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CHAPTER ONE




October 7, 2034 — Voyos Island




Nicole looked into Clive’s eyes and said, “Tell me how you want it.” 

“Lick it. From the underside. Long strokes.” 

Nicole licked. 

“Now look up at me when you do it.” 

Nicole rolled her eyes up, tongue still moving. Her dark brown hair was cut into bangs, so the rest could hang in her face without blocking her vision. She wasn’t sold on the bangs, but Clive seemed to like them. And he loved how they allowed her big blue eyes to stay on him while she did her business. 

“Are you getting hot?” 

“No.” She moved her tongue around the shaft, now firming and digging into the ridges around the edge. Liquid ran from the tip, drizzling down the sides. That was how it was with popsicles. If you played around with them too much rather than sucking up and down their length with your lips, they made a mess all over your hand — a phenomenon Nicole was intimately familiar with. “It’s actually making me kind of cold.” 

They were sitting on the main pool deck, Nicole in a white two-piece that managed to make her relatively pale skin look tan. The suit was much less revealing than it could have been. At most of the Voyos pools, everyone was topless or entirely nude. But this pool was nearest the bar and served the best drinks, and it was the unofficial “temptation” area. 

Although never explicitly stated, convention dictated that bathers dressed modestly despite the fact that the compound, run by the Wellness Spa amid heavy bribes to keep the law away, had been built to indulge carnal pleasures. It was a mild form of masochism — sitting clothed in the middle of a sex paradise, restricted from overt displays of hedonistic affection. Supposedly, the denial of sexual pleasure was a sure way to heighten it. And for Nicole — no stranger to selling her body in the most delightful, if technically illegal, ways — it worked. 

“Shame. Perhaps you could find somewhere warmer to put it.” Clive’s voice, owing to his elegant English accent, sounded well-behaved, but the tent in his trunks gave him away. Nicole wanted to reach into those trunks and feel his hot cock, but this was the modesty pool, and denial was the game. 

“Like laying it in the sun?” Nicole batted her lashes. 

“Or perhaps you could put it into a hot, tight space.” 

“Good idea.” Nicole rolled to her side, laid the popsicle on her towel-draped lawn chair, and slowly fell back so that she was sitting on it. 

Clive’s cheeks puffed with laughter. 

Nicole met his eyes, affecting innocence. 

“Okay,” she said, her affect breaking, voice returning to something less schoolgirlish. Nicole had a sexy husk to her voice and had to pitch it near falsetto to sound as naïve as her character. “I have to bail on my ill-planned joke. This is actually really cold.” 

She rolled to her side, fished out the Rocket Pop, and tossed it onto the table. Within 30 seconds, an attendant walked over, picked up the melting treat, and wiped the table clean. 

“That’s going to leave a stain all over your suit.” Clive snickered. 

“It’s the spa’s suit.” 

“I’d like to stain that suit.” 

Back to naïve schoolgirl: “Hush. I’m not that kind of girl.” 

Nicole reached across him for her sunblock and accidentally brushed his rod on the way. Clive grunted. 

She pulled the sunblock back and squeezed it into her palm.Since the environmental upheaval, the sun was intense even in the early morning hours. But Nicole, like all of Voyos’s escorts and their families, had received permanent UV treatment. The lotion was simply kindling to his fire. 

Nicole rubbed it on her arms, shoulders, flat stomach, and up under and around her fabric-covered breasts. After covering everything visible, she told Clive to turn around, then fiddled with her top to make sure she’d gotten everything that didn’t, precisely speaking, need getting. 

Clive nodded to get her attention. 

His cock, under his trunks, seemed to pulse with his heartbeat. 

“How about …” He ticked his head toward his crotch. “You know.” 

Nicole smiled. Clive had paid a large sum to hire her for the weekend, but his polite manner in asking for her favor wasn’t even part of their restraint pool play. That was how he always was. Clive had hired an escort but treated her like a girlfriend. He liked his sex red hot and was always highly experimental and adventurous once things got going, but he never insisted on anything while they were clothed. Once a girl was for-sure interested, anything went. Until then, Clive was ever the gentleman. 

Nicole wanted to keep playing. There were only so many ways to keep sex fresh on Voyos. The outside world had become bashful about sexuality in the years following humanity’s brush with extinction, but Voyos was everything the outside world wasn’t. You could fuck in every position, in every hole on every person, and could do it in the middle of a group of cheering onlookers. 

It was desensitizing in a way. Sex was sex was sex, Nicole sometimes thought. How did Wellness possibly plan to push it further and make it better? They had fun toys, but there was only so much a toy could practically do. It could go in. It could vibrate. Men could thrust into you and they could come. Really, the only way to twist things back and make the same-old enticing was to increase the build-up, and make it seem hard-fought and special. 

“We can’t do that here” She looked around, half reverting to schoolgirl mode but keeping her voice at its normal timbre. The pool was filled with well-behaved people, fantastic bodies in sensible swimwear, with nary an inappropriate touch. It could have been a hotel pool 15 years ago, before the fall, when Nicole had swum at Holiday Inns while on vacation with her parents. “This is the good pool.” 

“Let’s go back to the cabana.” 

Now his eyes looked hungry. This man hadn’t hung the moon, but he’d stuck a massive radio telescope and a research base on it, and then managed to get the world’s hands rowing their oars as one. He’d once been embraced by the planet and was still beloved by the USA, Mexico, and Canada, and yet right here and now, Nicole was holding all of his strings. 

She should feel more confident, and she should pull him around by those strings. But Clive Spooner could have any woman he wanted, and Nicole knew that although she was a high-class spa girl, she was only a hire to him. Clive swore up and down that she wasn’t, but it was difficult to believe — his gallant efforts to “date” her outside of their sexual shenanigans notwithstanding. 

“I mean it. This is the good pool. I want to stay here.” 

“I can’t finger you here.”

Their chairs were very close, the frames touching. Clive could finger her here, slip his fingers up under the lip of her bottoms and …

She should stop. 

There was a fine line between teasing Clive and denying something they both wanted, and right now she felt equally eager. 

The trick was to find the perfect balance between want and reward. Specifically, she wanted him to want her — and not just for the soft, wet folds of flesh under her bikini bottoms. Without being asked, he’d volunteered what he liked most about Nicole: her senses of playfulness, fun, and intelligence. 

But then again, didn’t you always have to tell the pretty girl she was smart before you fucked her, even when it was bullshit?

His hand moved onto her bare leg, just beside the V of her suit, as if he’d been reading her mind. 

“You’re right; you can’t. Move that hand, mister.” 

Clive closed his eyes and laid back on his chair, keeping his hand where it was. The sun was warm, but Clive’s hand on her upper thigh, rolling toward the inside, was warmer. 

“Nah.” 

“It’s inappropriate.”

“Then if you do anything similar,” he said, “you’d better not get caught.” 

Nicole looked around the pool area, then down at her body, glistening with a thin sheen of sweat. The unnecessary lotion was ripe in her nostrils. Her hand was slick with it, and she thought about all the skin that Clive hadn’t rubbed down himself. Particularly the bits the sun wasn’t seeing. 

There were plenty of others around the pool, but she and Clive had retreated to a small alcove. You could see into the alcove fine, but few people were going to. They’d have to walk up right in front of them and stare. And really … this was Voyos. The whole thing, even in play, was a farce. Twin desires warred in her mind: to elongate the game and play by the rules or to elongate Clive’s cock and play with it instead. 

“We’re not supposed to do those kinds of things here.” Nicole’s hand hadn’t gotten the memo — it was on his muscular belly, just above the top edge of his trunks. His team had invented many amazing things on that moon base once out of the law’s jurisdiction. And sure they’d cured AIDS … but had a shortcut to hard abs been one of the spoils?  

“I’m Clive Fucking Spooner.” He rolled his head toward her. “And you’re fucking Clive Spooner.” 

“I’m not fucking him right now.” 

Her hand slipped lower, breaking the plane of his suit. 

Cooler skin, then the brush of pubic hair. 

His suit didn’t rub against the back of her hand once it was inside. His cock held it high like a circus tent’s central pole, and its warmth radiated toward her fingers, making her wet.

Clive’s fingers made their own expedition toward her promised land.

“Let’s fix that.” 

Her breath came faster as if she was the one being seduced. 

Wasn’t she supposed to be the working girl and he the client? Who was paying and who was being paid? And given the way this was supposed to work, why was she the one breathless with anticipation?

“We should go back to the cabana.” 

“You didn’t want to go back to the cabana.” 

Her hand wrapped around his cock. She rubbed it slowly up and down. 

“We’re going to get caught.” His fingers slipped between her outer lips, their passage lubricated by her juices. 

“Caught fucking on a sex island? Oh, no!” 

“Table girls aren’t supposed to take on freelance jobs!” 

And Clive’s response to this oft-ignored drollery was a simple, “Pfft.”

He sat up, looked quickly around, pulled Nicole’s bottoms all the way off, and sprawled on his back, his fingers again playing in her wetness. 

Their feet were toward the pool; Nicole was bare from the waist down. She felt an odd mixture of modesty and exposure, with her most intimate parts open to the air but with her breasts respectfully hidden. 

Anyone could look over and get an eyeful. In a large sense, it wouldn’t matter. But it felt delightfully naughty, and the way Clive was teasing her playfully rather than just rolling her over to plant his pole made her heart threaten to flutter. 

She didn’t want to let it. He was a client, and you had to keep these things separate. Desire and affection were best kept in different baskets.

“You’re going to get me in trouble.” The sentence came out cleaved in halves, with a pause for breath between “me” and “in.” Again she thought, Whose job is it supposed to be to please whom? 

“Spread your legs,” he demanded.

“Clive …” 

His hands were doing it for her, pushing them slightly akimbo so he could nudge his fingers in deeper. His thumb stayed on top, rubbing her clit. Everything was coming alive, as if it weren’t her job to fuck for a living — officially on a glass table with her regular partner, unofficially and mostly off the books to take on the technically restricted freelance jobs that always seemed to fall in her lap. 

Clive could have any girl here. He was rich, handsome, and powerful. 

He could have the best from the designated escorts, in the best quarters, stocked with the best toys. 

But for some reason he kept coming back to the quirky little table girl with cute bangs and big eyes — something the entire staff ignored because “no freelance” was a rule that all of them broke. 

Clive and Nicole’s relationship felt like a ceramic vase on a wobbly table. She could hardly breathe, lest it should fall and shatter. 

Her legs formed a diamond, knees apart and bent, feet touching. Clive began drawing an arc from one inner thigh to the other, dodging her pussy as he teased her. 

Nicole looked up again, saw the other couples playing in the pool. But nobody was walking the deck, and they’d have had to stop and stare to get more than a peripheral glance. She slid his suit down a few inches, freeing his cock and balls. It stood proud, twitching, craving her hand or mouth. 

“I see that someone’s coming around,” he said, watching her.

Nicole was casting glances, bending at the waist to come closer. 

Her heart was thumping. 

Why did this feel taboo? 

