figured it’d be low considering how he treated her in the end, or treated her end, technically.  The joke made him chuckle as he backed up on the app to see if his overall rating had dropped.  Oddly enough, it was still at five, so he went back to his reviews to see if Kinka offered an explanation. 

“Rhett is way crazier in bed than I would have imagined,” he read before letting out a groan.  “The things he did to me defy words.  Seventeen people found this helpful?  Seriously?”

Kinka’s words held some weight with people.  He assumed, at least, given the dozen new messages he had waiting for his eyes.  It was Sara all over again, albeit a far smaller rendition.  One elf woman after another, all with pictures showing them in minimal clothing, assuming they even bothered to put anything on.  His date with Kinka still had him unwillingly worked up, but he deleted the offers before he did something he regretted. 

“Sorry,” he muttered and gave his half-hard crotch a sympathetic smile.  “You’ll just have to wait this time.”

He didn’t feel like waiting.  He wanted to message Aris to see what she had planned for the rest of the day, or at least the next thirty minutes.  Messaging immediately after a date was a mistake though, one he learned the hard way on far too many occasions. 

The bathroom called, but his phone pinged again before he could get up.  Rhett assumed it was another woman who found Kinka’s review helpful, so he pulled it up intending to delete it before silencing the app.  A smile curled on his lips when he realized it wasn’t from someone who read the drow’s words.  It was from Aris, and his heart skipped a beat when he read it. 

“You forgot something,” he read and cocked his head to the side while he messaged her back.  “What?”

A message with a picture attached came through.  His dick instantly rose as he imagined her sending him some slutty little picture to keep him interested, but what he got instead was equally as amusing.  Just her lips, pursed as though she were about to kiss the phone, or him, he assumed. 

“Oh my god, she’s a dork,” he laughed and sent an appropriate response.  “I kinda like that though.”

Rhett smiled all the way to the bathroom, where he took a seat with another message from his recent date.  Most of the conversation revolved around whether or not he enjoyed his riding session with her.  The fact that she messaged him right away threw the rules out the window, so he made sure that she knew exactly how good of a time he had, just so there was no confusion over the matter. 

Wow, how do you really feel?

I think it’s too soon to share that bit of knowledge, don’t you?

Normally, yes, but we both know that neither of us is normal.  Come on, just drop me a little hint to tide me over for a while.  I’m going stir-crazy with curiosity over here. 

Rhett stared at the message board for a hard minute, pondering whether or not it was a good idea to speak his mind.  The past taught him that oversharing in the early stages only led to disaster, but everything about Aris just felt different. 

I think you’re amazing.  I really wanted to message you as soon as I got home to know that you got back okay, that you had as good of a time as I had, and to see if you wanted to see me again.  I won’t say how soon.  That’s showing my hand. 

Aw, that’s no fun.  I might be willing to comply if you told me.

That is way too tempting.

Yeah, that’s the point.  Now, are you going to tell me, or are you going to leave me suffering over here?

“Suffering?” he muttered with his eyes narrowed on the sentence.  “What the hell does that mean?  Well, okay, I’m not that stupid.  I know she’s insinuating something, but in what way?  If it’s sexually, I’d be an idiot not to respond.”

I was going to ask to see you again…today.

And the fact that it would be our third date has nothing to do with it?

Come again?

Come on, Rhett, don’t be shy.  Everyone knows that the third date is the social norm for sex.  You can’t tell me it had nothing to do with it.

Honestly?  I didn’t even know that until now.  It makes sense, sure, but I’ve never heard of it.                  

I hate texting because I can’t tell if you’re serious or not.  There’s a lot to be said about tone. 

I’m serious. 

Well, I’ll admit to being a bit disappointed.  I thought we really drove up the intensity with that little make-out session.  (note, I’m singing the words so seductively that you’re sweating right now)

I’ll admit that I’m sweating a bit.  I can’t say that the kiss was THAT intense though.  Don’t get me wrong, it was great.  I definitely felt something.

I was holding back.  I wanted to rip your clothes off on the spot, but I didn’t want you to think I was a slut, or something.

I wouldn’t think that.

Why not?  Are you saying that I’m incapable of being a slut?  It’s the quiet ones you have to watch out for, you know?

Rhett didn’t realize he’d been biting his lower lip throughout the entire conversation until it started to hurt.  Not only that, but his dick was laying over the front of the toilet seat, fully ready for him to be a man and tell Aris exactly what he wanted.  The problem with that was that he wasn’t completely sure what he wanted.  He wanted Aris.  There was no denying that, but there was more to it than his animalistic urges. 

I don’t think I want to play this game. 

Why not?  Aren’t you having fun?

I am.  Really.  There’s some potential here that I don’t want to ruin.  I’m not saying that I’m in love, or anything crazy like that, but I felt something with you that’s been lacking in my life, and I’m a bit hesitant to do anything that’ll mess it up.  Does that make sense?

Rhett let out the breath he’d been holding when he sent the message.  It was a bold move on his part, one that left him vulnerable in a way that a toilet seat could never manage. 

“I overshared,” he groaned when she didn’t respond right away.  “Damn it, I did it again.  Why?  Why do I always go too far too soon, huh?”

Rhett finished up in the bathroom and went back to bed, kicking and cussing at himself the entire way.  Lynnis and Bert came to mind, but neither of them made him feel the way Aris did.  He couldn’t figure out why she was so interesting to him, but she just had a way of breaking through his exterior with relative ease. 

He practically threw himself onto the bed after closing the door, grabbed the pillow, and drew in a breath so he could scream into it.  But, just before he could get it to his face, his phone pinged again, announcing that Aris had offered her response. 

I can’t tell you how that made me feel, Rhett.  Are you sure you’re real?  I’ve been writing romance novels for so long that I worry that I make up guys in my head.  I can’t even describe how lucky I feel right now, and I literally describe emotions for a living.  I just sent Bemmy and Carlie a group text to thank them for putting us together. 

His heart beat so fast that he had to close his eyes and focus on his breathing before his chest exploded.  He could imagine his heart bursting through his ribs, grabbing his phone, and setting up the next date in record time. 

“Which would suck since I’d die,” he sighed and pulled the phone to his eyes again.  His hands shook as he battled with himself over what to say.  It didn’t seem like he could overplay his hand at this point, not with the way Aris responded.  Still, he didn’t want to come off as desperate, so he mulled it over for a hard minute with his thumbs flinching over the screen. 

If I am a book character you made up, don’t tell me.  Just let me enjoy this a little bit longer.  Also, give me a better backstory next time.

I have literal tears rolling down my cheeks from laughing so hard.  You are so funny.  I’d squeeze the stuffing out of you if you were here.  Don’t worry, I’ll put it all back.  I’m pretty good with a needle and thread.  I might have to give you a thorough examination afterward to make sure I didn’t miss anything though.

“Damn,” he sang and groaned at the same time.  Shifting his pants around was no longer an option, not if he wanted to keep his rock-hard dick pointed in the right direction.  Oddly enough, despite how much he enjoyed it, he wasn’t thinking about Aris going down to lick the goo from his hood.  He was focused more on being inside of her, wrapped up under a blanket while fighting to maintain eye contact.  Josh would revoke his man card if he heard that, but Rhett couldn’t care less right now. 

Problem?

A bit, but a good one, if you know what I mean?

I won’t know until you describe it to me. 

Oh, you are really trying to prove how slutty you can be.

What?  Who said I meant it in a sexual way? (wink!)

Not going to lie, I almost had a heart attack when I read that first part. 

That’s why I hate texting.  It’s so easy to take things the wrong way.  Maybe we should fix that problem?

Rhett’s thumbs hovered over the phone again.  Did she really mean what he thought she meant?  Was she trying to get him to ask her out?  The evidence was right there in his hand, but he just didn’t have the confidence to make the move. 

“Come on, quit being such a pussy,” he groaned and tossed the phone aside.  “Well, pussies are tough as hell.  Babies pass through those, dude.  I don’t know why I feel like I have to say that, but, whatever.”

He stared at the blinking cursor, seeking the courage to tell Aris exactly what he wanted.  It didn’t bother him one bit if sex wasn’t on the table, even though his dick would probably break off and run away if he didn’t give it some relief soon. 

“Yeah, I’ll just pretend that I’ve learned nothing over the last few weeks,” he sighed and typed in his response. 

Aris, I want to see you.  Right now.  Sex or no sex, I want to see you now. 

He rapidly breathed and clutched the phone against his chest, praying that he didn’t just ruin a good thing.  He stared at the ceiling, wishing that it’d collapse on him so he’d never know that he just blew it.  The phone pinged, either to announce that Aris was on board, or that it was time for his execution. 

I can’t believe you waited so long to say it, lol.  I’d love to see you right now.  Do you have any ideas in mind?  Remember, I shared my favorite activity with you. 

Okay, I might need a little bit to think about this.

I’d say take your time, but don’t keep me waiting, sweetie. 

Rhett immediately flipped over to the store to see what kind of date scenarios he could purchase.  He didn’t want to take a chance with a random scenario, even though they were cheaper, so he focused on the tailored kind.  A tier two date scenario was only 150 date coins, which he had, so he tapped the line to see what kind of options he had. 

“None of these are really my thing though,” he grumbled as he read through the possibilities.  “Damn, I guess I don’t know myself very well then.  I’ll buy some time real quick.”

Rhett sent her a simple message telling her that he didn’t see anything that he’d label as his favorite activity, so he’d have to pick something to try out.  Her response was an emoji, a smiley face with a wink that seemed perfectly appropriate. 

“Okay, time bought, now let’s focus and see what we can find.”

Horseback riding was right there, but he didn’t want to do the same thing twice in one day.  One by one, he eliminated the possibilities until he had it narrowed down to three options.  “Okay, dinner at a five-star restaurant, helping newborn sea turtles reach the shore, or a spa resort.  Hmm…we have five-star restaurants here, so that’s no good.  Saving the turtles?  That might be overreaching, and what would happen if we failed and a seagull snatched one up?  Yeah, I’m sure she’d be in the mood for sex after that.  Let’s see what the resort has to offer.”

Rhett tapped the option to examine the details.  It read like a brochure for any luxury resort, the kind of place his bank account would laugh at if he ever considered making a reservation. 

“Well, it would be nice to feel like a rich person for a little bit,” he chuckled and checked the options.  It offered time filtering, which was perfect for him since he didn’t want to wind up getting home in the morning.  He’d have to spend some extra coins, but they could have a two-night stay in two hours in real-time, which sounded perfect.  “Assuming she’s okay with being around me that long.  Let’s see what she thinks.”

Hey, how would you feel about a time-filtered, two-night stay at a luxury spa resort?

With you, really, two days?  Just kidding.  I swear I’m kidding.  That sounds amazing. 

It isn’t too long?  I can cut it down if you want.

Two nights with you?  I’m pretty sure we could figure out some way of passing the time. 

Great, I’ll make it happen. 

Wonderful.  Am I spending the entire time in a tiny bikini, or will I have regular clothes on?  Woah, wait, this isn’t a nudist resort, is it?

Sorry, it is a nudist resort. 

Well, if those are the rules, then I guess I better do some serious trimming down there. 

Kidding, obviously.  You can wear what you want. 

So, nothing?

You are killing me.  I’ll pick out an outfit for you.

You’re no fun.  We’ll have to work on that. 

Rhett laughed and went back to the store to buy the scenario, only to have something else catch his eye.  A charm potion could really set the mood, so to speak, and his thumb hovered over it as he weighed the decision. 

“No, I want to win her over the right way,” he sighed and went back to finish out the scenario.               
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The tingle of anticipation threatened to overwhelm his nerves as he waited for his boring old bedroom to go away to see what 150 date coins could buy.  Rhett kept his eyes closed throughout, treating himself like a child receiving a surprise gift from his parents.  He didn’t need to see to know that he arrived, not when he felt the sun on his skin, a gentle breeze on his face, and the scent of the ocean gracing his nose. 

With a deep breath, he opened his eyes to take it all in and smiled.  “Now this is where you go to sweep a woman off of her feet.”

The resort didn’t keep the island theme.  When he saw the island spa option, he instantly pictured small buildings with straw roofs.  Sadly, those before him had modern shingles, as well as machined wood siding panels that made him feel like he should be entering an actor’s home.  Still, it was amazing, so he rolled his complaints into a little ball and left them on the sand.

It wasn’t like Hampton Inn put up a five-story hotel in the middle of the island though.  Every structure matched its neighbor, with nothing standing more than two stories as though the owners feared they would ruin the overall appeal of the island.  Dark wood boardwalks led from one area to the other, offering him a reprieve from the sand filling his shoes.  Rhett hurried to the closest one and pulled off his loafers to shake them out, just as his phone vibrated. 

“Meet me at the beach,” he read, thankful that his pants were far looser this time.  “Not a problem.”

Rhett hurried between the buildings, politely nodding and smiling at the workers along the way.  Everyone wore the same uniform, so he just assumed they were workers, and not other customers. 

He smirked and gave the last worker a wave as he cleared the final building and let out a little breath.  “Kind of defeats the purpose of going on a fantasy date if I have to share this place with a hundred other guests.”

It didn’t take long to locate his date, not when Aris was the only person besides him on the whole island who wasn’t dressed in a starch white uniform.  He thanked the app for that, because what she wore demanded his full attention for several seconds as he slowly approached her, soaking in the details.  A sheer floral skirt covered her legs, but it was so thin that he could see her silhouette through the fabric.  A dark blue button-up shirt covered her upper body, but she had the bottom tied up in a knot between her breasts, leaving her middle exposed to the sun and air.  She looked amazing, just like he knew she would, but his reaction seemed a bit over the top. 

Damn, why am I rock-hard?  He questioned himself and took a quick look at his crotch.  Lucky for him, his cargo shorts were so baggy that his manhood couldn’t be seen, even when it was fully stretched out like a dog trying to pull at the leash.  The metaphor wasn’t too far off.  Right now, he wanted to throw her into the sand and go at it until the two days were up. 

“Are you going to say hi, or keep ogling me because you don’t think I realize that you’re there?”

“I wouldn’t mind ogling for a few more seconds,” he admitted and stood beside her so she could see the wink he offered.  “Or an hour, but, whatever.”

