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Okay. 

I think I’d better catch you all up. 

My name is Chelsea Baylor.  

A couple months ago I was your typical college girl in her early twenties, doing the usual college student stuff—classes and parties and boys and friends. I and my best friend Helen Park had grown up together, done everything together, including going to college together. True BFFs. 

In the past several weeks, we started doing something else together. 

We joined a sex club called “The Extra Credit Society.” Long story short, our physics professor, the impressively sexy Doctor John Warner, thought he’d caught us cheating. So he gave us a way to make up for it. The way we made up for it was to join his and his wife Chantal’s sex club, along with various other students. 

Including my boyfriend. Did I forget to mention that yet? My boyfriend Cameron was on our college’s basketball team, and it turned out that he—and the entire team—was already in the Society, when Helen and I joined. And, wonder of wonders... I wasn’t jealous. Neither was he. Joining a sex club will teach you things about yourself. For one thing, I found out Helen and I liked girls. And Cameron liked boys. I preferred men and he still preferred women, but we were all definitely switch-hitters. That was awesome to find out, by the way. Believe me, if ever find out you’re... bisexual, pan-sexual, whatever you want to call it, variety is most definitely the spice of life. That’s the kind of spice people used to fight wars over. 

Then Chantal and John gave Helen and Cam and I homework—find a new member for the Society. Cam and I found a perfect girl for the Extra Credit Society—Chastity Wright, nineteen years old, gorgeous face, lithe athletic body, horny and down for anything. Helen’s recruit was a little more intriguing—the head of our university’s English department, Doctor Kate Barton. That was all well and good—she was late thirties and a total MILF—but her husband somehow found out about the Society. 

Needless to say, he wasn’t quite as accepting as Cam and I had been. 

So the Warners told me to take care of it, to figure out some way to make Phil Barton get over his jealousy. So I did the only thing I thought would do it—I fucked his brains out. Needless to say, that worked like a charm. 

Phil Barton was not only okay with his wife being in the Extra Credit Society, but now he wanted to join. Apparently I was pretty good at this sex thing. 

But Chantal... Chantal Warner. Where to even begin. For starters, she was easily the sexiest person I had ever met in person, man or woman, in my life. For another thing, she had been dropping hints to me for weeks about how she had all these mysterious “connections” that I might be interested in. Then Doctor Warner had told me she was from one of the wealthiest families in France, and she was connected to powerful people that even he—her damned husband—didn’t know about. But people she wanted to connect me with. 

Two months ago, I was Chelsea Baylor, average everyday college student. 

Now, I’m Chelsea Baylor, sitting in a rooftop lounge. 

It was at the Warners’ house in the hills. I was in a plush, comfortable chair, beside the gas-lit stone fireplace, and Chantal Warner sat across from me. The cabernet in the glass I was holding tasted absurdly expensive, even to my admittedly uneducated palette. The city was a glittering sea before us, mirrored seemingly perfectly by the starry night above. 

I had no idea where Doctor Warner was, if he was even home. Did it matter? He had made it clear that Chantal was the master of their particular relationship. Sitting there across from me in a casual black skirt and blouse, sipping her wine so dark red it almost seemed black, she seemed the master of many things. 

Chantal smiled at me. “I’m glad you could make it,” she said, sipping her wine. “I’m not keeping you from anything... terribly pressing, am I?”

Like what? Papers I have to write? Idiot friends I need to text, about idiot parties? Everything in my life seemed so inconsequential, so unimportant, next to this beautiful, powerful creature I was sitting beside. 

“No,” I said, returning her smile in a way that I hoped didn’t show how intimidated I was. “Not really.”

Chantal uncrossed her legs and folded them over the other direction. “I’m glad to hear it,” she said, staring out across the city. She was watching me from the corner of her eye. Watching me turn red, as I watched her cross those unbelievably sexy legs. Goddammit, why am I blushing? This woman and I had fucked each other on multiple occasions. She and I had literally had our faces buried in each other’s crotches before. And yet she still had the ability to make me feel shy. 

“That was excellent work with Mister Barton,” she said. “Well done. I was very impressed. And so were... others.”

