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      “St. Clare!” Mr. Hugo, Katsukami Biodesigns manager and overall pain in my ass, bellowed from across the laboratory. “Shut down whatever it is you’re doing and get your ass over here!”

      I clenched my teeth and tried not to shout back how stupid Mr. Hugo was. Sure, I was just an intern here at the San Francisco campus, but I graduated near the top of my class in biotechnology. The idea of just shutting down a complex genetic modification of feline DNA in mid-mix was stupid, dangerous, and would probably waste valuable materials. The synthetic genetic material used to make Katsumaki’s biodroids was extremely expensive, after all. If I wasted any of it, they would take it out of my salary, and believe me, I couldn’t afford it with my crushing student loans. Of course, that also meant that I couldn’t afford to lose my job by calling Mr. Hugo out.

      Instead, I took the diplomatic approach, glancing up and over at my boss. Well, technically, Mr. Hugo was my boss’s boss, but whatever. The Design Department manager wouldn’t countermand him.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I began, “but I am right in the middle of the build on this new domestic Kat model. It’s a Burmese base breed and the specifications from corporate are extremely complicated and super specific. We’re supposed to have it ready by the end of the workday, and if I shut it down now, well, you know what that means.” I gestured at both my flat-screen monitor, filled with complex genetic patterns, and the holo-tube next to it on my desk, showing in real time what every bit of tinkering would do (within a 97% degree of accuracy) to the fully formed Wonder Kat.

      That product, if you could use so simple a word for it, was what put Katsukami at the top of the corporate world. They were the sole producer of the Wonder Kats, revolutionary biological androids made with feline DNA. Engineered to be beautiful women with the perfect mixture of feline features to make them endearingly adorable, the Kats were flesh-and-blood robots that could act as menial labor, domestic servants, business assistants, just about anything the company programmed into their brains. Their synthetic minds were almost as adaptable as a human brain, but capable of being limited through various genetic tweaks, making them easier to train, easier to maintain, and less hassle than robots in many situations.

      “You think I don’t know that, St. Clare?” Hugo snapped back. He was a massive guy in more ways than one, an obese shaved ape stuffed into an ill-tailored suit and used to throwing his weight around. “I need someone in Reprogramming with Kleiner calling out sick, so I need a qualified genetics guy. You’re the intern, so you’re the lucky one.” He thumbed over at Clements, one of the other gene-monkeys in our department, a real hack of an engineer. “He’ll be taking over the domestic compile.”

      That pissed me right off. To start with, Clements was absolutely shit at his job. I was pretty sure he only got to his Senior Designer position because he was Mr. Hugo’s son-in-law. On top of that, I hated the idea of working in Reprogramming, even for a day. Sure, the Wonder Kats were just organic robots, but I, like most of my peers, had grown up watching the cartoons, following the social media, and literally having the cuteness and kindness of the Kats drilled into my psyche. That made me reluctant to want to have to mess around with the brain of one. It was just a bit too uncomfortable for me.

      Still, with the less-than-reputable nature of my loan and the fact I had a payment due the moment my paycheck cleared tomorrow, I forced myself to keep my temper in check. Better to suck it up at work than have Mr. Romine’s ‘security guards’ break my kneecaps. They were old-school like that.

      “Mr. Hugo, sir,” I said very calmly and professionally, trying not to look like I was staring down Hugo’s beady eyes even though I was. “While I would be happy to do that, I would suggest that with how important this compile is, you might want to have me stay here and finish it. Not that Mr. Clements isn’t competent, sir, but I did almost all of the work on this design and—”

      He cut me off with a grunt, his belly shaking with the effort of it, even as Clements, that weasel, slunk up next to my workstation. “And that matters how, St. Clare? All you gene-jockeys are the same, you all had the same training, so Clements can finish it. Not like you’re going to get any credit.” Mr. Hugo snorted. “We’re all a team here, right? You don’t want to act like you’re some lone wolf, do you?”

      I was in a corner, and everyone in the lab knew it. Clements was smirking, Davis was ducking down behind his monitor to avoid notice, and Patricia winced in sympathy. Sucking in a deep sigh and resisting the urge to clench my fists, I got up, relinquishing the genemod station to Clements.

      “No, sir, and you’re absolutely right, sir,” I acquiesced. “I apologize for questioning your judgment.” I told myself that this was just temporary, that after I got out of this internship, I’d make good, leave this all behind and make my mark on the world. I just had to keep it together.

      “That’s better,” Hugo grunted with a dull grin of satisfaction. “Report to Johnson at the Reprogramming office and hurry up with it. Those Kats won’t get fixed on their own.” He snorted at his own horrible joke.

      Me, I didn’t find it so funny. Before I was tempted to snark back at him, I took what I had left of my injured pride and got out while I had the chance. The one upside to the entire mess was that when the compile failed, and we were set back a whole day, it would finally get Clements fired. See, like any good genetic designer, I ‘signed’ my work with a specific molecular sequence in the protein chains, something that all the higher-ups knew about, even Mr. Hugo … but that signature would only show up if the compile was followed to the exact specifications of my design. When Clements invariably went off-design and fucked it up, the lack of my sequence would be clear proof of his incompetence, and if he actually did it right, I would still get the credit in the end.

      Heck, I could likely turn it into a chance to finally get promoted out of internship when I fixed the problem he would undoubtedly cause. Sometimes, you have to take heart in the small victories, right?

      Outside of the sterile genetics lab, the Katsumaki corporate décor took over. The color scheme turned from clean whites to soft pastels, non-threatening and exactly matching the branding for the Wonder Kats. In even intervals down the hallways, LCD screens displayed ‘on the job’ videos of the various Kat models, dressed in purposefully cute versions of their appropriate work clothes. With their feline eyes, cat ears poking through their fur patterned hair, and swishing tails, they covered every professional variation, from Cute Maid to Sexy Librarian to Hot Secretary.

      Yeah, it goes without saying that the appeal of the Kats was more than their tireless devotion and exceptional work ethic.

      As I made my way through the campus towards Reprogramming, I tried to avoid looking at the screens, telling myself repeatedly that this was no big deal. The Wonder Kats weren’t people, after all. They were just biodroids. This was no different from updating the operating system of my computer, and it’s not like I didn’t design these things. This would be easy.

      And before I knew it, I found myself standing in front of the frosted glass door to Reprogramming. I’d never been behind that door. In fact, anyone who wasn’t part of the department wasn’t even allowed to enter. I’d never thought much about it before, but now that I was there, staring at the blocky black letters that said, ‘REPROGRAMMING DEPARTMENT, AUTHORIZED EMPLOYEES ONLY.’

      Before I could even touch the call button on the intercom plate beside the door, it slid open, showing a familiar-looking white clean room. More importantly, standing in the door was a short, gangly man, somewhere in his mid-forties, his thinning hair swept in a combover. From his too-watery eyes and hooked nose, he gave off an unsettling feel. Unlike most employees here, he was dressed in an orange jumpsuit just shy of an environmental suit you’d see in some bioterror flick, with large, black rubber boots and gloves. ‘REPROGRAMMING’ was printed in the same block letters as the door along the sides of the arms and legs.

      “All right, Jake St. Clare from Genetics,” he said before I could even process everything that I saw, added, “come in. We’re already behind schedule, thanks to Jacobson, that fool, and we have much to do!”

      I nodded, stepping into the clean room. “Right, yeah, I’m him.” I offered a polite hand, eager to make the best of this that I could. “And you are?”

      Mr. Jumpsuit looked at my outstretched hand in horror. “Oh no. No contact, not until you’re suited up. Contamination can ruin the reprogramming process!” He pointed a gloved finger at lockers on the far side of the room, next to another standard-issue airlock.

      I frowned at that. “Is that why Jacobson isn’t in today? Contamination, right?”

      If he was so worried about it, I wasn’t going to ask the specifics, not when he was inferring that his work partner got sick from this job. I knew more than enough about biochemistry and genetics to know not to play with this sort of thing. Nodding with understanding, I went straight to the indicated locker and found my own jumpsuit and gear, as well as a hood and respirator. Deciding not to take any chances, I tucked my long black hair, already tied back, into the hood as I pulled it on.

      As I suited up, Jumpsuit finally introduced himself. “You can call me Rolf, Mr. St. Clare, and we’re going to keep your job today simple. I’ll handle the deconstruction process, while all you need to do is escort the product down to the vats.” As I finished getting myself dressed, he pulled on his hood and picked up what I recognized as a standard-issue Control Wand, which was basically a black, metal tube with a bulbous grip that reminded me of a turkey baster of all things. “Should be a Wand in there too. While we rarely have issues during the process, if you do, one puff of the pheromones—”

      “And the genetic behavioral limiters kick in,” I finished for him. “The Kat’s natural instinct for obedience will multiply, while multiple doses will lead to paralysis and eventual deactivation.” When Rolf blinked at me through the clear bane of his hood, I grinned (not that he could see it). “Genetics department, remember? We put those limiters in with every new model.”

      Rolf grunted and nodded. “Good. Then you know how important this process is.” I was about to point out that I didn’t even know what the process even was, but he was already brushing past me. “Let’s get started then.”

      Grabbing the Control Wand from the locker, I had to practically run to get into the airlock before Rolf cycled it. It was pretty much impossible to talk during the rush of pressurized air and the roar of the decontamination cycle, and then we were off again. Rolf was apparently a power-walking king, and I had spent far too much time in classrooms and not enough time on an exercise bike. It was all I could do to keep up with him as he led me down a short hallway.

      Black solid steel doors lined both walls, six in total, that reminded me more of prison doors than office ones, right down to the metal plates waiting to be slid aside to push in food. Gone were the pastel colors and even the white of the labs, everything now a drab, utilitarian beige, with concrete slab floors that had large drains set into them every ten or so feet. At the far end of the hall was a set of double elevator doors.

      “Right, young St. Clare,” Rolf chirped, “I’ll head down to the vats and get things fired up.” He turned towards me, thumbing towards the only monitor in the hall which was just now coming to life over the elevator. “Once I get the system running, you’ll see the information for the next Kat set for reprogramming up there, and your biometrics should already be set for the doors. Just remember to use the retina scanner, no need for contamination, and then lead the product downstairs.” He cackled like the crazy old man that I suspected he just might be. “Easiest day at work you’ll ever have, trust me, as long as you remember not to talk to the product beyond giving them orders.”

      He was already halfway to the elevator when I raised a hand and called after him. “Wait, hold on, Rolf. Shouldn’t you tell me more about what to do? What all we have to do for reprogramming?”

      “I’ll walk you through it while we take care of the first one,” he said, waving his hand over his shoulder dismissively. “See you soon!” Before I could interrogate him further, he was dipping into the ultra-modern elevator, leaving me alone in the dead silence of the hallway.

      Call it nerves if you wanted, but I was starting to get a bad feeling about this whole thing. It was stupid though. This wasn’t anything strange or nefarious. All across the world Wonder Kats were reprogrammed every day by the hundreds. The only reason this place looked like a Death Row prison from an old crime vid was that these were biodroids that could rip a man’s arm off with a good yank.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have long to think about it. Within a few minutes, the screen over the elevator flashed to life as the intercoms came on. A normal array of data flashed across the screen, the familiar product information grid for a Wonder Kat plain as day, while Rolf’s warbling voice called out.

      “First subject is Annie-8713, a nursing model,” he informed me pointlessly, as this was all plain from the datasheet. “Original breed Ragdoll. A nice easy start for you.”

      What confused me was that there was nothing deviant in Annie’s sheet. No medical issues, no irregular behavior reported, nothing.

      “Uh, maybe this is asking too much,” I asked anyway, “but why …?”

      Rolf’s amplified voice cut me right off. “We don’t ask why, young St. Clare. We just reprogram. Now, get a move on!” The intercom turned off with a harsh crackle, and that seemed to be that.

      Sighing into my respirator, I turned toward the first cell door on the left, the one that matched the Kat’s info sheet. Rolf did say he’d fill me in once I got downstairs, and I knew how schedules around here were. Katsukami expected an utterly ruthless level of efficiency in the design department, so I doubted Rolf had it any easier in reprogramming. Swallowing my questions, I tapped on the door pad, brought up the retinal scanner, and let the red laser light scan my right eye through the protective visor.

      Then the cell door slid open to reveal the most beautiful woman, Wonder Kat or not, that I had ever seen, sobbing and crying.
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      I don’t know what surprised me more, her beauty or her tears. I had never seen a Wonder Kat cry before, but then again, I strangely hadn’t been around them much outside of the design room. Computer simulations based on DNA profiles don’t have emotions, and no matter how ‘affordable’ Katsukami said the Kats were, neither my family or I could certainly afford one. Honestly, I had never really seen one up this close before.

      She’d probably just come up to my shoulder if she wasn’t crying, counting the triangular cat ears that poked through her fluffy hair. As with all the Kats, the fur on her ears and poofed-out cat tail matched her hair, all lilac in color save for a triangular shock of white that soared up her bangs. Soft cheeks, a button nose, and pouty lips mixed with her bright blue, cat-slit eyes to form a heart-stopping mixture of exotic, cute, and sexy, and then her body …

      Well, the plain, white shift she was wearing might not have been fashionable, but her hourglass figure, long legs, and perfect pale skin more than made up for it. She was a beauty that would have made a potato sack look like high fashion, and all that was focused entirely on me.

      “Uh,” I started stupidly before I got a grip. Wonder Kats were supposed to have simulated emotions in their biodroid brains, so emotional responses shouldn’t be a shock. And damn, beautiful or not, she was a product, right? “Annie-8713, I’m supposed to take you down to Reprogramming now. Can, uh, you come quietly please?”

      “Yes, sir,” Annie said, her voice soft and a little raw. Sniffing, she wiped at her cheeks and did a very human show of collecting herself, right down to trying to smooth the puffed fur on her tail. “I promise to be good, sir.”

      That didn’t sound like a simple reassurance. It sounded like a plea, like a child begging for a second chance after they did something wrong, and it pulled hard on my heart. As much as I tried to tell myself the cat girl in front of me was just an organic robot, I couldn’t make myself really believe now, no matter how much I knew about their creation, how many I had designed myself.

      “Don’t worry,” I found myself saying, trying to sound comforting through the hood and respirator. “I’m just going to take you so that you can get repaired, okay? Updated so that you can do your job better.” Sure, I didn’t know exactly why Annie was going to reprogramming, but that was a safe enough white lie. I just … I didn’t want to see Annie cry.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied automatically, though there was an undercurrent of disbelief in it. Again, that shouldn’t be possible, Kats were supposed to take the word of authorities and Katsukami employees at face value. Maybe that’s why she was here, to fix a deviancy in her obedience parameters.

      Whatever it was, she stepped out of the cell without dispute and started to walk towards the elevator, letting me follow her without question. Her shoulders were slumped, and it felt more like we were walking down Death Row than headed to fix a few little problems. This didn’t feel right, and every rationale my mind brought up about this started to crumble. Product or not, artificial creature or natural, the emotions Annie gave off were just too real to get out of my head.

      Unfortunately, before I could sort everything running through my heart and my brain, we had already walked down the short holding area and into the elevator, the double doors sliding open automatically before us. It was more of a freight elevator than a normal one, easily twice the size on all sides, with bare metal walls, floors, and ceilings. I couldn’t help but notice that there seemed to be buffed out scratches and scrapes in the steel, and maybe scrubbed stains of various sorts. There was even a drain in the floor, much like the holding block.

      The LCD control panel next to the door didn’t wait for me to press a thing, the doors sliding shut and the thing lurching to life before we even had a chance to turn around.

      That was it. Things were getting too strange, too off-putting, especially the way Annie stared at the floor, occasionally sniffling as if she seemed resigned to some horrible fate. This sure as hell didn’t seem like it was a simple ‘reprogram the biodroid’ thing.

      “Look, Annie,” I said, thankful that the elevator seemed slow as well as big, “do you know why you’re being reprogrammed? Because they wouldn’t tell me, and I know how you Kats operate. You seem perfectly fine to me.”

      Annie started slightly at the sound of my voice, her sharp chin tilting up as her gaze focused on me. “I, well, sir, I thought it was obvious.” Her hands reflexively went up to her hair, trying to cover up the white patch. “Master Brenton ordered a lilac Ragdoll nurse, sir.”

      I was struck speechless for a second, shaking my head. “But … your hair, fur, whatever, is lilac, and your info says you’re a Ragdoll. And what the hell does that have to do with reprogramming? Coloration is intrinsic to your synthetic DNA.”

      “Oh, sir, you misunderstand.” Annie shook her head vigorously, still hiding the white patch as best she could. “Master Brenton wanted a purely lilac coloration. I have bicolor points and he … he returned me, sir. I am considered defective.” Her entire body started to shiver with repressed fear. “And so, I am going to be reprocessed.”

      “Wait.” I raised my hands as if that would stop the elevator and time itself. We still had three floors until our destination, as dutifully reported by the control screen. “Hold on. Bicoloration of the fur is a standard deviation. It’s not a defect. And reprocessed?” I shook my head firmly. “That’s nothing at all like reprogramming …”

      “Yes, sir,” she mewed glumly. “Reprocessing is the act of breaking down a biodroid to its base genetic material and—”

      I cut her off with a raised hand as my other curled into a fist. Annie didn’t need to tell me what reprocessing was. I knew all too well what that meant from my own education, but the reprocessing of Wonder Kats was strictly prohibited. Well, that was the public line of Katsukami anyway, and that’s when it all made sense. The synthetic DNA and biological components of the Kats were startlingly expensive, after all. Brainwashing and memory modification of a live host even more so.

      It was just made plain economic sense to break down the product you had, well, if you were a heartless bastard of a corporation.

      To avoid the bad press, Katsukami hid the fact that they broke down any of these girls that were ‘defective,’ even if the only reason was some asshole didn’t like the color of her hair. Whatever you thought of a biodroid, they were living creatures. Man-made, sure, but this was, in essence, murder.

      And that was the last straw. I could deal with corporate bullshit politics, I could take being ignored for all the hard work I put in, that was all little stuff. But this couldn’t be allowed, as stupid as that sounded in my head. What could one intern do to a megacorporation the size of Katsukami?

      Well, I knew one thing I could do, even if I wasn’t sure quite yet how I’d pull it off.

      “No, Annie,” I said, voice firm and resolute, “you’re not defective, and you aren’t going to be reprogrammed, reprocessed, or any of that.” I tore off my gloves and hood as the Kat’s eyes widened, staring at me in awe. I had a feeling that contamination was absolutely not what the danger around here was. “You just sit tight and don’t let anyone here touch you except for me.”

      “But … sir … you …” She raised a hand, tail lashing as we moved within a floor of whatever the real heart of Reprogramming was. “I don’t want to be reprocessed, but you … you’re kind, and a human, and so it is my directive to ensure you don’t come to harm …”

      “If I get hurt, it’ll be doing the right thing, and I’m authorizing that,” I called back as I pressed my palm to the elevator controls. I had no doubt the lift was on an automated program, but it should still have the usual emergency stop features. The floor display was replaced by a swipe of green light, scanning my handprint, and I shouted, “Elevator, emergency stop!”

      A soothing yet detached voice echoed through the car. “As you are within safe deceleration distance of a floor designated as a non-emergency area, your request for a stop is being shifted to stop at the next floor, Mr. St. Clare. Thank you for your emergency report, and we at Katsukami Biodesigns hope for your continued safety in our employ.”

      “Crap,” I muttered. “Thanks for nothing, safety computer.”

      Annie shivered but, instead of freezing, found the courage to run over to my side, away from the open space of the car. “If you must do this, sir, then obviously I must continue to follow my directives. I’ll back your play, sir!” She flashed a surprisingly bouncy grin as she clasped my arm.

      Her touch was like a shot of electricity through me, even as the elevator abruptly stopped. It made me feel good, having her there right next to me, as good as it did to feel like I was doing the right thing. I put an arm out to keep Annie against the wall as the double doors slid open, and my mind raced to come up with a brilliant plan that didn’t involve security escorting me out of the building and Annie to the horrible fate that awaited her.

      The elevator wasn’t an option, especially after reporting an emergency. I had no idea what was actually down here in the bowels of the building, but logic would dictate that there would be another exit, some secret way for Katsukami to get materials in and out of this place they wanted to keep secret. We’d just have to get past …

      “What’s this about an emergency, young St. Clare?” Rolf called out, his voice still muffled by his respirator. “You haven’t been talking to the product, have you?”

      The very sound of him made Annie’s grip on my arm turn tighten, but it was from more than fear. I could feel the growl as much as hear it, and it made me wonder what all Rolf did to his prisoners before they were killed. Pretty much every one of those thoughts made me angrier.

      “Yeah, Rolf,” I shot back as I took a quick glance out of the doors. It’s not like he would have a gun or anything. The worst he could do was spray me with pheromones that couldn’t affect me, right? “Sorry, I think I’ve gotten all the training about the Reprogramming department I would ever want …”

      My voice trailed off as I got a good look at what ‘Reprogramming’ was. While I had the briefest imaginings that I would see something straight out of a cheap slasher vid. What I did see was more troublesome, if only because my in-depth expertise in biotechnology told me exactly what I was looking at.

      To the untrained eye, the big chamber beyond would look like your average, automated chemical plant. There were, as Rolf had insinuated, large chrome vats arranged along one wall, while an array of robotic arms were set on tracks in the ceiling, capable of moving gear around the room. From the markings on the vats, they weren’t any kind of conventional chemicals, they were for storing the biological material that was the building blocks of all synthetic lifeforms.

      And where they got that material was from the two clear tubes on either side of my current (and very soon-to-be former) manager. Each tube was set on a steel step topped with grates and injection ports, while tubes snaked along the floor from the steps to the vats on the far wall and into the wall itself. Those were dissolution units, though I had never seen any that were human-sized before. They worked simply enough. Put organic material into the tube, set the control computer, and various proprietary chemicals are pumped into the tube, breaking down whatever is in the tube to its component compounds.

      As for Rolf, he didn’t have a gun, no, but he had both of his wiry arms pointed at the door. One hand was clenched around his Control Wand, the other hand had a shiny back taser with a safety orange tip aimed right at my favorite skull.

      “I told you not to talk to the product.”
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      Rolf pulled the trigger of the taser. No waiting for an explanation, no ‘stop or I’ll shoot,’ nadda, nothing, zippo.

      Honestly, though, at that point, I hadn’t expected any, and that was the reason I managed to yank my head back behind the briefest bit of cover we had. Well, that and my hair-trigger reflexes, the one physical gift I had. Though I hadn’t let myself go, I was definitely on the ‘slight, scrawny, and sacrificial’ end of the physical spectrum. Trust me, when you’re having to crunch a century of genetic engineering advances to prep for finals while also having to slam out an English essay and an economics project, you don’t have time for crunches, sit-ups, or even sunlight. Video games, though, well, I still found time to enjoy Street Fighter IX and the latest Doom reboot.

      Twitch reflexes, I had ‘em.

      The twin darts of the taser slammed into the back of the elevator cab, electricity discharging into the steel for a split-second before they fell to the floor. Strangely, though I should have been scared out of my mind, I wasn’t. Maybe it was the adrenaline that was coursing through me, or that Annie was right there with me, or just my confidence that I was doing the right thing.

      The clicking sounds of plastic on metal and Rolf’s struggling grunts were louder than my own quick breaths or Annie’s anxious mews. It didn’t take me long to realize that his weapon was one of those one-shot deals, with the whole plastic tip being the magazine. This was our shot, especially as the elevator’s screen suddenly came to life.

      “Mr. St. Clare, I am pleased to report that security is responding to your emergency situation!” the robo-voice reported cheerily. “Estimated response time is one point four minutes. Please remain in the car as it is recalled to the nearest security station.”

      The addition of a hard time limit spurred me to action. Taking Annie’s hand, I pulled the Kat out of the elevator. We barely made it out before the doors slammed shut. Out of the frying pan and into the fire, as they say. Rolf’s Wand was tucked under one arm as he fought to reload the taser since his thick rubber gloves were screwing with his fine motor control. As he caught sight of us running towards him, he glanced up, his watery eyes going wide.

      “Stop!” he cried out. “Stay back!” When I didn’t do so, running forward to bum rush Rolf before he could become armed again, he let out a final, squealing, “Please?” as he managed to snap the fresh tip into place.

      Then I plowed into him, letting Annie’s hand go as I dove onto the smaller man. Maybe I wasn’t linebacker material, but I was a good twenty years younger than Rolf and a lot more motivated. The impact threw us against the dissolution chamber on the right, cracking the tube and tearing the seals on the steel step. Rolf let out a yelp of pain as we rolled off the tube, falling right onto the tubes feeding the device on the floor, as I managed to pin one arm against his side, trapping the Wand under his arm. While his taser arm was still free, I had a grip on his elbow, shoving his arm up over his head.

      That was the least of my worries. No, I had tons of those now. There was the painful burn of a cut where a sharp end of the metal had sliced into my arm, for starters. Oh, and those crushed tubes were now spewing extremely hazardous chemicals and genetic material all over the floor, which we both happened to be on, and to top it all off, the elevator would no doubt be back in less than a minute with a load of beefy, shoot-first security guards. I could die here or, at best, get badly hurt and then thrown in prison … but I didn’t care.

      Ignoring the sizzle of the mixing goop on my protective suit or the strange numbing going through my wound as that same goo covered it, I shoved down on Rolf’s arm, calling over my shoulder at Annie. He might have been scarecrow thin, but the desperation of the situation had given the asshole a surge of strength. His taser started to twist towards my head as my hands slipped on the slick rubber of his suit.

      Unfortunately, this wasn’t something Annie could help me with. She didn’t have a mental deviation, so she simply couldn’t hurt a human being, even if that asshole wanted to render her into genetic goop.

      “Sir! What should I do?” she cried, ears twitching and tail poofing in alarm as Rolf and I rolled through the muck, back up against the cracked tube.

      “Run! There’s got to be a way out!” I cried over my shoulder. “Go!” Best that she got away safe, make this big, bold move on my part worth it.

      So, color me surprised when, instead of running, she slipped her slim arms around my waist and heaved, her enhanced biodroid muscles pulling me up out of the goop … and Rolf too, who I still had a good hold on with one arm. But that hold only lasted for a moment, a combination of slick sludge and the sudden motion pulling my arms free. Rolf went one way as Annie pulled me the other, towards the back of the room.

      “Sir, my directive is to preserve human life,” she said with utter determination, “and I’m not going to let the one person who cares for me die!”

      “You’re right, Annie, and you’re not going to die either. Let’s go!” As Rolf fell flat on his back into the growing pool of biological sludge, I got my feet under me, and we ran towards the back doors of the lab, my brief doubt as to my own survival fading. I ignored the fact that my right sleeve was mostly gone, eroded away by the sludge Rolf and I had been struggling in and grinned.

      The elevator beeped behind us as we passed the dissolution tubes. Behind us Rolf was still splashing and screaming in the muck. Time was not on our side, but it didn’t have to be. I shoved aside an examination table that would be at home in a coroner’s office, the purpose of which I didn’t even want to contemplate, and skidded to a halt next to the steel security doors. Without a pause or a look back, I slapped my bare hand on the lock screen next to the door.

      “Come on, gimme a break here,” I prayed that the internal security wouldn’t have already locked me out as the green line scanned down my hand.

      “Yes!” The lock screen blinked green and flashed a cheery ‘Door Unlocked’ in the company’s proprietary Wonder Sans font. It slid open just as the elevator door did the same behind us, so I risked a backward glance as I pushed Annie through the door.

      The elevator disgorged four Katsukami security guards, broad-shouldered guys in fitted black jumpsuits, much nicer than the garish yellow Reprogramming uniforms, though much like them, they had the words ‘SECURITY’ printed along the arms in white block letters. Past their mean glowers, mirrored shades fitted with micro-cameras, and drawn tasers, they looked like they meant business. Especially since their tasers weren’t the shrimpy civilian defense model Rolf had.

      No, they had Katsukami Thunderbolts, police-grade weapons the company was currently shopping to the military as well. Instead of firing darts, these bleeding-edge ‘non-lethal’ bad boys fired full-on bolts of electrostatic energy. Guaranteed to put down a perp in one shot, even if he was juiced on White Ice, and a second? Well, let’s just say cardiac arrest was a thing.

      “Jake St. Clare,” the lead one bellowed as all four drew a bead on me, “step away from the doorway and let us deal with the biodroid.”

      Not a single one of them made a move to help Rolf, who was still flailing in the chemical mush, which had now spilled out over a good quarter of the floor. I couldn’t see much from where I was, but from his gurgles and cries, I could only imagine that the genetic solvents had broken through his suit. Guess there really wasn’t anything the security guys could do to help him at this point, anyway.

      I couldn’t help but feel a spike of righteousness. Kind of fitting for the bastard to die in the same way he had killed so many Wonder Kats. The real wonder is why my right arm wasn’t suffering the same fate as Rolf from its dunking, but with everything else going on, I just chalked it up as a lucky break.

      Holding my hands up warily, blood and the last bits of genetic ooze dripping off my hurt arm, I did not step away from the door. Wonder Kats, even domestic models, were, well, fast as a cheetah. Sparing Annie a few seconds would make all the difference. Besides, I had another worry.

      “Look, guys, you really want to put those bad boys away,” I said in slow, careful tones. “We have a Class 4 chemical spill here, on top of a biological contamination threat.” When that didn’t seem to deter them, I added, “And maybe they don’t teach you this in Intimidating Guard School, but there are at least four warning labels on those vats about exposure to intense heat and electrical discharge.”

      The lead guard flinched slightly, lowering his Thunderbolt a fraction of an inch as he acknowledged the danger, but the guy flanking him growled, his shades flicking towards what should have been empty space behind me. Those were probably fully loaded augmented reality specs, connected to the security system, a fact confirmed to me when he shouted, “The deviant!”

      That surprised me too, as I glanced back to see Annie right there, running back towards me for some reason. I didn’t have time to process the why, because there was no restraint on Thug #2, his fingers curling around the taser’s trigger. A red targeting laser, straight from an action vid, lanced across the room, past my side to flash on Annie’s ribs.

      No. There was no way I was going to let her get blasted, not by one of these things, and the catastrophe that would follow the shot. Call it hysterical strength or the last act of a desperate man, but I put on a surge of speed that I didn’t know I had, throwing myself through the doorway and pushing Annie back into the hallway beyond. I could almost hear the click of the trigger as I kicked back in the same motion, hoping beyond hope that I’d hit the ‘door close’ command on the panel.

      Everything seemed to slow down in that crazy way things do when everything goes tits up. The crackle of the Thunderbolt’s explosive charge filled the air just as the toe of my left boot hit the door controls. A happy chime sounded off, the door wooshing closed just before the combat taser let out a thunderous boom. I didn’t see the bolt of electricity, of course, but all my hair still stood up on end as sparks played over the now-closed door shielding us, even as we fell to the floor of the hallway, me protectively on top of Annie.

      As the sound of a blossoming explosion roared, only slightly muffled by the steel door filled my ears, I held her close, pulling her against my chest as I rolled both of us into the corner. Between the heavy security door, my own body, and Annie’s amazing Wonder Kat physiology, she would live through this. Probably.

      “Sir,” she gasped, “you can’t do this! You—”

      “Call me Jake, and I can. I have to.” I grinned madly as I gazed into her blue eyes. “Just make a good life for yourself after this is—”

      She cut off my words with a kiss just as the door blew right out of its frame in a burst of flame that scorched my soul.
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      When my eyes cracked open, I wondered for the briefest moment if I was dead and this was some afterlife, but it hurt way too damned bad for that. Taking a deep breath, I tried to orient myself through the haze and process what was going on, and as I did, I felt the warmth of Annie’s soft body beneath me, then I heard her steady breathing. Thank any and all deities, we were both alive.

      …at least for the moment since we were buried under what felt like a thousand tons of rubble. I could tell by the dust lingering in the little air we had, my eyes adjusting surprisingly well to the very faint flickers of light that came through cracks and crevices.

      A twisted steel strut, probably part of the ceiling superstructure, had saved us from the cave-in by falling in such a way to create an air pocket just a smidge larger than us. My quick thinking to minimize our profile and put a shield between us and the blast had done the rest.

      My ears were adjusting as well, the thudding in my skull receding enough got me to hear shifting stones, settling debris, the distant crackle of flames, and, of course, our two heartbeats. Beyond that, there wasn’t a sign of life that I could hear, and certainly no signs of search and rescue teams.

      And my twitching nose could smell the acrid chemicals, the smoky flames, the chalky scent of the dust, all of it. Even the coppery odor of my own blood, sticky against my cut arm, and the sweet smell of Annie’s hair and fur, like chocolate cookies, reached my nostrils.

      I wanted to try and figure out why my sense were in hyperdrive, but there wasn’t time. The air in this pocket would go stale soon, and there was no way to tell how badly Annie was hurt nor could I wait for her to wake up and use her biodroid muscle to get us out of here. Worse, even if a rescue team found us, that would likely just land me in prison and Annie, well, in another Katsukami Reprogramming lab.

      But how the hell was I going to get us out? There was barely enough room for the two of us in the little coffin-like space, though I could at least feel the floor under my palms, arms still under Annie’s arms. A tentative push upwards brought my back up against smooth concrete, maybe a chunk of the wall or even part of the floor above us. Even a conservative estimate of the thing’s weight would be hundreds of pounds, probably more.

      Every rational instinct would be to stop struggling and wait, pray for rescue, no matter what that rescue meant. This would be too much even for Annie, not with the inherent limiters we designed into the Kats’ synthetic muscles. But I was hurting and desperate. Add in the stubbornness that had gotten me through college, loan sharks, and the last two soul-crushing years of internship, and I wanted to try some very irrational things.

      Besides, Annie was counting on me. I know, it sounded stupid. She was a biodroid, a synthetic person, and I barely knew her. But at the same time, she had put her faith in me, and I wasn’t going to let her down.

      So, I braced myself, shifting my legs so that my knees pressed against the floor. Sucking in a deep breath of stale air and closing my eyes, I pushed upward, not a little test shove like before, but with everything I had. Muscles strained as my back pressed flat against the slab above me, muscles I didn’t even know I had, and a shuddering sensation crept through me as I kept up the pressure. Sweat beaded on my forehead, my lungs burned, and the cut in my right arm reopened.

      And for a long moment, it was absolutely pointless. That slab above us was as immovable as the Rock of Gibraltar, and I was just wasting energy and precious oxygen even trying to do anything. Hell, my entire little rebellion here was pointless, wasn’t it? I had just doomed myself to join Annie in her fate.

      But fuck that. I swallowed that self-pitying garbage and kept pushing. A loud, grinding sound filled my ears, thankfully not coming from my bones, and the slab started to shift, just a hair at first. A dribble of dust, rocks, and safety glass rained down around my head spurring me to push harder, even though my arms and legs felt like they would collapse.

      That’s when things got really loud. More than just the slab started to move, chunks of the ceiling, twisted rebar, and bent metal fell and tumbled. The balance of the weight pressing down on us slid, and suddenly the section of concrete moved up and off, bringing both a wash of fresh air and a rush of heat over us. A final crash of stone on steel rang out as I fell back, sitting on my calves and trying to catch my breath. There was a massive stab of pain in my side, and it wasn’t just a stitch from overexertion. It was a bruised rib or two, maybe even a cracked one.