Aris smiled and winked back.  “Don’t worry.  I’m all yours for the weekend, so you can gaze all you want.  No questions asked.  Well, unless you make a funny face.  That could make things weird.”

“I can agree to the terms, but I need to add one stipulation.”

“Oh yeah, what’s that?”

Rhett could barely get his lips to loosen enough to kiss her, which led to an awkward moment of them both grinning like fools as they tried to embrace.  They both laughed with their lips brushing up against one another, but his dick wouldn’t take the hint to cool down, forcing him to turn his hips to the side so he’d stop poking her stomach. 

She really is short.  Do I need to get some lube?  Crap, why am I thinking about that already? 

Aris didn’t seem to mind that he was lost in thought.  She may have been right there with him, although with a slightly different subject matter.  “I want to see every sunrise and sunset while we’re here.  Promise me that.  Don’t exhaust me to the point that I can’t get up in time to see the sun come up on that ocean.  You never know how many chances you’ll get to see something like that.”

“I think we can manage.  Any other stipulations you want to put into place?”

“The dress code,” she sighed and looked him over.  “You’re wearing far too much.”

“Funny.”

Aris snaked her hand around his middle and squeezed, slightly smirking while she gazed up at him.  Not looking down her shirt drove him crazy, but he couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t more interested in whether or not he could get used to looking down at her for the rest of his life. 

“Who said I was joking?”

“People with my skin color tend to burn,” he offered while running the thought through his head again.

Seriously, Rhett, clear out your damn pipes before going out with a girl.  You’re thinking like Josh right now.

 “So, breakfast?”

Aris leaned into him and smiled, offering him a second to let out a breath and see something other than her, or the cleavage the tension in her shirt created.  Feeling her pressing against him didn’t do anything for the swelling though.  In fact, he wanted nothing more than for her to drop to her knees and offer him some relief.

“Sounds good.  I’m planning to eat as much as I can since none of this is real.”

“How does Elf Date work anyway?”

“Magic, and leave it at that.”

Rhett felt like he was looking a gift horse in the mouth, so he let his curiosity fester in favor of walking arm-in-arm with his date to see which of the buildings was the dining room.  It turned out that he didn’t need his eyes, just his nose, which followed the wonderful scent of bacon and cinnamon that managed to overpower the salt water filling the air. 

The entire southern wall was windows, offering them a full view of the ocean while they sat down for breakfast.  The dozen tables within were all empty, which left his brain feeling out of sorts.  “It’s weird not seeing anyone else.”

“It is, but so refreshing,” she giggled and unfolded her menu.  “I wish I was powerful enough to clear out every place I went to, you know?”

“Not really.”

“That’s because you’re not in touch with your inner introvert.  It could just be an author thing, but I’m not much of a people person.  If I ever hit it big, I’ll hire an assistant whose sole purpose is to make sure every place I go to only has workers in it.”

“That uh…that sounds…”

“I know how it sounds, believe me.  I’m just daydreaming.  Now, what are you getting, because this all sounds amazing to me.”

“I think I might throw caution into the wind and ask the server,” he replied and started to raise his hand, only to realize that he should wait on her first.  “What about you?”

Aris let out a sigh and folded her menu in defeat.  “I think you may be onto something.  How else do you get out of your comfort zone, right?”

“How true.”

Rhett signaled the server, who stood with her hands folded over her the entire time.  It was hard to accept that the woman’s entire purpose was to wait on them, but he wrote it off to the magic of the app and asked what she recommended. 

Decisions can be labeled as bad, good, or life-altering.  Two amazing, yet different dishes were brought out, with no two alike items.  The fruits, pastries, and meats were out of this world, literally since they weren’t on Earth.  The pair shared every bite so they both could try something new, leaving them inspired and tingling by the time they moved on to see what else the island had to offer. 

They tried their hands at shuffleboard.  Aris found the game amusing, but Rhett couldn’t shake off the sensation that he was eighty years old and waiting for his fifty-year-old kids to come get him before his programs came on.  It was his idea, so he backed off and let Aris choose the next activity, which saw them lying naked in towels on massage tables.  The entire wall was open so they could see the island, and the frozen alcoholic cocktails flowed freely as one servant after another refilled their drinks on the little stand within their reach. 

Getting a massage while on a date proved problematic.  Being around Aris had him rock-hard at all times, which didn’t fit well with having one of the gorgeous women touching his body intimately.  Aris must have read his mind, because she teased him about it while she requested that both of the masseuses be female.  They were both blondes, twins, he swore, which probably cost extra in the real world. 

Just relax.  I’m not seeking a happy ending here.  I’m on vacation, relaxing with an attractive woman. 

Rhett let out a sigh and closed his eyes, repeating the words in his head so he could enjoy the massage.  He took a deep breath through his nose, hoping to smell the ocean.  That wasn’t what graced his senses though, or overwhelmed them, actually.  All he could smell was the scent of Aris’s perfume, even with a strong breeze blowing in.  Even the powerful frozen drink was lost to his nostrils, making him wonder if he did something wrong with the settings of the date. 

“That feels amazing,” Aris breathed with a soft little moan afterward that made his toes curl.  The smell of her perfume combined with the feel of the woman’s hands on his back, as well as the sound of Aris’s voice.  His senses went crazy, making his loins ache as his mind imagined kicking the worker out so Aris could take her place. 

The mental image only made things worse.  Not only was Aris the one running her oiled fingers into his flesh, but she did so completely naked, making sure to brush her glistening breasts against him whenever possible.  His balls rose upward as he tried to find something else to think about, but the combination of senses worked against him, keeping Aris on his mind as his cock tried to stretch out beneath him.  Moving to make room wasn’t an option, but doing so offered no relief.  The tip stuck to the table, proving that he had a load of clear fluids drooling from his shaft. 

“You’re awfully quiet over there.  Are you afraid that I’ll get jealous if you sigh or moan?”

“Maybe a little,” he managed, which came out like a painful groan.  It wasn’t too far off, not when his dick and balls throbbed beneath him. 

“I went with women to make you more comfortable, but I’m starting to worry that I should have gone with two men.  Two for me, obviously.”

Aris let out a giggle and reached for her drink, stretching out her tongue to seek the straw.  Rhett watched with full interest, imagining that the straw was his throbbing dick with her tongue slowly running up it to gather all of the juices flowing out of him.  His imagination was his worst enemy at the moment, leaving his balls on fire until she finally managed to get the straw into her mouth. 

What the hell is wrong with me?  If I don’t cool off, I’ll last three seconds if we do end up having sex.

“Well, that should do it,” one of the blondes announced and rubbed his back dry with a towel.  “You may go to the locker room to wash off as soon as you’re ready.”

“Thank you,” Aris called out as the women left, then dropped her voice as soon as the door closed.  “Although we may have to share a shower together.  You know, to conserve water.”

“Right.”

Rhett managed to laugh at the joke and go to the men’s locker room alone, even though his manhood screamed that he at least see if Aris was open to the idea of a couple’s shower.  The need to mate was so strong that he had to force himself to dive into the shower before the water was ready, just so he’d have an excuse not to run to her. 

What the literal hell?

The oil washed off easily, something he doubted people could say in the real world.  New clothes were laid out for him, so he got dressed and sat on a bench, hoping to calm his urges before heading back out.  As he stalled, he decided to check the app to see if he could find a clue concerning his insatiable hunger for an Aris sandwich, but the message waiting for him took priority. 

“Where did you go?  Oh, crap, I didn’t tell Brinna what I was doing.”  Rhett fired off an apology and started to tuck the phone in his pocket, fully assuming that it’d be a while before his friend got back to him.  The response was immediate though, one with a winky face and a few question marks.  His dick hadn’t gone limp yet, so he stalled some more by coughing up the details of the date, along with a question about how the app could affect his lust. 

Wait, are you saying that you are insanely horny, even when you shouldn’t be?

That pretty much sums it up.

I will get back with you, but do yourself a favor and keep it in your pants for as long as possible. 

“Easy for you to say.”

Rhett didn’t add that to the message, but he did remember to go into the details of the date he purchased to see if there was any mention of his issue.  Sadly, there was nothing.  He frowned at the phone as the door opened, and a sweet, yet haunting voice called out to him. 

“You didn’t sneak off on me, did you?”

“Sorry, I’ll be right out.”

Rhett tapped his phone against his forehead a few times, swearing that he could smell Aris from twenty feet away.  Whatever calmness he gained was thrown out the window, proven by the tent pole in his pants that made his new shorts far too uncomfortable. 

“Why am I fighting this?” he asked himself as he eyed the hall leading out of the locker room.  “I endured Kinka’s sex dungeon, which is probably why I’m worked up like a teenager.  I’d rub one out, but she’s waiting on me.  Well, it shouldn’t take but ten seconds at this point.”

It was a funny thought, but not one that he wanted to test.  With a heavy sigh, Rhett pocketed the phone and headed to the door, telling himself that it was perfectly natural to feel aroused around Aris. 

His date was waiting for him on the other side of the door.  Just like him, she changed into a new outfit, one that formed a little glob of goo on his penis.  Aris had tight white shorts on to go with a bikini top, a vast improvement over her previous shirts. 

I swear her breasts weren’t that big before.

“You’re staring awfully hard, sweetie.”

“Yes.  Yes, I am,” he chuckled, uncaring how red his cheeks became.  “You did say to ogle, didn’t you?”

“All you want,” she breathed, let out a little moan, and walked up to offer a quick kiss.  It was a simple gesture, but he swore his dick was going to tear a hole through both of their shorts by the time she pulled away.  Aris lifted a brow and narrowed her eyes at him, but her cheeks twitched like she was trying to hold back a smile.  “I’ll pretend you didn’t just try to scramble my insides through our clothes, but I won’t let you off the hook for taking so long.  What were you doing in there?”

“Brinna sent me a message,” he admitted, opting for some truth.  “I forgot to tell her where I was going.”

“Were you supposed to do something with her?”

“She’s staying with me for a little spell.”

“Well, color me jealous.  You’ll have to dish out every compliment you can think of while we take a walk by the shore.”

“I don’t think that’ll be too difficult.”

I’ll just follow the compass in my pants.
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Fresh air and exercise must have been the key, because he was almost back to normal by the time they headed back to the dining room for lunch.  Just like breakfast, they both opted to forgo the menu in favor of trusting the servers, which saw them both enjoying Elf Date’s version of a charcuterie board. 

Aris didn’t eat everything on its own.  Instead, she opened the fine slices of meat so she could stuff other things inside, even some of the items he swore were fruit.  “So, what should we talk about this time?”

“I think we covered our thoughts on favorite vacation spots during the walk.  Uhm…well, maybe we should talk about what our worlds are like?  You know, since neither of us has been to the other?”

“Trying to figure out who’s moving where already, hmm?” she teased with a wink before popping her little wrap into her mouth.  “Oh, that wasn’t a vegetable.  Don’t do that.”

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

“Well, it was your idea, so you should go first.”

“Right, uhm…well, crap, I didn’t think this through, because now I have nowhere to start.”

“Then start simple.  Did you have any siblings?”

“Nope, only child.”

“That explains a lot,” she chuckled before lifting her glass to her lips.  He wasn’t sure if alcohol was a good idea, which was why he opted for water with fruit in it.  “I grew up with two older sisters, which, now that I think about it, was a lot like having Bemmy and Carlie around.”

“Not quite.  I mean, you didn’t have much say in the matter back then.”

“So true.  So very true.  Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t entirely terrible, but I was five years younger than my youngest sister, which saw me as the butt of their jokes and pranks more often than not.”

“Is that why you’re a writer?” he asked, uncertain what else to say on the subject.  “Well, I guess I should ask if you isolated yourself from your sisters…well, probably none of my business.”

“Oh, no, you’re right on both counts.  I’d run and hide whenever they picked on me.  I’d go to my room with my dolls to create these little scenarios where my dolls played the parts of my sisters.  I wasn’t mean about it.  Actually, I was pretty kind, now that I think back.  I guess that keeping up with all sides of the conversation is how I trained my brain to write in the first place.”

Rhett smirked and shrugged his shoulders.  “Maybe you should go  back and thank your sisters then?”

“The fact that I’ve yet to put them in my books is thanks enough,” she replied with narrowed eyes.  “However, we’ve strayed pretty far from the original question.”

“What…oh!  What are our worlds like.”

“See, you forgot, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t…yeah, okay, guilty.  I’m not even sure who brought it up.  Where do you want to start?”

“Government and religion, I suppose.  We can go from there.”

“Assuming we can stay awake that long, but…”

Rhett spent a good twenty minutes or so covering what he knew about the various government types on Earth, which, oddly enough, often saw religion getting dragged into the story.  When it was Aris’s turn, Rhett leaned back and pushed his plate away, terrified that eating too much would see his gut hanging out the next time they went for a swim.  The worry evaporated shortly after Aris moved from government to religion.  The more he listened, the more it sounded like Earth culture.  The similarities brought comfort, although his inner nerd was highly disappointed that her world wasn’t more evolved than his.

Okay, I don’t know who brought the subject up, but Aris was pretty determined to cover it, which makes it important to her.  Why would she…

The reason struck him so abruptly that he nearly choked on his fruity water.  It wasn’t just a casual conversation.  It was the one topic that none of his other dates spoke of, likely because they weren’t overly interested in a long-term relationship with him.  Aris was, obviously, which brought up a point he hadn’t considered. 

If we do hit it off, how does this work?  We could meet up on either world for a date, but what if we decide to live together?  Do I go to her world?  Does she move to Earth? 

Several seconds passed since Aris quit talking.  A sign that it was his turn to say something.  “Wow, yeah, that’s all pretty interesting.”

“Really?  You find religious types interesting?”

“No,” he groaned and reached down to eat something to keep his mouth occupied, only to find that his board was empty.  “I had a thought pop into my head and take over.  Sorry.”

“Anything good?”

“Not really.”

“That doesn’t sound promising,” she sighed and rose from the table.  “I’ll be right back.”

Rhett liked being around Aris, but he didn’t mind gaining some alone time.  He felt so stupid that he wanted to take the empty board and smack himself on the head with it. 

After all of these dates, and I never once paused to think about what the future would be like with an elf woman.  Seriously, Rhett, think with your brain much?

