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THE RAMEN HAD GONE cold twenty minutes ago. Sofi Riest still sat cross-legged on the couch, staring at her laptop like it had personally betrayed her. The blue glow from the screen painted her apartment in a dull, artificial haze — the kind of light that made everything look more tired than it already was. Which, honestly, matched the vibe.

Her apartment in Los Angeles wasn’t messy exactly. It was just... exhausted. A half-folded blanket slumped on the armrest. Three empty iced matcha cups crowded the coffee table. A ring light leaned against the wall like it had given up on life.

On the television across the room, a paused frame from the rough cut of her latest short-form series glared back at her.

Episode 6.
Runtime: 3:02.
Status: Not good enough.
Sofi dragged a hand through her hair.

“Okay,” she muttered to the empty apartment. “Let’s not panic.”

She didn’t need to look to know who it was.

Elena Vasquez — her boss — had the supernatural ability to send messages at exactly the moment Sofi’s brain started shutting down.

Sofi clicked the notification.

Elena: Need the revised cut tonight. Platform wants it before morning algorithm cycle.

Sofi leaned her head back against the couch and stared at the ceiling.

“Of course they do.”

Because the algorithm never slept. The platform wanted fresh romantic content every week. Bite-sized love stories engineered for maximum engagement: three minutes, emotional hook in the first eight seconds, cliffhanger by the end.

Millions of viewers.

Millions of opinions.

Millions of comments like:

“This feels fake.”
“Why don’t people fall in love like this in real life?”
Sofi let out a humorless laugh.

“Yeah,” she said to the empty room. “Why don’t they?”

Her laptop chimed again. A dating app notification. She’d forgotten the stupid thing was still open. She picked up her phone anyway — because apparently self-destructive habits came free with a creative career.

MatchFlow

Three new matches. She opened the first profile. A shirtless guy holding a fish.

Swipe left.

Second. A finance bro smiling next to a Lamborghini that definitely wasn’t his.

Swipe left.

Third. Bio: Entrepreneur. Visionary. Crypto investor.

Sofi snorted.

Swipe left.

She tossed the phone onto the couch.

“Romance is dead.”

Silence filled the apartment again. Outside her window, the city hummed faintly. Cars somewhere in the distance. Music leaking from a neighbor’s balcony. But inside her apartment it was just the hum of electronics and the soft glow of screens.

Work. Scroll. Sleep.

Repeat.

Sofi poked at the ramen with her chopsticks, then gave up and set it aside. Her eyes drifted back to the editing timeline on her laptop.

Scene 12.

The couple kissed under neon lights. Fake as hell. She’d spent the last four years producing romance content for the internet. She knew exactly how the illusion worked.

A kiss at exactly the moment the music swelled. People watched it and believed in love again. Meanwhile Sofi went home to an apartment full of blue light and instant noodles.

Her phone buzzed again. This time a text. The name on the screen made her stomach tighten before she even read it.

Ryan Caldwell

Sofi stared at it for three seconds. Then she opened the message.

Ryan: Saw your show trending again. Still working yourself to death?

Her jaw clenched.

Two years since the breakup and he still texted like they were casual acquaintances. Sofi typed back before she could stop herself.

Sofi: I prefer “thriving career woman.”

Three dots appeared.

Then:

Ryan: You were always intense like that.

The word hit harder than she expected.

Intense.

That was Ryan’s favorite way to describe her near the end.

You’re amazing, Sofi, but you’re just... a lot.
You focus too much on work.
Relationships need balance.
Her mind flickered back to that night two years ago. Rain against the restaurant windows. Ryan leaning back in his chair, looking tired.

“I just don’t think I can compete with your job,” he’d said.

Sofi had laughed then — a brittle sound.

“It’s not a competition.”

“It feels like one.”

She remembered the exact moment something inside her chest cracked.

“You make everything about work,” he’d continued. “You’re always chasing the next project.”

“And you’re always waiting for me to slow down,” she’d snapped back.

Ryan sighed.

“I just want a normal relationship.”

Back in her apartment, Sofi locked her phone screen and tossed it aside.

“Yeah,” she muttered. “That worked out great.”

