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          JULY 15, 2060 — DISTRICT ZERO

        

      

    

    
      “Is this your first trip to the city?”

      Chloe turned. The man who had entered the darkened room was an almost ridiculously apt embodiment of “tall, dark, and handsome.” He was at least six-three, solidly built with a powerful jaw, surprisingly soft brown eyes, and deeply tanned skin. His hair was dark brown, not quite black, combed neatly across his head. He was younger than Chloe had suspected, given his position in the Six, but these days people simply seemed to look younger longer. Either there was something in the air, or high-end nanobot treatments (for those who could afford them) were more effective than she’d imagined.

      Gossip sheets said Parker Barnes had been born before the turn of the millennium, but he looked mid-forties, tops — and a trim, well-maintained mid-forties at that.

      “No,” she said. “I grew up here.”

      “How old are you? You don’t look old enough to have ‘grown up’ anywhere other than where you live now.”

      Chloe tried a sly smile, knowing it was important to play the part rather than just looking it. “Never ask a girl her age.”

      Barnes smirked, then sat in a black leather seat behind a slim table in the center of the room. It was black and made of something synthetic — either Plasteel or a Warp matrix — and looked nothing like a conference room table, a meeting desk, or anything else. It was barely two feet across, like a long espresso bar.

      Barnes tapped the desk and Chloe’s resume appeared on its surface — only it wasn’t precisely a resume. A resume was something you created yourself, to fool people. Barnes was looking at a form to which Chloe had added details, but its hard data had come directly from whatever information source O had that the rest of the world didn’t. Everyone had access to Crossbrace, of course, but O seemed to have some sort of next-level access. If you were going to become the NAU’s biggest sex company, it helped to have the advantage of knowing exactly what your customers wanted.

      “Twenty.” Barnes looked up. “That’s younger than what we normally hire for these positions.”

      “I’m eager.”

      “When did you lose your virginity?”

      Chloe blushed. That wasn’t good. She was asking this man to hire her into one of the most prestigious sex jobs in existence — the kind of job that could make girls world famous, command exorbitant engagement fees, and launch careers in music and entertainment — and the one thing a high-class resort girl couldn’t be was shy.

      “I could look it up, you know.” Barnes smiled slightly, holding his finger above the table’s Crossbrace-enabled surface.

      The lights were low, banked in a ring fifteen feet or so above their heads, and cast a muted, grayish hue. The walls were dark gray as well, steel-smooth. Five feet above the lights, nude girls—more scenery than anything—writhed on glass-bottomed tables.

      The room’s somber, temple-like feel made his playful look seem out of place — or perhaps Parker Barnes wasn’t actually playful at all, but was good at playing his new public image instead of the old one from his questionable rumored past.

      “I was nineteen.”

      They seemed to know Chloe’s sexual history, beyond her work as a glass table girl at O’s island resort’s lower tier. There were rumbles that Crossbrace’s imminent successor — what they were calling The Beam — would take data-gathering to new levels while enhancing immersion and connectivity for its users. O probably had a leg up on Beam access, too.

      “So you’ve only been sexually active for a year.”

      “Almost two,” said Chloe, a tad defensively. She stood, arms in front of her narrow waist, blue-green eyes turning toward the floor as if dragged there. Her long, dark brown hair billowed in her peripheral vision. “It was right after I turned nineteen. I’m nearly 21 now.”

      Barnes, in his expensive gray suit and red band tie, was watching her with an amused look that said he knew she was in over her head, but he was willing to play along. “Chloe,” he said.

      She looked up.

      Barnes set his foot on a chair opposite him and gave a small shove. It scooted two feet from the table. “Have a seat.”

      Chloe exhaled, then sat.

      She’d been to the city before, yes. But it had been a decade since Chloe had left District Zero for an island vacation with her mom. The island lattices were much smaller and more vulnerable, and being back under the main lattice was like being in the womb.

      The NAU was safe, with the world’s only stable government. It was the place every barbarian in the Wild East wanted to invade and loot. They’d never be able to — not even if they could marshal their destroyed resources enough to amass an army — but that didn’t change their desire.

      And Chloe wasn’t just in DZ, she was at the headquarters of O, the company that had employed her mother for two decades and her for nearly a year.  She wasn’t interviewing for a glass table position. If Chloe got this gig, she wouldn’t be performing like the couples on the glass above them. Instead, she’d be servicing O’s biggest clients, tasked with ensuring that the world’s foremost sexual connoisseurs left satisfied. It was a job most of her friends growing up would have envied — so yes, it was all a bit intimidating.

      “It’s okay if you’re nervous,” Barnes said. “It’s actually good if you don’t come off as untouchable. Our clients like to feel they’re breaking new ground, so to speak, and they’re affecting you as much as you’re affecting them. You’ve been working tables on Voyos, yes?”

      Chloe had been on Voyos Island forever, but only performing on glass for nine months or so. She nodded.

      “Well, it’s not like that, you understand. If you want to work as an escort in the actual spa — and believe me, Voyos is about as exclusive as our spas get, and the spas themselves are at the top of our offerings — it’s not just about rote sex.” He stopped, tapped his desk. “You’ve worked with men on the tables?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well, when you do that, you’re almost a decoration, and that changes what you do. For example, when I look up —” They looked toward the room’s ceiling, watching a naked blonde pressed to the glass with her partner working from behind, both laying flat to provide the best view. “Do I get aroused? Eventually, I suppose, if I sit and stare. But it’s really just background. The most beautiful people in the world, screwing above me, and it’s practically wallpaper.”

      Parker laughed, then kept right on talking.

      “We have other conference rooms with horizontal cells where they push themselves against the windows. But for all of us who work here —  and for the vacation islands outside the lattice — performers are pieces of art more than anything else. The real action happens in the rooms. When you’re working your table above people eating dinner, you can be mechanical, but that will never fly as an escort. Clients demand your presence. You need to move and moan and know how to deliver optimum pleasure to the organ between the ears, not just the one between the legs. So, if you’re demure — if it doesn’t seem like you’re cranking out another day on the job? Well, that can be good in an escort.”

      Chloe nodded. She wasn’t shy; she’d been having sex with men and women she barely knew or didn’t know at all (or just with herself) in exchange for universal credits for nearly a year. A sex-worker mother could numb a girl to the shame some people, even in the enlightened 2060s, still had about sex.

      The reservations she felt now had to do with the prestige of this new position, and the fact that she had hiked up her panties enough to apply. Her mother had been happy as a table girl, model, and escort in her own right, but she’d never been an escort at an O spa. The idea was absurd. Nicole Shaw was attractive and sexy and had earned plenty of credits since joining Enterprise, but O escorts were beyond elite.