Voyos had been reclaimed by electrostatic levies from the risen ocean for exactly this purpose: fucking in the sun. The entire island ignored the restrictions against off-table screwing, and she’d fucked Clive — including in public — countless times already. 

It didn’t matter; the implied prohibition was part of the thrill. 

“I’m not exactly ‘coming around’ yet, but if you keep doing what you’re doing, I will.” 

She rolled to her side. Then, with a final glance around, she slid his hard shaft between her lips. 

Her tongue ran along its bottom, toying with the ridge under its head. Clive’s fingers slid back inside her, his touch more urgent with Nicole’s mouth on his cock. He was normally smooth and precise; now his movements were sloppy like an amateur. She’d managed to surprise him. That was rare. 

“Just like that, Nicole. Keep sucking my cock just like that.”

Nicole’s fist slid up and down Clive’s lubricated shaft, her lips and tongue tickling him from top to bottom. Her hand moved down, gently cupping his balls, playing with them, mouth leaving dick just long enough for her to run a stiff tongue around the edges. 

She met his eyes with his head between her soft lips, eyelashes long, not blinking. That was one thing she’d been able to do since losing her virginity so unadvisedly early: to knock a man down with just the right look.

“Keep sucking it,” he said. “Faster.” 

Nicole pulled her mouth away, then ran a single finger along her lips to clear the extra saliva. She made a show of looking toward the pool, implying that they could be seen. 

She didn’t care at all. Now it was part of the game. 

She shook her head. “That’s all for now. We’ll get caught.” 

His hand had moved outside, and now he was rubbing briskly across her clit, her pussy lips parted, the sensitive bud peeking out, every stroke of his hand vibrating it against her pubic bone beneath. 

“Well, I’m not going to stop,” he said. 

She started to reach for her suit bottoms, making a show of covering herself. There was a towel on the ground. She tossed it over Clive’s exposed shaft, glistening from her spit.

“You’ll get us busted.” 

His hand felt good, it was getting harder to play coy.

With his hand still moving, Nicole slipped her bikini bottoms back on, over one foot and then the other. She didn’t want to cover her pussy, but if he didn’t call her bluff soon …

“Oh, you little tease!” he blurted, giving her that small, charming English smile. He was sitting up and looked like he was going to move his face, like he was about to go down on her right here, beside the pool. 

Nicole shook her head, playing demure. With a feeling like a breaking heart (or crotch, if there was such a thing), she lifted her hips to pull her bottoms back into place. At first, she trapped Clive’s hand inside, then she giggled, grabbed him by the wrist, and fished it out. 

“What am I paying for?” he said, joking but also growing harder, making his lump jump under the towel. 

“You’re not paying for anything other than being on the island, officially.” Nicole adjusted her suit, her pussy screaming.

“What am I paying you for?” 

“Officially, you’re not paying me.” She gave him a little smile. “I’m a table girl.” Nicole looked out at the pool again, now in-line with the unwritten modesty rule. “One who follows the rules. And sure, some girls may take freelance gigs on the side, but I—” 

Before she could finish her sentence, Clive wrapped his strong arms around her petite frame and stood, his towel falling to the ground, expression urgent, his hunger like that of an animal. 

He carried her to a nook beside their lounge chairs, next to a utility shed. He pushed her against it, her back was to the wood, clawed his suit down another few inches, then pulled her bottoms aside. 

“Why, Mister Spooner!” 

He slipped his cock inside her. 

His lips found hers, hot and eager. 

Nicole’s eyes closed and her head, against the shed, rolled back an inch, breath now heaving through her mouth. 

The position was awkward with Nicole being short and Clive being tall, so after a few clumsy but intoxicating thrusts, he picked her up and pinned her. 

She wrapped her legs around his waist and they fell into rhythm. 

“Shut up and let me fuck you,” he growled.

Nicole tried to reply, but couldn’t catch her breath; Clive was about to make her come. His cock was big but not too big — the perfect size to send nerves racing her. She was lightheaded. It was all she could do to hang onto him, the shed wall rough against her skin, clawing her nails into his back. 

She came with a silent scream into his shoulder’s flesh, the orgasm a hammer, her teeth branding a semicircle into his skin. 

Clive was thrusting, inching closer himself. But just when Nicole thought he’d end their risqué but otherwise vanilla encounter in a more traditional way than was typical for his adventurous nature, he said, “Get on your knees, Nicole. I want to come on your face.” 

It was a porny thing to say — the sort of act that she’d do on a glass table to please her spectators. But Nicole could hear only lust, could surprisingly feel herself responding and eager to comply. In her personal life, it wasn’t something she’d normally want — but Clive was Clive, and this was one of the simplest limits he pushed. His will was strong. That in itself was an intense turn-on.

Nicole pushed Clive away, feeling his shaft slip out of her tight pussy. She spun him so that his back was to the shed. Knowing he was close, she began jerking his dick with her hand, falling to her knees, adding her mouth, taking his whole length, moving at a frenzied pace as his eyes closed. 

He bucked and thrust against her. 

At the last moment, she pulled it out of her mouth, closed her eyes, and continued to pump his throbbing shaft until warmth covered her cheeks and mouth. After the first few seconds, she felt safe to open her eyes for his final throes, opening her mouth to take the last pulses on her tongue.

As Clive’s breath returned to normal, she milked the final drops from his tip. Then he pulled up his trunks and shifted her bottoms back into place. 

“You’re one of a kind, Nic. Everything you do makes me hard, or makes me laugh.” 

She wanted to laugh, but it was too close to the bone. Laughing now would be a strange admission that she wanted to be more than Clive’s fuck toy. She could be a slut for him. She could be a companion. But she didn’t want to admit how pleased the twin ideas made her — because this was business, and Clive was a client. 

“I’ve met a lot of women here. But you?” Clive said, “You’re the only one worth taking away from the island.”
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CHAPTER TWO




September 12, 2035 — District Two




Nicole would have said it was impossible to get horny between the ears, but here she was: worked up, turned on, emotionally moved, and star struck.

The table was decked with fine linen. Those in the Voyos hotspots were similarly bedecked, but she’d only seen those from above. Escorts sat at the tables with their clients (before meeting Clive, she used to watch him with Alexa Mathis, of all people) but not table girls, even when they freelanced while the spa turned its head. Nicole had always entertained clients in the public areas, a cabana, or inside her small house, even though she could feel her modest living being judged by the wealthy men she brought home. She was a fuck toy, not a showpiece. 

At least not until now. 

She was wearing long green gloves that perfectly matched her dress. A gift from Clive (he knew her sizes even though Nicole clipped the tags; it was something that melted her should-be-all-business heart), but if she had to guess, the price might have been enough to feed an average American family for a year or more.

There were times to be socially responsible (God knew, Nicole had been at the bottom not long ago), but tonight wasn’t one of them. She wore an extravagant dress and equally extravagant heels, with what she suspected was an obscene weight of diamonds dangling from her ears. Clive had even given her a necklace whose sparkle and weight belied untold wealth — although that one, he’d said, was only on loan. The rest of what she wore was hers forever. 

They’d been at the Layback Lounge for several hours now, and their meal had yet to arrive. It was the kind of night that went on forever, and no one remotely cared. It was hard to imagine eating a full meal now, after several rounds of extravagant appetizers, pre-dinner desserts, and a gratis plate of something delicious that Nicole didn’t recognize — sent from a wealthy table of Spooner fans who “just wanted to say thanks.” 

She’d heard of famous people planting gifts — telling a waiter to send something supposedly from a fan to look better in front of a date — but Nicole couldn’t picture Clive doing that. He played down his fame and had plenty to make him look good without gaming a thing. 

After all that food, dinner should have been ridiculous. But before the treats had started coming, the white-gloved waiter brought small pink pills on a small white plate with fluted edges. She’d seen it before but had never been main-stage enough to partake. It was EndLax, the “gluttony pill.” A person on EndLax could eat all the fine food she wanted and never get full, never gain weight. It was a middle finger to the starving poor — a way of saying, We’re so rich that it amuses us to stuff ourselves while watching you die.

“Are you having a good time?” Clive asked Nicole. 

He was dressed in a custom-tailored tuxedo. Nicole couldn’t have described how Clive’s tux differed from the other man’s (a connection of Clive’s named Isaac Ryan, who’d excused himself after the final number onstage), but it was definitely different. Clive’s tuxedo was finer. Better. Much, much more expensive. She didn’t see Clive dressed up much when they were on Voyos because they couldn’t enter the high-end restaurants and clubs together, but he dressed up whenever they were off-island, which they’d been doing a lot over the last few months. 

Nicole kept warning herself not to read into those off-island trips (he was simply hiring a fuck on the mainland rather than keeping his money in the spa), but it was hard not to be swept away. She dripped in fine couture and jewelry, he looked dapper on her arm. They dined on the most exquisite food and went to world class concerts.

If she was supposed to resist and stay distant, this man was making it impossible.

“Are you kidding me?” 

“Not at all.” Clive’s proper British bearing was on full display. His demeanor slid along a continuum with his clothing. The finer the threads, the more crisp, polite and upstanding he behaved. On the other end, the more casually or sparsely he dressed in private, the more he was like an animal, enjoying pleasure and mutual satisfaction as much as debasement and risk. And the things he had access to… toys she’d never seen, that Clive said wouldn’t be on the market for years? It made her nervous to let him use them on her, but after a fine night out, she was always too spellbound to refuse. 

“Yes, Clive.” Nicole heard the decorum in her own voice, then almost laughed as she caught herself dabbing at the corners of her lips like an old movie debutante. “I’m having a …” She decided to embrace it. “…  a lovely time. A splendid, marvelous time.” 

Clive regarded her before speaking. Then: “It’s too fancy for you, isn’t it?” 

Nicole could have taken offense, but Clive wasn’t implying she was too uncultured for such an affair. This was a kinder sentiment — one that painted them both as grounded people who were above such lavish displays. But in truth, Nicole didn’t feel “above it” at all. She wanted more, and more, and more. She wanted Clive to make love to her — not fuck her — on a bed of rose petals.

“It’s lovely.” This time she softened the pompous word enough to make it genuine. She touched his arm, feeling the silky thread count of his tuxedo. “It’s too much, Clive. You don’t need to impress me. You should have saved the money.” 

“Pish posh. I’m worth a bajillion.” 

“Is that an exact amount?” 

“It is. And if you like elegance, I can shower you with it. Believe me, I know nicer places than this. I only chose the Layback because—” 

“It’s perfect, Clive. I love it.” She leaned forward and kissed him, then immediately wished she could take the kiss back. She was an escort. An escort. An escort. 

“And you liked seeing Natasha perform? Even here?” 

Nicole almost laughed at the way Clive said “even here,” but then realized he was probably serious. As nice as the Layback looked to Nicole, it was probably a bargain-basement dive to him — maybe even to their absent drinks companion Isaac, who dressed well but was clearly just coming up in the world. 

Nicole let her voice fill with wonder. “I saw Natasha Thomas live. Wow.” 