She stood and carried the ramen bowl to the sink. Cold noodles slid into the trash. The kitchen light flickered slightly — another thing she’d meant to fix but hadn’t had time for.

Her laptop chimed again. Another notification. This time from her email.

Subject line:

PlayPerfect VR — Your Perfect Boyfriend, On Demand

Sofi paused.

“Wow,” she said slowly. “That’s subtle.”

Curiosity tugged at her anyway. She wiped her hands on a towel and opened the email. The screen filled with sleek marketing graphics. A couple standing under glowing city lights. The tagline beneath them read:

Love shouldn’t be complicated.

Sofi scoffed.

“Sure.”

She kept reading anyway.

PlayPerfect VR is the world’s most advanced romantic simulation platform. Our adaptive AI partners learn your preferences to create emotionally authentic relationships tailored specifically to you.

Below that:

Choose your archetype:

— The Charmer
— The Rebel
— The Sweetheart
Sofi raised an eyebrow.

“You’re kidding.”

Another paragraph scrolled into view.

Experience dates, conversation, chemistry, even touch through full sensory VR synchronization.

Her fingers hovered over the trackpad. At the bottom of the email, bold text glowed softly.

FIRST MONTH FREE

A tiny laugh escaped her.

“Of course it is.”

She leaned back in her chair, studying the page. Logically, she knew it was ridiculous.

An AI boyfriend?

But then again...

She’d spent the last hour swiping through men holding fish and cryptocurrency portfolios. The bar was already pretty low. And if she was being honest with herself—

She missed the feeling. The flutter. The warmth of someone looking at you like you mattered. Her eyes drifted around the apartment.

Empty couch.

Silent kitchen.

Blue light everywhere.

“Okay,” Sofi said.

Her voice sounded small in the quiet room.

“Just curiosity.”

She clicked the link.

A sleek signup page opened.

Create Your Perfect Experience

Name:

Sofi typed automatically.

Sofia Riest

Age:

	


Preferences:

Three sliders appeared.

Charming
Intense
Sweet
Sofi tilted her head.

“Why choose?”

She pushed all three halfway up.

Next page.

Select environment style

— Luxury
— Adventure
— Cozy
Her mouth twitched. She chose Luxury. Why not? If she was going to try a fake boyfriend, he might as well be dramatic about it.

Next:

Emotional pacing

— Slow burn
— Balanced
— Instant chemistry
Sofi laughed softly.

“Instant chemistry sounds exhausting.”

She chose Balanced. Finally the subscription page appeared.

PlayPerfect Premium — First Month Free

Her finger hovered over the confirm button. A tiny voice in her head whispered:

This is pathetic.

Another voice replied:

It’s free.

And honestly? She was tired. Tired of pretending work filled every empty space in her life. Tired of pretending she didn’t miss romance. Even fake romance. Sofi exhaled slowly.

“Fine,” she murmured.

Click.

Subscription Activated

A new message appeared.

Your first experience is ready.

Her heart did a weird little flip. This was ridiculous. Completely ridiculous. And yet... She stood and walked to the small shelf beside the couch. The VR headset sat there, still in its box from a promotional package the company had sent months ago.

She’d never bothered trying it. Sofi picked it up. The device felt heavier than she expected. Sleek black visor. Soft interior padding. The kind of expensive tech that promised to change your life.

She sank back onto the couch, turning it over in her hands. Her apartment was silent except for the distant city noise. Work deadline. Emails waiting. Editing timeline still unfinished. But for once... She didn’t want to think about work.

She slipped the headset over her eyes.

Darkness.

Then the system booted. Soft music filled her ears. Light bloomed slowly in front of her. A glowing interface hovered in the void. Elegant silver text appeared.

PlayPerfect

Below it, a message unfolded.

Initializing Romantic Simulation...

Her pulse quickened unexpectedly.

“Wow,” she whispered.

The graphics were gorgeous. A ripple of light spread across the screen like water. Then the final message appeared.

Welcome to your fantasy, Sofi.

And suddenly, despite the quiet apartment around her. Sofi Riest felt less alone than she had all night.
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KAI NAKAMURA BELIEVED in three things when debugging VR systems:

	Coffee.

	Silence.

	Not being forced into morning meetings.