      Everything at O was exclusive … but the spa girls were best of the best. Even being here was ballsy to the point of arrogance. Sure, Chloe was naturally attractive in an age when so many people had artificial enhancements, and could move with a rhythm she felt both above the collar and below the belt. But Barnes was right: Chloe was 20, with barely 18 months of carnal experience. Even her mother had wanted to know just who in the hell she thought she was.

      “I have to be honest with you,” Barnes said. “I don’t think your chances are good. We usually agree to see legacy girls as a courtesy to their parents. This interview is, more than anything, a thank-you to your mother for all her time with O. But you’re too young. You can’t know what you’re doing well enough to please our most elite clients.”

      “I’m good,” Chloe said. “Give me a chance, and I’ll show you.”

      Barnes crossed his legs and leaned back, arms across his chest, assessing. Everything about this interview was designed to intimidate: the dim room, the couples screwing on the glass overhead, the smooth gray walls in a stark room with the table and chairs as its only furniture, even Barnes’s hand-tailored suit — though the man himself appeared unduly understanding. Chloe felt like he probably “got” her, but that wasn’t how this was supposed to go.

      Barnes leaned forward again, engaging her. “Let me tell you something about O, Chloe. It’s a long story, but bear with me — it’s important.”

      Chloe was reminded that, prior to joining the Six, Barnes had led a storied career. He’d been on the defunct Eros board, had worked with the legendary and reclusive Anthony Ross, and had made his fame as a celebrity sex therapist renowned for making uncomfortable subjects seem perfectly agreeable.

      “O’s tagline, as you know, is The Future of Sex. But the thing is, the five other founding partners and I got together not because we’re into sex, but because of our predilection for being bold, demanding more of ourselves than anyone else could have, and taking risks.”

      Barnes paused, seemed to gauge Chloe’s attention, and continued.

      “Before we formed O, all six of us were pushing boundaries in our respective fields to a point where it became uncomfortable for those around us. The expression is that when others zig, you should zag — well, all of us were zagging, and we caught a lot of flack for it. Alexa Mathis wasn’t merely pushing the boundaries of erotica. She was pushing the boundaries of distribution and engagement. That made her unpopular at Eros, especially after the whole Ross affair … but don’t believe the lies that she and I were kicked out of the company. Alexa left because she had bigger, bolder plans than the others could handle, and she made good on them both before and after the fall — which made her even less popular for a while. People told her nobody would want sensory immersion while reading, because visual experiences and reading were distinct and different.”

      Barnes shook his head, silently telling Chloe the world was filled with idiots. He sighed, shrugged, then kept right on going.

      “People said reading, as a whole, was dead. When sensory immersion became popular, they told Alexa she should abandon writing entirely. And when her stories still held their strength, people criticized Alexa for the tracking software she used to monitor her readers’ habits — how long they read, what positions their handhelds were in when they read (indicating whether they were sitting, lying down, and so on), where they started and stopped, whether their handhelds were in close proximity to others, indicating that couples read together. But it was all open source on Crossbrace, and Alexa used it well. Suits were brought against her for invasion of privacy, but none of them stuck because she was never doing anything illegal. It was simply new — something no one had ever done. And the same went for me and the toys I developed as my practice grew, and how there were groups appropriating those toys for torture, or using my release techniques for brainwashing. People tried to sue me, too, but the world will always march forward. It’s the bold who will do what is unpopular in the interest of nudging the ball forward. Do you understand?”

      Chloe nodded. “More or less.”

      “Another way of saying it, Chloe, is that fortune favors the bold. But what no one really speaks of — even today — is that often so does ruin. People called the six of us stupid, foolhardy … sometimes criminal. Today, now that our little joint venture has proven successful, those same people call us fortunate and greedy. They say O is such a juggernaut that no one can touch it. And it’s true. We are the largest entertainment company in the NAU, the largest manufacturer of non-infrastructure goods, and the country’s third-largest employer — not just in our cache of front-line sex workers, but in our backend support staff, administrators, our marketing department, hover drivers and mag train crews … you get the idea. Our R&D department — and nobody discusses this — is neck and neck with the innovations being made at Xenia Labs. But whereas Xenia is improving virtual reality experiences for business, we’re focused on sex. They’re creating neural enhancements that allow people to be stronger, faster … all sorts of things. But we’re developing better enhancements that allow people to feel and deliver new levels of pleasure. Do you know why, Chloe?”

      She shook her head.

      Barnes smiled. “Demand. An implantable ocular tracking implant that eases eyestrain while processing spreadsheets is functional, but an implantable ocular tracking implant that makes sexual partners appear more attractive and makes their movements electric is exciting. Our customers demand exhilaration. Our experiences are superior because they must be. Better-resolution porn holos. Better interaction environments with better visors and tactile gloves, so the soak of flesh feels no different than if you were doing the things you’re simulating for real. People will always pay for better, more thrilling experiences.”

      Chloe stared at Barnes, wondering if she should say anything.

      Barnes continued. “I’m telling you this because you’re pretty, but pretty is day-old bread. And yes, you may be natural. But does it matter? I grew up in the early days of enhancement, when it was called ‘plastic surgery.’ Can you believe that? You could tell when a woman had had her breasts enhanced because it looked a little like … well … plastic. But now you can’t. More and more people are getting nanobot injections that can scavenge fat, re-tune muscle, keep legs long and lean without a workout. And it is natural. The new natural.” Barnes opened his arms, indicating himself. “I don’t mind telling you, Chloe, that even I’ve gotten a little prettier with age.”

      Chloe found it hard to return this man’s smile. Was he serious? Barnes had to be one of the world’s richest people, so if anyone could afford elite nano-treatments, it was him.

      “We only see beautiful girls with perfect bodies and so we’ve learned to look beyond that. Which brings me back to my point: O is the best of the best. You’re asking to be the standard by which this entire trend-setting, curve-shattering, benchmark-establishing company will be judged. Do you understand the enormity of your request? Of what you’re asking me to gamble on a girl who, two years ago, had never even had a man inside her?”

      Chloe kept her features firm. She understood, all right.

      Barnes stood. He walked to one wall, tapped its surface, and brought up a complicated map of documents. He gestured with his fingers, pulling one after another to the front and reading them out: escort qualifications, specs on O’s exclusive line of sex toys, graphic films showing every shade of vice and fetish. He swiped through photos, then diagrams, then an anatomy text in virtual space, showing little-known locations of nerve clusters and pressure points.

      Barnes stopped reading and looked at Chloe. The color and files vanished. The wall returned to its earlier gray.

      “That is what an escort must know.” Barnes returned to Chloe and stood before her. “That’s the curriculum of pleasure, one might say. But we can forget about that for now and focus on you. So tell me: What can you, Chloe Anne Shaw, do?”