      Clutching my ribs, I tried to get my bearings. Orange-red flickers of burning wreckage behind me filled my vision as I settled my gaze on the slab that had trapped us. It now leaned at a crazy angle, pivoting on the support beam that had saved us. Even with that pivot point to shift the wreckage, I still shouldn’t have been able to move that stone, hysterical strength or not.

      I added it to the things to worry about later.

      Stone and steel surrounded us in mangled piles, forming a winding path of destruction that rose higher and higher. My eyes followed it up until I found, to my shock, that there wasn’t a ceiling above us. There wasn’t even a building left as far as I could see. Just a crater in the Katsukami Industrial Park and a smattering of stars twinkling in the sky above.

      As I looked down at myself and Annie, it was hard to see how bad I was really hurt, not with the coating of concrete dust and ash over the tattered Reprogramming jumpsuit, but as near as I could tell, Annie was relatively unharmed. Thinking about the burning sensation of her kiss, my hand drifted across her face, touching those perfect lips for a moment before moving on to check her pulse. As with her breathing, it was strong, well within her model’s parameters, and a quick check found a sizable knot on the back of her head.

      She and I both could do with some proper medical attention, but a hospital or a doc-in-a-box would bring the authorities and the same problems as before. No, I had a very good first aid kit at my apartment, and while I wasn’t a medical doctor, I had plenty of theoretical knowledge on the subject of the human and Wonder Kat bodies. It’d have to do. I just had to get us there.

      And I could. No doubts anymore, I told myself through the pounding headache. Doubts would get us killed … and we weren’t going to die. We were going to win.

      I pushed myself to my feet, unsteady for a moment before my balance returned. Despite the concussion, I felt surprisingly steady once I took a moment, sure-footed even in the rubble. Another painful breath, a sure sign of cracked ribs, and I bent down, scooping Annie up into a bridal carry. Though the rubble-strewn crater was three floors deep, it was a fairly shallow angle, with enough flat surfaces that I figured I could pick my way up even with my arms filled.

      Up I went, and I was a bit surprised that it wasn’t harder. That sure-footedness didn’t leave me, and for all the hardship I had endured, I moved with a quickness I didn’t remember having. I didn’t question it at all this time. Instead, I was thankful for the unexpected strength. As we went higher, closer to street level, more of the lights of San Francisco filled the night air, making me realize just how good my night vision had become.

      Strange new abilities aside, I was still hurt and badly, so by the time I crested to the top of the crater, Annie still safely in my arms, I felt like I could collapse all over again. Blood from my left leg was flowing freely from a laceration I hadn’t even seen before, and my right arm was almost numb from the aggravated cut in my bicep. Every breath came harder and harder, but I kept pushing, cresting a hill made by a bent support pillar to come out on the asphalt.

      That’s when I realized that yes, the entire building had collapsed from the explosion. I was actually standing in the middle of the street along the west side of the Katsukami building, the debris having splayed out to all sides. There were crumpled cars, shattered windows, and all manner of minor destruction all around the destroyed laboratory, with a line of holographic police tape, a yellow banner of light playing between emitters at even intervals around the wreckage. A scrolling banner read the usual, ‘POLICE LINE! DO NOT CROSS! EXERCISE CAUTION WITHIN 50 METERS!’

      How long had we been down there? At least a day. As if my stomach had been waiting for that thought, it growled, adding one more nagging need to all my aches and pains. Licking my dry lips, I buckled down, focusing on one thing and one thing only, getting home. I’d sort the rest out once I got some sleep.

      Things turned into something of a blur from there. It had to have been after curfew because we didn’t run into a single soul on the sidewalk as I shuffled toward my apartment. Lights and sounds buzzed past me as I kept going, one foot in front of the other, autocars that didn’t pay us one mind. If their passengers did, well, no one called the police or even bothered to stop and check on the bedraggled man carrying an unconscious woman.

      I guess I couldn’t blame them too much. Most people didn’t want trouble, especially not the kind of trouble I no doubt looked like. They just wanted to keep safe, keep their noses clean.

      Before Reprogramming, I had been just like them.

      And that thought spurred me on as fast as my wounds could let me. I cared. I cared a hell of a lot now, and so I had to get us home.

      Finally, after what seemed like hours but was probably no more than ten minutes, I staggered into the lobby of my apartment building, thankful the radio frequency chip in my keycard hadn’t gotten fried in the disaster. The doors had slid open for me without a hitch, and, adding to my small bits of good fortune, none of the usual late nighters were hanging around the place, though I did hear Mrs. Patrusky doing her linens in the adjacent laundry room.

      Hopefully, she wasn’t paying attention as I staggered towards the lifts. Somehow, I managed to contort myself so that I kept Annie held aloft as I pressed my dirty palm against the elevator controls. It took three tries before it got a successful scan through the dust and grime, but I didn’t care about the mess I left, not when the door finally opened. At least I managed to catch myself as I stumbled through the doors, turning a near fall into a quick two steps, my back planting against the far wall as the cab closed up.

      From there, things got really fuzzy. I remember the buzzing of my front door, getting Annie laid out on my roll-out bed, and fishing the first aid kit from out of my bathroom closet while only knocking over half the items on the shelf. It was only by force of will that I managed to hold on long enough to clean and bandage the Kat’s head wound. When I finished, I looked down at her, marveling at her beauty and wondering how anyone could be so crazy not to love the white splash in her lilac hair.

      With that thought, I realized that my cuts had stopped bleeding and, deciding to deal with the rest in the morning, crawled into bed, passing into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      I woke to the soft chime of an alarm and the heavenly smell of brewing coffee. Thin shafts of sunlight played across the humble bedroom of my apartment as my eyes cracked open. Taking in a deep breath, savoring the delightful scent of the java and … was that bacon? My ears perked at the sound of the microwave whirring, and I figured I had a few moments before it was ready. Even as I remembered that I hadn’t set the AutoHome app to do any of this, I turned over onto my side to snuggle closer to Annie, curled up next to me and still snoozing.

      That’s what brought the idyllic moment back down to reality. Going to Reprogramming, trying to save Annie, the stupid security guards blowing the place up, our escape from a literal early grave. There was almost a moment of panic, but I caught it and smothered it. Panic wouldn’t do me any good, and besides, we were fine, at least for the moment.

      I had to figure out what happened. Who had set the alarm, started cooking, all that sort of thing? Slipping out of bed so as not to wake Annie, I tried to assess the situation the best my pre-coffee brain could.

      For a good minute, I stared a bit dumbly around the room, because it almost didn’t look like my apartment at all. Now, I’m not a slob by nature, but working long hours at Katsukami and the constant press of college before that had led to my home being, well, a bit messy. As I liked to think of it, the place was kept in a constant state of organized chaos, but that was a kindness. While I kept it decent, there were quite a few chores that had gone undone for a week or so, and I sure didn’t have time to dust and vacuum like I should. And folding clothes? That was insanity!

      But what I saw now was where a king of cleaning would live. The bookcase full of textbooks, biotech journals, and sci-fi books was dusted, cleaned, and organized, every spine an even distance from the lip of the shelf. The faux-wood floors were swept, mopped, and gleaming as good as new. My two clothes hampers, one for clean and one for dirty, were both empty, while my long-forgotten plastic dressers (rescues from Goodwill) were restocked.

      And that made me think about clothes in general, and that made me look down at myself … because I felt a hell of a lot cleaner than I should.

      Which I was. But a lot more had changed than just my clothes. Like my room, my body was something I now only barely recognized. While I hadn’t been a complete mess before, I knew too much about nutrition and how the body worked to really let myself go, I was no physical paragon.

      I never worked out enough. I had a passion for pizza and beer that couldn’t be beaten, and both school and work had been purely sedentary things. I had been soft around the middle, a bit too thin in the arms and legs. You know, the usual things a modern office lifestyle did to a person.

      Now, though? It was like I had been on an overnight diet and exercise regimen to rival the best Olympic athlete. Instead of softness, there were steely cords of muscle. Every bit of unnecessary fat had melted off of me, and I could count my abs. Hell, they were more shredded than grated cheese. My arms were chiseled, and while I hadn’t bulked-up like a neo-roid freak, I was lean, wiry, and fit.

      I didn’t have to think hard as to what happened to me, even if it was hard to believe. When I had wrestled Rolf to the ground, I dipped my cut arm into a witch’s brew of biodroid genetic material and chemicals. On a technical level, many of the ingredients to run the dissolution tubes were also used in the genetic modification process. It was possible, in theory, for the exact right combination of chemicals and DNA to have washed into my cut to set off a mutagenic process.

      Of course, the real problem was that the bonding process used to make the fully functional animal hybrid Wonder Kats had failed 99.9% of the time it had been attempted on any biological material with an XY chromosome, i.e., genetically male. But who was I to tempt fate by questioning it? My new body had gotten us out of the rubble, that much was for sure.

      While admiring the new me, I noticed a few more things. First, someone had attended to my injuries with a degree of professional skill that was enviable. Even though my ribs were only a faint ache, they had been properly taped up, and my cuts had been bandaged neatly. There was very little hint of bleed-through though as if the nasty gashes were already closing.

      Second, I wasn’t naked, a clean pair of boxers on me. Neither was Annie, now that I thought of it, curled up in a ball and wearing one of my T-shirts and pajama bottoms, all a bit too big on her except in the chest, of course. The light purple of her tail poked out above the waistband, making the pajamas ride so low that it left little to the imagination.

      I didn’t realize how much of a relief that was until I saw it. More than likely, it meant that I hadn’t done anything untoward that I didn’t remember. Not that I didn’t want to have sex with Annie, or any Wonder Kat for that matter. Even the most basic model oozed enough sex appeal to have anyone attracted to the female form ready for action from moment one. But I knew that if I even hinted around wanting to sleep with her, the genetic programming in Annie’s brain would make her comply with barely a second thought.

      Before Reprogramming, it only seemed logical, how a robot should respond to orders, even ones of a sexual nature. But now, well, my point of view was quite a bit different. It felt wrong, way wrong, more like a more insidious form of slavery sans the chains.

      With that and so much more weighing on my mind, I resolved to focus on the upsides for the moment. I was not just alive but feeling fantastic, while Annie was safe for the moment. I wanted to say free … but she wasn’t. Not yet. The genetic triggers and limiters Katsukami had designed in every Kat were still there.

      But I could do something about that. I knew the DNA of the Wonder Kats forward and backward, and I knew how I could take those limiters out with the right genemod.

      Plans starting whirling in my head as I grabbed a black turtleneck from my drawers, neatly folded and placed exactly where it should be, something I was sure Annie was responsible for. That was confirmed as I stepped out into the second of the three rooms of my apartment, a living room/dining room/kitchenette combo. A small note, folded crisply, stood like a tent on my computer desk, right by the coffee machine of course, ‘Jake’ written on it in a flowery script.

      Snatching it up as I scanned the perfectly clean room, I read it over.

      Jake,

      This doesn’t even begin to repay you for what you have already done for me, but I had to start somewhere. I hope you’re not mad that I moved some of your stuff around, but I did everything I could to make sure it was put in places that seemed to make sense. And I’m sorry I used up the rest of your first aid supplies, but you needed some real patching up.

      Enjoy the breakfast and coffee! Later, I will cook you a real meal!

      Eternally grateful,

      Annie

      I smiled softly as I swapped the note for my favorite coffee mug. Sure, you could argue that Annie was programmed for this sort of thing, to take care of people both medically and domestically, but this didn’t feel like programming to me. This was gratitude, and it just confirmed to me that I was doing the right thing.

      But I wasn’t done yet. Not even close. I fixed myself some coffee and a plate of microwave bacon, then settled down in front of my computer. I needed to know what happened last night, assuming it had only been last night. The micro-thin screen of the workstation flickered to light, and chewing on a strip of bacon, I hopped onto the web and headed straight for the local news sites.

      I was treated to clickbait headlines. ‘Wonder Katastrophe at Katsukami’ was probably my favorite, so I pulled up that particular story and read intently.

      Most of it was the obvious stuff. There had been an explosion at the Katsukami Biodesigns laboratory, leveling the building. I had seen that with my own two eyes, but the extent of the devastation was still shocking. Those chemicals were super volatile, but to cause that much damage? I suspected more was going on, especially with the vague non-answers Katsukami’s PR department was spitting out, doing the usual denial and deflection routine one would expect from a multi-billion-dollar company that was caught with its pants down.

      What hit me hard was the attached link of known victims. It was a ballsy bit of journalism, something you didn’t normally see connected to these disaster pieces, so either this reporter wanted to play hardball … or was so much of a sensationalist scumbag he thought he’d get some extra clicks by adding it. Whether the explosion was purely from that fucking idiot of a security guard or something more insidious from the company, it didn’t matter. They had gotten a lot of people killed, and that just took me straight to pissed off.

      The only bit of good news there was that my name was on the casualty list. Most people don’t have cause to be happy about their own deaths, but for me, it meant that Katsukami wasn’t going to be hunting me down, or Annie either. We would both be written off, and that gave us a little time to figure out the future.

      But not too long. I had no idea just how interconnected the banks and the city government was, so there was a real fear that they could swoop in, close out the accounts with what money I had saved up, and leave us without resources. Let’s not talk about the fact that there wouldn’t be any money coming in right away, so I’d be forced to find some means to support us. That kind of activity might very well clue Katsukami off to the fact that I was suddenly alive again, and that could bring a lot of unnecessary attention.

      I had no illusions that the company knew what had happened and knew that I was there at the heart of the explosion. They would want answers, especially if I were right about the source of my physical transformation, and with their power, money, and obvious disregard for life, they’d do anything to get them.

      That was fine. When I was ready, I’d want some words with them too. I wasn’t sure quite how yet, but I was determined to find a way to take Katsukami down and, more importantly, to free all the Kats they had under their thumb.

      Viva la revolution, right?

      While most of that was vague at best, the first steps were obvious. My fingers flew across my ergonomic keyboard, as I set up several new e-mail accounts for communications, a fresh PayPal account to temporarily handle monetary transactions, and then hit the scientific supply sites.

      See, one advantage of my long and extensive college career was my workstation. As part of my schooling, I had a fully subsided student’s genetics workstation here in the apartment, a pint-sized laboratory for running genemod programs and biotech experimentation. It was meant for doing college lab work, no more and no less, explicitly code-locked from creating biodroid tissue, but it could still produce all sorts of things the professors didn’t intend.

      And naturally, so that the college could save money, the professors expected us students to pay for materials for their workstations, which meant not only a second loan from good old Mr. Romine but access to the suppliers for synthetic genetic material and all that good stuff. Fortunately, because I still liked to tinker at home, I had kept my accounts up to date. All I had to do was place an order, do some work here, and I could do the one thing Katsukami really didn’t want.

      I could take the genetic limiters off Annie. Not only would she be able to freely decide her fate, but she also wouldn’t be affected by the control pheromones fired by the Control Wands. And I could do that for any other Wonder Kat that was willing.

      Of course, that was only theoretical. I mean, no one that had the know-how to do this had wanted to before. There would be little room for error, but just to hedge my bets, I ordered as much of the base materials I could for the antidote, as well as a refill of testing supplies, saving only a small margin of liquid cash to shunt off to my new PayPal. It was risky, I knew that much, but with how close this purchase was to my supposed demise, I hoped it would slip under Katsukami’s radar.

      Your order will arrive via drone at your doorstep in 3 to 8 hours! Thank you for shopping with Genetics Universal!

      I let out a low sigh. It was a bit of a wait until I could get Annie free and, while I was at it, do some testing on myself. Until she was ready and we knew more, we’d have to lay low. I found myself grinning at the prospect. The idea of being cooped up with a Wonder Kat, especially Annie, was far from the worst way to spend the day.

      The softest sound of a footstep from behind me broke me out of my little dream. Before I knew it, reflexes I didn’t know I had fired off. Kicking off from the floor, I spun the chair around, stopping just as swiftly by planting my other foot, putting me face to face with the source of the noise, ready for anything from a corporate hitman to an insurance salesman.

      What greeted me was none of those things. No, what was coming at me was a very bubbly catgirl, white-and-purple hair bouncing as she pounced on me, tail quivering with glee.
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      Convincing Annie that I didn’t need a lap Kat at that moment was one of the hardest things I had ever had to do. Especially because I wanted it that badly, especially as she had rather innocently thrown her arms around my neck, which had the not-so-innocent side effect of giving me a face full of soft, bountiful, barely constrained breasts. The purr humming through her body as she squeezed me tight actually helped me control myself, filled with a comforting warmth that reminded me why I had done the crazy shit I had done over the last twenty-four hours.

      Annie looked up at me from her new perch on the well-worn leather couch I had saved from some wasteful person’s driveway. “I’m sorry, Jake, I was just so happy to see you up and about. Besides, that’s one of the suggested greetings from Wonder Klass for Masters and Mistresses.” I could actually hear the K when she said it. Her tail with its white tip was still up straight and happy, her legs folded into a lotus position as her big blue eyes bored into me.

      “It’s okay, Annie, not a problem.” I arched an eyebrow as I got little me under control, Annie’s chocolate cookie scent still filling my nostrils. “Wait, Wonder Klass? That really exists? I thought that was just something made up for the vid show?”

      “Vid show?” Her face scrunched up in cute frustration. “No, no, it’s very real!” She raised a finger. “After we reach maturity and our main programming is implanted, we go to Wonder Klass for two weeks for finishing training.” She must have read my crossing arms and curious look as asking for more explanation. “You know, how best to interact with your Master, nuances of human culture, expectations your Masters will have, that sort of thing. It’s supposed to make it so that you don’t get … reprocessed, but …” Annie’s hands drifted towards the shock of white hair as her tail drooped a little.

      I wheeled my janky office chair, still mobile despite that wheel that kept sticking, right over to her, reaching up to pull her hands away. “Hey, hey.” Smiling at her, I squeezed those hands. “Stop that. There’s nothing wrong with you. Whoever returned you was an idiot.”

      “I didn’t think so when I was in that cell,” Annie said softly, but already her lips were curling up into a smile, flashing just a hint of the cute fangs, once more a purposeful addition for maximum appeal. “But then you decided to help me, Jake, and that made me think … made me think that it wasn’t anything wrong with me.” Her beaming smile made my day all over again. “Thank you for that, and thank you for saving my life.”

      I let her hands go before I got tempted to do a lot more touching. It certainly didn’t help that every little wriggle seemed to make those pajama bottoms slide a bit lower on her hips.

      “Well, you’re welcome, but don’t thank me too much yet. We’ve got to get Katsukami’s programming out of your genetic code or else you’re still at risk. One Kat catcher with a Control Wand and that’s it.” Annie’s eyes began to water, but I cut that off quick. “But don’t worry too much. I can fix you.”

      And that made her eyes quirk oddly, ears swiveling forward to focus on me. “But I already can’t have kittens, children, whatever. Wonder Kats are designed to be—"

      “No, no, hold on,” I said, cutting her off. I’d have to be careful how to word things around Annie, that was for sure. “I meant to say that I’m pretty sure I can clean up your genetics. You know … actually free you.”

      “Oh, milk and cream!” Annie’s tail shot straight up again as she began to clap her hands in front of herself rapid fire in delight. “It’s almost too good to be true! Like a fairy tale!” I almost thought she’d hyperventilate with how crazy excited she was getting. “I mean, to be honest, I wouldn’t believe you if I didn’t know that it was possible. Purely theoretically, any genemod that I was born with could be undone, mental inhibitions and endocrine sensitivities should be kitten’s play to overwrite, and—”

      Grinning at her infectious enthusiasm, I held up a hand to quiet her so that I could get a word in edgewise. “Right, exactly.” Arching an eyebrow as I got up out of my chair, I said, “I’m impressed, Annie. You seem to know a lot more about biology and genetics than I’d expect from a nurse.”

      As if compelled, she got up as I did, blushing a bit both from my compliment and at the fact she had to hold up her pants. “Thank you! Katsukami Biodesigns prides itself on the complete training it supplies to each and every one of its caregiving Wonder Kats!” It came out like, well, the preprogrammed advertisement it was, even if it was basically fact. “And what is it you need, Jake? Please, you should stay still and rest from your injuries. Let me do anything that requires going around the house.”

      To be honest, my wounds were barely bugging me. I had first assumed that Annie had dosed me up with some pain-killers, but I was suspecting more now. Despite her suggestion, I ignored it, walking into the kitchenette part of the room, glancing over my shoulder at her.

      “It’s not what I need,” I said with a grin. “You’re the one who hasn’t eaten yet, and you’re the one with the nasty knot on her head.” Digging through my now-perfectly organized cupboard, I pulled down a bowl and a few cans of tuna. Sure, it sounds stereotypical to feed a cat tuna, but it’s cheap and pretty healthy, two things of great importance to me. “I insist you sit back and let me serve you, just this once.”

      It was like I had flipped a mental switch in Annie’s mind, which I guess I did in a sense. She froze up and stood stock still, one hand fortunately still gripping her waistband. Even her tail went stiff as her eyes got as big as saucers.

      “B-but, Jake,” she stammered, “you’re my Master now, aren’t you? I’m supposed to serve you …” Her voice trailed off into a faint mew that stoked my anger at Katsukami again.

      “I’m not your Master,” I countered, pausing to take a breath and organize my thoughts. She waited with baited breath. “Look, I know that’s hard for you to accept right now, not until we get that genemod in you.”

      Running my hands over my face, I stared down at the stack of cans and the empty plate as if they’d provide wisdom. Annie would just immediately do whatever I asked, and no doubt part of her ‘finishing school’ was a course on anticipating her ‘Master’s’ needs. To force her against that ingrained behavior would cause her more pain and anguish than anything else. Would it hurt so bad to humor her for a few hours?

      Besides, maybe I could use that eagerness to serve to get her to take care of herself.

      “You know what, Annie,” I said in soothing tones as I turned back towards her. Those blue cat’s eyes had never left me. “Forget what I just said. For now, I suppose I am your Master.”

      Relief washed over her face as those servile instincts were satisfied. “Oh, Jake, thank you! I won’t disappoint you.” Her tail immediately shot back up in quivering delight, and she snapped me a cute little salute with her right hand, the left still keeping herself decent. “Nurse Annie is at your service! Is there anything you would like me to do before I set up the bedroom for your recovery?”

      Crisis averted!

      “First off,” I began, leaning against the counter, “I’m actually feeling pretty good, no need for bedrest I think, but once you take care of a few things, I’d be happy to get your professional opinion on that.”

      She nodded eagerly, her ears quirking forward in curiosity. “I did note that your wounds were healing far faster than they should have, considering the extent of the injuries. If you’d like, Jake, I couldn’t help but notice you have an academic biodesign workstation. A KBD-873, correct?” She didn’t let me answer as she kept on, smiling as she began to idly dust the already pristine computer desk. “If you have testing materials, I am qualified to run a full genetic health profile.”

      “That’s great.” I nodded appreciatively. Not only had I saved a pretty girl’s life, but I also seemed to have lucked into saving what might be the perfect laboratory assistant. “In fact, I had similar thoughts. I have some testing materials coming with the supplies I need to put together your cure so you can help me with that too if you feel up for it?”

      Her eyes misted with tears, but from her huge smile and happy tail, it was obvious they were tears of sheer joy. “Do you mean … do you mean that you’re not only trusting me with your health, but you think I can help to make my wish come true? I can help make myself … free?”

      “This may sound sappy, but I started to trust you from the moment I met you,” I confessed, matching her smile with my own. “And so far, craziness aside, I’m not regretting it one bit.” I nodded. “Yeah, we’re going to make you free, together.”

      “I know I keep saying this, Jake, but …” Annie sniffled messily, her button nose twitching as she wiped her eyes with her free hand. “I owe you everything. How could I be so lucky that you were the one to take me out of that horrible, nasty cell?”

      “I’d say we both wound up lucky there,” I said thoughtfully. “If I hadn’t met you, I’d still be … well, let’s just say that Katsukami’s doing a fine job of making people believe that Wonder Kats like you aren’t quite what you really are.” Mulling over my own past misconceptions about the humanity I now found obvious in the Kat before me, I flashed a renewed smile. “But we’ll change that, somehow.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to give off a super-serious vibe that would be right at home in a drama vid. “Speaking of that, before you get going on anything else, there is something critical I need you to do, Annie.”

      “Milk and cream!” Annie exclaimed as she practically hopped up, her attention back on me as she clutched her hands in front of her bountiful chest. Thank (or curse) the gods of casual wear, the pajamas didn’t quite slip off, catching on her wide hips. “Whatever it is, I’ll do my very best, Jake!”

      I nodded sternly, my façade managing to hold together. “I’m happy to hear that.” Taking a deep breath for effect, I stepped away from the counter. “What I need you to do, the thing that is most essential to our future is …” I took a deep breath for effect before turning sidelong, gesturing dramatically at the lonesome plate and the tuna beside it. “Eat, Annie! Make yourself a meal, have some coffee, and then we’ll see about ordering you some proper clothes.”

      Annie blinked a few times as she parsed my ‘orders’ before her smile practically split her face. As she began to skip forward towards me, I couldn’t keep up the serious act anymore, breaking down into laughter. Annie started giggling as well, a purr dancing behind the lilting sounds as she hugged me about the waist, resting her forehead against my chest.

      I put my arm around her shoulders and held her close, careful to avoid the bandage still over the nasty bump on the back of her head. It felt good and right, her warmth against me, and my eyes drifted towards the clock. I’d be counting the minutes until the delivery arrived.

      “Thank you,” she said at last, pulling away from me. “I’d be more than happy to make myself a proper meal, as long as you wish me to do so.” She gave me a little wink of understanding, and that’s what confirmed for me that Annie, probably every Wonder Kat, realized just how deep Katsukami’s controls in them were. “After all, you know what they say, right?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “I want to make some sort of cat reference, but I think I’d be wrong.”

      Annie raised a finger. “Physician, heal thyself! Which in this case means …”

      “Eat some damn breakfast,” I said with a chuckle.

      With that, we shared a knowing smile as I stepped aside to let the Wonder Kat work her domestic magic.
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      The static-filled chime of my doorbell broke the companionable silence that had fallen over my apartment. Like most things about the building, my landlord had been reticent to fix the doorbells, arguing that it still worked, didn’t it? It would cost more for him to replace it when it broke completely instead of fixing it now, but short-sighted assholes never looked at the big picture. That made me wonder if the executives at Katsukami were the same as my landlord, or were they the dangerous, big-game sort.

      “I’ll get it, Jake,” Annie announced brightly, her head poking out from the door to the bedroom.

      After taking care of herself in a culinary sense, Annie and I had decided that, with our limited funds, that she should alter some of my clothes to better fit her instead of bankrupting us for a new wardrobe. Thankfully, I did have a sewing kit, my bare bones budget meant that taking care of my old clothes was a necessity. As I got up from my own work on the formula for the Wonder Kat cure, she bounced out into the main room, wearing an old button-up of mine now adjusted to better accommodate her magnificent rack and some seriously out of fashion jorts that she had tailored into Daisy Dukes that left little to the imagination.

      At least they weren’t slipping off her hips, thanks to the newly added tail hole.

      Before she could get halfway across the room, I was already in her way, moving far faster than I ever thought possible, well, for me. It was the same sure-footed feline grace of the Kats themselves and was just further confirmation of my theories. Annie stopped in her tracks as I raised a warning hand.

      “It’s probably the delivery drone,” I said in hushed tones, “but it could be someone from the company or even the police.” That made Annie’s eyes go wide as she nodded, her tail lowering as the white tip started to twitch. Thumbing towards the side of the room that would be hidden by the opening door, I continued, “Wait over there until we know for sure.”

      Her little nose wrinkling up as she gathered her courage, Annie padded to the side as I went to the door itself. Taking a deep breath and trying to make myself act casual, I rued the fact that the landlord also had failed to replace the pinhole camera on the front of the entrance. With another reminder that there was a hell of a lot that had to change in the future if we were going to be safe, I opened the door, ready for anything.

      A sigh of relief escaped my lips when I was greeted only by the gold, white, and blue of a Lightspeed Shipping delivery drone, hovering in place under the power of six whisper-quiet hover fans. A Styrofoam package that looked more like a cooler than a shipping box hung from the underframe, secure in its rubberized clamps. An LCD display mounted on the front from of the drone’s body came to life, displaying a cute anime girl’s face with an Lightspeed cap perched jauntily on her emerald hair.

      Yeah, everyone was chasing after the Katsukami cute offensive these days.

      “Hello, Mr. St. Clare,” the drone-girl chirped merrily. “I’m happy to be delivering your package from …” There was a brief pause as the drone’s programming pulled the right information. “Genetics Universal! Could you please display an appropriate form of identification or would you rather present your biometric information?”

      “Sure thing,” I replied as I pulled out my much-abused wallet from my pocket. Thank God it had lived through the explosion, even if it was likely a lot of the ID and cards would be useless once my supposed death worked through the system. “Here’s my identification,” I said as I held up my driver’s license.

      Fortunately, none of my nosier neighbors, even Mrs. Patrusky, decided to snoop at the sound of a delivery. A quick optical scan of my license later, the drone relinquished my package to me, and with a merry “Thank you for using Lightspeed Delivery,” it flitted off down the hall. With what might be the most precious delivery I’d ever received in my arms, I quickly slipped back into the apartment and closed the door with a swift little kick.

      Annie was at my side in the blink of an eye, her tail up and happy once again, her hands gripping my arm in eager anticipation. “Oh, Jake, I still can’t believe it. That’s really it, isn’t it? Freedom in a party cooler!”

      “That’s one way to put it,” I agreed with a smile. “But we’re not done yet. We’ve got to formulate the genemod, something I’ve already started on, and then we have to give it to you.” Frowning a bit, I looked deep into Annie’s shimmering blue eyes. “I know I don’t need to tell you this, but this isn’t without risk. If the mod is done wrong, it’s going to change some other snippet of your genetic code. There’s no telling what it might do. Maybe nothing, maybe—”

      To my surprise, Annie was the one to cut me off, even though she saw me as her Master currently, shaking her head as her tail started to swish. “It doesn’t matter, Jake.” She raised a finger. “Firstly, it’s a risk I must take. I can’t … I can’t turn away from the chance of being free.” A second finger shot up to join the first. “Secondly, I’m not even worried. You’ve already saved me once, and you’ve designed some of my sisters. If anyone can do this, it’s you.” As if it were a last-second impulse, she darted up and gave me a quick peck of a kiss. “I trust you utterly.”

      She flashed me a wink. “Besides, I’ll be helping you. Nurse Annie has never lost a patient!”

      I laughed and returned the wink. “Okay then, but considering we’re playing with the basic building blocks of life, I think that makes me more Dr. Frankenstein and you my incredibly cute Igor.”

      It took Annie a moment to process that as if she was dredging through all the knowledge packed in her brain by Katsukami to figure out the reference. When she did, she grinned from ear to ear, using that incredible cat flexibility to curl up one shoulder as she followed me to the workstation, miming a humpback as she dragged one foot behind her.

      “Yeees, Mahhhster,” she said in a perfectly Igor-esque tone, assuming Igor had the lilting voice of an angel, but she could only hold it for a moment before she broke down in giggles.

      “Not bad at all.” I smiled broadly as I plopped down in my computer chair. “If you weren’t already a nursing Kat, I’d say you had the potential for a starring role in the vids.”

      Annie dropped the hunchback act and sketched into a graceful curtsy. “Well, thank you, Jake!” she replied before elegantly planting herself on a threadbare Ottoman next to me. “I’m ready.”

      “Then let’s do some mad science.” Handing her the box of supplies, I made a show of cracking my neck and knuckles before letting my fingers fly across the keyboard.

      Most of my colleagues in the biotech field would argue that designing a genemod, hell, any kind of genetic engineering, is a science, pure and simple. Put gene marker A into protein chain B, and then you get result C. Sounds simple enough, which of course it isn’t, not with the genomes of animals being more complex than, well, anything.

      And that’s why I always stood by my assertation that biodesign is as much of an art as it is a science. You can study all you like, memorize millions of facts about what modifications will do which, but if you don’t have a certain instinct for it, a creative spark that just tells you what code to add and what to cut away, it’ll all come out as a mess. Nobody wanted a mauve, three-legged pig, after all, especially if the bacon that came from it tasted rancid.

      More importantly, messing around with the genetic code of a sentient creature who was still living without an appreciation for the art of it, well, that had far worse repercussions. If you don’t listen to your gut and your head, you’ll make that one slip that goes from taking out the genetic limiters of the Wonder Kat you just rescued to giving her not just cancer, but super cancer.

      Fuck super-cancer.

      Fortunately, I not only appreciated my work as an art, but I was also damn good at it. Not a brag, not a boast, and not a joke. I didn’t pull to near the top of my class in college because I was hopping into bed with the professors, or because I had rich kid money paying off the officials. It was a combination of a load of talent and a bucketful of blood, sweat, and tears. No way in hell were we getting super-cancer that day.

      And even if I hadn’t been as good as I was, Annie was startlingly capable herself. She could catch any mistake I could have made, and her insights at a few points in the process were keen. I think the only things that prevented her from making a cure on her own were Katsukami’s limiters and the purposefully designed ignorance of her own, or any Wonder Kat’s, genetic code. It was pretty ingenious of the bastards, I had to admit, to produce someone so amazingly good at all aspects of medicine and the biosciences, then hamstring them from helping themselves by removing a few key facts from their knowledge.

      With all that said, it was a difficult, palm-sweating couple of hours before I felt it was safe to hit the compile button. I glanced over at Annie, who was looking over at me expectantly. “I think we’ve dotted every i and crossed every t. You ready to load the sequencer and whip this thing up?”

      Annie nodded, a confident smile on her face as she opened the Styrofoam case, packed with small tubes that were basically little versions of the vats I had seen in Reprogramming. The biodesign workstation itself, the business end of things, occupied the table next to my computer. Unlike the equipment at Katsukami, my unit was all sealed systems, the innards of the system enclosed in a nice, white plastic shell. Open ports along the back of the rectangular shell were for the tubes, while a side panel opened for the insertion for a variety of containers for the finished product. For today’s work, I inserted a genemod injector, essentially a bleeding-edge hypodermic, while Annie slotted the chemicals and synthetic DNA modules we had settled on for the build.

      With everything set, Annie flashed me a smile and a thumbs-up. “We’re ready to go, Jake!”

      The whole process, the actual making of the cure, took three point eight seconds from mouse click to the pressurized hiss of the filled injector sliding back out of the workstation, primed and ready to go. Glancing at each other, I carefully slid the hypo out of the slot and held it up to the light.

      “Okay, Annie, we’re at the point of no return,” I said softly. “If you have any second thoughts, now’s the time to say them.”

      Her only response was to thrust out her left arm, palm up and elbow bent so I would have easy access to the blood vessels at the crook. There wasn’t a hint of worry in her expression, her ears relaxed.

      Without further ado, I injected the genemod into her arm, flooding her bloodstream with the tailored retrovirus that would replace segments of Annie’s genetic code with the one we had devised. Annie didn’t flinch from the needle, but a few moments after the injection, she shivered a little bit. Not from any chill in the air or illness though.