Clive allowed himself an agreeable frown. “She was magnificent, wasn’t she? That woman will be huge one day. Her heart was bleeding through "Down Deep." That melody will haunt me for days.” 

“That one’s my favorite,” said Nicole.

Clive nodded. “Mine as well. I adore it. Mark my words, Nic — her days of performing unappreciated are coming to an end. I haven’t watched her as closely as you have, but I’ve seen enough to appreciate that the heart of Natasha Thomas is exactly what the world needs right now.” 

“America, you mean.” 

Clive glanced at her quickly but didn’t reply, and for a moment Nicole wondered if she’d said too much. She kept forgetting that she was here as arm candy, and later his carnal companion. But they’d been … well, dating, she supposed … for nearly a year now, and someone like Clive Spooner wouldn’t devote that much time to a stupid little girl. He wanted her smart, right? He kept saying that he liked her quirkiness, her humor, her inability to be anything other than her slightly dorky self in private. And he liked her mind. 

“I suppose the whole world needs her message,” he finally said, “but unfortunately, America is the only country poised to hear it. Well, North America, anyway. Did you get word, out on Voyos, that they’ve unofficially closed the borders to ships from the East?” 

“We don’t pay a lot of attention to the news at the spa.” 

“I try to keep an eye on my merry old England, but I fear she’s done for good. And now, I can’t visit. Not if I expect to be allowed back here.” He blinked. “Hang on. Why are we talking about such sad affairs?” 

Clive had snapped himself out of his own reverie, but she’d been trapped inside it, too. She’d been thinking of the closed borders, of the fall, of the need for the now-isolated new world to care only for its own if it hoped to go on alone. America would need heart to survive. They’d all need each other, and love, and family. Especially family. 

Nicole blushed. Had she really felt an urge to lament once again that she’d never have children? Had she really believed, in this quiet, luxurious moment between her and Clive, that the man who paid to fuck her might want to hear her whine about family and babies all over again?

“You were talking about Natasha’s message,” she said, covering her stutter.

“Yes. Well. I have an ear for such things. Part of the reason I’ve thrice been able to build an empire. And I’ve told you about the Quark project I’m backing.”

“Crossbrace.” 

Clive looked around, his head darting side to side. 

“The unannounced, secret Quark project,” he whispered. 

Nicole put her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

“Nobody believes in it anyway. I’m testing the waters, speaking with authorities in the field. People who claim to be forward-thinking. They think it’s absurd. Mostly, they fret about privacy. But tell me: how can the network respond to us constantly, in all places, without knowing everything about us and our environment? And I say this as a man whose fortune was built on a chip that protected privacy. If I can come around, can’t anyone?” 

Nicole, unsure what to say, shrugged.

“And what does privacy matter,” Clive continued. “When it’s only your own privacy, exposed to you, for your own betterment? It’s not published. Noah West assures me that the encryption Quark is putting into play—” 

“Philistines,” said Nicole, propping her chin in her hands. 

Clive looked over at her, then stopped mid-rant. “Sorry. I’m boring you.” 

“I can’t believe you got me in to meet Natasha Thomas.” 

“I was trying to woo you. To impress you with the hopes that you’ll sleep with me.” 

“It’s working.”

“You’re a champ to come away with me. I do try to make it worth your while.” 

Nicole almost choked on her tongue. First, she was the one being taken care of here, not him. If anyone was being granted an extravagant favor, it was her. Second, he was paying her handsomely for every hour she was away — “time and a half,” he’d said with a smile. Third, he’d paid for a trip to a city she might never have visited, for a dinner she could never afford, before a concert with her idol. He’d dressed her in fine clothes and jewelry. And fourth, although it made her nervous to deceive the spa, Clive had insisted that security surrounding him necessitated her off-island trips remain off-record. Her immediate co-workers knew she was gone but not why, and through a “fortuitous glitch” (Clive’s words), the spa’s central schedule knew nothing. It meant she’d still get paid for performing on tables even though her cubicle would stay empty for over a week.

If all Clive wanted was sex, there were much easier ways to get it. 

“I’m going to fuck you so hard when we get back to the hotel,” she said. 

Clive’s eyebrows rose. Nicole pressed on.

“I know a girl in diamonds shouldn’t say such crass words to a man in a tuxedo at a table filled with expensive food. Believe me, I’d rather not say it under the circumstance. But it’s true, so I must.” 

Clive looked toward the door, probably to see if Isaac was returning. 

“Such naughty words,” he said.

And with that, Nicole knew she was in for a night indeed. The experimental toys and perversions he’d been presenting her with lately (some of which, he’d said, would one day “talk to Crossbrace,” whatever that meant) pushed even her generous boundaries. But so far she’d gone along with whatever Clive wanted because he was the client. 

Not because she might be falling for him.

Not because she wanted to please him, no matter what. 

“If you’d like,” Nicole purred, “I could say those ‘naughty words’ in a dignified accent like yours.” 

“Please don’t,” Clive said. 

Nicole wasn’t good at voices. It was always embarrassing, but she was never wise enough, in the throes of humiliating herself, to stop. Or to realize she should be embarrassed. 

“I’m going to fock you so haaaaad …” she began.

The waiter arrived mid-sentence to save Nicole from herself, but not before Clive’s lap stirred with reluctant life.
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CHAPTER THREE




August 22, 2037 — Voyos Island




“Nanobots,” Nicole said, staring at the pen-like device. 

Clive held the object toward her, but she didn’t want to take it.

“Yes, love.” 

“Meaning ‘tiny robots.’ You want to inject me with tiny robots. They’d be inside my body.” 

A familiar, charming smile appeared on Clive’s lips. It was out of place, failing to respect Nicole’s borderline insulted mood, but that smile always got Clive what he wanted — from Nicole as he pushed their sex life further and further, and from the world when he’d crowdfunded the largest lunar undertaking in history.

“I’ve put many things inside your body before,” he said.

Clive knew Nicole better than anyone other than her parents ever had, but right now he was reading her totally wrong. He’d always been good to her — had taken care of Nicole better even than the spa, affording her a dignity she almost felt was undeserved — but right now her objection was to him treating her body like a lab, joking about the ways he’d recklessly romped on her playground over the last few years. 

Nicole shook her head at the pen-like injector. “No. I’m not going to do it, Clive. This is where I draw the line. Some of the toys you bring around? Some of those computer simulations? I’m the last person to judge what you’re into and I never would, but when it starts to affect me …” 

Clive’s mouth formed the first phonic sound in a word, but then he stopped and let his face settle back to normal. Nicole was suddenly quite certain that he’d been about to play his very real, very legitimate, very painful ace: that he was paying for her company, and that it was her job to do what he wanted. As a bonus, he’d probably wanted to point out an additional truism: that what the escort wanted, in such a situation, traditionally didn’t matter at all. 

But he held his tongue. Because although it was true, they’d been together for long enough to be a couple. For years, she’d felt like her relationship with Clive was a dandelion left to the wind. 

Unless Clive stopped paying her (a move which, given her increasingly fine lifestyle, would feel like bankruptcy … but which would delight her beyond measure) or unless she asked him for a formal commitment (a move that terrified her and which he seemed to anticipate, with unclear feelings), nothing would change. 

They were playing chicken: would one of them surrender first and change who they were at their cores, or would they break the eggshells beneath them and start to drift apart?

His money made this tricky. If they were dating traditionally, Nicole would have refused requests that made her uncomfortable. Ironically, intimacy and limits went hand in hand. “Anything goes” was keeping them apart. 

But the mere fact that he’d asked her to do this made her angry. 

“What? Go ahead and say what you’re thinking, Clive.” 

“Nothing. I just thought you might want to try it. These are cutting-edge nanobots, fully tested and one hundred percent safe. They play on nerves. They enhance our pleasure.” 

“I don’t want to try it, Clive. You thought wrong.” 

His head bobbed. “Because you’re scared.” 

“Because I don’t want to.” 

Clive looked confused, unsure of whether he should be begging, reasoning against her (in his mind) naive fear, or respecting her wishes. He was usually respectful of Nicole despite being one of the world’s most powerful people, but in the bedroom the rules were always different. It was as if Clive were a caveman, brain fleeing from skull-head to cock-head when riled, regressing from the genius who’d changed the world to his distant Neanderthal cousin. Getting off, when Clive’s engine revved, became the only thing that mattered. He only rarely pushed Nicole’s limits past their breaking point, but recently those times had been disturbing enough to feel like a psychosis in the making. 

“And you don’t want to,” Clive said in a way that sounded patient but struck her as patronizing, because you’re afraid.

Nicole sighed. It was time to make a stand. If she didn’t say what was on her mind now, they were finished anyway. 

She sat on the bed, the comforter covered with his latest batch of next-gen perversions. Every one made her nervous. “Okay. Let’s say I am afraid.” 

“There’s no reason to be afraid, Nicole. Everything here is perfectly—” 

“Let’s say I am afraid,” she repeated, more forcefully. 

He stopped speaking, now standing in the middle of the room, tall above her as she sat. He was wearing a Voyos robe. It monitored body temperature and automatically adjusted, warmer or colder, to keep the wearer in optimum comfort. Compared to what Clive and his circle of friends had access to, even the robes’ new intelligent fabrics seemed decades obsolete. 

“If I am afraid, Clive — even if you think my fear is silly and pointless — do you care?” 

His voice softer now, he said, “They’re safe. Totally and completely s—” 

“The question isn’t whether they’re safe. The question isn’t if I should be afraid. If I am — despite what you think is justified or normal or reasonable — do you see it? Does what I feel matter to you at all?” 

“Well, of course. I’m just saying that—” 

“The truth — and I suppose I should have said something before now — is that I’ve been uncomfortable with a lot of what you’ve asked me to do lately,” Nicole said, feeling the weight of a long-repressed issue finally fleeing her shoulders. “And yes, some of these things—” 

She waved her arm across the bed, around the room at the toys she’d used at Clive’s insistence despite her own reservations. 

“—have scared me. I used them anyway. But I didn’t get over my fear. I used them despite the fear I very much had. To please you.” 

Clive reached for her hand. “Which is why you’re the best.”

Nicole pulled away, refusing his touch. “But I have to ask, Clive: is that the way this whole thing is supposed to work? You bring me tasks and I do them for you like a slave, whether I want to or not?” 

Clive’s lips curled. A good escort was supposed to always, always feign satisfaction unless he or she was willing to flat-out refuse a client’s request and initiate a refund. It felt ugly, but she had to know. Their relationship had wandered into uncertain territory. But she had to know his answer. Even if he rejected her, it was better than living with her discomfort any longer.

“You’re not happy.” 

“I’m usually happy. But when you push for things I’ve made it clear I don’t want, I wonder if it really matters to you how I feel.” 

Clive’s hesitation was obvious. Nicole knew him well enough to feel it: He was considering playing his card as the client and hers as the escort.

Was she the crazy one? 

Should she remove emotion from the picture and either accept or refuse his perversions like a good little escort?