Unfortunately, today had already violated two of them. The third was still pending. The PlayPerfect development floor buzzed with the low hum of servers and the occasional clack of keyboards. Screens glowed everywhere—debug logs, VR environment maps, neural response data scrolling in tidy green columns.

Kai sat at his workstation in the corner, shoulders slightly hunched, dark hair falling across his eyes as he stared at the code running across his monitor.

A bug. Somewhere inside the sensory feedback loop. He rubbed his temple.

“Come on,” he muttered quietly.

The VR environment simulator flickered on the second screen—an empty ballroom rendering itself in elegant loops of digital light. Chandeliers. Marble floors. Silk curtains animated by a nonexistent breeze.

Everything perfect. Except the haptic synchronization. Kai typed another line of code. The system recalculated. A soft chime sounded. He leaned back slightly, studying the results.

Across the office someone laughed loudly. Kai barely registered it. He had been working on PlayPerfect’s emotional response mapping for almost six months now. The goal was simple in theory and ridiculously complicated in practice:

Make simulated affection feel real.

Heart-rate synchronization.

Temperature mapping.

Micro-delay correction for simulated touch.

Most engineers treated VR romance as a novelty feature. Kai treated it like physics. Because if the timing was even slightly wrong, people felt it. A half-second delay between voice tone and touch feedback could break the illusion instantly.

And illusions were fragile. His screen blinked again. New meeting reminder.

Kai sighed.

Hybrid Collaboration Sync — Creative Team
10:00 AM
He checked the time.

9:58.

He reached for his coffee.

Still hot. One small mercy.

The meeting room on the tenth floor had floor-to-ceiling glass walls that made it feel like a fish tank. Kai took the chair near the end of the table—the one farthest from the center of attention. His laptop opened automatically to the project dashboard. Across the table, Elena Vasquez was already talking.

“...the platform wants the VR romance pilot integrated with Sofi’s short-form series. Emotional engagement metrics need to feel organic, not scripted.”

Kai half-listened while scanning the shared document. Then the door opened. And Sofi Riest walked in. Kai immediately stopped reading.

He wasn’t sure when exactly his brain had started reacting to Sofi like this—maybe two years ago when their teams first collaborated—but the result was always the same. Temporary system crash.

Sofi slid into the empty seat across the table, dropping her bag beside the chair. Her hair was slightly messy like she’d run a hand through it too many times. Dark circles faintly shadowed her eyes. But she still somehow looked... bright. Like she carried energy even when exhausted. Kai noticed details automatically.

Today she wore a loose charcoal sweater and dark jeans. And—

Iced matcha.

The cup sat on the table in front of her. Kai’s brain registered the observation instantly and filed it into the long list of completely useless information he knew about Sofi Riest.

Favorite drink: iced matcha.

Favorite lunch: spicy ramen from the truck downstairs.

Habit when stressed: tapping her pen against the table.

Right on cue—

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Sofi looked up at the projection screen.

“Okay,” she said. “So how impossible is this VR integration idea on a scale from one to catastrophic?”

Elena gestured toward Kai.

“Our lead engineer can answer that.”

Kai blinked.

Now everyone was looking at him. He cleared his throat slightly.

“It’s not impossible.”

Pause.

Everyone waited. Kai mentally scrolled through several possible explanations. His brain chose the least helpful one.

“It’s... complicated.”

Sofi leaned her elbow on the table.

“That’s engineer for ‘we’ll suffer but survive,’ right?”

A couple people chuckled. Kai’s mouth twitched slightly.

“Something like that.”

She tilted her head, studying him. There was always something slightly teasing about the way Sofi looked at him. Like she expected him to say something interesting and was mildly disappointed when he didn’t. Kai opened his laptop to show the simulation map.

“We’re refining emotional response algorithms,” he explained. “If your series wants interactive romantic scenes, the VR system has to anticipate user behavior.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the AI partner needs to react naturally.”

Sofi leaned forward to look at the screen. And that was when it happened. Kai reached for his coffee. At the exact same time Sofi reached across the table to grab a document.

Their arms bumped. Coffee splashed directly onto Sofi’s desk tablet. For a moment nobody moved. Kai stared at the spreading brown stain like his brain had forgotten how gravity worked.