      “I feel … a little light-headed, Jake,” she murmured as she drooped in her chair, her ears flattening back in concern. I caught her before she slumped out of the chair, and she leaned her face into my chest. “Milk and cream, it’s like someone’s doing a tap-dance routine in my head.”

      “It should pass in a few moments,” I assured her, stroking her hair as I held her close. “Not only are parts of your nervous system being readjusted, but there are also changes to your endocrine system to cut off your sensitivity to the control pheromones. That’d leave anyone feeling a bit off-kilter, but you should adjust quickly.”

      She nodded, clutching me as tightly as I was holding her. We stayed that way, huddled together in front of the computer, for several long minutes, the only sound being her shallow breathing and the occasional rattle of my chair when her shakes came on strong. A little part of me was starting to wonder if this was such a good idea when those shakes finally stopped as Annie suddenly took in a deep, heaving breath.

      Alarmed, I pulled her back from me a little so that I could see her face, keeping my hands on her shoulders. Sweat was cooling on Annie’s brow, and her blue eyes were wide but clear as they focused on me. “Annie, are you …?”

      “I’m … Yes, I’m fine.” She shook her head, her ears swiveling forward again. “The spasms, the light-headedness, it’s all passed. In fact, other than feeling like I need a grooming, I don’t think I’ve ever felt quite so good.”

      I smiled down at her. “Good, I’m relieved to hear it. You’re more than welcome to grab a shower, but I think we need to make sure the cure worked first.” Tilting my head forward, I asked, “If you’re up for it?”

      “Yes, we need to know.” Annie quirked her ears inquisitively. “So, uh, how exactly are you going to test it?” Her ears flattening, she pouted a bit. “You’re not going to spray me with a Control Wand, are you?”

      “Oh, God, no. I’d never do that to you, I don’t care if you’re cured or not.” After what I’d seen, I wouldn’t do that to any Wonder Kat, even if my life was on the line. I’d find another way out if that were the case. “There’s a far simpler way to test this, anyway. I’m just going to, well, give you an order, and I want you to resist it. I know it seems silly, but—”

      “You’re supposed to be my Master now, so I have to do whatever you say because that’s the Wonder Kat way,” Annie said in a sing-song way, finishing my thought with a snippet that sounded straight from Wonder Klass. “So, well, what is it you are going to order me to do, Jake? I will do everything in my power to resist it!”

      I realized at that moment the problem was coming up with something that Annie might not want to do that wouldn’t also be dangerous for her if I didn’t stop her in time. Yeah, I could order her to jump out a window, but if the cure didn’t work and I wasn’t fast enough …

      I’d just have to start with something safe and simple. “Okay, Annie, I order you to balance on your left leg,” I commanded as I crossed my arms.

      She quirked her head to one side, folding her hands behind her back. “Uh, no?” she replied, blinking slowly. After a long moment, she shrugged a little. “I mean, I guess that means I’m cured?” She certainly didn’t sound convinced, and honestly, I wasn’t either.

      “Maybe, but that was a simple command that didn’t have much purpose,” I said with a nod. “I mean, technically, you still shouldn’t have been able to resist it, but the only way to be really sure would be something that has a lot more, well, meaning to it. Something that may not be something you want or would be dangerous to you.”

      Rubbing my chin, I wracked my brain for something safe but also stressful enough to really test the cure, Annie doing the same thing as she began to pace in a little circle, humming the Wonder Kats theme song under her breath. It was a bit of a stumper. I wanted to ensure Annie’s safety, and I certainly didn’t want to command her to do something that would make her embarrassed, uncomfortable, or worse. You know, the kind of crap that quite a few Wonder Kat owners would do.

      After a few moments, it was Annie who came to the rescue. “Oh! I’ve got it!” She practically pirouetted around on her left foot, her balance impeccable, before pointing at me. “You need to order me not to do something I want to do! And I know exactly what that is!”

      “You know what? You have a point.” Annie had implied through her actions and emotions that she had some awareness of what came from her and what came from her programming, so her plan was worth a shot. “So, what do you want me to forbid you from doing?”

      Annie licked her lips, her little pink tongue swiping over those cute fangs. “Jake, I want you to forbid me from kissing you.”
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      Annie’s request made me freeze for a moment, the implications of it sinking in. I’d been thinking about the taste of her lips ever since she had kissed me before the building collapsed, the desire lingering no matter how much I tried to keep it down. Hell, I had almost slipped, almost considered asking her to kiss me as a test, but my better half kept in control. But now, to ask her to do the opposite? I was almost afraid to say it, in case the cure hadn’t worked.

      But at the same time, it told me that one kiss had been straight from her heart. It hadn’t been automatic programming or even that stupid Wonder Klass. And that, that made all the difference in the world. It made my own feelings feel right and proper, and the chance that the cure had worked one-hundred percent, meaning we could share another of those kisses, gave me the courage to power through my worries.

      Taking a deep breath and putting on my sternest face, I pointed at Annie as if I were scolding a dog that had made a mess on the carpet. “Nurse Annie, I absolutely forbid you from ever kissing me. Not a peck on the cheek, a deep one with all the tongue in the world, not even a kiss on a boo-boo to make it better.”

      Now that would absolutely be an ironclad, irrefutable denial under Katsukami’s programming. There would be no way Annie could countermand it, not unless the cure had definitively worked.

      It was Annie’s turn to freeze, her tail drooping a little as her ears fell a little. For a long moment, I feared the worst, as her blue eyes widened and dulled, something weird and wild going on inside her head. But then, the shine returned to her eyes, her tail recovered as the white tip began to shake, and her ears popped back forward attentively. I was about to ask what happened when suddenly, Annie leaned forward, her hands cradling my head as she planted a deep, warm kiss on my lips. I couldn’t stop myself as I pulled her into it, and we melted into each other for a long moment.

      When we finally parted, I let out a long, contented sigh. “Wow, Annie, that was … amazing.” I arched an eyebrow as I grinned. “I guess we can be pretty sure your programming is broken now, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, yes!” she cried triumphantly, actually pumping her fist a few times in the air before settling down. “Milk and cream, I’ve been wanting to do that all day, Jake! But when you asked me to sit away from you this morning, something kept … shutting me down every time I thought about pouncing you,” she explained, staying right up next to me as if she didn’t want to be apart. “It was that nasty Katsukami programming. It inferred that you didn’t want me to kiss you or anything like that, but now …” She leaned forward, a seductive purr at the back of her throat. “I can … and there’s quite a bit more I want to do with you if you’d like.”

      Well, it didn’t get any more conclusive than that. No matter how I wanted to analyze it, Annie had proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was cured of Katsukami’s genetic limiters. She had not just countermanded my precise orders, but the more subtle, insidious controls that the company had put into place at the subconscious level. Our little gene splice had worked like a lucky charm. No, better than that, because you can’t put stock in luck, can you?

      “Well, Annie,” I whispered back softly, “I’m not your Master anymore, so you’re in charge.” I smiled as I kissed her on the forehead, one hand sliding from her shoulders to scratch behind an ear. “Right now, I’m at your service, so whatever you want …” I meant every word I said and that I left unsaid. Annie was made to be a tool, a slave to the whims of her owners, and in this first moment of true freedom, I wanted her to have whatever she wanted.

      “I want two things, Jake,” she said with a soft purr, her tail quivering like a plucked guitar string. “One can wait, but the other …” Her blue eyes caught my gaze and bored into me with mutual need. “I … I want to know love, real mutual love, not just a toy for my Master. You can give me that, can’t you?”

      The want in her voice was strong, almost desperate. I didn’t know what else had happened to Annie with her old owner, what he might have done to her beside throw her away over the color of her hair, but it had left a hole in her heart. While I felt a growing desire to see old ‘Master Brenton’ and deliver him some solid payback for Annie’s sake, right then, I knew I could try to fill Annie’s needs.

      Fortunately for both of us, those needs linked up very much with mine.

      “I can,” I said with a nod. “I think I might have fallen for you the moment we met, and if I had any doubts about how much I cared, I think I got rid of those when I risked my life for you.”

      Annie giggled, so close to me I could feel every shift of her soft body against mine, spiking my arousal. “I only hope I’m worth the trouble.” Though she was joking, I could tell that there was an edge of seriousness to her tone. “Just for being willing to do what you did for me, you deserve a happy life.”

      Shifting my hands to let one rest on her hip as the other cupped her perfect chin, I raised her face towards mine. “You are, and we’re going to have a happy life, free and together.” To cut off any more worrywarting, I kissed her, not some quick peck or a smooch on the forehead. It was a burning, passionate kiss, and she melted against me under the fire of it. She tasted as she smelled, like sweet chocolate, and I knew I would never grow tired of it.

      There wasn’t any need for more words. Everything important to that moment had been said. No, from there, it was roaming hands, fumbling buttons, and a surprisingly graceful dance of tangled bodies towards the bedroom. By the time we fell through the doorway, Annie had somehow managed to peel off my turtleneck, I had done the difficult work of getting those Daisy Dukes off (tails complicate some bedroom maneuvers, trust me), and the AutoHome sensors had decided to slide the bed back out.

      Contrary to popular opinion, Wonder Kats don’t always land on their feet, especially when they have their hands full of a lover. Still, we landed on the bed safely, and neither Annie or I voiced a complaint, far too busy with getting the rest of our clothes dealt with.

      I took a little work and coordination to get Annie’s button-up off, even though I’d have been content to get it open to free her magnificent breasts, while she had an easier time pulling my own pajama bottoms down so that I could kick them the rest of the way clear. My erection was throbbing, and I could practically feel the heat wafting off of her as I straddled the Kat. It was the first time I had seen Annie completely naked, so I took the moment I had to truly appreciate her beauty.

      Now, I wasn’t unfamiliar with the female form. I’d had my share of college flings, though not as many as I would have liked, and I’d designed several Wonder Kat models, but none of that practice and theory matched up to Annie. Her flawless skin accentuated every perfect curve of her hourglass figure. The massive rise of her breasts, anointed with hard, pink nipples, sloped down into a lithe stomach before blossoming out to wide hips and long, sexy legs. Her tail curled beneath her and through her parted legs as her shining eyes looked up at me, a low mrowl building in her throat.

      “Is … is there something wrong?” she mewed up at me, her hands curling into paws in front of her, a strange fear in her voice. “Is there a flaw you didn’t see, like Master … Mister Brenton?”

      “That’s the craziest thing I have ever heard in my life,” I said firmly. “You’re absolutely perfect, Annie.”

      Relief poured over her face as her hands darted upward, catching around my hips as her tail twined around my right leg like a third hand. “Then take me, Jake, take me now!”

      As if I needed further prompting, she pulled me down towards her with hands and tail, and I went with the moment, lowering myself as I let her guide me home. Thrusting down as she arched her hips upward, I slipped inside of her, filling her up in one easy pump. It was almost like we were made for each other, her moan of pleasure music to my ears as I kissed her neck.

      Our bodies moved in rhythm as I pumped my hips, Annie’s nails dragging down my back, leaving burning trails in my skin that only made my passion surge. Cupping one of her huge breasts in a hand, tweaking the nipple between my fingers, I cradled her head with the other, peppering kisses up from her neck towards her lips.

      “Thank you,” she gasped out between yowls and moans, her breath hot on my face as her silky-soft tail stroked along my legs. “Thank you, Jake, for giving me this.”

      My lips hovered just above hers, a grunt escaping me as I felt her tightening around me. “Think I should be thanking you, Annie, for sharing yourself with me, but let’s call it even.” Before she could object, try to thank me again unnecessarily, I pressed my lips into hers as I thrust as deep as I could go inside of her.

      As her lips parted, the tips of her cute fangs scraped across my tongue deliciously, and her body tensed along with mine as we worked towards our mutual climax. There was more to the fire in my belly and my desire for more from Annie than her gorgeous body. She worked with me, met every thrust of my hips with her own, her near-tireless biodroid stamina matching my own newly enhanced endurance, and that only redoubled my pleasure.

      It not only was the best sex of my life, but it also made the next best sex feel like I had been banging my penis flat between two hot rocks.

      I really don’t know how long it took before first Annie and then I finally orgasmed, both of us doing our very best to hold it off for as long as possible, to enjoy every possible moment together. Finally, panting and sweaty, we pulled apart, flopping next to each other.

      For a moment, all I could do was stare up at the ceiling with a stupid grin on my face, Annie rolling to press herself against my side. Her ears were drooping in content as her tail happily lashed through the air. I curled an arm instinctually around her, pulling her that much closer to me.

      As the sweat cooled and our breathing slowed, her hand crept over my chest, tracing a line of heat up and down my body. “Jake?”

      “Yeah, Annie?” I replied, twisting my head down so that I could see the top of her head, her cat ears perking back up with excitement.

      “Would you be up to going again?” she mewed, her hand curling as it drifted down to my dick, which certainly seemed to be recovering gamely.

      I grinned and took her up in my arms, turning towards her in the bed. “I thought you’d never ask!”
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      I would have thought it was a dream if I hadn’t woken up once more with Annie by my side, curled up more like a cat than a person, a little ball with her tail wrapped around herself. Smiling softly to myself, I sat up, rubbing my face as the faint night lights of San Francisco shone through the cracked blinds. Unfortunately, the spell was broken a moment later by the thing that had woken me up, the incessant chimes of the telephone app on my computer out in the front room.

      I froze at the sound. To the world, I was supposed to be dead, so who the hell was on the phone? Had Katsukami found us? Would some of their goons in their SECURITY jumpsuits and Thunderbolt tasers be at the door any minute?

      And then my rational brain kicked in. It was probably nothing, a telemarketer or bill collector that hadn’t received the news of my supposed demise. The dumbest thing to do would be to answer it because that would add another clue I was alive, which I had left enough of as it was. Sure, the supply purchase had been necessary, but …

      I let the call ring through to voice mail. It wouldn’t hurt to check the app’s caller ID, see who it was. Also, I needed to get started on planning that safe future I had promised Annie. Thankful we’d grabbed some showers after round three, I slid out of bed, grabbed some fresh clothes, and got dressed. The cuts, the broken ribs, all that was gone save for some faint scars and some aches. I was healing as fast as a Wonder Kat, and that already got me to thinking about what to do about that larger problem.

      Annie was still snoozing comfortably as I silently slipped out to the main room of my apartment. She needed her rest. After all, she had to have been in Reprogramming’s lock-up for at least a day, maybe more, and I somehow doubted she was well taken care of. While I didn’t have much in the material sense, I could give her a proper bed, real food, and the elixir of life, coffee, so I was going to let her indulge while I could.

      Speaking of coffee, I started a pot before wiggling my mouse, waking up the workstation monitor. It came to life, the Wonder Kat Show wallpaper bright and happy in the background, and a list of missed calls in a prominent window along the right side of the screen. God, we must really have been tired … but considering what we had done before crashing, who wouldn’t be?

      A few of the calls were innocuous enough, either from the ever-popular ‘Unlisted’ or a few local businesses that had done ad calls before. One call was from Mrs. Patrusky, no doubt to confirm the news report that I was, in fact, blown to a billion pieces so that she could gossip it around the neighborhood. The rest of them, though, worried me.

      No, they weren’t calls from Katsukami or anything like that. It was four calls, each exactly an hour and a half apart, from a rather innocent sounding caller named Mario Romine. Most people wouldn’t even blink at that, but I sure did. See, Mario Romine was the full name of the cutthroat loan shark I had leveraged quite heavily for my student loans. The same loan that I had planned on paying with the paycheck that would normally be deposited this very day, well, if my job hadn’t exploded.

      My first instinct was to freak out. Mario Romine was as legal as a three-dollar bill and would sooner break both your legs with a baseball bat as give you a loan extension. If he had called this many times and not gotten his money, I was going to get a visit from his collection crew. But then I got a handle on myself, sucking in a deep breath and refusing to panic.

      The fact of the matter was, like Katsukami, as far as Mr. Romine knew, I was dead as a doornail. No doubt he was doing what Mrs. Patrusky was doing, calling to see if I was actually dead. I don’t care how much of a Godfather wannabe you were, you couldn’t squeeze a dead man for cash. Still, it reminded me that Annie and I needed to get out of here, find a new situation and a way to support ourselves under the corporate radar.

      First things first. I pushed back with my feet, rolling my office chair over to the coffee machine. A mug of coffee and another quick push back to the computer followed, and I found myself marveling by the subtle boosts to this new body. Every movement was powerful and graceful, without a slip or spilled drop of coffee, even with my jittery office chair and uneven floors.

      Taking a nice, long sip of that sweet bean, I brought up the genemod program and the saved formula for the Wonder Kat cure. I had bought enough raw materials for five attempts, just in case, which now meant that I had the makings of four doses of the cure. With all the hard work done by Annie and me earlier in the day, it was just an assembly line process now. Refilling the workstation’s material vats and loading a fresh injector, I set the program to work. With an hour, we would have the first doses of freedom-in-a-needle ready to roll.

      I’d have to come up with a catchier name. After all, if I wanted a revolution, peaceful or not, it needed some snappy names and some good marketing. That was just the right way to get the world’s attention, right?

      The bedroom door sliding open to give way to a very bouncy Annie shook me right out of my revolutionary dreaming.

      “Good morning!” she cheered, any semblance of fatigue, worry, or anything else completely overshadowed by happiness. Ears up, eyes bright, and tail swishing merrily, she skipped right over to me, opting for a T-shirt that was way too tight in all the right ways and an altered pair of my boxers riding low on her hips.

      I matched her smile, even as I filed away yet another need in the back of my mind. We both needed clothes, as my wardrobe just wasn’t going to cut it for the both of us.

      “I think you mean good evening, but honestly, I don’t think it makes much difference.” Pointing with my own mug towards the coffee machine, I added, “Get yourself a fresh hot cup, and then we can try to figure some things out, now that you’re one-hundred percent more awesome than before.”

      “Ooo, I do love a good cup of coffee,” she mewed with a feline grin, sashaying over to the kitchenette. “Are you hungry yet?” She blushed just a hint as she picked out a mug of her own. “Because I know I certainly worked up quite an appetite before we napped!”

      “Well, you aren’t wrong about that.” My stomach seemed to come alive at the mere mention of hunger, so I nodded as I switched one filled freedom needle with an empty. “I’d love to have some of your cooking, assuming you can put something together with my pretty lackluster pantry. You mind if I chat at you while you work?” I shrugged a little, swiveling my chair to face her as she fixed her coffee. “I know some people really hate being yammered at while they work.”

      Annie fixed her big blue eyes on me as she smiled sweetly enough to give a kid cavities and put a hand over her chest. “Oh, Jake, that is sooo thoughtful of you to ask! You know, the second I saw your eyes through that crazy hood thing, I knew you were a good person … not like my old Master. Not like Mr. Brenton”

      “I’m not going to do the false humility thing, but still, thanks, Annie.” I raised a finger. “But that didn’t answer the question.”

      “Milk and cream, how silly of me!” she said with a giggle, her tail twitching with delight. “Please, feel free to talk to me about anything, any time, except when I’m working on a patient! Then I need total concentration. That’s the Nurse Kat way!”

      Programming or not, there was obviously a lot of Annie’s training and ‘education’ that had the patented Wonder Kat charm built into it. I didn’t mind, that’s for sure.

      “Okay then,” I replied as Annie started to rummage through my cabinets, even though she knew every bit of my kitchen better than I did by this point. “You know, earlier, you said there were two things you wanted. We did the first.” I fanned myself a little with a grin. “Oh boy, did we do the first … but what was the second?”

      Her back was to me as I asked that question, and my words made her tail stiffen just a little. The tenseness passed in the blink of an eye as she pulled down some canned goods. “I … Jake, this is going to be a lot to ask, but …” She looked at me over her shoulder, her expression pensive. “I want to do what you did for me … for my sisters. You know, give them a chance to be free, be safe.”

      Before I could respond, she started gesturing a bit goofily, spinning her hands in front of her and occasionally waving at me as she rambled on. “Like, I know I’m asking for a moon made out of cheese here, and it’s not fair to ask this of you. But who else can I ask? You’ve already stood up to Katsukami once, and you seem to have Kat powers now, and you can break their programming. And you’re amazing at making love, which doesn’t really factor into this question except it hopefully makes you feel so good about yourself that you say yes!”

      The phone app had started chiming sometime in the middle of her speech, but I muted it without a second glance. Another call from Romine, so I didn’t care two bits about it. Instead, I couldn’t help but sort of stare at Annie as every word spilled out of her mouth. Near the end of her impassioned speech, I managed to make heads and tails of it.

      “Whoa, whoa, hold on, Annie,” I managed to get out while she was catching her breath for the next part of her plea. “You don’t need to ask me to do that, because I was already planning on it.” I held up the finished injector, twirling it in my fingers for emphasis. “I mean, we’ll have to start small, work smart, and have more than a little luck on our side but—”

      “No way!” Annie cried, planting her hands on the counter in shock. “Really? You really, really mean it? I mean, I know you care, not just about me but all the Kats, but to take on a giant corporation with bajillions of dollars, thousands of goons, anything they want in the world for tech and weapons, and massive geopolitical influence, well, I just wasn’t going to assume!”

      I laughed a bit nervously. “Geeze, when you just out and say it like that, Annie, you kind of make me look crazy to even want to try … but how could I do anything else?” I thumbed at myself. “If anybody has a snowball’s chance in Hell to fight back against them, it’s me” – I turned the thumb into a finger pointed at Annie – “and you, working together.”

      The Kat looked at me with awe, her hands clasped before her mouth as her eyes glittered. “You are soooo brave, Jake. I’m so lucky, the luckiest Kat ever, that you opened that door.”

      “I’m just doing what anybody with a heart in their chest would do if they saw what I did,” I said with a shrug. “And as for luck, just keep hoping our luck holds out. I mean, Katsukami thinks we’re dead for now, but it’s only a matter of time before they find us. When they do, who knows what the heck is going to happen next, right?”

      And, of course, the moment I let those words slip out of my mouth, someone knocked heavily at the front door.
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      Unlike the last time there was a visitor at our door, Annie didn’t immediately skip over to answer it, though her body started to tense to do so, one hand stretching out as if on instinct. Before I got a chance to stop her myself, she snatched her own outstretched hand with her free arm and drug it down like it was a deadly cobra, her tail curling back defensively and ears flattening.

      Catching her eye, I put a finger against my lips. There was no delivery drone this time to explain the knocking, so there was no one at that door I wanted to see. Sure, it was likely Mrs. Patrusky, unsatisfied with the call to confirm my demise and now in full snoop mode, or maybe Blonsky the landlord. Of course, that was unlikely, as the lazy ass rarely showed his face at the apartments for fear of being forced to actually fix an issue.

      Whoever it was, it was in our best interest to leave them alone. I was worried about what might happen if they didn’t go away, though. If they did something else when we didn’t answer. With that in mind, I gingerly stepped towards the door, mentally cursing at the stupid broken camera as I moved to position myself towards the door’s hinges. If whoever was incessantly knocking decided to move on to breaking and entering, I could maybe take them by surprise by being in their blind spot.

      Annie seemed frozen on the spot, eyes wide as she stood in the kitchen area. Her gaze darted from me to the door and back again in total indecision. Trying to hear if anything was going on through the door, I cast a sidelong glance at her and waved at her, trying to motion for her to duck down behind the low counter in the middle of the room. You know, that whole hiding thing.

      She blinked in slow confusion at my gesture, quirked her head, and hesitantly waved back at me.

      Guess Wonder Klass hadn’t prepared Annie for home invasions. Her programmed response was likely to call the police, and while she had the freedom to not do that, she had no clue what to do. I was about to whisper-hiss for her to hide when I heard the sound of metal scraping on plastic, the door rattling a little. Damn, someone was messing with the door lock. The lock itself was electronic, so that was likely the sound of a probe to hack the lock. I could even smell the faint whiff of ozone and melting plastic, something that only my new nose would have detected.

      Now, I didn’t know that much about hacking locks, but I’d had to break into my dorm room a few times after curfew. That limited knowledge told me we had literally seconds before our new friends were going to pay us a visit. Flattening myself against the wall, I really wished I had grabbed something to use as a weapon. Glancing over towards Annie, she seemed to be going into full panic mode, clamping her hands over her mouth to keep silent.

      With only a moment left, as I heard the lock click, I gave Annie what I hoped was a calming smile and pointed at the frying pan sitting on the counter. She looked down at the pan, up at the door, and that seemed to make her understand. Snatching up the heavy cast iron cooking implement, her ears pulled up some, swiveling back into cat attack position as her tail started to poof up.

      And that’s when the door creaked open ever so slowly. Whoever these guys were, they were trying very hard at this point to be sneaky, which kind of seemed stupid when they had been knocking earlier. Maybe now that they thought no one was home, they were going into full-on crime mode or something. I think the two slabs of beef that slid through the doorway were actually being quiet, but to my new senses, they were loud, clumsy, and drenched in cheap men’s cologne.

      The two dudes were dressed about as cheaply. Maybe they had a fetish for velour, or maybe they just really liked the way the shiny, ill-fitting tracksuits made them look. The lead goon, because that’s what they obviously were, was garbed in shockingly bright mauve, a cheap gold chain dangling around his neck, while his buddy’s suit was in a sickly shade of puke green, made worse by the plush material. For some reason, probably robbery, they had framed hiking backpacks, clearly empty, on their backs, and their zippered track jackets had conspicuous bulges. While anything more dangerous than a taser was outlawed for normal folks, these guys weren’t law-abiding citizens. They were almost certainly packing real, honest-to-God firearms.

      As they stepped through the door, they froze the moment they saw Annie, and Annie froze as well. Though they were each a good six foot three, the goons were obviously shocked that there was someone here at all, and Annie, well, she was a nursing Kat. Even though her limiters should be off, I doubt she’d ever been in this kind of situation before nor had she been trained for it. She wasn’t a Ninja Kat, after all. Our attempted escape from Katsukami was just that, an escape, not a potential fight.

      I didn’t freeze though. I’m not quite sure why. Maybe it was the injection of unadulterated biodroid genetics giving me reflexes and instincts that would make an honest-to-God tiger proud. Before the two thugs got any untoward ideas towards Annie, like drawing whatever was in their jackets or their pants, I reached over and shoved the door closed, a loud slam echoing through the room.

      The sudden noise startled the already surprised goons. Mr. Mauve scrambled for his jacket as he clumsily spun, and Mr. Puke let out a surprisingly girly shriek. You’d think that crooks would be a little, well, bolder, but then again, Batman did teach me that criminals were a cowardly and superstitious lot.

      Speaking of superstitious, Mauve’s eyes went wide as saucers as he fumbled a cheap, plastic pistol, obviously illegally 3D printed, out of its hidden holster. “St. Clare? But, but you’re dead! Johnny, it’s a ghost!”

      Johnny, the former Mr. Puke, only shrieked again as he almost tripped over his own two feet in his efforts to face down my spectral self.

      Honestly, if Mauve weren’t about to point a gun at me, I would have found the pair way too funny to actually do anything to. Annie and I would have broken down into laughter, patted them on their adorable bull-necked heads, and sent them on their way, all crimes forgiven after their little comedy show.

      But he had a gun, and that changed everything. Annie’s indecision was gone as she hissed and charged, frying pan held high, as my new reflexes kicked in. Ducking forward with blinding speed to throw off Mauve’s aim, I was on him before I even realized it. Snagging his right wrist, I clamped down and twisted, bone-crunching in my hands as he let out a cry. The gun tumbled to the ground, anger and pain replacing the fear in the goon’s piggy eyes.

      Pretty sure he knew I wasn’t a ghost anymore. Mauve raised his left hand, clenched into a fist the size of a holiday ham, ready to plow my face in, when a loud CLANG cut through the sounds of the scuffle. The big goon went completely stiff, his eyes rolling up into the back of his head before he fell forward. He would have done a deadman’s belly flop on me if I didn’t dance to one side, letting Mauve crash down on the ground like a felled oak.

      Annie, both hands clenched around the handle of the pan hard enough to deform the iron, was left standing in Mauve’s place, eyes closed, her devastating cooking implement still held at the exact position where the goon’s head had previously been. One eye peeked open just a little, and she let out a squeak of, “I’m sorry!”

      Spinning towards the other thug, I glanced sidelong at the Kat. “Annie, they’re trying to kill us. You don’t have to apologize!”

      While we had been dealing with his friend, Johnny had come to his senses. He whipped out his own pistol as he got his feet steady. “You’re gonna pay for that, you bimbo Kat!”

      Annie let out a yowl of fear, holding out the pan as a makeshift shield between her and the barrel of the gun. It was just the sort of crazy, silly thing I’d expect from her, but there was no way we were going to put her frying pan bullet shield to the test. I would never let that happen.

      Time seemed to slow as adrenaline spiked in my system. Stepping between Johnny and Annie, it was like I could see every muscle tense in the goon’s hand, his finger starting to flex on the plastic trigger. Before he could finish that pull, I shoved Johnny’s gun arm up towards the ceiling, throwing off his aim as I fired off a kick with all my new strength right into his left knee.

      The little home-made pistol let out a thunderous boom that was a complete mismatch for its minute size, but the slug plowed harmlessly into the cheap plaster above us. Johnny’s knee wasn’t quite so lucky. My foot slammed home with enough force to tear tendons and break bones, causing Johnny’s leg to buckle at an unnatural angle before he collapsed entirely onto one side.

      “Milk and cream!” Annie exclaimed, peeking around the edge of her impeccable pan defense. “Jake! You got him! You saved me!” She blinked slowly. “Mr. Brenton would have let me get shot, let me die for him.”

      I growled at that, equating her former master’s disregard for her life with these goons as I followed Johnny to the ground, tearing the gun out of his grasp before he could take another shot. It was easy, even if I didn’t have enhanced strength now, as the agony of destroying the goon’s knee had turned him into a crying, whimpering mess. Getting to my knees, I pointed the gun at Johnny’s head, and those whimpers shut right up.

      Guess it’s true. Big bullies cave fast when the shoe’s on the other foot.

      “Annie, make sure Mauve’s out, and get his gun,” I called behind me, trying to keep my voice low. Not that it’d help one bit, not with a gun going off. Still, considering the neighborhood, it was a fifty-fifty shot if anyone would even bother calling the police. It’s not like we were in a corporate-sponsored complex.

      I could practically hear the air snap as I’m pretty sure Annie did another of her cute salutes. “You’ve got it! Nurse Annie is on the job!” I was definitely going to have to teach Annie a bit about the whole ‘staying quiet when you’re hiding’ thing.

      Keeping my expression level and focused despite Annie’s antics, I kept the pistol trained right between Johnny Puke’s wide eyes. “As for you, Johnny, start talking. I don’t want to have to hurt you anymore, but I will if I have to.”

      “Sure, sure, man,” he rambled between pained seething breaths, his hand cradling his blasted knee. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Just don’t kill me.”

      “First things first then,” I shot back, trying to look as mean as possible. “Why are you here, and who sent you?” Letting out a short, exasperated sigh, I added, “Yes, that’s two first things, but damn it, you know what I mean, right?”

      Johnny nodded rapidly, more than willing to agree with the guy with the gun. “We were here to rob the place, make back some of the money you borrowed from Mr. Romine. I mean, you couldn’t pay it back when you were, yanno, dead.” Sweat poured down his brow as he frantically looked me over. “You are alive, right?”

      I didn’t acknowledge his question. Partly because it was plain stupid, but more because we had bigger problems. While Romine still thought I was dead, that was very temporary. Even if these guys didn’t go back to tell him all about me, Mario Romine wasn’t in his position because he was stupid. He’d put two and two together very quickly and compound our troubles.

      Unless we headed that trouble off before it got going.

      “Johnny, you’re going to give me all of your cash, all of your weapons, and then you’re going to leave here and forget that we ever existed,” I said finally, keeping my gun on him as I glanced over my shoulder at the nursing Kat, happily checking Mauve’s vitals while humming away. “Annie, can you hurry that up? We’ve got to go!”
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      “When I said we had to hurry, Annie, that didn’t mean ‘apply full trauma care to the two guys that were about to shoot us,’” I pointed out as we did our level best to sneak down a side street, on our way to the aging Muni station near my house. Even a century later, the San Francisco Municipal Railway was a reliable way to get around town, so it was our best bet to get where we needed to go.

      “I know they were bad guys,” Annie countered, pulling on the straps of one of our new hiking backpacks, generously donated by an unconscious Mr. Mauve, full of the most vital things from the apartment, like my genemod station. “But a doctor’s oath is to respect all life. Even badly dressed, stinky life.” She flashed those big blue eyes as her tail swished to and fro. “I have to stay true to my Nurse Kat principles!”

      I smiled and laughed a little, slowing down as we reached the far end of the alley. “It’s okay. If we’re going to be high-minded revolutionaries, principles are pretty important … but you’re even more important, at least to me. Just don’t be surprised if I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you off once or twice so that you don’t get yourself killed at some point.”

      “I’ll never be mad or surprised when you save me.” She smiled sweetly and hugged my arm. “Sooo … I have to ask. Where are we going? Why are we going there? Who were those two horrible people? Why did we have to loot your own apartment? Are you sure we won’t ever go back? And aren’t we breaking curfew?”

      “We aren’t just breaking curfew, we’re curb stomping a hole in it,” I began, adjusting my own backpack, courtesy of Johnny Puke, filled to the brim with clothes, and whatever critical odds and ends that didn’t fit in Annie’s pack. “So, we’ve had to take the back streets to the train station, stay away from any of the usual places the police patrol for strays. As for the rest, well, we’re almost there, so if you can wait for a few more minutes, I’ll answer all those questions and more.”

      While I had a fair bit of cash now burning in my pocket from Romine’s goons, I didn’t bother with their guns. Johnny’s had practically melted from his one shot, the downside of the all-plastic construction that let it get through police scanners, and I didn’t have any real-world experience shooting them. In the end, I just crushed up Mauve’s pistol into crunchy scrap and left it in the garbage.

      Annie nodded, understanding brightening her eyes as we slid up the wall of the alley exit. “Okay, I trust you,” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper that I wasn’t sure a non-Kat could even hear. “I hope you don’t think I’m stupid, Jake. It’s just … well, this sort of thing isn’t something I’ve been programmed for or trained about. For the short time that Mr. Benton had me before he … couldn’t stand my fur anymore, he always said that we Wonder Kats shouldn’t stray beyond our means.” She chewed on her lip with those cute fangs. “I don’t really believe that, but …”

      “Annie, you helped me crack a complex genetic puzzle to intricately replace an entire chunk of your own genetic structure without causing super-cancer, and you make a mean cup of coffee.” I was smiling as I peeked out of cover to the normally bustling street in front of the Muni station and the relative safety it provided, even though I was harboring a deeper and deeper anger for this Brenton chap. “You are anything but stupid. Like, the absolute cosmic opposite of stupid, that’s you.”

      She let out a sigh as she stayed flattened against the wall. “What a relief! I was … no.” She stopped herself, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, I’m still a bit … nervous about …”

      I turned back to her, the road safe for now, and squeezed her shoulder. “It’s okay, Annie. Just know that I’m with you to the end.” Yeah, Mr. Breton was on my list for dooming Annie to die because of the shock of white in her lilac hair, but it’d have to wait. “Now, we’re going to make a dash for the train station, then nab a ticket across town. Once we’re on the train, I’ll explain everything.” I slid my hand down her arm, along her smooth skin, and took her hand. “Ready to really book it?”