      She looked at Barnes, then up at the couples copulating on the tables overhead. On the right was a woman on her back with a man between her legs. On the left, a brunette with small breasts pressed against the glass, straddled by her parter from behind — a woman with a strap-on, this time.

      Chloe slipped from her seat and knelt before Barnes, intuiting a command. Her hands went to his buckle. Barnes laughed, then took her hand and pulled her upright. She stood. Her five-seven usually felt tall, but it seemed small in front of his six-foot-plus.

      “Not that,” he said. “Just tell me.”

      “Tell you?”

      “It’s like I said earlier.” Barnes sat on the edge of the table so his head was lower than hers. “Pretty is only the start. What’s left to qualify an applicant if beauty is a given? Well, good news: what’s left is you. Nobody has figured out how to use nanobots and AI to enhance a personality. I read an article the other day theorizing that eventually people would be able to download skills right into their brains. You remember The Matrix? ‘I know kung fu?’”

      “No.” Chloe felt something between embarrassment and confusion. She’d assumed she’d be having sex as some sort of tryout. She’d worn her nicest panties, which seemed classier — more O, say — than the more lowbrow tactic of nothing at all. But here she was, in a room with a handsome man, and her interview was an actual interview.

      And he was talking about kung fu.

      “I guess you wouldn’t. You’re too young, and it was shot in 2-D. But I was going to say, even if that happens, I don’t believe they’ll find a way to make boring people exciting. The good news for you is, if you’re one of those interesting, intriguing, innovative sorts of women, you still have an advantage. You waited nineteen years to start having sex, Chloe. Why? It meant something. I’m intrigued by that — by you. You won’t impress me by bending into position or sucking me off. This is your chance.”

      “You want to know about me?”

      “You.” Barnes nodded. “What makes you special, why I should give a shit about you. I used to be a sex therapist. I didn’t improve people’s love lives by telling them to exercise or practice new positions. I did it by teaching people to be the purest versions of who they are. By showing them how to share their most authentic sexual selves.”

      “Like Anthony Ross.”

      Judging by the way his eyes clouded, Chloe realized she’d said something wrong — maybe even insulted Barnes by implying that his life’s work was derivative. But apologizing would only draw more attention, so she focused on her confusion, letting bewilderment mask her faux pas. “You want me to ‘share’?”

      Barnes nodded, his face clearing. “Yes. What makes you unique — not just an applicant for an escort job?”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s not always sexy when a whore spreads her legs. In my opinion, it’s sexier when a shy normal girl does.”

      “So you want me to do a schoolgirl thing?”

      “I want you to do a Chloe thing.”

      “How?”

      “Let’s start with that story about your virginity.”

      It seemed like Chloe should tell him something impressive and outrageous, like the time she almost — but not quite — gave a boyfriend head while driving a skyroad. But outside of what she did at work, Chloe wasn’t that crazy. She was just … normal.

      Why should he hire someone like her?

      “Well, I lost it to my primary school boyfriend.”

      “You went to a physical school?”

      “Yes. They have one on Voyos. My mom worked so much — and had to work away from home, obviously — that she wanted me to go to a physical school so I wouldn’t go stir-crazy.”

      “I see. So were you in love?”

      “I don’t know.”

      And still, even today, she didn’t. Truth was, Brad had nagged until she finally relented. Their first time had been unspectacular. He’d lit candles, but it wasn’t romantic. There’d been spit and there’d been hand action before the main event. But the whole thing had such an analytical feel.

      Chloe told Barnes the story. It felt odd, telling a stranger — but if she wasn’t expected to screw him for the job, this seemed like the interview’s next most logical course.

      “So when did you do it with him again?” Barnes asked.

      “I never did.”

      “Why?”

      “We broke up. It was like the sex was the only thing holding us together. Or at least the anticipation. After we’d done it there was nowhere to go.”

      “How long had you been together?”

      “Almost five years.”

      “Why didn’t you do it earlier?”

      Chloe thought about it. Brad had asked — had begged, in fact. She’d always resisted, but it wasn’t because she was a prude, or afraid, or didn’t want to get close or be vulnerable. She had never thought about it before; it had been a fact like the sun rising to start every morning. They simply hadn’t done it.

      Now, with Barnes watching, Chloe realized she finally knew why.

      “My mother was a sex worker. I didn’t want to be like her.”

      “And yet you’re applying for a position in an O spa?”

      Chloe shook her head. “No, not like that. I mean I didn’t want to be defined by her. I didn’t object to what she did for a living — if the law and most of society don’t object to escorts, why would I? — but I didn’t want her life’s path to be my default. My mom’s work made sex strangely neutral to me. Do you know what I mean?”

      Barnes looked up for a long minute. One of the male performers finished in dramatic fashion, proving that subtlety wasn’t exactly O’s hallmark.

      Still, Barnes gave Chloe a sly smile. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “I wanted to go into sex with no bias for or against it,” Chloe went on. “Like I’d been in a kind of sexual deprivation chamber. It was hard on Brad, and must’ve been harder because I didn’t want to explain it.”

      Barnes was still smiling as he stood, tapped the table, and made marks on Chloe’s resume. Then he slapped the table and extended a hand. Chloe, after a moment’s hesitation, shook it.

      “All right, Chloe Shaw. The odds are against you, but I’ve forwarded you for testing nonetheless. And — off the record — I wish you luck.”

      “Testing?”

      The door opened.

      Barnes nodded. “Make your next appointment with Lucia at reception. You have exactly one chance to show O what you’re made of.”
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      Her subject’s name was Logan. With the quickest glance, Chloe found she could read him like a book.

      A simmering look in his eyes and the arrogant set of his shoulders told her that Logan liked things a little rough but would never admit it. He wanted to feign being in charge, then be rebuked. He wanted to pretend he was dominant, but ultimately be subdued.

      But if Chloe let him know that she knew, her knowledge would ruin it.

      The encounter was about intention and meaning. If Logan told a partner he was seeking denial, he’d be setting an expectation — and the girl, if she was good and getting paid, would rise to meet it. This would be tantamount to putting on a show, and Chloe could see that Logan didn’t want someone to fake it. He wanted the real thing. He wanted to pretend he was in charge and be denied, but wanted it to happen organically.

      Logan didn’t want to hire a girl to please him. He wanted to find a girl who, on her own, acted precisely as he desired.

      Chloe could see all this in the way he moved, acted, held his steely blue eyes upon her. Most girls would have missed it. Chloe could see that in his eyes, too: a reluctance, because he felt that disappointment was inevitable. He’d been failed before. The knot of conflicting emotions and desires inside Logan were an endless tangle of games and puzzle boxes. No one could unlock them without asking for guidance and still get the details right.

      Except for Chloe.