Finally, Clive spoke. “It matters,” was all he said. 

But now he looked pouty, petulant. Clive Spooner wasn’t used to refusal. For over a decade, he’d asked the world to bend over, and it always had. Because he was Clive Fucking Spooner.

“Well then, if it matters,” Nicole said, feeling the anger she’d apparently been repressing, “I’m telling you I’m uncomfortable right now.” 

She pointed at the nano-injector in his hand. 

“I’m uncomfortable with that, Clive. And I’m uncomfortable with all of these other prototype toys. If they’re not on the market yet and won’t be for years, I don’t have anything to judge them by. It doesn’t matter if you think it’s stupid of me to fear the unknown. You don’t get to say that I shouldn’t be uncomfortable. I’m uneasy whether you like it or not. I guess the question is: do you want to listen to my discomfort and respect it? Or do you want to keep telling me it doesn’t matter because you’re the client and I’m the whore?” 

Nicole knew she’d crossed a line but didn’t care. She felt the words linger in her mouth, bitter like ashes. That comment had been spectacularly unfair. But in the moment, with years of Clive’s failure to listen like an infection in a wound, fairness had ceased to matter. She wanted to hurt him. She wanted to bring this painful thing out into the open because she could no longer hold it inside.

It was more than fear that ate at her. It was inadequacy, too. 

Was she a woman who had value to Clive in and of herself? Or was she just a blank and anonymous slate that required all his twisted gadgets to be worth fucking?

But Clive didn’t react with anger. He shook his head. “Don’t say that, Nicole. Don’t ever call yourself that.”

His crushed look should have cut her, but Nicole’s floodgates were open. She’d been repressing for months, refusing to speak up. Now that she’d started, she couldn’t control it … or her sudden anger. 

“Why not?” she spat. “It’s what I am: a whore. Sure, minds have started to turn. The ‘Wellness’ campaign and all that. They’re talking about legalizing prostitution, you know. But we both know a whore is still a whore. You give me money and I spread my legs for you. What I want is irrelevant, right?” 

“Nicole, that’s not fair.” 

“It’s how I feel, Clive!” She stood, started to pace. “Maybe I’m the one who’s off here. Maybe I’ve gotten all of this wrong. I should just do it, right? Shit, as long as you pay me enough, I guess I should do anything. Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I accept your money. So yes. Come over here and inject me. Let me rock your cock. I am here to serve you.” 

Clive crossed his arms, now looking down at her. Without her heels, he was a full head taller than her. 

“You know that’s not how it is.” 

“Well, maybe it should be. Seriously, Clive. What is this? You pay me, don’t you?” 

“I pay the spa.” 

“You pay me too.” 

Inappropriately in the middle of a fight, he gave a ghost of his usual devilish smile. “Not as far as they know.”

“I don’t know what I am, Clive. We go to the city and act like a couple. I meet other people like a fine upstanding gal, and most of those people don’t know what I do for a living — great considering that not everyone is enlightened about sex for hire. But at the same time, we’re always covering our tracks. Can’t let the spa know, officially, that we’re spending too much time together. And of course—” 

“Being me carries certain expectations of privacy, Nicole.”

She ignored him. “And of course even though we sneak around and cover our tracks like Romeo and Juliet, we’re …” 

This time Nicole stopped without interruption. She blushed, then turned to stare out the window. She had put her foot right in a pile of shit. 

Even after three years, the most she’d ever been willing to say about the two of them was that Clive liked her and thought she was sexy and funny, and that she liked his company and found him handsome and charming. Comparing them to two of literature’s most famous lovers — doomed lovers, who’d found death more acceptable than being apart — was a continent over the line. 

As unacceptable as the many times she’d told Clive how much she wished she was able to have a child and cried over her inability to do so. 

What had she been trying to do, telling a client all those things? 

Was she trying to trap him? 

Trick him into pitying her, deluding the man into misaligned affection?

Suddenly Nicole felt stupid. This wasn’t as much about Clive as she’d thought. Amid all the jumbled emotions, many were her own inadequate fears.

 

He stood behind her as she looked out across the beautiful Voyos gardens, and his large hands slid over her slight shoulders. They felt like reassuring weights, keeping her grounded. 

“Nic, I want to fix this. I’m sorry. Tell me. What would you like? Do you want me to put it all away?” 

His voice was almost tender. The wall she’d tried so hard to maintain in her mind and heart — the wall she knew it was essential to maintain, doing what she did — had started to crumble. If any freelance client other than Clive thought only of himself and never of her, she wouldn’t care. If any other client turned his back on her needs and desires, she’d think it made sense. And if anyone else brought her something he wanted to try, she’d do it, no matter how much it objectified her. 

It only bothered her because she’d let herself start to love him, and had been foolish enough to believe that behind his copious, regular payments, he’d started to love her, too. 

Which was absurd. And unfair. 

She was wrong, not him. 

She turned to face him. 

“I thought you enjoyed the play, Nic. It’s fine. I don’t need this stuff. Any of it.” 

Now that he’d offered, her mind had done a one-eighty. 

“But you like it.” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know if I like it. And yes, I’d like to try.” He smiled again, this one both more genuine and more welcome. “But you matter far more than the toys, Nic.” 

She saw a dangerous edge and steered the conversation toward it. 

“Matter how?”

“You’re sexy. Delicious. Better than any of these bits of Warp and Plasteel.” 

“Anything else?” 

“You’re also tight. Wet.” The grin became wider. “Flexible.” 

Nicole repressed a sigh. He was going in the wrong direction, touting her physical attributes instead of the more meaningful ones. But it was progress. Better than fighting, given all the grievances she’d aired and he’d allowed.

Nicole tried to recalibrate her expectations on the fly. The wall she’d tried to tunnel through would need rebuilding. If Clive couldn’t take a hint about changing the nature of their relationship, he wasn’t ready to change it. 

And maybe he shouldn’t be ready. It Nicole hurt to think it (with the wall down and all), but maybe this was how it should be: the way it had always been with Clive. He didn’t want to use the ugly words, but maybe he’d never stopped paying her because this had never stopped being a transaction. He was the client. She was the freelance escort. 

Yes, there was affection between them, but it was mild attachment, not love. Services were always rendered. You don’t stop paying your favorite restaurant once you started liking the waiter.

Nicole forced herself to put her hands on his waist. His were still on her shoulders. With music in the room — maybe something by Natasha Thomas — they could have been dancing an absurd performance among the dildos and sensitizers. 

“Tell me about these little robots,” she said. 

He shook his head. 

“Tell me, Clive. I want to please you.” 

“Not if it makes you unhappy.” 

“I’m always happy if you are.” She tried a tiny smile. “I was just in one of my moods. I want to hear about it. Even if only out of curiosity, okay?”

Clive seemed unsure, but she knew he wanted to tell her. If he could do so without setting off another shit storm, he’d leap at the chance.

Nicole smiled a bit more, encouraging him. Telling herself what their relationship truly was and deciding to enjoy rather than resist it. 

“Please?” she purred.

Another small hesitation. “Well, they enhance pleasure, like I said. They travel in the bloodstream, pooling where blood normally pools. That much is, I think, straightforward.” 

“So naturally and without much effort, they all go to your dick.” 

“To whatever engorges.” Clive glanced at Nicole. He might be considering whether to point out those potential areas on her — boobs, pussy, etcetera — but was playing this safe. Making his descriptions clinical rather than seductive.

“Then what?” 

“One partner injects a set of bots and the other injects a different set. When you bring body parts containing nanos near one another, the bots can tell. They basically link their little microscopic hands and shake.” 

“If I took them and you already have them inside you,” Nicole said, carefully trying to meet Clive’s words where he stood and repair the damage, “when we had sex, it’d be like a built-in vibrator.” 

Clive nodded. “A bit more than that, but yes. They affect the nerves themselves. In addition to providing stimulation that provokes natural sensation, they enhance what’s possible at a nerve level. In effect, you end up able to feel more.” 

Nicole wrapped a hand around Clive. “Feeling more. That’s … interesting.” 

“But that’s just the tip of it,” Clive told her, gaining confidence from her simple acceptance. “Xenia has been building simple repair nanos for years, but these are Quark bots.” 

“And what does that mean?”

“You’ve heard me talk about Noah’s obsession with true AI. What separates bogus artificial intelligence from real artificial intelligence is the ability to make decisions based on emotion or the facsimile of emotion.” He picked up the injector. “But these? They’re intuitive.”

“How?” Nicole asked. Contrasting her earlier anger, she was now curious.

“They’re truly adaptive. They get inside you and learn your patterns. They figure out what you want most then tweak what’s inside to give it to you.” 

“I don’t really understand, Clive.” 

“Neither do I, fully. They’re highly, highly advanced and in pre-alpha testing. Verified safe in a thousand ways — and with an expiration date inside the body just in case — but definitely pre-alpha. Testers so far have come back clamoring for more and more, saying they’re having the best sex they’ve ever dreamed of. Literally, because it induces a dreamlike state in some people.” 

“Like fucking on drugs?”

“Depends on the user. All anyone will say for sure is that they ‘give you what you desire most.’ For some, that’s a transcendent experience. For some, it’s easier, more fully immersive fantasies. For some, it’s hormone release that removes inhibition. When two people use them together, apparently the bots in both bodies talk to one another. That’s why I was eager to try it. We’ll be the perfect fit, each experiencing what we want most … and becoming that for the other.” 

Clive stopped, perhaps wondering if he’d crossed the same line all over again. He’d spoken as if Nicole had agreed to inject the bots. What’s more — if Nicole truly wanted to be offended — the idea of “becoming what the other wants most” could be taken as an accusation that she wasn’t already what he wanted. 

But she was feeling better now. The simple decision to let this be escort/client instead of lover/lover was already allowing her to relax into what it was rather than what part of her would always want it to be. And that was turning her on. Because what did an escort and her client do most reliably, after all? 

Hot sex, of course.

She said nothing, moving closer. 

Then she leaned back, looking up. He was sweet, in his disturbing way.

“Maybe we could try it. Just once.” 

Clive looked wary, now overcompensating in the opposite direction. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do. I respect your wishes, Nic. Always.”

“Do they stay inside you? They don’t, do they? You said they had an ‘expiration date.’” 

Clive nodded, perhaps eager at the way she hadn’t leaped at his obligatory out.

“They’re too fragile to last long. The body expels them naturally. You’d see it if I gave you a bunch of boring data. But yes, they’re short-lived. Days at most. It’s basically impossible, physically speaking, for them to last more than a week or so. If you want more, you have to keep injecting them.” 

“How do you know they’re not just hiding inside?” 

“We could analyze your waste if you’d like, although I have to say, that’s not my fetish at all.” 

Nicole looked at the vial. He was the client. She was the girl for hire. And in the end, pleasing him really did make her happy. Her body’s heat was changing with her shift in mindset. And yes, she did think she might enjoy it. She’d always been adventurous. How much would it really hurt to jump in just one more time?

It might bond them. 

It might take them both further.