Others. I was starting to get irritated by the vagueness. “Who?” I asked her. “I don’t want to hear another word, until you tell me who.”

If anything, Chantal seemed pleased to see me show a little spine. She sipped her cabernet again and, setting it down, she stared out at the sea of city-lights for a while before responding. 

“Do you... actually believe, that the things you hear from the news media are true?” She drained her wine glass, and filled it again from the bottle sitting on the edge of the stone fireplace. “That when world leaders interact in a certain way, they are reporting to you the truth of those interactions? That there are world leaders in the modern world who, for instance, make decisions based on, for instance, religious conviction? Or that there are still countries that don’t regularly talk to each other?”

“I- um...” Yeah, I was speechless. That wasn’t really what I’d expected her to start with. “I- I don’t...”

“You’ve never really thought about it.”

“No,” I said, my ears burning with embarrassment. “I guess not.”

“There’s a whole... façade, constructed over the face of reality, Chelsea,” Chantal said, staring out across the city lights. “A façade without which, society would quite rapidly collapse. It is... shadows dancing on the cave wall. The puppets of a puppet show. All most people ever see, all they care to see, are the puppets. It unnerves most people to notice the strings. Blissful ignorance is preferable to most people. They go on about their day, working, eating, sleeping, fucking, going to Disneyland on the weekends, happy to be unaware. That state is ideal for most people. They prefer the puppets. But we do not.”

“And who are you, then?”

Smiling, Chantal sipped her wine, and looked at me. “We are the puppetmasters.”

I felt a chill. Maybe it was just the wind. 

“There is a hierarchy, to this world,” Chantal went on. “A hierarchy to society. There always has been. It shifts now and again of course. Perhaps the church will rise for a while and then lose its influence, kingdoms come and go, Fortune 500 companies do the same... but we are forever above it all. The top of the food chain. We always have been, for longer than you can imagine. And we work very hard to stay there. You’ve never heard of us because we are very, very good at what we do. You will never hear of us, unless we wish you to.”

My head was spinning, as I struggled for words. “What does this have to do with me?”

“Well you’re hearing about us, because we wish you to,” said Chantal. “You’re being invited to join us. To become an apex predator.”

We both fell silent. I steadfastly, carefully, avoided eye contact by staring out across the sea of city lights. The only sound was the wind. 

This sounded like one hundred percent, batshit loony delusions of grandeur. Straight-up lizard people nonsense. And yet... what if it wasn’t? What was I going to do, just go back to being some sorority girl college student? Classes, and parties with friends on the weekends? Could I live the rest of my life, knowing the opportunity I had turned down? Turned down without even exploring what it was? Could I live with never knowing?

“You’re thinking,” Chantal said, tracing the rim of her wine glass with one finger. The color of her nail polish mirrored the color of the cabernet. “You’re thinking right now that this sounds like madness. You’re considering looking for the hidden cameras, because this must be some TV prank or something.”

I thought for a moment, and then I laughed quietly, casting a side-eye at her. “Wouldn’t you be?”

Chantal Warner smiled a predator’s smile. I realized two things, just then. The first of those things was that, much to my surprise, I believed her. I considered myself an extremely skeptical person in general. I didn’t believe in one single thing you would consider to be a conspiracy theory. Throughout the course of my normal life, you’d consider me to be pretty level-headed. 

And yet I believed her. That was the first thing. 

The second thing I realized was this: Chantal Warner knew I believed her. 

Given that, the next words she spoke surprised me. 

“You don’t need to take me on faith,” she said, in that lyrical French accent. “Take out your phone.”

I did as I was told. “Now pull a stock market website,” she said. “There are a great many which update in real time. Any among them will do. Choose a company name at random, and tell me which one you chose.”

Having no idea where she was going with this, I said: “Ekeinos Digital Products.”

Chantal picked up her own phone and dialed a number. “Who are you calling?” I asked her. 

“Shanghai.” And then she began to speak in perfectly accented Mandarin Chinese. I tried to keep my jaw off the floor, as I heard a man speaking to her on the other end of the
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