He wasn’t accusing himself of thinking with his dick, or only thinking with his dick, to be precise.  His heart was involved in the process as well, along with the hopeless dreamer in him that resided between the heart and the mind. 

On a good note, his manhood had finally taken a nap, offering him a chance to grab the crotch to pull the fabric from the tip.  It hurt more than he imagined, but freedom often came at a price. 

I’m glad little Rhett calmed down, but I’ve got to figure out what’s going on here.  The up and down is going to give me a heart attack.  One minute, I’m having fun, just enjoying my time with her.  The next…God, the next minute I want to throw her on the table and ride her out onto the ocean.  I can’t keep this up.  Three out of four doctors would claim something is wrong with me, and the fourth is just a pervert who wants to watch us go at each other like a couple of animals in heat.  Maybe I should just ask if she’s having the same problem?

Rhett was too busy working on how to bring up such an odd question when he felt the air pressure shift beside him.  The wonderful smell of vanilla and spices hit him again.  Instantly his dick stretched out, leaving an outline in his shorts as he looked up. 

Aris smiled down at him and put her hand on his shoulder, slowly altering which eye she locked onto.  “Are you ready to go?”

Lady, you have no idea how ready I am.

“Sure.  Do you have anything in mind?”

“I thought we’d try snorkeling.”

“Oh, okay.”

Rhett swallowed his disappointment and rose from the table, praying that his erection wasn’t as obvious as he feared.  If Aris noticed, she didn’t say anything, so he gave up and walked with her to the little hut by the shore. 

Unlike the real world, they didn’t have to suffer through two hours of training just to take a swim.  They did have to change into wetsuits though, which meant stripping down in a tiny changing room that was barely big enough for his frame.  He swore his cock took in a deep breath once his pants were down.  Like all men, Rhett was concerned that his manhood was having some issues, so he took a few seconds to examine it.  It seemed normal, although the color was a bit too dark for his liking, and he could see the veins a lot easier than before.  He was about to put on the wetsuit when he caught Aris’s scent from the next stall.  No sooner did he realize it than a bead of clear liquid formed on the tip of his dick and ran down his shaft to further his confusion. 

I’ve never been this hard up.  Aris, you’re great and all, and no offense, but no way are you doing this to me on your own.

“Don’t tell me that a woman finished getting dressed before a guy,” Aris laughed from the main room. 

“Sorry, just having some problems.”

“Anything I can help you with?”

She didn’t say it seductively, but the phrase saw another trickle of goo running down his shaft, one he swore would never stop flowing.  He was about to say something when he heard a drop of water hit the floor in front of him.  When he looked down, he realized it wasn’t water, and that he should ask if there was a doctor on the island. 

“Rhett?”

“Sorry, I’ll be right out.  Just meet me at the water.”

“Are you sure?  You sound like you’re in pain.”

You’re not wrong.

“Yeah, I’ll catch up.”

“Okay, but don’t keep me waiting too long or I’ll have to start without you.”

I might start without you in here.

“Okay.”

Rhett waited until he was sure that she left to let out a long breath of relief.  He closed his eyes and sought a boring, mundane thought to calm himself down.  After a few seconds, he settled for listening to his boss ramble on during a meeting.  Not only did it soothe the swelled, aching beast between his legs, but it nearly put him to sleep. 

“Thank God.”

It seemed like the moment passed again, freeing him to get the suit on and run outside before Aris finished the activity.  She didn’t.  She sat on the end of a short dock, dipping her feet into the water with her equipment beside her.  Rhett thought of something funny to say as he approached, only to have the thought evaporate when she turned and offered him a smile. 

Whatever relief, or crotch space, he found melted the moment their eyes locked.  The vanilla scent overpowered the ocean, as well as his senses.  His knees grew weak, his mouth became dry, and he swore he had some clear liquids running down his leg as she stood up. 

“Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

Aris laughed at herself as she tried to walk around on the dock with the flippers on, but Rhett could only manage a weak smile.  Her laughter was infectious, but the way the suit hugged her frame left him aching from his stomach to his knees, making him wish that they could forgo the activities the island offered and spend the rest of their time in bed. 

That won’t even happen tonight if you keep drooling over her.  Come on, pull it together.

Rhett went diving on vacation in his early teens, so the ocean wasn’t completely foreign to him.  That was his first thought.  Every thought that followed served to remind him that he wasn’t on Earth anymore, and that this was still a fantasy world.  The marine life was completely alien, making him pause to examine each and every specimen he came across. 

One looked like an Angel Fish, given its general shape, but it had three smaller versions of its body like a stubby eel.  It was purple with orange stripes, along with red eyes that made it look like a comic book villain.  He turned to point it out to Aris, but she was too busy watching what looked like an actual eel with tiny legs swim around a rock.  He had a clear view of her backside, so he started to turn away to avoid testing the elasticity of the suit, only to find that he was perfectly fine.  Rhett looked Aris up and down, struggling to understand why having an unimpeded view of her body’s beauty didn’t arouse him.  He felt something, sure, but it was nothing compared to earlier. 

This is getting weird.

The rest of the dive was fun.  Being in control of his body allowed him to focus on the beauty the ocean had to offer, making him wish that he’d taken an Elf Date vacation sooner.  It was cheaper than going to the Bahamas for sure, so he considered keeping the app around, just for vacation purposes. 

They spent a solid hour along the shore, followed by a thirty-minute nap in the sand to relax.  After a quick shower, they walked the beach until dinner time.  The meal was a private affair.  They had their own table beneath a few trees along the shore, offering them a perfectly relaxing atmosphere as the sun set before them.  The timing didn’t seem right, not when it was lunchtime just a few hours ago.  Still, he couldn’t beat the view with a million dollars, so he settled in and enjoyed the delicate steak the server brought out. 

“I know this isn’t real,” Aris stated with a bit of meat tucked into her cheek, “but I could eat this every day and never grow tired of it.”

“If I was rich, I’d hop on the app for every meal,” he added and carved off another piece. 

“And for a snack, which would be ten times a day, which means you better start figuring out how to get rich, sweetie.”

Rhett chuckled and nodded, thankful that everything was back to normal, or what qualified for normal on Elf Date.  Once the meal was done, Aris made a few requests of the servers.  The table and chairs were removed.  Once the ground was clear, they brought out some blankets, a bucket of ice, champagne, and two glasses.  After that, Aris whispered something to one of them, which saw the group returning to the main building. 

She wants me all to herself.  Well, it’s a good thing I didn’t eat too much then. 

The blankets were more like silky white comforters that he’d never allow to touch sand in a million years back home.  Being on vacation saw logic cast aside in favor of snuggling up with the woman who made his heart flutter whenever she was around.  The air was warm, but not hot.  The waves crashed against the shore, but the sound didn’t drown out the gentle breath coming from his date’s wonderful lips.  All in all, he was as content as he ever felt in his life, and he turned to let her know it. 

Aris wasn’t just staring at the water like he thought.  She had her phone on his leg, tapping something he couldn’t see thanks to the thick curls blocking his view.  He started to ask what she was doing when he caught the scent of vanilla again, accompanied by the stirring ache in his groin that made her weight on his gut unbearable. 

“Sorry, just a message from my mom,” she sighed and tossed the phone onto the corner of the blanket.  “I would have ignored it, but you know how it is.”

“Tell me about it,” he managed without hissing. 

Rhett leaned against the tree and closed his eyes, demanding that his body reset so he could go back to enjoying himself.  Thinking about his boss lecturing the staff didn’t help, not when his mind drummed up a mental image of Aris on the meeting table, arcing her back while seductively tracing her curves with her fingers. 

Where the hell did that thought come from?

Rhett shuddered, drew in a breath through his nose, and tried to find a sense of normal.  Whatever he found didn’t last for long when Aris shifted her head so it was higher on his chest, then laid her hand on his stomach.  A surge of blood filled his cock, making it stretch down one of his pantlegs as she took to rubbing.  He didn’t know how she’d feel about it, but he considered begging her to unfasten his pants to give him a few strokes. 

“Your whole stomach is tense,” she pointed out while her fingers felt around his abdomen.  “Did the steak not agree with you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then what is it?  Are you uncomfortable?”

Yes, and the only thing that’ll help is your lips wrapped around my aching cock!

“I’m good.”

Aris went back to rubbing his stomach, which only made things worse.  His whole body tensed whenever her fingers went close to his waistband, sending a wave of discomfort to his limbs.  Breathing became a chore he didn’t want her to notice, so he opened his mouth and tried to focus on completing the task in a normal fashion, only to realize that he had another problem. 

Drool.  It wasn’t from his mouth, and it defied the laws of gravity, but it was right there, streaming down his leg as she let out a sigh and continued to caress his stomach.  His toes clenched when his loins released another wave, one that saw his cock flexing rapidly, fighting to free itself from his pant leg. 

“You must be a sloppy eater.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because you got some on your leg,” she chuckled and moved her hand from his stomach to his thigh. 

“No, wait…”

It was too late.  All he could was watch as her finger ran across the little stream, then rubbed it between her thumb like she was examining it.  He could feel the curiosity building within her, accompanied by some heat in his cheeks when she turned around to look at him. 

“Is this what I think it is?”

“Uhm…”

“Rhett,” she chuckled, kissed his cheek, and pulled back, “are you that worked up?”

“Maybe,” he groaned and opened his eyes to offer her an apologetic glance.  “I don’t know what’s happening to me.  It comes and goes, but it’s so damn intense that I’ve been thinking about leaving to go see a doctor.”

“A doctor?  Oh, I don’t think you need medical attention,” she sighed, sat on her knees, and pulled off her top.  Aris had a white bra beneath, one that struggled to contain the hefty breasts he swore she didn’t have on their first date.  The moon brightened behind her as she lifted a brow, smirked, and offered him a little wink.  “I think you just need attention.”
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Rhett had seen plenty of videos of women licking a man’s fluids from his body, but never did he think he’d live to see the day when his fluids played the star in a porn video.  The raised brow and smirk remained on Aris’s face as she leaned down, put her elbows on the blanket, and reached out her tongue to lick the stream of goo from his leg.  She let out a soft moan, one that furthered the mess as another stream joined in the action, offering her more to enjoy. 

“Your seasoning is better than the steak,” she whispered, tossed her hair aside, and went back to work.

Rhett threw back his head and moaned, aching to unload as her tongue grace every inch of his inner thigh, slowly lapping up the mess her presence created.  His fingers dug into the blanket, wishing that it was her hair instead so he could guide her to his impatient manhood. 

“You should have said something earlier,” she sighed, unbuttoned his pants, and pulled down the zipper in a slow, sultry motion.  “I could have taken care of this before it became a medical emergency.”

“It’s not an emergency, it’s just…oh!”

Aris cut him off by leaning down to wrap her lips around his hood, even with his boxers between her mouth and his flesh.  He could still feel it though, and his flexing loins added to the wet pool collecting in the fabric. 

“We need to relieve the pressure, Doctor,” she teased, grabbed the end of his shorts, and slowly pulled them off.  Her eyes never left him, not until she had the cargo shorts tossed aside, leaving him in his dripping wet boxers.  A wide smirk curled on her face as she stared at the mess, likely pondering what was wrong with him to generate so much fluid.  She didn’t say anything though.  She just slid off his boxers and twisted them with the messy part hanging out of her hand like she was trying to squeeze them dry.  She didn’t squeeze though.  Instead, she did something so strange, yet so alluring that he almost blew his load right then and there.  As he watched with bated breath, Aris put the boxers in her mouth and sucked, making her cheeks cave in as her eyelids fluttered. 

Is she seriously sucking my pre-cum out of my shorts?  Weird, but damn is it a turn-on.

“If your shorts taste that good, I can’t wait to see what the real deal is like,” she whimpered so naturally that she must have spent a week practicing it.  Without changing her expression, she tossed his boxers aside, grabbed both sides of his button-up shirt, and ripped the middle apart.  Their eyes locked as she reached out and rubbed his chest, then slid down his sides while she did something unexpected.  He knew she was going to go down on him, but he didn’t think she would do so with the back of her head on the blanket between his legs.  She pushed until he got the hint to spread out to give her room, leaving her enough space to get her head under his balls while she gently gripped his shaft with a free hand. 

This is a weird position.

He quit worrying about how weird it was when he felt her tongue on the bottom of his sack, just before she sucked one of his nuts into her mouth and let out a little moan he swore vibrated his loins.  Her hand barely contacted his flesh as she spread his goo down his shaft, making a new bead form with every stroke.  It dripped onto her chest, making her chuckle as she reached down and smeared it over her bosom, making his muscles tense so tightly that he swore the fibers would tear. 

“Oh, we are really making a mess here,” she whispered, gave his nuts a kiss, and repositioned herself.  Her head was on his clean thigh while she looked up at him, gently running her finger along his shaft without blinking.  “Is there something you want?”

“Uhm…”

“Rhett,” she stated in a firm voice with a raised brow.  “Is there something you want?”

“I…I really need you to suck my dick.”

“With pleasure.”

Without a pause, she gripped the base of his shaft, winked, and pulled his hood right into her mouth.  She didn’t move her head.  Instead, she squeezed and pulled his cock, stretching it so that the hood ran across the inside of her cheek.  She offered a slight head bob to the action, making his toes curl into a fist whenever his sensitive tip found her tongue. 

He didn’t have time to warn her.  The load that’d been swelling within him ever since he met her on the island exploded in her mouth.  Aris moaned softly at first, then altered into a screaming whimper as his seed dribbled down her chin, almost gagging her until she pulled back. 

“That was a lot,” she laughed and wiped her chin, then frowned when she saw all of the blobs on his leg.  “Well, looks like I’ve got some work to do then.”

“You don’t have to…” he started until he felt her lips on his thigh.  By all rights, he should have been done, and any action she offered would go to waste.  That wasn’t the case.  His cock was still stiff as hell, aching for more attention as he watched her suck and lick every inch of him clean. 

“All clean, but I’m not doing anything else out here,” she stated while rising to her feet.  “Leave the clothes.  Just get that sweet ass of yours into our bedroom.”

Our bedroom?

He started to point out her statement when another wave of desire surged through him, making a little stream of goo squirt out of his dick and onto the blanket.  He couldn’t explain why he had such a hair trigger all of a sudden, but Aris was already walking to their room, making certain to tempt him with her flexing backside with every stride. 