And in the end, Clive would still be with her, wanting Nicole for Nicole. 

And, apparently, her magical vibrating hole.
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CHAPTER FOUR




October 17, 2038 — Voyos Island




Nicole stood in the resort room doorway, one hand on her hip, hair slick wet, eyes circled with dark eyeliner, lashes painted and long. She was wearing black lingerie — a delicate, cleavage-enhancing bra, black panties with a deep scoop below her flat belly in the front and a thong in the back — and nothing else except tall black leather boots with a stiletto heel. 

Clive was on the bed, eyeing his tablet. The room was dim, and he was reading by the front-lit mesh light on its surface. Despite the way the light was supposed to work, shining downward, the tablet lit his face. 

He looked up, then slowly set it aside. “Wow.” 

After all their time together, Nicole had been fighting conflicting feelings about their relationship. The first was that the more time they spent together, the more time it looked like they would spend in the future. She’d mostly compartmentalized those emotions, but sometimes they leaked out; she was a human woman with a human heart. The second feeling was that a man like Clive could have anyone he wanted — and the longer they stayed together, the harder it might be to keep him. 

They’d been at the hotel for two days. Clive came and went from Voyos. Nicole was starting to feel like she only had three modes: work on the tables with her partner, be with Clive, and sit around waiting for Mr. Spooner’s return. 

Her existence mostly centered around subservience and anticipation, which was appropriate but unsatisfying. She wasn’t supposed to be in the Voyos hotels — that honor was reserved for official escorts — but being Clive Spooner had its privileges. As with all of their encounters, she doubted anyone would ever know. They could do anything. 

As she entered the room, Nicole could feel the nanobots working. Not only literally, but on her attitude. She’d been wrong about them — wrong since the first time, since that first big fight. 

Mechanically, the tiny bots moved with her blood, pooling where it went. 

Psychologically, they’d awoken a new level of sexual awareness she hadn’t known was there. When Nicole was wet now, she was soaking. 

Her fantasies had grown richer, every sensation stronger. 

And when she was with Clive and his complementary bots? 

WOW.

Before entering the room to greet him, fresh from her bath and sitting in front of the vanity mirror with her pussy growing warm, Nicole had picked up a tube of eyeliner. She’d applied mascara, which she usually avoided. Lips red, smacked and glossed. She’d straightened her usually bouncy hair and applied an oil infusion to shine it. She’d donned the black lingerie, which normally felt out of character and remained at the bottom of her dresser, but which she’d packed on impulse for their faux vacation. She wondered how she’d known to pack her high-heeled boots. This wasn’t her house. She’d had to know, on some level, which vixen she’d decide to be with the moment upon her.

Maybe Clive was right. Maybe the nanobots really did give people what they wanted most. She’d certainly had new thrills with Clive, but surprisingly she had them with herself as well. She liked herself more. She performed a bit better at everything. Life, overall, was just a little more pleasurable. 

Sometimes Nicole wondered at the alien things inside her body. At how much change they may have wrought. At what — and who — they might be making of her. 

She faced her reflection. 

“Who is Nicole Shaw?” she asked the mirror. 

But there was no time to wait for an answer. A man who was lucky to have a woman like her was waiting just beyond the bedroom door. 

The bathroom and attached vanity room were well lit. The bedroom was mostly dark, except for a small table lamp in the corner. It was evening, and the blinds were drawn. Clive was seeing her mostly back-lit, striking her pose, presented in half-silhouette like something from a movie. 

“Wow is right.” 

“I should take you on vacation more often.”

Nicole laughed. The idea of her being on vacation so close to home with a man who was paying for her time was absurd. But if they were a faux couple, then she’d let this be an artificial trip. Perhaps it was even a chance to rekindle the passion that had flagged during their real (but intimate) four years together. 

“You wanted something different. Someone different.” She moved to the bed and straddled him. 

He was naked under the covers, a bulge beneath her rear. 

“I don’t want someone different at all.” 

“But I’m different.” 

“Different clothes. Different hair. But still my Nicole.” 

My Nicole. 

She didn’t like how that sounded. It was the kind of thing a girl —not a bulletproof, slick-haired, confident woman in black boots — might hang her hopes on. 

“I can be whatever you desire.”  

“Okay.” 

“That’s what you pay me to do.” 

She had him pinned. It was a motion of protest, but his cock was still hard beneath her. 

“Don’t say that.” 

“It’s true. How is it not true?” 

“It’s a buzz-kill. And you keep mentioning it.” 

Nicole shrugged. “Because it’s true.” 

“Do you want me to stop paying you?” 

She reached back and rubbed his length through the bed sheet. 

“What I want is for you to be inside me.”

He looked like he might protest, but Nicole’s hand was firm. The nanos had learned their patterns, and in Nicole had learned to migrate to her fingertips for moments such as this. She imagined them moving, harmonizing with the nanobots in Clive’s cock.

“That feels so good,” he said, eyes closing.

“I learned some new tricks, too. I want to try them out. If, that is, you think you can handle it. I’m hornier than I can take right now.” 

“What kind of tricks?” 

Nicole raised up enough to pull the sheet out from between them. His hard cock pressed against her ass like a visitor knocking. She pulled the crotch of the black panties away and slipped him inside, squeezing his shaft enough to stop him halfway. 

The vibration between their parts intensified, lessened, intensified, lessened. With each cycle, the vibrations pounded harder. 

“How are you doing that?” 

“Kegel exercises.” A dark laugh. “Turns out they’re a nano’s best friend.” 

“How?” 

“You gave me these bots, love,” she said, parodying his English speech. 

“They shake. But not like this.” 

“Resonance. Like opera singers shattering crystal.” 

“Hell,” Clive said, already breathless. 

Nicole moved. His cock swelled as she took long, slow strokes. 

“I can do it with my lips, too. I kind of want you to come in my mouth …” She made a sad face. “But my pussy wants you more.” 

“Good God, Nicole,” he gasped. “I won’t last long.” 

“Doesn’t someone make nanobots that can solve men’s one-shot problem?”

“Maybe I should have Quark work on it. I’m sure Alexa would pay.” 

Nicole moved faster up and down, then sat back and pulled the fork of her panties further to the side so Clive could see his dick sliding in and out of her. 

She was usually bare, but recently she’d had a spell of “what’s old is new again” and had been allowing a small patch to grow. Looking down — then putting one foot on the bed, high on the boot’s heel — she saw him eyeing the slickness of his shaft as she rode him, and how wet she’d become. 

With a heave, he used his superior upper body strength to toss her aside, her back to the bed. He yanked off her panties, past her boots, and dropped them to the floor. He rolled her again, propping her up on all fours. Her bra followed, and suddenly she was doggy style away from him, her tits hanging, sensitive nipples brushing the bed, his cock sliding into her from behind.

She looked back as he thrust, her eyes serious in their dark-lined blue depths. “Stop.” 

Clive’s brow furrowed. “Stop? Why?” 

But he stopped nonetheless, and with Nicole’s ass in the air and his hard cock deep in her pussy, she began to contract in rhythm. Not thrusting; not even moving. She focused on the rolling cycles of the nano, her clit tingling, an orgasm swelling from deep inside. 

Nicole clenched. Stopped. Clenched. 

The bots shook in rhythm, building waves of pleasure.

Clive started to move again. She moved with him, keeping his dick all the way inside, to the hilt, not allowing his thrust. 

He leaned forward, buried to the balls, and grabbed her tits as his hips began to shake. His breath was hot on her neck. She felt her own orgasm swell. And swell. And swell. And …

Clive gripped her hard as he unloaded inside her, pulling her tight against him. She massaged him from the inside, rolling the pressure points up and down his shaft in a stroking rhythm. 

Then she came herself, everything wet and slick between them. 

Waves came for long seconds and then it was over. 

Clive was behind her, panting. 

They both rolled to their sides, Clive still locked deep inside. 

“Don’t pull out,” Nicole said. Her pussy wanted to grip him, to massage the last bits of pleasure from his cock.

He almost chuckled. “With you, Love? I wouldn’t dare.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE




April 3, 2039 — Voyos Island




Nicole, though she was now closer to 30 than 20, didn’t think she had any business reflecting on the world’s changing ways. In another decade or two, she could start talking about the way things had been “when she was young.”

And yet, now that she’d finally sat to watch Pretty Woman, Nicole couldn’t help but feel like a geezer — rolled over by the rapidly approaching future. 

She’d never seen the original Pretty Woman but had been hearing about the Nectar remake of the classic film for over a year. She’d thought about taking Clive to see it in one of District Zero’s increasingly rare theaters during one of their long off-island encounters, but the time had never been right for a love story — or for taking her client, who she had to keep reminding herself wasn’t her lover — to see it. 

In recent months, while Clive had been away at the island summit, Nicole had been reverting to her old self now that the injected nanobots had been purged from her system and there’d been no reason to replace them.

And Nicole’s perhaps overly sentimental self, of course, had been very interested in seeing the movie that had become a national phenomenon. 

Pretty Woman had made headlines because it was a Charisma and Benson Young production. But it had stayed in the spotlight because, despite the explicit scenes, it was far from being your grandmother’s porn. The remake, critics said, had captured the original’s mainstream appeal and heart — and so into the mainstream the new film had leapt. Bluenoses had huffed and puffed about explicit sex having no place in mainstream films, but the detractors were missing two things. For one, some amount of unsimulated sex had been sniffing the peripheries of mainstream film for decades. And secondly, people who turned their noses up at sexuality in this day and age weren’t far from outright bigots.

It wasn’t 1990 anymore. Sex was everywhere, so it only made sense that it’d be in film. That was good news for Nicole; sex work, at least in the cities, was decreasingly seen as immoral or something to hide. And so the movie had hit big. Stroking the zeitgeist, and all that.

The film was about a prostitute and her client. When you thought about it, the oddity wasn’t in the new film’s explicitness, but the old film’s censorship. The story had always been about sex and the transaction of power. The remake simply took off the original movie’s blinders and showed it. 

Nicole, sitting alone in her small house while the man she wasn’t in love with and didn’t want to be rescued by was away for five months, sat on her couch, knees to her chest, crying as the story unfolded on her screen.

Why was she so goddamn emotional over a stupid movie? 

She missed Clive. God help her, she really did miss him. 

At first, she hadn’t thought she would. She’d carefully rebuilt that mental wall: her paid work on one side and her personal self on the other. It wouldn’t matter if Clive had to be away for several months, she’d assured him when he’d bid her goodbye in February. Of course it wouldn’t. She wasn’t attached. There were a thousand other ways for a girl to get off.

The actors on-screen moved from touching to undressing. Their action started high, above the waist. The businessman Edward tried to kiss Vivian the hooker, but she told him no — not on the lips. She moved down his bare chest and slipped something else between her lips instead. 

Nicole, with her eyes inappropriately wet, wondered if she should be turned on. She probably should be, but something in the Youngs’ magic managed to make the scene (and the full-penetration to follow; she’d read all the reviews) more seductive than truly erotic. And so the wheel went, with Nectar slowly pulling sex into the mainstream. 