      “Like run all out, as fast as I can?” Annie said, a grin forming on her lips as her tail began to wriggle with anticipation. When I nodded, that grin went into full Cheshire cat territory, squeezing my hand. “You bet I can!”

      I couldn’t match that grin, but I tried my damnedest. “Then let’s go!”

      With that, we broke off into a full-on sprint, like really cut loose, something I hadn’t done since the explosion. There was a glorious sense of freedom with every bounding step as we ate up the pavement of the deserted road. It was how I imagined flying without a plane must feel like. The wind whipped through my hair, Annie right next to me giggling with glee. While I was trying for the low-profile thing, I couldn’t help myself but join in, laughing as we rocketed across the ten-lane mega highway.

      I had the distinct feeling that Annie hadn’t ever had a chance to really push herself either. The only downside in retrospect was that it was over way too soon. Not even a minute before we began our madcap dash, we were skidding to a halt in the stuttering lights of one of the AutoCab stations in front of the transit hub, still laughing as we caught our breath.

      “So, before we take the train … milk and cream, I’ve never taken the train before! … why is that we don’t have to hide here?” Annie was looking around like she had, well, never been to a Muni station before, her eyes settling on the weathered stone of the main depot past the cab stop. “It seems odd to have a curfew but keep the trains running, don’t you think?”

      “If you think that’s odd, hold onto your skirt, because we humans tend to do odd things all the time,” I laughed as I led her toward the grimy glass doors of the station proper. “But for the question at hand, even with supersonic flights and space plane lines, people arrive in town at all times of day and night. The airports sure as hell don’t want to put them up, so the city lets the rail lines keep going. Not to mention all the wageslaves strapped in for the night shift. They still have to get around.”

      She stuck out her tongue as her ears flattened a little. “Now, I kind of wish I hadn’t asked. I thought Masters and Mistresses were supposed to be kind, awesome, thoughtful people. You’re incredible, Jake, I know, but … other people like that should take good care of others, Kats or humans. Guess after my first Master, this shouldn’t surprise me.”

      “If it helps,” I said softly, pulling Annie close to me, “I think you’re actually right, well, overall. Most people are actually pretty awesome. Maybe not as awesome as you, but …” She leaned her head against my shoulder, smiling and purring at my little compliment. “What I’m trying to say is that there are a few real scumbags, greedy assholes that have got the reigns of the system in their little hands, and they are the ones causing all the problems.”

      “Like Katsukami.” Those two words escaping her lips carried a steely weight that I hadn’t heard from the Kat so far.

      “Exactly.”

      Crossing the drop-off/pick-up zone, dead quiet this time of night, we came upon the Muni building proper. The massive, grime-streaked edifice had once run only a few lines, but now one-hundred-and-seventy-two rail lines linked up here, of which perhaps only a hundred were actually functional at any time. Fifty years ago, the place had no doubt been pristine, with a shining white stone façade and gleaming glass and chrome fixtures, every train running on time, but when the Neo-Corporate movement swept government services …

      Well, let’s just say that keeping the infrastructure clean, tidy, and fully functional cut into the bottom line.

      I started toward the holographic transit map, flickering in the center of the front room of the station, but Annie beat me there, her tail swishing with unbridled excitement as she pointed at the hovering image.

      “Milk and cream, that’s sooo cool-looking!” she mewed as she stuck her hand into the glowing display, sending shafts of nothingness through the map. “You know, I’ve never ridden the Muni before. I’m sooo excited!”

      It was like we hadn’t just been musing on the suckitude of humanity, every bit of Annie’s bubbly cheer coming right back. Tucking my hands in my pockets, I smiled as I strolled up next to her. “It’s hard to believe you’ve never ridden the trains before. I mean, almost everybody uses it to get around at least some of the time.”

      “I’ve never been in a car either.” She shrugged. “And if I had ridden the train before, how can you not see how pretty this is?” Annie danced around the map, twirling with her arms held wide. “Why don’t they have more stuff like this everywhere? I mean, it’s like a light sculpture!”

      Quirking my head, I thought about it for a moment, really tried to see it the same way that Annie was looking at it now. Try to see the glittering hologram as something other than a practical thing. I found myself taking a step or two back so that I could look at the map as a whole.

      “You know what, Annie?” I said, looking back at Annie who was beaming at me from the other side of the map.

      “What’s that, Jake?”

      I smiled softly. “It really is beautiful.”

      Annie’s smile grew even wider as she bounced around the map emitter, throwing her arms around my neck. “I knew you’d see it, Jake!” she purred. “Now, come on! Let’s ride the train!”

      Looping my arm around her waist, I nodded, reading over the map to plan our route to Hunters Point, Mr. Romine’s stomping ground and one of the worst neighborhoods in town for decades running. It wasn’t so much that I didn’t know the usual routes to take, it was if those routes were functional at the moment. After a few moments of thought, I got a route in mind and tugged on Annie to follow me.

      “Let’s get some MuniPasses.” I started toward the vending machines across the lobby, Annie happy to stay snuggled next to me. “Mine got, uh, lost in the accident, and you need one too.”

      “I get one?!” Her squeal of delight was only matched by her quivering tail and huge eyes. “It’ll be totally mine?”

      Though there weren’t many folks around to gawk at us this late, not like there were any important destinations for travelers in this neighborhood, I still shushed her as I tried not to crack up at her enthusiasm. “Of course, it’ll totally be yours.” As she looked at me with unabashed wonder, I smiled and tapped my forehead against hers. “Welcome to freedom, Annie. It means you get stuff that’s actually yours.”

      She purred like a motorcycle and pointed at the vending machines we stopped in front of. “Can I pick one out?”

      Like any good capitalist venture, the transit authority had a good twenty or thirty designs for the art on the MuniPasses, all shown across the vibrant LCD display of the machine in front of us. Not surprisingly, the place you actually spent money there was the best-maintained part of it, the screens crystal clear to show dancing Passes and the vast array of accessories you could get, like pass protectors and lanyards. Pulling out the wad of cash donated by our late-night guests, I took a quick count. Plenty to get us through a day or two, MuniPasses included.

      “Of course, you can, Annie,” I answered with a nod. “And you should pick out a lanyard and card holder too. It’s going to be yours, so you should get something you like.”

      It was like unleashing a kid in a candy shop. Annie started humming under her breath, tapping away at the screen rapid-fire to scroll through designs, lanyard colors, protector art, everything. When it became obvious she was going to take a few minutes to come to a decision, I went ahead and grabbed my own from an adjacent machine, loading up the utilitarian pass with a one-week unlimited transit plan. It would cut into our food and housing budget, but considering we were technically on the run, getting around fast took precedence.

      By the time I was done with all of my business, lanyarded pass tucked under my shirt, Annie was still tapping away, each design seeming to enrapture her more than the last. She looked over at me with a slightly guilty look. “I’m sorry, Jake. It’s just … this is my first thing, and I want to make sure to pick the perfect one!”

      “Annie, don’t worry about it so much,” I said with a smile. “It’s yours. Whichever you one you choose, that’ll be the perfect one.”

      She thought about that for a moment and then smiled back at me. “Okay, Jake. Thank you!” With that resolved, she made a few deft taps, settling on a multicolored floral design, filled with soft pastel petals. It wasn’t stereotypically cute as I half-expected. It was a moving still-life, probably a reproduction of a painting from a museum. “Do you like it?”

      “I do. It’s really you.” I patted her on the shoulder and took care of the payment. Tucking it into the lilac colored lanyard she had also picked out, I put the pass around Annie’s neck, sliding my hands to her shoulders as I did so. “Congratulations, you’re a real girl now.”

      “Oh, Jake, thank you!” she said softly before a faint smirk crossed her lips. “Though I think I proved I was a real girl when we went to bed.” She added a mischievous wink and a mrowl in the back of her throat that made me rather warm inside.

      “You can say that again,” I said with a grin. “Now, let’s go before we miss our train!”

      We eventually managed to nab a working train towards our final destination. Though so much had changed since the Muni rail lines had first opened in the 20th century, the rail cars themselves had changed surprisingly little from what I had seen in the history vids. The big difference was that instead of conventional tracks and wheel systems, everything was maglev and all of that.

      As we settled into a pair of plastic seats in a mostly deserted car, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding. We were as much in the clear as we could be. Of course, where we were going was probably more dangerous than staying there had been.

      It didn’t get past Annie’s notice. She laid a hand over my own laying in my lap and looked over at me. “We’re safe for a little while, aren’t we? Sooo, are you going to tell me what’s going on now?” She smiled brightly. “I know you’re tense, so talking about it will help. Shared stress is less stress!”

      I smiled back at her, sitting up in the uncomfortable chair and getting my head together. “Yep, and besides, I’ll need your help with what’s coming up.” Annie looked at me attentively, giving me full license to get on with it. “Right, so, those guys who wanted to take all our stuff? They work for a Mr. Mario Romine, loan shark, collections man, probably gangster, and general criminal asshole.” I rubbed the back of my head. “I, uh, sorta had to get my education financed by him. I’d been paying him off but—”

      “But you don’t have a job anymore,” Annie said softly, stroking my hand. “Because you decided to save me.”

      “Something I’d do a million times over, without a moment’s hesitation.” My voice was firm, and my feelings adamant on that. “We were going to have to leave my apartment soon anyway, and maybe it’s for the best that we got forced into action. You know how you asked me to do for your sisters what I did for you?”

      Annie nodded firmly. “I do!”

      “Well, Romine has a Wonder Kat of his own, a business Kat, I think.” I patted my old Army surplus jacket and the four previous genemod injectors in my inside pocket. “And after what he tried to do, steal a dead man’s stuff for a quick buck and shoot him if he just so happened to not be dead, I sincerely doubt that Mario is treating her with any kind of kindness or respect. He’s cut from the same cloth as the guys who run Katsukami and every other company and government stooge who’s pushing the little guy down.”

      “So,” Annie began, her ears fully forward in intense interest as she tapped her lip, “we’re going to start our little …” She glanced around with exaggerated caution as if a million spies were surrounding us on the empty train, before continuing in a harsh whisper, “revolution …” And then she was right back to normal conversational tones, a smile beaming on her face. “By stopping Mr. Romine from hurting people and freeing his Kat?”

      Rolling my eyes, I couldn’t help but laugh at Annie’s antics. “Yep, pretty much that exactly.”
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      “You know what this makes me feel like?” Annie said as she chewed thoughtfully on a piece of bacon, sat across from me in the Doughnut Emperor across from Romine’s public office.

      I glanced away from the front window where I had been keeping watch. “I don’t know, Annie. It depends on what the what is. Is it the bacon, the situation, or the restaurant?” I asked with a grin.

      It had still been pre-dawn when we arrived in Hunters Point, and skulking through the streets until dawn would have ended in muggings, attempted homicides, and all matter of trouble for us. The glittering circular logo of the Emperor, one of the countless franchise locations across the city, offered the closest thing to a safe refuge. This particular location of the Tyrant of Hunger wasn’t the cleanest or the nicest, the red painted walls starting to chip with abuse and the holographic statue of their mascot, a towering man in scarlet chef’s duds with a mighty doughnut crown, flickering, but it was still a lot nicer than the mean streets.

      Plus, it was hard to ignore the allure of the Emperor’s Decadence, a double cheeseburger with bacon using a double-sized glazed doughnut for a bun.

      “The situation, silly,” Annie laughed. “Though I have to admit, I do love bacon!”

      We were pretty much alone in the place, the staff having long since ignored us after doing their minimum required diligence, so I didn’t feel a need to be too coy about things. My grin grew as I replied, “Now I have to know how the whole ‘shake down a small-time crime boss while his goons likely try to put holes in us’ makes you feel.”

      “Like Krusader Kat!” she said without even batting an eye, her tail low and swishing from side to side.

      I almost choked on my bite of Decadence, forcing the sweet-and-salty mix of sugary goodness and meaty wonder down my throat. “You mean, like on the vid? You, a Wonder Kat, watched your own kid’s vid show?” It seemed utterly insane to me, why would Annie do that? Unless … “They made you watch it in Klass, didn’t they?”

      “Of course!” she answered as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “The Nurse Nya segments were my favorite, but I always was glued to my seat for Krusader Kat.” Annie punched the air a few times, miming the animated superheroine’s poses. “Pow! Bam! Zoom!”

      I guess the Wonder Kat show wasn’t just good propaganda for kids. It made for great reinforcement for the Kats too. Despite that, I smiled at her infectious enthusiasm, clearing my throat with a big drink of water.

      Annie kept going, eyes sparkling with excitement. “And that’s what we’re doing, right? We’re going to do hero stuff, and save people, and fight for freedom and all Kat kind.” She tapped her lip, her ears swiveling forward in thought. “Milk and cream, maybe we should come up with costumes and cool codenames.” Looking at me with almost deadly seriousness, she asked, “What’s cool that goes with Nurse?”

      “Okay, let’s take a step back.” I held up my hands in the universal gesture of ‘sloooow down.’ “How about we focus on the immediate problem? We can think, uh, big like that once we’ve gotten through this.” Annie gave me the most heart-melting ‘awww’ look I’ve ever seen, so, unable to resist, I added, “But if you want some thoughts, nimble, ninja, nimbus, nuclear, and nebula are all cool words that start with n.”

      That placated her as she dropped back into a thoughtful silence, chewing happily on another piece of bacon. Me, though, I was chewing on something else, namely what we had just talked about. While Annie’s words had been almost naively innocent and a little ridiculous, she wasn’t entirely wrong. I was right to focus primarily on the next step, the immediate problems of which we had several, but if I was really going to make good on my promise to Annie and my own wish to save the Wonder Kats, I needed to start thinking big.

      Revolutions need something, someone to rally too, after all.

      I was broken out of my thoughts by movement out in the street, namely the big, black 2097 Mercedes Blockade security limousine that dominated the growing morning traffic. Even though it was a ten-year-old car, it was impeccably maintained and so far out of the price range of the average Hunters Point resident that it could only belong to one guy. I leaned closer to the window and squinted as the limo stopped in front of Romine’s brownstone.

      “It’s almost time for us to go, I think,” I said with a sidelong glance at Annie as the limo’s doors opened wide. My suspicions were confirmed a moment later as the man I was here to see clambered out of the armored car, the heavy-duty suspension buckling from his girth.

      There was no mistaking the sight of Mario Romine. While he wasn’t taller than average, maybe even a hair on the short side, he was built like a brick wall. Well, if that brick wall had one too many plates of lasagna and boxes of cheap wine. Unlike his goons, Mario didn’t go for the cheap velour tracksuit look, instead opting for what should have been a very tasteful charcoal silk suit. The problem was that, despite the designer name and tailoring, the suit seemed like it would burst right off of him if he moved wrong, like he was an alien whose body could not accept our puny human textiles. A matching grey trilby hat was perched on Romine’s pig-like face, and the distinctive bulky frames of a pair of smartglasses were perched on his stubby nose.

      As he took a slow look around, he was followed by two of his goons, this time in their own atrocious shades of tracksuit. Just what was it with that? Maybe Mario got a discount on bulk tracksuits, or he owned a sweatshop that made them. They weren’t alone either, as the thugs flanked the last person to get out of the limo.

      “There!” Annie said, stabbing a finger right against the glass towards the last of Mario’s entourage. “There she is!”

      I nodded, not needing Annie’s helpful gesture as a prompt to focus in on the Wonder Kat as she gave a cool glance up and down the street. She was taller than Romine but was dwarfed by the two Muscles McGees she had as escorts. Her outfit was a rather smart-looking Tatsukami-branded business dress in red. Of course, being designed for Wonder Kats, it was cut and tailored to look more like Sexy Secretary than Powerhouse CEO. Slim and fit-looking, the Kat had a lithe build as opposed to Annie’s curvaceous one but shared her perfect skin and near-flawless beauty. Her cinnamon-colored hair had the signature ticked pattern of an Abyssinian, her breed confirmed by the large, pointed ears with the same fur, her short-furred tail kept low, practically tucked between her legs.

      For a split-second, I thought our eyes met, her golden feline eyes almost dead in their coldness. At that moment, I swore there was the briefest spark of something, but then it was gone as she turned away, Romine putting a massive arm around her shoulders as he dragged her towards the brownstone.

      My fists clenched as I rose out of my chair without thinking, and Annie was right there with me. “Are we going to go after them right now? I brought my frying pan!” She patted the black iron implement that was hanging from the side of her pack.

      “As much as I want to …” I let out a hiss of an angry sigh and forced myself to unclench my fists. “We have to be smart. We can’t start anything out in the open. I doubt people here like Mario, but I bet he’s got most of them under his thumb, and that isn’t even worrying about the local cops.” Shaking my head, I got my rational brain in gear. “Give them a few minutes, let the ‘work day’ start, then we’ll go see the boss.”

      Annie nodded, her tail relaxing from angry poof mode. “While it isn’t what Krusader Kat would do, it does make sense.” She flashed her cute fangs in a smile. “And I trust you. You lead, I’ll follow!”

      We sat back down, making short work of the rest of our food. Romine and his entourage marched up the steps to his offices, the door opened for them by two more of the Tracksuit Brigade. After a few more minutes, just for good measure, I nodded to Annie and got back up, shouldering my backpack as I dug out my battered wallet. Flipping a few bills down on the table to pay for the bill, I added a generous tip.

      Hey, it was Mauve and Puke’s money, not mine, and the Doughnut Emperor staff here deserved the cash for putting up with us for a few hours.

      Taking Annie’s hand, I led us toward the door. Annie kept pace, blue eyes staring up at me as she forced her tail and ears to relax. “So, uh, how exactly are we going to see him?” Her voice was in that bare whisper that, with my enhanced ears, cut clear through the background noise.

      “That part’s simple enough,” I said, lowering my voice to match hers as we pushed out onto the street. The bustle of modern life was coming on strong now as the sun beat down through the morning haze. “It’s obvious Mr. Romine wants his money, so I’m just going to march in and ask to talk to him about that. From there, well, things start to get a bit fuzzy, but hey, I’m a pro at improvisation.”

      “You know I totally believe in you, Jake, but that sounds suspiciously like we don’t really have a plan at all.” I stopped to look back at her as we got to the edge of the sidewalk, but she continued on before I could say anything. “Very cagey! The bad guys can’t predict what you’ll do that way!”

      Blinking a few times, I let out a chuckle. “Well, that’s a very optimistic way to look at it.” I let out a puff of a breath, psyching myself up as I turned back to Romine’s brownstone. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      With that, we crossed the busy street, slipping through the honking, shouting traffic and up into the building. It might have been my imagination, but the people walking the streets seemed to give Romine’s building a wide berth, making us the lone figures to walk up the stairs. As if we were being expected, the doors opened for us much as they did for Mr. Romine, a mustard yellow tracksuiter giving us the hairy eyeball. I remembered this bit of treatment from the last time I had to have a ‘loan refinancing’ with Romine, so I just led us into the lobby, catching a face full of full-blast air conditioning.

      The décor of the place matched the certain yearning grasp for culture that shone through Romine’s choice of clothing and car. The walls were painted a pristine white, while the floor had faux-marble tiles. Greek columns were evenly spaced around the room, out of place given the sleek modern desk of a secretarial assistant, this one human, by the twin elevators, especially with their gaudy gold paint job. It had all the class of a cheap casino, and was even less welcoming, especially with the two guards flanking the secretary’s desk.

      While Colonel Mustard didn’t block our way, he grunted after us, making us pause in our tracks. “Hey!” he grunted, his bald head trickling with sweat despite the near-freezing temperature in the lobby. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

      Annie froze for a moment, and I swore she was about to go for the frying pan, but I squeezed her hand to calm her. Turning towards Mustard, I hooked the thumb of my free hand in my pocket as I flashed a smile at the goon.

      “Pretty sure you do,” I answered him. “I’m Jake St. Clare, and I think you’ll find that Mr. Romine would really like to see me now.”
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      The mirror-walled elevator was half-filled by Colonel Mustard’s bald beefiness, while Annie and I made due with the other. As I had suspected, the moment I dropped my name, there was a lot of harrumphing as the secretary, the only one in the front hall with a lick of sense, checked upstairs. Once she had calmed the goons down, we were informed that Mr. Romine wished to see me right away.

      It looked like the ‘take me to your leader’ ploy really would work after all.

      What was more interesting was that Mustard was giving us a surprisingly wide berth, well, as wide as he could with the limited space of the elevator. He kept an eye on us like we were aliens who were about to eat his flesh, one hand always hovering near his gun bulge. I scratched the back of my head a few times, while Annie’s ears quirked forward inquisitively.

      “Excuse me, sir,” she asked sweetly. “Are you okay? I’m a nurse Kat, you see, and I can’t but help to notice that your sweating profusely and your heart rate is quite high for an elevator ride.” She cast a glance towards the floor, her tail starting to twitch anxiously as her ears flattened. “Is there something wrong with the lift? Has it been acting up? Milk and cream, is it about to give out and crash all the way back down?”

      Mustard shook his head in confusion, some of that fear melting under her disarming charm. “Wait, no, the lift’s fine, and I’m okay, just …” He shut his mouth and wiped the sheen off his bald head. “Nothin’. Just … be quiet until I drop you off at Mr. Romine. I don’t want no trouble.”

      That’s when it clicked.

      “You heard something from your co-workers, didn’t you?” I said, trying to sound as calm and polite as I could. Sure, this guy was a crook, but I didn’t come here to hurt people I didn’t want to. “About us, right?”

      Mustard clammed up at that, trying to look tough and professional, but I kept looking at him curiously, and Annie gave him the cute cat look that could melt the coldest heart. Under that intense pressure, he eventually let out a pent-up sigh and glanced at us sidelong, keeping his voice low as if we were being eavesdropped on.

      Which we probably were. I know if I were a crime boss, no matter how penny-ante, I’d put surveillance devices everywhere I could stick them. No employee bathroom would be safe on my evil overlord watch!

      “Yeah, St. Clare, that’s exactly it. Luiz and Johnny didn’t come back from cashing out your place last night.” Mustard shook his head a little. “And Johnny’s cousin’s sister-in-law is my niece, and she told me the story that he told his mother, which … well, you get how the grapevine works.” Shivering a bit, he straightened out his tracksuit jacket as the elevator began to slow. “So, yeah, I know that you two whipped the butts of two scary dudes with guns. Makes a man in my business worried.”

      I’d have to remember in the future that word of mouth was potent. Glad to hear that Johnny at least was more of a talker than I asked him to be, I nodded at Mustard. “Then do the smart thing, man. When you get downstairs, take the day off. I’m not here to make trouble, but I think we both know your boss isn’t exactly a nice guy.”

      The lift dinged and came to a shuddering halt. Mustard was regarding me seriously, mulling over my words, just as Annie nodded vigorously. “Please, sir. You don’t seem like a bad person, or else you wouldn’t have told us that, and you sound like you have a family. Do the right thing!”

      I honestly didn’t think he’d really go for it. Sure, he had a bit of the fear of, well, us in him, but come on. Certainly, he had done some really nasty business for Romine in the past, hadn’t he? What was maybe having to rough up some guy and his Kat?

      But maybe Mustard was smarter than the rest, or maybe he really did care about the family he might leave behind. Glancing from Annie to me, he grunted and nodded. “Yeah, I had a runny nose this morning anyway. Think I’ve got a fever coming on.” The doors slid open, and he pointed a thick finger down a hallway ahead. “Mr. Romine’s office is straight ahead. He’s waitin’ for you.”

      I returned his nod and offered him a hand. “Thanks, man.” Annie mimed my offer, sticking out her hand as well. Again, surprise surprise, Mustard took both our hands, gave them a shake, then shooed us out the door, probably so he could get the hell out of here as quickly as possible.

      Annie beamed at me, her tail swishing happily as we turned to look down the ostentatiously decorated hallway. “What a nice man, Jake! I’m so happy I won’t have to hit him with my pan!”

      I grinned as I tucked my hands casually into my jacket pockets. “I’m glad to see you’re adjusting to this quickly.” Nodding towards the paneled wood door waiting for us, I added, “Time for our appointment.”

      Annie saluted me and fell into line, staying right on my heels. As I said, ostentatious was the right word for the hall, but you could also add tacky, gaudy, and a few other choice adjectives. It had inch thick red shag carpeting, and the walls were painted a cream color that did not mix with the carpet or the mirrored ceilings. Maybe it was my newly enhanced senses, but the assault to my sense of decorating was even worse than the other times I had been here. If I didn’t already have a reason to have words with Romine, this building was like a crime against good taste in and of itself.

      In the moments it took us to get the office door, it was already opened from the inside, so we walked right on in. I had heard that the best way to take control of a situation in a strange place was to stay confident and look like you owned the place, so I went with that, leaning on the confidence the adventures of the past couple of days had engendered in me. I’m not sure if it worked, but it didn’t hurt, as our straightforward entrance drew the eyes of everyone in Mario Romine’s office.

      Flanking the door were the two tracksuiters that had escorted Romine into the building, the one to the right dressed in salmon (yeah, that is a real color) and the one to the left in a yellow that was probably actually lemon, but I wanted to call piss. Neither was particularly pleasing, not in the least, and they both looked dumber and bigger than the rest of them. If I was an expert on biodesign, and I was, they were both abusing neo-roids, illegal genemods that did wonders for testosterone and muscle mass at the cost of, well, just about everything else.

      Past those two walking sides of beef, the office itself was a roomy affair that screamed more ‘showy rich guy’ than ‘reputable businessman.’ From the glass bookshelves with an array of clearly never opened books, to the fake bearskin rug on the floor, to the leopard print cozy chairs in front of the real wood desk that was probably carved from an entire oak based on its extravagant size, it was all conspicuous excess and wasted wealth.

      Behind that mammoth desk, Mario looked up at me, leaning forward in his huge leather chair that resembled a throne. His fat mitts, oversized gold rings on half his fingers, were folded on the desk and I could feel his eyes on me, even though they were concealed behind his smartshades. The microcamera in the center of the frames transmitted to him and anyone he was connected to, the glasses themselves allowing data to be fed to him. My best guess was that it was his Kat that was connected to his shades, standing slightly behind and to one side of him, her almond eyes quickly darting down to stare at the tablet in her hands.

      “Jakey, my boy,” Romine said, a grin curling his jowls, “the news said you’d given up the ghost when Katsukami went all 9/11.” A thin black eyebrow curled above his shades as that grin turned into a smirk. “You are alive, ain'tcha? You’re not a ghost, are you?”

      Annie had shrunk back just a bit behind me as I stepped forward into the room. I squeezed her hand reassuringly before letting it go, and I could feel her stance straighten as her confidence took over. Glancing over at the business Kat, who still had her head down with her fingers tapping at the tablet, I turned my full attention on Mario.

      “Alive and pretty pissed that you decided to ransack my apartment while the body was still warm, Mr. Romine,” I countered. “I’m guessing you’re wondering about what happened to Luiz and Johnny?”

      Romine shrugged slightly. “I know a lot of people in this neighborhood, in this city, so I hear when things happen, even if some smartass thinks he’s scared people into keeping their mouths shut.” That smirk grew as his head swiveled to his two guards. “Bimmy and Jimmy here happen to be scarier than some scrawny college kid and a widdle kitty kat.”

      The Steroid Twins chortled as if that were the funniest joke in the world, while I could hear a growl building up in Annie’s throat. Me, I played it cool, though I couldn’t help but notice Mario’s Wonder Kat flinch a bit instinctually before cutting through the goon laughter with a surprisingly clear and confident voice.

      “Master Romine, sir, should I bring up Mr. St. Clare’s records? Considering the resources lost already in attempting to collect, such as the loss in labor, perhaps a settlement can be worked out.” The Kat tapped at her tablet, but before she could do more, Mario shot her an evil glare.

      “Nyala, if I’m not mistaken, I didn’t make you the boss, did I?” Malice was rife in his voice, and I almost vaulted the table to kick him in his stupid teeth right away.

      “No, Master,” she mewled, her tail dropping right to submissive mode as her ears flattened. “Not at all, but it’s my duty to maximize your profits and—”

      “Don’t you worry your pretty head about it,” Romine said with a guffaw, waving at her dismissively. “And maybe you do have a point. Gimme Jakey’s records.”

      Annie pressed herself against my back, eyes darting between Bimmy and Jimmy. Whispering in that super-low voice that I realized more and more no one could hear but Wonder Kats and yours truly, she hissed, “Should I hit them with my pan, Jake?”

      I raised a hand to her. As much as I would have loved to jump ahead to the punching, just swinging wildly was stupid. With the addition of neo-roids to the mix, we would have to swing smartly. I started to assess the situation, trying to think of the best way to approach a fight with the two goons. Neo-roids made you strong, tough, volatile, but they also made you slow on your fet and dumb as rocks. We could probably exploit that, but first, I was going to try to do this peacefully.

      Just because these guys were violent assholes didn’t mean I had to be, at least not until I was provoked.

      “Look, Mr. Romine,” I said, keeping my confident expression, “while I didn’t appreciate wanting to steal my stuff, I can look past that. You thought I was dead, I owed you money, even if it was way more money than I should have, fine. Water under the bridge. But I came here to clear all this up.”

      Mario grunted as he looked over my data, his sausage fingers drumming, his head turning slightly back and forth in the way that most people did when reading data off smartglasses. “And just how are you going to do that? Ain’t gonna lie, kid, I’ve still got tens of thousands of bucks invested in you, still racking up interest, and that’s … hold on.” Nyala had never stopped tapping at her tablet, and Romine nodded slightly. “Make that nearly a hundred thousand now, countin’ lost labor from the guys you beat up.” He grinned like the fat greedy pig he was. “You know how expensive good help is these days, right?”

      I shook my head. “That’s bullshit, actually, the same bullshit you’ve pulled on thousands of people. How many folks have you literally stolen everything from, sucking away all their money after you make them a bad deal when they’re desperate?”

      Annie’s growl was growing even as Nyala’s attitude turned fearful, her ears flattening. Mario seemed not to care or notice. “That’s business, Jakey. I have money when people don’t, and it’s not my fault they don’t spend my loans wisely. Smart guy like you has to understand that.”

      “Well, that’s ending today,” I said calmly. “You’re going to forget about that loan of mine, you’re going to forget about me, and while you’re at it, you’re going to hand over custody of Nyala there over to me.”

      That little spark of something came back into the business Kat’s eyes, but Romine just started laughing. “Holy shit, kid, that’s fucking rich! You march into my place of business and demand that kinda shit? You’re crazy!”

      “You might think I’m talking from a position of weakness,” I corrected, “but if you really did talk to the guys you sent to my place, you’ll know that we dealt with them handily.” When Romine still kept laughing, I added, “And you should really consider the fact that Annie here took out one of your guys. She’s a Nurse Kat, you know, and I’m sure you know what this means.”

      I don’t think Romine got it, but Nyala did. The cinnamon-haired Kat’s eyes widened slightly, her ears perking as her tail started to twitch. She tapped furiously at her tablet for a moment before Mario finally caught up with my implication.

      Or did he? I couldn’t be sure, but he didn’t stop his chortles until Nyala had started typing …

      “You did something to your Kat then?” Romine asked, his fat fingers starting to drum the table. “Something that let her whack a human, which they ain’t supposed to do.” He paused a moment, Nyala’s fingers still tapping at her tablet as he did so. Finally, he added, “Right, you borrowed from me for college. Some fancy biodesign thing, yeah? Maybe you do have something I want, Jakey.”

      I crossed my arms and frowned. “One person in this room past Annie and me is smart.” And it wasn’t Mario Romine. “But I was more trying to remind you that a Wonder Kat off her limiters is stronger, faster, and a hell of a lot smarter than these goons of yours. Trust me, what I have I certainly will not sell to someone like you, but—”

      The Abyssinian’s tail shook in fear, her ears fully back as she frantically typed at her tablet, but whatever she was sending to her boss, I think he ignored as he rose to his feet abruptly, cutting me off by saying, “Good thing I wasn’t gonna ask. Boys, shake these two losers down.”

      And that’s when all hell broke loose.
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      “Romine, you greedy asshole,” I growled as I spun toward Bimmy and Jimmy, pulling Annie behind me in the process. “Just know that what’s about to happen is something you brought on yourself.”

      The two over-muscled goons stalked forward, Bimmy cracking his knuckles and Jimmy slipping on a set of brass knuckles the size of a license plate, while Mario chortled behind us. “You’re makin’ me shake in my boots, Jakey, and besides, it’s not greedy to take what’s mine.”

      That was some kind of cue for the neo-roid freaks, as that’s when they went into full bum rush mode. Bimmy in his shimmering salmon let out an incoherent roar as he swung a Buick-sized fist at my head, and piss-yellow Jimmy took a shuffle step to one side in an effort to corral us towards his buddy. Surprisingly smart tactics for guys like this. No doubt they had run this play a thousand times on far more unfortunate people than Annie and me.

      Fortunately for us, we weren’t a couple of helpless folks to be crushed under Romine’s heel, well, not anymore.

      As Bimmy’s fist rocketed in, I was already out of the way, rushing forward to squeeze through the gap between the twins. That punch had enough force to blow my long hair back, and I lost sight of Annie behind the wall of muscle as I spun to face their backs. I only heard her hiss loudly even as Nyala was mewing in fear. I was a little worried for Annie. While I hadn’t exactly been bluffing about her capabilities and resolve, well, this was only her second fight.

      Of course, it was also only my second fight ever, but who’s counting?

      “Annie, pan ‘em!” I shouted as I snapped a punch right into Bimmy’s unprotected kidney. Those genemods on him might have given him muscles harder than granite, but he was still human, which meant all the soft spots were still soft spots. The giant let out a groan of pain as my fist buried into his back, but it was followed by a roar of fury as he spun back around with a haymaker. I ducked low, Bimmy plowing his hand right through the wood paneling and into the drywall.

      While I was dancing with Bimmy, Jimmy must have decided to go for Annie. He kept lumbering forward as the sound of iron on canvas filled my ears, Annie whipping the cast iron pan out.

      “You’re very bad people,” she cried out, “but I’m still very sorry for what I’m about to do!” But the triumphant clang of cooking implement against skull didn’t come. Instead, there was a whoosh and a yowl of surprise from the Kat.

      Time seemed to slow as those deep-down instincts that were ingrained in me since the explosion kicked in, spurred on by worry for Annie’s safety. Bimmy’s square jaw was hanging open, spittle dripping from his dumb face as his fist was still buried in the wall, so I hopped up the short distance between me and his skull. Clapping my hands around the top of his head, I yanked down with all my newly enhanced strength, which had the equal and opposite reaction of bringing my bent knee up towards his stupid face.

      A crack like thunder accompanied my knee exploding into the brawny thug’s pug nose. Cartilage crunched as the bridge of that nose caved in, blood spurting out as Bimmy’s head rocketed back for a moment before I pulled back down. Stunned, the brute was almost entirely limp as I brought him to faceplant into the shag carpeting. Hopefully, Bimmy was down for the count, but more importantly to me, his wall of meat wasn’t blocking my view anymore.