Two minutes later, they were in their room, ignoring the décor in favor of going at one another.  The clothing pile was small since most of their items were still in the sand, making it easier to bask in her naked form while he waited for her to wash her face.  He appreciated it, as well as the teeth brushing, but that didn’t stop him from kissing her neck while she worked, or sliding his hand down her stomach so he could rub her clit while she freshened up.  At one point, she flinched so hard that she almost deep-throated the toothbrush, so he backed off and stuck to kissing. 

“So impatient,” she teased, rinsed, and led him back to the bed.

She tried to, at least, but his hunger wouldn’t allow for it.  Rhett pinned her against the doorframe and slid his fingers between her legs, eager to return the favor.  Her eyes rolled into their sockets once he got her worked up, leading to deep fingering until she cried out and clamped her legs around his hand. 

They tried for the bed again, but laying down took too long.  He grabbed her by the hip as soon as she was at the edge of the bed, nudged her until she leaned her hands on the mattress, and spread her legs out.  He was still streaming fluids, so it only took two seconds of rubbing to get her ready to accept him. 

The early going was tame.  Rhett slowly guided his shaft inside of her until he found her limit, then wrapped a hand around her breast and pulled her against him while slowly thrusting upward.  Aris moaned, groaned, and whimpered throughout, slowly rocking her pale bottom into him with every motion.  Going slow didn’t satisfy the monster expanding within him though.  Each thrust came with more force as he picked up the speed, forcing her to lean down and grip the bed when he went full-animal.  Their fluids combined and ran together between her legs as she squealed and whimpered.  He could feel her muscles tightening around him when she came, but he didn’t slow down or ease up.  If anything, smelling her juices only egged him on more.  The headboard slammed against the wall as he rocked her, driving his cock into her womanhood with such authority that her legs started to shake.  After five minutes, he unleashed his seed within her, freeing them to collapse on the bed to catch their breath. 

“I shouldn’t have made you wait so long,” she chuckled between breaths and put her hand on his chest. 

It was a subtle gesture, one that shouldn’t have bothered a man who came twice in ten minutes.  It set him off though.  His dick stood straight up and let out another clear stream, one with little chunks of his seed that was still looming in his shaft. 

“Oh, I’m going to be sore, aren’t I?”

Rhett didn’t answer.  Instead, he rolled over her and guided himself back in, showing no concern for the fact that he was using his previous load as lubricant.  Tenderness was tossed out the window.  He needed to fuck her into oblivion, to unleash the pressure that accumulated the moment his last load was unleashed.  With a groan, he pulled her legs until they were wrapped around his middle, dug his knees into the mattress, and plowed the field like it was getting ready to storm. 

He lasted ten minutes before rolling over to catch his breath, praying that his loins wouldn’t fill instantly this time.  The ceiling became a blur as a gentle breeze cooled his soaked skin. 

“You’re…an…animal,” she whimpered and let out a little sigh.  “I still like you though.”

Aris reached out and patted his thigh, making his dick swell once more.  She saw it instantly and groaned, rolled onto her side, and lifted one of her cheeks.  He didn’t need to be told twice.  He rolled over and spooned with her, all while guiding his cock into her drenched pussy for another go.  Fifteen minutes later, he unleashed a load that burned through his entire shaft, allowing him to collapse once more.  He didn’t bother pulling out this time.  Instead, he pulled her against him and closed his eyes, hoping his little beast was satisfied enough to go to sleep. 

He felt himself drifting, right until he caught that vanilla musk that drove him crazy all day.  Against all odds, his dick swelled yet again, making Aris groan as his cock expanded inside of her. 

“I’ll never walk again.”

Rhett didn’t want to see if he could last thirty minutes this time, so he opted for a position that usually set him off pretty quick.  With Aris still on her side, he shifted onto his knees while keeping his monster in her quivering, exhausted mound.  He used his thigh to push her knees closer to her chest, giving him a new outlet, along with a new sensation. 

“Oh, damn, that’s going to hit my stomach,” she whimpered as he slowly cranked up the speed. 

He was right about one thing.  He didn’t last thirty minutes, thanks to the position, but it wasn’t enough to satisfy him.  Rhett took her twice more before he finally passed out, much to the relief of the poor elf woman. 

Hungover.  It was the only word to describe how Rhett felt when he woke up the next morning.  His head rung, his mouth was dry, and his dick felt like it had sand blowing through it.  Aris was out cold, so he dragged himself to the shower to wash off what had to be seven layers of orgasms, perhaps more from his crotch and legs.  The hot water helped soothe his aching muscles, but it did nothing for the rest of his symptoms.  Since it didn’t seem right to wake Aris after putting up such a brave fight, he headed outside instead to see if the dining room had coffee yet.  Not only did they have a fresh pot on the burner, but seven varieties of the brew, forcing him to decide between options he never heard of before.  In the end, he wimped out and went with ‘Morning Joe’, which he took outside so he could enjoy the cup and watch the ocean. 

The sun and cool breeze nearly put him to sleep, right until his phone vibrated to announce that somebody wanted to interrupt his vacation.  Rhett groaned and pulled it out, only to forget why he was annoyed when he realized it was Brinna calling him. 

“Hey.”

“I cannot tell you how pleased I am that you answered,” Brinna whimpered from the other end.  “Is this a good time, or do you need to call me back once you are alone?  No, forget that.  If Aris is around, walk away.  I don’t care what you have to tell her, but find some privacy.”

“She’s asleep, actually.  You sound worried.”

“I am, and for good reasons,” she breathed into the phone.  “I spoke with a friend of mine about your symptoms.”

“What kind of friend?”

“A friend who used to work for Elf Date.”

“What?  You know somebody who works for the app.  How the hell did you meet them?”

There was a pause, a pause so long that he looked at his phone to see if they were disconnected.  The timer was adding up though, so he pulled it back to his ear. 

“Brinna?”

“I don’t know how to say this, so forgive me for being blunt.  The friend went on a date with Jody.  Need I say more?”

“Uh, no, I get it.”

“Very well.  I suppose I no longer need to hide the gender.  Rhett, he still has access to the system.  He got in and found something troubling about Aris.”

“Please don’t tell me that she’s actually a man.”

“Of course not.  That would require a great deal of cheating that the system would never allow.  However, after hearing your symptoms, he checked Aris’s profile.  Not only is she wearing the lover’s clothing set, but there are times when her charm attribute spikes through the roof.  In short, her appeal rating rises to a point that your body cannot withstand the artificial attraction she is forcing upon you.”

“Oh, damn.  That explains the spikes.  I’ll feel fine until she goes to the bathroom.  When she comes back…well…”

“You feel the need to mount her right then and there.  Yes, I deducted as much.  Rhett, she’s popping potions to make you fall in love with her.  He didn’t find any evidence of potions on your previous date, but she certainly wore the lover’s gear set when you went riding with her.”

“Are you saying that my feelings for her are fake?  They don’t feel fake.”

“I cannot answer that.  All I can say is that your lust for her may be false.  Luckily, my friend knows a way to clear the playing field, so to speak.  Put me on speaker and open the app.”

“Okay, give me a second,” he sighed and hurried through the process.  “Okay, ready.”

“Go into the options menu for the date itself.  Once there, go to equipment and deselect the option for gear.  That should nullify the attributes of her lover’s gear set.  Now, this will do nothing for the charm potion, so you must find a way to combat that naturally.”

“I see the option.  Okay, it’s off.  Why do I feel bad though?”

“Because you are far too kind for your own good sometimes, Rhett.  For the record, I had no test in mind when I made the date with Aris.  I simply hoped that the two of you would connect.  Perhaps you will?  You won’t know until you see her without the boosted attributes.”

“Yeah, but my attributes are boosted.  Does that that mean I’m cheating as well?”

“No, because…oh, Rhett, I fear I must apologize to you for something I’ve done.  I worried that this exact problem would occur, so I went into your settings and turned off the effects of your date attributes.  You could have added a thousand coins to your bed-rating without actually changing anything.”

“Huh, and here I thought it was just the app trying to rip people off.”

“No, it wasn’t the app.  Your attributes are powerful enough to sway a woman for sure.  However, they are pathetic compared to the lover’s full gear set.  I hope you’re not upset with me, but I will understand if you are.”

“No, I’m not, actually.  I get why you did it.  I wish you would have told me, but I may have become curious and turned them back on to see what would happen.”

“And you would have seduced some poor woman against her will.”

“Which would have made me feel like garbage.  No, we’re good.”

“I cannot tell you how relieved I am.  This has been on my conscience for quite some time.  You are nothing short of amazing.  I hope Aris appreciates that.  However, now you must decide what you will do with this knowledge.”

“Yeah, I kinda figured.  I’ll uh…I’ll get back with you, okay?”

“Okay, but try not to judge her too harshly.  She may have a very sound reason for deceiving you, although saying ‘deceiving’ certainly makes her actions sound sinister.”

“I know.  Thank you.  I know it was probably hard to tell me all of this.”

“You are most welcome.  Good luck.” 
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He took a long minute to look Aris over while she slept.  She was still naked, with little more than the sheet covering her torso, leaving only one leg exposed.  It would have been enough yesterday to leave him with a raging hard-on, yet it did nothing for him today. 

Maybe I’m overthinking this?

Rhett pushed the thought aside and got on the bed, inching his way closer until he could wrap his arm around her slumbering frame.  Aris smiled and wiggled her bottom into him instantly, then let out a groan as she looked up at him through parted eyelids. 

“Are you back for more already?  The mind is willing, but this pussy is worn out, sweetie.”

“Just seeing if you were ready to get up yet,” he whispered and kissed her shoulder to improve her smile.  She tasted as good as last night, but the lack of vanilla saw his dick perfectly limp.  It wasn’t looking good for her, or them, technically, but he decided to let his crotch nuzzle into her ass to see if anything stirred.  Her bottom was a lot bonier than he remembered, adding to the problems that intensified when she rolled over.  The sheet fell when she rolled, exposing breasts that were half the size of those he sucked on last night. 

So, the lover’s set gave her a better body.  Big deal.  There are millions of push-up bras out there that tell the same lie. 

“I had a dream about you last night,” she told him while slowly leaning in for a kiss.  “You want to guess what we were doing?”

“That may have been a memory,” he replied and pulled back with a feigned smile.  “You were pretty spent those last few rounds.”

“Oh, but I’ll never forget them.  I know I need a shower, but I wouldn’t mind fooling around a bit first.  You know, to give me something fresh to clean off.”

Rhett knew exactly what she meant, but he pretended to be dumb and gave her forehead a kiss before getting up.  Aris seemed confused, which was reasonable, but he was too hung up on the fact that she used gear and potions to make his cock drool for an entire day.  It left him feeling dirty, the kind of filth that a dozen showers would never cleanse. 

“Rhett, what’s wrong?” she asked and pulled the sheet around her bosom.  “Are you sick?”

“No, not sick,” he sighed and plopped down on the edge of the bed.  “I’m something though.”

Aris scooted across the bed so she could wrap her arm around him.  It felt like a snake getting ready to squeeze him to death before consumption, even though she barely put any strength into it. 

“Rhett, you’re worrying me.  You’ve got to tell me what’s wrong.”

“Yeah, I know,” he groaned, but stood up so he could have some room to breathe.  “There’s no way to ease into this, so I’m just going to blurt it out.  I know about the lover’s set you have equipped.  Oh, and the charm potions you kept popping.”

He didn’t hear a response, so he turned to see if she didn’t hear him, or if she literally died from embarrassment.  Her cheeks were as red as the sunrise, and the way her lips quivered said tears were a possibility. 

“Rhett, I…I’m not sure what to say here.”

“For starters?  You could tell me why you couldn’t just go into this naturally.”

“I…I wanted to.  I did, honestly, but…”

“But?”

“But, what, Rhett?  Seriously.  It’s no different than what everyone does in the real world.  Some women wear padded bras, or pile on the makeup.  I still gave it all to you, I just made sure everything was shiny and pretty first.”

“And…”

“Rhett,” she interrupted before he could say ‘fake’, “I get it, really, and I can’t even begin to describe how sorry I am.  But, before you storm off and end the date, could you at least consider why I did it?  I like you.  I just wanted you to like me was all.”

“I do like you, but I hate being manipulated.  I…I can’t finish this date.  I’m sorry, but I’d just be miserable the whole time.”

“Woah, Rhett, let’s not do something hasty here,” she gasped and reached for him. 

Rhett already had the app ready in case he needed to make a quick exit though, and he leaned down to kiss her forehead while prepping to touch the button to bring an end to the island getaway.  “Goodbye, Aris.”

The rest of the weekend flew by since he spent most of it in bed, fighting the urge to give Aris another chance.  It was Monday before he knew, and he was back in his cubicle, working hard so he could keep the elf off of his mind. 

“I can’t believe you’re mad because a hot woman seduced you,” Josh laughed before popping a chip into his mouth.  Josh’s table manners were horrible, given that he would chew with enormous amounts of food in his mouth, uncaring how disgusting it was to those around him.  “Seriously, you should see a doctor.  Maybe you’re going through menopause and need some hormone therapy.  Happened to my mom.  It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

Rhett rolled his eyes and picked up his sandwich, debating if he was even hungry.  “You’re a jerk, but I appreciate the jokes.”

“You appreciate the…” Josh started until he tossed the bag of chips down and flatted his palms on the table.  “…are you listening to yourself?  Do you know how many men would sell their wives and kids to do what we’re doing?”

“Too many.”

“Yeah, that’s uh…that sounds right.”

“I think I’m done with the app,” Rhett told him before Josh could figure out a new way to be creepy and disgusting. 

“Again, are you kidding me right now?”

“Dude,” Rhett sighed and raised a brow at his friend.  “Don’t, okay?  Just don’t.  Try to put aside your creepy candy coating long enough to see this from my side.  Yes, there were parts of Elf Date that were fun.  I won’t pretend it was all bad, and I’m actually glad you turned me on to it.”

“Don’t mention me when it comes to things that turn you on, okay?”

“I’m trying to explain the good points, so just shut up and listen for once.  I’m glad that you put the app on my phone.  I had some fun, but I also gained a ton of experience, and, maybe, just maybe, a bit of confidence that I wouldn’t have found without it.  Elf Date is fun, sure, but it's also a crutch.  Why would anyone go on a normal date when they can jump into some high-fantasy scenario with a hot elf woman?”