The island spa’s business had steadily climbed, ever since the film’s release. It didn’t feel like a coincidence. As the world changed, companies like Wellness would make billions supporting a nation’s newly admitted desires.

Clive left and Nicole strutted confidently about the island, working the tables with renewed fervor. She took the lead more often. Diners constantly requested to dine under her table, and she’d been asked about sideline freelance gigs. She’d turned them all down for no reason at all.

It wasn’t because she was missing Clive. 

Not at all. 

Within a few weeks she began to feel like a junkie, making her way through the case of nanobot refills left behind by Clive. Did she really need those things to get off, using the vibrator that paired with them? 

No. And they reminded her of Clive. 

Not that she missed him, of course. 

And so the new toy sat in its box. The nanos went unused. Her confidence returned to normal: buoyant and bubbly, with a funny exterior, but somehow tentative inside. She felt oddly plain and vacant. 

And again, in a decidedly different way, she wondered: Who is Nicole Shaw? 

On-screen, Edward came inside Vivian. Nothing simulated or censored; he pulled out and the viewer saw it all. 

Everything was changing, everywhere in the world. But especially here, in Nicole’s small house. Especially in her heart.

She’d been with Clive for five full years. Even now, she had no idea where they stood. Or rather, she felt reluctantly certain of the heartbreaking truth. 

Clive, gone for nearly half a year. 

Did she really think he wouldn’t be screwing other women? He was Clive Spooner and she was merely Nicole Shaw, glass table girl. He was Edward and she was Vivian. Real life was seldom a perfect story.

As the actress on-screen ran a finger across her lower lip and licked it clean, Nicole took another tissue and blew her nose. It was all so sweet. So romantic.

This had to end. Clive wouldn’t return for another three months.

She had to end it when he did. 

Better to rip off the bandage than continue dying slowly.

“I don’t need to be rescued,” she told the actors on her screen.
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CHAPTER SIX




June 14, 2039 — Voyos Island




Nicole looked down at the stick. Technology had transformed the landscape, but pregnancy tests were still the same basic kits they’d always been. 

“Shit,” she said. 

This wasn’t good. Something had been amiss for a while now, but Nicole figured she was just getting sick. It made sense; she’d been sliding into a shallow depression throughout all of April and May and hadn’t been treating herself well. She ate right and exercised because her profession demanded it (nobody wanted a fat girl smearing the glass above them), but she hadn’t been sleeping, had been consuming her requisite calories via synthetic snack foods, and didn’t exactly have Clive’s EndLax available to flush it all through her. 

Few people here thought much of modern medicine. On Voyos, it was all ointments and acupuncture, massage and meditation. There were even shamans who took off-island clients. Nicole had felt sick, and drank tea. Seeing a physician wasn’t even a thought. 

Nicole put a hand on her belly. She had to call Clive. She wasn’t sure how she’d reach him at the summit, but she had to. It was June. He’d left in early February. Looking down, she saw almost no bulge. There was only a slight bump, but until now she figured her discipline had been slipping. It hardly seemed enough to account for a 4-month fetus, but she’d heard that sometimes girls didn’t show much in their first pregnancy. 

Not that she had much experience or knowledge. Her mom had died before they’d had a need for the details, and Nicole was an escort before the world’s smoke had fully cleared. Her mother had probably learned all about babies and how they grew when she’d been younger, but their childhoods had been worlds apart. For Nicole, who’d had major surgery and started a career that treated pregnancy like cancer, taking the time to learn the details of child-bearing — during the apocalypse, on her own, without a mother — would have been like learning to weld for the hell of it. 

Regardless, she was pregnant. No question. The results were unambiguous and, according to the package, 100 percent accurate. The same was supposedly true for the other six tests she’d taken in the last 12 hours. 

How had she not noticed for four months?

And … you know … didn’t a girl need a uterus to get pregnant? 

Of course she did. Otherwise, what had been the point of crying all those times about never being able to have kids? 

But answers changed nothing. Nicole knew she was pregnant, and that the baby was Clive’s. She’d worked with Sam on the tables since he left, but Sam was born on Voyos and would be more sterile than a laboratory test tube. He’d also made it abundantly clear when they met that he’d had a vasectomy, probably trying to pretend that was unusual in an attempt to woo Nicole into an exclusive contract. 

Proof of the contrary was right in front of her. 

Nicole picked up her tablet and ran a Forage search. 

She didn’t like to think about the fall. The black times. Her mom died in the aftermath, in what passed for a hospital. Nicole nearly passed in the same almost-hospital a year later. Back then, she’d believed in the medical system even as it crumbled, largely due to her father’s insistence that those in charge knew what they were doing. 

A doctor was still a doctor, he said, and doctors, especially now, were needed. But what did he know? 

She remembered the experience. For Nicole, the thought of hospitals and clinics made her wince with remembered pain, conjuring images of dirty floors and dirtier knives, of men and women who were just as lost as the rest of them during the bad times but who’d been skilled enough to save patients. 

When the almost-doctor in the stained smock had taken her mother for what he swore was a routine but urgent procedure — removal of her inflamed appendix — he’d actually winked and said that everything would be okay. 

It hadn’t been. 

Nicole had always wondered what had happened behind those closed doors after she’d given the stranger her trust. She only knew that her mother never came out. That she’d believed in medicine once, and her mother had died in its hands.

That and her own experience.

They’d told Nicole she had a benign tumor. She hadn’t known what that meant, so they had to explain. They’d gone in and removed things, and miraculously, despite her growing sense of medical distrust, she’d survived. 

But had the men and women in that crumbling building in a burning city done what they’d said? Had they done it right? They swore that she’d never have children. She couldn’t. It was physically impossible. You simply don’t have the kangaroo’s pouch, one of them had told her as she sobbed in a failed attempt at cozy familiarity. 

She patted her stomach, proof of their error. 

Part of Nicole knew she was raising yet another mental wall. 

She should go to the Voyos clinic. But she knew that she wouldn’t. 

Not unless something went very wrong, and her situation grew dire. 

The Islanders had babies without any assistance, save possibly for a midwife. Humanity had survived for hundreds of thousands of years without the butchers in blue. 

And besides, Nicole had other problems. 

She hadn’t heard from Clive for weeks after his departure. That being expected was hideously depressing. She kept trying to bolster her mood, but it had continued to disintegrate like a sandcastle waiting for the waves. 

Part of her kept wanting to believe that their relationship was different and that Clive would miss her. He’d call, just to hear her voice and see her face, even if there were no sexual favors exchanged. But he hadn’t called, and his silence had cracked their relationship open like a blighted fruit. 

Nicole had finally admitted the truth she’d always known: 

She was an escort, hired for sex. 

When there was no sex, there was no need for the escort.

Nicole’s hand returned to her stomach. She did the math. 

Based on when she and Clive had last had sex, nine months after that final bout would be late October. 

She breathed deeply, trying to accept it all. It was a lot to take all of a sudden … and all on her own.

But she forced herself to focus. 

Halloween. The baby would arrive somewhere around Halloween. Clive would return before then, and he’d certainly be around for the Voyos Halloween celebration when Nicole was about to pop. 

Maybe he’d want to be part of the child’s life. He’d said he’d likely want kids some day when she’d whined about her supposedly kaput baby maker, and it was true that Clive had been with Nicole more than any other woman over the last half-decade. 

If he was ever going to have kids with someone, why not her? 

If Clive returned to Voyos, could she take him back? Tell him that he was going to be a father? Maybe it would bring them closer together. Maybe it would make their relationship deeper. 

She sighed in pathetic desire. 

Hers was a stupid, stupid desire. 

Nicole looked at her tablet. She didn’t want to call Clive and tell him the news. Nobody wants to learn if they’ll be bringing a baby into this fucked-up world, her mother once said. Before the doctors killed her. Before the same species of lowlifes had told her she’d never be a mom, then butchered her. 

For all Nicole knew, the tumor was still inside her. 

For all she knew, what she and the pregnancy test thought was a baby might be the tumor. 

A trip to the clinic would answer so many questions.

As would a call to her unborn baby’s father.

But, Nicole rationalized, both could wait for an indefinite later.
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CHAPTER SEVEN




July 8, 2039 — Voyos Island




Clive’s voice came on the line, audio only. 

Even not being able to see him, Nicole could easily read his annoyance. 

“Nicole?” 

“Hi, Clive.” 

“How did you get this number?” 

“I needed to speak with you.” 

“That’s not the question. This is my private number. If someone at the spa gave it to you, that represents an incalculable breach of …” 

“I wrote it down,” she said, trying to make her voice innocent. “Off of your handheld. One time when you were here.” 

Less annoyed, but clearly put-off, he said, “Why?” 

Behind it she heard, How dare you?

“In case of an emergency.” 

“Is there an emergency now?” The irked, almost antagonistic edge wouldn’t let go of his voice. He was keeping his true thoughts in check, but Nicole could hear them behind his words. He had a bevy of silent questions behind the one that he’d asked: What kind of emergency could there possibly be between them? And even if she had an emergency, how was it his problem?

“How was the summit?”

Clive paused. Nicole could imagine him biting his lip, possibly literally. Clive could be plenty sweet, but she’d always seen him in Nicole mode. But he was in business mode now, or maybe in fucking-another-woman-in-the-city mode. Nicole had broken a cardinal rule, blending worlds. She was supposed to remain boxed in wait for him, and her daring to call was the height of impudence. 

But she had waited for as long as she could bear — he’d been back in DZ for a week — and he still hadn’t called. Nicole couldn’t help herself. The baby was making her emotional; she was throwing up every morning; it was all so exhausting. Wasn’t the vomiting supposed to stop this late into a pregnancy? 

She couldn’t bear facing the clinic, or even the medical Internet sites. 

“It was fine,” Clive answered. Terse. Down to business.

“It was strange not to have you around for so long.”

“Yes, well.” Said like a sentence. “What do you need, Nicole?” 

She put a hand on her belly. The bump was noticeable, and she’d already requested a transfer to the fetish tables. Sam would get a new partner and so would she. Apparently, he wasn’t into sticking his dick where a baby might see it. Nicole had plenty she needed (or wanted) from Clive, but telling this Clive their mutual news was asking for trouble. 

She’d thought he might need some warming up, which was why she was using audio-only. She didn’t want him to see the bump in her belly, right where he’d left it.

“I just wanted to say hi,” she said. 

“Hi.”

There was a long pause. And then Nicole, with a feeling of what the hell, said, “Not to be a nag, Clive, but you’re kind of being a dick.” 

It was a bold thing to say, especially since she was the one breaking so many rules: the spa’s, those governing normal courtesy, and a third, more ominous rule that hung above them all — the privilege of a powerful and secretive man. 

But five years with Clive had earned her the right to push him, and so she did. Nicole thought he might retort — bite back and explain that he was in the middle of something and that he’d get down there to fuck her when he felt like it — but instead she heard an almost sigh as he seemed to mentally adjust. 

“I’m sorry. You just caught me off guard.”