      She could read him by the way he circled the specialty O device in the center of the otherwise empty room. He was feinting, waiting to see how Chloe would respond to his faked dominance. Would she submit? Or would she see him as a challenge, and push back?

      Chloe could read Logan by the way he looked down as he undressed, his hands slow on the buttons of his starched blue shirt. Another feint: He was pretending to be shy, undressing himself to rob her of the power that came with doing it for him.

      Logan wasn’t shy but he was watching her watch him, seeing her assess his apparent shyness. Chloe intuited that the correct move would be to cross the room, take over the removal of his clothes, and persist a tad forcefully when he resisted. Again: a fantasy of himself in control, with Chloe’s role being to shatter that fantasy. He craved want before denial. And there, in that crevice, Chloe would find what he desired.

      And oh, the things his clothes told her.

      Logan’s shirt was custom-tailored with buttons on the left. For over a century, that had been a hallmark of women’s clothing, but he’d had this shirt made that way because he was left-handed. But that was interesting too, because Logan now reached for her with his right hand, and cupped her breast, snaking his fingers down the smooth skin of her belly. He’d trained himself to work with a dominant right hand — something that spoke volumes about his childhood. Logan had spent a lifetime hiding who he really was. Yet he wore his true self, in that lefty-tailored shirt, for all to see.

      “I need you,” Chloe said, her tone seductive but hesitant.

      “It’s what I’m here for,” he replied, as if doing her a favor.

      Chloe had been given her choice of wardrobe, but had made her selection before meeting her audition client. She’d chosen something generic, just to play safe. It wouldn’t fit anyone’s specific fantasies but should be generally pleasing to any straight man.

      She wore a pale pink bra and panties, trimmed with lace, scooped and low in the front. Over this was a long, sheer white robe so thin it had to be a new synthetic. She hadn’t bothered to do much with her hair; Barnes’s emphasis on being herself still rang in her head. She wore little makeup and had used the few items of clothes to enhance what nature had given her, rather than falling headlong into the role of seductress. To finish the ensemble, she’d worn heels: a cliché that never went out of style.

      Chloe approached the Rocker — a high-end O product that looked like a wooden wave with controls along one side, about which she’d been told nothing at all — and bent across it. She rolled so her back pressed against the smooth surface, then arched her body and lost the robe. She ran her palms up her front, down into her panties.

      “Get up,” Logan said, watching with hungry eyes.

      “You get up.” Chloe reached for his crotch, but he backed away.

      “Stand up and strip for me.”

      “I’m not here to play games with you,” she said. “I’m here to fuck.”

      Chloe had said that just right. She could see him respond. He’d asked. She’d denied. So far, so good.

      “Come down here,” he said. “On your knees.” But his voice told Chloe something different than his words.

      She rose, crossing from the Rocker to where Logan stood near the door. When the door was closed, you couldn’t tell there was one. The room was perfectly circular, its walls a light gray like the room in which she’d had her interview with Barnes. Knowing O, and how it always managed to stay ahead of technology’s curve, the surfaces of the room were probably Crossbrace-enabled, capturing everything she and Logan were about to do. And if her suspicions were true, those surfaces could probably read her temperature to see where and how she was aroused. That mattered, for those in O’s employ. It wasn’t enough for an O girl to fake it. She had to genuinely enjoy being with her clients. So the room would hear every word — and Crossbrace AI would parse every nuance of their encounter for later analysis.

      Chloe put a hand on Logan’s chest and pushed him against the smooth, featureless wall. He pushed back, looking annoyed. But that was another feint, so she pushed harder.

      “You’re here for a job,” he said. “It’s your job to please me.”

      “Fuck first. Job second.” She pushed him again. “And I won’t suck your dick. Instead, you’ll please me.”

      His body protested. Chloe could feel swelling against her thigh.

      She stripped the rest of the way. Logan reached for his pants but Chloe slapped at his hands, her face just inches from his.

      “You don’t need that to please me,” she chided.

      “I’m in charge here.”

      But he wasn’t, of course, and didn’t actually want to be. She swallowed her retort, starting him down instead.

      Chloe took five big steps back to the room’s center and laid back on the Rocker. Contrary to its name, it didn’t rock at all. At least not yet.

      Logan came forward. Of course he did. Nobody had ever fit his fantasies quite so precisely. Chloe tingled as he knelt. In her experience, it was nearly impossible to fake full-body arousal. Some of the sex dealers sold add-ons to help — sympathetic-response lubrication generators that could be installed in the vaginal walls like nozzles in a car wash, vasodilator nanos in sensitive areas that would cause the right folds to blush and swell — but in Chloe’s mind, genuine arousal was easier and more enjoyable. Why pay an enhancement dealer good money to fake excitement? Why not get excited instead?

      As Logan began, she leaned back and exhaled, her eyes closing. Rockets blasted along the length of her spine.

      But now she wanted something more.

      Chloe sat up, her back curving into a C. She glanced at the Rocker beneath her. There was a series of controls along one side. Looking at them now, a few of their functions seemed obvious. If I wanted to create something like this, she thought, what would I make it able to do?

      She pushed a button on the right, near the side. A section of the wood between her legs became like liquid, then poured upward and semi-solidified into something resembling a large, smooth coat hook.

      “Move,” she told Logan, pushing him down further.

      She slid onto the protrusion, its curve entering her as she laid back on the Rocker.

      “Fit it to me,” she ordered. She didn’t know why she’d said it. It just felt right.

      Logan reacted without thinking, pressing a second button near the first. Too late, his eyes flickered up, as he realized what she’d said — and what he’d done.

      And in that moment, Chloe knew:

      Logan wasn’t a client at all. He worked for O, and knew exactly what the device did and how it functioned. He was already trying to pretend she hadn’t surprised the truth from him, but his face gave him away. His surprise told her something intriguing: that in all probability, the Rocker was still under wraps. Logan had goofed by revealing his knowledge of the device, and now Chloe had the upper hand.

      “Now, use the nanobots,” she said. Because of course somewhere, on a high-end O device, there’d be nanobots.

      Logan wouldn’t be fooled twice. “What?”

      Following instinct, Chloe pawed around until she found a reservoir where it would logically need to be, at her left hand, and removed a cold cylinder that looked like it might hold compressed air.

      She shoved it into Logan’s hand. “Spray it on me.”

      “What is it?” But he knew what it was. And as she writhed, he did as she’d commanded.

      In an instant, her whole body came alive.

      The protrusion was molding and changing inside her, making long, slow waves, vibrating in a hypnotic — one might say rocking — sensation. A faint scent of ozone suggested working nanos. They tingled from the inside, talking to the nanos Logan had sprayed on the outside, working in ecstatic waves of harmony. They covered all the best spots, shaking and massaging as the protrusion thrust in and out, exploring her like something alive, like nothing she’d ever felt.