“Exactly, see…”

“You don’t see where I’m going with this.  Josh, I want more than whatever sexy fun Elf Date has to offer.  I want to get married, maybe have kids someday, all that stuff.  You can’t tell me that any of the women you’ve been out with seem like good wife material, can you?”

“Hey, I’ll have you know that…well, okay, there was this one chick who…” Josh started, only to pause and shake his head every time he found a flaw in his thought.  He stared up at Rhett for a solid ten seconds, sucked his lips into his mouth, and slowly nodded.  “Okay, you seem dead-set on this, and…damn it, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but, you’re right.  Also, I’m a bit proud of you.”

“Proud?  I didn’t realize that was in your vocabulary?”

“It’s a recent addition, but I’ll deny everything when the man-card association swings by to question me about your place in the organization,” Josh chuckled.  “Seriously though, I get it.  We’re not teenagers anymore, and banging a hot elf chick every night is starting to get a bit stale.”

“Liar.  You’ve gone through everyone on your tier who’ll answer your messages.”

“Three times around, actually, maybe four…okay, I may have lost count.  That doesn’t change what I said though.  I’ll deny it, sure, but there it is.”

“And I appreciate it.”

“Yeah,” Josh breathed, tossed the bag of chips aside, and brushed off his hands.  “So, how are you going to break this to Brinna?  Doesn’t that go against your little arrangement with her?”

“One problem at a time.”

Brinna was a subject he was hoping to avoid, even within his own head.  For the second half of the work day, Rhett ran through dozens of scenarios in hopes of finding the perfect way of stating his decision.  He didn’t say much to her when he got back from his island vacation.  He didn’t avoid her when he got home, there just wasn’t much to talk about.  Aris manipulated him, and there was no way he’d ever be able to trust her after that. 

Time is a funny thing.  It passes swiftly when you’re having fun, and slows to a slug-crawl when you’re miserable with what you’re doing.  Other times, like today, it flies by in chunks, even though no fun was had.  That was the case, and it was time for Rhett to go home before he knew it, even though he didn’t have his words lined up perfectly.  The best line he came up with slipped his mind when his hand found the door to his apartment, as did his nerves.  He needed to stall, but not indefinitely.

It needs to be tonight.  I’ve kept her prisoner here long enough.

With a heavy heart, Rhett let himself in to a view that made his heart sink.  Brinna was on a stool by the island, staring at her phone.  It was so simple, yet everything he ever wanted at the same time. 

He laid his satchel on an empty stool, fighting not to snoop at whatever was on her screen.  “We’re going out for dinner tonight.”

“We are?”

“Yes, anywhere you like.”

“That’s odd,” she stated with a hint of accusation while she turned to look up at him.  “Should I be worried?”

“You should go change your clothes.”

“Assertive.  I like that.  Just give me five minutes.”

Rhett hadn’t had a girlfriend in ages, but even he knew that five minutes meant thirty, which would turn into an hour if she couldn’t find something to wear right away.  It didn’t really matter how long she took to get ready though, so long as he held his nerve and accomplished the task. 

Much to his surprise, they were seated in an Italian restaurant within forty-five minutes.  Their orders were in, their drinks were before them, and Rhett sought the beginning of his opening statement. 

“You’ve probably figured out that I want to talk to you about something,” he started, wishing that he could dive into his glass of wine, never to return.

“It was a touch obvious, yes,” she replied with a little smile that sent a wave of pain through his chest. 

“Right, well…I’ll start with the easy part.  I’ve decided that I’m going to delete Elf Date from my phone.”

Brinna was raising her glass to her lips when he said it.  Her hand paused with the drink against her chin, staring at him as though she were trying to read his mind to discover the reason behind the decision, or what was coming next.  It was an assumption on his part.  For all he knew, she was trying to figure out why he would remove the one thing that was getting him laid.

“That is a bold decision.  May I ask why?”

“Yeah, that’s reasonable.  Uhm…God, so many reasons.  It’s time-consuming, for starters…”

“As is dating in general.”

“True, but…” he started, only to lose his train of thought.  “…it isn’t the same.  I still had a life when I was on normal dating apps.  Sure, I didn’t have as many options, but that’s not the big reason.  Elf Date is addictive.  It’s like this drug that’s going to ruin my life if I don’t get it under control.”

Brinna held up her glass as though to toast, but the look in her eyes said she wasn’t about to make an announcement.  “I agree with everything you’ve said, Rhett, but I cannot help but feel that you are withholding your main reason.”

“Yeah, guilty.  It’s just…”

Rhett paused when he caught the gorgeous blue eyes, accompanied by the slim pointed ears that hung on his every word, almost yearning to hear what would come next.  He didn’t want to say it anymore.  He wanted to pour his heart out and not apologize for it this time.  He wanted to tell her that he loved her, and that he wanted to give up Elf Date to be with her for as long as she’d have him.

“Rhett?”

“There’s no future for me in Elf Date,” he managed in a flat voice.  “It’ll just be one hot fling after another.  It’s fun, sure, but I’ll never settle down with someone when I’m always seeking a better option, a perfect woman, so to speak.”

Damn it!  That’s not what I meant!

Once more, Rhett found himself wishing that he could use his spells in the real world.  He would turn back time, pause, then unleash everything the dam in his heart had been holding ever since he met her.  He could correct himself, but the lump in his throat would never allow it.

“That is very mature of you,” she finally said after what he swore was a minute pause.  “Rhett, I am quite proud of you.”

“Proud?”

“It takes a strong will to admit when something is unhealthy, especially when it offers so much pleasure,” she replied with a knowing smile that made his heart flop around like a fish out of water.  “I cannot tell you how glad I am to hear this news.”

“Well, you’ll be happy to hear this then,” he sighed and looked down at the table, knowing he’d never be able to finish the thought if he looked into her eyes.  “Brinna, if I delete Elf Date, then there’s no reason for you to stick around and be my advisor.  I’m not saying you have to leave this second.  You can leave when you’re ready, but…”

His voice was shaking, and the lump in his throat grew too big to push another word past it without choking.  He felt the tears swelling in his eyes.  It was like a break-up, but worse since he never truly had her to begin with. 

“You dear man,” she breathed and reached out to squeeze his hand.  “We both knew this day would come.  However, I don’t believe that we knew it would be so hard to say goodbye.  Before we get to that, I want to say something, although I’m uncertain how you will take it.”

Is she…no way.

“What?” he asked, fighting not to look like a puppy at the pound, waiting to be adopted. 

“I want you to go on one last date, just so I know that you are truly ready to move on with your life.”

What?!

“Uhm…I’m having a hard time seeing the point.”

“I understand that, truly, but I need you to trust me on this one.  I haven’t set up the greatest dates for you, and my advice may have been lacking at times, so I wish for one last chance to help you find your future mate.  Or girlfriend, since that sounds less stressful.”

Did you really think she was going to confess her love for you?

“I don’t know.  It sounds like giving a heroin addict more heroin to help them get past their addiction.”

“I know how it sounds, I do,” she assured him and offered his hand another squeeze, “but I cannot go home without knowing that I gave this my best try.  Aris was a shot in the dark on my part.  I worried that she would fail to make up for that first date, but I never imagined in a thousand years that she would stoop so low as to use magical items and potions to seduce you.  I think you would have liked her under normal circumstances, but you feel too betrayed to give her a second chance.  Or a third, in this case.  I won’t promise anything.  I can only ask that you give me this final opportunity.”

“Okay, sure.”

“So quickly?” she asked and cocked her head to one side.  “I find myself at a loss for words.  I would have thought that you’d require a moment, if not an hour to think about it.”

“You told me to trust you, and I do.”

“Very well then.  Tomorrow, after you come home from work, I will have your final Elf Date prepared.  Try not to overthink it, but give it an honest try for me.”
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Sleeping proved difficult, but failed in comparison to his work day.  He expected Brinna to be gone by now, likely taking his heart with him in the process.  Now she was all he could think about, along with the final date she insisted he go on.  Focusing on work was impossible, especially with the cold ache spreading throughout his chest.

Going home was like marching to his execution.  The only thing keeping him going was the knowledge that he would open the door and find her in the kitchen one last time.  He swore to relish the moment, to lock it in his head forever. 

“One last time,” he whispered to himself, slid his key into the lock, and let himself in.

She wasn’t in the kitchen, nor was she on the couch, watching TV.  Rhett put his satchel down and started to head toward her room, only to find a note waiting for him on the kitchen island.  Part of him didn’t want to read it, but he picked it up with a shaking hand and cleared his throat. 

“Dear Rhett…I thought it would be best for both of us if I weren’t here when you came home.  I left a letter for you on your bed, but I don’t want you to read it until after your date.  I trust that you will wait.  The date is time-filtered, so you should be home in time for dinner.  Try to relax and have a good time.  I would hate to learn that you didn’t.  Good luck.”

He wanted more from her, but knowing that she left him a letter on his bed offered some relief.  Not rushing to his room was as difficult as a child waiting for their parents to get up on Christmas morning, but he forced himself to obey her request.

There wasn’t anything to do but pull out his phone and open the app, potentially for the last time.  He ignored the messages that had piled up since his date with Aris and flipped through until he found the date offer.  There was a message attached to it.  All it said was ‘Final Date’, which was enough to prove that it was from Brinna, and not from whatever new account Kinka may have made. 

“One last time.”

With a deep breath, he pressed the box to accept the date, plopped down on the couch, and closed his eyes.  He found himself swept away from his apartment once more, a sensation he realized he would come to miss after the app was removed from his phone. 

He could barely believe his eyes when he opened them.  He was back in the tavern where he met Jody, along with Brinna, technically.  The same orc manned the bar, and Rhett swore that the exact same characters loomed about in the darkness, seeking to drink away their issues. 

“Well, at least I know what I’m getting myself into this time,” he sighed and picked up the mug of ale resting before him.  It tasted terrible, but the alcohol warmed his body from the faint chill seeping in from the windows.  His mug was empty after a few minutes, so he got up to see the bartender, just as the door opened. 

A cloaked figure slipped inside, one whose height and shape reminded him so much of Brinna when they first met that he nearly called out her name.  He stood next to his table with his empty mug, beaming a smile at the newcomer as the hood slowly turned to scan the room. 

It’s her.  It has to be her.

The hooded figure moved gracefully across the room, taking a path that would lead right to him.  His heart fluttered as he waited for them to approach, pleading that it was Brinna beneath the hood.  He held his breath when they stopped before him, reached up with gloved hands, and pulled back the cover.

“Are you my companion for this evening?” a dark-skinned elf woman who was certainly not Brinna asked in a gruff voice. 

“Uhm, maybe?” he questioned with a crack in his voice.

“Not exactly the brave and bold adventurer I was promised,” she groaned and looked him over with eyes he swore were bronze.  “Are you Rhett or not?”

Am I?

He was so sure that it was Brinna beneath the hood.  The pain mounting in his chest was unbearable.  He wanted to opt out and go home now, perhaps to bury his face in the anime girl pillow and cry until he fell asleep. 

No.  Brinna said to trust her, so that’s what you’re going to do.  Quit being so dramatic and see where this goes.

“Yeah, I’m Rhett,” he replied with full confidence as he held out his hand.  “I take it you’re my date.”

“What?” she laughed and slapped his hand away.  “I didn’t know you were a kidder.  No, I’m Silvie.  Your date is unavailable at the moment.”

“Unavailable?”

“Are you going to repeat my words in a higher pitch the entire time?”

“No.  Sorry.  What’s the situation?”

“That’s more like it,” she chuckled, snatched his mug, and tilted it to get the last drop into her mouth.  “Your date is in a bit of a damsel in distress situation.  You know, the tallest tower in a dangerous castle sort of thing.”

“Yeah, typical tortoise.  You wouldn’t be able to tell me her name, would you?”

“We’ll just call her ‘princess’, for now,” Silvie stated calmly and tossed the empty mug aside.  “Don’t worry, we’ll have plenty of time to talk before then, unless you’d rather we say nothing.  I’m okay with either, really.”

“No, we can talk, but let’s go save the princess.”

The door burst open again once he finished the response.  In walked several soldiers in silver armor, each with a helmet that covered their faces.  A black tabard with a white sword covered their chest plates, proving that they belonged to a militia of sorts.  Each soldier went to the end of the line to allow more to enter, finalizing when a man in lavish robes and curly hair stepped in, eying the room suspiciously while fussing with his leather gloves. 

“It has come to my attention that there are traitors to the realm in our mix,” the man announced in a high voice that came straight from his long nose.  “Traitors who seek to undo the hard work of my lord…”

“Why do I have a bad feeling he means us?” Rhett whispered to Silvie. 

“Because his lord was the one who had the princess locked in a tower.”

“Great.  So, I’ll take the ten on the left, and you take the ten on the right?”

“I bet I take care of my ten before you,” she sang beneath her breath and offered him a wink.  “I’ll even let you have a head start.”

“Please.  You have no idea what I’m capable of, do you?”

“Oh, you’re little time-altering magic?  Oh yeah, I know all about it.”

“And you’re still confident that you can beat me?”

“Completely.  Care to put a wager on it?”

“Uhm…”

“Just kidding,” she sighed, patted his back, and slipped her hand under her cloak.  “Ready, set, go!”

Rhett started to ask about the head start when Silvie disappeared from his side.  His eyes darted about the room, seeking his companion while trying to keep an eye on the soldiers as well.  The two needs were met when he locked onto a soldier to his far right.  A gloved hand was over his mouth while the tip of a long dagger protruded from his chest, covering him in blood as his eyes went wide with terror. 

I didn’t even see her move.

He wasn’t the only one to notice the attack.  The soldier next to the soon-to-be-corpse happened to turn at that moment, only to draw his sword and cry out when he saw his comrade drop to his knees. 

“Here we go.”

Rhett didn’t know how Silvie managed to get behind the soldier unseen, but he wasn’t about to stand still and wait to find out.  He was already down by one, so he paused time and raced over to the soldier next to the leader, drove his sword into the man’s gut, then spun and cleaved the neck.  Time kicked in once more, causing a spray of blood from his attacks to spray across the area he previously stood in, while also catching the attention of the man in charge.  Rhett wasn’t worried about him, not when he had eight more soldiers in full armor forming a line before him. 