“So: Hi.” 

“Hello, love.” But it sounded like lip service to Nicole. He was using “love” in his British way, not as a genuine expression of affection. 

“I missed your voice.”

“It is a charming voice.” She waited for him to volunteer that he’d missed her, but he didn’t. “And I just wanted to make sure you got back okay.” 

That was a laugh, because the death, injury, or unexplained absence of Clive Spooner would have been news that no one could miss.

“I’m fine, Nic. And you?” 

“I got back fine to the place I never left, yes.” 

“And you’re keeping busy? Meeting a lot of interesting people?” 

Nicole wasn’t sure she liked his tone. It sounded like code for, have you been fucking other clients? 

Maybe a way of distancing her in order for Clive to distance himself.

“Not really.” 

“Just Sam.” 

“Yes.” Until I get my new preggo-plowing partner, that is. “Strictly business.” 

Again, she felt the carrot dangle, waiting to see if he’d bite. Nicole had just told him that she’d been an escort’s version of faithful while her man had been away. This was his chance to say something kind in return. 

“Well, that’s splendid.” 

“And you? Did you meet lots of interesting people?” 

“Just boring summit folks. And Alexa. Alexa Mathis was here.”  

“And how is Alexa?” 

“She’s lovely.” 

“Lovely.” 

“Yes, ‘lovely.’ ‘Doing well.’ What the devil is on your mind, Nicole?”

Nicole’s hand fell back to her stomach. She should just tell him — say it quick and get it over with. She was halfway through her pregnancy; he was halfway to being a father. She didn’t want Clive’s financial support, though he’d give it. She just wanted him to know. And right now, hearing his attitude, she almost wanted to wield her reveal like a weapon: to hit him hard so he’d stop being a distant asshole and give her his full attention. 

But another part of her — the Pretty Woman part — wanted to wait. She would only get one chance to tell him, and she wanted the time to be right. If she told him while his guard was up, they’d probably fight. The vulnerable little girl inside her hoped the child in her belly could be what Clive had always wanted — and what he might be willing to finally settle down for. 

With her. 

“I just miss you.” 

There. She’d said it. She’d been the first to emerge from the shells they were both holding around themselves.

“Oh.” 

“Don’t you miss me?” 

He sighed. “Yes, of course.” 

“You don’t sound like it.” 

Shit. She was making this worse. Digging herself a deeper hole to embarrass herself in.

“Nicole …” 

“I thought you might book a trip to Voyos when you came back.” 

“I’ve only been back for a week. The loose ends around here …” 

“When do you think you’ll come visit?” 

Double shit. 

She was a cart careening down a hill with no brakes. The floodgates were open. The nature of their relationship would be decided now whether she liked it or not — and it didn’t seem like it’d be a happy one. 

Clive was acting cold; she was begging. 

After five years, they deserved a more dignified ending.

“I don’t know, Nicole.” 

In for a penny, in for a pound. 

“How about next weekend?” 

“I don’t think so. I have a lot to catch up on.” 

“I’d really like to see you.” 

Ugh. This was one-sided. She wanted to hang up on herself, but her hand was on this man’s baby and she was getting the distinct impression he’d moved on and found someone else to play with. 

There was no way out. 

She could spring the baby on him like a snare and force him to deal with her, but she didn’t want her child’s life to be a trap, or revenge, or spite. And in a very real way, if Clive was going to be like this, she didn’t want his pity, support, or fatherhood. He wasn’t earning the right to know and didn’t realize the fate he was in the midst of deciding. 

“I don’t know that I can come anytime soon.” 

Nicole wanted to break down, but apparently she wasn’t broken just yet. She still had anger to get through. Through tight lips she said, “I see.” 

Clive, oblivious of her tone, tried a compromise: “Let me get back to you when things are more settled.” 

Nicole felt her face beginning to redden. 

“Am I an appointment on your docket? Is that how you deal with me? ‘Let me get back to you’?”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” 

“Tell me you’ll give me some respect.” 

“Respect?” 

“Yes, Clive, respect! You’ve been gone for five months — five long goddamn months! — and not once did you think to contact me.” 

“Where do you think I was? It was a bloody international summit, not a fraternity party!”

“And then when you come back, you don’t even try to call, don’t check in, don’t peek in to see how I’m doing — don’t even send me a message! For a full week, you just sit there in District Zero while I’m here, supposedly with no way to contact you, and I’m supposed to sit here and wait for you to—” 

“That’s goddamn right, you are!” 

Nicole stopped, her mouth hanging open. 

“I pay you! I pay your employer! I am the customer and you are the provider! I owe you nothing, be it to check in or send you postcards or anything else! It is out of place for you to contact me, and out of place for you to insist that I renew something voluntary that I have, thus far, been a faithful patron of!”

Nicole had nothing to say. 

That was it. 

This was how it ended. 

Or rather this was how, despite her girlish dreams, it always had been. 

“I see,” she said, summoning her strength for the final volley as her eyes started to water. “Well, then I am sorry to have bothered you.” She paused, then added, “Sir.” 

There was a shuffling on the other end as Clive heard the ice in her voice, possibly realizing he’d gone too far. 

“Wait … Nicole, I didn’t mean that. It’s just … you can’t possibly know what was waiting for me here in the States. I just meant that—” 

She killed the connection. Then, suddenly sure he might call back to set her even straighter than he’d so painfully done, Nicole set her line to Do Not Disturb.

Then she crawled to her couch, curled up on her side with her knees to her growing stomach, and sobbed.

It was over.

Because between her and Clive, apparently, it had never even started.
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CHAPTER EIGHT




October 31, 2039 — Voyos Island




Halloween. A party raged on Voyos while Nicole’s self-assigned due date came and went.

She hadn’t realized just how deeply Clive had wormed his way under her skin. She’d become used to him being around — not necessarily as a physical presence, but as a looming part of her life that she could always count on being there. She’d worked for the spa longer as his client than before she’d met him, and the sheer weight of his tenure in her bed had skewed her perception of what it was to be in her line of work. 

Nicole had been deep in the grips of the Pretty Woman story without realizing it. She was supposed to draw a firm line between work and home life, but she’d blurred that line. It was her own damn fault. She knew better. There was a reason she wasn’t an official escort, and this was part of why. Nicole was great at sex, but not enough at compartmentalizing. Her job was to please men. She’d made the mistake of losing that simple directive. 

The truth was drawn in hearts’ blood on the wall, now obvious to Nicole as the warning it should always have been: Clive had never loved her. 

He’d cared for her in the way a person cares for a pet or a favorite sweater. Nicole was comfortable and familiar. She knew how Clive liked his routines. Even when they went off-island and into the city, they’d gone to the same set of restaurants at the same basic times, then back to the same hotel. Only their sex was varied, and ironically that was the one thing she’d turned her back on before he’d had the chance to turn his back on her. 

She sat in a soft chair on her small porch, hands meandering across her belly. It was large, but not as big as she’d expected. She wasn’t yet full-term. All along, Nicole had been certain that being pregnant while Clive was gone meant he’d gotten her pregnant at the end of January — but if that were the case, she’d be larger by now. She’d probably have already delivered. But growing up an escort in the days of the fall had left her ignorant of the mechanics of pregnancy. Even now, she didn’t really want to know. Her friends told her to visit the clinic. Instead, she hired a midwife and asked no unusual questions.

And yet there were plenty of unusual questions, had Nicole allowed herself to ask them.

It was Clive’s baby. There was no other way. It couldn’t be Sam’s; he was shooting more blanks than Hollywood cowboys. Clive’s baby was conceived in January. She would have this baby any minute. 

But at the same time, she wasn’t due at all; her body had figured out that much. And if Nicole had to guess — which was all she could do because she sure as hell wasn’t talking to the butchers and popping her illusion about Clive — she’d have realized she had another full month of pregnancy left, maybe two.

But Nicole didn’t guess. Or ask questions. 

She needed to believe it was Clive’s baby … and any baby of Clive’s should have already arrived. 

After their disastrous exchange, she’d expected Clive to call back, or maybe book a trip and apologize. He’d tell her how he’d been stressed and hadn’t meant it, that he loved her. He’d embrace her belly, smile with delight, and announce his intention to settle down and raise their baby together. 

But Clive hadn’t booked a trip. He hadn’t called. It was over. 

Nicole slid deeper into her emptiness, depression like a weight above her. She moped. And cried. She did a different version of her old job with a new partner, pressing her pregnant stomach to the glass instead of pressing a flat one, keeping her head up so watchers wouldn’t see how she rode orgasms reluctantly, like a grudge. 

And yet those orgasms felt good; they felt so good, in fact, that all she wanted to do was to come and come and come. She wanted to be her partner’s slut. She wanted to be ravaged treated like meat. She’d somehow decided that deep down, she wasn’t anything more. 

Work and home. Work and home. That’s all there was. 

Nicole didn’t talk to friends because they reminded her of the baby inside her that wasn’t, despite her insistence, ready to pop. 

She shut everything out. She watched movies, archived on the web and old enough for her mother to have enjoyed. Her dead mother, who’d taught Nicole the tiny bit she knew about birth and babies because there’d been no school during the fall — her mother who’d summed things up by saying that when things went to shit, no one wanted babies. They wanted sex, but never the life that sprang from the union like a disease.

Nicole sat. And cried. And worked. But mostly she stayed at home with her hands around her belly as her 10th month of pregnancy began, followed by the 11th.
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CHAPTER NINE




December 15, 2039 — Voyos Island




“You need to see a doctor,” Veronica said. 

Nicole looked over. They were sitting by the pool, in the restraint area: the small alcove where she and Clive had once violated spa convention after she’d sat on a Rocket Pop. 

“I’m fine.” 

“Maybe, maybe not,” Veronica said, eyeing Nicole’s giant belly. 

Nicole kept her face inscrutable, wearing large sunglasses with tortoiseshell frames. They were partly to block the sun and partly for modesty. Now that her pregnancy was entering what seemed to be its 47th week, she’d grown particularly hormonal and moody. It was cruel. Just as she otherwise might have been getting over her past attachments, Clive’s baby had begun playing marimba on her emotions. She cried at a moment’s notice.

“I’m fine.” Nicole repeated it with the same sense of finality she’d used when Veronica had practically broken into her house and dragged her out of her self-imposed hermit’s funk. 

Nicole hadn’t wanted to leave her bed. Veronica had literally pulled her to sitting, stripped her, and tied on her bikini in a display that the pregnancy fetishists would have absolutely iced their underwear watching. She’d eventually agreed to leave on the condition that Veronica would keep her dumb logical opinions to herself. 

“Maybe you’re fine physically,” Veronica said, “but holy shit are you screwed between the ears. It’s okay, honey. You think you’re the first girl to fall for a client?” 

“I didn’t fall for him.” 

Veronica made a sympathetic face. “Listen, Nicky. Your baby needs you to be well everywhere. You think your stress isn’t getting sent to him?” 

“Her,” said Nicole. “It’s a girl.” 