      The bots seemed to scan her nerves, to know exactly what she needed to feel. They raised her to the edge, then tipped her off.

      She came hard. The device moved with her, yielding when needed, bending when required. When her orgasm passed, the Rocker seemed to know. The protrusion retracted, splashing back into its surface like a drop into water.

      Chloe met Logan’s stunned eyes, all of his arrogance gone.

      “Now you can fuck me,” she said.
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      “She’s unpracticed.”

      “All instinct.”

      “But she knew how to use the Rocker. She intuited it.”

      “Someone leaked. It’s the only way.”

      “I’m telling you: She figured it out. She summoned the proboscis, found the nano spray, and knew just where to apply the cortical enhancers once they got down to it. None of that’s on the spec sheet, if there even was a spec sheet. And Logan. Poor Logan. They sent him home because he couldn’t stop shaking. I don’t know what she did with those enhancers, but even Logan shouldn’t have had five orgasms in him. That’s not something to be ignored. We should take a chance on her.”

      The other members of the Six looked to Alexa Mathis, waiting for her to weigh in. The paused holographic recording of the new girl’s session with the tester was projected above them. The room’s edges were lined with glass-fronted booths oozing sex but the board members were dressed in formalwear, assessing pornography like a spreadsheet.

      “Alexa?” said Benson Young.

      “I’m thinking.”

      Benson sat back. His wife Charisma did the same beside him. Two peas in a pod. The Youngs were in their fifties and looked it, having opted out of aesthetic enhancement because they said the human body was beautiful in all its shapes, ages, and sizes. Alexa, who liked Benson and Charisma, thought they were hypocrites. Of all the groundbreaking erotic cinema the Youngs had ever produced, not a single one of their performers had ever been over thirty-five.

      Alexa didn’t need to watch it again. Nuances were unimportant; Chloe Shaw had read the Rocker’s operation and function as if it were an extension of her body. Few people knew the device existed, or that it employed advanced nanobot prototypes and shifting-matrix materials. Its buttons weren’t labeled. Users had trouble with mastery after a week of lessons, but Chloe had gotten it in minutes without a word of instruction.

      And based on what they’d seen of Logan, Chloe had mastered him, too.

      “Regardless of whether she’s right for what we’re seeking, she’s insanely intuitive,” Alexa said. “Logan was putty in her hands. She’d be valuable as a spa escort if she can do that with everyone.”

      “She got lucky,” Houston said.

      Charisma pointed at the holo. “Houston, that’s your most advanced toy. A Rocker. You know better than anyone that you can’t get lucky. Maybe when it’s unplugged from the network, a person could get the proboscis to extend and ride it by hitting buttons, but it was plugged in fine. You can see the response curve.”

      Charisma lifted a section of the conference table, which became a screen showing a graph and an unending log feed of nonsensical data. She rotated it toward Houston, her finger on the curve.

      “You care to tell me how this device, plugged into O’s proprietary connection to The Beam, could possibly respond as it did if Chloe wasn’t somehow asking it to? This isn’t the Crossbrace connection, you know. This is the line Quark gave us to beta their new protocol. And still she got it to sing.”

      Houston grunted. Alexa watched him, unsure why he was being stodgy. Alexa herself was far from convinced Chloe was what they were looking for, but everyone in the room knew electronics had been able to read intention to some degree since the turn of the millennium. It had been a staple of prosthetic limbs for decades.

      “So she knew it was an intuitive device,” said Olivia Gregory, the only member of the Six who had yet to weigh in. “So what? Let’s not let that mean more than it actually does.”

      “Because it’s simple and straightforward to command an intuitive device using unknown technology and materials?” Benson said.

      “Not simple, but possible,” Olivia shot back. “There are other technologies she may have used⁠—”

      “Where, Olivia?” Parker cut her off. “Chloe Shaw isn’t in the Beau Monde, on the high end of the social ladder. She’s not even Presque Beau. She’s lower-end Directorate, like her mother. She works the tables. She went to a physical school, for Christ’s sake. I’d say her socioeconomic standing places her damn near the line, well down in the lower 99 and away from anything remotely resembling intuitive technology. Xenia isn’t sending people like her prototypes of restricted tech any more than we are. She’s barely been sexually active. Do you think she has a Smart Dildo? If she has a dildo at all, it’s probably one of Houston’s old rubber ones.”

      Houston tittered, finally cracking a smile. He was a large man made for his name, dressed like a southwesterner from the previous century — back when Mexico had been a different country, before the 2020’s spate of global calamity.

      Olivia crossed her arms, pouting.  Before they’d formed O — back even before Alexa had used her influence to gather the Six — Olivia had run a chain of extremely profitable brothels catering to highest-end clients. That had been in the forties, when the fall’s aftershocks were still crippling even the North American Union. Olivia’s business had, at the time, been technically illegal. She’d been able to dodge most of the heat because domestic police were so occupied with security issues, but it had still required a fierce, almost savage individualism to stay afloat. More than Parker, Charisma and Benson, Houston, or even Alexa, Olivia had been an entrepreneur from the start — and, of the Six, she was the least comfortable making collective decisions.

      “We don’t have to hire her right now. Not even as a spa girl. But we should bring her back.” Parker looked around at the others. “You all saw the holo. Does anyone seriously object, based on that” — he pointed at the paused recording — “to giving Chloe Shaw a chance?”

      Olivia and Houston raised their hands.

      “Seriously?” said Charisma.

      “You’re being belligerent,” said Parker. “Don’t do that. Asshole moves are for assholes. Alexa brought you into the Six because you’re supposed to be forward thinkers. All of us are. We’ve disagreed on plenty, but we don’t back down because of fear, or make stupid decisions based on emotion.”

      “It’s not emotional,” said Houston.

      “You’re wrong, so you’re being defensive,” said Parker.

      “Except I’m not wrong,” Houston countered.

      “You are wrong. You manufacture, but others have always designed. That’s how this partnership has always worked. So why are you trying so hard to be the brains on this — at a time when your imprecision could choke us?”

      “Are you saying I’m dumb, Parker?”

      “Of course not. I just don’t understand the harm in keeping her in the running.”

      “She’s wrong for us, Parker,” Olivia said. “Stop focusing on the fucking Rocker. She doesn’t even have a year working the tables. Trusting our clients with her? Our very best clients? That’s stupid. So she did well with Logan. Well whoopity fuckin’ doo! Can you honestly guarantee she would never do something stupid that might damage our reputation? Just due to her youth and lack of experience? Don’t you remember why Alexa brought us together? Don’t you remember why we started this company?”