      And what I saw just made me mad. Mario hadn’t even gotten his fat ass up out of his leather throne, braying like a jackass as Nyala pressed herself into a corner, her tablet clutched to her chest. Meanwhile, Jimmy held Annie aloft by her frying pan, gripped tight in one of his massive mitts. Maybe she was too surprised by the turn of events to let go of it, her right hand clenched tight into the indentations she had already squeezed into the cast iron, her tail completely poofed as her yowls turned into hisses.

      “Let go of my pan, you big dummy,” Annie cried, squirming in the boneless way only a Wonder Kat can, as Jimmy began to sweep his other hand forward to stop those struggles.

      I barely heard it since I was already in motion to save Annie. A quick spring forward with my new body was enough to let me bound atop Bimmy’s downed body, one foot planted on the small of his back. Without losing a step, I pushed off with that leg as I cocked a fist back.

      Even as I launched myself towards Jimmy’s face, Annie suddenly swung her body up toward the steroid freak’s outstretched arm, keeping one hand on her pan’s handle while gripping his wrist with her free hand. Her legs and tail twisting around his arm, she cinched her grip and yanked hard, wrenching Jimmy’s elbow joint a way it wasn’t supposed to go. While Jimmy had never skipped arm day ever in his life, I hadn’t been lying about a Wonder Kat’s physical prowess, and Annie had her whole body working against only one limb.

      As Jimmy’s elbow hyperextended, ligaments and muscle tearing, he let out a horrible screech of pain … which ended only a split-second later as I drilled the giant with a flying punch that would have made Superman proud. His jaw deformed under my first, his entire head snapping hard to one side, blood, spittle, and teeth flying out. As Jimmy’s grip went limp, Annie dropped free, twisting in mid-air to gamely land on her feet, and then the rest of his brawny torso followed the twist of his head. Jimmy’s waist and legs followed, his entire body pirouetting once before falling like a felled tree to the ground.

      The floor shook as I landed in a crouch in front of Annie. “You okay, Annie …?”

      My voice trailed off as she hugged her pan to her chest, rubbing her cheek against the edge of it. “Did that mean man hurt you, Mr. Panny? Don’t worry, Nurse Annie will—” The scuffle of hands and feet on the carpet from behind me made my ears perk and Annie’s eyes go wide. Looking past me as a shadow loomed over us, she cried, “Jake, duck!”

      I didn’t think. I just trusted Annie. Dropping low to the ground just in time, Bimmy’s huge hand cut the air with a crude backhand right where my head had been, sending the snorfling, broken-nosed goon off balance. Rolling to one side, I was barely to my knees before a black blur of cast iron hurtled through the air as Annie went on the counterattack.

      A tremendous clang of iron on skull thundered through the office as Annie’s pan collided dead-on with Bimmy’s giant head. His entire body went stiff, his face flattened against the black iron, and for a moment, I thought he was going to shrug that off too. Hopping up to my feet, I clenched my fists, ready to unload on the goon, but then he let out a painful gasp as he collapsed like a boneless pile of goo.

      Relaxing back into a casual pose, I grinned with relief as I turned back towards Romine. “Now, where were we?” I said, trying to do the ‘super cool dude’ act. “I think we were at the part where you—"

      And my whole speech was partially ruined by Annie leaping atop the downed Bimmy. “Yes! Another victory for Mr. Panny!” Annie thrust her now-rather dented frying pan skyway like Excalibur, and her sheer energy made me think a lightning bolt was about to strike it, at least until concern flashed across her face. “Oh, but I am so sorry! I better look at those wounds!”

      Romine finally found his voice, wresting his eyes away from Annie’s antics to look at me. “I … what … hold on now, Jakey!” He raised his fat hands up as if that could possibly stop me if I wanted to deck him. “Maybe I was hasty when I did that, but come on. You gotta admit that I had to try, didn’t I? I can’t just roll over for some college kid, can I?”

      Fuck the cool guy act. I stalked to his desk, growling. “I don’t care.” I planted my palms on his desk hard enough to crack the finish. “Are you going to give me what I want, or do I have to get serious here?”

      Nyala looked past her tablet, her ears starting to perk forward as Annie started to attend to the two thugs’ wounds. There was real hope in her eyes as she glanced from me to Annie and back. “Master Romine, as much of a loss as Mr. St. Clare’s terms may be, you can easily recoup that. Even purchasing a new Business Kat would—”

      “I know that, you stupid—” Romine grunted, but before he could really get going, Nyala did the surprising thing by cutting him off.

      “No,” she mewled. “You don’t know that! You don’t know anything about how your business works. I have to tell you everything, Master, and then … you …” Nyala’s rant trailed off into a sort of strangled sob, and I tensed to vault the desk then and there.

      “I knew you were total scum before, Romine, but whatever you did to her …” I snarled as my fists clenched. “I should beat the shit out of you right this second …”

      Seeing me tense, Romine’s eyes got so wide I could almost see them past the shades. Quaking in fear, he flinched back. “Okay, okay! You win, goddammit! Your loan’s voided, okay? And Nyala, this asshole’s your Master now, okay?” He shook his fat face wildly. “Just leave. Take that traitor of a Kat, take your crazy nurse, and get the fuck out of here, the fuck out of my life!”

      “I … I belong to Mr. St. Clare?” Nyala whispered as she pulled herself out of the corner. “Oh, thank my whiskers!” she shouted to the ceiling, confidence starting to replace her fear. “Anyone is a better Master than you, Mario. You’re a horrible person and a horrible businessman!”

      Romine just folded his arms, doing his best spoiled brat impression as he glowered at his desk. “Whatever. Just go before I change my mind, call all my guys to put holes in you.”

      I snorted as I opened my arms to Nyala, Annie breaking away from doting on the Steroid Brothers to come to my side. “Typical bully bull. Already trying to cover up for your cowardice with stupid threats.” Nyala, despite her newfound confidence and tail held high, still kept a wide berth around Mario until she could slip into my arms.

      “I don’t know where you came from exactly, Master St. Clare, but thank you for coming,” Nyala whispered against my chest. “But he’s not lying. There are at least six more gunmen in the building, and Romine’s had people killed before.”

      Nodding, I glanced over at Annie. “Okay, Annie, let’s get out of here.” As we turned toward the door of Mario’s office, I called over my shoulder at him. “Don’t do anything stupid, Mario, or we’ll be back … and Annie won’t be the only Kat capable of kicking your ass.”

      Maybe it was the implication that the Wonder Kat that he had dominated for who knew how many years might come back for some payback that set Romine off, or maybe he had just been waiting for his moment. As we were about to open up the door after pushing Bimmy out of the way, Mario let out a strangled cry of frustration, pushed himself to his feet, and snatched up the pistol he had concealed in a holster under his desk.

      “Stupid kid!” he cried. “Don’t you turn your back on Mario Romine!”

      I spun the moment I heard his cry, the glint of real gunmetal catching my eye as he swung the weapon toward our backs. As his stubby finger flexed on the trigger, I snatched Annie’s frying pan out of her hands, swinging up to act as some kind of defense as I pushed her and Nyala down to the ground. There was a sharp, echoing crack as the pistol went off.

      The pan shuddered in my hand, sending a shock through my arm and shoulder, as a bright spark accompanied the flash of gunpowder. Somehow, the bullet hadn’t blasted through my chest as Romine intended. Instead, the bullet had hit the pan at just the right angle, ricocheting off the pan, spanging off a gaudy, polished wall clock, and drilled right into Romine’s temple.

      Mario’s eyes went wide in shock, teetered in his chair for a moment as blood poured down the side of his head, and then fell forward, crashing into his desktop, dead as a doornail.
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      I blinked slowly, the pan still vibrating slightly in my hand, as Annie and Nyala both looked up from the floor wide-eyed. I hadn’t intended to kill anyone coming here, but then again, the only sane way to look at it was that Mario had killed himself.

      Annie, of course, broke the silence, hopping up to her feet and pointing at the outstretched pan. “See? I knew it would stop a bullet!”

      It was Nyala that had something more pragmatic to offer, the business Kat rising more elegantly and smoothing out her skirt, her ears up and attentive as a remarkable calm set in over her earlier panic.

      “Master, we have to act fast. Standard Wonder Kat protocol in this situation is me to call this in both to the police and Katsukami Biodesign. On top of that, it won’t be long before there’s a call from downstairs about the gunshot.” As I turned to her, my arm still aching as I handed the pan back to Annie, she brought up her ever-present tablet.

      “Wait,” I said, arching an eyebrow. “Why haven’t you ever reported this before?”

      “Later, Master. Right now, after observing what you just did, I believe we can get ahead of this if you trust me … and do what you did for your nurse friend to me.” Her golden, almond-shaped eyes bored into me with need, joined by Annie’s crystal blues, as if she needed to bear witness. “Make me free. Please.”

      “Hold out your arm and roll up your sleeve.” I didn’t need prompting or pressure. Even if Nyala had been cursing my guts for Romine’s death, I’d still have freed her in a heartbeat. That’s just how revolutions work, right? “Annie, finish checking out Bimmy and Jimmy, make sure they don’t die too. Neo-roids do so many bad things to your head that I really can’t blame them for what they did.”

      She nodded, the nurse Kat swinging her pack around to fetch what few first aid supplies we had left. “Nurse Annie is on the job! Just holler if you need help, Jake.”

      While she got to work, Nyala had pulled up the sleeve of her suit jacket and rolled up the blouse underneath. “I’m ready … I think.” As she held out her arm wrist up, the angle of her tail betraying the concern her cool demeanor was trying to hide. I couldn’t blame her for a wash of second thoughts. I was about to scrambler her genetic code, after all. “Whiskers, I hope you know what you’re doing. The risks are—”

      “Well worth it,” I finished for her, gently taking her outstretched hand as I pulled one of the cure-filled genemod injectors out of the inside of my jacket. “Freedom is always worth the risk. Truth, justice, and the Wonder Kat way, right?”

      That brought a quirked smile to her face and a flash of that child-like wonder Annie had so often. “Good old Krusader Kat.” Nyala puffed out a faint mewing sigh. “Fine, let’s do it before I get cold paws.”

      “You’ll experience some shivers and chills, but they’ll pass fast,” I explained as I pressed the injector tip to her arm. The faint hiss of the hypo was almost overwhelmed by the sudden, sharp chime of a ringtone that came simultaneously from Romine’s smartglasses, still sitting on his dead face, and Nyala’s tablet tucked under her other arm.

      Annie looked up from where she had just popped an unconscious Jimmy’s elbow back into proper position. “I’ll get it!”

      In near lockstep, Nyala and I spun towards Annie and said simultaneously, “No, Annie!” We glanced back at each other, that first spark of connection flashing in her eyes just as the first shiver ran upNyala’s lithe form. As I steadied her, hands on her shoulders supportively, Nyala shook her head slightly.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said weakly, shaking her head as she tried to compose herself. “I’ll deal with downstairs, St. Clare. This has happened before.”

      That little revelation didn’t really surprise me, not with what had just happened, so I nodded. “Okay, Nyala. I trust you.” I still kept supporting her, glancing over at Annie. “Please lock the door, just to be safe. If Nyala can’t placate the other guards, it will buy us some time.”

      Annie snapped a salute, bouncing over to the door panel and tapping at the controls. “You got it, Jake!” Almost all the trepidation and confusion the nurse Kat had shown when we were attacked at my apartment was gone. God, I only hoped I would adapt so well to this crazy new life of ours.

      Of course, I guess you could say I already had.

      Nyala raised her ringing tablet up to give the best, undamaged angle of the office, one hand over her face as she took a deep breath. It looked like she was doing one of those exercises I had heard that actors did when they tried to drop into a character, and it looked to work, her expression falling into the mask of a cutthroat businesswoman the moment she passed her hand down her face. Even her sorrel red ears and tail ceased their shivering from the cure I had given her, everything about Nyala’s demeanor taking on an eerie calm.

      “Wow, awesome trick there,” I said softly, taking a step back so that my hands and arms wouldn’t be in the tablet camera’s view.

      A flash of appreciation colored her eyes before she focused on her screen and tapped the call answer button. “Candy, this is Nyala. I’m sorry for the delay in answering. Master Romine was still concluding negotiations with Mr. St. Clare and his Kat when you rang.”

      The nasally voice of the downstairs secretary played out from the tablet’s speakers. “I wouldn’t have figured that slip of a kid would have been so much trouble. Is everybody okay? Do you want me to send Carl up for clean-up?”

      “Negative,” Nyala said with curt authority. “Bimmy and Jimmy can handle the cleaning for now. Besides, Mr. Romine is having a private discussion with St. Clare’s Kat. You understand how he hates to be disturbed doing that kind of liaison.”

      What surprised me wasn’t the dark implications of what Nyala said. I figured Romine was one of that kind of scumbags who took advantage of Kats in every way. No, it was that Nyala could keep her cool in recounting it because I had seen the pain and fear in her eyes before. There was a tremendous steel inside this business Kat, much like the strength I had seen come out in Annie. I was starting to think that every Wonder Kat had that inside them if they could only be freed to unleash it.

      “Oh,” Candy replied, and I could hear the knowing wink in her voice. “I hear you, Ny. You want I should move back the boss’s appointments? I know he likes to take his time.”

      Without even a stutter, Nyala shook her head sharply. “No, you need to cancel the day’s meetings entirely. Beyond Master’s … discussion, St. Clare made some rather vehement and destructive counterpoints. I can only surmise he must have had some mods of his own to be so … loud. It will take the twins some time to get the office back in order, and the Master does not wish to give even a hint of weakness.”

      There was a long pause on Candy’s end. While I was wondering if the jig was up, Annie too as she was suddenly by my side, clinging to my arm, Nyala never broke her steely gaze on her screen, projecting confidence and authority. A moment later, that silence broke.

      “Done and done,” Candy reported as if this were just another day at the office. “I know Mr. Johnson won’t be happy, but he’ll understand, and the rest of the clients, well, the rest of today’s meetings are all small fry.” She laughed a little, adding a snort for good measure. “But you know all this stuff way better than I do, Ny. Just call down if you need a hand, okay?”

      “Of course, Candy, and expect a new schedule within an hour or two. Thank you.” Before Candy could offer a last reply, Nyala tapped the screen and ended the call.

      And that’s when she sunk to her knees, her tail drooping as her ears fell back, dropping her tablet to hug herself as she began the same shudders and shivers that Annie did. I crouched down beside her, wrapping my arm around her shoulders from the right, while Annie flopped down to her knees on Nyala’s left. The nurse Kat took Nyala’s hand in hers and went to work immediately, checking her vitals.

      “You’ll be okay,” I soothed. “Just breathe. The shakes will pass.”

      Annie nodded slowly, a smile on her face as her tail slipped from stuff concern to slow lashing. “Jake is absolutely right, Nyala. Your vitals are strong. It just takes a few minutes for everything to stabilize.”

      “Fantastic,” the business Kat said with a smile and another shiver. “I’ll just sit here while it passes if you don’t mind?”

      I gave her a warm squeeze. “Take your time, Nyala. You did an incredible job buying us time.”

      Pushing back up to my feet, I scanned the room again. There was a door to lead further back into the office, a possible escape route, and I knew that there was a safe built into the desk, where Romine had stored each day’s ill-gotten gains and dispenses cash loans from. Between that and what Romine had on him in valuables, the plan seemed obvious.

      Turning back to the pair of Kats, Annie doing her very best to help Nyala through the course of the cure, I rubbed my chin. “Okay, once you’re feeling well enough to talk, Nyala, we need to grab what we can and work a way out of here. With Romine out of the picture, a lot of these fraudulent loans would go away without anyone to enforce them, so if you can open the safe, we can take what we need to keep moving, then see if we can distribute the rest to charities or needy people. I’m not sure on the specifics of that.”

      “Ooo, we are going to be superheroes, aren’t we?” Annie beamed. “We’ll steal from the bad guys and give to the poor!”

      “More or less, at this point,” I admitted with a shrug. I mean, she wasn’t entirely wrong. What just happened could have been a scene from an e-comic. Turning my eyes to Nyala who already seemed to be passing through her temporary sickness, I added, “Oh boy, this has got to be a bit confusing for you, and you sure can’t make a decision about any of this without knowing what we’re doing.”

      She started to stand, Annie giving her a look of concern. Nyala nodded at the nurse and patted her shoulder, which seemed to reassure Annie that the Abyssinian was all right. Once Nyala was fully to her feet, recapturing her dignity as she carefully smoothed out her suit and her tail, she cleared her throat.

      “From what you have done and said here, the both of you, I think I can infer quite a bit,” she began, snatching her tablet off the floor as she walked over to the now-messy desk, perching on one corner of it. As she folded those tanned legs in a rather deliberate faction, I admit I found it a bit hard to concentrate purely on what she was saying. “You ‘died’ in an industrial accident at Katsukami, but then you resurface with a nursing Kat that is acting without restrictions. And while you came here in part to clear your debts with Mario, you made a big deal of asking for my freedom. I saw it in your eyes, St. Clare. You care.”

      Shaking my head a bit to break Nyala’s spell, I managed to look at her eyes and not those sexy legs that seemed to go on for miles. “I do, and yeah, you’re right. We came here as much to free you, to cure you of Katsukami’s bullshit, as to get Romine off of our backs.”

      Getting down to business helped keep me on track, even as Nyala plucked a lollipop out of a pocket and delicately stuck it in her mouth, showing her cute fangs as she licked at it. While Annie had that earnest, bubbly charm and wholesome beauty that endeared me to her, Nyala had cornered the market on the whole ‘drop-dead sexy professional’ thing.

      “And we’re not stopping here,” I said with resolve in my voice. “With some resources, I can make as many doses of this cure as I need, and with the abuse you Kats have had to endure, both from callous owners and Katsukami itself, well, it’s about time for a revolution, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah!” Annie cheered as she hopped in place, punching up into the air. “It’ll be just like it is on the show, Nyala! We’ll be heroes like Krusader Kat!” As she settled down, she matched her earnest smile against the business Kat’s vaguely skeptical look. “I know it seems crazy, and I must seem like such a ditz, but think about this.” Annie raised a finger, her voice growing strong with her conviction. “Did you think when you woke up this morning that you would be freed today? That you wouldn’t need a Master anymore?”

      Nyala’s jaw worked as the lollipop shifted from one side of her mouth to the other as she broke from Annie’s gaze, glancing at her tablet. “No, I didn’t. I never thought I would be freed from this fat pig here.” She thumbed at Romine’s cooling body before looking over at me. “St. Clare … Jake … if you really intend to do this …”

      I nodded fiercely. “Oh, we’re doing it all right. I know it seems impossible, but the truth of the matter is that people only allow what happens to you Kats because Katsukami controls the narrative, hides the truth of what you are, what you can be, and what the company does to you.” I clenched my fists. “Annie opened my eyes, and we can open the eyes of the world. We can win this.”

      “You know what?” Nyala murmured softly, her tall ears fully engaged as her tail started to quiver with joy. “I think you can, I really do, which means that there’s no way I’m not going to help too.”

      Annie clapped happily, beaming at the both of us. “That’s wonderful! Nothing can stop us now!”

      “Thank you, Nyala,” I said with a smile. “Now, we better get everything we can and get out of here before—”

      “No!”

      Nyala’s objection was accompanied by the finality of her crunching down on her lollipop, snapping all attention in the room to her. As Annie and I blinked at her, she slipped down off the desk, hand on her hip as she cradled her tablet like the Statue of the Liberty. “If you want to really do some good, you need resources and a safe haven, Jake … and if you trust me, you can get all those things by staying right here.”
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      It only took a second for the shock of the suggestion to pass, and I already felt like I had an inkling of what shape Nyala’s idea would take. I hooked my thumbs in my pockets and nodded, Annie folding her arms behind her back next to me. “We trust you, Nyala, so lay it on us.”

      A smile cut through Nyala’s professional air, a smile of honest relief. “Thank you, Jake, and you too, Annie.” A quick breath later, she was in full business mode. “While I could bore you with all the specifics, I will summarize my concept in the simplest points possible without insulting your intelligence.” She glanced over to where Bimmy and Jimmy, patched up under Annie’s tender care, were slowly starting to stir. “And we don’t have as much time as I would like.”

      “We’re all ears!” Annie mewed, sticking her fingers behind her ears in a vain effort to make them as tall and perky as Nyala’s.

      Trying to look serious despite Annie, I just nodded for the business Kat to continue.

      “Very good.” Nyala tapped at her tablet, looking at us sidelong. “I’m not sure if you noticed, but I was the one that was responsible for all the positive business decisions made by Mario. In essence, I ran everything, I ensured that we made money, and I made sure that what respect he showed to his employees came from me. There’s no reason to throw this all away.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “I can see where you’re going, but there are a couple of issues.” I grinned as I saw the knowing look in Nyala’s eyes. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”

      “As surely as you have figured out what I wanted to suggest,” she answered with a smile, her tail tip starting to sway with contentment. “I believe that, with the right story, I can convince everyone here to continue with business, taking orders through me and not questioning the fact that Mario isn’t appearing in person, at least for long enough to show that they are better off under new management.”

      Annie chimed in, waggling her eyebrows for emphasis, “We Wonder Kats are extremely persuasive, dontcha know?”

      Mulling it over, I nodded slowly. “I don’t doubt it. We can basically do what you were already doing, just with a few little changes. You give the orders, make the plans, and I’ll keep an eye on what’s going on and provide input through the smartglasses. Considering I know just enough about money to have basically sold my soul to Mario in the first place, you’ll be in charge.” I raised a hand before Nyala could reply. “But there’s one thing I want to make clear before I give an okay on this.”

      She nodded slowly, looking deep into my eyes. Her tall ears were pointed straight up, her tail was quivering, and her golden eye were practically glowing with desire. “Considering I owe you not only my freedom but my salvation from Mario, I will do anything … anything ... to fulfill your requests.” 

      “Wow, that’s … extremely broad,” I murmured, mostly to myself, but considering the Kats’ hearing was at least as good as mine, I knew Annie and Nyala both heard it. Clearing my throat, I raised my voice to a normal level. “Anyway, if we’re doing this, we need to completely change this place around. I’m not going to be a loan shark, stiffing poor people out of their last penny with interest and then breaking their legs and stealing everything they own. I don’t care how good the money is.”

      Nyala arched an eyebrow as her lips quirked into a smile. “I’m glad to hear you say that. While I won’t lie and say that we can turn this business fully legitimate anytime soon, I think that we can use the money and power here to do real good. You aren’t against a bit more of these righteous Robin Hood activities, are you?”

      “Considering everything I want to do is going to piss off the powers that be, yeah,” I said with a grin. “We might be the good guys here, but we sure as hell are going to be criminals.”

      Annie suddenly squeezed me tight, her tail quivering with glee. “I’m soooo excited! We’ll be heroic outlaws! Living on the edge! Striking for justice before melting back into the night! We’ll be …”

      As if unable to resist, drawn into Annie’s vortex of excitement, Nyala joined in as Annie cried out, their two angelic voices as one, “Krusader Kats!”

      I buried my hands in my palms, but I’ll be honest. I was smiling and laughing the whole time.

      With that settled, we had to get to work and get to work fast. The neo-roid mods on the big boys enhanced their stamina to the degree that they recovered fast, even from the beatdown they had suffered. To set the stage properly, well, we had to dispose of Romine’s body, the only really disturbing part of the plan to me. The funny thing wasn’t that I felt guilty about it. While I hadn’t come here to kill the bastard, I sure wasn’t going to cry over the fact Mario had pretty much killed himself, all because he couldn’t accept that he’d been beaten. He’d gotten everything he deserved.

      No, it was just a bit gross to haul his corpse over to the incinerator chute that was concealed behind one of the office’s wood panels. I didn’t even ask why that chute was there, the answer was obvious. We shoved the corpse down to its fiery fate, joining Romine in Hell where he belonged.

      “Here!” Nyala pushed Romine’s smartglasses into my hands. “I think we’re almost out of time.” Jimmy, the least hurt of the two twins, was starting to groan now. “Mario’s … personal chamber is right through that door. Trust me, no one would dare look in there.” She pointed to the door I had noticed earlier in the back of the office.

      “Come on, Annie.” I slipped the glasses on as the door slid open from a tap on Nyala’s tablet. “Don’t worry, you’ve got this, and if you don’t …”

      “We’ll be right here!” Annie finished with a salute, lingering long enough that I felt the need to yank her into the bedroom by the waist. I barely got her through before the door slid shut again, leaving us alone inside what had to be the most overdone, tacky bedroom I’d ever laid eyes on.

      It was as gaudy and tasteless as every other bit of the building’s décor but upped the ante by giving us way too many insights into the departed Romine’s fetishes. Taken in bits and pieces, there wasn’t anything that screamed of wrongness, but it was more that they evoked the thought of Mario’s fat ass done up in a set of medieval stocks covered up in plush red velvet that made my guts squirm, and that wasn’t the half of it. He even had one of those circular rotating beds covered in a leopard skin print comforter, right out of some vintage porno vid.

      Annie’s eyes went wide, and she blushed a bit, getting up on her tiptoes as if to minimize contact with the ground. “Milk and cream, I’m resisting the urge to just start shoving things into that incinerator right now!”

      “Just stay close to me and don’t think about it,” I soothed. “Trust me, I’ve got those same urges.” Holding Annie close, I focused on the smartglasses and the information being fed through them.

      I let out a low whistle as I realized that these things were connected not only to Nyala’s tablet and Romine’s desktop computer but to the entire building’s security suite. Having used units like these a few times both in school and at Katsukami, it didn’t take long to adjust to using my eye movements to control the feeds. I brought up the security cameras in the main office, the audio off of them, and a messenger window to Nyala.

      By the time everything was set, Nyala was helping a moaning Jimmy to his feet. “Easy now,” she purred, back into super professional mode. “Everything is fine now. Master Romine dealt with St. Clare.”

      The way the big man grunted, I could tell that even with his roid-addled brain, he didn’t quite buy that. Shaking his head as he got his footing, Jimmy focused on the Kat in front of him. “Where boss?” His beady eyes drifted to his twin, still not up yet. “Is Bimmy okay?”

      “The Master is in his private room,” Nyala said without losing a beat. “You remember that … pretty kitty, right? Master Romine is petting that kitty.” Again, I was amazed that she managed to hide her disgust, but she did. Patting one of the giant’s hands, she glanced at his brother. “I’m sure he is hurting like you are, but he will be fine.”

      That seemed to be more than enough to placate Jimmy. He rubbed his face, gingerly prodding his bruises like they were curiosities. “Okay, Ny. Sorry, couldn’t shake Jake. Strong. Kitty strong too.”

      “It’s quite alright.” Nyala stepped back, glancing at her tablet. “At least with me. But you know how the Master can be.”

      And there I saw a bit of an opportunity to start to shift things around here. “Nyala, see if you can soften this a bit,” I said aloud, the smartglasses' microphone translating my speech into text for the messenger app. “I know these guys may not have been the best before the mods, but maybe we can turn them around. Maybe even cure them too. Heck, we need to start somewhere to shift the employees here if we’re going to turn this thing around.”

      Nyala’s ears twitched as it came through her tablet, but that momentary surprise rolled off her like water off a duck’s back. “Though I will confess, I think you may have impressed Master Romine this time.” Her golden gaze swiveled up to shine on the pair while Jimmy picked up his still-groggy brother. “He did say something about how he was proud of your courage taking on someone more powerful than you.” She arched a delicate eyebrow as her ears swiveled forward. “I believe his exact words were something about your great, brass cojones?”

      Bimmy blinked slowly, definitely not all there yet, while Jimmy’s craggy face split into a big, goofy grin. “We’re happy if boss happy!” He tried to puff out his chest, but that only made him groan from his injuries. “Uh, Jimmy still not feel good.”

      They had all the straight-forwardness of preschoolers and probably as much cognitive ability, a bit worse off than what neo-roids should have done to a normal mind. Did Romine mod people who already had mental disabilities? I wouldn’t put it past him. Thank God he was dead.

      “If you think they’ll go for it, give them the day off to recover,” I said, shaking my head a little. “I definitely want to see what Romine has on them after this, too.”

      Annie’s curiosity was up now, and she was trying to find a way to peer over my shoulder and through the lenses, which just turned into awkward scrabbling and stretching. “What’s going on, Jake? Can I help?”

      As I tried to shoo her off, Nyala’s face was contorting as she tried to hold in a laugh while she looked at her tablet. I guess this model of smartglasses had radial cameras because it was obvious she had a feed of Annie’s current goofiness. Still, she managed to contain herself, mainly by forcing herself to look away and up at the twins, who were both trying to stand at their usual spots at full attention. Neither was quite up for it, still in considerable agony from the thrashing we gave them.

      “Gentlemen,” Nyala began, but when the two grunts ignored her, she cleared her throat and tried again with a different tack. “Hey, boys!” That got their attention, the twins swiveling their little eyes towards her and trying not to look hurt. “I just received orders from the Master. He wishes me to thank you for your excellent work today and wishes me to give you the rest of the day off.” She tilted her head and smiled. “After all, you can’t do a very good job guarding the Master if you aren’t well rested!”

      You would have thought that the twins were kids on Christmas with the way their eyes lit up. Jimmy guffawed and pumped his fist, while Bimmy clapped his brother on the back and beamed with child-like glee. “Good boss!” he grunted. “Okay, Ny! We go!”

      Jimmy glanced over at his brother, rubbing the back of his head. “We can visit mama, yeah?”

      “Yeah!” was Bimmy’s immediate reply, but even though Nyala had already given them free license, the giant still gave her a sheepish, pleading look. “If it okay with Ny and boss?”

      “It’s okay,” I found myself saying automatically, even though I wasn’t in the room, Nyala saying it almost simultaneously with me. Bimmy and Jimmy both cheered enthusiastically and, I kid you not, scampered out of that room like someone had just rung the recess bell at school.

      As they beat feet, giving us a bit more time to plan our next move, I already realized that maybe Nyala’s idea of turning this organization around to use for our little revolution might be easier than any of us expected. It was obvious that Mario had found ways to sink hooks into the twins, manipulating and controlling them.

      “Nyala, start compiling all the records Romine kept on everyone under him,” I said the moment Annie and I stepped out of Mario’s old playroom. The business Kat turned on her heel to look at us, tail twitching inquisitively at my request. “I’m going to guess that Mario was a real manipulative asshole, and I want to see what he’s done to everyone here.”

      “Oh!” Annie cried. “You’re going to clean out the closets!” She mimed a sweeping motion as she twirled around the office, and both Nyala and I stared a moment in confusion.

      “Wait,” Nyala said as she tilted her head to one side, “are you talking about skeletons in the closet, Annie? Because if you are, I don’t think what you’re saying still makes much sense …”

      “Right!” Annie grinned at Nyala, clasping her hands behind her back. “Well, wrong, because it totally makes sense if you think about it, but yeah, skeletons in the closet!”

      I chuckled as I shook my head. “I’m with Nyala in that I think you’re mixing metaphors or maybe completely scrambling them, but you’re also not entirely wrong.” Turning back to Nyala, I gestured to where the twins had just been. “What I’m thinking is that if Romine had something on Candy, the twins, Colonel Mustard—”

      “Colonel Mustard?” Nyala asked with a quirked eyebrow, her lip curled up in an amused smirk. “You mean, Richard, the doorman that went home sick right after he escorted you upstairs?”

      “That’s him!” Annie supplied happily. “Jake’s not as persuasive as we are, Nyala, but he’s not bad either!”

      I raised my hands to silence both of them. “What I’m trying to say is that if Romine did even half the horrible things to his staff I think he did, then we have an easy way to get them on our side.” I looked from Nyala to Annie and back with a smile. “We free them, just like I freed you two.”
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      I couldn’t have known just how far the rabbit hole things would go with Romine’s past dealings until Nyala started going through the employee records and the dead criminal’s business over the past few months. With a pot of coffee and some Doughnut Emperor take-out that had been delivered to the office by Candy at Nyala’s request, the business Kat and I sat down at a side table to go over it bit by bit, Annie adding her input while she cleaned up the bloody aftermath of our brawl.

      Though I wasn’t paying attention to her every movement, I noticed some of the more disturbing bits from the private bedroom made their way down the incinerator chute.

      “God, now I wish I had been wrong,” I said with a sigh, rubbing my hands over my face. Though my stomach should have turned with all the horrible things I was learning, I couldn’t resist taking another bite of mouth-watering Chocolate Crown Kruller. “But look at all this.” I swiped the integrated terminal in the tabletop. “Mario has blackmail material on Candy’s son’s drug problem, Richard’s gambling debts, and is the sole person financing Bimmy and Jimmy’s grandmother’s cancer treatments. And that’s the tip of the iceberg.”

      Nyala nodded slowly as her tail hung low as her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry, Jake. I wish I did more to thwart Mario’s excesses, but … he was my Master.” She bit her lip with one of those cute fangs. “I tried to at least show dignity and respect to the people I could, but if I ever went too far … well, let’s just say a Control Wand was only the start of what he would do to me.”

      “That’s terrible!” Annie shivered, hugging herself at the very thought of it. “Why are so many Masters and Mistresses so mean?” Her blue eyes lit up though as she cracked a smile. “At least, thanks to Jake, you don’t have to worry about those mean old pheromones anymore!”

      Nyala shook her head, the perfect bob of red hair bouncing as she did so. “I know that should be a comfort, and it is, but … none of this excuses what I let happen.” She looked up at me with those golden eyes starting to water. “And that’s not the worst of it.”

      “Before you go any further,” I began softly, soothingly, reaching out across the table for her hand, “you have to stop blaming yourself, no matter what Romine made you do. He was a monster, and with the chains that Katsukami put inside of you, there was nothing you could really do. The fact that you tried at all speaks volumes to me about how good of a person you are.”

      Unable to keep that cool professional demeanor, Nyala sniffled, unable to hold back her tears, but she did grasp my hand with both of hers, trying to find comfort there. “Thank you for saying so, Jake. I know you’re right, so many times I tried to do something only to have my body and mind betray me, but …”

      I put my free hand over hers and squeezed comfortingly. “Stop. Stop right there.” Her golden eyes met my brown ones, and I could see both the pain there and the desire, the need for something to soothe away that pain. “If you go down that hole, constantly chase your tail in guilt, you won’t help anyway. All you’ll do is hurt yourself for no reason … and you’ll hurt anyone who cares about you.”

      “But who could care about me? Really?” Nyala tore her gaze away, squeezing her eyes shut. “I know you said you do, and I think that you believe that, but …” Her ears fell, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I have a hole in me, Jake, and I don’t know how to fill it. I’ve been Romine’s plaything for nine years, and I don’t know what that makes me now.”

      Annie’s tail was twitching as she looked on, her eyes glimmering as she looked at, well, me to fix this. I gave a brief sidelong smile of reassurance before I stood up, drawing Nyala up with me.

      “It makes you a person, just like the rest of us,” I said softly, walking around the table and never letting go of Nyala’s hands. “And all you need, well, as sappy as it sounds, is tender, loving care. The same thing we all need.”

      We were close now, practically chest to chest, her body warm, tense, and she looked up at me, her eyes opening again. “I … I would want that, Jake, to be loved. I wasn’t lying when I said that I owed you everything … that I would do anything to fulfill your desires.”