“I almost feel bad for you gentlemen,” he sighed, flicked the blood from his new sword, and slowed down time.  The line charged at him in slow motion, their faces distorting into growls and sneers while they readied their weapons.  They never stood a chance, not when he quite literally had time on his side. 

Boredom kicked in as he walked through the crowd, stabbing and slashing his way ahead until he reached the last man on his side.  When the final fatal blow was dealt, he turned and smiled, expecting to see half of Silvie’s side still alive, if not more.  That wasn’t the case.  The dark-skinned elf stood against the wall, cleaning her dagger off with a bit of cloth while shaking her head.  Dumbfounded, he turned his head slightly to discover that all ten of her foes were already dispatched, leaving the head man alone with a ghastly look of horror stretching across his bearded face. 

“How did you do that?” Rhett called out, ignoring the whimpering man who had likely dropped a load in his pants by that point. 

“You didn’t see?” she teased with a wink.  “Perhaps you aren’t as capable as the princess thought?”

“I really need to figure out who this princess is, but only after I’ve figured out you.”

“And only after you’ve dealt with him,” she sighed and nodded her head at the bearded man.

“Deal with me?”

“Right.”  Rhett shook his head and pulled his sword back. 

“I meant you should question him.”

“Oh, yeah, sure.”

I bet I’m looking really impressive right now.  Sure, just kill the guy.  Who cares about gaining knowledge?

“I’ll never talk,” the man growled, acting like a hardass despite having witnessed the pair eliminate his soldiers in record time. 

“You hear that, he won’t talk, so I guess we’ll just have to run him…”

“King Daedren sent me!  He’s the one who…”

Rhett caught movement out of the corner of his eyes.  However, when he looked over, he found nothing but the wall Silvie leaned against earlier.  When he looked back, she had a hand over the man’s mouth, and her dagger in his neck, sending a spray of blood that narrowly missed his boots. 

“You heard the man,” she said defensively as she let him drop to the floor.  “King Daedren sent him.”

“Do I want to know who this guy is, or is it irrelevant?”

“I suspect you will find out soon enough.  Come along.  It’s a long walk to the castle.  Oh, but loot the bodies first.  You never know when you might find something useful.”

His forgetfulness proved how long it’d been since he went on a date with RPG elements.  One by one, he went through the bodies, only to receive a handful of date coins he had no intention of ever using.  However, when he reached the leader, he discovered something in the man’s pocket that seemed out of place. 

“A locket?  Why did he have a locket on him?”

“Perhaps you should examine it more closely?”

Rhett rolled his eyes at the suggestion.  Elf Date, despite its wonders, was proving itself more and more exhausting with each passing day.  In the beginning, he would have jumped at the chance to examine a piece of loot closely to discover some clue.  Today, he could barely summon the energy to put it in his pocket.  Still, he turned it over to see that there were initials engraved on it.  FC.  It didn’t ring any bells, so he gently pried it open.  Tiny pictures rested in each half, one of an elf man he didn’t recognize, and one of a woman who seemed a touch familiar.  The pictures were so small that his eyes hurt when he tried to focus, so he put it in his pocket to worry about later. 

“All good?”

“Good enough.”

He didn’t have a clue who Silvie was, or what her powers were, but he also didn’t care.  The identity of the princess was all that mattered, because that was the woman Brinna had set him up with.

Why though?  Why do I have to fight my way to her if it’s someone I already know?  None of this is making any sense.  I just want to have a nice, quiet dinner with Brinna before she goes home, maybe cuddle on the couch and watch something together one last time.

The desire clung to him as they made their way out of the tavern and into the fantasy world the app generated, created, whatever.  Dark and dreary were the themes, making his heart all the heavier as they found the road that would lead them to the princess. 

“I get the sense that you don’t wish to be here,” Silvie stated after an hour or so of walking.  “Are you not having fun?”

“I’m good.”

“I didn’t ask if you were good, I asked if you were having fun.  This is a date, after all.  Well, in a manner of speaking.”

“Yeah, a date with a mystery woman who’s locked in a tower, who I must fight my way to in order to…I don’t know.  Win her heart?  Something?”

Silvie chuckled and stepped out in front of him so she could walk backward while looking him in the eyes.  “And here I thought all men secretly dreamed of rescuing a princess.  Aren’t you the least bit curious who she is, or why she was chosen as your final date?”

“Hadn’t really crossed my mind.”

“Are you too dense, or is there another reason for that?”

“I don’t know,” he groaned and walked around her, hoping to pick up the pace so he could get to the princess before he had to go to work in the morning.  He just noticed a fork in the road up ahead when a cloud of black smoke appeared in front of him, cutting off his path while making him reach for his sword.  Silvie walked out of it with a raised brow, seeking answers to the questions he avoided.  “Well, at least I know how you beat me back in the tavern now.”

“Yes, and I can perform the spell for an hour before I need to rest, so I suggest you start talking.”

“Look, Silvie, I don’t know you from a hole in the ground, so don’t expect deep, meaningful answers out of me until that changes.  We’re strangers.  Only a weirdo would spill their heart and soul out to a stranger.”

“There are thousands of psychiatrists who would disagree with your statement, but I appreciate the point you are trying to make,” she sighed, stepped out of his way, and ushered him ahead.  “Like it or not, you’re stuck with me until this is over, so I suggest you come around and wiggle that stick out of your bottom.”

“I don’t have a stick up my ass,” he growled and moved ahead, only to have her pop out in front of him again and shake her head.  “It’s not up my ass, alright?  It’s in my heart, not that you care.”

“I care more than you know, but at least now we are getting somewhere.  Did someone stab you in the heart, or was this wound self-inflicted?”

Rhett opened his mouth to tell her that it was none of her damn business, but a realization struck him so hard that he just stood there, staring with his mouth open.  He had no reason to be short with Silvie.  She was probably an NPC, or something similar that Elf Date created, so she was just doing what she was programmed or created to do.  He did need to get some things off of his chest, so he let out a breath and offered her a pathetic smirk.  “That’s actually a good question.  The question, probably.  I don’t know.  Little of column A, little of column B.”

“Well, like I said, we have quite a walk ahead of us.  Maybe I can help figure that out before we arrive at the tower?”

“Maybe.”

They walked for another mile while he tried to figure out the best way to answer her questions. As the road widened, he found that he didn’t have a clue what was wrong, which seemed problematic in itself. 

“I’m not really sure what’s wrong with me,” he admitted. 

“Took a long time for you to come to that conclusion,” she chuckled and bumped her shoulder into his arm.  “Why did you agree to the date if you don’t want to be here?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“It’s even harder to guess though.”

“That’s true.  I guess I’m here because I was asked to trust the person who set up the date.”

“And, do you trust her?”

“You already know it was a she then, huh?”

“Brinna, yes.  You’ll find that I’m full of useful knowledge.  So, Brinna said to trust her, and you did, even though your heart isn’t in it.”

“Not in the slightest.  She asked me to go on one last date, so that’s what I’m doing.  Honestly, I thought I would be spending the entire time with my date, not…”

“Not the woman who was tasked with leading you to her?”

“I hope that didn’t sound too offensive.”

“I don’t mind at all.   Now then, why don’t we try to figure out why you don’t want to be here?”
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“May I point something out?” Silvie asked after Rhett went on for nearly an hour.

“Please.  I’m getting a little tired of hearing myself talk, and I’m pretty sure I circled the drain for half of it.”

“I wouldn’t call it circling, but you did return to several speaking points.  It seems to me that Brinna is pretty important to you.  If I had to label it, I would say that you are in love.”

“That obvious, huh?”

“Just an observation.  Have you thought about acting on these feelings, or are you hoping that she will be the one to make the first move?”

“She’ll never make a move,” he sighed and kicked a small rock down the road.  “I’m just a friend to her.  Well, I hate saying just.  I’m grateful to have her as a friend and everything, it’s just…”

“Difficult to be happy with what you have when your heart wants more?”

“Hearts never make good decisions.  That’s my two cents, for what it’s worth.”

“Well, my two cents is that you will spend the rest of your life regretting it if you don’t make some sort of effort,” she pointed out and kicked the same rock off of the road like she was trying to save it from torment. 

“Yeah, I figured that out.”

“If you figured that out, then why are you here?”

“Because she told me to trust her,” he sighed and leaned back to let the cool breeze grace his face.  “Besides, she’s so far out of my league that she’s quite literally from another planet.”

“Sounds to me like you just lack confidence.”

“That’s been an ongoing issue, but I’m pretty much over it.”

“Yet you’re unable to tell Brinna how you feel.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.”

Rhett knew he’d never convince Silvie to let the topic go, which was why he felt a swell of relief when he noticed some people on the other side of the hill.  A family, from the looks of them, mulling around a wagon with a broken wheel on the ground.  A new wheel was already in place, but they didn’t seem to be in any hurry to get going.

“Hello,” he called out with a wave.  “Is everything okay?”

The mother, judging by her looks, immediately took a step toward the pair, only to be pulled back by the father.  He was a skinny man, clearly lighter than his hefty wife, but he proved strong enough to yank her back without losing his balance. 

“We’re fine, traveler.  Carry on.”

“We are most certainly not fine,” the mother hissed, ripped her arm from his hand, and scrambled toward Rhett.  “Our wagon broke down.”

“Seems like you fixed it,” Silvie pointed out before yawning.

“Yes, woman, we fixed the wagon,” the mother growled, shook her head at the dark elf, and returned her attention to Rhett.  “However, our son has gone missing.”

“Missing?”

“It means they can’t find him.”

Rhett turned to shoot daggers at Silvie with his eyes for the remark.  She offered a beaming smile in return, one that told him he still had a bad habit of repeating people’s words. 

“His name is John.  He’s twelve.  He just went to the woods to relieve himself while the wagon was being repaired.  We’ve called out for him for the last hour, but he doesn’t answer.”

“Maybe we can…”

Before he could finish the sentence, Silvie put her hand on his chest and pushed until he got the hint to walk away for a sidebar conversation.  She eyed him throughout with a look he could only describe as disgusted, which didn’t match her demeanor when they spoke earlier. 

“What’s your deal?”

Silvie leaned in and whispered with a harsh tone, “My deal is that we have a princess to rescue, so we shouldn’t let ourselves become distracted by such nonsense as a missing child.”

“It isn’t nonsense.”

“Your princess would not be pleased to learn that you dawdled.”

“She isn’t my princess,” he pointed out without bothering to whisper.  “And, even if she were mine, then she would be the kind of person who would understand that a child in need comes before anything else.  If she doesn’t understand that, then I want nothing to do with her.”

Rhett eyed Silvie for a moment, challenging her to say anything more on the subject of the princess, or ignoring a desperate family.  He didn’t know the dark elf very well, but he didn’t suspect for a moment that she would be the kind to ignore someone in need.  After a few seconds, he determined that she’d given up, thus freeing him to tell the family that he would gladly search the forest for John. 

Silvie has a point.  Not about making the princess a priority.  She can suck it on that topic.  This is just an artificial world, so the princess isn’t in any real danger.  Opening up to Brinna before she’s gone forever makes sense though.  Damn, why am I on an Elf Date again when I could be with her?  Am I just a lap dog that’ll do anything she tells me?  Maybe I should let her go if that’s how I’m going to act around her.  I can’t spend the rest of my life being a willing servant to someone.

Rhett was still fighting with himself when he discovered a set of footprints in the forest.  He turned to say something to Silvie, but his companion was nowhere to be found.  “Fine.  I’ll find him myself then.”

With a groan, he bent down to see which way the toes were pointing, then followed them until he reached a small stream. 

This makes sense.  John took a piss, then realized he was thirsty.

The footprints were a mess by the water.  It looked like John moved around erratically, making it nearly impossible to figure out where he went after getting a drink.  He backed away slowly so he could get a bigger picture, only to wind up catching his heel on a rock.  Pausing time didn’t stop him from falling on his butt, but he prayed it prevented anyone else from seeing his clumsiness.  As he sat on the damp ground, he let out a growl of frustration, contemplating whether or not Silvie had a point.  However, just when he was about to give up and head back, he noticed another set of footprints that were too long and slim to be John’s. 

“Who are you?” he whispered to himself as he compared his foot to the print.  “And why are you following a child?”

The case took an ill turn, as did his stomach as he searched the ground for more evidence.  He went to the left of John’s messy prints at first, only to find nothing other than a few hoof prints.  Another growl escaped his throat before he went back in the other direction, noting how wet the ground was on that side.  He was ten, perhaps fifteen feet past John’s collage of footprints when he found something that made his heart tighten.  The large skinny prints from before were next to John’s, leading away from the stream.  The way they swayed left to right suggested that John fought to free himself, but the sets remained together over the next rise.

The ground dried up when he reached the top of the hill, making it harder to see the footprints of the pair.  He looked ahead to see some lower ground with mud that offered him a sliver of hope, but the footprints went around, rather than through.  By the time he reached the next hill, the prints were gone, forcing him to pick a direction and pray for the best. 

He didn’t have to search for long.  From the next rise, he looked down into a valley with a small cottage resting in a clearing.  The dilapidated state screamed ‘witch’ to him, reminding Rhett to draw his sword as he snuck up to the nearest window.  The glass was so filthy that he couldn’t see anything within, so he crept to the door and pressed his ear against it.  While he listened, a large black spider lowered itself into his view, making his eyes widen before he paused time, grabbed the webbing, and guided it to the ground. 

All I need to see now to confirm this is a witch’s cottage is a black cat.

Waiting for a sign wasn’t an option, so he summoned his inner hero, drew in a breath, and promptly kicked in the door.  The hinges snapped off of the rotted wood with relative ease, although his athletic attribute could have played a role in the door’s destruction. 

The scene was straight out of a fairy tale, one written to scare kids into avoiding strangers at all costs.  Among the dust and cobwebs was a huge pot in the center of the room, heated by hot coals that filled the area with smoke.  A wretched old woman in black robes stirred the pot with a gnarled stick, all while a young boy with tears in his eyes looked on. 

“Back away, witch,” Rhett warned and took a step forward with the sword at the ready.  “You won’t be eating any children today.”