      Parker kept his face neutral, but he knew the reason, all right — and under the surface, it was deeper than what the other four knew. Alexa had always been searching; that was what had driven her. She’d searched throughout her time with Eros; she’d planned a global search with Anthony Ross before he’d bugged out and left them holding an empty bag with Turner’s old Syndicate. Even way back in Colorado in the twenty-teens, she and Parker had searched with the first version of Eros’s HALO algorithm, back when a young woman named Bridget Miller occupied the position it seemed Chloe Shaw might now be the heir of.

      So why wasn’t Alexa agreeing? After all these years, had she finally lost her will to search at the most inopportune of times?

      But Olivia, despite being one of Alexa’s oldest acquaintances, barely knew any of this. Alexa had thick armor, almost impossible to penetrate — by friends, or anyone else.

      Olivia continued.

      “O was formed because there was a vacuum the six of us could easily monopolize if we agreed to join hands. The sex industry had no dominant force. Golden fucking opportunity, right? Back before Renewal, before Clive Spooner’s moon base project when everyone got so damn excited. It wasn’t just attitudes toward global cooperation that changed when Clive built that base, you know. Attitudes about sex changed with them, with everything. And then in the downfall and reconstruction? It became even more important. Nobody had any pleasure; they were all terrified of gangs and looters and being drowned by the rising ocean. So here we are, after all that, and we could take over the goddamn world. And you want to jeopardize everything — our entire brand as an innovator, as a company that stays ten steps ahead of everyone else, as a company that only accepts the best of the best, and delivers nothing less, a hundred percent of the time — on some girl barely old enough to fuck?”

      Benson and Charisma both opened their mouths, but Alexa was nodding at Olivia.

      There was too much in the air. The conversation was no longer about Chloe. It was about the Six and their wheelbarrows of baggage.

      “She’s right,” Alexa said.

      Parker spun. “Bullshit!”

      “She’s right, Parker. We can’t risk our reputation on one girl who just happened to work a number on one of our testers and a toy. She should never have been sent in for testing.”

      “Goddammit, Alexa. You of all people should be on my side.”

      “Why me?”

      Parker eyed Alexa. The others had roundly mocked Alexa’s beliefs and her neverending quest, but they didn’t know how deep her rabbit holes went. He’d have to raise the Chloe Shaw problem in private, away from ears that had every right to hear … but never had, and never truly would.

      “I sent her up because she was intriguing,” he said instead, choosing a shallower version of what he’d wanted to say. “Did you hear her answer for why she waited so long to lose her virginity? She was⁠—”

      “Frigid?” Olivia interrupted. “Afraid? Repressed? Starry-eyed and romantic?”

      “Oh, fuck you Olivia. Don’t take your shitty childhood out on us.”

      “Don’t psychoanalyze me, Parker. Save that bullshit for your patients.” Olivia paused. “The ones you didn’t brainwash.”

      Parker took a step toward Olivia.

      Alexa raised her hands, urging them back. “Parker, you knew the criteria,” she said. “You knew Chloe Shaw’s inexperience would be a deal-breaker. We’re obligated to hear applicants who are legacies from current or past employees, but it should have been a formality. You thank her for coming, tell her she’s too young and doesn’t know enough, then send her back to the tables. If she’s especially engaging, you invite her back in a few years. You keep tabs. What you don’t do is send her up, because that only added a variable that never should have been there. You confused the situation.”

      “Regardless of whether she should have been tried or not, she was … and now we have to deal with our discovery.” Charisma stared at Olivia. “Which, I’ll remind you all, is something we’ve literally never seen.”

      Olivia and Houston opened their mouths to object. Alexa raised her hand for quiet. “Okay. Quick vote. Who says we cut her?”

      Olivia and Houston raised their hands.

      Alexa had lowered hers after getting the group’s attention but now raised it again. “And who says we push her a bit further?”

      Benson, Charisma, and Parker raised their hands. Parker’s was almost shaking; his eyes were wide and defiant.

      “Three to three. Told you we should’ve formed the Seven.”

      Benson barked laughter.

      Alexa inhaled, looked around the conference table, then slowly exhaled. “All right. I guess it won’t hurt to bring her in again for a second audition, maybe with a legit client to really test her. But just so we all understand, the burden of proof is heavily upon Miss Shaw. If she doesn’t do something that turns at least one of our nays to a yay, that’s it. Right now, I can’t imagine what she’d do … but we’ll give her one more interview to find out.”

      Olivia sighed. Parker beamed.
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      The man in the dark blue suit eyed Chloe like meat. “Do you know how much I’m paying to be with you?” he asked.

      Sitting on the bed, Chloe shook her head.

      “Nothing. You’re a freebie.”

      The man paced a half-moon around her, raising one arm and then the other to remove an expensive-looking pair of cufflinks. He’d grown up poor. He’d made his fortune himself, but he’d done it before the NAU, before Mexico and Canada had merged with the US, before the parties had formed. So while he’d done things any modern-day Enterprise member would do, he’d done them back when such a person was called a “capitalist.”

      Chloe could see it all, read it on his face and in his eyes and in the way he used his hands. A huge percentage of what a person said was communicated nonverbally, but Chloe had realized long ago that she could read those silent words as if they were written on one of the screens above the city.

      The man removed his jacket, draped it over a chair, then peeled off his tie before methodically unbuttoning his shirt.

      “You’re so damn green they let me ride you for free. Usually, a fuck at a place like this will set you back a hundred thousand credits or more. They don’t want me angry, see. They figure I’ll accept a bonus, and won’t be pissed off if you’re terrible because I didn’t pay. What they don’t understand is that for someone like me, a hundred thousand credits is nothing. I want to pay, because I know I’m getting something worth paying for. Someone poorer might clip coupons, but time matters so much more to me than money. If you’re terrible, I will be angry, and resent O for insulting me with their little perk … of someone not ripe enough for prime time.”

      Chloe barely heard his words. Instead, she studied him. Knew him.

      He had an older sibling, probably a brother, who had bullied him mercilessly. He’d never had a girlfriend growing up, but had desperately wanted one. At least one girl had laughed at him in public, and Chloe had a sneaking suspicion he’d peed his pants (again in public) when she had. That event had earned him an insulting nickname that had followed him until he was nearly an adult. And he’d been an adult for a while, Chloe knew. Despite looking thirty, he was at least sixty-five. She could hear anachronisms and vocal inflections which belied his age. He looked around a room like a man who has spent far longer than three decades looking around rooms. Older men knew they were mortal, rejuvenation treatments notwithstanding, and that awareness appeared in the way they took steps and absorbed their surroundings.

      His arms and chest were cover-model lean and his face was handsome, but despite appearing totally natural, Chloe could tell it was all the work of nanobots. His muscles were too new; they lacked the subtle muscle maturity that a man of even thirty should have. His arms were too big for his mind; he used them like they belonged to someone else.

