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      All I could think of was how the generous curve between her waist and ass would be a perfect place to hold on to for leverage to pull her back onto me. I felt a stirring in my loins and knew in moments that it would be difficult to exit the pawnshop without notice. Right before I was going to break my gaze and return to the counter, I felt something rub slowly around my upper thigh and across the hard-on I now had.

      I looked down and saw an orange cat tail with black rings around it sliding across my crotch. I looked back up and saw that the cat girl was now sitting back on her heels, looking at me and biting her lip. It took me less than a split second to see she was breathing heavily, which was signified by the rise and fall of what I could imagine, had she been naked, were the most perfect pair of tits I’d ever see. It was one of the first times I’d ever had to take a deep breath and swallow hard before speaking.

      Swallow… I wonder if she…

      “What’s your name?” I finally got out.

      “Kennedi.” She stood up. As she did so, her tail slowly unwrapped from my leg, once more sliding across what may have been the most solid hard-on I’d ever had. I took another deep breath.

      I wondered what a cat girl was doing in a trashed place like this. The white floor tiles were cracked and yellowed, the ceiling panels were water-stained and sagging, and the whole place smelled like burnt popcorn. I’d known people who had paid tens of thousands of dollars for a new CG. There was no way the owner of a pawn shop like this could afford even a used one.

      I looked her up and down. She wasn’t deformed, and there wasn’t any sign of malfunction. Then something on her shoulder caught my eye. It was blood. She saw my gaze and turned sideways to hide her shoulder.

      “What is that?” I asked as all thoughts of bending her over vanished.

      “It’s me not serving breakfast on time,” she whispered, looking suddenly nervous. “The cuts heal quickly, but I haven’t had time to clean up the blood yet.” I reached forward and gently pulled her arm towards me. Her entire arm had the same type of blood marks all up and down it.

      “How the fuck are you even here?” I asked as disgust welled up in my throat. Women, children, and old people… I don’t care who somebody was. Those are the types you don’t fuck with, even if they were android creations.

      “I was scheduled for recycling because I’m defective,” she said matter-of-factly. “I was traveling by truck to the plant when it hit a bump, and I fell out onto the road.” She pointed out the window. “Right over there.”

      “What’s your defect?” I asked, still holding her arm.

      “I cannot connect to the wireless network to receive updates.” She looked at the floor, ashamed. She straightened up almost immediately. “I can learn anything, though!” she exclaimed, almost powerfully. “And fast, too! I just have to use more human-like methods.”

      I had heard of the kind of capabilities CGs had to acquire knowledge through updates instantly. They kind of paused, and a moment later, they were Kung Fu masters, master chefs, or anything else you could ask of them.

      “Why haven’t you been sold?” I asked as I looked her over. Surely that couldn’t be her only flaw. “If that’s your only defect, that fat slob over there could’ve brought in a quick five grand for you.”

      “I was for sale for a short while, but he decided he liked having me around to do what he didn’t want to do.” She pulled her arm away and motioned across the store. No wonder that as much as the rest of the shop was in disrepair, the merchandise was neatly organized.

      “How would you like to leave this shit hole? I don’t have much use for you, but this,” I motioned to her arm, “is bullshit.”

      Kennedi’s eyes lit up. That’s when I saw how green they were. It reminded me of a hidden Lake on the backside of the highest mountain I’d hiked while in Dutch Harbor, Unalaska. She immediately dropped her eyes to the ground.

      “He’ll never sell me. He’s said so,” she whispered.

      Then her face lit up, and her tail came forward and wrapped around my back, pulling me towards her. She pressed up against me with those perfect tits, and I felt myself getting hard again. She moved her full, cherry-colored lips right up next to my ear.

      “Even after you leave, though, I’ll dream about having gone with you,” she whispered in a low, raspy voice, her hot breath on my neck.

      Then she stepped back, unwrapped her tail from around my waist, turned, and started walking away down the aisle. At the end, she stopped and flipped her medium length, raven black hair over her shoulder to look back at me.

      “You’ve made this my best day,” she said with almost a muted squeal of happiness.

      To think that someone had mistreated her so badly that just three minutes of humane concern made such a difference in her day made my blood boil. I turned around and stalked up to the glass counter where the fat slob owner was lounging and slammed my hand down.

      He didn’t even look startled. I wondered if laziness was gene-deep with this idiot as I put the box I’ve been holding on the counter and opened it up.

      “What have we got here?” he asked, standing slowly and sauntering over.

      “You got all the handmade Inuit jewelry it will take to sell me your CG, hand me five-hundred dollars cash, and then resell for a profit of five-thousand dollars,” I barked at him.

      He suddenly looked a little more awake. “Kennedi isn’t for sale. That bitch does a damn good job making my life easier around here.”

      I leaned about halfway over the counter and lowered my voice to a sarcastic growl. “Maybe you forgot the part about you give me what I want, and I’ll neglect to call Omnicorp and tell them that you have an unpurchased defect stowed away here.” He straightened back up, and I watched his face turn blotchy with anger.

      He knew he had no choice. It was against the law to own a CG that you hadn’t bought or someone gifted to you. It didn’t matter who you bought it from, as long as there was a purchase. It was a marketing ploy used by Omnicorp, the makers of CGs, to ‘further propel society into a stronger economy.’ The only reason the shop owner had been able to keep her as long as he did was that she couldn’t report herself as an unpurchased unit due to her defect.

      For a minute, it looked like the shop owner was going to fly across the counter at me. Instead, he looked down at the box of jewelry on the counter. He grunted a few times as he rifled through it. 

      “Where did you get this stuff?” he asked. “It’s not from any nearby tribes.”

      “I said it is Inuit,” I explained. Even assholes deserve an education now and again. “Tribal elders gifted it to me when I helped out with a boat fire. One of their great-grandchildren was on the boat. They were grateful. Now draw up the bill of sale for the CG and give me my money so I can get out of this dump.”

      The fat man retreated to the back of the store to draw up a bill of sale. When he returned, just as he was handing it to me, I heard a delighted squeal come from over my shoulder. A moment later, Kennedi was on my back with all four limbs wrapped around me.

      “Thank you! Thank you! I am going to make you the happiest you’ve ever been! I can do anything you want me to!”

      I had a few ideas about how she could pay me back, but right now, I wanted to get out of that shit-hole of a store as fast as possible. I grabbed the bill of sale and the money from the sleaze behind the counter and left.

      Walking out to the car proved difficult, though, because even my six-foot-three-inch frame was slightly encumbered by the hundred-and-ten-pound CG hanging all over it.

      “Kennedi, you have to get off me,” I directed her to the beat-up silver Honda Civic that I’d bought in Washington after flying off the island. I had needed something with good gas mileage if I was going to drive all the way to Vegas. “Get in the car.”

      She promptly hopped off my back and skipped around to the other side of the vehicle.

      “Where are we going now?” Kennedi asked happily.

      Her question ignited a spark of stress in me. I had initially stopped at the pawnshop to sell the jewelry so that I’d have enough money to make it to Vegas and tide me over until I found work again. Now all I had was five-hundred bucks and a sexy-as-fuck CG to show for the pit stop. Not that I had any regrets about that.

      “We need money,” I explained as I thumbed back down the road. “I saw a sign a little way back as I was driving here. Someone is looking for help with some machinery, so I’m going to go check that out.”

      My arrival in Vegas would just have to be postponed. I made a mental note to call Hamilton and let him know. Hamilton, or Hammy as I called him, had been my best friend since our days at MIT together. Our lives have taken completely different paths, however. Hammy was now a family man with a wife and three kids and a mortgage. We couldn’t be more opposite about that kind of life we wanted to lead.

      I started the car and drove out to the road in front of the pawnshop and turned right. The landscape was flat, red dirt and sand as far as I could see. The only break in the scenery were the tumbleweeds and lizards scurrying out of the road. Kennedi was staring at me with a huge smile on her face. Every now and then, she would bite her bottom lip a little like she was about to say something but didn’t.

      “What are you trying not to say?” I wanted to know.

      Kennedi shrugged her shoulders shyly. “I have so many ideas on things I could do to make you happy! I can’t wait to see what works!”

      “For now, just do what I tell you, alright?” I had no idea what she was thinking would make me happy, but right then, I was focused on taking care of a few necessities, like money. Next, I’d have to figure out a place for us to hole up for the night.

      “I will do that. You can tell me to do anything, just so you know,” she said happily. Her mood and mine didn’t exactly match at that moment.

      Ten minutes later, I was driving up a long dirt driveway to an old farmhouse with Kennedi in the passenger seat. A stern-looking gentleman walked out the door and stood on the porch as I pulled up. He was only about six-foot-tall but was very solid-looking and had silver hair underneath an old greasy baseball cap. While his hair may have signified his age, I got the feeling that he was not someone I’d want to go up against in a fight.

      “Hi there. Theo Cavanaugh?” I asked as I stepped out of the car.

      “Yeppers, that’s me. Clark, is it? You’re taller than you sounded on the phone.” Theo paused his walk down the stairs of the porch, waiting for a reaction from me.

      “Well, sir, I was sitting down when I called you. That must explain the discrepancy,” I replied, chuckling.

      “It certainly must,” Theo said, his face breaking into a wide, friendly smile.

      After two strides, he stood in front of me with an outstretched hand. We shook, and I took notice of the strength in his grip.

      “What is it you need help with?” I asked, getting straight down to business.

      “I have two backhoes out in the barn,” he explained as he gestured out toward said barn. “The buckets need to be removed, cleaned, oiled, and put back together. Both of the machines need new tires put on, and the older one has a gearbox that’s acting up.” He gave me a once over. “Sound like anything you can help with?”

      “Yes, sir, it most certainly does.”

      Theo took a moment to look me over one more time. “When can you start? Pay is seven-hundred-and-fifty dollars.”

      “I can start now,” I said with a nod.

      “It gets real dark out here at night. You’ll want to wrap up before sundown.” Theo pushed back his ball cap thoughtfully. “How far away are you staying? The roads are nearly impossible to see out here after the sun goes down.”

      “We aren’t set up yet. Where is the nearest place to rent a room? I just rolled into town a couple of hours ago and hadn’t planned on staying initially,” I explained, not really knowing why I added that last part.

      “The nearest motor inn is about seven miles up the road, but I gotta tell ya, it’s no place to take a lady.” Theo tipped his head towards my car. He had seen Kennedi squirming around in the passenger seat, watching us, smiling.

      “How about this?” Theo started, “I’ll give you seven-hundred dollars for the work and toss in the loft in the barn for you and your lady friend to sleep. Can you live with that?”

      “That would be great.” Trying not to show the relief I felt at having a plan, I reached out and shook his hand again, nodding.

      “Well then,” Theo said jovially. “The ladder up to the loft is in the back-left corner of the barn, and dinner is at eight o’clock in the house. Don’t show up without your hands washed, or my wife will promptly kick you out.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I told Theo. I liked the man.
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      Five minutes later, Kennedi and I were alone in the barn. “Have you done this before?” she asked, referring to heavy equipment repair.

      “Yes. When I was in Dutch Harbor, the salt buildup caused constant issues with equipment used on the docks to offload crab boats.”

      Flashes of working in ten-degree weather at night on a slippery dock went through my mind. The money was damn good, and the island was a hiking and camping oasis in the summer but not worth the miserable conditions and thirty-two-hour shifts.

      Kennedi was up on the arm of the first backhoe, leaning forward, examining the joint. She was nearly upside down, and I could see straight down her top. I was reminded that there were practically zero women on the island, and I had been there for six months.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I asked, “What do you know about these?” I nodded to the backhoe.

      Kennedi’s entire body stopped moving. She was frozen like someone had turned her off, but only for a split second. Then she blinked, looked up at me, and said, “I can disassemble, reassemble, and repair it. My programming doesn’t include how to drive one, though. I’d have to learn that.”

      “Alright, then. Take the arm apart and remove the bucket,” I dared her. I hadn’t had experience with CGs before, other than as wait staff at parties last year when I was in Australia. Why not see what they can actually do? I had serious doubts that a tiny thing like Kennedi, even with advanced strength, could do the task at hand, but I still wanted to see what she could actually do.

      And boy, was I glad I’d made that decision. 

      Kennedi jumped down off the backhoe, pushed me into a nearby chair, winked at me, and got back on the equipment. Ten minutes later, the arm was disassembled and laid out in front of me.

      Ten fucking minutes.

      Kennedy walked over and sat on my lap when she was done. Her tits were practically in my face, her arms were draped around my neck, and her tail was wrapped around my lower leg multiple times.

      “Will that do?” she whispered in my ear.

      I looked up at her, at the equipment, and back up at her. As I leaned forward, she hopped off my lap so I could stand up.

      I walked around the arm’s parts slowly, a bit of disbelief lingering. No wonder people paid so much for CGs. They were tits and ass that could do more than sing for their supper, so to speak.

      “Hell yeah, it’ll do,” I told her. “Now, let’s get this cleaned up.”

      In two hours flat, we were done cleaning and repairing both backhoes. Cleaning always took the longest, but even that took a fraction of the time with Kennedi working alongside me. The tire changes only took an additional hour.

      Just as we were cleaning up the tools and supplies we used, Theo slid the barn door open and stepped in. Even though the barn was twenty degrees cooler than the outside, it was still over eighty in here, so I had taken off my shirt while we worked. I reached to the nail where I hung it and slid it back over my head as he strolled in.

      “We were just wrapping up,” I told him. “You’re all set.”

      “Is this a joke?” Theo asked, a bit of irritation in his voice. Kennedy caught the irritation and stepped behind me. Almost like she was scared. I was immediately irritated myself. I wasn’t sure why, but I wanted her to be happy. Maybe it was the innocent, happy, flirty disposition she had naturally or just feeling bad that she’d already been treated so horribly. In the end, I wasn’t sure, and it didn’t matter.

      “No joke,” I said, stepping forward. “Fire ‘em up. They’re in perfect working order.”

      “That I will.” Theo’s face was almost angry as he climbed up on one of the backhoes, started it, and tested the arm function. That anger turned to confusion after it performed perfectly.

      “How the hell did you…?” he trailed off, most likely feeling the same disbelief I had.

      “I had help,” I said. I took ahold of Kennedi’s hand and led her over until we were standing directly in front of Theo. “This is Kennedi. Kennedi, meet Mr. Cavanaugh.”

      Theo’s expression softened slightly, and he offered his hand to shake.

      “I’ve heard about you cat girls. This, though…” He gestured to the equipment. “I had no idea.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Kennedy said as the happiness came back onto her face. She stepped out from behind me and shook Theo’s hand.

      “Alright, you two. Are you hungry?” Theo asked us with a rather sudden subject change. 

      I hadn’t thought about it before he mentioned eating, but I hadn’t eaten since early that morning. 

      “Yes, I could eat,” I answered. 

      Theo turned and headed toward the barn door. He called back over his shoulder, “I’ll do you the favor of reminding you to wash up before walking into my wife’s kitchen. There’s a bathroom in that back corner.” Then he was gone. 

      Ten minutes later, after Kennedi and I had washed up, we knocked on the door to the Cavanaugh’s house. Theo answered and stepped aside, ushering us in. Then he led us down a short hall. The first room off the hall was a large, light yellow, updated kitchen with stainless steel appliances and lemon-patterned decorations everywhere. 

      Standing in the kitchen was a short woman with pitch-black, bra-strap length hair that was pulled back in a ponytail. She couldn’t have been taller than five-foot-three and was slightly heavyset but not obese by any means. She turned when she heard us stop. Her light blue eyes were highlighted by black lashes, and she had an instant smile for us. 

      Theo walked over and stood beside the woman. “Clark, Kennedi, this is my beautiful wife, Beverly,” he said and turned to her. “This is Clark and Kennedi. They just made quick work of fixing my backhoes.”

      “Thank you for having us in your home, Beverly,” I told her. “We appreciate your hospitality.”

      “Please, call me Bev. And you are welcome.” She walked around the island in the middle of the kitchen and offered her hand to Kennedi while looking at me.

      Kennedi reached out and shook her hand. Bev looked at her and asked, “why don’t you come in here with me while those two go jawing in the living room? I have just a few minutes before dinner is ready,” 

      Kennedi looked to me for approval to stay with Bev, so I nodded at her. She stepped into the kitchen and followed Bev around the island. Theo started walking down the hall again, and I followed him. I wasn’t incredibly comfortable leaving Kennedi, but I didn’t want to be rude to our hosts either. 

      “She’ll be in good hands with Bev,” Theo said as if to calm my nerves.

      We walked past the dining room and into a dimly lit living room. We took seats opposite each other in leather loungers. As my eyes adjusted, I could see that the entire room was decorated with a desert theme. Sand, orange, and brown colors gave it an inviting feel.

      “Where are you two headed next?” Theo asked.

      “Not positive,” I admitted. “I was headed for Vegas and then maybe the back mountains in Idaho for some survival camping, but it’ll take a bump in finances to get there. Do you know anyone else looking for help near here?”

      Theo paused as he thought it over. His expression changed several times before he said, “not that I can think of right away.” He stood up and looked at the end table beside him, and then at the one beside me. “Well, hell, I didn’t even get us drinks,” he said, seemingly shocked at his forgetfulness. “I’ll grab us some scotch and then let you in on the scoop around here.” Before I could accept or decline the offer, he was off to pour the two of us drinks.
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      In the thirty-two years I’d been married to Theo, he’d never once offered our barn loft to a hired hand. It seemed a bit odd, but I was certain he had a reason. Until I found out what that was, I would just have to see what this cat girl thing could do in a kitchen.

      “Kennedi, is it?” I asked.

      “Yes. Thank you for allowing me to help with dinner,” Kennedi replied politely. “What would you like me to do?”

      “I already peeled the potatoes. They're over in the sink. Go ahead and grab the big pot on the stove, fill it with water, and toss the potatoes in,” I directed her.

      “Yes, Beverly.”

      “Bev. Call me Bev.”

      “Of course,” Kennedi acknowledged as she headed toward the stove.

      I opened the refrigerator and took out veggies to make a salad and sat at the island to shred lettuce. My back was to the stove when I heard a huge BANG!

      Then another.

      BANG! BANG!

      I heard three more before I could turn around. When I did, I was completely confused. Kennedy was standing at the sink, arms full of potatoes, and she was throwing them into the pot that was across the room on the stove!

      “No! No!” I shouted, rushing over to her to block her next throw. “Why are you throwing potatoes?”

      Kennedi looked a little shocked at the question. “You asked me to fill the pot and toss the potatoes in. Am I throwing incorrectly?” she asked me, so innocent and serious.

      “Darling,” I said, chuckling right out loud, “‘toss the potatoes’ is just an expression, not to be taken literally. It just means to PUT the potatoes in the pot.”

      “Ah! I think I understand. How do I know when I really am supposed to throw something?” Kennedi was in learning mode.

      “Look around you at the time, dear,” I told her. “Very seldom are things thrown inside a house. If you are outside or in a bigger building, there’s a better chance that throwing is acceptable.”

      Kennedi just stopped, and her eyes went blank for a moment. It was really only a few seconds, but I was rather creeped out. Then suddenly, she blinked and smiled directly at me.

       ”Thank you, Bev. I filed the information so I won’t throw things inappropriately again,” she said gratefully.

      All I could do was giggle to myself as I went back to making the salad, and Kennedi started gently putting potatoes in the pot. I never understood the point in having a CG, but this one sure seemed entertaining to be around.
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      “The Rusty Bucket is one to avoid. Nothing but thugs,” Theo said. He was giving me the rundown on which local businesses were worth frequenting while I was in town and which ones weren’t. 

      “I appreciate the tip, Theo,” I said. “Bars aren’t really my scene anyhow. I’m more of a dinner party or cocktail party kind of guy.”

      “Dinner is ready,” Bev called to us.

      Theo and I stood and walked to the dining room. The table looked like something straight out of a TV show. There were platters laid out with roasted chickens, serving bowls with steamed vegetables and mashed potatoes, baskets with crescent rolls and dishes with butter. Up until today, I didn’t ever remember just the sight of a meal making me hungry, but this one did.

      “Have a seat, you must be starving,” Bev instructed, waving her arm towards the far side of the table.

      “It is impossible for me to starve,” Kennedi stated matter-of-factly as she walked in from the kitchen.

      Bev laughed. “One of those expressions again darling… Means ‘you must be very hungry.’”

      Kennedi froze momentarily. Then she blinked, smiled, and said, “Thank you!” as she took her seat. It seemed as though Bev and Kennedi had become fast friends.

      The meal tasted as good as it looked. The chicken was fall-off-the-bone-tender, and the mashed potatoes were perfectly seasoned with garlic and butter. The veggies had a crisp texture when I bit into them. Even the rolls were perfectly golden-brown. By the time we were all finished eating, the platters and bowls were nearly empty. I learned that CGs didn’t need to eat but could if the social situation called for it.

      After his last bite of roast chicken, Theo pushed his chair back slightly and cleared his throat. “I’ve been thinking, Clark,” he started, “there may be a way around here for you to earn the cash you need. It’s not conventional by any means, though.” He shot a quick glance at Bev. Her expression reminded me of a caution sign.

      “What kind of ‘unconventional’ are we talking?” I asked.

      “Look, I saw your work in the barn. Even though you had help for speed, the work was quality. I can tell by the way you speak and carry yourself that you’re an educated man as well. Lastly, you are strong. Very strong. I saw your build before you put your shirt back on. Those are all just the kind of attributes needed for a place on the Platform,” Theo ended.

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but what is a platform?” I was curious, but that look of caution on Bev’s face had the hairs on the back of my neck standing up.

      Bev jumped in. “It’s nothing to be explained at the table. Theo can take you to look into it tomorrow.” Her tone made it very clear that the topic was now closed to discussion. 

      After dinner was finished, Bev and Theo walked Kennedi and I back to the barn and showed us to the loft. When they were satisfied that we had everything we needed for the night, they left us and went back into the house. 

      The loft was surprisingly clear of dust. There was a metal-framed double bed, nightstand with a lamp, dresser, footlocker, and an old orange lounger with several tears in the upholstery. There was a window overlooking the long driveway leading to the house. It was framed by beige and brick red checkered curtains.

      Kennedi put her right hand on the window and stood still for several moments. I had no idea what she was doing. That changed quickly.

      “It’s going to get down to thirty-two degrees tonight,” she informed me. “How many blankets are on the bed?” she continued, a concerned look on her face.

      “I’ll grab some extras out of the trunk,” I said as I turned towards the door.

      “No, let me. You have had a long day, my Clark,” Kennedy said before walking over to me and grasping my hand.

      She led me over to the chair and pushed me down into it. She turned around and went across the room to get a blanket out of the footlocker. Not five seconds later, she was bent over, tight little ass in the air, barely covered by her miniscule skirt. I once again noticed the curvature between her hips and waist and recalled imagining what I’d do with it. That fucking hard-on was back, and I no longer felt like leaving shit to my imagination.

      Kennedi looked back over her shoulder when she felt me slide my hands over her ass and along her curves, pushing her skirt up to reveal a black lace thong. I stopped my hands at the top of her hips and pulled her back until her ass was rubbing against my cock through my jeans. I looked her in the eyes.

      Her lips parted, and she bit the bottom one just a little and smiled a tiny bit. That mouth was something I wanted to see around my dick. I liked a good blow job to take a decent while, but right now, I just wanted to fuck her right over the footlocker until her legs were shaking, and I’d blown my load as far up in her as I could get. I happen to be very well endowed, so even some human bitches couldn’t take all of me. I had a feeling Kennedi could, and I was going to find out right now.

      Kennedi stood up in front of me, still facing away. I felt her tail curl around my leg as she reached behind her back and unbuttoned my jeans with a quickness. She pushed them down, taking my boxers down with them. When her hand wrapped around my dick, she gasped.

      “A treasure I’ve found,” she whispered softly.

      “A treasure I’m going to fuck you with.” I placed my hand on her back and pushed her until she was bent back over the footlocker again. 

      She grabbed the railing with both hands and pushed her ass a little higher in the air. I heard a quiet moan escape her lips when I ripped her thong off. She was already wet, and I could feel her tight pussy throbbing around the head of my cock when I dipped it into her. I pulled back out slowly before giving her all of it, and she whined like I’d just taken away her candy. I put my foot up on the footlocker and pushed the head of my dick back in, savoring the warmth and tightness of her. That time I didn’t stop. I watched her cunt pulse as I buried my full length into her. She was so fucking tight, and the rhythmic clamping of her pussy around me was quickly inching me closer to cumming. I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to finish yet. 

      I grabbed her waist just at the top of her hips, right where I’d been wanting to all day. I pushed her forward, sliding her off my dick. Right before I was completely out, I paused. She moaned even louder and tried to back onto me.

      I leaned over her back, keeping on the head of my cock in her, and whispered, “You want it, Kennedi?”

      She wound her tail around my back and tried to pull me into her. Her voice was breathy as she begged me, “Fuck me, Clark. I want all of you in me now!” 

      I gave her what she wanted. I shoved my dick into her hard. She moaned. I pulled out and shoved inside her again, pulling back on her hips to get as deep in her as possible. “Yes!” she called out. Holy fuck, she was so tight. Seeing her pussy slide over my cock as I plunged into her again and again had me straining not to cum. I pulled out once again, and she arched her back.

      “I’m going to cum all over your cock. Please give it to me, please!” she begged. Just the thought of her cunt constricting around my dick as she orgasmed almost made me lose control. I pulled hard on her hips and thrust into her. Her moan was almost a scream of pleasure. I pulled out, then thrust again. Her screams got louder. I backed out of her one last time and watched as the full length of my dick plunged back inside her. I felt her pussy clamp down on me as she started to cum.

      “No fucking way!” Kennedi screamed when she heard me grunt with the power of my thrust. “No fucking way!”

      I felt my own load building. I pulled halfway out, shoved myself balls-deep back inside her, and felt the explosive force as the first of my cum shot into her. Her cunt pulsed and squeezed around my dick, drawing one explosion of cum after another from me, until finally, we were both completely spent.
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      The next morning I opened my eyes and snapped them shut again. The new day's sunshine streaming through the sliver of the window that the curtains didn’t cover was intolerably bright. I turned my head away and slowly blinked to adjust. When I finally got my eyes opened and focused, I saw two bright green eyes, inches away from my face, staring at me. I jerked back, startled, and not awake enough at first to process that it was Kennedi who was staring at me.