“Eat him!” the witch screamed and flailed her arms, nearly clipping the boy’s head with the stick in the process.  “Why would I eat him?!”

“You are literally cooking him as we speak.  Now, back away so I can get the boy back to his parents.”

“I’m not going to eat him, you fool,” she growled and struck the coals with her stick a few times.  “The fire isn’t hot enough to boil a potato.  The child’s skin is infected.  I’m curing him before he becomes sicker.”

“Lady, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but I know a witch cooking a kid when I see one.”

Rhett took a step forward and drew back the sword, only to have a little voice pop up in his head.  Why would a witch be cooking a kid on a date where I’m supposed to save a princess locked in a tower?  That doesn’t make any sense.

He didn’t act right away.  Instead, he took a step back and tried to assess the situation with fresh eyes.  If the water was hot enough to boil, then John would be screaming from the pain, so that was a point in the witch’s favor.  Curing was starting to make sense, so he motioned for the woman to back away so he could get closer to the kid. 

“Hi, John,”  he stated in as friendly of a tone as he could manage considering he was in a witch’s cottage.  “I’m Rhett.  Your parents asked me to look for you.  Can you tell me what’s going on here?”

“My back hurts,” he whimpered and wiped a tear away, only to wind up coating his cheek with the water.  “It stings something awful.”

“Okay, I’m just going to take a look, if that’s alright.”

John nodded his approval, so Rhett gave the witch a quick check before walking around so he could see the boy’s back.  He cringed instantly.  On the boy’s back were little black marks that appeared infected, each seeping puss into the water.  Something stirred in his stomach, so he quickly turned away to cough out whatever fumes the water vapor put into his lungs, preferably before he became sick. 

“That’s what I thought,” the woman sighed, walked back to the pot, and scooped the mix onto John’s back.  “You city folk and your ridiculous tall tales.  A witch?  Honestly.  I should dunk your head into that pot just for thinking such nonsense.”

Rhett gave the cottage one more look and shrugged.  “Yeah, what was I thinking?”

His grip relaxed on the sword when the door burst open.  Instantly he tensed and spun, half-expecting to find a real witch he’d have to contend with.  It was just Silvie though, so he shouldered the weapon and leaned his head back until his heart settled. 

“Glad to see that you still have your wits about you,” she sighed and pointed a dagger at the old woman.  “Who’s the witch?”

“I’m not a…”

“I don’t think she’s a witch,” he sighed and motioned for the dark elf to come to his side of the pot.  Silvie eyed him suspiciously throughout, but those same accusing eyes widened when she saw the black infestation on John’s back. 

“Black Pox.  He probably got it from bathing in foul water.”

“We used to fetch water from the pond by our house,” John explained while reaching back to scratch, only to have the old woman crack his hand with the stirring stick.  “Ouch!”

“Don’t scratch!  You’ll only make it worse.”

“Are you the only one with the Black Pox?” Silvie asked as though the child hadn’t just been assaulted. 

“We all have it.  That’s why we’re moving away.  The pond is infected.  Killed my grandpa last spring.”

“And yet you didn’t think to move before then,” Silvie sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Well, it seems like the boy is in good hands.  We should move on before we lose the light.”

“We’re not going anywhere.”

“Excuse me?”

“Silvie,” he breathed with a nod toward the boy, “we can’t just leave him here.  I don’t think the woman means him any harm, but we have to get him back to his family.”

“He needs to sit for another hour,” the old woman snapped and cracked the top of the pot with the stick.  “No exceptions.”

“There’s a solution to that,” he stated and turned to Silvie with a stern glare.  “We’ll bring the family here.”

“Did you see the father’s knee?  It’ll take hours to get him here.”

“Then we better get going.”

Silvie may have exaggerated.  It only took an hour to get the family to the cottage, but only because the father had to be convinced that the old woman could help them with their Black Pox problem.  Rhett wasn’t satisfied with leading them to the cottage.  In fact, he insisted that they stick around until an agreement was reached between the old woman and the family, just to ensure that nothing violent occurred after he left.  

His companion was right about the light.  They lost the sun long before they left, forcing them to travel by moonlight for the rest of the journey.  Rhett figured that Silvie would be pissed, but the joyful song she hummed said he may have misjudged her.

“Okay, you need to explain this to me,” he sighed after her fifth rendition of the song.  “You were so pissy about how long it took to finish up back there, but now you’re humming away like a little bird.  What gives?”

“You caught on to that, did you?”

“You weren’t exactly being subtle.”

“No, I suppose I wasn’t,” Silvie breathed with a content smile.  “Care to take a guess?”

“A…” he started until he realized he was about to repeat her last word again.  After rolling his eyes at himself, he replayed what he knew through his mind, searching for what he hoped was the right answer. 

I’m on a date to save a princess, who Brinna set me up with on a date.  Silvie was all pissy about me getting sidetracked, but now she seems perfectly pleased.  Why would she be pleased now, but pissy before?

Rhett rolled it around in his head several times, adding little tidbits of information with each pass until it started to roll together into one large ball of information.  It proved too much, so he went back and started over, picking and choosing which details were important, and which should be ignored.  Finally, he found a response, one that explained the situation perfectly. 

“The family was a test.”

“Precisely!” she snapped and clapped his back.  “Your…the princess would never want to be with a man who would turn a blind eye to someone in need, especially when that someone is a child.  You performed better than I would have imagined.”

“You thought I would have ignored them?”

“No, I figured you would have wanted to help, but I just naturally assumed that you would have killed the old woman without offering her a chance to explain herself.  Had I not known what she was ahead of time, I would easily have made the assumption that she intended to harm the child.  In short, I would have killed her in a heartbeat.”

“I almost did,” he groaned and shook his head.  “I almost paused time to lob her head off, just so John wouldn’t see it happen.  I guess I’m not as great as you thought.”

“You’re as human as I thought.  Nearly everyone would have attacked first and asked questions later.  It’s a normal response to the situation.  The fact that you reconsidered at all is remarkable.  That’s a compliment, by the way.”

“Yeah, I know,” he chuckled, then let out a sigh when she leaned in and bumped his arm.
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The castle appeared empty as though it was abandoned long ago.  Part of him expected to find a slew of monsters or an evil army that he would have to defeat to reach the tower, but the rest of him felt that an empty kingdom was rather suiting. 

I wasn’t really in the mood to battle an army anyway.

Rhett didn’t feel the need to let his guard down, so he kept his sword shouldered as he approached one of the interior gates, only to realize that he was alone.  He turned to find Silvie standing a dozen feet behind him, staring at the horizon with a strange look he couldn’t place. 

“Silvie?  Did someone cast a spell on you?”

“In a matter of speaking, yes,” she replied, her eyes never leaving the horizon.  “I was under the impression that a great battle would take place here, yet I see no one.”

“Yeah, but that just makes this easier, doesn’t it?  Besides, I thought you were in a big old hurry to be rid of me.”

“I was never in a hurry to be rid of you, Rhett.  You are one of the few men I’ve been able to tolerate for more than twenty minutes.”

“That’s uh…flattering?  I think.  That doesn’t explain why you’re not moving though.”

“Were your ears as sharp as mine, you would know.  We’ll go closer, but mind your footfalls.”

Rhett didn’t know what she was getting at, but he opted to show her some leniency and do as she suggested.  The next gate offered no clue, but he minded each step as they slowly made their way toward the tower in the distance.  They were close enough to see the steps leading up to the tower when a voice caught his ear. 

“I think I’m hearing it now,” he whispered and held out his arm to block her path.  It was a man’s voice.  A man who was shouting for unknown reasons.  Rhett thought he was in trouble at first, right up until he caught a phrase.

“…my princess!  My princess!  I beg you to come down and unlock the door!  I know you can hear me, even though the window seemed to have blown shut a little while ago.”

“Who the hell is that?” Rhett asked with a confused look.  “He sounds like a…”

“An annoying wuss, yes,” Silvie sighed and leaned her shoulder against the wall next to her.  “And also the foe you must defeat to free the princess.”

“…please, my lady, we must get going,” the man continued, his pleading words echoing off of the walls.  “I have been calling to you for hours.  Show me a sign.  Permit me the honor of seeing your face from the window, or simply call down to me so that I may know that you are safe.”

Rhett rolled his eyes after some of the cringy remarks, then pushed himself off of the wall and groaned.  “Yeah, he sounds formidable.  Let’s go finish this.”

“Famous last words.”

He narrowed his eyes at the dark elf before heading toward the tower, already dreading the fight to come.  He didn’t bother masking his footsteps, even when the little rocks crunching beneath his boots echoed off the walls.  The noise was nothing compared to the shouting that had Rhett nearly enraged with discontent. 

“My lady!  My lady!”

Rhett saw the foe for the first time.  In his mind, he pictured someone short, old, and perhaps overweight.  What he didn’t expect to see was a tall, young man with curly hair he swore was the same color as his own.  It was unsettling, unnerving to see, perhaps, and Rhett couldn’t bring himself to take another step.

“What the hell is this?”

“Your foe, Rhett,” Silvie stated in a flat tone and patted his back.  “Your foe.  Now, how do you want to handle this?  Are you just going to pause time and take him down, or…”

“He seems harmless, so let’s try diplomacy first.”

Rhett took one step forward, only to realize that his sword was still against his shoulder.  Having a weapon drawn didn’t seem diplomatic, so he sheathed it to make a better impression. 

“My lady, I…”

“Hey there,” Rhett interrupted, making the man jump and clutch his chest.  Whoever he was, he definitely wasn’t a seasoned fighter, proving that sheathing the weapon was the right call. 

“Who the blazes are you?” the man questioned with a sneer.  “And while I’m at it, where are your manners?  Can you not see that I am in the middle of something here?”

Rhett closed his eyes to avoid rolling them, drew in a breath, and sought a sense of calm before responding.  “My name is Rhett, and I hate to break this to you, but I get the…”

“Hold on,” Silvie interrupted and leaned into him.  “I wouldn’t tell him that the princess doesn’t want to see him.  Not yet at least.”

“Good point,” he whispered back, then turned and raised his voice.  “I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name.”

“Richard, of course.  Who are you?”

Rhett gave Silvie a worried look.  “I already told you.  Rhett.”

“Oh, that’s your name,” Richard laughed heartily.  “I thought you were clearing your throat.  What an awful name.  Rhett.  That’s the noise cats make before hacking up a furball.”

“Pausing time to kill him is looking pretty good now I bet.”

Rhett ignored his partner and stepped closer, hoping to avoid shouting for the remainder of the conversation.  Richard reached for his hip immediately, forcing Rhett to hold up his hands to avoid a one-sided battle. 

“Relax, dude.  I’m just getting closer so we don’t have to yell.  You don’t want your princess to hear our little conversation, do you?”

“Why not?  I am an honorable man, and protecting her from the likes of you can only sway the tide in my favor.”

“Okay, let’s uh, let’s start there.  What seems to be the situation, huh?”

“Why would I tell you?” Richard questioned, looking from Rhett to Silvie.  “This is none of your concern.  In fact, I will have to ask the two of you to leave.  This is a private affair, and your presence is proving quite taxing.”

“A private affair?”

“Yes, if you must know, I am courting my beloved,” Richard announced while straightening his outfit as though the princess were watching. 

“Courting your…oh, okay, I get it.”  Rhett turned to give Silvie another look, but he was only stalling while he figured out how to handle the situation peacefully.  “Uhm, courting usually requires the other party to be…I don’t know, willing?”

“My lady is merely playing hard to get is all.”

“Hard to get?  Maybe you should verify that.  Why don’t you just knock on the door and talk to her about your feelings?”

“Like you do with Brinna?” Silvie whispered, making him groan. 

“Not a good time.”

“Do you think I haven’t tried that?” Richard hissed and waved a hand at the door.  “I’ve knocked, I’ve pounded, I even tried kicking it when my hands began to ache.  She cannot hear me.”

“Dude, I could hear you halfway across the kingdom.  I don’t think that’s the problem.”

“What are you implying, interloper?”

“Interloper?” Rhett laughed and took another step forward.  “What evil genius handbook did you pull that out of?”

“His butt.”

“Enough,” Rhett hissed and gave Silvie a dirty look.  “You’re not helping.”

“Evil?” Richard gasped with wild eyes.  “Evil?  I have nothing but good intentions for the princess.  I am a good man.  An honorable man.  A decent man.  I merely mean to make her happy.  How can you not see that?”

“Oh, I see it, but I think you’re coming on a bit strong here.  That tends to scare women away.”

“I’m not coming on too strong.  I am merely being persistent.  Women love it when you put forth a strong effort.”

“Richard, my man, there’s a balance between…”

Rhett froze when the thought went from his brain to his tongue.  Dozens of messages passed through his mind, messages that were sent from his phone to women who were less than receptive to his advancements.  It wasn’t just the messages he sent to Bert and Lynnis.  Countless texts and emails, each smothered in desperation and stinking of loneliness. 

“Rhett?” Silvie asked with her hand on his arm.  “Everything okay in there?”

“Yeah, just gained a bit of clarity is all,” he sighed, patted her hand, and gave her a smile before walking over to Richard.  “Okay, dude, it’s time for a coming-to-Jesus conversation here…”

“Who the blazes is Jesus?”

“Yeah, didn’t think that part through.  It’s not important.  What matters is that you need to open your eyes.”

“Oh, good sir,” Richard laughed with a crazy smile.  “I can assure you that my eyes are quite open, thank you very much.”

“It was metaphorical.”

“And I am well aware.”

“Yeah,” Rhett groaned and leaned back to suck in some much-needed air, “I don’t think you are.  The princess is avoiding you.”

“You are mistaken.  She merely can’t…”

“She doesn’t want you,” Rhett interrupted with a bit more anger in his voice than he intended.  He offered an apologetic smile and put his hands out, surrendering to the madness of the man who represented his former self.  “She can hear you, Richard.  You came on too strong and scared her off.”

“I’ve done nothing of the sort.”

“Oh, you have, believe me.  I’ve been there.  It’s the same crap I used to do.  I was nice, respectful, kind…but I was also clingy.  You can’t come on so strong right away.  It isn’t healthy.  Even if a woman was into it, you’d probably just burn out once the newness wore off.”