      He was putting up an excellent front, but was transparent to Chloe. It was fitting that she was applying for a job at O, which had built its fortune on knowing more about its customers than anyone else … because Chloe, without the help of a computer network, had always been able to do exactly that.

      She stood, spanned the room, and leaned with her arms crossed against the far wall. The man had his shirt entirely off and was unbuckling his pants. He watched her until his pants were gone, then stood opposite her and waited, his firm body clad in boxers and a pair of black socks.

      She could read Parker Barnes, too, and understood the precise demeanor of those watching her. She knew what was at stake, and that no one expected her to succeed. There was little she could do to make things worse, so she rolled the dice.

      “You live alone,” she told her client. “You had a wife once; I can tell by the way your left thumb keeps going to your ring finger. She didn’t die, and you didn’t leave her. That means she left you. And judging by your reaction now, she left you in a way you found both embarrassing and traumatic. She found another lover. He was …” Chloe paused, assessing. Then she had it. “… a friend of yours. Someone you’d known forever. And even after this man took your wife, who you thought you loved but who you neglected in favor of work, you tried to remain friends. Because you had no one else. And yes, you realized at the time that it seemed pathetic. But deep down you were lost.”

      The man’s face formed a deep, ugly scowl. He suddenly looked every year of the biological age Chloe had intuited him to be. “Just who the hell do you think you are?”

      Chloe approached him. “Nobody expects me to please you,” she said, looking toward the most logical wall through which Crossbrace pickups would be watching, into the eyes of the imagined Six on the other side. “Right now, they’re considering storming in to stop me from saying more because you’re an important client with a big mouth. But they don’t need to.”

      Chloe kissed two fingers on her right hand and then touched them to the wall, imagining the arguments and chaos erupting among the watchers.

      “Because I can do things you can’t possibly imagine,” Chloe went on. “Things that will make you either forget what I’m saying now or forgive me for saying them. Parker Barnes asked what I can do. This is what I can do. I can read you. I know you’re older than you’re willing to admit. You have a least one fetish you won’t even tell the people at O, despite their reputation for accepting any perversion.”

      The man looked shocked. Still angry, but also confused.

      “There’s more.” Chloe closed the distance between them and put a single finger on the man’s broad, beautiful chest. “You are handsome, but I find you reprehensible. But it’s okay, because that’s another thing I can do: choose arousal, like a switch in my brain. Once we begin, I will beg you for more. But after it’s over, you will have to go back to being yourself, diminished in knowing I’ll never, ever touch you again. See, I am not a whore. I fuck, and I get money. I do not fuck for money. But no matter how angry what I’m saying is making you right now, I promise that when this is over, the first thing you will say to me is Thank you.”

      Chloe narrowed her eyes at the wall, imagining herself staring into the eyes of the watching Six. She smiled. They didn’t want to give her the benefit of the doubt? Fine. They’d already decided to send her off, even after she satisfied their rich client? Fine. If she couldn’t make things better, her only logical tactic was to make things worse. Because if an O girl could please a client after everything Chloe had said … well, that girl could do anything.

      “What did you just say to me?” The man looked confused more than angry. If he was here now, he had more money and power than most of the population. It had probably been a long time since anyone had dared speak to him like that.

      Chloe reached for the man’s boxers, to the lump that had failed to rise. The man slapped it away, but Chloe was undeterred. She reached again. And again the man backed away.

      “I didn’t sense homosexuality in you,” she said.

      “Fuck off.”

      “Except that one time.”

      The man was already reaching for his discarded pants. “You will never work for O again. In fact, you will never work again. I have friends who can interfere with your Shift, too. Right now, you’re looking for a cushy job with O, and that would put you in Directorate with a fixed dole. Everyone knows that’s normally the party for suckers, but in this case it’d actually be good, because your dole would be so high and you’d be secure for as long as you have it. But we can push you into Enterprise, where you’d have to make your own way, sink or swim. It’s what I did. But a whore like you? You’ll starve in a week without support.”

      Chloe pushed her client back onto the bed. He had one leg in his pants, so his feet tangled when he staggered backward. The bed caught him as he fell.

      “Oh, come on,” she said, pouting over him. “A whore like me? I’ll always be full.”

      Her hand returned to him, this time allowed to remain. Her fingers worked. Against his will, she could feel him stiffening.

      “Or maybe I have what I need to get what I want from anyone,” she added. She knelt at the edge of the bed and put her hand in his lap, her breath close to the hole in his boxers. She let her fingers trail up and down the insides of his legs. “Maybe all men are, at root, weak. Maybe you all put on a front, but will sell your nearest and dearest for a fine piece of ass.”

      “I’ve had the best girls money can buy,” the man sneered, lying back on the bed, legs hanging off its edge.

      She stood. He didn’t move, despite his anger.

      “Yes,” she said. “But I’m free.”

      He swallowed. His breath was slowing, his nervous system running its own program without consent.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Falteroy.”

      “Your first name, baby.”

      “That is my first name.”

      Chloe almost laughed. It explained so much. “That’s not what your friends call you,” she purred.

      Falteroy, who had a name that would earn a kid six wedgies before lunch, looked suddenly shocked. Of course his friends (such that he had any) didn’t call him by his official handle. Only his mother called him Falteroy. Right now, he was surely wondering why he’d given this worthless hooker his name.

      “Falls,” he said, his angry demeanor diminished. “They call me Falls.”

      Chloe only half heard him — just enough to register this less-embarrassing version of his moniker. Inside, she was adapting, becoming the detached thing she became when serving clients. It wasn’t about shame or protection. It was about keeping the hot side hot and the cool side cool, as the expression went.

      It wasn’t a good idea to mix business with pleasure. It wasn’t smart to become so lost in one thing that you forgot the other. Chloe had learned that much from a pro — from good old mom. Nicole had drawn a sharp line between work and play, then explained it to Chloe — describing how, for an escort, it was vital to split sex into piles: physical and emotional. Most escorts disassociated entirely over time, forever keeping the piles separate. The healthier way to do things was to let them cross-pollenate, and stay conscious of when they did. You couldn’t just fuck a guy and let your feelings get away from you. But you could fuck a guy … then decide if you wanted emotions to enter.

      It’s like baking, in a way, Mom had said. An amateur buys a cake mix and sees what it makes. But a pro will buy her sugar and flour and baking powder and salt separately, and mix them precisely, as needed.

      And maybe, in the end, that had been what had gone wrong with Brad. He’d wanted to have sex, but Chloe had thought she might love him. That created a problem: her first time, per her mother’s suggestion, needed to be dispassionate. It would be confusing to experience sex and love together at first — akin to mixing flour and sugar into something she couldn’t separate later. She had to experience sex fresh, without emotional entanglement, so she’d recognize it in its pure state. She had to know sex and love separately, before she could blend them.