      “Holy hell, Kennedi,” I snapped, sitting up and swinging my legs over the side of the bed, facing away from her. “Why are you staring at me like that? You freaked me the fuck out.” 

      “I was not trying to freak you out. I was waiting for you to wake up so I could give you that,” I heard her say.

      I looked back at her, and my gaze followed her outstretched arm and pointed finger to a tray at the end of the bed. The tray had fresh biscuits, chopped strawberries, an omelet covered in cheese, sausage, bacon, and a gravy boat filled with what looked like white sausage gravy for the biscuits. Basically, it was heaven on a tray.

      “Oh,” I said as I rubbed my eyes with my fists. “Sorry for snapping at you.”

      Kennedy crawled to the end of the bed and jumped. She cleared the footlocker and tray, twisted mid-air, and landed on her feet facing me. She picked up the tray which was attached to a stand, and carried it over to me, setting it just to my left.

      “Looks great,” I told her. “I’ll be back to eat it in just a minute.”

      I climbed down the ladder to the main barn area and crossed to the side opposite me where the bathroom was. I noticed the wide array of tools Theo had carefully hung on the walls of the barn. Sickles, rakes, chains, hoes, shovels, and every type of hand gardening tool known to man.

      A few minutes later, I was back in the loft, sitting in the chair, eating my breakfast. The biscuits were flaky and melted in my mouth. The omelet had a spice to it, like just the right amount of cayenne pepper had been added. The aroma of the fresh strawberries drifted up at me. The berries were perfectly sweet without being too ripe and gave the meal a lightness to contrast the biscuits and gravy.

      Kennedi had made the bed while I ate and was curled in a ball on top of the comforter, licking the back of her hands and arms. Occasionally she’d rub her hand over one pointed ear and go back to licking.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, having an idea about not wanting to assume.

      “Giving myself a bath,” she answered without pause. “I can give you a bath when you’re done eating if you’d like?”

      “No, I’m good. Us humans use showers.”

      She must’ve caught a hint of ‘gross’ in my voice because she stopped and looked up at me.

      “My saliva is not like yours,” she retorted. “I can change it from what mimics human saliva to what I’m using now. It’s an extremely powerful antiseptic that is completely odorless and kills nearly 100% of germs, bacteria, viruses, and parasites. Us CGs will never be responsible for the spread of illness or disease.”

      “That’s just a little freaky but makes complete sense from a logical point of view,” I admitted.

      “There is something else it’s good for,” Kennedy said, unfolding herself and coming over by me. “Let me have your left hand.”

      I gave her my hand, puzzled.

      “I noticed you scraped your knuckles yesterday while we were working on the equipment.” She pointed to several scabbed-over scrapes. She leaned down, and before I could pull my hand away, she licked it several times. She stood up, let go of my hand, and jumped back over to the bed to resume her grooming.

      “Exactly what was the point of that?” I asked, slightly disgusted.

      “Look at your hand,” she instructed without looking up.

      I lifted my hand to examine it, not knowing what to look for. It took zero time for me to see what Kennedi meant.

      The scrapes on my hand were half-healed. The scabs were gone, and it appeared my knuckles were in the stage of regenerating new skin. I just stared. I opened and closed my hand and moved my fingers. There was no sting or pulling of the skin.

      “You mean to tell me you can heal people?” I asked, shocked.

      “To a certain extent,” Kennedi confirmed. “It doesn’t work on organ tissue, and skeletal muscle takes much longer and several treatments, but yes, for the most part, I can help heal.”

      “Now that’s fucking awesome. I’ll have to keep that in mind,” I told her. I have a secret weapon against scraped knuckles, I thought humorously as I finished my breakfast.

      Shortly after I was done eating, Bev came out and offered to let me use the shower in her house. The barn bathroom didn’t have a shower or tub, and she’d figured I’d want to clean up before leaving with Theo to find out more about the Platform. I jumped at the opportunity and went back to the house with her.

      Twenty minutes later, I was clean, and Theo, Kennedi, and I were driving to the Platform in Theo’s gray, two-ton quad-cab pickup truck. I still had no idea what to expect as neither Theo nor Bev had offered any further details. After a half-hour on a bumpy, dusty dirt road, a large concrete building loomed into view. The closer we got, the more I could see how massive the building was. It had to cover a full half acre and was blended into the sand-colored land around it.

      Theo turned onto a narrow road just before the building and followed it around to the backside where a sort of makeshift parking lot had been scraped flat. We parked, and moments later, we were entering a single, undersized metal door into the structure.

      I had to blink repeatedly and squint in until my eyes adjusted to the dim interior. Theo seemed to know his way around, and soon we were standing in front of an elevator. I glanced around. There was nothing in the building. Absolutely nothing. The concrete floor seemed polished, and there were no scratches on it. I became uneasy. Why would an empty building be out here in the middle of nowhere? Our footsteps from the door to the elevator had echoed so loudly that I waited until the elevator doors closed before I spoke.

      “Why is it empty?” I asked Theo.

      He looked me in the eyes, put a hand on my shoulder, and grinned. “That area is for the after-party,” was all he said as the elevator dinged. We got in, and Theo pushed the button marked with a ‘B.’ I assumed it denoted ‘basement’ as we started heading down.

       When the elevator stopped, the doors opened slowly, and several loud noises became audible. It sounded like a floor polisher running, someone hammering on a metal pipe, the whirr of a table saw, and welding all at the same time.

      Kennedi’s ears turned forward, and she started to step in front of me.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      “Making sure you don’t get hurt,” she whispered back.

      I took her hand in mine and pulled her until she was standing beside me. I’d never had a female, CG or otherwise, act protectively on my behalf.

      Theo stepped out of the elevator first, and Kennedi and I followed. About twenty yards in front of us was a huge pit that was at least sixteen square feet in size. Directly over the middle of the pit, there was what looked like a four-foot walkway that stretched from one side to the other with light poles at either end.

      Surrounding the pit on all sides were rows and rows of seats. It was like stadium seating, but instead of having fold-down type chairs, all the seats were dark brown leather recliners. There were small stands that mimicked side tables spaced between every two chairs. There must’ve been at least five-hundred seats.

      Theo must have guessed what was going through my mind from the look on my face. “There are six-hundred-fifty standard seats. Then there’s another fifty in the boxes.” He pointed just above the top row of recliners. Upon a closer look, there were huge windows on the walls. The skybox rooms were recessed instead of jutting out like you’d find in a football stadium.

      “What do the people who fill these chairs come here to see?” I asked Theo, not sure if I wanted to know the answer.

      “Let’s get to the skybox, and we will get all your questions answered,” Theo replied as he led us to a small cherry picker that had been fancied up with a velvet lining around the bucket and jewel-encrusted controls. Theo manipulated the levers, and soon, we were on our way up.

      We stopped just as the bucket became level with a railed walkway that led to a doorway covered by a huge purple velvet curtain. Once inside, it was like a completely different world. One of luxury and extravagance like I hadn’t quite accomplished myself, yet.

      The carpeting was plush and dark gray. Walking on it felt like I was stepping on memory foam. There were more of the leather recliners in a straight line directly in front of the huge window but on a lowered section of the floor. In the main area of the room, there was a full kitchen and a sitting area with white leather couches and ottomans. The couches were covered with multicolored faux fur pillows, and glass-top coffee tables and end tables were strewn about the space.

      The only thing separating the state-of-the-art kitchen from the sitting room was an L-shaped bar with a white and gray marble top. The front edge of the bar, under a thin layer of self-leveling gloss, was a row of gold coins, all polished to a brilliant shine and no two the same. There were ten dark-brown suede-upholstered barstools pulled up to it.

      I was just getting a look at the far side of the room when I heard a toilet flush. Then a door I hadn’t seen on the far wall opened. A rather overweight gentleman walked out. He was about five-foot-eleven-inches, red-faced as though he’d already had a few cocktails, and wearing black square-frame glasses. He was balding but was trying to hide it with an unsuccessful comb-over. Despite his generally unkempt look, I could tell that the suit he had on probably cost more money than I’d make any good year.

      “Ah, Theo,” the man said jovially. “So great to see you,” he continued as he strutted across the room with his arm outstretched.

      As they shook hands, Theo turned to me and said, “ Clark, meet Mr. Alan Graves.”

      Alan broke grip with Theo and offered me his hand. His handshake was firm without being aggressive.

      

      “Alan, this is Clark Watkins,” Theo continued. “I have a feeling he’s everything you’re looking for.”

      “So, you’re the talent?” he questioned, and when I nodded, he continued. “Well, Clark, it’s nice to meet you. Now tell me, what do you know about the Platform?”

      “It’s nice to meet you too,” I started, “I don’t know the first thing about it. What do you do here, with all this?” I motioned out the window.

      “We entertain thousands of people each and every week,” Alan boasted, stepping in front of the window. “It’s great for CG sales, and it doesn’t hurt that we make a ton of money doing it!” Alan pointed to the pit with the walkway over it. “You see that there?” “That’s the Platform.” He looked over at me. “Looks pretty harmless, doesn’t it?”

      “Looks like a walkway,” I said. From this high up, I saw glimmering in the pit that I hadn’t noticed before. “What is that pit filled with?”

      “Needles,” Alan replied without hesitation.

      I first looked at Kennedy, who had been completely silent since the elevator, and then at Theo. Neither looked shocked, so I wondered if maybe I’d heard him wrong.

      “Needles?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Let’s go down and have a look. I’ll spell the whole operation out for you.” He gave me a huge smile. “I trust Theo, so if he says you’ve got what it takes, I’ll take his word for it.”

      Before I could ask any more questions, Alan headed for the velvet curtains that led to the cherry picker. He froze when he spotted Kennedi for the first time. The two just stared at each other for two long, awkward seconds, and then both broke gazes. Alan continued on, and the three of us followed.

      Back on the ground floor of what I’d come to consider a stadium, Alan began our tour. Walking right up to the edge of the pit, Alan peered over and motioned for me to get closer. 

      “It’s full of needles,” he said again. “That way, when the loser falls in, there are consequences that aren’t fatal... usually.” He shrugged.

      I looked closer at the needles. They were all different sizes and lengths, and who knew how many thousands there were. There was still blood on many of them.

      “I must be missing something here. Why would anyone fall in an obvious pit of needles? And what is special about that walkway?” My patience suddenly started wearing thin. Theo looked at me and stepped forward, taking over for Alan.

      “Clark, that platform is a battleground. Two contestants, armed with only a single weapon, battle until one falls into the pit. It’s a little-known event that is extremely lucrative for the winner,” Theo hurried in his explanation, sensing that I was about done with the lack of information I’d received so far.

      Suddenly the whole place looked different to me. I’d always had a great imagination, that is one of the reasons I was so successful at MIT with origination projects. Now my imagination served to create a scenario before my eyes.

      I could see myself on the platform facing an opponent. The seats were filled with rich, fat patrons who were sipping on their vodka tonics and waiting for blood to spill. The noise was almost deafening. The large scoreboard-type lights flashed ‘$25,000’ to signify minimum-entry betting.

      I blinked and returned to reality. “This can’t just be a weapons fight on a walkway,” I told Alan. “What’s the catch?”

      Alan smiled as though he’d been waiting for me to catch on. He slapped me on the shoulder and said, ‘Come on!” He walked up onto the Platform and waved at me to follow him. When we reached the middle of the Platform, he continued. “There are four challenges to the platform, other than your opponent. First-timers don’t get to know what those are. In fact, I’m not even supposed to tell you that much. The point is, this isn’t just a fight. It’s a test of all your faculties. Now, we don’t let stupid people up here. Theo says you are an educated man?” Alan ended, looking for confirmation.

      “Yes. MIT. Electrical and architectural engineering majors.”

      “Good. That’s the kind of brain that just may make it through this. Ever fight before?” Alan inquired. 

      “When needed.” I didn’t volunteer any further details.

      Alan looked back over at Theo, smiled, and started nodding his head. He looked back at me and took a step that put him closer to my face than I felt was necessary. “You in?” he asked.

      “What’s the purse?” I asked.

      “Ten thousand per night with a twenty-five-hundred-dollar bonus for each danger that passes.”

      I wasn’t in the habit of hesitating when it came to the opportunity for that amount of money. “I’m in,” I said right away.
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      “You realize he was lying, don’t you?” Kennedi asked once the three of us were back in the truck.

      “About what?” Theo wanted to know.

      “In his insinuation that a non-fatal consequence was of importance. He couldn’t care less if someone died in that pit or not,” she stated.

      “How do you know that?” I had to know.

      “Each CG is programmed with one exceptional skill. Mine is reading human body language. It’s called decoding.  When he talked about the pit, he was most certainly glossing,” Kennedi explained.

      “Lying or not, ten-to-twenty thousand is worth staying OUT of that pit for. Now, Theo,” I said, turning to him. “What supplies do I need?”

      Theo reached in his glove box and pulled out a strip of paper and handed it to me. “The items on that list are things I know you’ll need,” he answered.

      Thirty minutes later, we had dropped Theo off at the house and were on our way to the nearest Army Surplus store.

      “Now that we are alone,” I started, “what was that weird look you and Alan had in the skybox?”

      “I recognized him,” she answered. “Alan is the CFO for Omnicorp. All the higher-ups in Omni are programmed in so that we recognize and take commands from them at all times.”

      Nothing about that sounded above board, and I suddenly found a distaste for Alan starting to form. Why hadn’t he said anything?

      “Well, let’s forget about Alan,” I said. “We are going shopping. While I pick up what I need, why don’t you grab some new clothes? You can’t be wearing the same thing every day.” Not that I minded the maid’s uniform at all.

      “I’ve never been shopping before!” Kennedi squirmed in her seat excitedly. “Usually, when a cat girl is designed, the people buying her go shopping for her wardrobe, so I’ve never picked out anything on my own!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh to myself. Shopping is something I would avoid any day of the week if I could get away with it, but here was Kennedi acting like she was about to have a life experience she’d always had on her bucket list.

       When we stepped into the Army Surplus, I was impressed by the basic but efficient layout of the store.  Regardless of what someone was looking for, the merchandise was organized and displayed so that it could be easily located. The walls were covered with hanging metal shelves stacked to the ceiling with every sort of outdoor equipment you could think of. There was a clothing section off to the right that consisted of plain folding tables covered with jeans, shirts, sweaters, socks, and caps. Nearby, there were racks of winter jackets and snow pants. I puzzled as to why any store in Nevada would stock snow pants.

      I found what I needed relatively quickly. Cargo pants with zipper-releasing leg sections and thick belt loops, sturdy leather belt with a simple buckle, and body oil were what I was told to pick up for the match. I added a couple of extra t-shirts, a water canteen, and steel-toed boots to the mix as well. Once I had everything I was looking for, I went to locate Kennedi. This town didn’t seem like the kind of place that was used to seeing cat girls, and I was startled to realize I was worried about her just a bit.

      I passed the dressing rooms just as she walked out of one. She was wearing a pair of men’s jeans and a blue-and-white plaid button-up that was tied up between her tits, leaving her midsection showing. I looked at her and shook my head a little.

      “You don’t like it?” She asked.

      “Oh, I’m lovin’ that shirt, but those jeans are cut for men, Kennedi,” I informed her.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I meant to fix that!” In one quick motion, Kennedi used claws that I didn’t know she had to cut the jeans off into shorts. The shorts fell just below her ass cheeks, and when she saw me looking at them, she smiled. “Don’t worry, they’ll be a little shorter when they fray,” she said in a soft voice and winked at me.

        At the register, we were helped by a very militant-looking woman with a name tag that said had ‘Sally’ hand-written on it. Her dark hair was tied up into a tight bun, and she dressed like a man. Her hands were dry but looked stronger than some men’s I’d seen. The only thing soft about this woman was her smile.

      “Hey there,” she greeted us. “Just passing through?”

      “We’ll be staying for a bit, but yes, then we’ll be moving on,” I responded.

      “That is just about the way of it ‘round here,” she chuckled and started ringing up our supplies.

      I saw her progress of checking us out get slower, and a seriously thoughtful expression take over her face. She looked at me and outwardly scowled.

      “The last time I saw this exact order come through here, the Mister was headed for the Platform,” she said.

      I hadn’t gotten the idea, at any point, that the Platform was a well-known event to those who didn’t have heavy purses, which I assumed this woman did not. I said nothing. She held my gaze for an awkward five full seconds and then turned and walked around from behind the counter. She held one finger up and said, “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      Less than a minute later, she returned, carrying a heavy sack and swung it up onto the counter.

      “You’ll need this where you’re going,” she stated and rang it up before I had the chance to protest.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked, reaching for the bag. She didn’t say a word but instead let me open the bag and pull out the contents. It was one single item: a fifteen-foot whip.

      The whip must have weighed ten to fifteen pounds and was made of well-worked leather. The end of the handle had a knob of woven leather, and the entire length of it had braiding that was twisted and tied together. The gradual decrease in the diameter of the tail finally ended in what looked like a three-inch silicone tip.

      Sally saw the puzzled look on my face and started explaining in more detail. “They told you that there was one weapon per contestant, but I bet they didn’t tell you what that was. Well, here you go. It’s a leather whip. That is the only weapon you are allowed to step out with.”

      I looked at Kennedi, who had been silent. She just nodded her head and said, “She’s telling the truth.”

      “Of course I’m telling the truth! Am I going to make up a story like that to sell an extra whip every now and again? No!” she snapped, incredulously. “You can take your chances, or you can show up prepared. Which is it going to be?”

      “I’ll take the whip, but how did you…?” I didn’t have the chance to finish before she cut me off.

      “I’ve been on the Platform,” she said in an ice-cold voice, looking me square in the eyes. She turned slightly and rolled up the sleeve of the flannel shirt she had on as she walked back around the counter. There were scars in the shape of dots all over her skin. “I didn’t win.”

      “They don’t really tell you much of anything, do they?” I asked, a bit more respectful tone in my voice.

      “No, and they won’t.” She grabbed a pen and ripped off some receipt paper from the register. “Here’s my number. It might do you some good to give me a ring after about six tomorrow night. Now move along. There’s a line behind you.”

      I looked behind me to see six other customers waiting behind us, so I hurriedly asked, “One more thing… Where is the best place to get a decent meal around here?” I figured if Sally knew so much about something that was generally kept a secret around here, she should be able to point me in the right direction for good food.

      “The Sagebrush Grill. Left on the main road, go three miles and take a right. Can’t miss it,” she directed without looking up from her work.

      “Thanks.” I paid for the supplies, then Kennedi and I headed to get dinner.

      The Sagebrush Grill turned out to be a live-entertainment bar with a spattering of tables. The dance floor was sectioned off by a wooden railing, and there was a DJ’s booth tucked away to the left of the small stage. We got there at four-thirty, and there wasn’t a band playing when we walked in, but the posters at the door advertised a group called The Walkers would be playing at seven. Kennedi and I located a table as far away from the stage as possible and sat down. The place was empty except for a bartender and a few cocktail waitresses who were filling salt and pepper shakers at various tables.

      “Food has to be ordered from the bar,” a nearby waitress called over to us.

      “Stay here,” I instructed Kennedi. She sat down and was carefully looking the room over while I walked to the bar to get a couple of menus.

      A short, petite bartender with spiky white hair and bright red lipstick was on the phone but waved when I walked up. I pointed toward the stack of menus on the shelf just behind the bar, and she gestured for me to help myself.

      Back at the table, Kennedi and I looked over the menus, and she reminded me of her lack of need for food.

      “I don’t think it is a good use of finances to pay for food I don’t need,” she explained herself.

      “No arguing with that logic,” I replied.

      The extent of the food offered on the menu was surprising. They served everything from cheeseburgers to chicken cordon bleu. I settled on a steak and cod plate with steamed broccoli and returned to the bar to give my order to the bartender who had finished with her phone call.

      “Do I need to call my order in?” I asked jokingly as I set my menu down on the bar.

      The bartender looked over and chuckled. “No, but let me tell you something… Don’t ever give an ex-boyfriend your work number!” She rolled her eyes and smiled. “What can I get you?”

      “I’ll take the cod and steak, medium, and your best microbrew,” I told her, unable to hide the amusement on my face. I’d been in the psycho-ex situation before.

      “Anything for your, er, lady friend?” she asked, obviously not used to the idea of someone dining with a cat girl instead of just being served by one.

      “No, just the cod and steak.” I slid the menu across the bar to her. She reached down and slid open a metal-topped cooler and pulled out a bottle of beer, popped the cap and handed it to me. The label said Window Sill Brewing. I’d never heard of it before, so I asked, “Is this a local brewery?”

      “I have no idea.” She shrugged her shoulders. She immediately grabbed a rag and started wiping down the bar. Then she paused, laughed, and said, “You could ask my ex, though. He knows the ins and outs of anything that’ll get you hammered.”

      “I’ll pass this time, but if it’s good, maybe I’ll take you up on your suggestion next time,” I said, laughing with her. I raised my bottle and nodded to thank her. She nodded back, and I headed back to the table.

      As I was sitting back down, I saw Kennedi’s gaze riveted across the room.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked.

      “One of the Omnicorp executives is here. Henry Blackwell. He’s talking to that guy over there, and neither looks happy.”

      I followed her gaze and saw a tall, wiry man with unkempt brown hair and a hooked nose leaning against the wall. Opposite him was who I assumed was Henry. He was wearing an expertly tailored tan suit and alligator boots. His hair was black and created a striking contrast to his extremely white skin. The man looked like he hadn’t seen the sun a day in his life. He had obviously seen a gym, however. If I had to guess I’d say a man his size could probably bench two hundred pounds easily.

      “This town is just crawling with Omnicorp suits,” I noted aloud. I saw Kennedi shift in her seat, looking nervous. “Is there a problem?”

      “I should’ve mentioned it earlier, but company executives don’t approve of CGs with defects being in public. Bad marketing and all,” she said, lowering her voice to a near whisper.

      “How would they even know you had a defect?” I asked. 

      “The mark on my wrist.” She turned her right hand over and laid it on the table, showing the underneath of her wrist. There was a small orange mark that I’d never noticed that resembled a tattoo. The mark was a straight line from side-to-side was made to look like a coil was around the line. It reminded me of the bottom part of a medical symbol where the snake wraps around the staff.

      “There is no way they’d ever see that,” I told her.

      “It is on my right wrist for a reason. Whenever an executive is introduced to a new CG, they always shake her hand for the sole purpose of checking for the mark.” Her voice was low and defensive, but the defensiveness was not directed at me.

      “Look,” I told her, “there is nothing they can do to you even with the defect. I have a bill of sale for you, and there is no mandate that I cannot have a CG with a defect.” It felt wrong to talk about her in such a transactional manner.  

      Kennedi looked across the table at me, her expression unchanged. “You’d be surprised what those men can make happen.”

      Just then, a cocktail waitress arrived with my food and a microbrew that I didn’t order. I looked over to the bar and our spiky-haired bartender who was on the phone again. I held my beer up and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      She pointed to the phone, rolled her eyes and shrugged. I was amused by the fact that she apparently hadn’t realized that she could just hang up on the ex she didn’t want to talk to.

      The plate looked like it had just exited the kitchen on that Top Chef show. The cod was steaming and had a cream-colored sauce drizzled on one half. The sirloin was an inch and a half thick and had a spice crust of garlic, pepper, and paprika. Both were accented by the most brightly colored steamed broccoli I’d ever seen that had a sprinkling of pink Himalayan rock salt over the top. My mouth was watering before I even picked up my fork.

      Thirty minutes later, I placed my napkin on my empty plate and took the last drink of my beer. It had been a light-flavored brew with a blood orange undertone. It reminded me of one I’d had at a local pub in Ireland several years back when Brew Fest had passed through the small village I was working near. It most certainly didn’t have as high of alcohol content, however. I had walked out of that bar and straight into a porch rail and laughed all the way back to my cabin. It wasn’t until the next day I noticed the splinters that had gone through my pants into my leg. The memory made me grin, and Kennedi noticed.

      “I believe the correct question for me to ask is ‘Where did you just go?’” she asked curiously.

      I told her, and she initially looked concerned but soon started to giggle. “I wish I’d been around to lick you.” Somehow that statement made me imagine her licking something other than my leg, and suddenly, I wanted to be back at the loft.
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      After leaving the Sagebrush, we arrived back at Theo’s ranch to see him and Bev sitting side-by-side on the porch swing. Each had a glass of tea, and Bev had a mint green blanket over her shoulders.

      “Did you two eat yet?” Bev asked. “There’s a bit of soup left over if you’re hungry.”

      “We ate. Thank you,” I told her and then looked at Theo. “I have a proposal for both of you.”

      Theo stood up and leaned against the swing rail, arms crossed. “Let’s hear it.”

      “I take it from the condition of the loft that the two of you don’t have many people stay there. We appreciate you letting us bunk up last night. I’d like to pay you to let us stay a little while longer. I’ll pitch in additional for food and gas for hot water, of course. Are you open to that?”

      Kennedi stepped forward and added, “I’ll toss potatoes for you and help with anything you need.”

      Bev smiled and stood up next to Theo. “We’ve already discussed it,” she said, looking over at her husband. “You can stay until you are done with the Platform, whenever that may be.”

      I got the feeling she was unsure of how long that would turn out to be. I also felt the same as the previous night: Relieved.

      “You’ll need to move some of the firewood out behind the barn,” Theo said.

      Kennedi immediately started walking toward the barn.

      “No, Kennedi. Clark will have to do it. And he’ll have to use his whip to get it done. I assume you got one at the Army Surplus?” Theo confirmed, looking over to me.

      “How did you know I’d pick one up?” I arched an eyebrow.

      “Sally knows a thing or two about the Platform. She called here just an hour ago. She’s coming by in about twenty minutes so you’d better get ready.”

      Kennedi looked puzzled. “How did she know that you knew who we were?”

      Bev started walking into the house. “Because Theo is the only other local in town that knows where it is,” she said flatly and disappeared through the door. Theo followed her, leaving Kennedi and me to wait for Sally.

      By the time Sally arrived, I’d unwrapped the new whip and was working it straight. I’d asked Kennedi to set up logs of firewood in a row, standing upright. I was going to have to get really accurate, really fast. After a few minutes in the house talking to Theo and Bev, Sally came stomping over to me.

      “Ever use one of these?” she asked flatly.

      “Not since the toy whip when I used to pretend I was Indiana Jones.”