      Annie was practically vibrating, her tail quivering and her eyes wide with anticipation. “Milk and cream, this is just like a romance vid!” Well, if I had any worries about how Annie would feel about this, they were gone now, and Nyala was still regarding me as if Annie hadn’t spoken a word.

      And, much like Annie, Nyala and I just seemed to fit together. I couldn’t deny the draw of her sharp beauty and need to be loved, and the quivering of her tail and bright eyes made her own want for me obvious. She rose up on her toes and I bent down, our lips meeting in a soft, tender kiss.

      After a long moment of bliss, we parted our lips, a soft smile on the business Kat’s lips. “Thank you, Jake,” she murmured, tears gone now.

      I nodded, matching her smile. “And thank you, Nyala. I’m not going to leave you, and I’ll always take care of you.”

      “Not just you, Jake!” Annie cried, literally vaulted the oak desk to hug Nyala, almost taking her and, by connection, me to the plush carpet below. “Oh, Nyala! I thought I had it bad, but I was only going to get melted into goo! I’m so sorry! I’ll help take care of you too, nurse’s honor!”

      Fortunately, between Nyala’s cat-like balance and my grip on her arm, no one tumbled to the ground, and, well, the tackle-hug did the last bit of work needed to break the business Kat out of her slump. Flushing a bit as Annie rubbed into her cheek-to-cheek, Nyala tried to squirm out of Annie’s grasp while still keeping a hold of me.

      “Okay, okay, Annie, I’m fine now,” she gasped, “but thank you.”

      Annie gave Nyala a skeptical look, then flashed a sidelong glance at me. “Jake?”

      I flashed her a confident smile. “I think she’s going to be okay. Job well done, Nurse Annie!”

      With my assurance, Annie let go her death grip of love, bounced to her feet, and snapped off a salute. “I never lose a patient!” She rubbed her chin as she daintily walked back to where she was cleaning. “I still think we need cool names. Nebula Nurse? Maybe.”

      “We’ll discuss that later, Annie.”

      “Okay, because I’ve got a couple others too.” She covered her eyes with her hands, so she was peeking between her fingers. “I could be Night Nurse. The terror that heals in the night.” She bounced. “Or, what about the Nursinator!” She fixed me in her gaze. “I’ll be back!” She paused. “No… that’s not right… hmm…” As she started to mumble names to herself, I shrugged and looked back to Nyala.

      “So, because you brought it up, what is this worst of all thing? Please don’t tell me that Mario ran a puppy mill, but instead of puppies, it was babies or something sick like that.”

      Nyala’s eyes went wide, her ears shooting up in alarm as we sat back down at the table. “Oh, whiskers, nothing quite that loathsome, but not that far off either.” She let out a low, long sigh. “Romine did freelance work for Katsukami … as a Kat Katcher. That Mr. Johnson Candy mentioned when I had her cancel the appointments? That’s Romine’s contact with the company.”

      Deviancy in Wonder Kats wasn’t an unknown thing, even as the design process achieved that lofty 97% degree of accuracy. The official line was that when Kats went bad, Katsukami-licensed Kat Katchers went out to collar the deviants for reprogramming and retraining at one of the company’s clean, modern, and humane facilities. Now that I knew what reprogramming really meant, the rest of it was likely a crock of horseshit as well.

      Especially with an asshole like Romine being one of those Katchers.

      “Wow,” I muttered, letting Nyala’s hand go after one last squeeze as I settled back into my chair. “I guess that explains why you never had to follow protocols to call the police for Mario’s crimes, doesn’t it?”

      Nyala nodded slowly, folding her hands delicately in her lap. “Yes. Mr. Johnson, as a company representative, had the required access to give me certain overriding directives. As long as Romine did what they asked, Johnson kept those commands on me. It’s one of the things that let that … monster … do what he wanted to with … me.” She looked up at me, eyes pained as the fur on her tail started to stand on end in anger. “And Johnson let him have his way with the Kats he caught before turning them in.”

      Annie hissed with more venom than I thought her bouncy heart could produce, and I matched it with a growl in the back of my throat. My fists clenched into hammers, and the irrational part of me wanted to drag his fat ass back up out of Hell to kill him again. It was Nyala leaning forward, putting a soothing hand on my thigh that made the red in my eyes clear away.

      “But you stopped him, Jake,” she said softly. “And this Mr. Johnson might be someone we can get information out of so we can free more Kats. He has to have access to company databases, locations of collection points where the Katchers drop off ‘deviant’ Kats, and intelligence on Katsukami’s plans.”

      I nodded fiercely. “You reschedule this Mr. Johnson’s appointment, and then he’ll come right to us. We catch him here, then find out everything he knows.”

      “And then we can free more of our sisters,” Annie intoned, that rarely-heard, dead-serious tone in her voice as she clenched a hand into a fist that she placed over her heart. “The first real blow in the war for freedom!”

      “Exactly,” I said with a nod, giving Nyala’s hand a pat as I leaned forward once more. As she smiled at me, I tapped the table’s display, bringing up a tiled series of windows detailing Romine’s leverage on the rest of his employees. “If we want to make this work, we definitely need everyone on board. While I don’t think there’s anything they could do to stop us from getting to Johnson, if they aren’t working with us, they might wind up disrupting our interrogation of him, either on purpose or accident.”

      “Agreed.” Nyala sat back in her chair, doing that absolutely mesmerizing crossing of her seemingly endless legs again. “We will only have one shot at this. If Mr. Johnson manages to somehow escape from this meeting once we have sprung our trap, Katsukami will be after the three of us before you can say catnip lollipop.” As if that reminded her of something, she pulled out another lollipop from her jacket pocket, delicately plucked off the Katsukami-branded wrapper, and popped it into her mouth.

      Annie eyed that candy hungrily for a moment before Nyala rolled her eyes and tossed the nurse Kat one of her supply. Mewing happily, Annie ripped off the wrapper with a fair bit less finesse and stuffed it into her mouth, sucking on it hard. “It’s sooo good,” she managed to mouth between sucks on the lollipop.

      I won’t lie. I really wanted to be those lollipops right then. But managing to put that out of my mind with significant willpower, I said, “So, we have two options. We can either come completely clean with Candy and the boys, tell them who we are, what we’re planning, and just hand over their freedom to them.”

      Nyala rolled her eyes at Annie as she now licked greedily at the mint green candy, her own lollipop shifting from one side of her mouth to the other with an expert flick of her tongue. “I’m guessing the other option would be to use all this collected leverage to make them do what we want.” She smirked a little, ears swiveling forward as her tail began to lash. “I’m also guessing that this really isn’t a choice at all, is it?”

      “Not even if you gave me a hundred of these lollipops!” Annie practically shouted, falling back into the massive leather chair that Romine had lorded from. “No, wait, not even for a thousand lollipops!”

      “Well, as usual, Annie’s not entirely wrong, but if you needed more emphasis on it, Nyala, not just no, but hell no.” I smiled over at Nyala. “But you don’t want to do that either, do you?”

      “No,” she said simply. “I know these people seem rough around the edges, but so much of that is because of how hard life is for people in this part of town. Then you put them under the boot of people like Romine …” Nyala sighed. “What I’m trying to say is that these can be good people, and … I’ve always wanted to do right by them.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said with a big smile. “We’re going to do just that. We’ll do right by these people, and hopefully, that will earn their trust to work with us.” I shrugged, then reached for my coffee cup. “And if it doesn’t, well, that’s fine. It’s still the right thing to do, they’ll be free to live their lives, and we’ll simply find another way to lure Johnson in.”

      “Yeah! All hero all the way!” Annie cheered as she spun the chair about. “Milk and cream, this is a super comfy chair! You’ve got to try it, Jake!”

      Nyala smiled softly at me, her eyes practically glowing. “I know we will, Jake.” She cast a sidelong glance at Annie still spinning in her chair. “Don’t worry, Annie. I think he’ll have his chance … because it’s his chair now.”

      “Right.” I nodded and clapped my hands together. “Nyala, it’s about time we called an employee meeting. Mandatory attendance.”
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      The one upside of Romine’s iron-fisted approach to management and general fear-mongering was that when Nyala sent out the message calling for the meeting, everyone was quick to reply and confirm. We’d have every member of Mario’s small crew here in the office in minutes. Well, almost every member. Bimmy and Jimmy were excused because I wasn’t that special kind of jerk that calls in somebody right after I gave them the day off.

      Richard, our Colonel Mustard, wasn’t so lucky, mainly because I knew he wasn’t actually sick. Also, I couldn’t help but notice that Johnny and Luiz, Puke and Mauve, weren’t listed in Romine’s employee records anymore. Maybe he just fired them, but with the business that Romine was involved in, it was more likely he did something a bit more permanent. Well, that shit wasn’t going to happen anymore.

      My mental preparations for the meeting were cut short by Annie leaning over the left arm of the imposing leather chair to stare me right in the face. “See, Jake? It’s really, really comfy!”

      I only blinked through the smartglasses for a moment before smiling at her. “You’re right, it really is.” Gripping the padded armrests, I pushed into the buttery leather cushions. “Almost feels like it was made for me, you know?”

      Nyala arched an eyebrow at that, having already dropped into super businesswoman mode, but Annie giggled and gave me a peck of a kiss on the nose. “Well, if you believe in fate, karma, and the Great Spirit Cat, Bast, then maybe it was made for you.” She straightened up and did a little twirl, taking her place on my left. “But it was probably just made by some robo-factory in China.”

      I grinned at her for a moment, but a knock at the office door brought my attention back to the front of the room. Nyala stepped away from my right, clearing her throat as she came around the massive oak desk. “It’s time to be serious, Annie. A lot rides on this meeting for Jake and for us, sister.”

      Annie snapped a sharp salute. “Duly noted! Nurse Annie is ready to go!”

      “As endearing as that is, that is precisely what I’m afraid of,” Nyala said with a roll of her eyes, but she couldn’t hide the faint smile that cut through her professional mask. “Ready, Jake?”

      I took a deep breath, blew it out, and then flashed Nyala a thumbs-up. “Let’s do it.”

      She nodded, tucking her tablet under her arm as she tapped the access pad next to the door. It slid open, the hall filled with people, with Candy, the downstairs secretary at the lead. “Thank you for coming so promptly,” Nyala began, gesturing into the room. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

      With Candy leading the way, they filed in, all five of them that were left. Fortunately for us, Romine ran a small ship. Working for a horrid criminal thug generally didn’t lead to a large, healthy workforce.

      There was, of course, Candy, whose pink hair might have had something to do with her name, her business dress obviously inspired by Nyala’s, just as sexy and just as professional. Flanking her on both sides were the two guards who had been stationed with her, members of the Tracksuit Mafia. Maurice was the big black man stuffed into a white tracksuit while Zan was almost as large of a Japanese man filling up a black tracksuit. Hugging the left side of the group was the only woman in a tracksuit, hers a dark, bloody red. Named Tatyana, she was of average height but solidly built, muscular but still pretty. Richard was on the far right of the little line of people, still in his mustard yellow clothes, the only one of the five that didn’t look all too surprised at the sight of me in Romine’s chair.

      Candy’s mouth fell open, while Maurice and Zan tensed up as if getting ready for a fight. Tatyana didn’t bother with that, focusing entirely on the business Kat as Nyala strutted past the little group to make her way back to my side. “What the fuck is going on, Ny?”

      “There has been a change of management, Tatyana,” she said plainly, her tail held tall as her ears. “Please, I know this may be shocking, but hear Mr. St. Clare out before you come to any snap judgments.”

      Richard chuckled, his eyes immediately glancing over at the concealed incinerator. “Guess we all know where the boss is now, huh?”

      I could feel that Annie was about to start a very animated outburst, probably a dramatic retelling of everything, so I beat her to the punch, leaning forward in the chair. “It wasn’t what I wanted, whatever you might think. The bastard tried to shoot me in the back.”

      That didn’t really seem to shock anyone, but Nyala’s words and my own did seem to get everyone actually listening to me. Candy crossed her arms under her ample chest as she looked at me, the guards relaxing some but staying tense. When no one added anything for a moment, I continued.

      “Look, I’m going to be upfront and plain about the situation, people.” I stood up, bringing up all the bits of blackmail and leverage into small windows in my smartglasses. “I only showed up here because I made a bad deal with Romine, and he decided that he’d prefer to take it out of my hide instead of being reasonable. But I don’t think I’m the only one here who made a bad deal with that monster while he was alive, am I?”

      That sent a ripple of murmurs through the crowd, and they weren’t the happiest sounds. Well, they had every right to be unhappy. I sure as hell was with what Mario had done to them. It was Candy that spoke up, her long mascara-laden lashes flashing as she looked right at Nyala.

      “You didn’t tell him, did you, Ny? Wasn’t the boss your master?” She glanced at Annie. “And what’s up with the bouncy Kat there?”

      Nyala met her gaze and let a smile cut through her perfectly cool demeanor. “Mario was my Master, yes, but he was a monster. We all knew it too.” She looked over at me, golden eyes flashing with adoration. “Mr. St. Clare freed me. I have no Master now, and neither does Annie.”

      I was about to follow up on that, make the big pitch before the crowd got too riled, but Annie just couldn’t hold it in anymore.

      “And Jake is totally going to free every Wonder Kat we can find!” she cried, bouncing in place as her tail quivered with excitement. Her sudden outburst put everyone off balance, Nyala and me included, so she kept going, taking a step forward as she pointed a finger, sweeping it like a laser pointer across the room. “He wants to fix all the bad stuff that mean Mr. Romine did to all of you too! But to do all this, he needs your help!”

      She actually took another big step, raising her right leg so that she had it up on the desk like George Washington crossing the Delaware … or maybe Captain Morgan. I’m not sure which was more appropriate. Drawing her frying pan, she thrust it toward the heavens, concluding her big speech with, “You’re all good people, and if we work together, we can save lives, make the neighborhood a better place, and have a whole lot of fun while we’re at it! Who’s with us?!”

      I couldn’t help it. I was staring at her. Hell, everyone was. It wasn’t just that it was strange. It was compelling. Annie didn’t just wear her heart on her sleeve, she actively pushed it into your face so that you couldn’t ignore it. And right then, all that passion and good spirit were there, shoved in everyone’s face so hard that they would never forget it.

      Annie blinked slowly at the utter silence, slowly lowering her pan as she took a careful step back off the desk. “Uh, I’m sorry, Jake, I just …” Her voice trailed off as she lowered her gaze, thinking that she’d totally screwed that up, but I put a hand on her shoulder and smiled.

      “Sorry?” I laughed as I squeezed her shoulder, turning towards the collection of crooks. “I don’t think I could have said it better myself. I mean, I would have said it completely differently—”

      “Oh, whiskers, yes,” Nyala said with a faint giggle, holding her tablet over her smiling face to hide her amusement. “And yet, I have to agree.”

      I nodded to Nyala as Annie began to perk back up, the stunned silence from the crew starting to fade. “Yep. Ladies and gentlemen, and I mean that in every sense of the world, I don’t care what the past was, and I don’t care how things were run before. I think you can all do some real good for the world, and you know all those bad deals you made with Mario?” I threw my hands up in the air as if I were tossing up papers. “Gone. Whatever leverage he had on you, it’s gone. If he promised you something and then screwed you over, we’re going to make it right.”

      Richard looked like the cat that ate the canary, a huge grin spreading over his face as he wiped his bald head, but it was cool as ice Tatyana who got something out first. “And what? To get that, we have to join your, what, your little crusade here?”

      “No,” Nyala said confidentially, her firm voice carrying over the new round of whispers in the room. “I’ve already discussed this rather thoroughly with Mr. St. Clare. Just as he freed me, freed Annie, he is freeing all of you. No questions asked, no obligations made.” She raised a finger, her tail swishing back and forth. “But … if you do wish to join us, continue working for us, you will not only find truly fulfilling work but a better contract than anything you ever signed with Mr. Romine.”

      She lifted her chin, every bit the unstoppable businesswoman. “If you don’t wish to trust Mr. St. Clare, trust in me. You know that I have always tried to do what is best for all of you, and now that I am freed, I can ensure that what Mario did to you … to us … will never happen again.”

      All smiles again, Annie just pumped her fist and cried out, “Ditto!”

      I looked between the two Kats, smiling softly at them both, heart warmed by their support and confidence buoyed by their strength. I turned my gaze out into the crowd, assessing each of them. Richard was on board, that much was obvious, and Candy too looked swayed. Considering how protective Maurice and Zan seemed to be of her, judging by their actions when they came in, I figured the silent guards would fall in line with her. Tatyana, well, she was the real wild card, but she also seemed to be the one with the most common sense.

      “I know this seems crazy to you folks,” I said, letting my words flow freely. “Trust me, I know how you feel. You all probably know who I am, that not three days ago, I was just a working stiff like you guys, with a dead end life and a massive debt owed to the asshole that used to sit behind this desk. But now …” I simply gestured to the wonderful Kats flanking me. “Life turned around for me, and it’s giving me a chance to do some fantastic things. The way I see it, I’m just sharing the wealth, you know?”

      I nodded to each of them standing before us. “Freedom, no strings attached, and a chance to stick a big middle finger in the face of the people who push us all down. We can show the corps, the government jerks who let the corps get so big, every jerk in charge, that they can’t keep putting the little guy down. Eventually, the little guy fights back.”

      Not bother to move around the desk, I just hopped it, sliding over the desktop until I was right in front of the group of them. Holding out my hand, I grinned. “So, as my esteemed Nurse Annie said, who’s with us?”
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      In the world we lived in, where things could go to crap a moment’s notice and the big corps pushed everyone down, it always made me smile to see that people could still get fired up about earning their freedom. Even the questioning Tatyana was on board after our trio of impassioned speeches, though I think it was the trust that everyone had in Nyala that won the day for us. The next few hours were filled with pretty boring business stuff, Nyala rightly insisting that we take care of the entire crew’s contracts in private, one by one.

      Considering part of those contracts was taking care of the holds that Romine had on them, it was the only right away to do it. Hell, I wouldn’t have even sat in on the talks at all if I wasn’t the new ‘boss’ now. I’d have to get used to people calling me that.

      By the time everything was in order, it was late afternoon, and I was drooping, no matter how many cups of coffee I had downed. I was rubbing my eyes, sitting back in Mario’s chair, truly mine now, while Annie was quite literally curled up on the plush carpet beside me, her tail curled around her like only a Wonder Kat could. She was thoroughly tuckered out, having spent the time during our meetings turning the attached bedroom into something that we could all stand.

      It’s not like we could go to Romine’s actual house. As I pointed out, we’d have to lay relatively low for at least another day or so. We couldn’t afford to let a single hint out that things here weren’t business as usual, not until we had our meeting with Mr. Johnson.

      Nyala was quite a bit more bright-eyed and bushy-tailed than the rest of us, perched on the corner of the desk on my other side as she tapped away at her tablet. “Well, here is a bit more good news, Jake,” she said, glancing up from her tablet to regard me with those golden eyes. “I have a new meeting with our Mr. Johnson rescheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Awesome.” I nodded, getting my thinking cap back on. “With all the craziness and contracts and the like, I don’t think I ever had a chance to look at what information we have on him. Might be best to review it now, before I completely fall out.”

      Nyala smirked a bit, her ears swiveling forward as she tapped once on her tablet then swiped to one side, a rather sparse looking file shooting into focus on my smartglasses. “The good news then is that this review will be definitely be done before then. The bad news, well, you can see it for yourself.”

      I could. Sparse was actually an understatement. There was very little concrete data in the file. No first name, no employment information other than Johnson’s Katsukami connection, all payments made through a rotation of front companies, not even a clear picture. Every bit from the security cameras here was distorted, at least when it came to Johnson’s face. Every picture also showed a bulky silver collar, similar in shape to, oddly enough, a neck pillow, with the distortion starting right at the top of it.

      “Is that an optical distortion field?” I looked past the file to Nyala. “I mean, I know Katsukami has access to military-grade tech, but that’s real black ops stuff.”

      “It is, unfortunately,” she answered, her tail tip twitching as she spoke. “I’ve never seen his face, and we have no pictures of it. On top of that, I’d bet my last catnip lollipop that the Johnson name is fake as well. He’s a ghost, as far as we’re concerned.”

      I flashed her a tired grin as I closed the file. “And that’s a plus for us. He has to actually have some pull if Katsukami has gone through all this trouble to keep him safe and secure. He’ll have some real information when we put the screws to him.” Glancing around the room, I mentally took stock of a lot of the expensive, gaudy crap that should be liquidated. We didn’t need it, and it was worth real money. “Putting Johnson on the back burner for the moment, how is the business planning going?”

      “Whiskers, it’s even more complicated than I thought it would be. I’ve thought a lot about this moment, but it’s always been a dream at best.” She paused for a moment, glancing at me sidelong. “The dream version was always a lot easier, I have to say. I’ve been typing away, analyzing every bit of cash flow, every asset that Romine owned, and even with my business acumen, it’s going to be a difficult balancing act to clean it all up and still making everything work out.”

      “I know you can work it out,” I said with a tired smile, rubbing my neck. All the activity and the weird sleep schedule was weighing on me, and the aches in my neck and shoulders were a testament to that. “I’m no financial expert, far from it, but I did learn a lot about stretching a dollar to its breaking point from my intern days. Maybe I can help some.”

      She smiled at me, her fangs flashing white against her tanned skin. “I’m sure you can, Jake. One of the first rules of business is keeping your mind open to outside ideas and perspectives, just like yours.” With that, she set the tablet down on the desk and shimmied off of the desk, uncrossing those perfect legs as she did, that business mini-skirt riding up just enough to leave little to my imagination. “But you’re not going to be giving any particularly good ideas with how tense and tired you are.”

      Before I could say Jiminy Cricket, Nyala was behind me, leaning over the top of the office chair. Even through the trim jacket and blouse, I could feel her pert breasts against my head as her surprisingly strong fingers clamped down on the thick muscles to both sides of my neck, probing down into my aching flesh. A satisfied sigh escaped my lips as those fingers began working and kneading the tension out, every movement that of an expert masseuse, or what I imagined one was like.

      “A Business Kat knows when to work and when to relax,” Nyala purred, a soothing rumble I could hear in her chest as it remained pressed up against me. “I know eighty-seven massage techniques from six different countries, and the best ways to combine them to maximize their effectiveness.” As I melted beneath those skilled fingers, her breath came hot on my ear as she whispered, “But you’ll have to tell me for yourself how effective they are.”

      After another low moan of ecstasy, I managed to get out semi-coherently, “They’re really, really good, like super effective, Nyala, and if you stop anytime in the next ten minutes, I would threaten to fire you.” Her hands worked down into the knots in my shoulders, and I shivered with delight. “Of course, I’d be powerless to go through with it, totally under the spell of your magic fingers, and then you’d walk all over me. It’d be tragic.”

      That’s when I felt her teeth in my earlobe, the sharp sting of those cute fangs, but just enough to know that they were there as she dragged them slowly, sensually across the skin. “Unless you want me to walk on you.” Her whispered words were an invitation to that and so much more, which she punctuated with the refrain of what she said before. “I will do anything you desire.”

      “There are a lot of desires running through my head right now, I’m not going to lie.” I tried to crane my head back to get a good look at the business Kat, but another firm kneading of my neck as her teeth receded made me just want to enjoy every moment under her tender ministrations. “But with everything you’ve been through, with what Mario did to you, I’m afraid to ask for, like, a good dozen of them. It’s not like you need to have sex with me to make me respect you, or for me to care …” My voice trailed off into one of those weird grunts of pain and relief as Nyala really worked deep into a particularly aggrieved muscle, the last bits of tension in me melting away.

      “No,” she said softly, words thoughtful and measured even as that seductive purr rolled in the back of her throat. “I know you won’t ever force me to do anything I don’t want to do … and I’m confident now that, because of you, no one ever will, ever again. I’m in control of my destiny now.” With a swift shift of her grip and flick of a wrist, Nyala spun the chair around so that I was facing her. “Which means that when I say that I want your love, and I want to fulfill your desires, it’s not from any place of fear or obligation.” Those golden eyes bored into me as her tongue ran over her lips and her fangs, tail now straight up and quivering. “It’s because I want to do, I want to share myself with you.”

      She arched a delicate eyebrow. “I trust that’s enough to assuage your worries, Jake.”

      I pushed up out of the chair, coming practically nose-to-nose with Nyala in one swift motion, my hands cradling her hips. “Yeah, I’d say so.” I took the initiative, kissing her softly. While Annie tasted like chocolate cookies, Nyala’s lips were sweet cinnamon, tingling me enticingly with their spice. As I pulled back, I stared into those almond-shaped eyes. “I’m only sorry if it looked like I was pushing you away at all.” I cast a dark look at the incinerator door. “I just … I never wanted to even seem like that bastard at all.”

      “Jake,” she whispered softly, hooking her hands around my neck as she smiled up at me, “you’re the furthest thing from that monster and all those like him. Never let anyone make you feel otherwise.”

      “Thanks, Nyala.” I shifted my eyes back to her and drank in her delicate features, her perfectly tanned skin and red-and-black-ticked hair. “That means a lot coming from you.” I grinned a little, stifling a yawn. “Sorry, Annie and I have been burning the candle on both ends. Being on the run from a major international corporation and a loan shark will do that, you know?”

      Nyala smiled softly at that, casting a sidelong glance at the snoozing Annie still curled up in a ball on the carpet. “You don’t need to apologize to me about that. I understand entirely.” She stood up straight, folding her arms under her breasts. “As our nurse is incapacitated at the moment, I must therefore do my duty as a Wonder Kat and suggest you get some sleep. We have a big day tomorrow, after all.”

      Pushing myself up out of the chair, I was amazed at how much looser I felt and just how tired I was. Nyala’s magic fingers had done just the trick. “Right, our first blow for the revolution. We can’t let this slip through our fingers.” Turning toward the bedroom door, I cast a backward glance at Annie. “Let me get Annie and—”

      “Oh, Jake,” Nyala purred, walking alongside me, a hand on my shoulder, “your rest is the most important thing right now. I will take care of getting Annie to bed before I finish off the necessary paperwork for the day.” There was a mischievous glint in her eyes as she winked at me. “Leave that all to me.”

      Arching an eyebrow, I considered pressing her about that wink, but I decided against it, smiling and nodding at her. “Okay, Nyala.” As the door to the bedroom slid open, I turned towards Nyala as I backstepped into the room. “Just promise me that when you come to bed, make sure to wake me up.” I grinned. “You are going to be sleeping with us tonight, aren’t you?”

      Nyala didn’t just match my grin, she beat it Cheshire cat style, her eyes dancing as she pulled away a step. “Oh, yes, that’s for certain, Jake. Remember, we Wonder Kats are trained and programmed not just to fulfill desires, but to study our Masters, anticipate those desires and expand on them.” She put her right index finger over my lips. “And that means I will most certainly do as you request.”

      Kissing her finger before pulling it gently away from my face, I replied, “Good, I’ll see you then. I’m looking forward to it.”

      With all that tension gone, fatigue was taking over rapidly. I stifled another yawn as I turned toward the circular bed, that and the leopard print comforter some of the few things left that Annie hadn’t found a way to strip out of the room.

      She winked at me as she closed the room. “Good, Jake, I am as well. Rest well, and I’ll be there before you know it.”
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      I may have thought it was impossible to fall asleep, but my newly enhanced body had reached its limit. Sheer exhaustion made me close my eyes before I even got under the leopard print covers. Well, that might have just been my innate sense of taste keeping me from being trapped in their tackiness. Who’s to say?

      At least I had the presence of mind to strip to my boxers before I drifted off, and it wasn’t until I heard the distinct sound of Nyala clearing her throat that I started to actually stir, my eyes blinking open as she gently called my name from somewhere above me.

      “Jake,” she cooed, “it’s time for your surprise.”

      “Surprise?” I grunted as I tilted my head up. “What … surprise …?”

      As I opened my eyes, I found the bedroom’s smart lighting had been set to give the place a soft, twilight radiance that provided just enough light for my enhanced eyes to make out the two divine presences that hovered on either side of me. As my mind pulled itself to consciousness, I blinked slowly, still in that strange state between waking and asleep, wondering if what I saw, the absolute heavenly perfection, was truly real, or just my wild imaginings.

      To my right was Nyala and to my left was Annie, both standing straight and proud, ears alert and tails quivering with anticipation. And what they were wearing, well, that was just the start of this dream made flesh.

      Both gorgeous women were nearly naked, Annie’s alabaster skin practically glowing while Nyala’s bronzed flesh seemed to shine. What little the Kats wore could only be described as satin ribbons. Nyala was wrapped in shining white, brilliant in contrast to her tanned skin, the ribbon making one loop around her pert breasts and tied into a bow with a vertical ribbon through her legs like a thong. Meanwhile, Annie’s scarlet ribbons struggled to contain her sizable assets, the bow holding it all together looking ready to slip free with the barest tug.

      Nyala had procured a pair of glasses and perched them on the tip of her nose, only compounding the whole sexy secretary aura she put off, while Annie had a pink nurse’s hat perched jauntily on her head.

      “If this is a dream, I never want to wake up,” I whispered as I pushed up on my elbows and gazed at the two of them.

      Annie’s blue eyes sparkled as she took a step around the curve of the bed. “Oh, Jake, it’s not a dream, but it is your desire,” she said, a purr rolling through every word, her fingers trailing along the covers.

      “Indeed, it is,” Nyala purred, sliding up onto the bed, sitting on her knees right next to my hips. As Annie kept approaching, Nyala laid a hand on my inner thigh, her fingers trailing like fire up my skin toward my boxers. “That’s what we do, Jake. We fulfill the desires of those we love, whatever they may be, and you want us both.” As her skilled fingers found their way through to little Jake, who was definitely awake and ready for action, she winked at me, freshly mascaraed lashes fluttering. “I told you it’d be like Christmas, didn’t I? And you have the best presents.”

      “And even better, we want you, Jake,” Annie added, sitting on the bed by my chest, putting a hand on my chest as I tried to sit up. “Oh, silly, you don’t need to sit up. We’re here to take care of you, your every need and desire.” She leaned forward, the creamy expanse of her breasts bulging around the ribbon, the trailing ends of the bow dangling down within easy reach of my hands … or my teeth. “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure you’ll have an easy time opening your presents.”

      “Well, what kind of guy would I be if I refused that generous offer?” I said with a smile, twisting my head up to snatch one end of Annie’s bow with my teeth. As I yanked back down, Nyala’s hot fingers trailed up the side of my dick, stroking the shaft with a practiced technique that made me gasp in delight.

      But gasp or not, I damn sure didn’t let that ribbon out of my mouth. Whoever had wrapped them up like this knew what they were doing, as it only took one good tug to untie the bow, the entire network of crisscrossing ribbon fluttering open. Annie’s perfect breasts were let loose as was every last inch of her hourglass body, much to my delight.

      And compounding that delight was Nyala’s diligent work below the belt. With a deft hook of her free thumb, she pulled my boxers loose, bending low over my erection to give a long lick up it, running her tongue over her fangs before taking all of me into her mouth with one swift swallow. Her tail lashed from side to side as her tongue and mouth worked their magic, her small fangs trailing just enough along my dick to push my ecstasy that much higher.

      But Annie, well, she wasn’t just standing by to give me a show. As I let out a moan of passion, she fell atop my chest, pressing her rock-hard nipples into my chest as she kissed me, tongue twisting into my mouth as she ran her hands through my hair.

      As much as they had said that they wanted to take care of me, I wasn’t the sort of jerk who didn’t ensure that his women weren’t satisfied as well. Kissing Annie back with passion, I reached up through her hair, finding that special spot I had found during our first night of lovemaking, right behind her left ear. Scratching that spot to work her up, my other hand ran down her form, lovingly caressing her breasts before slipping between her thighs and plunging two fingers into her silky folds, already wet with arousal.

      As I worked Annie towards her peak, her tail curling up between her legs and brushing my arm, Nyala brought me to the brink, showing the skill she had with her mouth well beyond her eloquent words, but she relented right before I orgasmed, her tongue running one last time up my length. “Jake, don’t forget your other present,” she whispered lustily licking her lips as she crawled up along my side opposite Annie.

      “I’d never forget you, Nyala,” I gasped out as I broke off a kiss with Annie. The nurse Kat, shivering with lust, shifted to press up against my left side, my fingers still bringing her to climax. That allowed Nyala to shift up and on to me, one knee on my chest and dangling her own bow just within reach, her tail twitching as her ears stood tall. I didn’t need any prompting at all, running my free hand up the side of her lithe curves to snatch one of the trailing ends, yanking it free with a swift pull.

      Just like with Annie’s ribbons, the white satin slipped free with one go, falling freely from those supple curves and bronzed skin. I let out a gasp of joy as I got to truly appreciate Nyala’s full beauty for the first time. While her breasts were smaller than Annies, they were perfectly formed and just the right size to fill your hand, the dark nipples pert and hard, while her graceful form and fit physique extended down slender hips into those sexy legs that went on for miles.

      Her golden eyes looked down with unabashed love and desire, and there was no need for words, her tail vibrating with her absolute desire for me. I simply curled a finger towards her as Annie, panting and clenching around my fingers, kissed along my shoulder and neck. Nyala smiled and fell upon me, pressing her lips into mine with lusty abandon as she shifted to fully straddle me, my dick sliding right into her, filling her up as if we were made to go together.

      All that cool control Nyala showed in the office was gone, dropped like a bad habit as she met the thrust of my hips with her own, showering kisses down across my face, each one a touch of hot cinnamon as her moans grew with each stroke. And then Annie was there, letting out a long mrowl as she reached her climax and taking advantage of Nyala’s roaming lips to steal a long, fiery kiss of her own from me, a passionate display I matched, my mouth filled with the taste of Mexican chocolate as their two flavors mixed together.

      It was Heaven. No, fuck that. Heaven couldn’t match having these two amazing women doing everything in their power to fulfill my desires. Filled with that surge of love and desire, I kissed Annie even more fiercely as I thrust deeper, harder, Nyala’s fit body matching me push for push, pounding out a rhythm no normal lovers could match, her silky soft tail winding around my leg. Her moans and mrowls filled my ears as her hot breath poured into my ear as she nibbled and kissed at it, the sweet, sharp feel of her fangs an aphrodisiac all its own.

      I wrapped one arm around Nyala and my other, now freed from pleasuring Annie, snaked around the lilac-haired Kat, and as Nyala and I raced towards orgasm, I pulled both women close to me, their tails lashing against me and each other. In the heat and fire of the moment, it was hard to tell anymore where one of us began and the other ended, three hearts pounding as one, lips roaming, fingers roaming, passions burning.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity in the light of Paradise, as Annie kissed my cheek and scratched Nyala’s ears, Nyala tensed around me, letting out a gasp of ecstasy as she peaked. But she kept working, her nails running down my back as we brought me over the edge with one final thrust, a moan ripping out of my mouth as I relaxed against the bed, sweating but satisfied in a way I couldn’t even describe.

      If sex with Annie had been the greatest thing ever, then having both Nyala and Annie together had been the kind of sex that would kill a lesser man, struck down by a heart attack of pure passion and ecstasy.