“Oh—”

Too late. Sofi looked down at the wet tablet. Then up at him. Kai braced for impact. She stared at him for exactly two seconds. Then—

“...nice aim, engineer boy.”

Relief washed through the room in quiet laughter. Kai exhaled slowly.

“I can fix it.”

He grabbed a stack of napkins from the center of the table and carefully wiped the tablet. Sofi watched him, arms crossed now, amusement dancing in her eyes.

“You debugging my desk too now?”

Kai finished drying the screen.

“Part of the service package.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Premium subscription?”

His brain stalled again.

“...first month free.”

The table erupted in laughter.

“Wow. You do have jokes.”

Kai sat back down, slightly embarrassed.

“I regret everything I just said.”

“Too late,” Sofi said cheerfully. “It’s documented.”

Elena clapped once.

“Great. Now that we’ve baptized the technology with caffeine, can we continue?”

The meeting resumed. But Kai’s attention drifted. Because Sofi kept smiling faintly at him. And for some reason that felt... dangerous.

The meeting ended forty minutes later. People filtered out of the room in clusters. Kai packed his laptop quietly. He almost made it to the door unnoticed.

“Hey.”

Sofi’s voice stopped him. He turned. She leaned against the table, holding the now-empty matcha cup.

“Next time,” she said, “try spilling coffee on someone less important.”

Kai blinked.

“You’re important?”

“Obviously.”

He considered that.

“Statistically speaking, yes.”

She laughed. The sound was warm and easy, like sunlight slipping through a window.

“You’re weird, Kai.”

“I’m efficient.”

“Debatable.”

She walked past him toward the door. Then paused.

“Thanks for saving the tablet, by the way.”

“Reflex.”

She studied him again for a second. There was something thoughtful in her expression now. Like she was trying to figure him out.

“See you at the next crisis meeting,” she said.

Then she disappeared down the hallway. Kai stood there a moment longer than necessary. His brain replayed the conversation like a faulty recording.

By afternoon the office had settled into its usual rhythm. Kai put his headphones on and reopened the PlayPerfect development console.

Debugging mode.

Lines of system logs streamed down the screen.

User behavior patterns.

AI dialogue responses.

Emotion simulation testing.

PlayPerfect had officially launched two weeks ago. The numbers were... impressive. Thousands of users already. Most people used the app for curiosity. Some stayed longer.

Kai tried not to think too hard about what that meant. Because part of him believed the technology was fascinating. And another part quietly wondered if teaching people to fall in love with code was maybe—

A little sad.

He pushed the thought away. A notification blinked on the developer dashboard. New User Registration. Kai opened the log automatically. He scanned the data.

Account ID: PP-984221

Location: Los Angeles

Preferences Selected:

— Charming
— Intense
— Sweet
Kai paused.

Most users leaned heavily toward one archetype. This one had chosen all three. He continued reading.

Environment Style: Luxury

Emotional Pacing: Balanced

Kai leaned back slightly. The AI configuration engine had already started building the partner profile.

Primary Match Generated:

Liam Hayes — The Charmer

Kai watched the neural response model assemble itself in real time. Voice tone calibrated. Body language parameters set. Romantic dialogue library loaded. Everything functioning perfectly. Another data field appeared.

User initials:

S.R.

Kai frowned slightly. Probably coincidence. He opened the live session preview. The system rendered the environment. A ballroom. Golden lights. Music beginning softly. Then the avatar appeared.

The user had already logged in. Kai couldn’t see her face from this interface—only the VR placeholder silhouette. But he watched the AI partner approach her. Liam Hayes bowed slightly. The script engine triggered its first line.

“Good evening.”

Kai studied the interaction data for a moment. The system worked flawlessly. Touch synchronization stable. Voice recognition perfect. Emotion mapping smooth. Exactly as designed.

Still—

Something about watching it made his chest feel... strange. He minimized the preview window. It was just another user. Just another simulation. Still anonymous.

Kai closed the dashboard tab. But not before the system logged the session.

User: S.R.
Session 01 initiated.
And somewhere across Los Angeles. Sofi Riest was stepping into a perfect digital romance. Without either of them knowing. Yet.
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