      Kennedi’s ears turned forward. “How do you pretend?” she asked. “I’m not programmed to pretend, but it looks like fun!” She suddenly looked like she was handed candy.

      “Now isn’t the…” I was cut off by Sally.

      “Now is the perfect time, actually,” Sally said, a light sparking in her eyes. “Kennedi, what sort of pain tolerance do you CGs have?”

      “We can feel pain, but it isn’t unpleasant unless inflicted by anger. We are programmed to assign feelings appropriate to a situation,” Kennedi answered.

      “Good. And you’re strong, too, yes?”

      “Yes. I am designed using the same principals studied in ants. Due to my size, though, instead of five-thousand times my body weight, I can only lift one hundred times my body weight.”

      “That’ll do. You’ll get to pretend that this whip tickles,” Sally said.

      “Why do you want to know how strong and resistant to pain she is?” I wasn’t feeling good about the direction the conversation took.

      Sally looked me in the eyes. “You aren’t going to be moving logs on the Platform. Your target will be moving and trying to rid you of your whip at any given chance. You are going to practice on Kennedi.”

      “Like hell, I will!” I was instantly pissed off. “All I need to do is perfect my aim and get some tips on technique. I’ll take my chances with that. I’m not going to whip her!”

      “Calm the fuck down already!” Sally raised her voice to match mine. I finally knew why the phrase ‘calm down’ never worked based on how much I wished Sally was a man so I could throat punch her. Her voice lowered a bit. “You aren’t ‘whipping’ her in the sense that it is some sort of punishment for fuck’s sake. She can catch the whip and pull it like your opponent would. You don’t know the first thing about CGs, do you?”

      “Sally. Clark. There’s no need to yell at each other.” Kennedi looked at me. “I want to help. It doesn’t hurt me, and I know it will help you NOT get hurt. Just try it once and see. If you don’t want to after that, you can use the logs,” she said in a low tone. Then her voice perked up and her tail wrapped around her own body. “It will give me a chance to learn how to pretend.”

      I looked at Kennedi and then over at Sally, who was tapping her foot like she had somewhere better to be. Pushing my irritation down into the pit of my stomach, I nodded and motioned for us to begin. Kennedi’s tail unwrapped from her body quickly enough to be a whip itself, and she squealed happily.

      Nothing about this evening was going to be normal.

      A little instruction later, I held tight to the handle of my whip with my right hand and made the small rotation motions Sally had shown me. When Kennedi started to advance at me, I swung my arm behind me, over my head, and forward with as much force as I had. The long tail followed. I waited until the end was half-way to Kennedi and then pulled my arm straight up again. By the time the end reached Kennedi, it looked as though it would go straight over her head, but at the last second, the end snapped down towards her shoulder hard. I almost cringed at the sight and was certain I would damage her shoulder. That is not what happened, though.

      Just as the whip came down, Kennedi put her arm straight up and spun herself completely around with a quickness. Before I could register what she was doing, she had the end of the whip wrapped around her arm, her hand gripping the whip. She yanked backward as she crouched down, and the whip handle flew out of my hand. If I had doubts about her ability to help me train, they disappeared.

      Sally started laughing. “Again,” she said through her laughter.

      It took four more attempts, with the same end result each time, before Sally piped up. “Now that we know that doesn’t work, let me show you what does.”

      She took the whip from me and demonstrated a different motion, bringing the whip forward, to the side and across, instead of down. She handed it back to me and stepped away.

      I squared up to Kennedi and swung my arm back, overhead and forward as before. This time, however, instead of jerking my arm straight up to create a straight whipping motion, I made a clockwise circle with my arm and flicked my wrist sideways across my body. At first, I thought the same thing was going to happen because the end of the whip was directly above Kennedi’s shoulder again. She reached up as she had before, but at the last second, it jerked low and to her side and wrapped around her body. It sounded like lightning cracking and was so loud I saw Sally jump a little.

      “Yes! That’s what you need to do!” Sally exclaimed, striding over to me. I ignored her and went to Kennedi.

      “Are you alright?” I asked her, looking for the end of the whip to detangle her.

      The silicone tip had sliced into her stomach and was wedged there. “Holy fuck!”

      I didn’t have any other words. I frantically tried to unwrap the rest of the whip and pull the end out of her skin gently so as not to make the pain she surely must’ve been in any worse. Before I could get it out, she put her hand under my chin and tipped my head up to look at her. She was smiling.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” she told me. “The skin will close before tomorrow.”

      “How are you smiling? I can’t do this to you again.” I said, feeling the guilt of hurting her wash through me. 

      “You most certainly can. It tickles.” She was still smiling. 

      I stopped and stood up straight in front of her. “What do you mean, ‘it tickles’?” I asked, thoroughly confused.

      She reached down and pulled the tip of the whip out of her stomach like it was nothing and said, “I told you this would give me the opportunity to learn how to pretend. It’s much easier than I thought it was going to be!”

      Once the whip was untangled, and I was sure Kennedi wasn’t damaged, I found a log and sat down. There was that want for her to be happy again. I really needed to figure out why it kept happening. I wasn’t sitting for more than ten seconds before Sally walked over.

      “Now, do you think that doing that might get you a leg up on the Platform?” she asked, not really looking for an answer. “It’s getting dark, and I have to get back and close up the store. When is your first competition?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon.” I was starting to realize that Sally deserved a bit more respect than I had given her.

      “Good. Give that move a few more shots tomorrow. Not too many though, you don’t want to be sore before you start.” She looked me over and nodded her head. “Theo was right. You are built for it.”

      Kennedi had joined us by the log. “I’m going to go lick this. Meet you in the loft?” she asked me.

      “I’ll be right there.” I stood up to walk Sally back to her car, which was parked in front of the house. “One more question, if you don’t mind?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Any last tips?”

      “Yeah, when you hear a loud noise behind you, duck,” was all she said as she climbed in her beat-up, beige Toyota Corolla, slammed the door, and drove away.

      I had the slightest bit of nervousness pass through me as I watched her car go down the drive. Too late to get nervous now, I thought as I headed to the loft. If I was going to win that fucking thing, I needed to get a decent amount of sleep.
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      The curtains in the loft hadn’t been closed all the way again, and I woke to a sliver of sunshine across my eyes. I sat up and blinked to focus in the otherwise still-dark room. I looked over to the other side of the bed, but Kennedi wasn’t there. Just then, I heard the ladder to the loft creaking. Soon Kennedi was standing before me with a tray in her hands.

      “I’m glad I don’t have to wake you,” she said as she set the tray down.

      “Why would you have to wake me?” I replied groggily.

      “Because Bev made eggs benedict and from what I understand, eggs are better when eaten hot.”

      “That they are. How is your stomach?” I checked with her.

      Kennedi had on one of my new t-shirts and another pair of ass-hugging shorts. She lifted her shirt and showed me her stomach. There was barely a mark on her.

      “That’s fucking incredible!” I exclaimed, surprised at how far into the healing process the wound was.

      “I’m pretending it’s magic!” She flashed me a smile and poured some orange juice from the carafe on the tray into a small glass as I pushed my fork into my eggs. The yolk spilled out and mixed with the Hollandaise sauce as I cut through the ham and biscuit under it. My first bite made me wonder why I didn’t order eggs benedict every chance I had. The ham was smoked, and the biscuit was the perfect, fluffy texture. The sauce was tangy but not overpowering, and I savored every bite until there was nothing left on my plate.

      An hour later, I was back behind the barn practicing with the whip, this time on some logs, when Theo came out and stood about ten feet behind me. He waited until my next practice swing had finished and started clapping.

      “Looks good,” he commented. “Sally’s a great instructor.”

      “Morning, Theo,” I said as I glanced back at him. “Hey, I was meaning to ask you if you are going to be at the match today?”

      “I will,” Theo answered, sounding as though I should’ve known he’d be there.

      For some reason, it was a comforting thought that he would be there. Maybe because I felt like I was missing something about this whole competition, and it was reassuring to have him on my side since he was familiar with it.

      “Good. Will I be the first referral combatant you’ve taken there to come out a winner?” I asked with a half-smile.

      “No. You’ll be the first referral combatant I’ve taken there.” He slapped me on the shoulder. “Now give up the whip, you don’t want to get sore. I came out here to tell you that there is a sort of farmers’ market set up at the bank in town. Seems like just the thing Kennedi would get a kick out of. Think she’s ever been to one? This one has a few fair attractions. I do believe there is a Ferris wheel even.”

      “Ha, the last time I was on a Ferris wheel was never. Mountains I can climb, but there is something about being suspended that high up without a carabiner that isn’t appealing.”

      “Too bad, Kennedi is helping clean up the kitchen, and Bev already told her that you are taking her. She said something like ‘I can’t wait to meet all the farmers!’” Theo rolled his eyes and laughed, walking back towards the house. “Kennedi!” he started, “Clark is waiting for you!” he exclaimed jokingly.

      The thirty-minute drive to the farmers market was made worth it by the sheer amusement I got from watching Kennedi. As we pulled into the nearby parking lot, she started wiggling in her seat.

      “Have you ever met farmers before?” she asked excitedly. “Are they nice? I bet they’re nice. Bev said they’re nice.” She was craning her neck to look out the windows, and she had the biggest smile I’d ever seen on her.

      “Farmers do tend to be some of the nicest people I’ve met,” I told her. “Not all of the people here are farmers, though.”

      Kennedi looked at me, astonished. “They aren’t all farmers?” she squealed. “You mean I get to meet other kinds of people too?” Her excitement was catching. I wanted to get her into the market just for the sheer pleasure of watching her explore.

      “There are a lot of different kinds of people here!” I opened my car door and stepped out of the car. Before I could close the door, Kennedi was out of her side, had the door closed, and was halfway around the car to me.  “Let’s get over there so you can meet them!” She skipped to my side, wound her arm through mine, and practically pulled me across the parking lot.

      At the entrance to the market, there were two vegetable booths, one set up on each side of the path in. Kennedi bounced up to the booth on the right side. There were at least twenty kinds of vegetables on display. They were lined up and sorted by color, so it almost looked like a rainbow of veggies. She stood directly in front of the booth and carefully looked it over. Her eyes were wide with wonder. A few times, she would put her hand out as though she was going to touch something and then would pull back. She looked up and smiled when the booth owner stood up from his chair to talk to her.

      “Are you looking for anything specific?” the owner asked. He was a tall, wiry man with over-tanned skin, and what I’d guess was a year-round weathered look about him. He had kind, bright blue eyes that stood out against the deep tan color of his skin. He reminded me of the kind of man who may look thin and frail but who most likely stronger than most men double his weight.

      Kennedi looked at the vegetables, then back to the man several times before answering. “Yes, I’d like to meet a farmer!”

      The owner broke out in laughter and started nodding his head. “Okay, well, you are about to! My name is Michael, and all of these are from my farm.”

      “Nice to meet you, Michael,” Kennedi almost yelled, she was so excited. “All of your vegetables are so beautiful!”

      Michael glanced down at his display. “I’m around them so much I guess I haven’t thought of them as beautiful in a while. I’m happy you like them.”

      I stepped forward and held my hand out. “Hi there. I’m Clark. This is Kennedi,” I said. “This is her first time to a farmer’s market.”

      “Well, then!” Michael said loudly as he shook my hand. “We are happy to have you here! Would you like to try something? Pick a couple, and I’ll get them washed for you.”

      “Really?” Kennedi was jumping up and down now. “Oh, yes, please!” She turned to me. “What should I pick?”

      “Whichever ones you want to try,” I told her, trying to conceal my laughter at her innocent nature.

      “Okay, in that case, I’ll try all the red ones!” Kennedi waved to the entire red section of the vegetable rainbow.

      “You’ve got it, little lady,” Michael said and started picking up veggies. He pulled out a red bell pepper, a radish, a tomato, a ripe hot pepper, and a beet. “I’ll be right back with these.” He disappeared behind a plastic curtain in the back of the booth. I could hear the water running from somewhere behind the curtain. Less than sixty seconds later, he returned with a bowl. Inside the bowl were several slices of each veggie Kennedi had chosen. “Here you go!”

      Kennedi took the bowl from Michael and stared into it. She’d reach for something in the bowl and then change her mind. Then she’d reach again and change her mind again. She looked up at me, frustrated at her indecision.

      I took the bowl from her hands. “Taste this one first.” I pulled a slice of hot pepper out and handed it to her. She instantly popped it in her mouth and started chewing. When she’d swallowed the pepper, I handed her a slice of red bell pepper. Before she put it in her mouth, I asked her, “How did you like the pepper?”

      “It was spicy but still tasted like a pepper. Some things are just hot, but that had flavor,” she answered matter-of-factly and then popping the bell pepper slice in her mouth. I was a fan of extra spicy food, so I was hoping that the pepper would have been spicier than she made it sound. Still, she made it sound so tasty that I decided to try it myself.

      I reached in the bowl and pulled out a hot pepper slice and put it in my mouth. I hadn’t even bitten through it halfway before the sweat started to bead on my forehead. The pepper was the kind of hot that got you behind the ears and made your eyes leak. I opened my mouth to breathe some air over my burning tongue, and the owner of the booth started laughing.

      “Your young lady didn’t describe it quite right, did she?” Michael joked. “I’ll grab you some milk. I keep it on hand specifically for people who want to try that pepper.” He reached into a cooler and pulled out a travel-size bottle of milk and handed it to me. I quickly opened the bottle and downed half of it, washing the pepper down with it. Kennedi had been right about the flavor being good, but her representation of the heat was a bit skewed.

      “Did you like it?” Kennedi asked me after she swallowed her bell pepper slice.

      “Yes, I liked it.” I laughed. “It was just a bit hotter than I was expecting.”

      “You should try the bell pepper too!” Kennedi had a slice of bell pepper in my mouth before I could say object. It tasted fresh and had a snap to it that you don’t find in store-bought produce.

      “That’s really good,” I told Michael when I’d swallowed.

      “Thank you! That is one of our prized vegetables,” he informed me, smiling proudly.

      “I believe it,” Kennedi piped up joyfully. “Everything is so good here!” She continued sampling her red veggies and started looking around. Just as she put a slice of radish in her mouth, she started jumping up and down and pointing down the path that led into the market. She swallowed the radish whole to free up her mouth for words and said, “What is that?” The booth she was pointing to had a display of different types of honey set up.

      “It’s honey,” I said, laughing to myself at the way she just instantly got distracted from what she had been doing. “Do you want to try some?”

      “Oh, yes!” Kennedi exclaimed. She handed the empty sample bowl back to Michael and smiled at him. “Thank you so much!”

      Michael smiled at her and looked at both of us. “You’re very welcome. Come back and see me.”

      “It was good to meet you, Michael.” I reached out and shook his hand. “We will be getting some of those peppers on our way out!” By the time I was finished shaking Michael’s hand, Kennedi had skipped halfway to the honey stand.

      From the honey stand, we ended up visiting every single booth at the market. It was incredibly amusing to watch Kennedi dart from booth to booth. She’d taste salsa here, dip a cracker in hummus there, take a shot of milk from over there. Each time she ate something, I watched as she paused for a split second, cataloging the experience in her programming.

      When she’d sampled everything from one row of farmer’s booths, we were on to the next. She walked up to a booth selling rhubarb and asked to sample it. Shortly after she scraped the root on her teeth, her face twisted up into an adorable scowl.

      “A little bitter?” I asked teasingly.

      “More than a little!” she gasped.

      “First time trying rhubarb?” The gentleman manning the booth piped up.

      “Yes, for her anyway.” I gestured at Kennedi.

      “Well, it’s best made in a strawberry pie. There’s actually a strawberry-rhubarb pie contest here today.” He pointed toward the other side of the market. “It’s over by the Ferris wheel.”

      Kennedi’s ears turned forward, and her eyes lit up as she looked at me. “A Ferris wheel? Really?”

      I had been careful to steer her amongst the booths and away from the open lot side of the market where the fair attractions had been set up. I scowled at the booth worker and looked at her.

      “Yes, there is a Ferris wheel here,” I said hesitantly.

      Ten minutes later, we walked past the last booth between us and the Ferris wheel. When the view opened up so that Kennedi could see the entire ride, she stopped and just stared in wonder. She looked at me and back at the Ferris wheel, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was rendered speechless. I grabbed her by the hand, shot her a smile, and darted towards the ride. In contrast to my thoughts earlier that morning, I was looking forward to getting her on it with me. She was so fascinated and happy that I couldn’t wait to share the experience with her.

      The line to get on the Ferris wheel was short, and in a couple of minutes, we were getting in our private pod. Kennedi stepped in hesitantly and was shocked when it swung a little under her weight.

      “This feels so different than the ground!” she said, awestruck. She walked the rest of the way in and sat down on the bench spanning the back of the pod. Her movements made the pod swing even more, and she grabbed for one of the poles running from the top to the bottom of the pod.

      “This is so… WEIRD!” she yelled with as much excitement as I’ve ever heard.

      Before long, we were two-hundred-sixty-four feet in the air at the top of the wheel. Kennedi kept straining to look through the fencing on the pod to see the ground.

      “Look how small everyone looks!” Kennedi pointed down to the line of people waiting for their turn. She looped her arm through mine and leaned so that her lips were right next to my ear.

      “Thank you for taking me on this,” she whispered, the hot air from her breath causing chills down my back.

      I started thinking of a different scenario for ‘take me on this.’ She must have seen my expression change because, before I knew it, she was on her knees in front of me, unbuckling my belt and opening my pants.

      By the time she released my member from my pants, it was already hard and still growing when she took it in her hands. She looked up at me from under her sultry black lashes as she kissed the tip with her full lips. Her kiss sent a shock through me, and my cock pushed against her mouth. 

      She licked her thumb and then ran it up the length of the underside of my dick, pushing it up against my stomach. She immediately followed the same path with her tongue, all the while never breaking eye contact. 

      When she reached the head of my cock, I watched as she slowly sucked it into her mouth. She started to roll her tongue gently around the rim and then added more and more pressure. Each time her tongue made it around my dick, I was jolted with that feeling of pressure building inside me. She put one of her hands on my shaft and started stroking me while, at the same time, she started pulling the head of my dick in and out of her mouth. The pressure started to build even faster. 

      Her other hand reached up and started massaging my sac, right between my balls. The pressure of her fingers pushing in just the right spot while I was watching her suck me off, plus the added thrill that we were surrounded by people, put me over the edge. 

      “I’m going to cum,” I moaned. She tightened her grip and started deep-throating me. Three strokes of her mouth all the way down my shaft was all I could take. I grabbed the back of her head and plunged my cock all the way to the back of her throat just as I felt myself let loose. She continued massaging my sac while I shot hot cum down her throat. It was a feeling like I’d never experienced with a woman’s mouth before. My whole body was tingling when I was done. That is when I realized, with my dick still in her mouth, that she was purring.

      It wasn’t twenty seconds after I was finished when the Ferris wheel started to move. They must’ve gotten all the carts loaded while I was busy blowing my load down Kennedi’s throat. I worked to button my pants and re-fasten my belt nonchalantly. Kennedi sat beside me with her head on my shoulder, still purring.

      When the ride came to an end, Kennedi skipped out of our pod and spun around to wait for me. She was beaming. I wasn’t sure if her glow was joy from her first Ferris wheel ride, or pride for a blow job well done. Either way, she was adorable as we made our way back to the car. It was time to head back to Theo and Bev’s house. 

      When we arrived at the house, we were met with an impatient-looking Theo.

      “Get in here,” he said sternly from the porch.

      Kennedi’s ears turned forward, and she glared at Theo. Luckily he couldn’t see her.

      “It’s fine, Kennedi. Relax. Let’s go see what he needs,” I whispered, trying to calm her down.

      Inside the house, Bev was buzzing around the kitchen and carrying plates into the dining room.

      “Sit. You have to eat. You should’ve eaten an hour ago,” she barked.

      “I did some sampling at the market,” I told her, puzzled at her urgency.

      Theo was already sitting at the table. Four plates were set, and in the middle of the table was a platter of grilled black cod. That was the only food on the table.

      “Eat,” Theo commanded but with a slightly calmer tone.

      I served myself a filet and took a large bite. After swallowing it, I turned to Theo, “Want to tell me what the time crunch is all about?”

      “You are about to put your body through hell, boy.” It was the first time he’d called me anything other than by my name. “You go in there unprepared and weak from a crappy meal or lack of calories, and you’ll walk out bleeding.”

      “Pardon our impatience, I know we didn’t give you a time you should’ve been back,” Bev interjected. “We just want you to be as prepared as possible.”

      “I see,” I replied, feeling my mood shift from the lightheartedness at the farmer’s market to an impending gloom that lay ahead.

      The rest of the meal continued in silence. When the fish was gone and Theo had pushed his chair back, his expression softened as did his tone.

      “Go grab your gear and meet me at the truck in ten minutes,” Theo commanded.

      That is exactly what I did, and ten minutes later, Theo, Kennedi, and I were on the road that led to the Platform.
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      We pulled up to the random sand-colored building in the middle of nowhere at precisely one-thirty. I grabbed my gear bag out of the back of the truck and followed Theo to the small metal door we’d been through once before.

      This time, instead of a huge empty warehouse, the place was prepped for entertaining. A stage was set up in the far corner with ten-foot-tall speakers on each side of it. There were at least two dozen tables scattered about the room. Each had a metallic-gray, linen table cloth and candle votives as centerpieces. At the back was a large bar. Behind the bar were metal shelves loaded with every kind of top-shelf alcohol I’d ever seen.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said this place was for parties, were you?” I pointed out to Theo.

      “Best of any party you’ll ever go to. That stage isn’t just for a band. The entertainment isn’t always conventional.”

      “Can’t imagine it would be after an event like the one they’re coming to see downstairs,” I commented as we got on the elevator.

      When the elevator doors opened to the stadium, we didn’t walk out to the Platform area as we had before. Instead, we immediately went to the left of the elevator once the doors opened. There was a door recessed into the wall that I hadn’t noticed before. It looked like it hadn’t been opened in years, but the hinges didn’t make a sound when Theo turned the handle and pushed. It led to a miniscule room that had one bench, a sink, a urinal, and a full-length mirror mounted on the far wall. The entire room was immaculately clean, almost sterile-feeling, and brightly lit.

      “You’ll stay here until the match is ready to start,” Theo informed me. He turned to Kennedi. “Once he’s over the pit, you’ll stand right outside the door. Don’t let anyone in. You’d be surprised at what people will do to loot an equipment bag around here.”

      I dropped my equipment bag on the bench and glanced up at my reflection in the mirror. I saw a man in forest green cargo pants and a white t-shirt with stylishly messy brown hair and a firm build. I rolled my shoulders back and stood up a little straighter.

      Time to make the man in the mirror look as intimidating as possible.

      Kennedi quickly unpacked my bag and arranged the contents neatly on the bench. Sally had given me a list of instructions for how to prep for the match. The most unusual of which was to use the dirt she had scooped up from behind Theo’s barn. I was to rub it over my arms, torso, and legs once I took my shirt off and then slather myself in the body oil. She didn’t offer an explanation as to why.

      “Theo, what’s covering myself with dirt supposed to do?” I asked while opening the jar and setting it back on the bench.

      “To make the crowd root for you, initially. They love an underdog, and if you look like some old bum picked up off the street, it’ll make them want you to win even more,” he explained. “Then it is for grip. All that oil they require you to put on will do two things: Help your opponent’s whip slide off if it wraps around you and make keeping ahold of your own whip nearly impossible. So, as a hack, Sally came up with the dirt idea. You can rub your hands on yourself to get the dirt on your palms for grip if you need to.”

      I was beginning to think of Sally as a pure genius. She seemed to have analyzed every part of her own experience, and I was more than grateful she’d passed on her knowledge to me.

      There was a loud pounding at the door that made all three of us jump. I hadn’t paid attention to the fact that the room was completely quiet other than our voices. It was as if any place that wasn’t in the actual competition area was soundproofed. It made sense to make sure no noise was heard upstairs in case someone happened upon the place, but here in the lower level, I didn’t see a purpose for it other than to unnerve combatants.

      “Five minutes!” a deep voice yelled from the other side of the door.

      I reached down and began unzipping the lower-leg portion of my cargo pants to turn them into shorts that stopped just above my knee. I grabbed the belt off the bench and put it on. It had one of those release buckles on it like you find on airplane seatbelt. All I would need to do to get it off is flip the front metal plate up and pull. After the belt, I pulled my t-shirt over my head and tossed it into my equipment bag. It was time for the dirt.

      When I reached for the jar of dirt, Kennedi, who was standing on the other side of the bench, stepped forward and grabbed it first. She stepped back and looked up at me, waiting for permission to apply it. I nodded and turned around so she could start on my back. I was mildly shocked at how cold it was when she reached over the bench and put the first handful on my shoulder and started rubbing it in. Thankfully, it only took her a few moments to cover my back completely.

      She walked around the bench and stood directly in front of me, looking up with those bright green eyes with a soft but serious expression on her face. She didn’t break her gaze as she started applying dirt to my chest. She started at my collar bone and rubbed in slow circles. She was so close I could feel her breath on me. Soon her hands traveled down to my stomach, and she’d pause each time her hand went over a muscled section of the six-pack I’d always managed to keep in shape. Soon she was rubbing right next to the waistband of my cargo shorts. All the time, she never stopped looking into my eyes.

      It wasn’t until she moved on to my arms that she spoke. “You are going to eviscerate your opponent.” Her voice was different than I’d heard from her before. It was low and fierce and had absolutely no doubt in it. That one statement from her immediately made me take a deep breath, stand a bit taller, and feel like I had this whole competition in the bag. How did she do that?

      Once my torso and arms were covered in dirt, Kennedi finally broke her gaze. She knelt down to continue on my lower legs and feet, which only took a moment. She stepped back to survey her work once she was finished and nodded in satisfaction.

      I heard Theo rummaging around in the equipment bag and whispering, “No, no, no,” to himself.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked, alarmed.

      “Your body oil. Where is it?”

      “Eighteen inches from your right hand, on the bench,” I pointed out. It was just the kind of near-mishap the three of us needed to lighten our mood. The air in the room had gotten thick with a doom-and-gloom type feeling.

      Two minutes later, I was covered in oil that Theo had poured slowly over my shoulders and just let run down my torso. He didn’t oil my legs, which made sense. After all, who wants to walk on an oil slick?

      At last, I was ready. Kennedi made certain I knew that no matter what I encountered on the Platform, I was better. I was faster. I was stronger. I was smarter. Most importantly, I was more observant.