      Annie clung to me, tucked under one arm, as Nyala laid her head on my shoulder as she rolled off of me, pressing her breasts into my side as her fingers stroked up and down my chest. We were all panting, breathless, and for a long moment, silence reigned across the dimly lit room.

      Nyala turned her head to gaze up at me, smiling softly, “So, Jake, did we anticipate and fulfill your desires adequately?”

      “Yeah, Jake,” Annie chimed in, turning her baby blues on me. “When Nyala woke me up with her idea, I thought it would be the best thing ever to do, to show you how much you mean to us.”

      “That, ladies, is an understatement,” I said with a smile. “I’m just glad you let me rest up for this. I’d have hated myself forever if I hadn’t the stamina to go the distance.”

      Nyala pushed up on an elbow, tail starting to swish again as her ears swiveled forward. “Well, maybe …” Her voice was sweet as she walked her fingers up my chest. “Just maybe, you have enough stamina left to give Annie her own ride? I can think of plenty of things to do with you from the neck up while she takes my place for the second course.”

      “Oh, Nyala,” Annie cooed, her tail starting to stiffen and quiver, “you are sooo sweet!” She pressed herself up against me, my arm in her cleavage as she hugged it. “Milk and cream, Jake, I would love that so much.”

      Laughing, I shook my head and gathered my strength. “I wouldn’t be a gentleman if I refused the requests of the two loveliest ladies I’ve ever known.” Before either of them could respond, I wormed my arms around them both and pulled them into me. “I’m at your service.”

      “And we’re at yours, Jake!” they purred in unison, hugging and kissing me and each other for a long moment before we got right back into.
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      As it turned out, the two gorgeous gifts I had been given in the bedroom wasn’t all that Nyala had taken care of when I had nodded off. When I woke before the Kats, slipping off the bed to leave them curled up, happily snuggled in the blankets (they were comfortable, no matter how tacky they were), I found a bundle of clothes neatly folded on a shelf of the attached bathroom, a note and my travel bag set atop it. Leaning the note against the bathroom mirror, I read it as I brushed my teeth.

      They say the clothes don’t make the man, but that’s not true at all. No, what I learned in Wonder Klass was that you always have to look the part, and you’re the boss now. This should let you do that. Enjoy! Love, Nyala

      Though I could have argued that certain people didn’t have to wear a thing to look the part, and I’d be right, the clothing she had gotten for me was, well, amazing. It was a double-breasted charcoal silk suit, so perfectly fitted that I wondered if Nyala had somehow gotten a tailor to take my measurements while I slept. A crisp, black button-up shirt, navy best with brass buttons, and a pair of real leather shoes rounded out the outfit.

      And there were a few little wrinkles about the outfit that caught my eye. The suit wasn’t just tailored, it had been specifically put together for an active lifestyle, to say the least. The slacks were gusseted, the jacket’s stitching reinforced to allow for a wide range of movement, and there was a certain weight and strength to the fabric. While I at first thought it was silk, I had a feeling it was something more, maybe reinforced synthetic spider silk.

      The shoes as well were customized. Though they looked like nice dress shoes on the surface, they were soled like running shoes and had a memory gel insole that conformed like a second skin to my feet. I could probably run a marathon in them and feel like I was running on a cloud the whole time.

      When I was clean, fresh, shaved, and dressed up, I looked and felt like a million bucks.

      Slipping back silently into the bedroom, Annie and Nyala were still crashed out. Not a real surprise. While Wonder Kats could go with less sleep than your average person, those base cat genetics demanded plenty of naps when there was time. I watched them for a moment, two curled up balls of beauty, tails wrapped around themselves, before leaving them to get their sleep while they could. We still had a few hours before our mysterious Mr. Johnson would show, after all.

      Romine’s office … my office was mostly as I had left it the afternoon before, someone having done a nice tidy job on things, probably Annie, considering her constant domestic drive. The desk had been cleared off, Nyala’s ever-present tablet and my smartglasses tucked away on wireless chargers, save for a few little things. There was a mug of coffee on a warming plate, still piping hot judging from the steam coming off it, a little bit of ash in the otherwise clean ashtray, and a black origami cat set neatly in the center of the desktop.

      I took a tentative sniff, still getting used to my new sense of smell, and got a good whiff of strong coffee and a faint whiff of catnip and burning paper. While I had some guesses as to where the coffee and the catnip came from, it didn’t hurt to be paranoid. Arching an eyebrow, I sat down in my chair and slipped on the smartglasses. Like any good piece of networked tech, it had full communication functionality, so I pinged Candy at the front desk.

      “G’morning, boss,” she answered, her lips smacking as she chewed on what I guessed was gum. “What can I do for you?”

      “Good morning, Candy.” I picked up the coffee mug gently and brought it close enough to sniff. Nothing out of the ordinary there, just good, strong coffee. “Are you to thank for this delightfully smelling coffee on my desk?”

      “Sure thing,” she chirped. “When I came to check on ya, I noticed that no one was about and the private room, well, I figured you and the ladies were busy.” Her voice grew a touch concerned. “I didn’t do anything wrong, did I?”

      I almost questioned her worry, but then all I had to think about was how bad her last boss was. With a reassuring tone, I said, “No, not at all. I just wanted to tell you thanks. It’s just what I needed to get in before I get ready for this Mr. Johnson business.”

      I guessed it really was a bit of paranoid after all, perfectly justified considering there really could be people out to get us. This was all innocent enough though. I’d have to ask which of the two Kats did the origami because it was rather cute, and the catnip, well, Nyala certainly seemed to have a liking for it, so a catnip cigarette was as likely as her lollipops.

      Or was it?

      Candy, not privy to my questions, was already responding. “Speaking of that, boss, is there anything special you want us to do other than act natural? We’ve got everybody in today ‘cept for the twins, yanno, in case you need some extra hitters.”

      I sipped the coffee, letting the caffeine get my brain going. “If our friend tries to leave without say so from me, Nyala, or Annie, make sure he sticks around. Otherwise, I think we’ll be playing it by ear.” Putting the mug down, I slid the ashtray close to me. Definitely the remains of a hand-rolled cigarette of some kind, the smell of burnt catnip almost overwhelming at that distance. “Expect Nyala to have a list of some things we’re going to need in the near future for you later. Oh, and one last thing. I know this may sound like an odd question, but does Nyala smoke?”

      “Not that I know about,” Candy said off-handedly, her gum audibly popping. “Romine used to smoke cigars though. I left the ashtray up there for clients. You want me to ditch it?”

      I let out a non-committal grunt. “No, it’s fine. Always good to be polite to people, right? Anyway, I’ll let you get back to things. Thanks again, Candy.”

      As I stopped the call and sipped at my coffee, I had a dozen thoughts in my head. I didn’t panic though, even if the initial evidence pointed to somebody getting in here without alerting anyone. Eyeing through the apps on the smartglasses, I brought up the security camera archives for the previous day, focusing on the office cameras.

      Finding where Nyala had given me the massage, I moved the video forward, skipping ahead in chunks, reliving the afternoon into the evening. Nyala waking Annie up, what was likely the two of them conspiring last night’s surprise, a few calls downstairs, a lot of general activity over the few hours I had slept. Eventually, even though it wasn’t relevant to my current concerns, I hit the section of the video where the two Kats had stripped down and wrapped each up, Nyala walking Annie through the exact process. It was just almost as sexy and fascinating to watch them get wrapped as it was for me to take it all off.

      It was just after I made it past that part, beginning my skim of what seemed to be mostly dead space, notably lacking that origami kitten, the bedroom door slid open. Turning my chair toward the door, I looked through the paused security footage to see Nyala in a charcoal power suit that matched my own, those same glasses she had on the night before perched on her nose, and Annie, dressed up in a Katsukami-issue Nurse Kat uniform in soft pink. As with Nyala’s suits, the official uniform for Annie was decidedly on the Hello, Nurse! side of professional wear, cut to show off her curves to devastating effect with some added frills and bows to put a cute spin on the sexy.

      “Good morning, you two,” I said with a soft smile. “I guess I’m not the only one with new clothes.”

      Annie giggled and took a step towards me, spinning as she did so to let her skirt flare. “Isn’t it great? See, I explained to Ny about how all we had were what was in our backpacks, and she said something about the importance of good looks, and then—”

      “I took the liberty of dipping into the petty cash to ensure we all looked the part for today’s meeting,” Nyala purred, her tail swishing back and forth with the sashay of her hips as she walked purposefully towards the desk. Plucking her tablet off the charger, she was about to say something else when her eyes fell on the paper cat. “Annie didn’t mention that you had a thing of origami, Jake.”

      I said, “That’s because I don’t,” just at the same moment as Annie said, “That’s because he doesn’t.” Despite the seriousness of the moment, we both looked at each other and laughed a little at that.

      Nyala plucked the figure off the desk and held it up, her ears swiveling forward inquisitively. “Well, I’m not very familiar with the art of folded paper personally, but it is quite cute.” She glanced over at me as Annie came up beside her, holding onto Nyala’s shoulder as the nurse Kat tried to take a good look at it herself. “But as innocuous as it seems …”

      “I was just going over the security cameras when you two woke up.” I took another sip of my coffee. “Why don’t you two check in with Candy, maybe one of the boys or girls on duty last night saw something? Oh, and could you please get some breakfast for us before Mr. Johnson shows up? I’m starving, but I really want to finish checking this out. Maybe by the time you get back from the Emperor, I’ll have something tangible.”

      “Of course, Jake,” Annie giggled, her tail quivering with delight. “After last night, I think we all worked up quite the appetite, more than enough to require a hearty breakfast. Good nutrition is the foundation of a good day, after all!”

      Nyala smiled, dragging her tongue across her lips as she tapped at her tablet. “To be honest, I got quite the mouthful last night … several times … but yes, we do need our strength to deal with our Mr. Johnson.” She extended the crook of her left arm to Annie, tucking the tablet under her right. “Shall we?”

      “Sure thing, Ny!” Annie twined her arm with Nyala’s, tail swishing as she waved over her shoulder. “Good luck, Jake! We’ll be back real soon!”

      Smiling after the pair as they walked out the office door, I couldn’t turn my attention back to the footage until they and their irresistible asses were out of sight. Damn, say what you wanted to about my crazy new life, but I knew I was the luckiest man on the planet right then.

      Once the door closed, I could properly concentrate again. Sitting up in the chair, coffee in hand, I got back to the paused security footage. As I finished off my coffee, a really good brew to be fair, I skipped through the recordings in short spurts. Everything looked completely normal, everything untouched … until suddenly it wasn’t. One tap of the fast-forward controls the desk was normal, then the next, the origami cat was there, and the ashtray had a tendril of smoke rising from it.

      Now, I didn’t believe in ghosts, magic, or anything else supernatural, so I stopped, slowed it down, then began to go through the footage moment by moment and frame by frame, occasionally tapping through the different cameras both in the office and in the building. There had to be something, some bit of evidence to tell me where this little paper cat came from.

      And after a good ten minutes of scrutiny, I found it. Well, technically, it was about a dozen its. There was a cascading stutter in the footage, creating a trail from a fifth story hallway, on the same floor the office was on, all the way here. It was just a frame or two for most of this little trip, so little of disruption that I wouldn’t have caught it if I wasn’t literally looking at every frame.

      When that stutter got to the office, it was a few extra frames, still too short of a time to be caught by the naked eye, and then the cat was there, literally there one frame and gone the next. But that wasn’t all, because I noticed that the frame seemed frozen, even though the time stamp was ticking on. I could only tell because the faint wisp of smoke from the ashes was frozen in time, and after about a minute of that frozen frame, it seemed to go into actual motion again.

      Going off a hunch, I followed the chain of cameras back from the end of that freeze and, sure enough, there was another series of momentary stutters back out the way they came.

      Picking up the origami cat, I gave it a good, close look. What had looked like simple black paper had a white backing, almost hidden by the exacting folds. Someone had broken into the building, that much was clear, and whoever it was had covered their tracks near perfectly … and yet they left this behind. There had to be a reason. Maybe …

      Going off my hunch, I carefully unfolded the little paper sculpture, making sure not to damage or tear it one bit. Once I was done, as I undid the last fold, a very brief message written in very tight, small letters of the Wonder Sans font said, ‘Treat them well.’

      As I folded the note back up, following the exact folds I had undone using the creases as a guide, I nodded slowly to myself. Whoever had come here might not be a friend, but they definitely weren’t an enemy. Were they fighting Katsukami, here to take out Romine but relenting when they saw that he was overthrown already? Or were they working for Katsukami and just fucking with us? And perhaps just as importantly, were they a Wonder Kat too?

      As I set the reassembled piece of origami back on the desk, I swore that, while I didn’t have any of those answers, I was definitely going to find out … and maybe Mr. Johnson would be the start of that process.
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      While I shared the message in the cat with Annie and Nyala on their return, there was little else we could do about it at the moment. Zan had been on night guard duty, with no problems logged for the night, and I could confirm by my review of the cameras that he had been amazingly diligent. Whoever our intruder was, their timing and planning were impeccable. With Mr. Johnson due with two hours, there was no time to look into it further.

      So, we got ready. A hardy meal courtesy of the Tyrant of Breakfast (I had the Spoils of War meal, which was an Emperor’s Decadence doughnut burger, Oppressed Peasant hashbrowns, and a Tyrant’s Delight golden crème-filled doughnut to to it all off), a couple of cups of coffee, and a quick review of our strategy followed in short order. It wasn’t exactly complex. Johnson walks in, we lock the doors, and then we have a very in-depth discussion about the finer points of Katsukami’s Kat Katcher program. From there, I set up my genemod workstation on one part of the immense oak desk and got an order ready for Candy to fulfill so we could crank out more doses of the Wonder Kat cure. Nyala busied herself with the on-going work of redeeming Romine’s business structure, as well as collating information on other local scumbags, while Annie made her rounds. You see, one of the finer points of our new contracts with the staff was free healthcare and medical screenings.

      Before too long, it’d be more fitting to call her Dr. Annie instead of Nurse.

      A little bit before showtime, we had reconvened at the office. I sat back in the chair and adjusted my tie, Annie and Nyala taking up their now-familiar spots on my left and right. Nyala’s tablet was at the ready, security controls already primed as she kept an eye on the lobby cameras, while Annie’s tail lashed in anticipation, her hands behind her back concealing her frying pan behind her wide hips and flared skirt.

      “Just don’t lead with the pan,” I said with a grin. “As far as we know, this guy has no mods, so a pan to the head might kill him, and while that’s no loss to the world, he won’t be very talkative then.”

      Annie winked at me, a big smile on her lips as her ears flicked. “Don’t worry, Jake! I’m a medical expert, and I would never needlessly endanger human life. I’ll just threaten him with Mr. Panny if he’s uncooperative.”

      “Let’s leave that as a last resort.” I leaned forward in my chair, steepling my fingers, elbows propped on the desk. “We’ll try the good old-fashioned method of talking first. Maybe we can make him flip, turn on Katsukami and give up all his intel without having to get rough.”

      “That’s right!” Annie mewed, raising a finger as she expounded. “Though there are a lot of bad people out there, some folks only need to be given a chance to be good to, uh, you know … be good.”

      Nyala’s tail twitched as she frowned slightly. “I truly admire your optimism, Annie. I wish I could be so positive.” She shrugged her slender shoulders, accentuated by the cut of her jacket. “Still, even if he doesn’t turn through the goodness of his heart, he might give into greed or blackmail, once we find out his identity.”

      I nodded, a flashing green light in the corner of my smartglasses responding to a signal sent from Candy. “Once we get his distortion field off him, Nyala, I want you to prioritize using any trick you can to get us his identity. It might help swing him.”

      She nodded, taking a deep breath to fall into professional mode. “Of course, Jake, and our guest has arrived. Just into the lobby now.”

      Bless Annie’s heart, she tried to copy Nyala’s technique, right down to passing her hand down her face, but she didn’t quite manage it. Instead of cool and collected, she wound up looking like a caricature of that, her face scrunched up, nose wrinkled, and eyes squinting.

      I glanced over at her, catching her attention, and made a ‘cut’ gesture by passing my hand in front of my throat. She blinked at me once, then dropped the act with a sigh of relief, deflating into her usual relaxed stance. I barely had the chance to turn back toward the door and settle into position when there was a soft beep as the door opened, Richard holding the door open for our mysterious Mr. Johnson.

      As I judged from the pictures Nyala had shown me, Johnson was of average height, but it was hard to judge the exact number with the indistinct haze where his head should be. The silver collar of the field emitter hung like a weird collar around his neck, and past that he was dressed in a black suit with white pinstripes that was even nice than mine, and mine was damn sweet. Past the immaculate suit, Johnson didn’t look to be in the best of shape, that incongruous mix of rail thin in the limbs and pudgy in the middle that spoke of bad health. Outside of the distortion field, the only thing he seemed to have on him was an attaché case in his right hand, two metal-wrapped tubes extending from it and snaking under his suit jacket.

      “Mr. Romine, delaying this meeting a day has greatly disrupted my schedule,” he began before he was even fully in the room, half turned to squeeze past Richard’s considerable bulk. His voice was distorted as well, but that didn’t hide the faint wheeze that was constantly under his words. As Johnson managed to get past the door guard, he turned to face the desk, Richard closing the door swiftly behind him. “You know how busy I am, and if this delay was caused because of another of your … dalliances …” Mr. Johnson’s buzzing voice trailed off as I think he stared in confusion at us.

      It was hard to be sure, with his entire head being blurry static and all.

      That confusion passed in a flash as Johnson spun frantically on his heel, but I just sat calmly as Nyala tapped her tablet. Before Johnson even got his hand on the doorknob, there was a loud click as the door locked tight. He still tried the knob though, twisting it furiously as if it would unlock if he just gave it another jingle.

      “I think the best thing for you to do right now, Mr. Johnson,” I said in calm, clear tones, “is to calm down and come take a seat. I know you were expecting Romine, but there’s been a change of management here.”

      Johnson turned slowly, the grip on his case turning into a knuckle-whitening death grip. “I can see that, but I warn you that, if you harm me or even yell in my direction, this place will be wiped off the map. If you know who I am, you know who I work for.”

      “I do.” I nodded to Nyala on my right. “Certainly, you recognize that I’ve still kept Nyala on. Hell, honestly, she’s going to be running the business more than me. As for that whole harm-slash-yelling thing, well, that all comes down to you and how much you’re going to cooperate with us.”

      “Indeed, Mr. Johnson,” Nyala added, pushing up the glasses on her nose with one finger. “It all comes down to you, really.”

      Annie was uncharacteristically quiet, her head tilting quizzically as she stared at Johnson, but I figured she was curious about the case and was simply trying to not interrupt our maneuvering with some of her patented antics. I leaned forward in my chair and gestured toward the closest chair, and Johnson slowly stepped forward, distorted head scanning between the three of us.

      “Mr. St. Clare?” Johnson asked through wheezes. “As in Jacob St. Clare? One of our designers who died in the laboratory collapse?”

      “Aw, no fair.” I grinned and tapped my smartglasses. “You get to use your facial recognition software, and I don’t. But yes, I’m Jake St. Clare, and it was your stupid security guards who blew the place up on top of us.”

      He didn’t sit, even though he was at a chair now. The corporate man’s crackling gaze slipped right past me even as I was talking, fixating on Annie. “You were reassigned to Reprogramming the day of the explosion, and then you called in an emergency through the elevators. That’s when everything went to hell.”

      Nyala shot me a sidelong glance of concern as Johnson rattled off my story, her fingers flying across the tablet, along with a message in my smartglasses. He’s cut off from the network here, so this is all information he knows already. I don’t know how.

      I nodded to her while getting to my feet, taking a protective step closer to Annie, who was looking more uncomfortable with the scrutiny by the moment. “Yeah, funny story, Johnson. Ends with Annie and me under tons of rock, but it beats what Katsukami had in store for her.” Johnson seemed to freeze up, so I kept going. “I know all the company’s dirty little secrets and the lies they feed the people now, so let’s skip all the bullshit and get down to—"

      “Annie …” The way Mr. Johnson said her name was almost a growl and that cut me off, my arm instinctively rising in front of her as her ears started to flatten in fear. “You destroyed an entire facility, billions of dollars of damages and lost product, because of this one defective biodroid?! Are you insane, Jacob? They’re just product, and this one wasn’t up to specifications! Her fur pattern, don’t you see?”

      Annie’s blue eyes turned into trembling pools, her hands moving up to cover the white splash in her lilac hair, a gesture she hadn’t done in days. Johnson took a heavy step toward the desk. Nyala was about to leap the table, her body tensing as her tail poofed, but I waved for her to wait a moment. As threatening as Johnson was being, he was obviously suffering from some nasty condition, so he wasn’t a real … threat …

      And that’s when it clicked. I knew exactly who Johnson was. He wasn’t just a Katsukami manager. He was Annie’s old Master.

      “Brenton!” I shouted, my voice turning into an accusatory growl.

      One of Johnson’s wrinkled hands shot up, fumbling with his collar for a moment before there was a burst of static. The distortion field collapsed around the man’s head, and in a split-second, his face was clearly visible. To no surprise of mine, he was obviously an older man, his skin sallow and wrinkled, one eye clouded over with cataracts. Instead of a full part of smartglasses, he had a smartmonocle over his good eye. Wisps of grey hair covered his scalp, and he had a look of utter disgust on his lips.

      The effect on Annie was immediate. She let out a yowl, tears pouring out of her eyes, and I was hard pressed to tell if she was more afraid of her old master or enraged. Me, well, I knew how I felt about it, my warding hand clenching into a fist as I moved forward to hop the table and deck the old bastard.

      “You should have just done your job, boy,” Brenton spat at me as if he was daring me to punch his lights out. “You’ve done so much damage here, but I fix problems.” The fact that he didn’t keel over just from the shouting was amazing, as he tried to suck in a breath of air between each one.

      “Yeah, well, I’m pretty good at that too,” I shot back. “Annie, stay here, Ny and I will—”

      “No!” Annie shrieked, her tail falling to curl between her legs. She had her hands on my shoulders. “He’ll hurt you, Jake! You don’t know what he is! The reason he’s so sick! He’s a monster!”

      Nyala’s eyes flashed over at Annie for answers, but I didn’t need to. It only took a moment to realize what she was talking about. See, when you muck with the genetic code of any living creature too much, you can cause instabilities, unexpected health problems, all manner of issues. Most standardized genemods are safe enough, sure, but they weren’t that big a deal. But the kind of bleeding-edge experimental stuff, true human enhancement like what accidentally happened safely to me, well, that usually played havoc with the body in exchange for incredible power.

      You’d wind up in much the same state as Brenton was.

      That’s when Brenton depressed a hidden trigger on his attaché case. Through the mesh around the tubes leading out, a thick liquid pumped through, and the wheeze was gone. As his muscles tightened and his bones audibly cracked, he twisted and shifted from little old man to a literal monster of corded muscle, fangs and claws of twisted bone erupting from his jaws and fingers as his clothing shredded. He grew swollen as his skin stretched and strained under the new growth, turning bright red as it strained to hold his new mass in. But that growth wasn’t even. It was twisted, misshapen, accompanied by uneven tufts of hair erupting from his skin, his one good eye bulging in the socket hard enough to pop the monocle off of his face.

      The scream of pain and rage that rippled through Brenton pierced the shocked silence, one of his twisted hands still holding onto the suitcase as more fluid pumped away. With his jacket and shirt in rags, it was clear that the tubes were connected directly into his side through metal connectors driven right into his flesh.

      As the transformation slowed, never quite complete as his body continued to bulge and twist, Monster-Brenton growled as he reared back to charge. “Now then, Jacob, let’s clean up your mistake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I could even push off to try to head off the rampaging, mutated man that was Annie’s former master, Nyala produced Romine’s pistol from, well, somewhere and simply shot him, the boom echoing in the confined space of the office. The bullet slammed into Brenton’s shoulder, the one that had blown up to the size of a watermelon, and regardless of the crazy mods the old monster was on, the shot ripped through skin and muscle with a spray of blood and gore. The kinetic force blunted his charge, his torso twisting back from the impact, but it didn’t stop him entirely.

      As Brenton roared in a combination of rage and pain, Annie flinched back from him. I hopped onto the desk and kicked off of it, determined to take advantage of the opening Nyala’s shot had bought me.

      Leaping through the air, I crashed into the reeling Brenton with a kick right in the center of mass, driving him back further on his heels. The talons that had ripped out of the old man’s shoes clenched down, curling into the floor and tearing up both shag carpet and the hardwood beneath it. His backward slide arrested, Brenton’s torso twisted back forward, and I did the smart thing, kicking off and away from him as his free hand ripped through the space where I had been a moment before.

      “Something happened to you down there, didn’t it, Jacob?” he snarled, seeming to ignore both the gunshot and the kick despite the blood dribbling down his arm. “And yet you don’t share my condition.”

      Unlike your usual villain from an action vid, Brenton had mastered the art of talking and fighting at the same time. As he pontificated, the twisted thing pressed forward, lashing out with his claws and the briefcase itself, using it as a club. Despite the massive power that rippled through Brenton’s frame, the deformities brought on by his genemods made his attacks slower and his advance off-balance. And that was just enough for me to keep out of his reach.

      Considering just one errant backhand from him turned one of the office chairs into kindling, I was glad he hadn’t actually tagged me. The problem was that all I could do was dodge away from the wild frenzy of attacks, and in the confines of the office, Nyala couldn’t get a clear shot off, if that would even help. The first shot didn’t seem to slow him down much.

      No, what I needed to do was get to the case or the tubes. I had no idea just what all was flowing through Brenton’s system, but he didn’t go all Monster Mash until the juice started flowing.

      “Nyala, get Annie and get the hell out of here!” I shouted as I was forced back to the desk.

      Brenton roared in response, bringing both hands up over his head to crush my head like a watermelon. “You youngsters are always thinking with what’s between your legs instead of your brains!” Fortunately, my heightened reflexes and cat-like instincts made me skilled in the art of Not Being There. I rolled left as Brenton smashed through the thick oak tabletop like it was made of kindling. “You care about a machine just because it looks pretty and gives you a good lay, eh?”

      As Annie’s tearful cries kept echoing in my ears, I hoped that Nyala was getting her to safety. I didn’t blame Annie for breaking down. She not only had the man responsible for her death sentence reappear in her life, but he was a true monster, one that was going to kill her himself.

      At least Brenton was still focused purely on me because keeping the two Kats safe was my number one priority. And I was going to stop him. I just had to find an opening. To keep the monster paying attention to me, I kicked the other guest chair into his chest. He didn’t even wince as it shattered into a million pieces from the force of the impact.

      “Yeah, the problem with dinosaurs like you is that you can’t open your mind to new things,” I shot back as pieces of broken chair rained down around him. “You can’t accept that we made life, that we played God, and we’ve got to deal with that responsibility.”

      The giant put on a burst of speed, using sheer power to overcome his misshapen body, and I just barely ducked his huge swipe as his claws tore through the glass bookshelves, scattering glittering shrapnel everywhere.

      “You can argue your philosophy with whatever waits for you in the afterlife, Jacob,” Brenton snarled even as I came up from the floor with a short, sharp uppercut into his gut. Though I swore I felt something important and gooey in his stomach give under my strength, he didn’t seem to feel it. “And I believe we’re at the end of this farce. Nowhere left to run.”

      He wasn’t exactly wrong as I was cut off from the rest of the room by his immense bulk, but that didn’t mean I was out of options. “I think you’re going to find we’re just starting,” I snapped back, putting on a cocky grin just to piss him off that much more.

      A dozen messages were blinking in my smartglasses, but I was a bit too busy to read them. Instead, I fired off a quick ‘Shoot Johnson if he gets out’ message to all the guards on duty as Brenton moved in for the kill, thrusting his free hand forward, careful to keep the case and tubes out of my reach.

      I was faster by a country mile, but in the confined space of the corner, it was far too close for comfort. As in it was so close that Brenton’s claws skimmed my chest as I twisted to the left, toward the side that had his tubes in it. The razor-sharp edges ripped clean through the reinforced fabric like it wasn’t there, slicing four lines of burning hot agony across my torso. Thank God they weren’t deep, but they still bled freely and hurt like a bitch.

      But the important thing was that Brenton had played into my hands. As I slipped by his thrust, I grabbed his arm from the side and yanked back, pulling him forward along the line of his attack. His own momentum was compounded by the force of my pull, throwing him way off-balance. Grunting with effort, I kept his claws hurtling towards the wall. When they hit, they sunk right through wood and drywall to plunge into the structural beam in the corner of the room.

      It wouldn’t hold him for long, but for that second, Brenton was trapped, his good eye widening with surprise as he tottered forward, barely able to keep his balance with his arm trapped.

      Ignoring the fire in my chest, I kept twisting, turning my dodge into a spin as I rolled to Brenton’s side. Though he held the case protectively back, his long, twisted arm keeping it out of easy reach, doing so left the tubes plunging into his side wide open. As I reached for them, I was far enough out of Brenton’s shadow to catch a sidelong glimpse of Nyala trying to pull a kicking and mewling Annie out the front door.

      Good, they’d get away, that much I was sure of. That’s what I thought anyway as I caught the metal-wrapped tubes in my right hand, planting my feet as I squeezed and pulled.

      Brenton seized up, the sudden contraction of his immense muscles tearing his claws free in one go as he let out a terrible roar of pure agony. While the tubing didn’t tear or pull free in one tug, blood welled up around the metal ports they were connected to as the plate itself threatened to tear free from his flesh. Sucking in a quick breath, I twined the tubes in my hand and got ready to yank again.

      But the monster wasn’t done yet. Somehow overcoming his pain, Brenton roared like an animal, swatting at me with a wild swing of the case itself. While maintaining my grip as best I could, I let my body go limp and dropped out of the direct line of the attack.

      It was a ballsy move that let me maintain my grip on him, and better still, instead of the thing blasting me dead-on in the noggin, my quick thinking turned it into a grazing blow across the tip of my chin. That was still enough to rock my head sideways as the corner of the case tore an awful cut in my jaw and rung my bell but good.

      Still, through all that, I kept a death grip on the tubes, using them to keep me standing despite Brenton’s wild strike. As I tried to steady myself, Brenton swung his good eye around to glare death at me, his claw cocked back and ready to impale me.

      He might have too if a cast iron frying pan hadn’t flown through the air to crash into the side of his head.

      “No!” Annie roared despite the sobs still trying to clog her throat, more a lioness than a cute little Ragdoll. “I won’t let you hurt him!” As Brenton’s head turned back from the shot, he oriented on the nurse Kat who was quivering with fury even as the tears kept rolling down her reddened cheeks while Nyala picked herself up from where Annie had somehow thrown her off of her. “I won’t let myself be afraid of you anymore!”

      “You don’t have to be afraid, Annie,” Brenton snarled, too caught up in the moment to notice me. “You just have to comply.” He raised the case up in front of himself and fingered a different switch on the grip. A panel on the front of the thing fell away, revealing a small barrel, and then a burst of purple dust streamed out like a very colorful flamethrower.

      Control pheromones … enough of an overdose that it would take any normal Wonder Kats straight to paralysis and likely cardiac arrest.

      I don’t know which of us started laughing first, whether it was me, Annie, or Nyala, but within a second, we all were. Brenton’s eye bulged as he lowered the case, shock and confusion playing out over his mutated face. “What … what is this? What did you do, Jacob?”

      It was Nyala who answered, fanning the dust out of her face as she got to one knee, one hand still clenched around the grip of Romine’s pistol. “Whiskers, how stupid can you be? He freed us!” Annie nodded vehemently, her tail poofed as she readied to pounce her tormentor, as Nyala raised the pistol toward the still-shocked Brenton. “The case, Jake!”

      I knew what she meant the moment I saw her aim tick up and left slightly. I let go of the tubes and kicked off Brenton’s side the split-second Nyala pulled the trigger. Her shot was perfect, blowing right through the wrist that was still gripped right to the briefcase’s handle, tearing through muscle, bone, and tendon. I twisted through the air, his hand going limp and dropping the case just as I passed under it. Snatching it with both hands, I sailed just out of Brenton’s reach, hitting the ground at the limit of the tubes.

      “You madman!” Brenton roared, his eye flashing towards me, fear and shock replacing the absolute fury. “You’ll doom us all!” I ignored his insanity, of course, and he was thankfully cut off as Annie crashed into him, hissing, crying, and pummeling him with frenzied punches and slaps.

      Screaming back at her, Brenton reared back a claw, about to tear into Annie during her frenzy. No way in hell was that going to happen, so I gave one massive yank on the briefcase. The tubes snapped taut again, pulling so hard on the metal plate that I thought they might actually come loose this time. While they didn’t, the tremendous internal strain as tissue ripped and more blood dribbled around the plate sent a shudder of agony through Brenton, his slash thrown off by a good foot from piercing Annie’s side.

      But even with all my strength, the case wasn’t pulling free. Whoever did all this mod work on Brenton must have bonded the tubing and plates directly to his bones, and even as strong as I was now, I couldn’t rip the bones clean out of his body. As I pulled hard to keep him off balance, my fingers searched desperately for a catch, anything to open the case itself up, but every switch on the handle I had seen him press did jack shit. It had to be biometrically or gene locked, and I didn’t have the genetic code of an old bastard of a mutant.

      I wasn’t licked yet. Yanking hard one more time as Annie kept beating on him while staying ahead of his claws, I looked over at Nyala. The business Kat was trying to line up another clean shot on some vital spot, something hard to do with both Annie and me struggling with the beast.

      “The tubes! Shoot the tubes!” I shouted as my muscles strained, pulling the tubes as taut and straight as I could. The case itself was certainly bullet-proof, but even with their metal sheaths protecting them from tearing, a bullet would certainly tear through them. Of course, that was also asking Nyala to hit a thin moving target at ten paces with a weapon she had shot twice in total.

      “Whiskers, don’t ask me to do the impossible, Jake.” Still, Nyala took a deep breath and nodded, golden eyes squinting as she focused on the shot, but before she could squeeze the trigger, another voice called out from above, muffled by the drop panels.

      “Command confirmed,” the feminine voice said, punctuated by the surprisingly loud sound of a bowstring. The ceiling panel just a little to one side of Brenton, right where the tubes were stretched out, blew outward as a broad-headed arrow rocketed downward, completely unphased by the tile. With pinpoint accuracy, a neat trick because whoever fired it shouldn’t have been able to see what they were aiming at, the spinning projectile tore into the two tubes, slicing right through the top one like butter and gouging a tear into the second before burying itself up to the fletching in the floor.

      With all my strength and weight still on it, the other tube tore along the rip, sending me falling backward clutching the case to my chest. Viscous green goo spurt from one tube while thick, red blood pulsed from the other, and Brenton, well, his entire body spasmed wildly, his wheezing and gasping for air coming back on strong as his body seemed to deflate like a popped balloon. The reversion was almost as sudden as when he activated the genemod, and a moment later, he was a shriveled old man again, half-naked and bleeding badly from his injuries, though the ports in his side must have had a safeguard to close up in case of a breach, the leaking stopping in mere moments.