“You finally went to the clinic?” 

Nicole shook her head. She didn’t feel like explaining. The baby was a girl. Because that’s what she wanted. 

“Hon,” Veronica said, “there are things that should be checked. I know you’ve got a midwife, but the doctors can find more. Simple things, like if the baby is wrapped up in its cord. Surely it won’t hurt to have that looked at, right? The baby can strangle and die.” 

Nicole didn’t dignify Veronica by glancing over. “No.” 

“Then at least get your midwife over early. They can find that kind of thing too. They know all of the parts nearly as good as doctors.” 

Nicole turned toward the pool. She didn’t feel sad. She felt strangely numb. Between her eyes and the pool, her giant stomach loomed like the head of an obstructive moviegoer. What did Veronica know? On the books, Nicole didn’t even have a uterus for her 11-month baby. If the midwife started poking around in there, she might find anything.

“I’ll call the midwife when my contractions start.” 

“Let me call her. She can come to your house when we go back. I’ll stay with you, just to … you know.” 

Nicole closed her eyes, trying to be patient. Veronica was a nice girl. She had bright red hair and her smile could light a warehouse floor. She worked a horizontal cell with a line of sight to Nicole’s glass fetish table. Earlier in the day, they’d fucked their work partners while trading smiles and glances.

“You promised me that if I came to the pool with you, we could sit quietly in the sun,” said Nicole. 

“You’re not right, baby. Clive messed you up.” 

“I’m fine, Veronica.” 

“We’re all here for you. You get that, right? There’s no shame in accepting help or admitting that you’ve been hurt.” 

Nicole sighed. “Okay, fine. I was hurt. But I’m over it.” 

“I don’t think you are.” 

“I’m fine.” 

“Hon, you are not fine. I know you’re telling yourself that Clive is the father of your baby.” 

“He is.” 

“But he was away when the baby was conceived. He can’t be the father. I know you know that, Nicky. The way you won’t admit it makes me feel like you’re … well … sick.”

Nicole took off her sunglasses and stared hard at Veronica. She’d been wearing her game face, ready to continue the discussion. But Nicole’s glare closed her mouth. Then, slowly, she put her own sunglasses on and reluctantly sat back. 

“I’m worried about you, Nicole,” she said after a moment, gazing up at the blue sky.

Nicole reached to the side table, where she had a tall glass of iced tea. She took a sip, delicately pursing her lips around the straw.

“Veronica,” she said after a moment, “have you ever seen Pretty Woman?”
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CHAPTER TEN




September 12, 2040 — Voyos Island




Nicole sat on her home porch with Veronica in the chair beside her. Their visits had finally become friendly again. Nicole liked Veronica again. She hadn’t for a while. 

Toward the tail end of her pregnancy and in the months following Chloe’s birth, Veronica had been like an overbearing guardian. She’d spoken to Nicole as if she might crack at any moment, as if her mental state was so fragile that she might, at any second, go crazy and kill everyone around her. 

In that first month, Veronica had pressed so often to hold baby Chloe that Nicole had come to resent her. Nicole was the mother, not Veronica. And just as she’d had a right to carry and deliver her baby however she chose, she had a right to raise her baby without interference. 

Veronica, at long last, seemed to have understood. With enough time and with the unusual pregnancy over, she’d come around enough to see that Nicole and her way of motherhood were fine.

Chloe was on the deck beside Nicole’s chair, an array of colorful toys spread before her. The baby had hit most of her milestones early according to Veronica, who’d studied the things Nicole and her mother’s jaded influence had ignored. More and more escorts were interested in becoming mothers. Times were changing, and it was increasingly okay to be a whole being: sexual on one side, sensible on the other. Some girls didn’t think much of telling their children (those who’d had them before coming to Voyos) exactly what they did for work before sending them off to school — perhaps to grow up and do the same. 

Chloe held her head up, rolled over, sat up, and crawled early. She’d babbled. Formed words. Her first was “mama.” Her second, annoyingly, was “want.” Now Chloe wanted everything, including things she didn’t have words for. And most of the time Nicole wasn’t holding her, she was holding her hands out, expressing the simple sentence, “Want Mama.” 

But she wasn’t talking now, as Nicole and Veronica sat in porch chairs and caught up. Instead, she was sprawled out with her toys: no need to want them because they were all right there. She had a cone and stacking rings in bright colors, plus a miniature xylophone which she played almost well enough to form true tunes. Nicole secretly wondered if she’d have a gift for music, but then again she supposed every proud mother felt that way.

Veronica, as if sensing her thoughts, looked down at the baby. 

“That almost sounds like a melody.” 

Nicole laughed. But in truth, she’d thought so, too. Chloe kept banging out four simple notes: high-high, pause, low, pause, lower. It was pattern enough that she recognized the tune when Chloe played it … which, Nicole realized she’d been recently doing. 

It must be a tune she’d managed to pick up and emulate. Amazing. Nicole hadn’t even played much music since she’d been born, having lost most of her taste for music when Clive left her. Her favorite used to be Natasha Thomas, but memories of Natasha were bound tightly with memories of Clive. She hadn’t listened to her music in over a year.

“I should go,” said Veronica, standing. 

“Do you have to?” Nicole looked up at Veronica with her big blue eyes. She’d been so averse to accepting help before Chloe’s birth, but now she was more than willing. Her baby was a handful and took all the help she could get. Especially today. 

Today. Nicole’s eyes watered, and Veronica saw right through her.

“He’s not worth it, Nicky,” said Veronica, looking down. 

“Who?” 

“You know who.”

Nicole sighed. 

“The arbitrary nature of today’s ‘anniversary’ with Clive, just by itself, should tell you all you need to know. Do you have a marriage anniversary with Clive? No. A first date anniversary? No. All you have is a—” 

“This is a first-date anniversary,” Chloe interrupted. 

“Mmm-hmm. And how long had you been fucking him before your ‘first’ date?” 

“He took me to the city. He bought me a dress and earrings and a necklace that—” 

“Just like a princess, huh? A princess who needed saving by her fabulous Prince Charming?” 

Nicole hung her head. She hadn’t wanted to celebrate this anniversary. It was stupid. They’d never celebrated it when they were together, but she’d realized yesterday that today was the day, an eternity ago, that she’d been Vivian for an evening, and Clive had been her shining Edward. 

It was the day they’d gone to see Natasha Thomas perform live — Natasha, who Nicole had recently read in the gossip sheets was now dating that man Isaac with whom she and Clive had attended the show. 

Another girl in love. It could happen to anyone. Except for Nicole.

“Clive was just a client, Nicole. You don’t have anniversaries with clients. You were a long-term lay for him. Nothing more.” 

“I guess. But that night, at Natasha’s concert … oh, Veronica … I did think it could be like that forever. Does that make me pathetic?” 

Veronica set a hand on her friend’s shoulder and smiled, then looked at the monitor. They’d put the screen on to give Chloe something to look at so she’d leave them alone, but the girl was more interested in the four-note tune. 

On-screen, the program had changed. Now it was news footage. About the rollout of the forthcoming Crossbrace network. Featuring an interview with the new network’s charming, beloved financial backer, who looked exactly like Nicole remembered him lying in her bed. 

“No, Nicky,” Veronica said. “Pining doesn’t make you pathetic. But if you leave that on and start moping over him, that most certainly is.”

“I’m not pining,” said Nicole, looking at Clive on-screen.

“Good. Then turn it off.” 

Nicole laughed. Then Veronica stepped off the porch with a wave, leaving her alone with her baby who couldn’t be Sam’s, and who certainly couldn’t be the man on the monitor’s, though Nicole told herself that’s how it was.

At her feet, the little girl continued to plink out notes on her xylophone. 

Nicole looked down. Chloe looked up and smiled, and Nicole smiled back. 

“We don’t need him, do we, baby girl?” 

“Ga,” said Chloe. She hadn’t noticed the screen. But now, as if she knew what her mother was talking about, she looked at it. 

Then she pointed at the man. 

“Ga,” she repeated. 

“You’re saying, ‘Jerk,’ right?” 

“Buh,” said Chloe. She returned to her xylophone. She hit the notes again: high-high, pause, low, pause, lower. 

Like a tune she’d heard, and somehow internalized like a prodigy. 

Nicole watched the girl for a minute, trying to place the tune. 

She stood. The monitor was finicky, and she knew it wouldn’t hear her voice command right. She’d turn Clive Spooner off by hand — the exact opposite of her old mission statement, she thought with an almost chuckle — and end this obscene holiday. 

Today wasn’t an anniversary. It was just another day. 

She was halfway to the screen when Chloe said, “Want.”

Nicole turned. 

“Want,” Chloe repeated. 

“Want what?” 

“Want.” 

Nicole looked at the screen. They’d turned it on for Chloe in the first place. 

“You want Daniel Hippo back on?” 

“Want,” said Chloe. Then back to the xylophone. 

High-high. Pause. Low. Pause. Lower. 

Nicole swore she knew that goddamn tune from somewhere.  

She pressed the screen to bring up the menu, but before she could search for the Daniel Hippo cartoon, Chloe began to scream. 

“What?” said Nicole, alarmed.

“Want!” 

“I’m working on it.” 

“WANT!” 

“Okay, okay, fine!” 

And, very reluctantly, she canceled out of the on-screen menu. The news conference returned to the screen. It was as if another of Chloe’s milestones would be her early appreciation of current events. She had to want something different — something Nicole couldn’t reckon. But once the menu had vanished and Clive was infuriatingly back on-screen, Chloe quieted. 

“Want,” she said, pointing. 

“You don’t want him,” Nicole said, trying to smile.

Disquiet bubbled inside her.

Chloe hit the xylophone again. And again. And as she did, the finger on her other hand continued to point. Not at the screen, but at her mother. Chloe’s eyes, like Nicole’s, looked almost desperate for understanding.

Nicole shook her head. She didn’t need this. She’d flushed Clive from her system. And now she had to see him on-screen? She didn’t love Clive. Only, that wasn’t the question anyone had been wondering, was it?

High-high. Pause. Low. Pause. Lower. 

The same four notes on the tiny xylophone, over and over.

The child’s pointing finger. 

I don’t want him, the girl seemed to say, stressing the “I.”

“Want,” said Chloe. Her finger centered on her mother’s chest. 

In one gestalt leap, Nicole realized why she recognized the tune. It the hook of “Down Deep” — a Natasha Thomas song that Chloe had never heard, that Nicole never ever wanted to hear again, and that had been Clive’s oft-stated favorite. Nicole and Clive had never had an “our song” — but her eight-month-old daughter’s melody, plinking from her toy, was the closest they’d ever come. 

I don’t want him, said Chloe’s blue-green eyes, again somehow stressing the “I.”

“Where did you hear that song, Chloe?”  

I don’t want him. 

The finger pointing solidly at Nicole’s chest, the girl’s eyes flicking to the handsome man on the screen. 

… but you do.


WANT TO KNOW WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?




[image: Image]




The Future of Sex continues in Who is Chloe Shaw?
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