      “Let’s go, Kennedi. He gets the last sixty seconds to himself,” Theo said, guiding her to the door.

      He opened it and stepped to the side to allow space for Kennedi to exit. The crowd roar was let in. This time instead of just being loud, it was exhilarating. Kennedi stopped short of exiting the room, flipped her hair back to look over her shoulder, flashed a remarkable smile, winked at me, and both of them were gone.

      Just as the door was about to latch shut, a hand darted inside to stop it. A short figure in a baseball cap and jeans slid into the room. It was Sally.

      “I didn’t know you were coming!” I exclaimed, feeling unexpected excitement at her being there.

      “I’m not. Not for very long anyhow,” she said, extending her hand towards me.

      “Here.” She was holding something black and floppy. I reached out and took it from her. I was now holding a pair of receiver’s gloves.

      Sally noticed the confused look on my face because, as the door was closing behind her, she called, “You can only use them for your first match, and they work better than dirt. Then you’ll get a talking-to from the suits, but they won’t disqualify you.”

      I took one last look in the mirror as I put the sticky-palmed gloves on. I looked like a different person. Like a dirty bum that someone pulled off the street and stripped of their clothes and shoes. At least now, I wouldn’t have to worry about the oil causing me to drop my whip.
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      When I exited the tiny ready-room, there were two large men in matching black suits, standing beside Kennedi, waiting to escort me. They both had on dark glasses, and neither smiled. I was going to ask if they’d just stepped out of the old, classic movie Men in Black but thought better of it. The expressions they carried on their faces didn’t indicate that either of them had a sense of humor.

      Kennedi looked different. She was standing as straight and tall as I’d ever seen her. Her tiny one-hundred-ten-pound frame looked like it could strike through a boulder and be unscathed. When the door closed, she stepped sideways to stand directly in front of it and crossed her left hand over her right wrist. She looked like a statue. The only indication I had that she wasn’t was the slight nod she gave me when I winked at her as I was led away.

      The crowd noise caused an energy to fill the entire stadium. I’d never felt anything like it. The louder the audience yelled, the more confidence swelled up inside me. I was nearing the Platform when I realized they were yelling for me. Sally had said the crowd liked an underdog, but the cheers sounded more like what I’d expect for a champion who’d just won the fight. I felt the confidence continue to well up in my chest. I rolled my shoulders back and held my head a little higher as I strolled between the black-suit-twins. When they stopped about five feet away from the edge of the Platform, I kept going and stepped onto it like I owned the fucker.

      I was alone on the Platform. I knew this would be the last moment I had to make certain my senses were sharp, my mind was clear, and my body responsive. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath and held it in. I pictured myself in my current state running up the loose-graveled side of Slide Lake Mountain in Wyoming. The rocks were moving so quickly under my feet that I doubled my speed to make any progress. The more I disturbed the ground, the larger the rocks were that started rolling down the mountain at me. One by one, I dodged them, jumped over them, or pushed them aside. I could feel my breathing even out as I neared the top and knew I would reach the summit. Just as I stepped off the loose gravel and onto solid rock, the mountain slid away behind me. I had made it. I was safe. I had beat the mountain. My eyes snapped open, and my mind came back to the stadium I was in. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I would leave this match a champion.

      The lights lowered, and a gentleman in a gray pin-striped suit holding a microphone walked out onto the Platform from the opposite side. I assumed he was there to get the match started. Directly behind him followed a huge specimen of a man. He was decked out similar to the way I was but without the dirt, and he was easily forty pounds heavier than my two-hundred-twenty-pounds. His muscles weren’t as chiseled as mine, but his bulk was indeed muscle, not fat.

      As I expected, the man with the microphone put his arms up to silence the crowd. It took a full sixty seconds to get the noise level low enough to hear what he would say.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen! You are in for something special tonight!” he shouted into the mic. The crowd roared but calmed quickly to listen. “You all know Evan!” He motioned toward my opponent. Again, the crowd roared. “Evan has a visitor tonight! From the snow-covered, treacherous slopes of Antarctica, I bring you the man whose simple name will be on each of your lips before the night is over, win or lose! I bring you CLAAAAAAAARK!”

      Antarctica? Apparently, the organizers had taken liberties when drafting my introduction.

      The crowd was louder than ever. I took a slow look around the stadium at the faces in the seats. There were women in formal dresses, men in sports coats or suits. There were even kids dressed as though they were going to a symphony. The alcohol was very clearly kept in circulation by the waitstaff, which were all cat girls.

      It was the first time I’d seen any CGs around, other than Kennedi. Knowing that Omnicorp ran the event, I shouldn’t have been surprised at their presence, but I was. I thought of the mark on Kennedi’s wrist. No wonder she was standing the way she was when I left the ready-room.

      “Now, Evan, Clark, come to the center of the Platform,” the announcer continued after several minutes of the ear-splitting crowd cheering.

      Speaking directly to the two of us, he said, “I’ll lay this out simply for you. Neither of you can touch the other until your whip touches them first. First strike with a whip has to be made from behind the centerline. After that, anything goes as long as you stay on the Platform. When the blue lights on the poles at either end of the Platform show, that is your two-second warning that one of the additional challenges will be added to the match. No outside weapons other than your whip and no blood-smearing. You will be disqualified. The first person into the pit will be declared the loser. Note to whoever loses, you will be escorted outside, and it will be your responsibility to seek your own medical care if needed. Any questions?”

      “Yeah,” I said loudly. “What the fuck is blood-smearing?”

      “If either of you bleeds, you are not permitted to use the blood to blind your opponent.”

      Of course. Why didn’t I think of that? I thought sarcastically.

      “Anything else?” the announcer asked.

      “No,” Evan and I said in unison.

      “Good, let’s not hold up the show any longer!” he shouted. “Esteemed Platform guests, please commence the countdown!”

      Suddenly the entire crowd started counting backward from ten in unison. I’d never before heard such a large group be so in sync. “Ten, nine, eight…”

      I started backing up away from the center which I now noticed was marked with a blue line. Evan did the same. The surface felt like sandpaper under my bare feet. I dropped the tail of the whip onto the rough surface of the Platform and secured my grip on the handle. I lowered my head and stared in the direction of my opponent. What is your weakness?

      “Seven, six…” the crowd yelled.

      Evan had also readied his whip. It was white and looked like it had a slick surface in contrast to the braided leather of mine. I noted that the material his whip was made of would cause a more stinging wrap, not unlike comparing a snap from a dry rolled-up kitchen towel to a wet one. He was shifting from one foot to the other and was hunched forward slightly. He kept tossing the handle of his whip back and forth between his hands. Note number one, he’s ambidextrous.

      “Five, four…” the crowd roared.

      Evan was glaring directly at my face while I sized him up. I stood completely still, which I got the feeling made him nervous. He expected me to move or try to be more intimidating. Note number two, he’s used to fighting meatheads.

      “Three, two…”

      The lights over the crowd dimmed, leaving only the center of the stadium brightly lit. I saw Evan tilt his head and look up at the ceiling, and that’s when I noticed his right shoulder sat higher than his left. Note number three, he has a habit of tilting his head to the right.

      “ONE, ZERO!” the screams of the members of the crowd were louder than I thought possible as they ended the countdown and sat forward, waiting to see who would strike first.

      I began slowly flicking my wrist from side-to-side out in front of me, causing my whip to dance back and forth. I advanced towards the centerline slowly until I was three feet from it. When I stopped, Evan moved forward. He made a show of lifting his legs high and bringing his foot down hard with each step. I brought my right arm down to my side and slightly behind me, moving the tail of my whip so that it laid outstretched behind me. I crouched just a bit and watched as Evan thudded toward me. If I timed this well enough…

      Evan slammed his right foot down, and I watched as he shifted his weight to bring up his left. When all of his weight had been transferred to his right leg and he was about to lift his left, I dropped down to my left knee, with my right leg bent in front of me. At the same time, I cocked my right shoulder back, and then, using my stance for leverage, I swung my whip-arm out to the side and forward. When my arm was outstretched in front of me, I snapped my wrist sideways. I watched as the end of my whip passed underneath Evan’s left foot just as he lifted it up. Then it wrapped around his other ankle.

      The second I saw the tip snap, I sat down on the Platform and planted my feet. I pulled back on my whip as hard and fast as I could until I was almost laying out. The move had its desired effect.

      Evan’s body weight was already shifted to his right when my whip wrapped around his ankle. When I pulled, he went down like a bowling pin that just had its bottom knocked out from under it. The weight of him hitting the Platform shook the length of it.

      The crowd erupted as he went down.

      I immediately stood back up and flicked my wrist to unwrap my whip from his ankle and recoiled it behind me while I planned my next move.

      Evan was not a fast-moving chap, so I had more time than I’d originally anticipated to calculate what to do next. His assumption was that I was just another meathead who had done him wrong. I knew I was going to have to continue to use his own size against him if I was going to get him into the pit before me. That meant keeping him off balance.

      I snapped my whip out to my side and spun three-hundred-sixty-degrees, keeping my hand low and my wrist straight until I was facing him again. Then I yanked my arm across my body hard. The first time around, my whip had whisked right in front of him as he lay on his side. It connected as it came around again, though, and with more force. In a millisecond, I had cut him from ankle to sternum with the silicone tip.

      He didn’t yell out in pain, but I could see it on his face as the blood started to run from him onto the Platform. He was working on getting up as quickly as he could, but he was only to his knees when the blue lights at both ends of the Platform lit up and started flashing.

      I stood completely still. I knew I was giving him time to get up, but I was out of his reach, and it was more important for me to know what challenge was being added to the match. I fixed my gaze on the center line and held my breath, focusing on what I saw in my peripheral vision. I shut the crowd noise off in my mind and listened for new sounds.

      Then I saw it. Metal edges on both sides of the Platform were raising up. They were starting to glow red. The higher they got, the brighter they got. When they reached about five inches in height, they locked in place. I needed to know if my assumption about why they were glowing was correct, so I turned my head and spit on one. My saliva went up in smoke with the familiar hissing sound that happens when you add cold water to an overheated pan. The edges were smelting-stone hot.

      My eyes darted back to Evan, who had made it onto his feet and was crouched in a boxing pose fifteen feet away. His whip was in his left hand and was already coming forward from over his head. If I stayed where I was, his whip would land square on my shoulder. I immediately charged him. I had already made contact with my whip, so I was now allowed body-to-body contact, whereas he was not.

      I ran at him like a defensive lineman gunning for the quarterback, and the tail of his whip passed over my head. At the last moment, I tucked forward and rolled into his legs, knocking him back to the ground, face down. This time he wasn’t so slow to get up. We were both back on our feet facing each other and had switched sides of the Platform.

      Evan wasted no time bringing his whip around to my right side, looking to get a full wrap on my torso. I jumped back but not far enough. Searing pain blazed to life as the tip cut across my ribs. The wound was deep, and the skin spread open with each heaving breath I took. Blood started to drip down my side. My contact advantage had just been lost, and the blue lights lit up again.

      I don’t know why I had thought there would be more time between challenges being added. I took a split second again to focus on what was new to the match. This time it was the Platform itself. Two sections of it on either side of the centerline had started to vibrate rapidly. I was behind the section on my side, but Evan was standing on his. I saw him jump back to solid ground. The challenge wasn’t the vibration. It was the sandpaper floor grinding against bare feet.

      Evan ran at me, whip overhead spinning in circles. I charged forward, hoping to close the distance before he brought it down. I grabbed the end of my whip and threw it straight out in front of me as hard as I could. Evan didn’t pause. He just ran over the top of it. Right before we collided, I pulled my arm up hard and forced it back down faster than even I thought I could. I saw the wave travel down my whip and bring the end up behind Evan, slicing the length of his back. He arched back against the pain as we collided. That was enough to make him fall backward an instant before I landed on top of him.

      It took a second before I heard the wails of pain coming from him. We had landed on a vibrating section of the Platform, and the skin was being sanded off his back. He rolled to his left to get me off of him, and I saw my opportunity.

      This is going to hurt, I thought.

      Evan grabbed the back of my neck with his left arm to pull me sideways off of him as he rolled. His right arm was coming over his body to punch me in the ribs. I relaxed and let him pull me off him while I reached up and grabbed his shoulder. Using it for leverage, I turned myself sideways and managed to get my legs in front of his swinging arm. I kicked out hard as I felt the skin on my own back being ground off. His arm flew back and landed on the fire-hot edging. He immediately let go of my neck and rolled towards the arm that had metal searing into it. I sat up and slid backward until I was up against my own skin-melting edge. The only thing keeping it from burning me was the thick leather belt I was wearing. Then I planted my feet against his back and kicked with everything I had in me.

      He tried grabbing the edge he was rolling towards to brace himself, but the searing pain from the burning metal was too much, and he let go. His huge mass rolled over the hot steel and dropped twenty feet into the pile of dirty needles below.

      The screaming of the crowd was deafening, but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out Evan’s howls of pain.

      I fell forward away from the edge and rolled myself off the vibrating section of Platform. I tried to sit up, but the stabbing pain in my ribs laid me on my back. I laid there, breathing heavily and bleeding for what seemed like hours. The faces of the dolled-up women and cigar-smoke-bellowing men in the crowd spun around me as my eyes closed, and I took a huge breath.

      When I opened them a moment later, the announcer was standing over me. I was still on the Platform. My sight was clear again. The faces in the crowd were no longer spinning, and the noise was crisp and loud. The announcer offered me his hand to help me to my feet. He was smiling like he’d just won a new car on The Price is Right.

      “You really did it! You lost me a ton of money tonight, but I’ll make it all back next week when you come back!” he said just loud enough for me to hear.

      He had the microphone in his hand, and he put it to his mouth. “Ladies and Gentlemen! What’s his name?” he hollered

      “CLAAAAAAARK!” the crowd shouted back.

      “I SAID, WHAT’S HIS NAME?” the announcer screamed into the microphone again.

      “CHAMPION!” the crowd responded this time and then broke into massive cheers.

      It took fifteen minutes to get me to the nearby medical room. I was carried off the Platform on a backboard by the two suits that escorted me at the beginning of the match. I had seventeen of the thirty-six stitches I was going to get by the time Theo and Kennedi walked through the curtain that acted as a door to a room, which was just under the Omnicorp skybox.

      “They’re saying that was the fastest victory on the Platform to date, you know that?” Theo asked as he stepped up to the table I was lying on.

      “Nobody has ever won before at least three of the challenges had been added,” Kennedi added, squeezing my hand.

      “Two was enough for tonight,” I replied, happy to see them both. I quietly hoped Theo already had the truck running so we could get the hell out of here.

      Kennedi looked up at the nurse. “How bad is the burn on his back?” she inquired.

      The nurse looked puzzled and glanced down at me. “You didn’t tell me your back was burnt. You just said that you had road-rash,” she scolded as she tied up the last stitch. She rolled her hand in a circular motion with an impatient look on her face, signaling me to roll over.

      “Ten more seconds on that vibration, and you’d be bare muscle tissue instead of skin!” Theo exclaimed.

      The nurse started cleaning the road-rash to keep the infection from setting in. I felt Kennedi lean over me. “Where is the burn?” she asked. 

      I realized what it was she was looking for. “Over there on the chair,” I told her, pointing to a nearby seat.

      She walked to the chair and picked up the thick leather belt I had been wearing. Directly in the center was a black wedge burnt almost completely through. Almost.

      “Holy hell, boy!” Theo said, walking over to examine the belt. “We would be looking at your kidneys if you hadn’t been wearing that.”

      “I had my doubts about whether it would hold, but luck prevailed this time,” I managed to joke. 

      Kennedi put the belt down and walked back to the table. “Let’s get you home, and I’ll lick you better.”

      I felt the nurse pause what she was doing. I could only imagine the look on her face at Kennedi’s comment, and I chuckled.

      “That sounds good to me,” I said and started to lift myself off the table. When I was on my feet, the three of us headed back to the ready-room, now guarded by the Men in Black lookalikes, to grab my equipment.

      On our way out, we were approached by the announcer. “Mister Clark,” he said excitedly. “Mister Alan Graves has requested a meeting with you in his skybox.”

      I didn’t have the energy to argue, so I just nodded at the announcer.

      “Great!” He spun on his heel and led us to the cherry picker that would give us the ride up.
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      When the cherry-picker stopped, we walked to the doorway, and I held the curtain open for Clark and Kennedi to pass through ahead of me. When I entered the room, I purposely hung back by the curtained doorway. It was easier to observe a room the more of it you could see.

      I’d figured this meeting would happen since Clark had won but wasn’t sure how it would go. This match was unusual in that it was so short. On the one hand, that was a good thing because a lot of people made a lot of money in a hurry. On the other hand, the entertainment factor was cut short. Crowds, especially this one, were fickle.

      “Clark, my Champion!” Alan exclaimed as Clark moved deeper into the room. Kennedi stayed back with me. She looked nervous, although I had no idea what a CG could be nervous about.

      “Nice to see you again, Alan.” Clark shook his hand, keeping his arm tucked at his side so as not to open up his stitches.

      “Yes! Can I get you a drink?” he offered Clark but didn’t include Kennedi or myself in the offer.

      “A rye wouldn’t hurt.” I was surprised Clark accepted. Then again, he had refused the pain medication that the nurse offered him, so maybe I shouldn’t have been.

      Alan snapped his finger and the cat girl behind the bar. She jumped like she’d been whipped and immediately put two tumblers on the bar and added two large ice cubes to each one. She reached behind her and grabbed a bottle of Knob Creek rye whiskey off the shelf and poured two fingers in each glass. She hurriedly brought them out to Alan and Clark and then retreated back behind the bar. She looked like she was terrified to be near Alan at all. Once she’d returned to the bar, she posted up in direct-line-of-sight with Kennedi. The two just stared at each other.

      “I have something for you,” Alan reached to the inside pocket of his impeccably tailored suit and pulled out a piece of paper. “You didn’t think I’d let you leave without this, do you?” he smirked as he handed it to Clark.

      Clark looked at the paper, nodded and tucked it in his pant pocket. “Right. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you! What you did on that Platform tonight has never been done before. The buzz is going to draw in a crowd double the size next week. Do you think you can repeat that performance?”

      “It’s not that predictable, but surely you know that,” Clark responded tiredly. His voice sounded exactly like I imagined it would if he were rolling his eyes.

      “Oh, I know you can’t say for sure,” Alan emphasized, taking a long swig of his whiskey. “How about this, can you draw it out next time instead?”

      This was the question I’d been waiting for. The man standing in front of Alan had thirty-six stitches in his side that were still oozing and probably wouldn’t be able to lay on his back for a week, yet Alan wanted Clark to consider extending the event that led to the pain he was in.

      “It feels to me like being out there is more about getting out from over that pit without needles in you than it is about watching a clock,” Clark said, his voice sounding short and irritated.

      “Of course. You’re right. Forget I said anything at all,” Alan backtracked. “Look, you go home and rest up. I’ll see you back here next week if you’re interested in another fifteen grand.” It was a statement, not a question. I swallowed hard as anger welled inside me.

      Out of the blue, I heard Kennedi whisper, “That was all?” Her voice was barely audible.

      “What?” I asked her.

      Her eyes moved to me with a blank expression for a split second. Then she blinked and looked like she was just now seeing me. “Nothing that can’t wait until later,” was all she said and went back to staring at the other CG in the room. Every so often I’d glance over and think I saw her lips moving ever so slightly, but I didn’t hear her speak again.

      “Minus any complications with the healing process which I don’t anticipate, I will be here,” Clark confirmed with Alan. He set his untouched whiskey down on the nearest table and turned towards the door where we were standing.

      “Good man!” Alan said jovially and followed Clark.

      I held the curtain back for Clark and Kennedi to walk through. I shook Alan’s hand when he offered it to me and let the curtain drop. It didn’t close all the way, though. Before I had the chance to step away, I heard another man’s voice in the room we all just came from. I tried to peer in but couldn’t see who it belonged to.

      “How long before he’ll start crafting his matches?” the man asked Alan.

      “He’s here for the money but doesn’t want to feel handled,” Alan replied. “Did you notice he had a CG with him?”

      “I did,” the mystery voice said.

      “Well, she has a defect,” Alan said. “Now, a man like Clark shouldn’t be running around with a defective CG when, in one night, he made us over three million in purse money.”

      “What’s your point, Alan?” The other man sounded irritable. 

      “If he only wants money he earns, and he doesn’t want to be told what to do, what is the fastest way to gain his appreciation?” Alan asked rhetorically. “I’ll tell you... Shiny Penny Syndrome,” Alan ended confidently.

      “What the fuck is Shiny Penny Syndrome?” the man asked, growing impatient.

      “Think about it. He’s got to want the money for something. He isn’t paying for a house. Hell, he’s staying in a barn loft. He isn’t driving a fancy car. The only thing that man has of any value is his cat girl. And from what I hear from some friends of mine at the farmer’s market, he is rather affectionate toward her,” Alan explained excitedly. “I’m thinking a new CG might just be the shiny penny that gets Clark’s attention and gets him asking how he can help us.”

       ”Theo,” Clark called to me. “Are you coming?”

      I walked away from the curtain as quickly as possible without looking like I was running. I was on the cherry-picker with Clark and Kennedi by the time Alan pulled the curtain back. The three of us waved on our way down.

      What the fuck did I get this kid into? I wondered as we made our way to the elevator. 

      When the elevator reached the top floor, the doors opened, and cheers exploded throughout the crowd of people. Fans immediately began to rush to congratulate Clark and gush over how quick his victory was. I could tell he was more than ready to be done with the place, but these were the people paying for the purse, so he posed for a few pictures and shook a few hands before we finally made our way out.
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      The thirty-minute ride back to Theo’s house was silent. I felt every bump and hole in the road as Theo’s truck sped down the road. Every part of my body was starting to ache. I let out a sigh of relief when we pulled up.

      “Come in the house for a minute,” Theo said as we parked.

      “I’m really just looking to pass out for twelve hours,” I told him in an attempt to decline politely

      “No choice. Bev made food for you, so you’ll have your strength while you heal. She doesn’t care if that’s while you’re sleeping or not,” Theo chuckled and got out of the truck. “Besides, you need a shower.”

      Inside we all went straight to the dining room and sat down. Bev had the table laid out already. The places were set with plates and tea mugs, and there was a steaming pot of slow-cooked beef stew sitting in the middle. A few wooden bowls filled with different types of biscuits and rolls and a butter dish were the only other things on the table.

      “I heard about the win,” Bev stated as she sat down, giving Theo a sidelong glance. “Henry Blackwell stopped by.”

      Theo sat up fast. “What do you mean, he ‘stopped by’?”

      “He pulled up in his truck, got out, walked up to the door, and knocked. What do you think I mean?” Bev said sarcastically.  “He said to tell you ‘congratulations.’” She nodded at me and turned back to Theo. “And he told me to tell you ‘thank you’ and handed me this.” She pulled an envelope out from under her plate and passed it to Theo.

      He paused for a moment before opening it. He glanced inside, closed it, and put it back on the table. “Seventy-five-hundred-dollars,” he whispered.

      “It’s the finder’s fee, isn’t it?” Kennedi asked. “Half the amount of the purse goes to the finder of the champion if he is invited back. Or at least that is how it is supposed to work. They rarely actually pay, though.” She was referring to Omnicorp.

      Theo looked ashamed. “I didn’t know there was a finder’s fee.” He looked at Kennedi. “How did you?” he asked but didn’t wait for an answer before turning to me. “Clark, I never would’ve taken you there for some kind of payout.

      “Look, I am the last person you need to worry about when it comes to making money. I think it’s great that they paid you. You didn’t try to talk me into anything. Hell, I’m pretty sure neither you nor Bev was even going to tell me about it at first. Take the money and do what makes you happy with it!” I put as much lift in my voice as I could muster without pulling my stitches.

      I was touched that Theo was worried about what I’d think of the money. I met the man less than a handful of days ago, and sitting there, it felt like we’d known each other a lifetime. Him and Bev are the type of friends that you choose to become family. That I could clearly see.

      “Oh, Kennedi, I meant to ask you, what was it you were saying while Clark was talking to Alan?” Theo asked.

      “I was talking to the other CG, Krysta. She was behind the bar,” Kennedi answered.

      “That poor thing looked like she thought she was going to get beat if she came too close to Alan,” Theo said sadly. He shook his head and refocused. “But I only heard you mumble just the once.”

      “Cat hearing,” she said and pointed to her ears with a smile.

      I could tell Theo wanted to know more about their conversation, but tonight had been eventful enough. It was time to toast our tea to walking away with a pretty hefty haul for one night’s work. 

      I turned my attention to the steaming bowl in front of me. I caught the scent of marinated meat and crisp vegetables, and my stomach started rumbling. I was hungrier than I thought. The first bite confirmed that the stew tasted as good as it smelled. The bite-size chunks of beef were so tender they were falling apart, and the broth was thick and rich. I had to fight my fatigue to finish the bowl, but a stew that good couldn’t be wasted.

      As soon as I’d swallowed the last of my tea, I slowly stood up. I wanted nothing more than sleep at that moment, but I needed to clean the dirt and oil off of me. Kennedi lept to my side and took me by the arm. She helped me to the bathroom and carefully removed my shirt after she’d turned the water on to warm it before I got in. Then she held my arm again as I stepped into the shower and didn’t let go until she was sure I was stable. The warm water instantly started to relax me. I went to reach up to rub the dirt off my shoulder, and Kennedi gently put her hand on mine.

      “Let me take care of you,” she said softly.

      She started rubbing her hands slowly down my shoulders and arms, pushing dirt and oil off with the water. Once I was rinsed, she reached for the bottle of body wash on the tub corner and squeezed some into her hands and rubbed them together. She had me take a step back, away from the water, and then she gingerly massaged the lather all over me, being careful not to touch my wounds. When she was satisfied that I was clean, she held my arm while I stepped forward to get under the water again. The lather ran off my body as she rubbed her hands on me, making sure no soap was left. I saw the last of the soap run down the drain before Kennedi reached in front of me and turned the water off. She quickly wrapped me in a towel from a nearby rack and started softly patting me dry.

      Theo had brought a change of clothes for me that was sitting on the sink shelf. As soon as I was dry and dressed, she and Theo helped me out to the barn and up the loft ladder. Theo disappeared out the barn doors as I sat down on the bed. Kennedi undressed me and lifted my legs, turning me so I could lay down. 