“My love for my princess shall never dwindle,” Richard growled and took a challenging step forward.  “Do you hear me?  The princess shall come around.  She will see me for who I am and fall helplessly in love with me.”

“Dude, she already sees you for who you are, and she won’t open the door, will she?”

Richard opened his mouth to speak, but he paused as though a dusty lightbulb suddenly turned on.  Rhett knew the look.  Not only was Richard confused, but he fought a mixture of emotions, ranging from realizing, to pain, to anger.  A fight happened within the poor man’s skull, a fight that would lead to one of two outcomes.  Either Richard would accept Rhett’s reality, or he would deny it.

“You are trying to trick me,” Richard growled, proving that denial had taken over.  “You are nothing more than a petty man.  A man who would lie to gain access to the princess.”

“My man, I don’t even know her name.”

“Because you haven’t earned the right to hear it grace your ears,” Richard hissed and stepped closer, reaching for his hip.  “I will rip your treacherous tongue from your mouth so you may never spit such lies again.”

“Well, that turned violent quickly.”

Richard pulled a sword that mirrored Rhett’s, albeit with a copper tint instead of silver.  Rhett didn’t feel like dragging out the fight any longer than he had to, so he sped himself up and unleashed a flurry of swings, dropping Richard to his knees instantly once time returned to normal. 

“I’m sorry for that,” Rhett sighed and flung the blood from his weapon.  “If it makes you feel any better, you’re just an old part of me that needed to be put down.  It wasn’t personal.”

Rhett sheathed the sword and walked toward Silvie, only to feel the hairs on the back of his neck lift.  Silvie’s gaze offered him a clue.  She wasn’t looking at him, but past him, so he drew his sword again and whipped around.

“What is this, an anime boss fight?” he groaned when he found Richard rising to his feet, glowing with a blue light. 

“You haven’t even seen…”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.  I haven’t seen your final form.”

Richard surged ahead with the sword behind him, glowing brighter as he zipped across the courtyard and let out a mighty growl.  Rhett admitted that it was a powerful display of power, but he still had an ace up his sleeve.  With a sigh, he paused time, freezing Richard and his snarling expression.  Rhett walked up and hacked away, same as before, then stepped back to see the results.  Richard fell and slid on his chest once time started up again, accompanied by screaming grunts as the blue aura flickered.  He wasn’t defeated though, so Rhett walked over and drove his blade into Richard’s back, hoping there wouldn’t be a third round. 

“Do yourself a favor and don’t get up again,” he offered before ripping out the sword with a grunt. 

He was done.  Rhett didn’t bother cleaning the weapon this time, not when he had no intention of ever using it after today.  He stormed past Silvie, seeking to put his former self behind him where he belonged.  However, when he reached the corner, a glowing white barrier formed, blocking his path as dirt and gravel lifted from the ground. 

“God damn it.  This is an anime boss fight.”

“You think so little of me,” Richard called out as he hovered off of the ground, glowing with a white aura this time.  His eyes joined in on the action, making him look like some sort of medieval superhero as he floated toward Rhett.  “Do you really think you are better than me?”

“Pretty sure, dude.  Pretty sure.”

“Why, because you’ve learned not to over-chase a woman?” Richard chuckled while his toes slowly rested on the ground.  “You think this new version of you is so superior, that swearing to delete Elf Date will turn you into the man you need to be.”

“Not really.  It’s just a start.”

“Fair enough, but what about the enormous flaw that clings to you like a parasite?  How will you contend with that?”

“What flaw?” Rhett called out and walked back, determined to prove the man wrong.  “Okay, sure, I’ve got flaws.  Everybody does, but you act like there’s some enormous elephant in the room that I’m turning a blind eye toward.”

Richard cocked his head to one side and allowed his sword to rest on his shoulder.  It didn’t look like this round would be a match of power, but a match of wits.  “You have turned a blind eye toward the obvious.  Even I can see it.”

“Then just tell me what it is so I can move on,” Rhett groaned and dropped his hand instead of drawing the sword.  “I’m exhausted, okay?  No more inner reflection.  If you know my big flaw, then just spit it out and come at me already so I can be done with this.”

“Be careful, Rhett,” Silvie spoke and stepped into his path.  “You are walking into a trap.”

“Yeah, an elephant-sized trap,” he growled and stepped aside so he could look at them both.  “I know there’s no future for me on Elf Date.  I learned what I needed to from it, and now I’m ready to move on.”

“Oh, you’ve learned everything, have you?” Richard chuckled, the white aura fading.  “If that’s true, then why are you even here?”

“What does that mean?  I’m here because…because…”

Rhett knew that neither Silvie nor Richard would cough up the final answer.  It was another test, one designed to lead him to some realization that should have been found long ago.  He didn’t need long to think about it, not when the same question had been asked already. 

“I have to go,” he muttered quietly, so quietly that both of them tilted their heads and leaned in as though begging for him to repeat it.  “I shouldn’t be here.”

Richard stepped back and offered him a nod, then promptly disappeared.  A loud click sounded immediately after, one so obvious that he didn’t need to look to know where it came from. 

“Rhett, aren’t you going to go see the princess?”

Rhett stared at the open door for a few seconds.  A dim glow came from within, one that called out to him like a soft voice on the wind.  The comfort he felt wasn’t from the princess, but rather Elf Date itself.  Like a favorite food, the app could offer warmth and support on bad days, but also brought forth an unhealthy lifestyle that would eventually lead to his demise.  He knew that already, and it wasn’t the lesson he needed to learn.  The real lesson was back home. 

“Silvie, thank you for everything,” he stated with a weak smile before pulling out his phone.

“Aren’t you going to see the princess?”

“No, I won’t be seeing the princess today.  No offense, but I have no interest in her.”

“May I ask why?”

“You already know the answer.  It’s the same damn answer that’s been hovering in front of my face for the last few weeks.  Can I go, or do I have to meet her first?”

Silvie stared at him for a second, making him sweat it out until a smirk formed on her lips.  “I’ll send your regards to the princess.  Go pour your heart out.”
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Rhett sprang from the bed so quickly that he lost his balance and footing.  His shoulder slammed into the dresser, drawing a hissing growl as he stumbled toward the door.  Right now, he was too filled with determination to care, even if that meant walking through six layers of plate glass.  He needed a segway into the conversation though, so he went back and grabbed the painting from the closet.

“Brinna!” he called out and hurried down the hallway, praying that she was waiting for him in the kitchen, or on the couch.  Both were empty, just like the void in his chest as he tried to figure out how to get in touch with her.  They used the tablet before, so he sent it a message, only to hear it beep from the charging station next to the TV.  “Damn it, how am I going to…”

Just like before, a click sounded, but his reaction couldn’t have differed more.  It came from the hall, Brinna’s room, to be specific, and she walked out with a blanket wrapped around her and a dejected look on her face. 

“How did it go?”

“It was uh…” he started, losing himself in her blue eyes while he summoned every ounce of courage within him.  “…enlightening.”

“Did you…”

“I need you to stop talking before I lose my nerve,” he managed through the lump in his throat.  “Because I really need to say something here.”

Rhett tossed his phone on the couch so he could have both hands, then pulled up the painting and took one last look at it.  With a deep breath, he turned it around, praying that he wasn’t making another mistake. 

“I painted this at that art class we took.”

“I…” she started, gave it a quick glance, and looked back up at him.  “I know.  I may have snuck into your room and peeked at it.  I uh…I also took a picture of it on my phone.  You know, so I could look at it whenever I wanted.  It’s beautiful, Rhett.  You should have been an artist.  Is this why you left your date early?  Because you wanted to show this to me?”

“It’s just a segway into a conversation I’m really struggling with,” he replied, set the painting down, and discretely wiped a tear from his cheek before turning around.  “Brinna…wait, how did you know that I left early?”

“Because…” she started, only to pause and wipe a few tears away.  “Because I’m the princess.”

Rhett stepped forward, fully intending to embrace her, only to have her raise a hand to cut him off.  He didn’t come out and say it, but the cat was out of the bag regardless.

“Rhett, I know you have feelings for me, but you’ve got to let that go,” she shuddered, fully ignoring the tears that flowed down her cheeks.  “You were supposed to learn that from the date.  I can’t allow you to waste your time on me.”

“Why?  You’re wonderful.  Every…”

“Rhett, please,” she cried out and shook her head.  “Do you know how many times I had to fill in for Jody?  I know the number, and it sickens me to no end.  I am little more than an overused plaything now.  It disgusts me to no end, and you have to be out of your mind to want anything to do with me.”

“I don’t care about that.  Not one bit.”

“You should.  Rhett, I’m nothing more than a cheap whore.”

“No.”

“Yes,” she snapped with flared nostrils.  “A cheap, disgusting, filthy little whore with…”

“I love you,” he interrupted, knowing he had to get it out before she went over the edge.  “I love you, I’m in love with you, and I don’t give a damn about what you had to do before you met me.”

“Rhett…”

“Please,” he stated, dying a little with each tear that streaked down her face.  “It’s fine if you don’t love me back.  It’s fine if you’re not interested in me.  What I couldn’t do was let you leave without telling you how I feel, even though it could blow up in my face, break my heart, and leave me in a thousand pieces.  I love you.  The reason why none of my dates worked out was because I couldn’t stop comparing all of them to you.  Hurting is better than regretting, and I’m sorry if…”

“Rhett…”

“…I’m sorry if I…”

“Rhett!  Please!” she cried out, wiped her eyes, and stepped closer.  “Stop talking.”

Rhett always was a dreamer.  He lost track of how many times he allowed himself to imagine kissing a woman.  Sometimes those dreams came true, leaving him disappointed with the reality more often than not.  What unfolded before him was anything but disappointing, a moment that would live with him until his dying day. 

Brinna leaned up and kissed him, breaking his brain and forcing the rest of his body to fend for itself.  He didn’t become rock hard, not with so many emotions swirling within him.  The second her lips found him, his hands shot to her face, cupping her cheeks as though he feared she’d change her mind and pull away.  It wasn’t necessary, not when she slid her hands around his neck and pulled him closer.

He couldn’t believe it was finally happening, that he found the courage to speak his heart and not get turned down.  Brinna must have felt it as well, because her lips couldn’t seem to get enough of him, grasping and pulling as though his mouth was the only thing keeping her alive.  They had to come up for air, so they took turns kissing one another’s cheeks and neck while the other person caught their breath.  Back and forth they went, each daring to push the envelope with their wandering lips. 

“Rhett, Rhett, Rhett,” she repeated when his lips were halfway up her ear, desperately seeking the pointy tip. 

“What, too fast?” he asked, gasping for air the entire way. 

“Your room or mine?”

“Oh, uh…both?”

“That works for me.”

They both had a goofy smile on their face, but Rhett’s turned into a slight grimace when Brinna jumped up and wrapped her legs around his waist without warning him.  He had no choice but to grab her by the bottom, squeezing the firm butt that held his admiration for countless days. 

He didn’t have the strength that Elf Date afforded him, but he easily managed to carry his future lover to his bedroom.  His grip slipped by the time he was over the mattress, so he let her fall onto the anime girl pillow she won for him earlier. 

“Sorry about this,” Brinna laughed and tossed the pillow onto the floor, “but he’s all mine today.”

The sex was intense, passionate, and relatively brief.  Rhett didn’t care.  He took the opportunity to cuddle with the elf before he recovered enough for another go.  True to his word, he led Brinna to her room and dove right in, forgoing foreplay in favor of being inside of her once more. 

Going a third time was impossible, so they took a shower together and curled up on the couch, naked under the blanket that covered them both.  They pretended to watch the TV, but neither of them could care less about a documentary on the Chicago Bulls, or the cooking show they changed it to later.

Going to work the next day was hard, but finding a note in his lunch with her actual lip marks on it helped the hours to go by.  Josh demanded to know why he was smiling, but Rhett shrugged him off, promising to tell him later. 

He told his friend four nights later when they went out for dinner.  To Rhett’s surprise, Josh was perfectly pleasant around his new girlfriend, bordering respectable.  It didn’t matter.  Brinna knew how to handle guys like him anyway, a fact that Josh seemed to pick up on whenever he sought to unleash a sexual remark.  

Two weeks passed before they settled down to discuss how they were going to make the relationship work.  They didn’t argue, but neither were able to come up with a solution.  They tabled the topic for the moment, then set out to visit their parents when the demand grew high.  Rhett’s parents were ecstatic to see Brinna again.  The conversation turned to marriage and children, but the elf handled it with such grace that Rhett had to pinch himself to make sure it wasn’t all in his head. 

The real turn came when they went to Brinna’s homeworld so he could meet her family.  He was disappointed to learn that her world was nearly identical to his, but the mood swayed when her mother opened the door and rushed out to hug him, proving who the people in the locket were.  Unlike his parents, Brinna’s folks knew that their daughter’s man wasn’t from their world, and asked him dozens, if not hundreds of questions about his life.  Rhett didn’t mind, but, when they discovered that servitude was long forgotten in his country, a random, amazing idea came to mind. 

Rhett sat down with Brinna when they got home to discuss his idea.  After an hour, they were online, searching for affordable schools that wouldn’t question her lack of a high school diploma.  It took some help from Brinna’s government, but they were able to get her enrolled after a few weeks. 

His income was enough to handle the bills, so Brinna became a full-time college student who worked feverishly toward her goals.  To save money, they kept their Elf Date accounts so they could go on amazing adventures together without having to drop a dime.  They played a game to see who could leave the worst review, with the only rule being that they couldn’t make anything up.  They had to stop when Rhett lost access to tailor-made dates, proving that Brinna was far more creative than he ever imagined. 

Years later, Brinna had her degree.  After a series of interviews, she got a job helping young women who had been sexually abused.  It wasn’t exactly a dream job, or a well-paying one, but it offered her a sense of purpose.  The pair got married within the next year, just before Rhett quit his job in favor of a new one with a smaller company.  It didn’t pay as well, but money had lost its value by then.

As with all things, their life wasn’t entirely perfect.  Elves and humans were incompatible, so they never had children of their own.  It didn’t matter.  There were plenty of children out there to adopt, especially from Brinna’s home world.  Life was good, right up until their son, Jonas, asked how his adoptive parents met. 

“Well,” Rhett sighed and looked up to give his elf bride a smirk, “that’s a good question.”
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