      But at nineteen, she’d no longer been able to hold Brad off. So they’d done it anyway, and she’d kept it as mechanical as possible, always planning to try again later — once more, with feeling. But that first time had doomed them, and that had been that.

      “I want to use a rig on you,” Falls said, panting.

      “A VR rig?”

      Despite his lust, Falls managed a condescending look. “A sensory immersion rig.”

      “Why?”

      “To enhance this.”

      “You mean to provide sensory overload,” she said.

      “Yes,” he said, not realizing she was being dismissive. Then he reached for a slim vial, hidden until now in his pants. “I also have Stimulex,” he added.

      Chloe, finding her groove and settling into the detached part of herself, tried to summon a tactful way to refuse. Stimulex recirculated orgasmic contractions like a hose looped back into itself, while immersion rigs pumped in extra sensory inputs: visuals that surrounded the user, seductive voices in the ears whispering naughty things, and mnemonic triggers designed to set off physiological “burst cascades” in those conditioned to respond — as Falls clearly had been.

      But it was all more, more, more — with no thought given to better. The Stimulex. The immersion rig. Even the Rocker with its accompanying nano spray.

      Chloe pushed away the offered vial of Stimulex, then shook her head at thought of the immersion rig. “We don’t need any of that,” she told him.

      “What are you, a prude?”

      Chloe stopped moving, licked her lips, and slid her fingers across his shaft. She found the right spot and pressed it just so. Falls sighed, transported to another time and place — and not one bit the asshole he’d been on entry.

      “I’m not a prude,” Chloe told him. “I’m better.”
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      The Six sat around the conference table, couples in their sex booths writhing around the room’s edges.

      Alexa tapped her pen on the table, thinking. It was an ordinary pen, the kind that wrote on paper. Alexa had always been a writer first and foremost, and felt that in the end, writing (especially writing the spicy novels and next-level literary experiences she’d built her empire on) was about connection. Connection was always best when it was skin on skin, like fingers against the cool surface of an ink pen. She wanted to remember that, even today, even as she presided over O and had mostly back-burnered her books.

      Her job now, as then, was to make the customer feel. Crossbrace — and especially the coming Beam network — would open new doors in sexuality. But in the end everything came down to the business of feeling.

      “I told you,” said Parker, nodding at the recording of Chloe and the notoriously difficult Falls Hartford.

      Alexa shook her head.

      “What … You’re not convinced?” Parker asked.

      “Oh, I’m convinced. I just can’t believe it. Olivia? Houston? Do you think she’s the one?”

      The board members turned silently toward Alexa, and she instantly saw her mistake. She’d chosen her words without thinking, letting a long-repressed desire return to the surface.

      And now everyone knew it.

      She wanted to snatch her question back, but it was too late. Houston was giving her a patronizing grin. Olivia, who’d known her longer than the others, at least understood.

      “‘The one.’” Olivia recited.

      Alexa scrambled. “I meant, the one for us. Is there a chance she’s fit to be one of our spa escorts?”

      Parker sniggered.

      Olivia’s gaze stayed unbroken. “That’s not what you said.”

      “You know what I mean,” Alexa snapped.

      “That’s the problem, Alexa,” said Olivia. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “What does she mean?” asked Charisma.

      “Oh, you know,” Olivia continued. “Just Alexa with her avatar shit again. Her anthroposophic chosen one. Not that I had a problem with it back in the teens, before you botched things with the Syndicate.”

      Alexa bristled. “The Syndicate’s plan was complicated and you know it.”

      “It made sense from a business perspective, back then.” Olivia looked around at the others as if conveying a fireside story. “‘Build an avatar, then sell it.’ The Syndicate will control biggest and most valuable dataset in the world, you used to crow. But then it all became something else for you, didn’t it? I wouldn’t know. I lost interest when it stopped being about market share.”

      “Wait,” Charisma said to Olivia. “Is that what she’s talking about? The avatar?” She turned to Alexa, but rather than being irritated like Olivia, Charisma looked almost sympathetic — as if Alexa were slow, and Charisma were simply trying to help her. “Alexa, we’ve been through this.”

      Alexa looked at Parker, because he alone truly understood the issue. But of course he wouldn’t help her and risk getting them both in trouble.

      “Let’s move on,” Alexa said.

      But Charisma was relentless. “Alexa … we’ve been hearing about your ‘avatar’ for over thirty years.”

      “Over forty,” Olivia interjected, “for those of us who knew her before the fall.”

      “That’s not what I was talking about.” Again, Alexa’s eyes caught Parker’s. She hadn’t stopped searching, of course, and he knew it. But it had been more than five years since she’d breathed a word about it to the Six, having decided it was simpler to feign quiet and conspire only with Parker than to open herself to mockery — especially after her last unprofitable diversion.

      “You have to let this go,” Benson said. “This silly quest of yours.”

      “She’s never let it go,” Olivia said. “Not when she almost got booted from Eros after the Trevor’s Harem experiment. Not when she and Parker finally did get booted after the⁠—”

      Alexa slapped a palm on the table.

      Olivia stopped speaking, and Alexa bored her eyes into the other woman’s. Alexa didn’t really have friends, but Olivia was the closest thing. Parker was something else — a partner in crime, perhaps, or a sidekick.

      From one old acquaintance to the other, Alexa sent a silent message: I let it go. Now it’s time for you to do the same.

      Olivia sighed and sat back. Alexa met everyone’s gaze, one by one, willing the room back to order. Then she said what she’d honestly meant to, before the Freudian slip had betrayed her:

      “Do you think Chloe Shaw might be spa escort material?” She shot another hard glare at Olivia. “And … potential commercial value to the company, if the asset is properly trained and conditioned?”

      The table murmured.

      “Olivia? Any thoughts on that, since you ‘lose interest when things stop being about market share’?”

      Olivia rolled her eyes, arms crossed.

      Houston, either brave enough to break the stalemate or simply oblivious, shrugged. “I don’t know if I’d go that far … yet. But the girl has promise. I’m convinced enough to give her a try.”

      Olivia shook her head. “Falls Hartford. I can’t believe it. The man is the biggest asshole on our roster. He treats the top girls like street walkers, but this girl practically had him begging. How?”

      “Every person has a weak spot,” Parker said. “The trick is figuring out what it is. So: how did she find his? I’m as baffled as you are. She knew what Logan wanted. Fine; he’s not complicated, and she pressed all the right spots. But she didn’t just fuck Hartford’s dick. She fucked his mind.”

      “Fucked his mind is right,” said Houston, laughing.

      Alexa refrained from telling Houston to cool it. They were alone, and none of them particularly liked the world’s Hartfords. They had the money; they were the Beau Monde sitting atop the NAU
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