      When I laid down on top of the bed, I suddenly felt all the pain. The wound on my ribs felt like spikes were shooting through it into my organs. My back, where the skin had been sanded off, burned like someone was holding a torch to it. I noticed a new pain in my lower back where my belt had been. Pushing against the edge as hard as I did had bruised me, and the tenderness had just shown up.

      Somehow, Kennedi knew how much pain I was in. She expertly handled my limbs as she unfolded and untucked the comforter out from under me. The only time I had to do anything was when I let her pull me up slightly to get my shirt off. She was more efficient and careful than any medical professional I’d ever met, but she didn’t make me feel like a patient. I grew a deeper appreciation for her.

      After I was settled, I watched as she stripped her clothes off and put on one of my new t-shirts. I was going to have to go get a few more of those if she’s going to keep stealing them. She climbed over the end of the bed and sat on her knees, looking at me.

      “You want to lick me, don’t you?” I knew this was coming, but I still wasn’t comfortable with ‘medical licking’ as I’d come to think of it.

      “I know it creeps you out a little, so how about I make you a deal?” she offered.

      “What are the terms?” I asked, feigning seriousness.

      “You go to sleep, then I lick you, and not a moment before,” she said cheerily.

      “How is that a deal?” I was laughing painfully.

      “The deal is that I wait,” she answered seriously. I would have to remember not to take her into any serious negotiations.

      “That’s not a deal, Kennedi. That’s you getting what you want on a different timeline.” I reached for her hand, which I was just able to reach without moving my torso. “Come here.”

      She laid down next to me and grinned. “I don’t see anything wrong with that,” she said.

      “You are going to do it whether I say yes or no, aren’t you?” I guessed.

      “No, I won’t do it either way because I won’t have to. You aren’t going to say no, so I’m only going to do it when you say yes,” she explained.

      “You just made my head hurt,” I joked.

      She didn’t get the joke because two seconds later, I felt her tongue, now rough and scratchy, licking my forehead.

      “Kennedi! Stop!” I was laughing and trying to move my face away from her without moving any other part of my body.

      “I didn’t mean to make your head hurt, but that should be enough to make it stop. You’ll sleep better without a headache. The rest I will wait until you are asleep to do,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      “You didn’t really make my head hurt,” I was still chuckling. “It’s what people say when they hear something that is too complicated for them to process in their minds at the moment. It’s not literal pain,” I explained to her.

      A smile slowly crept across her face, and soon she was laughing. “It’s kind of like the potatoes!” she exclaimed. I felt a sigh of relief exit my lungs as I saw that smile.

      My last thought before I drifted to sleep was that I’d heard something about potatoes twice now. I’ll have to find out what that’s all about.
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      The next morning, I woke up with a start and sat up. The dream that caused the sudden exit from slumber quickly faded, and the pain in my side reminded me that I shouldn’t have sat up so quickly. The loft was still dark, so I laid back down.

      Then I noticed something and propped myself up with my elbows. Then I laid back down. I was convinced that if I did that enough times, I’d feel the pain across my back like I had last night when I’d laid down. It never came, though. My back felt absolutely normal.

      The loft ladder started to rattle. I expected Kennedi but saw Bev instead.

      “You are awake, good,” she stated with a smile. She’d stopped her ascent when she saw I was awake. “I have Kennedi helping me with some things, so you’ll just have to get dressed on your own and get over to the house.”

      “I’m good here, really,” I protested.

      “Men and their arguing! No, you are not good. You have a sixteen-hour old dressing on your ribs that needs to be changed and a wound that needs disinfecting. That can’t be done here. Now I don’t care if you wear your pajamas this once, but you still have to come,” she ordered in a tone that would not allow for rebuttal.

      Twenty minutes later, I was reclining in one of the living room loungers with a clean wound and a new dressing. The wound itself had already started to mend itself thanks to Kennedi’s healing tongue-bath. I showed Bev how my back had healed, and she was absolutely astonished.

      “It’s like it was never chewed up at all!” she exclaimed with amazement.

      Theo had stoked a fire in the living room fireplace because it had turned out to be one of those rare chilly days on the Nevada plains. I felt the warmth sinking into my skin and muscles and was nearly back to sleep when I heard someone sit on the couch opposite me. I opened my eyes to see Kennedi watching me.

      “Good morning,” I whispered.

      “Good morning.” She smiled as though amused. “Well, kind of. It’s eleven.” 

      “What does Bev have you doing?” I asked her.

      “Catching horny toads,” was all she said.

      I waited for further details, and when none were volunteered, I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Why would you need to catch horny toads? And how many can there possibly be, really?”

      “There are hundreds around here. They get into Bev’s gardens and leave ‘unsightly tracks’ everywhere they go,” Kennedi did her best mini impression of Bev. “How are you feeling?” she asked, changing the subject with lightning speed.

      “My back feels as good as new. I still have pain from the wound, but it’s not nearly as severe,” I reported to her. I saw how intently she was listening to my progress, and a wave of gratitude flooded over me. “Thank you, Kennedi. I’d still be laid up in the loft, stuck on top of a comforter with my boots on if it wasn’t for you.”

      “You’re welcome, Clark. You’ll never have to lay anywhere by yourself or hurt longer than absolutely necessary again,” she whispered.

      The thought was shockingly comforting. That was a notion I hadn’t considered before... not being on my own anymore. I guess things like that slip your mind when you are rescuing a cat girl from a sleazy pawn-shop owner. Now though, the thought wasn’t unwelcome at all.

      “I’m back to catching horny toads!” Kennedi bounced up off the couch excitedly. She stopped to stoke the fire. “There are blueberry scones, coffee, and sausage links waiting for you on the table. I tried to talk her into it, but Bev just wouldn’t budge on the ‘no eating in the living room’ rule.” She smiled at me, winked, and was out the door.

      While Kennedi had made breakfast sound amazing, I was still exhausted. I closed my eyes for what I planned to be a minute or two and ended up falling asleep for three hours. By the time I got up to eat the breakfast laid out for me, it was two in the afternoon. The coffee was cold, but I managed to get a cup into the microwave. The sausage links were cold also but tasted fantastic. They had a smoky flavor that was borderline bacon-like but still had a spicy sausage ‘kick.’ The scones were homemade, and the blueberries in them were enormous. They tasted like blueberry compote had been mixed in the batter as well. I made a mental note to ask Bev to teach Kennedi how to duplicate those.

      After eating, I walked to the front door and out to the porch. So far today I’d seen Bev and Kennedi, but no Theo. His truck was gone. I immediately got a chill out on the porch, so I retreated back to the living room where the fire was still blazing. I was staring into the flames, thinking about absolutely nothing when I fell asleep yet again.

      The next time I woke, it was to the smell of pork chops frying and potatoes roasting. I was instantly hungry. I wondered how Theo wasn’t three-hundred-pounds with as good of a cook as his wife was.

      I looked at the clock on the mantle. It was eight in the evening. I had slept another six hours. I stood up slowly and walked over to the dining room. Theo was tipped back in his chair, sharpening kitchen knives for Bev, who I could hear talking to Kennedi in the kitchen.

      “There ya are!” he exclaimed happily. “I was wondering when you were coming back to the land of the living.”

      “I don’t know if I’m quite living yet, but at least I’m back,” I joked. “How did your day turn out? You know, this one I missed.”

      “All’s well on this side,” Theo assured me. “Did Kennedi tell you about the horny toads?”

      “Yeah,” I said, half laughing.

      “Did she tell you how she had half a mind to insist there couldn’t be any sort of toads around here due to the ‘lack of precipitation accumulation’ in the area?”

      “Oh, you’re kidding! She told Bev that?” I was full-on laughing now.

      “Yep!” Theo was laughing too.

      The laughter made me keenly aware that the pain in my ribs had subsided considerably since the last time I had woken up. It was time to change the dressing again, so I decided to take a shower and put a clean bandage on before dinner.

      By the time I was done, dinner was just coming off the stove. The four of us sat down to not only fried pork chops and roasted potatoes, but to piping hot grilled red pepper, jalapeno, and mushroom skewers served alongside a spring salad. Every bit of food on my plate smelled rich and was cooked to perfection, but I still didn’t have much of an appetite, and I was starting to wear down again.

      Kennedi noticed my ever-decreasing energy level and cut dinner short. “Thank you so much for dinner, Bev,” she said. “I need to get Clark to bed.”

      “Of course,” Bev replied caringly. “Do you need anything for the loft?”

      Kennedi smiled at Bev sweetly. “No, thank you. We appreciate you,” she said.

      Bev and Theo followed us to the door of the house and kept watch until Kennedi closed the barn doors behind us. Once again, she helped up the loft ladder and into bed. It took next to no time at all to fall asleep with her purring beside me.
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      Waking up after another full night’s sleep was like coming to life again. Kennedi had insisted on licking my wounds again, and when I sat up, the pain was gone. I lifted my shirt and looked at my side. The stitches were still visible, but they looked completely unnecessary because under them was just a thin pink line where the cut used to be.

      I looked around the loft, but Kennedi was nowhere to be seen. I got up and pulled the curtain back, and the sun came streaming in. I had to blink to get my eyes to adjust to the brightness. After a moment, the view out the window came into focus. There was Kennedi, with a shovel, digging a huge hole in the ground beside the house. She was moving at about triple the speed a human could. Nearby, Theo stood watching her.

      The scene piqued my curiosity, so I got dressed and climbed down the loft ladder to go see what the hole was for. As I strolled up to stand beside Theo, he just nodded to acknowledge my presence and went back to looking after Kennedi.

      “What is she digging a hole for?” I asked.

      “A firepit,” he started. “When she was rolling tortillas with Bev earlier, she heard me say I was going to do it and insisted that she do it herself. I was going to tell her no, but looking at how fast she moves, I’m glad I didn’t! That hole would’ve taken me two or three days to dig out.”

      “Did you just wake up this morning thinking you needed a fire pit?” I joked with him.

      “I’d like to say no, but that is pretty much how it was,” Theo laughed. “The evenings are still nice enough to be outside, but they are getting a little cool. There’s plenty of room back here, so I thought, ‘Why not?’”

      “You just took something funny and put a whole ton of logic behind it, my friend,” I told Theo as I slapped him on the shoulder and headed for the house. Kennedi was still digging, and I wasn’t sure she had even noticed my presence.

      Inside the house, I was greeted by the scent of fresh strawberry blintzes and coffee. I found Bev in the kitchen, packaging her freshly cooked tortillas.

      “Blintzes are on the table. If you want some bacon, it’s on the counter over there,” she said and nodded her head to the counter across the room.

      “Bev, are you sure you don’t want to open your own restaurant? Your kitchen abilities are beyond amazing,” I told her on my way to the dining room.

      I grabbed a plate off the table, scooped a couple of blintzes onto it, and walked back in the kitchen. I added some bacon to my plate and set it on the island. After I grabbed a cup of coffee, I sat down and tried the blintzes. They were drizzled with a slightly bitter strawberry sauce, which offset the sweetness of the strawberries-and-cream filling. I’d never tasted anything more perfect from a breakfast plate.

      “How are they?” Bev looked over at me and grinned.

      “Mmm-hmm,” was all I could get say with a mouth full of food, so I nodded as well.

      “Funny that you mention a restaurant. I’ve considered it, but we’d have to move to the city for a few years until it got off the ground, and we just aren’t all about that life.”

      I thought I heard a twinge of disappointment in her voice as I swallowed. “What about around here? The only restaurant I’ve seen is that Sagebrush place Kennedi and I went to.”

      “For a place to run all three meals, you need more people to keep it afloat than we have around here. I just don’t see the point in running a whole place to only offer breakfast or just dinner. Besides, Theo will eat anything I cook, so I have fun right here in my own kitchen,” she said with a smile.

      I took a drink of my coffee and looked at her. She had her back to me and was busily working at the counter like she had made homemade tortillas a hundred times. Hell, it was possible that she had. All I knew is that if anyone deserved their own restaurant, it was her.

      I savored the rest of my blintzes and coffee in silence and rinsed my plate. I refilled my coffee cup and was stacking my plate in the dishwasher as Theo and a very dirt-covered Kennedi walked in.

      “Hole is finished,” he called to Bev.

      “I can’t believe you let that tiny girl dig a hole that big,” Bev scolded Theo jokingly.

      “Why can’t you believe it?” Kennedy asked her. “If you need proof, I’m happy to walk with you to show you,” she offered very seriously.

      The whole room broke out in laughter as Kennedi looked from one to the other of us.

      “Darling, I was teasing Theo. Of course, I believe it,” Bev assured her.

      “Oh! Another expression! There are just so many of them!” Kennedi exclaimed as she joined in the laughter.

      Ten minutes later, Theo, Bev, and I were lounging in the living room, sipping coffee. Kennedi had gone to take a shower after Bev explained to her that a shower would be a much faster way to get that amount of dirt off her body than licking it off would.

      “Clark, I wanted to wait until you felt better to chat with you about something. It looks like you are doing good, so now is as good a time as any,” Theo started. “I overheard Alan speaking to another man after we walked out of the skybox the other night.” He waited for my reaction.

      “There wasn’t another man in the skybox. How could you have overheard anything?” I asked, prying my memory to see if I had missed a whole person in the room.

      “There didn’t appear to be when all of us were in there, but after we walked out, Alan was most certainly talking to someone,” Theo said. “That someone talked back too.”

      I thought for a moment before I said, “Well, the first time I was there with you, I hadn’t noticed the bathroom door. Maybe someone was in there. How odd that they’d stay in there for that long, though.”

      “I’m not sure where he came from, but he was awful interested in how you responded to being asked to ‘craft your match’ were the words he used,” Theo said. “Alan told him, basically, to relax, that he would find a way to make you happy and then started talking about Kennedi having a defect and something about you spending your money on a cat girl.”

      Kennedi’s unexpected voice sounded defeated as she entered the room and said, “So, he knows about my defect.” 

      “I don’t care if he knows,” I spat out, overly angry at Alan suddenly. “I wouldn’t care if you had three tails, and he didn’t like it. It’s none of his damn business.” 

      “Before you get mad, Clark… What kind of defect are we talking, if you don’t mind my asking?” Theo asked.

      Kennedi crossed the room, and I could smell the honey-lavender shampoo she’d used. She sat down next to me and looked at Theo.

      “I am unable to update via wifi like other cat girls,” Kennedi explained. “I have the version of programming that I was released with. One of the programs is a learning center, so I can learn things very quickly, but other cat girls can just download endless information and use it in a matter of seconds. I have to be manually plugged in to update, and that can only occur at Omnicorp’s Maid to Order stores. Nobody wants to take their CG to the store every week for the latest updates.”

      “So what if you can’t download a bunch of useless stuff in an instant? You learn it so damn fast it’s hard to believe there’d be a quicker way as it is,” Bev said, waving her hand as if to brush off ‘those people’ who thought Kennedi needed to update.

      “Another issue with having a CG that can’t update is that the link is designed to work both ways. I would link into their system to update, and they link into mine for monitoring. They can’t link into me.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re telling me that, in cat girls that can update, they upload what they’ve been doing? How do they do that without violating at least EVERY privacy law known to man?” Theo asked heatedly.

      “They DO violate the privacy laws and pass it off as legal data mining, but it is getting harder for them to do. Governmental hardware and software monitoring programs have gotten stricter, so Omnicorp doesn’t just freely upload the way it used to,” Kennedi answered.

      “But what is the fucking point in doing that?” I asked.

      “Control. It’s all about control. If a connection is set up right, Omnicorp can give commands in real-time to a CG. For example, if I was normal and they wanted information from you, they could instruct me, in real-time, what to ask you, and you’d never know you were answering them, not me.”

      The room fell silent while we processed what Kennedi had told us. Omnicorp had literally created a way to glean information from anyone, anywhere without the person being aware. Something didn’t make sense, though.

      “What would they do with the information if they can’t expose that they have it?” I asked.

      “That is where the data-mining comes in. Every electronic device owned is allowed to data-mine, so that you can be targeted by advertisers of services and merchandise. The sale of data is one of the most lucrative industries in the world. Omnicorp can twist the legal data they get from you to make it look like any other information obtained was incidental.”

      “And therefore, legal to possess,” I muttered, trying to lay out the whole scandalous scheme in my mind.

      “Yes,” she responded. “How do you think the Panasonic-Sony merger happened? It wasn’t because either wanted to work together. Omnicorp bought Sony under the radar and kept the branding. Then they found out that the son of the CEO of Panasonic had some rather illegal habits that included siphoning large sums of money from the company. How? Through a cat girl. Instead of dealing with the son, the CEO fell to being blackmailed by Omnicorp and pushed the merger through. After that, Omnicorp owned both.”

      Theo’s face started turning red as Kennedi’s words sunk in. “Who is supposed to be regulating these thugs?” he asked angrily.

      “That’s part of it,” Kennedi said. “Omnicorp has CGs in corporation headquarters all over the world. They also have them being used by government officials. All they have to do is dig up one family secret, one tawdry office romance, one incriminating picture, and they can do with them what they wish. To date, I do not know of a single report against them. If there has been, the paperwork has been buried.”

      “You poor dears are company slaves, aren’t you?” Bev asked quietly. She looked as though she was going to cry as she stared at Kennedi.

      “I am not, Bev,” Kennedi reassured her. “Unfortunately, any CG without my particular defect is, though.”

      Theo stood up and picked up his coffee cup. “No wonder Alan was talking to that guy about Kennedi. I bet you anything they are going to offer to ‘fix’ her.”

      “I can’t be fixed, Theo. I can only stay the way I am or be recycled,” Kennedi informed him. 

      “Alright, everyone,” I said, standing up as well. “Let’s put this to bed for now. I’ll find out why Alan has any interest in Kennedi when I see him at the next match.”

      Theo and I went to pour more coffee. In the kitchen, we just looked at each other. It was an unspoken communication that we both knew shit was coming down the pipeline fast.

      Later that evening, after a day of helping Bev with some household repairs while Theo and Kennedi finished the firepit, I laid in bed, thinking over what Kennedi had told us. I knew she viewed herself as defective, but it was her defect that made her free in the end.

      I drifted off to sleep, knowing I had to make it my job to let her know that.
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      I woke up the next morning, and once again, Kennedi was gone. I got dressed and took note that my ribs felt completely normal. I checked, and the stitches were gone. Either I was magic, or Kennedi had taken them out while I slept. I went with the latter scenario.

      I was just walking up the steps to the house when I saw a navy blue town car on its way up the drive. I waited for it to stop in front of the porch and walked down to it just as a young man got out from behind the driver’s seat. He couldn’t have been more than seventeen but was dressed in a dark brown suit and had expertly manicured hair.

      “Excuse me, sir,” he addressed me, “are you Clark Watkins?” he asked.

      “It’s possible. What do you want with him?” I asked. It had always been a habit for me to know what I may be headed into before volunteering information.

      “I have an invitation for him,” the boy stated and pulled an envelope out of the inside pocket of his suit.

      “Alright then, that’s me.”

      “You and one Miss Kennedi are invited to a formal mixer this evening. The event starts at seven sharp and a car will arrive to take you at six-thirty. Will you be accepting?” he asked professionally.

      I took the envelope and opened it. The invitation inside confirmed what the boy had said. Alan Graves’ signature was on the bottom. My first instinct was to throw it in the kid’s car and tell him to be moving along, but I thought better of it. This could be the perfect opportunity to learn a few things. Up until then, I thought I wouldn’t see Alan until the next match. This would give me the opportunity to check some things out and not be bleeding at the same time.

      “Yes, we’ll accept,” I told the boy.

      “It’s very appreciated, sir. Thank you,” he said politely. Then he got back in his car and drove away.

      I walked into the house, still holding the invitation. Bev, Theo, and Kennedi were all standing in the kitchen next to the sink. There was a large window above it that looked out to the front of the house.

      “Who was that?” Kennedi asked.

      “I didn’t get the kid’s name, but he brought us an invitation. Do you like dresses?” I asked her, purposefully adding a bit of excitement to my voice.

      “I prefer them. They are so much less restrictive than pants,” she answered seriously.

      “Well, good! Get in the car. We are going shopping!” I told her.

      I held the envelope up to get Theo’s attention to make sure he’d see me leave it on the counter so he and Bev would know what was going on. Then I grabbed Kennedi by the hand and whisked her out of the house. Might as well take advantage of showing her a good time, I thought.

       A forty-minute drive, and two u-turns later, we made it to a dress shop. As we walked into the Candle Light Bridal and Prom store, I watched Kennedi’s face. The entranceway opened up to a giant showroom. Racks of dresses were carefully tucked next to the walls to allow for the displays throughout the room. Kennedi’s eyes just kept opening wider and wider, and her smile was brilliant. She kept looking around at the dresses and then back to me.

      “Which one?” she asked excitedly.

      “Aside from the wedding dresses, any one you want. Go try a few on that you like,” I told her. 

      She walked slowly as if in a daze. It was only a moment before a nicely dressed saleswoman came over and introduced herself.

      “Hi, I’m Amanda. What occasion brings you in today?” she asked politely.

      “I’m Clark, and this is Kennedi. We’re shopping for a formal cocktail party,” I told the attendant. “She’ll need a dressing room attendant, please, and I’ll need to know where your tuxedo selection is.”

      “Of course, we will get you set up immediately.” Amanda snapped her fingers in the air, and a second saleswoman appeared almost instantly. “Joan, this is Clark. Please take him to be fitted for a tuxedo. I’ll be seeing to Miss Kennedi,” she instructed.

      As Joan walked me away towards the tuxedos I still had yet to see, Amanda started asking Kennedi questions to assist with her search for the perfect dress.

      Twenty minutes later, I had my tuxedo picked out. As it was being altered, I went to the dressing area to check on Kennedi. The rooms were set up on each side of a seating area, furnished with suede leather chairs and couches. There were three-way, full-length mirrors between each room. I picked a chair and waited for Kennedi to come out of the room that Amanda had told me she was in.

      “I don’t know if this one is quite right,” I heard Kennedi say as she opened the door and stepped out.

      She had on a bright orange number that was form-fitted to the knee and then flared out at the bottom. It reminded me of the kind of dress Morticia Adams wore, only brighter. I stifled a laugh and looked at Amanda.

      “No, honey, that is definitely not quite right,” Amanda said gently. “Here, try the lavender.” She handed Kennedi another dress.

      Kennedi smiled at me and skipped back into the dressing room. “I’m having so much fun!” she called out to me.

      “I thought you might!” I answered. “Which is your favorite so far?”

      “I really like the blue one I haven’t tried on yet,” she called out of the dressing room. 

      Her comment made me roll my eyes. How much sense does it make to try on who knows how many dresses before trying the one you really like? I considered asking but thought better of it. She was having a good time, and that made me happy. My chair was comfortable, and before I could ask, Joan brought a tray that had a selection of microbrews and wines on it. I picked a brew and sat back. I took a long drink of the refreshing, silky liquid and tasted the lime mixed with hops. Just as I swallowed, I heard the door to a dressing room open.

      “What do you think of this one?” Kennedi popped out of her dressing room with a bounce. She was wearing the lavender dress that had more bows on it than any dress I’d ever seen.

      “Tell me what you like about it,” Amanda stepped in before I could answer. I could tell by the look on her face that she knew it wasn’t right.

      Kennedi twirled around in front of the mirror a few times and said, “nothing,” and flitted back into the dressing room. “Which one now?” she asked Amanda.

      I watched as two more dresses went in the dressing room, came out, and went back in. Finally, I saw Amanda hand her the blue one.

      I had just finished my beer when Kennedi opened her room door again. When she stepped out, my breath caught in my throat. She walked over in front of the mirror and looked at herself. I hope she saw what I did.

      The dress was made of a deep navy blue silk. The top sat just off the shoulders, and there were black crystals beaded around the waist and trimming the neckline. The front came down to just above her knees and swooped down in the back clear to the floor. The back had a wide-cut, black silk ribbon tied up to look like a corset. It would have been pretty on a lot of girls, but with her raven-black hair, perfectly shaped legs, and tiny waist, Kennedi looked like royalty in it.

      “I love it!” she squealed. “It is perfect! Don’t you think so, Clark?”

      I got up and stood behind her as she looked in the mirror. I wrapped my arms around her midsection and whispered in her ear, “I do like it, but it’s only perfect because it’s on you.”

      She turned around and threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. It was the first time she’d done anything like that in public, so it caught me by surprise. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her back. Then she bounced back into the dressing room with the biggest smile I’d ever seen on her face.

      “It can be altered, correct?” Kennedi called out to Amanda.

      “Absolutely, Miss Kennedi. I already have your measurements. I’ll have it ready for you in two hours.”

      Amanda waited around just long enough to retrieve the dress from Kennedi and then carried it away. Kennedi and I started towards the door but had to walk past a large glass display case first. It was filled with all things shiny. I didn’t even know how half of what was in that case would be worn, but I saw Kennedi’s eyes pause on something. Looking closer, it was a broach fashioned in the shape of a sword. It was two inches long and covered with black and white crystals, or diamonds, I wasn’t sure which.

      “Do you like it?” I asked.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. Before I had a chance to do anything else, she stepped away from the case and pulled me towards the door. “Where are we going next?”

      Elko had a formal dress shop but no stand-alone shoe store, so our only option was to head to the mall where the nearest JC Penny’s was. The shoe selection was larger than I thought it would be. Kennedi immediately became entranced with the rows and rows of high-heeled shoes. Before long, a gentleman walked up to offer his assistance.

      “Are you looking for a heel, Miss?” he asked Kennedi.

      “No,” Kennedi answered without looking at him, then she looked over at me. “What’s a heel?”

      The look of confusion on the salesman’s face was so apparent that I had to hold back my laughter.

      “Yes, she is looking for a heel,” I said to the gentleman. “Give us just a minute, and she’ll bring you the ones she wants to try.”

      Turning to Kennedi, I explained to her, “the shoes you are looking at are referred to as high-heels because the back of the shoe is raised, the part where the heel of your foot sits.” I waited for her to flash the smile that she does when she realizes she’s taken something out of context, but the smile didn’t come.

      “The heel of my foot doesn’t sit, though. It stands. How do heels sit in shoes?”

      It took me a good five seconds to wrap my mind around where she’d gotten so turned around, but when I did, I laughed for a full minute before I could calm down enough to set her straight. She just stared at me the entire time, no expression on her face.