      But even as Annie fell to her knees, panting from exertion next to her old master and Nyala ran to her side, my attention was more on the shadowy figure that I could just make out through the hole in the ceiling, especially when it burst through that hole, tearing away what was left of the ceiling tile in the process.
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      I was on my feet in the blink of an eye, still high on adrenaline, holding the briefcase tight in case I needed it as a weapon. Nyala switched from support to defense, her pistol snapping up to track our newest guest, while Annie rubbed at her tears as she snatched up the black iron pan that had wound up next to her. As the cloud of dust and debris from the ceiling settled, the figure straightened up from a feline crouch, making no attempt to hide further or attack any of us.

      And it was immediately apparent that standing before us was another Wonder Kat, but she was unlike any I had ever seen. She stood up rod-straight with the perfect posture of a dancer or an acrobat but wasn’t much more than five feet tall if you didn’t count the poised, alert ears on top of her head. Speaking of those ears, they were the color of dark chocolate, matching the fur of her swishing tail and the straight-banged bob cut of hair on her head. If I was any judge of breeds, and I was, I pegged her for a Burmese.

      As with every Kat, she had that perfectly designed beauty, but unlike most of them, her physique was that of a gymnast, with perfectly delineated muscle, narrow hips, and broad shoulders. Somewhat counter to that image, though, was her rather sizable breasts straining against her skin-tight black bodysuit that left absolutely nothing to the imagination, the only visible markings being a shimmering pattern across her breasts that, when viewed at just the right angle, became the Katsukami Biodesigns logo. Tied around her neck and piled about her shoulders was a dark grey scarf … or maybe it was some kind of hooded poncho. It was hard to tell, as it shimmered like it was under a mild distortion field.

      Her green eyes regarded the three of us coolly before locking onto me, her grip still tight on an extensively modified compound bow, a quiver of arrows seemingly bonded to the back of her suit through a feat of materials science I couldn’t grasp. Despite everything that seemed strange and different about this Kat, there was something about her, something in the delicate features of her golden skin, that called out to me, that I knew this woman, or at least her design.

      There was something of a calling card at least, as a burning catnip cigarette dangled out of the corner of her mouth. It barely moved as she said in a deep, precise voice, “I am not here to hurt you, but if you wish for that to continue, Jacob St. Clare, you need to act quickly.”

      “Jake …?” Nyala questioned, her eyes flashing to me as I turned immediately towards the broken desk.

      “It’s fine,” I called back. “I know just what we need.” I didn’t need to ask for details. Our mystery Kat was asking for the same thing that I did for Annie and Nyala, what seemed like a threat being a warning at how close she was for the rest of her programming, whatever that was, kicked in.

      As I hopped over the ruins of the desk, Annie picked herself up, seeming to lose interest in the Kat to look down at the gasping, unconscious Brenton. “… Jake … should I save him?”

      That question cut through everything else. I looked up from where I pulled our third dose of cure out of a thankfully intact desk drawer safe while Nyala moved right to Annie’s side, a hand on her shoulder. Even Arrow Kat’s level gaze was drawn to the nurse like she was a magnet.

      “Patrick Brenton overstepped his position,” she reported matter-of-factly. “The company’s orders were that if you were to be unexpectedly encountered, to attempt to leave without incident and, if unable to do so, pass false information to bargain for an escape. In any event, you were not allowed to be harmed in any significant fashion.”

      Nyala shot a cautious glare at the new Kat, still hovering close to Annie as I hopped back over the desk. “You sound suspiciously like a corporate agent yourself … but they’d never let one of us have that kind of freedom. You shot a member of the company. Protocols say that—”

      “Should be impossible?” the Kat supplied. “Under normal circumstances, yes, but … I received orders that outranked Brenton.”

      “And that’s not important right now,” I said, cutting through the back and forth. I handed Nyala the genemod injector. “Cure our new friend here, I’ll take care of Annie.”

      My strident tone made even the ninja Kat pause, her expression softening. “… I did ask you to take care of them. Thank you for doing that, Jacob.”

      I gave her a brief nod as I took Annie into my arms. I’d get the specifics later, but my focus now was on my lovely nurse. She looked up at me with those shining blue eyes, her ears low as her tail drooped. “It’ll be okay, Annie. I know what this guy did to you, and that’s only the start of it. He’s hurt a lot of Kats, probably been the one who sent even more to their deaths.”

      “Then … I should let him die, right?” Her nose wrinkled as her face screwed up in frustration. “But … but that’s not right either! I mean, I’m a nurse Kat. He might have been horrible, but if I can save a life … shouldn’t I?”

      It took some effort on Nyala’s part to tear herself away from Annie’s crisis. They had grown close fast, just as all three of us had, but she was also a professional and knew as well as I did that curing our armed visitor was important. As I ran my hands through Annie’s perfect white-and-purple hair, scratching her ear soothingly, she walked up to the strange Kat and opened her hand to her. “No matter where you come from or why you’re here, you’re still our sister, and you deserve to be free, especially for helping fight Brenton. Let me see your arm, please.”

      The jumpsuited Burmese complied, holding out her free arm and letting Nyala take it without a struggle. While she took care of that, I kissed Annie on the forehead. “Annie, you need to do what you think is right. I trust you, I care for you, and I know that whatever you decide is the right thing to do.” I took a deep breath. “But if you really want to know what I think …”

      As my voice trailed off, she seemed to finally realize that I was still hurt myself. Her fingers trailed over the cuts in my chest, her eyes filling with renewed resolve. “Tell me, Jake, so that I can take care of it and then you.”

      I smiled down at her. “Hey, I’ll be okay. Just some scratches.” That was only mostly a lie, but it helped calm her. “But yeah, I think that if you let Brenton die without trying to save him, you might feel good for a moment, but you won’t be you anymore. You won’t be Nurse Annie. And if you don’t want to be her anymore, that’s okay with me, but I don’t think it’ll be okay with you.”

      And I meant every word I said. Killing people, well, that isn’t why I was doing what I was doing. While freeing the Wonder Kats was a cause worth fighting for, in every sense of the word, I didn’t want to kill anybody. Mario Romine had killed himself, and there wasn’t a thing we could have done to save him. But if Annie could save Brenton, well, it would just prove that we weren’t the monsters here.

      Annie looked up from my cuts, her eyes clearing as the last tears rolled down her cheeks. “I want to be Nurse Annie, Jake.” She reached up on her tiptoes and kissed me. “Thank you, Jake,” she whispered softly before her usual beaming smile crept back over her face, lighting up the room along with it. “Now, stand back! Nurse Annie is on the case!”

      She threw herself to work, breaking out the first aid kit that was stored in the office, while Nyala hovered close to our mystery friend as the telltale shakes and shivers of the curing process began to overtake her. For all that, though, she didn’t drop the bow.

      With things starting to calm, I tapped the side of my smartglasses, frankly shocked they were still on my face and functioning, opening a channel to everyone on duty. “Okay, folks, the situation is under control.”

      My ears filled with an onslaught of questions, though it was Candy’s sharp nasally voice that cut through as she took control of things. “Boss, what the hell happened? Richard was about to break down the door before you sent a message. We thought there was a freakin’ bear in there or something from the sound of it!”

      “There was … kind of,” I replied, thinking that Monster-Brenton’s claws did seem awfully like a bear’s as well as the tufts of fur. Was Katsukami trying to get around the XX chromosome problem by using different base animals? “But everyone’s okay, that’s what’s important, and Johnson’s contained. Everybody can stand down, and thanks for following my orders.”

      “You have a commanding demeanor,” the ninja Kat interjected between shivers. “Maybe because you’re fighting for something you believe in. They say that gives a man power.”

      Nyala looked about to argue that point, but then she thought on it a moment. “I think she’s right, actually, though she has a lot of explaining to do.”

      “Agreed.” I fished a handkerchief out of my jacket pocket and pressed it to my bleeding chin. “Now that you’ve been cured, I think you can probably tell us all about it, can’t you?”

      Obviously weak from the genemod running through her body, the Kat kept her balance, though Nyala never stepped too far away just in case. The Burmese looked up at me, her green eyes like creamy jade. “They named me Nin, and yes, I will tell you everything I know happily …” She glanced at the other two Kats before looking back at me. “Jake.”

      “Thank God, I would hate to have to keep correcting you on that,” I said with a laugh. “Jacob was my grandfather. I’m just Jake.” Getting on track, I turned over the broken remains of a chair and sat down. “Okay, Nin, we might as well start with the big question, even though I think we all already know the answer.”

      “Katsukami found you and Annie the day after the explosion,” Nin reported matter-of-factly, flicking the arm that held her bow as she triggered some mechanism in it. The whole thing collapsed down, folding in on itself to form a compact package that could fit in a backpack easily. “Initial observation and analysis determined that something unusual must have happened for you to survive the blast, so instead of a kill order, the executive council decided to continue observation.”

      “Wait, they’ve been watching us the whole time?” I arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Yes.” She shrugged slightly. “The only reason you’re not dead is because killing you has been forbidden, especially as it has become obvious your accident has somehow done what the company has been attempting for years.”

      “The feline genemod,” I said with a slow nod. “They need me alive so they can have a source of living DNA to pick apart until they crack the process.”

      Nyala’s tail stood up straight as her ears flattened back. “That will never happen. I think I speak for Annie as well when I say that they will never capture you and torture you like that, Jake. We won’t allow it!”

      “No, we won’t!” Annie chimed in, waving a hand covered by a bloody surgical glove in the air for emphasis.

      Nin cracked as a smile as she stowed the compacted bow behind her, the thing clamping by some kind of magnetic clip to her quiver. “And, unless you turn me away, you have me as well, Jake.” Her eyes went strangely misty. “After all, I owe you my very existence.”

      I blinked slowly. “I … that doesn’t really seem possible. I mean, I’ve never seen you before in my … life …” My voice trailed off as a realization hit me.

      I had seen this Kat before.

      Well, not this exact Kat, but I had seen the computerized projection of what this Kat would look like in the holo-tube display of my workstation the day of the explosion. Nin’s design was the one I was working on right before I was sent to Reprogramming, the strangely complex and specific ‘domestic’ model.

      “But that’s impossible,” I said aloud. “That was a domestic design, and you’re …”

      “Hardly domestic,” Nin said with a surprisingly girly giggle, her tail starting to quiver with amusement. “But as you’re already guessing, Katsukami couldn’t just tell their designers they were creating a ninja, could they?”

      “Hold. The. Phone!” Annie cried, eyes snapping up at Nin from where she somehow had Brenton stabilized. “Ninja Kats are real?! Milk and cream, Nyala! She’s real!”

      Nyala blinked at the nurse Kat’s enthusiasm, but her surprised cracked into a wry grin. “And here we thought they were just a gimmick for the vids.”

      Nin looked as confused as I was amused, especially as Annie frowned a bit as she pulled off her bloody gloves. “The only downside is that I definitely can’t be called Ninja Nurse. Because, you know, you can’t call yourself a ninja when you’re working with a real one. That’s just rude!”

      “Well, I sure can’t argue with that,” I admitted before taking a deep breath. “I get what you’re saying, Nin, but that design wasn’t even finished when the place blew … or did fucking Clements just hit compile when I left the room?” I mean, I’m a bit sad that my lazy co-worked probably died in the explosion, but he was also a dick who had screwed me over plenty so … no big loss at the end of the day. “Even then, Katsukami would only have the design. It usually takes weeks for proper growth and training of even the most simple of job categories.”

      Nyala nodded in agreement, fishing her tablet out of the desk wreckage. Though there was a nasty crack in the screen, it seemed to mostly work. “Wonder Klass on its own is two weeks.”

      “Wonder Klass?” Nin asked curiously as she adjusted her scarf, though I think she was really playing with the trailing edges like they were part of a ball of yarn. “I don’t know what that is, nor do I know what this vid you think I’m from is either. I do know that the grow tube I was in during the explosion was affected, causing more maturation hormones than normal to enter my capsule, thereby causing me to mature at an accelerated rate. I woke the same evening you extricated yourself from the rubble, and since I was technically off the books, I was given one purpose by the company. To track, observe, and eventually recover you for the company’s purposes.”

      It still seemed hard to believe, but not impossible. The effects on excessive quantities of maturation hormons on biodroid growth hadn’t been well documented, and the baseline programming process was actually swift. It was the added training, the Wonder Klass, that really added on to the time to create a fully-fledged Wonder Kat.

      “So, here’s my question then,” I said as Nin produced another catnip cigarette and lit it by, I kid you not, sparking her fingertips together. “How did you break your programming enough to even allow us to inject you?”

      Nin’s eyes glittered as she stared deep into my eyes. “I don’t know, not exactly, but I do know when I started to see you in a different light, Jake, when thoughts of watching you became thoughts of protecting you.” When I gestured for her to continue, she smiled softly. “It was when you stood up to Romine and asked for Nyala’s freedom. At first, I simply judged that you were romantically inclined to Annie, that the rest were empty promises to make her love you.”

      Nin took a step toward me as I rose to meet her. She put her gloved hands around my waist as she finished. “That’s when I knew that you truly cared about us all, and you really would make us all free.” And with that, before I knew it, she bounced up on her toes and kissed me right on the lips.
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      I touched at the hot pink Wonder Kat Show bandage on my chin gingerly while Annie eyed her work critically, hanging off of Nyala’s shoulder as the business Kat finished buttoning up my fresh dress shirt. Nyala really did think of everything, which I found out when she told me I had five suits, not just one.

      “I’m sorry, Jake, that’s all I had left after, well …” Annie mewed as she thumbed over her shoulder, where Patrick Brenton was laid out on a sheet-covered conference table. His briefcase, the locks thoroughly cracked by Nin, hung open, the mutagenic fluid tank that had filled a third of the thing replaced with a gene therapy solution I whipped up for him. Another third was the blood transfusion equipment that had pumped the dangerously unstable shit into his bloodstream, while the other section …

      Nin, who had been watching the interplay of the three of us with a combination of curiosity and desire, turned her green eyes towards Brenton as the old man began to stir. Her swaying tail became rigid as she spoke up. “I believe he is waking up, Jake. Are you ready to speak with him? Or shall I incapacitate him until you are?”

      “I think if you were to hit him again, he’d probably die,” Nyala pointed out as she stepped around to take her usual place to my right. I found myself smiling at that thought, that she and Annie had a usual place by my side. “Besides, Jake was born ready.”

      Annie giggled at that, her ears up and perky as she slipped to my left. “Oh, milk and cream, he was certainly born ready last night!”

      “Do you wish to take me to bed as well, Jake?” the ninja Kat asked, easy as you’d ask for a Crown Kruller at the Emperor. “I must admit, I felt a strange pang of emotion, desire, I think, that I didn’t quite understand when I overheard your lovemaking. I believe I’d very much desire to join all of you the next time.”

      I cleared my throat to give myself time to process that. I mean, hell, Nin was as gorgeous as Annie or Nyala, and it’s not even like I was propositioning her. She was free, she could make her own decisions like a big girl, and I was a big boy who could say what any big boy should say at that point.

      “If Ny and Annie are fine with it, I think I’d be an idiot to say no,” I said with a smile. “But only if you really want to at the time. Don’t think this is some command or something. You don’t have to listen to those anymore.”

      Annie giggled, rocking on her heels. “But you’d be stupid if you didn’t want to, Nin. Jake’s great at the sexing.”

      “Whiskers, I can’t believe you just said the word sexing,” Nyala muttered as she put a lollipop in her mouth. “But you also aren’t wrong.”

      “High praise coming from you two,” I admitted with a bit of a blush. Hey, I had to try to stay a little humble. “But let’s put the rest of that talk off. He’s opening his eyes.”

      And I meant eyes. While some of the degradation to Brenton’s body was from old age and injuries accumulated over his years as a fixer for Katsukami, a lot of the damage was done by the genemods and mutagens he had flooded his body with. Once the mods started to get cleaned out of his system, a lot of the damage was repaired along with it. His clouded-over eye had gone clear after an hour of treatment, for example.

      The old man groaned once more before slowly propping himself up on his elbows. As he did so, Nin drifted around the table like a shadow, silently shifting closer to the three of us, a knife she produced from, well, somewhere, hidden in her palm. She expected more trouble, but I had a feeling we might be able to avoid it this time.

      “I’m still alive?” Brenton gasped out, smacking his lips a few times. “Why? How?”

      “The why is simple enough,” I began, reaching an arm around Annie’s shoulder. “Annie stood by her principles as a healer. When she saw that she could save your life, she chose to do so.” She beamed and purred under my touch as I raised a finger. “The how is because instead of Nyala shooting you in the fucking face or Nin putting an arrow through your eye, we just unplugged you. From there, well, Annie is the best nurse Kat that ever nursed.”

      Nyala snorted as she glanced at her tablet. “And you should thank your lucky fish that it was Annie that made the choice. I’d just as soon as put that bullet through your skull for what you did to her and to Jake.”

      “I … I don’t understand,” Brenton muttered, rubbing his bony fingers over his face. That’s when it struck him, as he gingerly poked at his newly restored eye. “My eye …? I can … I can see normally again!”

      “I hope you like it,” Annie chimed in, waving her fingers at him. “Well, I can’t take all the credit. Jake is a super-duper ace at genetics, so we figured out a gene therapy cycle to clean out all those nasty-wasty bits of DNA that were killing you!”

      Brenton glanced at his side as he finished sitting up, at the reattached tubes running back and forth to his side. Confusion was plain on his face as he gaped at all of us, his jaw working as he tried to come up with something to say.

      “I am still gaining a proper handle on etiquette in this situation,” Nin confessed, folding her arms under her considerable assets, “but I believe what you wish to say, Patrick Brenton, is ‘Thank you, and I apologize for jeopardizing your lives.’” She thought for a moment. “Unless you wish to commit ritual suicide for your multiple dishonorable acts? I could provide a knife if you need one.”

      Nyala gave that Cheshire cat grin as she lightly tapped Nin in the arm. “Now that is something I would pay to see. I was worried about you at the start, Nin, but I like how you think.”

      “Okay, stop that,” I said with a chuckle. “No, Patrick here isn’t going to commit suicide.” I looked back at him. “He’s not the type, I don’t think, and besides, we have a lot to discuss, like—”

      That seemed to snap Brenton back to reality. “So that was your game, Jacob? Prey upon my gratitude to force me to betray Katsukami? Well, you’ll find—”

      I shook my head. “Wow. Do you think I’d act just like you? Just like Romine? Blackmail you and manipulate you? No.” Crossing my arms across my chest, I felt the twinge of pain from the gouges in my flesh. “I’m not going to ask you to betray Katsukami, or even tell me anything about your illegal Kat Katcher operations. I’m even going to let you go back to them … well, in about twelve hours from now. All I’m going to ask is that you take them a message.”

      He eyed me curiously, especially as all three Kats were grinning like, well, cats with cream. Then Brenton’s gaze wandered back over to his briefcase and the empty documents compartment that made up the last third of it. His face fell as a low, guttural sigh escaped his lips.

      “You won’t because you don’t need to ask me anything,” he said softly. “You already know it all, don’t you?”

      Nyala tapped her tablet and spun it around so that he could see, a map of the Tenderloin district with one building highlighted plainly visible. “Well, once Nin disabled the genelock on the case, all of those documents and data chips just spilled out, and as you must know, we Business Kats are trained extensively in data collation and management.” She let out a happy mew. “It was easy as pie to put together your entire operation from that, most importantly where your Katchers are collecting their prey to prepare them for reprocessing.”

      “Oh,” I said, tapping my temple a few times. “I forgot to mention that you’ve been conked out for a few hours now, Patrick.” I snapped my fingers as if to say ‘oh, drat.’ “But that’s okay. You have maybe ten hours to go on the therapy to go so we might have to leave you for a bit. By your own records, the last drop-off for the day will be in a half-hour, and then the Kats get shipped out two hours after that.”

      Nin glanced at the inside of her wrist, her skinsuit producing a digital clock in the polychromatic pigments. “Speaking of that, Jake, if we wish to intercept them, we must finish up here.”

      “And she’s prompt too,” Nyala purred as she turned her tablet back around and tapped at her screen, signaling for Candy to get the boys and girls together. “We can keep her, can’t we, Jake?”

      I snorted and shook my head. “I don’t think we even have a choice on that.”

      Brenton had taken all of this in a sort of stunned silence. It was pretty obvious that the guy knew he was beaten ten ways to Sunday. Rubbing his face a few times, he looked over at me. “I take it that interrupting the therapy now would have some decidedly terrible side effects, Jacob?”

      “It’s a miracle this therapy is working at all with how badly your genetic code was fucked over,” I began, shaking my head sadly. “If you stop now, while the protein chains are still being reinforced with fresh material, your DNA will turn to goop. You’ll die for sure.” I sighed a bit. “It’s the best we could do. It’s just a lucky coincidence it keeps you tied up here, well, more like it saves us from actually tying you up. We can’t let you alert Katsukami before we’ve got the Kats and are long gone.”

      “And if I undergo more genemods?” he asked, his voice surprisingly emotionless and sober.

      Annie answered that one. “Your body just can’t take it. You’ll die just as surely as you would if you stopped treatment now. You, well, you poisoned yourself, all because you wanted more power.” She snapped her fingers and looked at Nyala. “Is that our Krusader Kay Sez lesson for today?”

      “I think so, Annie,” Nyala answered with a wink. “The search for power for power’s sake is poisonous.”

      Brenton let out a faint sigh. “My career will be ruined when I go back, but at the same time, I will have my life, what’s left of it, and enough leverage to ensure I have a generous pension package.” He looked down at his ravaged body as it slowly mended for a moment before looking back at me. “I know when I’ve been truly and thoroughly outmaneuvered, Jacob. I swear I’ll do no more harm while I am here, and I’ll relay your message to the executive council, in whatever form you wish for me to deliver it. After that …” He shrugged weakly. “I will never darken your collective doors ever again. I think Aruba is nice this time of year.”

      “It’s a sunny twenty-seven degrees Celsius, with nothing but clear skies for weeks,” Nyala dutifully reported. “Perfect for a retired old man.”

      Sticking my hands in my pockets, I nodded thoughtfully. “I can live with those terms just fine, Patrick. As for my message, it’s pretty simple.” I smiled as I glanced sidelong at my Kats. “Let them know I’m going into the Wonder Kat business myself. A bit of a charity, you could call it. Instead of playing loan shark like Romine, I’ll be a combination revolutionary and social worker. Free their Kats, clean out Katsukami’s programming, and find them homes with the people that really need their help.”

      “It’s a more equitable situation that will not only provide work for the Kats,” Nyala pointed out, “and if we take a fair fee for helping out, we’ll produce more than enough revenue to continue operations while undercutting Katsukami’s monopoly on the market.”

      “Plus, people will get to know us for what we really are,” Annie chimed in as she clasped her hands to her heart. “Sweet, lovable, real people that deserve dignity and respect!”

      Nin took a step forward, put a hand on my shoulder, and squeezed warmly. “We shall be loved and cared for, which is far more than Katsukami ever offered us.”

      “Oh,” I added as I raised a finger, “I almost forgot. Let Katsukami know that this cure, the thing that takes off the Kat’s limiters is cheap and easy for me to produce. Which means if they decide to say send more Kats like Nin after me, all they’ll be doing is giving me more allies for my cause. And I hope they are smart enough not to try some kind of crazy open warfare thing. The company gets away with all it does because it’s not an open threat to the government. The moment Katsukami breaks out a group of thugs with machine guns, the government and every rival corp will be down their throats before you know it.”

      Brenton snorted. “So, you and them can continue to scuffle in the dark, trying to kill each other with fists and claws like civilized human beings? But you are also correct in that regard. Katsukami will be forced to deal with you subtly, as dealing with you publicly will only strengthen your cause.”

      “Exactly,” I said with a nod. “And if for some reason that’s not enough to keep them from doing something dumb, inform the executive council that I had safeguards in place that if I die, the complete genetic code for every commercial Wonder Kat model will be leaked not only on the internet, but to Katsukami’s top three competitors.” I grinned at my ace in the hole. “So, Patrick, what’s it going to be?”

      He mulled it all over for a long moment, and I knew he would recount it word for word to his masters. “I still think you are a naïve fool, Jacob, as much as I still think it must be a form of insanity to see these biodroids as anything other than very desirable tools, but …” He let out a long hiss of a sigh. “If anyone is capable of making this insanity into reality, it is you.”

      “Oh, Patrick.” I flashed him a confident smile. “When you’re sunning yourself in Aruba, keep an eye on the news. You haven’t seen anything yet.”
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      I adjusted the strap on my Doughnut Emperor delivery box, the heating element meant to keep its usual payload toasty warm doing a good job at making me a bit sweaty under the crimson-and-gold faux chef duds of my new uniform. The stupid thing worked on a chemical reaction, and since I nabbed it already hot, I couldn’t turn the thing off. Tugging at the collar of the shirt to relieve some heat, I cleared my throat and walked up to the front door of a decrepit office building in the heart of the Tenderloin district. With my chef hat straight, I wrapped my knuckles on the door to the rhythm of the Wonder Kats theme song.

      A moment later, the iris of the pinhole camera on the door opened up and focused on me, a speaker crackling to life. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Oh, hey,” I said, blanching a bit at the open aggression. “Got a delivery from Doughnut Emperor, home of the Emperor’s Decadence. If we don’t tyrannize your breakfast to your satisfaction and crush all hunger beneath our jackbooted heel, you get your money back,” I droned, holding the delivery box up for emphasis.

      There was a long pause before the gruff voice snarled back, “Ain’t nobody here order no fucking doughnuts, so beat it, pal.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” My entire body deflated as I let out the most put-upon sigh I could muster. “Those asshole kids must have called in a prank order again. Now I’ve got to trudge all the way back to the restaurant with this thousand-degree heater turning me into a puddle.” About to turn after my bitch session, I stopped, considered the situation for a moment, then turned back to the camera. “Look, man, I know you didn’t order this, but it’s already paid for, stupid kids forget we have their dad’s account on file, and I don’t want to lug this back. So, like, do you want it?”

      I put on my best smile. “I mean, who doesn’t want some free Emperor’s Decadence? And I’ve got a half-dozen Crown Krullers in here too.”

      For a moment, I thought maybe I had found the first sapient creature who could resist the sugary power of the Tyrant of Breakfast, but before I gave up, the speaker crackled to life again. “Well, okay, buddy. Gotta admit, I love me a good kruller. Just hold on a sec.”

      I pumped my fist triumphantly, glad to be rid of my burden. There was a series of clicks and buzzes, the sound of a heavy bolt sliding from the door, and it opened up. Looking through the door was a hard-faced man, dressed in an ill-fitting suit … but I could see the collar of a Katsukami security jumpsuit showing under his shirt.

      “So, hand over the grub,” he grunted at me.

      “Sure thing, pal,” I said with a smile, slipping my burden off my shoulder … right before I abruptly spun, moving too fast for him to follow as I smashed the brick-filled delivery box right into his stupid face.

      His head snapped hard to one side, teeth, blood, and spittle flying before he fell hard to the floor, thoroughly unconscious. I dropped the box on top of his back, glancing at the open communication window in my smartglasses.

      “Door’s open, folks,” I whispered, the mic on the glasses picking up even my faintest speech and amplifying it for the others. “Tatyana, Richard, bring the truck around to the docks. Ny, Nin, if you’ve got the alarms down, start a sweep from the top floor down. Annie and I will go in through the front.” Glancing sidelong as I tore off the uniform over my spidersilk suit, I caught Annie bouncing out of the alley, frying pan on her shoulder and Brenton’s smartmonocle perched jauntily over her right eye. “We’ll meet in the middle, then get everyone out through the back docks.”

      The roar of the bakery delivery truck we had borrowed echoed behind Tatyana’s voice. “You got it, boss. Think we’ve got enough room for everybody.”

      “And the security systems are shut down, but the remaining guards will be alerted,” Nin reported. “Be careful, Jake.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t noticed yet, Nin,” Nyala chimed in, “but Jake is always careful, and he always manages to come out on top. Either way, we’re going in.”

      “Good luck, ladies. See you soon.” I turned to Annie and gestured into the front door like a proper gentleman. “After you, my dear.”

      She giggled, her tail swishing. “Thank you, Jake!” She skipped up the steps and slipped in the door, with me right behind. “Hey, you know what I was thinking?”

      “Uh, is it pertinent to the fact we’re sneaking into a secret Katsukami holding area for caught Kats?” I slipped a taser out of my jacket pocket, a little present I found on Brenton after his little rampage. “Because if it isn’t, later might be best.”

      “Oh, it’s totally relevant,” Annie replied. Past the door, which was loaded with more locks and security devices than you could shake a stick at, the front hall looked a heck of a lot cleaner and more modern than the outside. “I think you should get us all skinsuits like Nin. I mean, like, we’re not ninja, I know, but her suit is sooo cool.” She spun in place as we moved across the hall toward the first block of offices, back walking as I tried to keep an eye on things in the actual hallway. “Plus, it would totally make my chest look even better.” She did a little hop that made her breasts do a very distracting but very pleasing bounce.

      “How is that relevant at all?” I argued, just as a Katsukami guard waltzed out of the office right behind her.

      “Karl? Where the hell are you …?” The guard’s voice trailed off as he went for his own taser.

      He didn’t even get it out of the holster. Annie twisted with feline agility, giving me a clear shot as she unlimbered her cast iron weapon of choice. Twin darts spiraled out of my taser, striking him in the center of mass, and as he started to do the Lightning Dance, Annie finished her twirl, mercifully relieving him of consciousness with a love tap from her pan.

      As if we hadn’t just had a scuffle, Annie rolled right along with our little discussion. “It’s relevant because it does camouflage stuff and turns all kind of colors and has cameras and a clock in it. It’s like a Red Ryder BB Gun of sexy ninja awesomeness, so they’d be really useful for this sort of stuff.”

      I slid past her as I reloaded the taser’s cartridge. “I guess I see your point, even if it really isn’t important right now.” I spun through the open door where I had heard another two guards drawing their weapons. I decided to stay low, throwing off their aim. The two guards fired off tasers which slammed harmlessly into the wall over my head. Firing off my own, I aimed for the only vital spot at eye level, nailing one guard right in the dick.

      Hopefully, he had an insulated cup.

      The other guy visibly winced at the sight of his partner's discomfort, and that distraction bit him in the ass as Annie bounded past me, swatting the taser out of the guard’s hands and pointing the pan right at his face. “So, can we get some, Jake?” she called back at me, the guard she was threatening merely raising his hands in silent surrender.

      “You know those are multi-million-dollar military-grade suits, right?” I countered as I pushed the guard to his knees, pocketing my taser as I zip-cuffed him using his own cuffs. “I mean, I really want to see you and Ny in those. You don’t know how much I want that, but—”

      Annie bumped her butt right into my crotch, shimmying a bit as she skipped back out into the hall. “Oh, Jake, I think I do know exactly how much you want that!”

      “But!” I called as I raced after her. “But we can’t exactly afford that, even if we could actually buy them.” I thought for a moment as we broke through another guard post like gangbusters. “Though I’ll try. Hey, you never know, we might be able to requisition some from Katsukami. And by requisition, I mean steal.”

      “Milk and cream!” Annie exclaimed, hugging me around the neck after we left another three guards either unconscious or cuffed in our wake. “Thank you, Jake! That’d be the best! I’m going to make mine pink, of course! Maybe I can get a skirt added to it like Nin’s scarf!”

      Rolling my eyes, I couldn’t help but laugh … but that laugh didn’t last long, because that’s about when we burst into the center of the office building, where Brenton’s information said the holding pens would be.

      It reminded me of that lonely hallway in Reprogramming, back at the start of all of this, but done a dozen times over. The entire middle of this floor was cleared out and reorganized into those grim, Death Row-style cells, the ceiling knocked out clear to the second floor to allow for more cells, a catwalk wrapping around the entire facility. The metal prison doors, the concrete floor replete with regular drains, and the grim atmosphere were all identical.

      My hands clenched into fists as I stared at it, all humor gone. Annie came up next to me and touched me gently on the arm. “It’s okay, Jake, because we’re here, right? We’re going to stop it.”

      I turned to her, my hands unclenching as I ran a finger along her cheek. “Yeah, that’s exactly what we’re going to do.” I gestured down one row of cells. “Start opening up this side. Nin says we have no security, so all the locks should be down too. I’ll start on this side.” I thumbed down the row opposite of hers. “And speaking of Ny and Nin …”

      As if on cue, one of the upstairs access doors banged open, a security guard letting out a cry of alarm that echoed from the upper floor as he flew out through it, hitting the catwalk railing roughly before slumping to the grating. Nyala followed a moment later, dusting off her jacket and smoothing out a wrinkle on the sleeve, Nin sprinting into view right behind her, bow at the ready.

      “Oh, Jake, Annie!” the business Kat called down at us, waving a hand as her cinnamon-colored tail swished. “Punctual as always! Shall we start up here?”

      “Go for it, guys!” I called up to them with a smile, opening a channel to Tatyana and Richard. “Transport should be here in a minute, right, guys?”

      “We’re pulling up to the dock now,” Tatyana reported brusquely. “Had to deal with some very surprised security guys first, but they’re napping now.”

      “Good job,” I replied with a smile. “The freedom train is about to start receiving passengers.”

      With that, I walked up to the first cell and opened it, the rest of my Kats spreading out to do the same. As Nin had told us they would before we left, it swung open easily after she had disabled the locks, and inside, the cell was perhaps even more dreary than the ones in the Katsukami labs. There was a cot hung by chains from the wall with a threadbare mattress, a decrepit porcelain toilet and sink, and a shivering Wonder Kat, her white hair and fur that darkened to black on the ears and tip of her tail combining with her blue eyes to mark her as a Siamese. Like Annie had been, she was dressed in a white shift, and, as she clutched her knees to her chest, she looked up at me, tears forming in her eyes.

      “Please, sir,” she mewed in desperation. “I promise that I’ll be good, sir, just don’t take me to reprocessing.”

      I stepped through the door, a warm smile crossing my face as I held a hand down toward her. “Don’t worry now, miss. You’re not going to reprocessing. Not now, not ever.”

      The Kat looked at that hand as if it were an illusion, a false promise of salvation that could never ever come to someone like her. “But … then … where are you taking me, sir?”

      “To freedom,” I said softly and took another step forward. “Come with me, and I’ll set you free.”

      With that, the realization that this wasn’t a dream dawned in those blue eyes and, tears of joy flowing freely, the Siamese bounded up, grabbing my hand as if it were a lifeline. As I pulled her to me, she cried into my shoulder, her tail quivering with happiness as I hugged her, letting her cry for a moment before I led her out of the cell.

      I looked out, as Annie, Nyala, and Nin freed their sisters, as Tatyana and Richard threw open the dock doors and cast the bright light of the sun into the darkened prison block. Leading the Siamese out into the light, I smiled softly and looked down at her.

      “And this I swear is just the beginning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Jack’s Next Adventure will be coming soon!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader, if you liked I Rescued a Catgirl and want to read the next one, well, you might have a problem.

      See, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll never know about my next book, and you’ll never find out what happens to Jack, Annie, and the gang, and no one wants that.

      Fortunately, there are three ways you can find out when the next Catgirl book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page since I always announce my new books ion my page.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish the next Catgirl book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about the next Catgirl book.

      If you don’t do this, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to make sure you’ll be able to join Jack, Annie and the gang on their next adventure.
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