      “You are right, Kennedi. Heels don’t sit. That is just a way to say where your heel is when you have the shoe on. The ‘heel’ that the man asked you about is another way of asking if you wanted to find a pair of high-heeled shoes to buy, as opposed to flat ones.” I watched her face again. This time I got the smile I was looking for.

      Kennedi jumped up and skipped over to the shelf, picked up six different pairs of shoes, and darted off to take them to the salesman. From across the room, I heard her say, “Yes, actually, I am looking for a heel! I’d like to try these!”

      The salesman brought her the shoes she requested, and Kennedi instantly tossed aside three of the pairs, stating that she didn’t like them for the dress she was going to wear. She strapped on the first of the remaining pairs and took them off before even standing up. The second pair she tried on at least made it to the standing phase. They were the same color blue as the dress she’d gotten and had at least six straps that went in all different directions.

      “What do you think of these?” She turned one foot sideways to make sure I could see the entire shoe. “Would it be too much blue with my dress?”

      “I think they are too complicated for as elegant a dress as you will be wearing,” I said.

      “That’s a really good observation, Clark!” she said and hopped back over to where her last pair of requested shoes were. She sat down and removed the strappy heels. She put on the next pair and stood up, checking them out in the nearby mirror. She looked over at me and smiled. “What about these? They are so much more comfortable.” She stepped closer, and I saw the shoes were simple and elegant. They had a strap across the toes and a strap at the ankle and were a shiny black color.

      “Those would go great with your dress, and they make your legs look fucking amazing.” I nodded my approval.

      “Fantastic! Thank you!” Kennedi clapped her hands together and went to take the shoes off so we could buy them.

      After our shoes were found and purchased, I noticed I was getting hungry. There was a food court in the mall where we were shopping, so I went to see what the selection was. Ten minutes later, we were relaxing at a table while I ate a Philly cheesesteak sandwich from a vendor with a huge sign that read ‘Charley’s.’

      Kennedi was beaming. She kept looking all around her, and every so often, she’d pause to catalog something in her programming and then go straight back to what could only be described as ‘exploring’ her surroundings.

      “What about this place interests you the most?” I asked her.

      “The multitude of smells,” she replied without hesitation.

      “Why is that the most interesting?”

      “Because I have to separate them all to figure out what they are putting in each of the items they are serving.”

      “Why would you want to do that?” I asked, chuckling.

      “So I can make sure that anything you choose to eat here is safe for you,” she said without pause. 

      The feelings of gratitude and appreciation swelled up in my chest again, and I reached across the table and picked up her hand. I looked directly in her eyes, and I realized that a part of me was falling for her. I held her hand and looked into her eyes but had no words. She just looked back at me, winked, blew me a kiss, and went back to her exploring. 

      Soon we needed to get back to the dress shop to pick up our clothes before we headed back to Theo’s place. I threw my sandwich wrapper and napkin away, and we headed for the car.

      When I pulled up to the dress shop, I instructed Kennedi to wait in the car while I retrieved her dress and my tuxedo. When I was inside, Amanda immediately went to fetch our garment bags while Joan stood behind the register. I waved Joan over.

      “Can I help you with something?” she offered.

      “Yes. Can you wrap up the black and white sword pin you have in that case over there and add it to the bill, please?” I asked quietly, even though there was no one else there to overhear me. 

      “Right away, Mister Clark.” Joan went to the case, took the broach out, and set to wrapping it up. She was just finishing when Amanda returned.

      After I’d paid, I slid the pin in my pocket and headed to the car. By the time we got back to Theo and Bev’s house, we’d have just enough time to get ready.
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      At six o’clock, I was sitting in the living room of Theo’s house, waiting for Kennedi to come out of the bedroom. Bev had taken her to get ready an hour ago, and I hadn’t seen either one since. Theo sat across from me, sipping a whiskey.

      “Are you sure you don’t want a drink? A man in a tux should have a drink in his hand. It’ll get you through having to wear a get-up like that,” he joked.

      “You’re just hilarious tonight!” I teased with a smile.

      “Suit yourself!” Theo leaned back in his chair and took a long sip. When he put his glass down, he asked, “do you think there is a purpose to having you attend this event?”

      “I’m sure there is,” I mused. “I don’t know what it is yet, but I plan to find out.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I will be careful. And I will also eat as much of their high-priced food as I can just because!” I added to lighten the mood.

      “Bring me back some!” Theo laughed and took a drink of his whiskey. “Speaking of rich-people stuff, I put a bottle of wine in the loft for you. It was the one that Omnicorp errand boy left when he came with that referral cash. I’m a whiskey man, no need for wine.”

      I raised an eyebrow in mock surprise. “No, you?” I laughed.

      “I know, you wouldn’t know it by looking at me,” Theo got out before busting up laughing with me.  When his laughter subsided enough for him to speak again, he said, “I put a corkscrew in there for you too. I could just imagine what you’d come up with trying to open a bottle without one.” He was laughing again.

      “You have plenty of tools in the barn. I would have figured something out!” My side was starting to hurt from laughing so hard.

      “Well, gentlemen, here she is!” Bev said happily as she entered the living room. She looked at the two of us laughing and just shook her head slowly and rolled her eyes.

      Kennedi walked in right behind her. Both Theo and I stood up. She was a sight. She had the blue dress on and had put her heels on already. Half her hair was swept up in a loose twist with pieces falling out to frame her face.

      “Bev helped me with my hair since I haven’t learned much about it yet. Will it do like this?” Kennedy asked me.

      “It is as perfect as you could ask for,” I told her and turned to Bev. “Thank you for your help.”

      “We had a great time. I don’t have a daughter, and Theo and I have no use for fancy clothes, so this was fun!” she exclaimed.

      “Are you ready?” Kennedi asked me.

      “I am. Why?” I asked.

      “The car is coming up the drive,” she informed me

      “Let me guess,” I said, pointing to her ears. “Cat-hearing?”

      Everyone chuckled, and Kennedi and I headed to the door.

      A few moments after a silver Buick SUV pulled up, a stout, red-haired gentleman who looked like his suit was a size too small greeted us. He had a kind face that broke into a smile the instant he climbed out of the car.

      “Good evening, Mr. Clark, Miss Kennedi,” he said happily. “My name is Rob. I’m happy to be transporting you this evening. Right this way, please.” He opened the door to the backseat and held his hand out for Kennedi. Once she was in the car, he stepped aside to allow room for me to follow. After I was comfortable on the heated leather seat, Rob closed the door and returned to the driver's seat.

      During the ride to the Red Lion Hotel and Casino where the party was being held, I pulled the pin out and gave it to Kennedi. I handed her the box and sat back.

      “What is this?” she asked, puzzled.

      “Something I think you’ll enjoy,” I answered.

      She opened the box and unwrapped the pin. I had found out that it was made with diamonds instead of crystals and was excited to see her reaction. Her mouth dropped open when she saw it.

      “When did you get this?” she gasped. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “When I went in to pick up our clothes,” I told her. “Here, let me help you put it on.”

      I leaned over and took the pin from her. I placed it near her neckline at an angle so that the shaft of the sword was towards her shoulder and the blade angled down. It was a perfect accessory for the dress she had on.

      “I absolutely love it! Thank you so much!” she gushed. She scooted over in the seat and weaved her arm through mine. She laid her head on my shoulder, started purring, and stayed that way until we reached our destination.

      When we pulled up to the casino at six-fifty-five, Kennedi looked up at me without taking her head off my shoulder and smiled at me like I was her entire world. The car had stopped, and all I could think about was staying right there with her, smiling like that.

      Unfortunately, our young driver opened the door and stepped aside, where he stood like a statue until we exited the car. Then he walked us into the casino which was a fury of flashing lights, cocktail waitresses, and money-spending patrons. We took an immediate left and were led to a bank of elevators. We took one to the eleventh floor, and when we got off the elevator, Rob led us down a long hallway to a large set of glass double doors. A tall doorman with zero expression on his face had them open by the time we reached them, and our escort saw us in before he turned around and left.

      There were about forty guests inside the giant event room. On the far side of the room was a row of windows overlooking the desert behind the casino. It was just after sunset, and the sky still showed hints of orange. It would’ve been breathtaking if we were here with a different crowd.

      A bar was set up to the left of the door, and multiple sitting areas had been arranged with high-backed leather chairs and coffee tables made of stone and iron. Twinkle lights were strung in a crisscross pattern across the ceiling and wrapped around four pillars, one in each corner of the room. The lights had been dimmed, and free-standing candelabras that, without the candles would’ve looked like coat racks were littered about the room, casting shadows that gave the place an eerie feel.

      The room was teeming with men in tuxedos and women in high-priced formal gowns milling around, holding champagne flutes. Alan Graves saw Kennedi and me and waved from the back of the room. A tall man followed him as he made his way through the crowd to greet us. I recognized him as Henry Blackwell, the man Kennedi had pointed out at the Sagebrush Bar and Grill when we’d been there. As he neared, I felt Kennedi slip her hand into mine and squeeze tight. Her expression was normal, but I could tell she was nervous about being around anyone from Omnicorp.

      “Clark, Kennedi, you made it,” Alan proclaimed with a smile. “I’m so happy to have you here.”

      “Hello, Alan. Thank you for the invitation,” I returned his greeting and looked at Henry, waiting for an introduction.

      Alan followed my gaze and politely introduced us. “I’d like you to meet Henry Blackwell. Henry oversees our marketing division at Omni.”

      I felt Kennedi squeeze my hand even harder. She nodded in Henry’s direction but didn’t offer her hand to shake.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Henry,” I said for both of us and looked back at Alan. “What are we celebrating with this regal event?”

      “We are celebrating you, my dear man!” Alan smiled and waved his hand, motioning to the room as a whole.  “These fine men and women are among the most wealthy who attended your match. They are also those who lost the most money betting against you.”

      “They always appreciate meeting the champion they will be betting on next,” Henry spoke for the first time. “Shall we start the introduction?”

      “Yes! Let’s get started!” Alan clapped his hands together with excitement. “First, would either of you like a drink?”

      “I’ll take a scotch on the rocks and champagne for Kennedi.” I nodded at her to get her approval on the drink order. She just smiled and nodded back.

      Alan snapped his fingers over his head, and almost instantly, a cat girl appeared carrying a tray of champagne. Alan handed one to Kennedi and instructed the cat girl, “Get this gentleman a scotch on the rocks and bring it to the center table.”

      Both Alan and Henry turned and walked ahead of us. We followed them to a seating area at the back of the room, near the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      “You’re awfully quiet, Kennedi,” Henry observed. “Tell me, where were you made?”

      Kennedi sat down in one of the high-backed chairs, crossed her legs and put her hands on the chair arms, palms down. She sounded confident when she said, “I was made in Arizona, at the Chandler location.”

      “Ah, yes. We just remodeled that store. How did you end up in Nevada?” Henry pried.

      I sat down in the chair next to Kennedi and jumped in before Kennedi could reply. “She was headed for recycling when she fell off the back of a truck and was held as a slave by a sleazy pawnshop owner without being purchased. So, I bought her. Yes, she has a defect. No, we don’t care about it.”

      Kennedi smiled over at me and added, “Now that we have that out of the way, tell me Henry, aren’t your offices in Utah? What brings you to Elko?”

      I watched as Henry squirmed in his seat momentarily. He had not expected to lose control of the conversation. He regained his composure and answered, “I am simply here for the entertainment.” He nodded in my direction.

      Alan had been circling the sitting area to take the chair next to Henry. He joined the conversation at last with, “why don’t you care about her defect?”

      “So quickly the subjects bounce back on themselves,” I said flatly. “She is superb just the way she is.”

      “Ah, but how would you know the difference?” Henry asked. “I took the liberty to check our registry, and it didn’t show that you’ve ever purchased a CG that didn’t have a defect.”

      Kennedi slid forward in her seat and sat up tall. “He knows because I’ve told him what the differences are,” she said, looking Henry square in the eyes. She cracked a half-smile that, if they had known her at all, would realize was dripping with disdain. “Why the interest in my being defective?”

      “You know very well we are not fans of having defective products in the marketplace, Kennedi. It’s bad for business,” Henry answered coldly.

      I’d had enough of Kennedi being put on the spot and referred to as a mindless product. I stood up and addressed both Alan and Henry. “Either this line of questioning is over, or we will kindly show ourselves out. I wouldn’t have been able to win that match if it hadn’t been for Kennedi’s help. You should be thanking her, not worrying about your company image,” I spat out as I looked back and forth at them. “Tell me, gentleman, will we be leaving now?”

      “No, no. Come, sit back down. We mean no disrespect. We are just not used to our clients being satisfied customers when their purchases are not as expected. Consider the topic dropped,” Alan answered, shooting a warning look over at Henry.

      “Good. Oh, and you don’t have to worry about that. I knew she had a defect when I bought her,” I retorted.

      “Ok, then!” Alan did his best to sound jovial again just as the cat girl he’d given the order to arrived with our drinks. “Let’s get you introduced to your fans!”

      Alan and Henry both stood up and started clapping loudly. “Ladies and gentlemen,” Henry called out to the room.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen!” Alan repeated. It took about twenty seconds to calm the room noise before they continued.

      “As you all know, we have a new champion!” Alan started excitedly, which I was sure was an act. “Well, you’ll be happy to know that he is here with us tonight!”

      Henry added, “Now I know you’ve lost a lot of money because of this man, but let me assure you, you will be getting it all back this week!”

      “So, I am proud to introduce to you, the underdog from Antarctica, the brain with the brawn, your Platform champion, Clark Watkins!” Alan shouted exaggeratedly.

      “Antarctica?” I mouthed to Alan.

      “Just go with it. They eat that shit up,” Alan whispered back.

      I grabbed Kennedi’s hand and stood up, pulling her to stand beside me. I waved and nodded to several random people in the crowd. Almost immediately, a line started to form in front of me. For the next twenty minutes, I shook hands with several dozen people as Alan and Henry introduced them, most of whom jokingly blamed me for losing their money and showed confidence in my success for the next match. Most were polite enough to acknowledge Kennedi, especially the men. As soon as they were done examining me close up, they would slowly filter throughout the room again to continue the conversations they were having before Alan had introduced me.

      The last person in line was a gentleman who looked to be in his mid-thirties. He was dressed in a tuxedo, just like every other man there, but had a different air about him. He stood confident, and when he shook my hand, he looked me in the eye instead of examining me like a trophy to be polished.

      “Hi Clark, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Charlie Lindy,” he politely introduced himself as Alan and Henry had been swept up in other conversations that had led them away from the seating area. “This is my wife, Leah.” He put his arm around the slender brunette standing beside him. Like he did, Leah stood with confidence. They were both missing the sense of arrogance I’d gotten from everyone else I’d met.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” I replied.

      Leah nodded at me but immediately turned her attention to Kennedi. “Kennedi, isn’t it?” she asked before I had a chance to introduce her. “I’m Leah. May I steal you away? Let’s let the men gab while we talk about more important things.” Her tone made it clear she was in a socially playful mood.

      Kennedi looked at me and smiled, so I let go of her hand and watched as Leah led her away to two chairs tucked in a corner with a candelabra behind them. Once they were settled, I turned my attention back to Charlie.

      “Charlie, please have a seat,” I motioned to Kennedi’s empty chair. “What is it you do?” I couldn’t put my finger on why exactly, but I instantly liked him.

      “I’m in the hospitality industry, hotels and the like,” he answered, taking his seat. “I hear you have a good many talents, Clark. Fixing things and staying away from needles primarily.”

      “You weren’t at the match?” I was surprised, but at the same time, he didn’t seem like the type to be hanging around in underground stadiums. I would have ventured to guess that events like the Platform would bore him.

      “No, I wasn’t. I will be attending the next one, however. I haven’t heard this much buzz about a new champion in a very long time,” Charlie informed me.

      “If you weren’t there, why are you here?” I asked, sidestepping etiquette. “To be perfectly blunt, you don’t seem to be cut from the same holier-than-thou cloth as most of the people I’ve met tonight.”

      Charlie chuckled, almost to himself, and said, “It’s good business to know what your clientele likes. Also, my wife heard about Kennedi and has been dying to meet her.”

      “How did she hear about Kennedi?” I asked, a little caution creeping into my voice.

      “She’s part of several organizations with some of the other women here. They kept talking about the CG that was guarding the ready-room instead of serving them their overpriced drinks. My wife has never appreciated the way most cat girls are treated by the people you see here. She has also never met one that was protective instead of subservient. You see, she is a fan of strong women who can think for themselves and prefers to surround herself with them whenever possible,” Charlie explained, his tone designed to put me at ease. He sat back in his chair and grinned. “Looks to me like Kennedi isn’t the only protective one around here.” He tipped his head in my direction.

      “I’ll give you that,” I conceded without offering further detail.

      “So, what is it that you do, Mister Watkins?” Charlie asked. “Other than make tens of thousands of dollars staying away from needles.”

      “My work depends on where I’m at. I travel a lot, usually to places that have the best camping, hiking, and climbing. Whatever work needs to be done where I am at the time is usually what you’ll find me doing.” I figured that was a vague enough answer to satisfy his curiosity while not volunteering too much information. I liked him, but liking and trusting were two different things.

      Charlie took a moment to process what I had said before nodding his head in approval. “So, you don’t want me to know too much about you other than you work your way from place to place, huh?” he asked, calling my play without being rude.

      I had to smile. Charlie was no nitwit.

      “I understand,” he said. “With the company in this room, I wouldn’t volunteer much either. How about this, would you and Kennedi like to meet Leah and me for dinner the day after tomorrow? I know a great place, and Leah would be in love with the idea.”

      He saw my hesitation and added, “Here, let’s get the women back over here and let them decide.” He waited a moment until Leah looked over at him and then waved at them to come back. We both watched as Leah finished whatever she was telling Kennedi, and the two of them stood and walked back to our seating area.

      Charlie and I stood when they approached. Kennedi came around to stand beside me and had an enormous smile on her face. Leah looked blissfully happy as well.

      “Leah, I’ve invited Clark and Kennedi to dinner the day after tomorrow. Does that work for you?” Charlie asked his wife.

      “Yes!” Leah exclaimed. She clapped her hands and looked as though she was trying not to squeal like girls do when they are happy about something. “Kennedi, oh please say you’ll come! We will have an amazing time!” she almost pleaded.

      Kennedi reacted the same as Leah had. “Absolutely! We would love to!” she spoke for both of us.

      I saw Charlie notice that Kennedi hadn’t consulted me before accepting the invite and smiled. He offered me his hand to shake. “Good then, day after tomorrow it is. I will send a car to pick you up at eight.” As he shook my hand, he leaned to the side and whispered jokingly, “I see you like strong women as well.”

      All I could do was smile and nod as he was not wrong. Leah hugged Kennedi, and then she and her husband walked away. We watched as they left the party.

      I was about to ask Kennedi about her conversation with Leah when Alan and Henry showed up.

      “Making nice with the Lindys, I see,” said Henry. I thought I heard a hint of disdain in his voice. The remark got him a sharp look from Alan.

      “They’re an exceptionally nice couple, aren’t they Henry?” Alan asked, trying to cover the negative tone Henry had taken.

      Henry quickly recovered and said, “Absolutely they are.”

      Alan and Henry sat down while Kennedi, and I remained standing. “Gentlemen, it is time for us to head home,” I told them. They both stood back up.

      “Not quite yet, we have something for you,” Alan said quickly. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver credit-card-sized envelope and handed it to me. The paper it was made out of was obviously expensive, and there was an embossed logo on the front with the letters ‘OC’.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Open it,” Henry ignored my question.

      I looked at Kennedi, who nodded toward the envelope. “Open it,” she said. She already seemed to know what was in it.

      I turned the envelope over, broke the thin, red wax seal that held it closed, and opened it up. Reaching inside, I pulled out what looked like an actual credit card. The front had the same logo that the envelope had, so I flipped it over. I took a moment to read the back while Alan and Henry held their breath for my response.

      The card read, “Present this card at any Omnicorp Maid to Order store for the privilege of crafting your very own, brand new, cat girl. This card is good for the latest model, an all-features-included unit with a special skill of your choosing and unlimited updates, free-of-charge, for the lifetime of the unit.”

      I looked back at Alan and Henry. “Gentlemen, to what do I owe such an extravagant gift?” I asked suspiciously. I hadn’t needed a cat girl when I found Kennedi, and I certainly didn’t need a second one. They must have figured that out, at least.

      “Clark,” Alan started, “you may not understand how much money you made us in your last match. Millions. This is a small token of our gratitude. A mere gesture to show our appreciation of you agreeing to return.”

      Just as I started to hand the card back to Alan, Kennedi reached for my hand and stopped me. She looked at me for a long second and then addressed Alan and Henry.

      “Thank you. This is very thoughtful of you. We will be sure to bring her to meet you once she is built,” Kennedi said sweetly. She was a stellar actress as I knew she despised both of the men she was addressing.

      “Yes, thank you,” I said. “Now, we really must go.”

      “Of course, let us see you out,” Henry said and started to lead the way to the glass double doors.

      At the exit, I shook hands with each of them, both men nodded at Kennedi, and we walked out. We made it back to the elevators we’d ridden up in and saw our young driver waiting for us.

      The three of us were silent on the elevator ride down to the main floor of the casino, and the silence continued on the drive back to Theo’s ranch. After we’d arrived, Kennedi and I stood in the drive and watched the boy drive away.

      “Go get in the car, I’ll be right there,” I told her, giving her a little push towards my car. “I want to show you something.”

      I’d had an idea during the ride. I wanted the evening to end on a good note and had thought of something that always worked for me when I needed to melt stress away. While she got in the car with a puzzled look on her face, I slipped into the barn and went to the loft to get the wine that Theo said he’d left there.

      Sure enough, there was a bottle of red and a corkscrew on a tray by the lounger. He had also left two wine glasses. I grabbed the bottle and glasses, dropped the corkscrew in my pocket, and headed out to the car. I opened the backseat door and wrapped the bottle and glasses in a blanket I had on the backseat. I closed the door and climbed in the driver’s seat.

      “You’re going to love this!” I said as we pulled away. Her smile just added to my excitement.
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      I pulled out of the drive onto the main dirt road and turned left. It would take about fifteen minutes to get where we were headed.

      “Where are we going?” Kennedi asked excitedly.

      “It is a surprise. I think you’ll like it. No more questions, though,” I answered.

      “Okay, no more questions,” she confirmed and turned to look out the window. I don’t know what she was looking at because it was pitch black out. Even the headlights from the car barely cut through the dark far enough for me to keep us on the road. Curiosity got the better of me.

      “Can you actually see anything out that window?” I asked her.

      She giggled and said, “Of course I can.”

      “How is seeing in the dead black of night an ‘of course I can’?” I asked her teasingly.

      “Cats can see very well in the dark. I think sometimes you forget I am a CG, Mister Clark,” she teased back and continued to look out into the darkness.

      When I saw the turnout I was looking for, I slowed the car and pulled in. The headlights lit up an open area filled with nothing but sagebrush and dirt. When the car came to a stop, Kennedi sat up straight and looked all around her.

      “There aren’t any buildings here,” she observed.

      “Nope, there aren’t,” I agreed. “Stay here. I have to grab some things out of the back.”

      I left the headlights on and walked around and opened the trunk. I pulled out three blankets and an electric lamp I used for camping. I walked out in front of the car, looking for a spot with the least amount of rocks to lay the blankets out. About thirty feet out, I found one. I spread two of the blankets out and put the third on top. I lit the lantern and left it on the ground next to the blankets and walked back to the car.

      I opened Kennedi’s door and waited for her to get out. Once she was standing beside me, I crouched into the car, reached across her seat and turned off the headlights. I pulled the keys from the ignition, grabbed the wine and glasses, and backed out of the car. I closed the car door and took ahold of Kennedi’s hand. With the headlights turned off, the blackness fell in on us, and the only thing visible was the weak light from the lantern. I led her toward it, and when we got to the blankets, I had her sit down with me. I set the wine and glasses down next to the lantern.

      The light from the lantern showed the curiosity on her face as I laid down, face up, and tugged at her arm until she did the same. Once she was settled, I reached over and turned the lantern off. The darkness was immediate and complete. She had her head turned toward me, and even though it was only inches away, I couldn’t see her any longer.

      “Why are we lying in the desert?” she asked curiously. “You must not be able to see a single thing.”

      “There is only one thing to see out here when it is this dark,” I told her. I brought my hand up to where I’d last seen her face, found her chin, and gently turned her head towards the sky. I heard her breathe in sharply, which was the reaction I was looking for.

      Above us, from hundreds of thousands of miles away, millions of stars twinkled down on us. They were more visible here than I’d ever seen them in all the places I’d been. Some were clustered, some stood alone, and the more I looked, the more layers I could see.

      “Have you ever just looked at the stars before?” I asked her in a whisper.

      “Never,” she replied breathlessly. “I’ve looked at stars before, of course, but not for their beauty. They’ve always only been a way to tell time or location.”

      “They are for more than that,” I told her. “I think their most important function is to do exactly what they are doing for us right now. I wouldn’t know how else to explain why they are so beautiful,” I told her.

      “Well, they twinkle because the light that the nuclear fusion creates has to pass through changes in atmospheric temperature and density before it reaches us,” she said, clearly missing the point.

      “That is a ‘how,’ Kennedi. I’m talking about a hypothetical ‘why,’” I said with a smile she couldn’t see. I found her hand next to mine in the dark and interlaced my fingers with hers.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed quietly. “I understand now. They truly are a beauty like I’ve never seen before. What made you think to come out here?” she asked.

      “I wanted you to end this day relaxed and happy and maybe with a little bit of wonder. We’ve been under nearly constant pressure of one sort or another since we met, and it is time to let that go. Stars are great at taking stress away.”

      “That is very thoughtful of you, Clark,” Kennedi said. She’d turned her head towards mine, and I felt the warmth of her breath on my neck. It sent an excited chill throughout my entire body. I turned my head toward her, and my lips found hers without needing any light at all. As I kissed her, I felt her hand squeeze mine just a little. When I pulled away, she let out a long, sensual breath and turned her head back towards the sky.

      As we laid there, I took a moment to analyze some of what I’d been putting off over the last several days. There was something about Kennedi that was comforting and exciting at the same time. I’d had fuck-buddies and even girlfriends in the past, but there hadn’t ever been one I’d wanted to share experiences with. I hadn’t wanted to show nature’s beauty to any of them. I’d never felt any desire to stand up for them or make any of them happy for no apparent reason. I wanted her happy, though, more like I needed her to be happy. Somehow, I felt like I could win at anything as long as she thought I could. All of it was so new to me. I enjoyed it but was unnerved by it at the same time. I didn’t live the life I had, up that point, by needing someone else. Even when I found her antics completely ridiculous, there was something endearing about her.

      A slight breeze brought my mind back to the place I was in. The temperature was dropping quickly. I sat up, clicked the lantern on, pulled the extra blanket up over our legs, and reached for the wine bottle. I fished the corkscrew out of my pocket and opened the bottle. I poured two glasses, and Kennedi sat up with me when I offered her one.

      “Thank you for all of this,” she said and took a sip from her glass. “I’ve never been in a romantic situation, but I think this would qualify as being very romantic. I am now a fan of romance.”

      I took a sip of wine and chuckled. “I’m a fan of romance too, then,” I said. “You know, I’ve been to some very romantic places but didn’t really appreciate them for it. I think if I ever go back, I’d have a better understanding of what the appeal is.”

      “If you ever go back, I’ll help you appreciate it, now that I know what it is. Who wouldn’t want this type of evening?” she asked, not looking for an answer. She raised her glass, and we made an unspoken toast to romance.

      After we’d finished our wine, we laid back down and spent the next hour pointing out constellations in the middle of the desert and talking about the stories that brought them about. The temperature continued to drop, so when it got down into the forties, we packed up our blankets and headed back to the barn loft. That night I slept better than I had since I’d been in Nevada.
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      I woke the next morning to the sound of someone climbing the ladder to the loft. Kennedi was still next to me, so I sat up, alarmed.

      “Who’s there?” I called out.

      “It’s just me, Theo,” he answered. “What’s got you so jumpy?” He laughed as he continued his climb.

      “Habit, I suppose,” I said. I rubbed my eyes to help them adjust to the dimness of the room.

      When Theo’s head popped over the top of the ladder, he stopped climbing. “Bev sent me. She has this ‘thing’ about serving cold food, and you two are usually moving around well before now. Better get yourselves to the house, or you’ll get a cold stare with your cold eggs!” he said with a chuckle and began his way back down the ladder before I could respond.

      I looked over at Kennedi. This is the first morning I’d woken up next to her. Usually, she’s up hours before I am. She was looking back at me and smiling.

      “Good morning!” she said happily.

      “Good morning. Decided to sleep in today, did you?” I joked.

      “Oh, I don’t sleep at all,” she informed me. I’d never thought about the fact that she wouldn’t need to sleep.

      “What do you do all night if you don’t sleep?” I asked.

      “I process data. If I could update, I’d do that at night, but since I can’t, I make sure all the information I’ve acquired through the learning process is analyzed and thoroughly embedded.” She sat up and bounced toward the end of the bed. She climbed over the trunk and stood up. She was completely naked, standing in front of me with her tail swishing slowly behind her.

      “You are making it hard for me to get motivated to get out of bed,” I told her as I looked her up and down. My eyes settled on that damned curve between her waist and hips again. It was so perfect for holding onto.

      Kennedi turned around and walked over to the lounger. She picked up one of my t-shirts and tossed it at me. It landed square on my face.

      “Remember the ice-cold stare you will be avoiding by getting that on and getting into the house,” she said teasingly.

      By the time I got the t-shirt on, she was completely dressed in tiny jean shorts and a button-up flannel that hung perfectly off her nipples, showing just enough shape to her tits to make me want to rip the shirt right back off her to see the rest. I looked down and shook my head, trying to re-route my train of thought.

      Kennedi just laughed, walked across the room, and climbed down the ladder. “I’m going to see if Bev needs help,” she called back to me on her way out of the barn.

      I flipped back the comforter and stepped out of bed. The room had a chill to it, so I hurried into the rest of my clothes and headed down the ladder after Kennedi. When I stepped out of the barn, the cold air practically slapped me in the face. It was colder than I’d ever felt in a desert state. I hurried to the house and climbed the porch stairs in two strides. I was quick to close the door after going in. The change was instant. The house was toasty, and the smell of frying bacon permeated the air. As I walked closer to the kitchen, I caught the faint scent of bananas, and my mouth started to water.

      “Good morning, Bev,” I said when I entered the kitchen. “This place smells amazing!” I looked forward to eating whatever it was I could smell. “What do we have in here?”

      “Good morning, sleepy.” Bev grinned at me. “Banana bread and omelets. Kennedi already has the table set, and Theo’s in the living room. Will you go tell him to come sit down? Breakfast is almost ready.”

      “Sure thing.” I turned and headed to the living room. When I got there, I saw Theo stooped over near the fireplace, messing with one of the stones near the hearth.

      “Hey Theo, Bev sent me to fetch you for breakfast,” I told him.

      “Okay, I’ll be there in a minute,” he replied.

      “What are you fiddling with over there?” I asked when he stood up, and I saw the mild scowl on his face.

      “Oh, the damn thing has stones coming loose all over the place,” Theo said grumpily. “I’ve been putting off rebuilding it for a couple of years now, but it looks like I’ve finally got to buckle down and do it.”

      “Well, hell. That won’t take too long if you let me help you,” I told him. “I bet you we could have it torn down by lunch and back together by dinnertime.”

      “You think so?” Theo looked at the fireplace and then back to me.

      “Absolutely. Do you have a stone supply here, or do we need to go into town?” I asked, ready to move the project along. I finally felt like I had something more than ‘thank you’ and some cash to offer him for all the kindness he had shown me.

      “I’ve got stone here. It’s behind the house near the coal shed,” he said distractedly.

      “You have a coal shed? Why? You use propane heat, don’t you?” I asked, surprised.

      “Yeah, we use propane now, but when we moved in this place, we heated it with two coal stoves, one in the kitchen and one right here.” He pointed at the fireplace.

      “Okay, well, we can get to it right after breakfast. Speaking of, I have to get you to the table, or it will be both of us getting that stare-down!” I said, laughing. “Let’s go.”

      Theo and I walked to the dining room, where Bev and Kennedi were already seated. We apparently made it just in time because we each only got a quick scowl from Bev.

      The entire center of the table was covered with plates and baskets of food. A large serving platter sat right in the center with a steaming heap of perfectly folded omelets on it. Next to it, on the right, were small bowls with freshly diced tomatoes and green chilis. On the other side was another large platter full of both bacon and fried ham slices. A dish of yellow mustard stood next to it. At the top of the table, near where Theo sat, two loaves of piping-hot banana bread were sitting, waiting to be sliced. There were individual butter dishes near each of our place settings. I had, once again, never seen a meal look or smell so inviting.

      “This looks amazing, Bev,” I complimented her. “I do believe everything on this table should be on the menu at your restaurant.” I winked at her as I sat down.

      “Oh, Bev! Are you going to open a restaurant?” Kennedi asked excitedly.

      “No, dear. Clark is just kidding. We’d talked about exactly why I won’t be opening a restaurant the other day. It’s just his way of telling me he thinks my cooking is good.”

      “He is absolutely right,” Theo said to Bev with affection in his voice. She smiled back at him, and I was surprised to see she blushed just a little.

      Bev started slicing the banana bread and passing it out while the rest of us dished up our omelets, ham, and bacon. When our plates were full and we’d begun eating, Kennedi, who’d gotten in the habit of eating when Bev cooked, swallowed and, addressing Theo out of the blue, said, “What do you know about the Lindys?”

      Without any sort of pause, Theo answered, “Charlie is one of the only good men who wears a suit in this town.”

      “And that wife of his, Leah, is the stuff instant best friends are made of,” Bev added.

      “They seemed very different from the rest of the clowns at that party last night,” I said. “Speaking of the Lindy’s, Kennedi, what did you and Leah talk about last night? I meant to ask you earlier.”

      “She had asked me why I was different from the other cat girls she’d met and heard about,” Kennedi recounted. “I told her about my defect. She told me that she and Charlie had recently been gifted a CG that she isn’t really comfortable around. She said the CG always made her feel like she was being addressed as an owner instead of a person. Leah has no desire to be master to anyone other than herself.”

      “I could see that about her. She didn’t seem like the kind of woman who’d enjoy having a staff of servants,” I stated.

      “Did you tell her about the Omnicorp programming that makes them like that?” Theo asked Kennedi.

      “I did not. That’s not a bit of information that I think I should be floating around to people,” Kennedy answered and then looked at me. “Should I have told her?”

      “No, you did the right thing. There may be an appropriate time in the future, but for now, you’re good,” I confirmed for her.

      “Was that it?” Theo asked.

      “No,” Kennedi went on. “She told me about some of the organizations she was a part of and the charity work she did. There were a few of the women in the room that she divulged some information about but nothing above a little factual gossip.”

      “They’ve asked us to dinner tomorrow night,” I informed Theo and Bev.

      “They will probably take you to their place. It has the most amazing food,” Bev said, slicing herself another piece of banana bread.

      “Where is that?” I asked.

      Both Theo and Bev looked up at me like I had just asked the stupidest question they’d ever heard.

      “You don’t know?” Theo asked, shocked.

      “If you tell me, then I’ll know,” I responded, my curiosity growing.

      “Clark,” Bev said, leaning forward, “Charlie and Leah own the Red Lion Hotel and Casino. They also own the other two major casinos in town and several in Vegas. Surely he told you?”

      “He did not tell me. I asked what he did, but he was rather vague in his response. Something about being in the hospitality industry,” I told her, realizing just how understated Charlie had been during our conversation.

      “That sounds like something he’d say. He and Leah aren’t the kind to be flashing their clout or money around, but they both have very keen business minds,” Theo explained. “All the people you were with at the party are most likely staying at one of the hotels the two of them own.”

      “That explains why they were there. Neither seemed to care about the Platform at all but mentioned that it was good business to know what their clientele was up to,” I said.

      Theo leaned back in his chair and asked, “Do you know what they want to discuss at dinner?”

      Kennedi smiled and said, “I got the impression they were simply excited to have company that wasn’t all... what’s the expression?... smoke-and-mirrors.”

      Theo, Bev, and I all looked at each other and broke out laughing. Kennedi just stared from one to the other.

      “What did I say?” she asked, confused.

      Bev reached over and patted her hand and said, “We are just so proud of you for the smoke-and-mirror reference! Two days ago, you would have been asking us what ‘smoke-and-mirror company’ was like!”

      Kennedi laughed with us. “I told you I was a quick study!” she exclaimed and continued to eat her breakfast.

      After breakfast was cleared, Theo and I went to work on the fireplace. Demolition went quickly, and soon, we had all of the old rock hauled away and the new stones stacked in the living room, ready to be cemented in place. Bev had pies to make for a function in town that she was part of and decided to take the opportunity to teach Kennedi how to bake.

      I welcomed the opportunity to work in silence. Theo was a no-nonsense co-worker, so there wasn’t a lot of conversation. As I started slapping mud and setting the stones that Theo was handing me, I couldn’t help but try to pinpoint why Charlie and Leah Lindy would be so interested in Kennedi and me. I understood that they simply might be looking to spend time with people who weren’t as pretentious as those they were surrounded with normally, but I kept thinking there had to be something else as well. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

      By the time Theo and I were ready to set the mantle and finish the upper stonework, the entire house smelled like pie. Strawberry pie, apple pie, cherry pie, even blueberry pie. Just as I noticed how much of an appetite I’d worked up, Kennedi came into the living room. “Sandwiches are ready, gentlemen.” She nodded towards the dining room. “Bev and I will be leaving soon to take the pies to the local high school bake sale.”

      “Thank you,” Theo and I said in unison.

      Kennedi walked back to the kitchen, and I could hear her telling Bev that she wanted to carry the pies out to the truck for her. Theo and I stopped working long enough to eat our sandwiches and down a cup of coffee and then went back to it. The project was coming together nicely. The new stones Theo had picked out were a mix of dark gray and black, and we laid them randomly, giving the fireplace a naturally marbled look.

      Three hours later, I laid the last stone and stood back with Theo to examine our work. The fireplace would still need grout-work and sealer, but that couldn’t be done until the mud had dried. We set to cleaning up the tools and supplies we’d used and finished up just as Bev and Kennedi got back from the bake sale. The two of them came into the living room to examine our handy-work.

      “That looks absolutely perfect!” Bev exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “You were right about the stone colors, Theo.”

      “Thanks, I thought you’d like it!” Theo smiled from ear-to-ear. It was obvious that praise from his wife was something he thoroughly enjoyed.

      “I do! You two must be famished, I’ll go get dinner started,” Bev said and whisked Kennedi with her off to the kitchen.

      “I appreciate your help, Clark,” Theo said to me as we hauled the last of the tools out of the house.

      “I’m glad to be able to do it,” I told him. “You and Bev have been more than hospitable when you could have just sent us on our way. I consider us lucky to have had the good fortune to have met you.”

      “Well, I did need those tractors fixed,” Theo said jokingly while he finished putting his tools away.

      “I’m happy to be your mechanic, in that case.” I chuckled, and the two of us headed out of the barn.

      Just as we were crossing the drive to get to the house, we saw a car, not unlike the one that had taken Kennedi and me to the party the night before, coming up the drive. We waited for it to pull in front of the house. A woman in a crisp set of black hospital scrubs, holding a black medical bag, got out.

      “Are you Clark?” she asked flatly, looking at me.

      “What do you want with him?” I asked back.

      “I need to give you your physical,” she stated, ignoring the fact that I hadn’t confirmed my identity.

      “What do I need a physical for?” I said, instantly uncomfortable with her.

      “It’s a requirement between Platform matches. Where can I set up?” she asked as though I should have expected her arrival.

      “I’m standing and breathing. That’ll have to be good enough for you.” I wasn’t a fan of the medical profession when they were needed, and I wasn’t about to let someone poke and prod me when there wasn’t a need for it.

      “If you want to compete this week, I’ll need your vitals and to check the laceration you got during your last match. If you don’t want to compete, I’m more than happy to go home and have dinner with my family,” she said coldly and waited for me to make a decision.

      Theo stepped to the side and waved at her to head into the house. “The dining room is free for the next few minutes.” He looked at me, shrugged his shoulders, and put his hands up. He obviously hadn’t expected the woman’s visit either but wasn’t interested in debating it in the driveway.

      Once in the dining room, the woman looked at me like I was a nuisance and said, “My name is Sloane. I’m the staff nurse for Omnicorp.”  She immediately went to work and was amazingly efficient. In under fifteen minutes, she managed to take my blood pressure, check my pulse and oxygen, test my reflexes, and examine the now non-existent wound on my ribs. Everything was moving along as I’d expect in a routine medical visit until she took out a camera and photographed my ribs.

      “Why the hell are you taking pictures of my ribs?” I asked her, standing up and pulling my shirt down to stop her from getting any more shots.

      “It is protocol to document proof that prior wounds have healed,” she answered, unaffected by my curt tone.

      “Well, now, you have your documentation. I’ll see you out.” I was done with this woman and her exam.

      “No need. I’ll show myself out,” she said and snapped her bag closed. She swiftly lifted her bag and headed for the door. Theo and I walked to the kitchen where Kennedi and Bev were slicing up ingredients for a salad, and watched her out the window until her car was out of sight.

      I turned to Theo. “That was about the most random thing to happen to me since I got here, and that’s saying a lot!”

      “I wasn’t aware that Omnicorp gave a shit about their combatants’ health,” Theo said sarcastically, and we both laughed.

      “They don’t,” Kennedi said without looking up from the carrot she was dicing. “They just need proof that you are healthy after a match so that they can’t be held liable if you die during the next one.”

      “Oh, well as long as they aren’t liable, then I guess the world can keep revolving around them, now can’t it?” Theo joked and slapped me on the shoulder.
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      Later that evening, after dinner, the four of us decided to play a friendly game of cards. We started with five-card draw and soon ended up playing a never-ending game of Texas Holdem.

      After a few losses, Theo folded his hand and tipped back in his chair. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Kennedi, what did you and that other cat girl in the skybox talk about?

      “I’d almost forgotten about that,” I said and glanced up at Kennedi as I dealt another hand.

      “We didn’t say a whole lot,” Kennedi explained. “She is a monitored unit, so she had to be very careful with what she said. I had to piece the words she wanted me to hear together one syllable at a time as she inserted them into other words. She was warning me to make myself scarce.”

      “Why would she want to warn you?” Bev asked, caution creeping into her voice.

      “She heard Alan talk about my defect, and she knows he wants all defects to go to the recycling center. She said that she’d never seen any cat girl who had a defect more than once,” Kennedi went on.

      “Why the hell didn’t you say something sooner?” I asked, irritated that she hadn’t told me about the conversation earlier.

      “It wasn’t of consequence, really,” Kennedi continued. “Besides, I already knew how the Omnicorp admin would react to me having a defect. I just hadn’t known, at the time, that Alan already knew about mine.”

      “I’d really like to know how the fuck they knew. None of them shook your hand so they couldn’t have seen your mark,” I spat out.

      “I’d venture to guess that if someone like Leah Lindy could know something was different about Kennedi just by hearing about her, that the suits could recognize behavior out of the ordinary rather easily,” Theo said.

      He wasn’t wrong, so I left it at that. We played a few more hands before deciding to head off to bed. Kennedi and I said ‘goodnight’ to Theo and Bev and headed to the loft.

      The next morning, I opened my eyes to see Kennedi sitting on her knees, staring at me.

      “Exactly why are you staring at me like some sort of psycho?” I asked, only half kidding.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up!” she said excitedly. “We get to go build your new CG today!”

      “When did ‘we’ decide that?” I asked sleepily, wondering what time it was. The room was still dark.

      “There’s no better time to do it!” she exclaimed. “We have dinner with the Lindys tonight, so by then, you’ll know more about what they went through building theirs, and the next match is very soon so you’ll be training again. Today is the perfect day to do it!”

      Kennedi sounded so much more excited about getting the new CG than I felt. She did have a point, though. If Leah Lindy was so interested in Kennedi’s differences versus standard cat girls, it would be beneficial to have some experience with a Maid to Order store.

      “Alright, I’ll get up. How far is the nearest CG store?” I asked, sitting up and reaching for a nearby pair of jeans.

      “Four hours. It’s in Reno.” She was beaming.

      “That’s eight hours' drive time!” I said, thinking she may catch that I didn’t feel like making an eight-hour trip. “And tell me why you are so excited to bring home another cat girl, anyway?”

      “It’s going to be so much fun to finally be the one teaching instead of being taught all the time!” Kennedi saw my look of confusion. “What I mean is teaching about the nuances. The tiny human things that aren’t included in the updates. The things that most CGs will never know about because they are too busy being ordered around.”

      “Ah, gotcha,” I said. “Still, it’s eight hours we don’t have.”

      “We have it. It’s only five o’clock,” she said and jumped up off the bed.

      That was more than enough conversation for me before I’d had any coffee, so I got up and started getting ready.

      Half an hour later, after grabbing coffee and hazelnut muffins from the house, Kennedi and I were on the road, headed to the nearest Maid to Order store in Reno. We had a four-hour trek ahead of us, and I thought it would be the perfect time to find out what I should expect.

      “What is the process that goes on at these stores? I mean, do you point and click, or are you presented models and pick one? How does it work?” I asked Kennedi.

      “The salesperson will take your card and lead us to a private room. All the selections will take place there. Your CG will be built as you choose your options.”

      “Ok, that sounds simple enough. About how long does it take?” I asked.

      “The average selection process is about two hours.”

      “Two hours?” I asked. “Why would it take two hours to pick a hair color and a special skill?”

      Kennedi smiled at me as though she had won an argument that I wasn’t present for.

      “Why are you smiling?” I inquired.

      “I’m simply looking forward to this is all,” she insisted. “Regardless of how long it takes, it’s going to be fun. Now, no more questions! Half the fun will be the experience itself!”

      “Fair enough,” I said, and surprisingly, I realized I agreed with her. It would be fun to build a catgirl.

      When we pulled into the Maid to Order store parking lot, we were met by two valet parking attendants. One took the car, and the other led us to the door where a doorman, dressed in a black tuxedo with a bright red vest and bowtie, held the door open for us to pass through.

      We entered into a massive, brightly lit showroom. The entire room was predominantly white. The walls were white. The plush carpet under our feet was white. The bar-height tables littered throughout the room were white. The only hint of color was from the cat girls on display. Non-functioning cat girls of every variety were displayed in glass capsules that were recessed into the walls on the right side of the room. The ones in capsules on the left side of the room were demonstrating various skills that apparently were options for purchase. Across the back wall, there were several white doors. The room felt sterile and was so bright that I could just imagine the number of people who’d left with a headache as well as a cat girl.

      Directly in the middle of the showroom was a large check-out desk. It was three-sided, with the opening facing the doors on the back wall. Behind the desk were four petite women who looked to be in their mid-thirties. Each was dressed in a short, tight black skirt, fitted white dress shirt, and black suit jacket. They also each had a bowtie around their collars that was the same shade of bright red that the doorman had to accent his tuxedo. One of them saw Kennedi and me and came out from behind the desk and walked over to us.

      “Welcome to Maid to Order,” she said, her shiny silver name tag informing us that her name was Jane. Her voice was low and reminded me of being in a library. For the first time, I noticed the incredible lack of noise in the room. I could see several other shoppers with their mouths moving as they discussed their options but couldn’t make out a single distinct word.

      “Hello, Jane,” I started. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Clark, and this is Kennedi.”

      “Nice to meet you as well,” Jane said, smiling at us politely. “Have you shopped with us before?”

      “I have not,” I answered.

      Jane’s smile got bigger as though she was happy to be dealing with a noob. “Tell me, do you have certain traits in mind for your cat girl?”

      “Not specifically,” I answered, fishing the card Alan had given me out of my pocket and holding it out to her.

      She took the small envelope from me and pulled the card out. She saw the front and glanced up at me quickly. She then proceeded to flip the card over and read the back. Her expression took on a serious look, and she raised one hand in the air and snapped her fingers. It was the loudest noise I’d heard since we walked in.

      “I see you are a special Omnicorp VIP guest,” she said, her smile returning. Her snap had summoned two of the other women from behind the desk who were now walking toward us.

      Kennedi took a small step forward and stood taller than I’d ever seen her. “Yes, we are guests of Henry Blackwell and Alan Graves,” she said. Her tone was low and polite but commanding at the same time. Jane took a half step back and seemed to shrink just a little. I puzzled as to why this woman would be intimidated by Kennedi but was even more curious as to why Kennedi was actively trying to intimidate her.

      “Of course, Miss Kennedi. Right this way, please.” Jane said. The two women from the desk joined us, and she reached out and touched the arm of the woman whose name tag identified her as Samantha. “Samantha will check you in while your suite is prepared. It will only be a few moments.” Jane walked ahead of us at a brisk pace and headed towards the far-left, white door in the back of the showroom.

      “Do you have a preference for refreshments?” Samantha asked Kennedi, looking from her to me while guiding us towards the desk in the middle of the room.

      “Yes. We have been traveling, so we will be dining. Two smoked salmon filets and marbled ribeye steaks. Steamed broccoli for Clark and mashed sweet potatoes for me. We’ll also take your finest microbrew and a 1956 cabernet,” Kennedi instructed as though she’d run a kitchen staff professionally for years. I tried to conceal my astonishment at her unusual demeanor.

      “Excellent, Miss Kennedi. We just had salmon flown in from the Washington coast this morning. Appetizers?” Samantha asked meekly.

      “Black and green olive pinwheels with capers and crosscut carrots with a spicy dill dip will do,” Kennedi instructed curtly as though it was a bother to place the order.

      Samantha nodded as though afraid to speak again. She walked around to the employee side of the desk and reached below the counter. She pulled out a gold key and handed it to the third woman, who, to that point, had been silent.

      “Tell the caterers that we have very special guests in the Crimson Suite. And Christina,” she said in a tone that sounded almost like a warning to her coworker, “be very clear that this order is to be made the priority.”

      Christina nodded, took the key, and quickly walked to the same white door Jane had gone through and disappeared through it as well.

      Samantha took a deep breath that I’m positive she was trying to hide and then looked at Kennedi and me once again.

      “Any further requests, Miss Kennedi?” Samantha asked softly.

      Kennedi paused for longer than seemed necessary, which I recognized was a way to make Samantha even more uncomfortable before responding. “Yes. Jane will be our attendant. I like her.”

      “Absolutely. We’ll make sure she is fully available to you,” Samantha replied. “Anything else I can do for you?”

      “That will be all,” Kennedi said dismissively.

      We heard a snapping behind us and turned to see Jane standing outside the white door with her hand raised. She seemed to like to snap her fingers quite a bit. Samantha immediately came out from behind the desk and silently motioned for Kennedi and me to follow her. I almost felt bad for her. She looked like she was scared to speak.

      When we reached Jane, she nodded at Samantha, who immediately turned on her heel and went back to the desk. I swear I heard an audible sigh from her when she got about ten steps away. Poor thing. Regardless, I was impressed with how Kennedi had handled her. Mostly because I’d never seen anyone associated with Omnicorp cower the way Samantha did. No wonder Kennedi had demanded Jane be their attendant. She was intimidated but not cowardly in her reaction to Kennedi’s orders.

      Jane smiled at Kennedi and stood aside, holding the door open. “Right this way, please.” She held her arm outstretched, motioning us through the door.

      On the other side of the door, we found ourselves in a long hallway. It was dimly lit with wall sconces designed to look like long, tapered candles. The walls were painted a darker shade of the red on the employee uniforms, and the carpet was a dark gray. It was such a stark contrast from the brightness of the showroom that it took a moment for my eyes to adjust completely.

      After she closed the door behind us, Jane walked by to lead us to our suite. The hallway was completely silent except for the soft sounds our shoes made on the carpet as we walked. On our right, we passed several doors painted the same shade of gray as the carpet. Right when I started to wonder how long the hallway was exactly, we came to the end. This time the gray door was at the end of the hall instead of on our right.

      Jane used a key she pulled from her pocket to unlock the door and, once again, held it open for us. “I am certain you will find our Crimson Suite will meet and exceed all your expectations,” she said as we passed by her.

      The Crimson Suite was appropriately named as nearly all the accents in the room were indeed crimson. The suite was about twenty-square-feet in size, and while three of the walls were painted a soft cream color, the crown molding and baseboards on them were crimson. Opposite the door, a large, heavy, crimson curtain spanning the entire length of the wall hung floor-to-ceiling. Candleholders, tables, loungers… all crimson. Aside from the walls, only the carpet was a different color, a light gray.

      The suite was significantly brighter than the hallway, but the light was still muted, which made for a relaxing feel. There was a soft scent of pine and cinnamon, two aromas I never would’ve thought to pair, but that actually worked very well together.

      Jane stood at the door until we were inside. “I’ll return shortly with your drinks and appetizers. While I’m away, please take your time looking at our features books,” she said softly, pointing to two books resting on a coffee table that was set in front of an overstuffed loveseat.

      “Thank you, Jane,” Kennedi said politely, and Jane disappeared, closing the door behind her.

      I looked at Kennedi and smiled. “I’ve never seen you like that before,” I said to her, still dazzled by her rapport with the staff.

      “The situation called for it,” she replied, shrugging her shoulders. “Besides, if you would have gotten a CG and they didn’t know we were guests of the admin, they would have gotten fired.”

      “Fired?” I asked, unable to think of a reason to fire someone for lack of proper information.

      “Yes, fired. It’s not sensible, but it’s just the way it is. The company pays its floor personnel very handsomely to sell cat girls and to cater to special guests. However, if even one detail is missed during either transaction, they get shown the door,” Kennedi explained as she sat on the love seat and scooted to the right side. She patted the cushion beside her and smiled up at me.

      “Now, though, a couple of things will happen.” She held up one hand and splayed her fingers before beginning to count them off. “One, we will be rated as difficult customers in the system, which will give them the potential for the highest payout from Omni for helping us, assuming we give them a five-star rating at the end of this. Two, all of the things I ordered are very expensive, which will add to the total bill, and increase their payout. Three, we’re not paying for this, Omni is.” She smirked.

      “Way to stick it to the man.” I laughed.

      “I thought it might please you,” she purred. “Now, let’s make them pay through the nose.”

      After I got settled on the loveseat, shaking my head to bring myself back to the room around me, Kennedi handed me one of the books, which turned out to be a two-inch-thick, three-ring-binder.

      “What is this?” I asked her.

      “This holds the complete list of standard, special, and elite features available for you to add to your basic cat girl.”

      I opened the book and thumbed through the pages, trying to gauge how many there were. “There must be two hundred pages in here,” I said, surprised that there could be that many pages to fill with CG features.

      “That is why I told you we would be here for a couple of hours,” Kennedy replied with a laugh. “Think of it this way, though. We are multi-tasking by having lunch at the same time!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh with her. Her positive outlook on nearly everything made it difficult to stay somber at times. All the irritation I felt drained away as I sat next to her, flipping through the book.

      The beginning of the binder showed what a basic cat girl started out with. It was basically just a shell in the shape of a CG. After that, everything was customizable. Hair color, eye color, tail color, claw shape, shoe size, voice, scent… The list seemed never-ending.

      Just as Kennedi and I started discussing the look we thought would be best for our new CG, we heard a soft knock at the door, and then it opened. Jane held the door as she ushered two servers in. They both had trays, one with beer and wine and the other with hors d’oeuvres. They placed the trays on the table in front of us and quickly made their exit. Jane closed the door behind them, walked to the front of the room, and stood in front of the curtained wall.

      “Have you had a chance to select your body type?” Jane asked.

      “Yes,” I said, taking the opportunity to speak. “We’ll be going with the 29-472 model.”

      “Perfect,” she said. She turned to her left and walked to the wall. She put her hand flat on the wall in front of her, and the surrounding area started to glow red. As quickly as it lit up, the spot on the wall returned to normal, but the curtain started to open.

      As the curtain opened, I saw a small stage area with what looked like a black screen behind it, not unlike a flat-screen tv except it was massive in size.

      Once the curtain was completely open, Jane stepped over to a small control panel that had been hidden behind it and punched in some numbers. The center of the screen suddenly turned clear, and behind it, in a brightly lit capsule was the bare body of the cat girl model we’d chosen.

      Jane turned to Kennedi and asked, “Shall I outline the accessorizing process for Mister Clark?”

      “That would be great, Jane,” Kennedi responded.

      “Wonderful,” Jane said, seemingly relieved to be doing something more than taking orders. “Clark, as you see, you have your basic cat girl, in the body type you’ve chosen,” she aimed a laser pointer at the center of the screen. “As you choose different looks and abilities, simply say what you wish to see, and a mock-up will be shown to the left, or right, of the model. This gives you the ability to compare features, something that is exceptionally helpful for aesthetic choices. Let me show you an example.”

      Jane turned toward the screen and, in a loud, clear voice, said, “Hair color forty-two, long.” Immediately the screen to the left of the model lit up with a picture of the model with long, green hair. Jane spoke again. “Hair color thirty-four, short.” This time the screen on the right lit up with an image of the model with short purple hair. Jane held her hand up to showcase the demonstration and turned to look at me.

      “If you’d like to keep one and replace the other, simply tell the system what you’d like to do,” she continued. “Would you like to try it before I go?”

      “Yes, I’ll try it,” I said, looking at the mock-ups. I glanced at the book in my lap and flipped to the page with hair selections on it and picked a random item number.

      “Keep forty-two long, replace thirty-four short with twenty-seven short,” I said loudly, not really sure if I was supposed to be directing my voice to a specific area of the room.

      Instantly the image on the right changed to show short yellow hair while the image on the left remained. I was slightly stunned at how quickly the image modified to my new selection.

      “Seems pretty simple. I think we’ve got it from here, Jane. Thank you for your instruction,” I said dismissively.

      “Very good. If you need me, just say, ‘Get Jane,’ and I’ll be notified. Your meals will be served in fifteen minutes,” Jane said with a nod and headed to the door. Once she was gone and the door was closed, I looked at Kennedi.

      “This is quite the unreal experience!” I told her excitedly.

      “I had a feeling you’d enjoy it once you saw how it worked,” Kennedi said, smiling. “I’m so happy you like it!”

      “Your feeling was right!” I said. “Now, which should we start with first, hair or eyes?” I asked her.

      “Definitely eyes, then we can match the correct shade of hair. The tail is always after hair, and from there, you’re the captain!” Kennedy explained and gestured toward the book in my lap as if to give me the green light.

      By the time our meal arrived, we had selected our cat girl’s entire look. The mock-up now showed her having sparkling purple-blue eyes and hair that was golden blonde on the shorter top layers and black on the longer ones underneath. That had been Kennedi’s doing, and I ended up really liking the combination.

      The CG also had jet black eyelashes and brows, pouty pink lips and a slender nose set between high cheekbones. Her tail was dark purple-gray with a black stripe on both the top and underside. The stripe had been my idea. I had never seen a cat girl with one, and that made me like the accent even more.

      Completing our cat girl’s look was her sunflower-yellow, white, and metallic navy-blue school-girl uniform, knee-high socks, and white and navy saddle shoes. Her pleated skirt barely covered her full, voluptuous ass, and the suspenders holding it up topped it off.

      I was staring up at our mock-up as I sat down at the table our meal had been laid out for us on. The smell of freshly seared ribeye caught my attention, and I looked at my plate. Our salmon had been served on a separate applewood plank while our steak and vegetables sat on chrome-finished plates. A fresh beer had been placed just above my fork to the left of my plate. I had been so wrapped up in building our cat girl that I hadn’t felt hungry until I saw and smelled the food. Now I was famished.

      “This looks like what you’d find in a five-star hotel, not a store! At least not in any store I’ve ever been to,” I told Kennedi.

      “Not just anyone in the store gets to eat here. Otherwise, it would most certainly gain popularity for its cuisine,” she said with a chuckle.

      I took a bite of my salmon and closed my eyes as it practically melted in my mouth. I had been tempted to squeeze a bit of lemon across the top, but it didn’t need it. The applewood flavor mixed with the black pepper crust was the perfect sweet and spicy combination. It was by far the best salmon I’d been served.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw Kennedi watching me, a smile on her face. There was a candle in the center of the table, and the light was dancing in her bright green eyes. I felt what had become a familiar feeling of gratitude and appreciation for her well up inside me. I reached across the table and took her hand in mine, tugging gently so that she leaned forward. I half stood up and leaned across the table using my other hand to lift her chin gently. I stared into her eyes until the moment our lips touched. I closed my eyes and felt her tongue lightly dance across my lips as I kissed her softly. When we separated, I opened my eyes again and saw that hers were still closed. A moment later, she opened her eyes, and a shy smile spread across her face as I sat back in my chair.

      “What was that for?” she asked quietly.

      Those lips of hers always seemed to send my mind reeling just a bit, so I took a moment to organize the words needed to answer her.

      “A week ago, I was headed to Vegas to stay on a friend’s couch and find some will-do-for-now job until I mapped out where I would go next,” I began. “You see, after I graduated college, I landed what I thought was my dream job, but it turned out I was working for an ungrateful asshole who ran the company into the ground after I quit because I wasn’t there to do his job the right way for him. So, I took to traveling, and that life has been good to me.”

      I smiled nostalgically. “I’ve seen places and experienced things most people have not, and I’ve loved every minute of it. There’s always been something a little deeper inside me though that has known I could do more than be an admirer of the wonders of the world. I want to create an impact. I want to use my seemingly rare ability to think for myself to open up opportunities for those who don’t know how but have the hunger to learn. While that desire has always been there, I’d buried it. Then you landed in my life. It’s hard to nail down why exactly, but now I feel like my direction is shifting toward what I’m meant to do, and somehow, I know that wouldn’t be the case, at least not right now, if you weren’t here with me.”

      It hadn’t come out quite as eloquently as I would have liked, but it would do. I looked across the table at her and hoped she understood.

      Kennedi looked at me with a soft expression on her face and slowly lifted an eyebrow. “I’ve heard ‘I love you’ stated a million different ways from all the information I’m programmed to know, but what you just said was the most beautiful one by far,” she whispered softly.

      Damn, she gets me. I just smiled back at her and returned to my meal.

      We didn’t say a whole lot more during the rest of our meal. After we had finished eating, the mood was a bit lighter, and we went back to the couch to continue building our new cat girl. We were having a tough time with which characteristics and skills we wanted her to have.

      “I have an idea,” I told Kennedi. “Let’s give her a name and see if that makes designing her personality a little easier.”

      “It’s worth a shot. How about Cassidy?” she suggested.

      “No, too little-girl sounding. What do you think of Reina?” I asked.

      Kennedi shot me a quick but fierce look. “No. I’m the only queen around here,” she stated. Somehow her claim to the imaginary throne added a touch of sexy to her.

      “Ok,” I conceded. “Michelle?”

      “Hmmm… Closer but not quite,” she said distractedly. We both were staring at our mock-up intently.

      “Misha?” she said, not sounding confident in her selection.

      “Still not quite right,” I told her. Another couple of minutes passed as we sat in silence, racking our brains for the name that just felt right.

      “Ellie!” I exclaimed. I was positive I’d just ended our search.

      “Ellie! Yes!” Kennedi confirmed her approval. “That’s perfect somehow!”

      “Hell yeah, it is. Alright! We have a name!” I shouted, proud to have thought of it first.

      I had been right about a name making the rest of the selection process easier. We made quick work of choosing her voice, her healing capabilities, which we decided to match with Kennedi’s, and assigning her level of familiarity when addressing myself and Kennedi. Before long, we were ready to make our last big decision: her special ability.

      “This list is fucking insane,” I said, flipping through at least fifteen pages of listed possibilities.

      “Let’s start categorically,” Kennedy instructed. “Do you want technical ability or biological ability?”

      “I have a human lie-detector sitting here with me, so let’s go technical,” I said to her with a wink.

      “Ok, technical,” she confirmed. “Mechanically technical or IT technical?” she continued.

      “I’m pretty set on both, but let’s go with IT.” She was making this much easier.

      “Device creation, coding, or cloud-based?” Kennedi asked. I was starting to wonder how narrow the categories got before an actual selection could be made.

      “Devices are created every day. They’re no big deal. Coding, I already have some experience with that, so let’s look at cloud-based,” I directed.

      “Almost there,” she informed me. “You have three to choose from. The first would make her able to offer you a private, unlimited cloud-storage system from which you could access information instantly, and she could stream it to any device you needed it on.” Kennedi waited a moment to let me process what she’d said before moving on.

      “Your second option is wifi repair and supply. Ellie would be able to function as a personal hotspot regardless of where in the world you are and also be able to perform maintenance of any wifi connection to keep it operating at optimum speed and efficiency. Basically, you’d never have to worry about connectivity again,” she paraphrased from the binder in her lap.

      “Okay,” I mumbled, almost to myself before speaking up. “What’s the third?”

      “Third is data mining. She would be able to pull any legal micro-data for you. This option is most chosen by those in marketing, business, hacking, or the trade industries,” she finished.

      “I could see why it would be useful in those instances, but I don’t really have a need for micro-data. However, unlimited cloud storage is appealing,” I said. “I think it’ll be a choice between the first and second options.”

      “Alright, so cloud or wifi. One is connected, the other is insurance that you will never lose information. Which one sounds better?” Kennedi asked, looking at me. I glanced at her, and then we both stared at Ellie.

      “I’m thinking the better…” I was suddenly cut off.

      “The better option is wifi repair and supply!” Kennedi practically yelled. She’d gasped loudly and jumped up off the couch, clapping her hands together. She looked like she’d just answered the most challenging question on an episode of Jeopardy and got it right.

      I stood up as Kennedi walked to the front of the room, stood in front of Ellie, and looked excitedly at me.

      “Just think, Clark! What is one thing you love to do?” Kennedi asked.

      I had no idea where she was going with this and had never been a fan of the guessing game. “I don’t know. What?”

      “Travel!” she yelled happily. “You can go anywhere and still be connected if you need to be! Think about how much safer you’d be!”

      I couldn’t find a flaw in her logic. There had been a couple of times when having the option to be connected would’ve come in handy.  So, I shrugged my shoulders dramatically and called out into the room, “We are going with the wifi!”

      Kennedi laughed and bounced back over to the couch and spoke our selection to the screen. A full minute passed, and nothing happened. Just when I thought she’d better repeat her command, a list of our selections appeared on the screen to the right of the center capsule.

      “Please review your selections and make any adjustments at this time. After this list is confirmed, no changes will be available,” a mechanical-sounding voice came over unseen speakers.

      We looked over the list, not expecting errors, but something caught my eye. “I don’t remember adding a retractable tail spike,” I said to Kennedi.

      “You didn’t. I did,” she said, sounding happy with herself. “A little extra weaponry never hurt anyone. Well, anyone who didn’t deserve it, anyway.”

      I let out a small chuckle and turned to the screen. “The list is correct,” I said loudly.

      Another full minute passed. Suddenly the screen in front of us went completely dark. Ten seconds later, the middle section lit up again, showing the basic model we’d chosen for Ellie’s body type. Five seconds after that is when the activity began.

      From every direction inside the capsule, multiple mechanical arms started unfolding. When they were fully elongated, they went to work on the model, adding our selected features. They continually gained speed until they were moving so fast it was difficult to see what each was doing exactly. I stopped trying to focus on the arms and looked at the model. I watched as, at a steady pace, she began to look like the mock-up that had been shown during our selection process.

      “I didn’t know we got to actually see her being built,” I said to Kennedi, astonished at the efficiency with which Ellie was being put together.

      “Ah, yes,” she said, walking over to stand beside me. She slipped her hand into mine, and we stood there as our creation took a recognizable form.

      The entire process only took ten minutes. The mechanical arms were moving so quickly that, by the time they were adding the finishing touches, it was impossible to know exactly what those were.

      Then, in a split second, all of the arms folded themselves up and were gone. They had stopped work and disappeared so quickly I almost felt as if something had gone wrong. I looked at Kennedy, who must have seen the concern of my face because she just smiled and tipped her head back towards the capsule, indicating that I needed to continue watching.

      I turned my attention back to Ellie just in time to see a series of ultra-thin wires drop down from the top of the capsule. There must have been hundreds of them. They slowly twisted around each other until all of them were bound together. One of the mechanical arms unfolded and used a scissor attachment to snip the end of the single cord that the wires had formed. After that, another arm flipped down and quickly crimped the end of the cord and soldered on an attachment that looked very similar to the end of an HDMI cable. As soon as the attachment was on, the arm clamped down on the cord and directed it down towards the back of Ellie’s neck. I heard a small click, and the arm disappeared.

      Kennedi turned and walked back to the couch and sat down. She looked over at me and patted the couch beside her. “Come sit with me. This part will take about twenty minutes.”

      “What is ‘this part’?” I asked, walking to her and sitting down.

      “She is receiving her downloads. All the behavioral and technical features we chose are going in right now,” she explained as she relaxed back into the couch.

      Just as I sat back on the loveseat and took a deep breath, we heard a light knock at the door, and Jane stepped in.

      “She looks fantastic,” Jane said, praising our choices. She walked to the front of the room and addressed us both. “Would you like to take this time to pick out some clothing for her? We have a VIP showroom just one door down.”

      “Yes, now will be perfect,” Kennedi answered her and stood up.

      I followed suit, and moments later, we were in a medium-sized showroom decorated to look like a private boutique. There were dresses, pants suits, jeans, shoes, shirts, and lingerie of every sort and color displayed tastefully around the room. I was surprised to see that none of the items were on mannequins.

      I turned to Jane, who had accompanied us in, and asked, “Is there a reason there are no mannequin displays?”

      “Oh, yes. We would like you to have the pleasure of seeing your choices on your own cat girl. Anything you choose will be tailored to fit her body type perfectly, so seeing it on a mannequin doesn’t necessarily do the clothing justice if it’s not on the same shape as your CG,” she explained to me.

      “That makes surprising sense,” I replied and laughed a little.

      Before we left the boutique, Kennedi and I had picked out twelve outfits of various degrees of dressiness, two formal gowns, a business suit, a bathing suit, and more lingerie than a girl of any kind needed. When we were done, the entire rack we’d filled was whisked away through a door at the back of the room that I hadn’t taken note of. How big is this place, I wondered as Jane returned once more.

      “Allow me to escort you back to the Crimson suite?” she asked with a bright smile.

      “That would be great,” I replied as she led us back to the Crimson suite and saw us inside. The screen was black once again.

      “Ellie will be presented to you momentarily,” she started. “The clothes you chose will be altered, packed, and ready to be picked up at the main desk in the showroom. All that is left to do is for you to examine her, sign off that she is everything you designed her to be, and check out when you pick up her clothing,” Jane finished. She walked to the door and was halfway out when she turned back and added, “Please take all the time you’d like with her. I’ll be waiting right outside when you are ready to take her home.” Then she was gone, closing the door behind her.

      A strange anxiety washed over me. I was strangely nervous about taking home a second cat girl. I hadn’t needed one, never mind two. I looked at Kennedi, who was tidying up the suite, and the feeling passed as quickly as it came. She was so excited to have Ellie. I anticipated the joy I knew I was going to see on her face when she met Ellie face-to-face, and that made every care that I had float away.

      Kennedi finished her primping of the suite and came to the chair I had chosen while we waited. She sat on my lap, laid her head in the nook between my head and shoulder, and started purring. Holding her, it was hard to believe that just a couple of hours ago, this sweet thing was barking orders at employees like she owned the place. I took a deep breath, relaxed, and the two of us sank back in the chair a little further.

      Our relaxing little cuddle session was interrupted by the screen slowly lighting up. This time it was the whole screen instead of one of the sectioned off portions. Kennedi hopped up and pulled me to stand with her directly in front of it. She looked at me, the excitement visibly bubbling inside her.

      When the screen was fully lit, the middle section which had appeared white faded to clear to show the capsule behind it. Inside stood Ellie. She was motionless. Then a voice came from the hidden speakers in the room and said, “Clark, Kennedi, we are happy to present you with your top-of-the-line cat girl, Ellie.”

      Just then, the screen in front of Ellie retracted to the right, opening up the capsule. That was when Ellie moved for the first time. For the first few moments, she stood there and blinked. Then her stunning purple-blue eyes focused on Kennedi and me. She took two steps forward and was out of her capsule.

      I heard Kennedi draw a sharp breath, and I looked over at her. She was simply beaming. It was almost more fun watching her watch Ellie than actually watching Ellie! She squeezed my hand and pulled me forward toward the stage that Ellie was now standing on. The time for our introductions had arrived.
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      I waited the programmed two-and-one-half seconds after the capsule opened to blink. The next command was to step forward onto the stage in front of me and focus on my new owner. I did as I was programmed to do.

      My eyes located the person matching the image I’d had downloaded to recognize as my owner. His name was Clark. I focused on him before I looked at the cat girl standing at his side. I did a quick search and located her name in my files. It was Kennedi.

      Immediately after I stepped forward, both Clark and Kennedi walked toward me, smiles on their faces indicating they were pleased with what they saw. When they were at the edge of the stage, Kennedi reached her hand up to me.

      “Let me help you down,” she said. I made a file note for later to ask why she offered me her hand. As a cat girl herself, she should know I didn’t need help to step off a tiny stage.

      Politeness dictated I accept her hand, which I did before jumping off the stage and landing directly in front of them. I waited for a programmed social cue to occur so that I would know when it was appropriate to speak.

      “Hello, Ellie,” Clark said politely. That was the cue I needed.

      “Hello, Clark,” I replied.

      “Oh, you know my name already?” He sounded surprised. I made another file note to learn why he would be surprised.

      “Yes, you are my owner, are you not?” I asked for confirmation.

      “Indeed, I am,” Clark said. “And this is Kennedi. She’s been on the edge of her seat waiting to meet you.” I recognized the term ‘edge of her seat’ as having a meaning alternate to the literal. I searched for it, found it, and turned my attention to Kennedi.

      “It is nice to meet you, Kennedi,” I greeted her.

      “I am SO happy to meet you!” Kennedi exclaimed, and very quickly, she had her arms around me in a hug. I stood motionless while I searched for the appropriate reaction. I found the file that told me I was to hug her back. However, she had my arms pinned to my sides.

      Clark was watching Kennedi and smiling. He seemed to take pleasure in her excitement. A file note was made, making Kennedi happy makes Clark happy. Making my owner happy was one of my foremost program directives.

      When Kennedi let go of me, I turned to Clark. “I appreciate you creating me. I will do everything in my power to make you happy,” I said. It was the last of the pre-programmed first interaction dialog pieces.

      “She is just absolutely perfect, Clark!” Kennedi said happily.

      Clark smiled at Kennedi and enthusiastically said, “Well, Ellie, we are happy to have you join us. Now, we will be leaving immediately. We can all get better acquainted in the car during the ride back to Elko.”

      Clark turned and walked toward the door. Kennedi stayed standing beside me while I searched for my next command. There wasn’t one to be found, and my owner had not given me direction. I remained still.

      Clark turned around and stopped. His face looked confused. “Why are you two standing there?” he asked. “We really have to go, Kennedi. Don’t forget that it’s four hours back.”

      Kennedi chuckled. “I haven’t forgotten. You’ll have to slow down for just a few minutes. Ellie is brand new, which means she is actively searching for every response and appropriate behavior,” Kennedi informed him. “The process becomes passive, but it takes a little while. Until then, we will have to tell her exactly what we want her to do.”

      “Yes, that is correct,” I confirmed her explanation.

      “Okay,” Clark started, “Ellie, walk with us,” he instructed me. I immediately walked toward him. Kennedi followed behind me.

      We all stopped at the large white desk that was in the middle of the brightly lit showroom I recognized as the public’s area of the Maid to Order store. I stood quietly while Clark and Kennedi spoke with an employee named Jane. Jane was very accommodating, but I found files on reading body language with information indicating that her behavior was forced, and she was more nervous than actually wanting to be helpful. I made another file note, why is Jane nervous around my owner and Kennedi?

      As soon as the three of them stopped talking, Clark began walking toward the door. He had commanded me to walk with him to the car, so I needed no further instruction at that time. I followed him through the showroom, out the door, across the parking lot, and to what he had indicated was his vehicle.

      “I’m going to sit in the back with Ellie, so she isn’t just back there by herself,” Kennedi told Clark.

      “That makes sense,” is all Clark said. I recognized his agreeing with Kennedy as me being given a directive to sit in the back seat, so I opened the door and got in.

      Kennedi went to the door on the other side of the car, opened it, and sat in the backseat next to me. She was still smiling the same way she had been when I blinked my eyes open for the first time.

      Clark started the car. I started to analyze the engine sounds, but the process stopped before it was finished, and the small amount of information I had organized was involuntarily filed away. I started searching for a program failure but found none.

      “You are starting to process data, sort it, and prioritize automatically,” Kennedi said to me.

      I felt a new program initiate, and my shoulder muscles relaxed. I hadn’t taken notice of them being tense, and my surprise at that made me instantly tense them again. Kennedi reached over and put her hand on top of mine, and my shoulders relaxed again. Circuits throughout my body started firing, so I did another systems check to ensure there wasn’t a malfunction as I didn’t command the activity. I was finding nothing wrong. Then, once again, the files retreated.

      “Take a deep breath and search for a program called Humanity,” Kennedi instructed me.

      Without creating a file note to ensure I would assign reason to her command, I started the new search. When I located the program, it was already running.

      I focused on Kennedi and said, “I didn’t initiate the program, but it is already running.” The muscles in my shoulders tensed once again without me sending them commands.

      “That is the program that is causing the responses you are not commanding,” Kennedi said. “That is the program that allows you to feel. Soon it will be inaccessible to you for manual commands, and it will constantly be running in the background, telling you how to respond emotionally to the world around you.”

      “How do I update the program if it is locked in the background?” I asked, skipping the process of searching for an answer first.

      “It is the only program that will never need an update. It is your artificial intelligence programming,” Kennedi explained.

      Again, without a file note, I asked, “If I cannot actively add information to the program, what resource will I access to repeat emotional responses when appropriate?”

      “You will not ever need to access the information actively,” Kennedi answered then continued to explain. “The AI program collects and stores information, processes it, and instantly re-writes itself constantly. It learns. It is influenced by all our other programs, surroundings, and situations. We do not have access to information about how it does this. The only knowledge we have is that the program was designed to mimic how a human mind responds to hormone releases that affect its judgment.” She lifted her hand from mine and put it on my right shoulder. “This response, your shoulders tensing and relaxing… Scan your database and tell me the answer you find for why it is happening.”

      I scanned the multitude of programs I had running and did not find the information she asked for. “There is no data to answer your question,” I stated.

      “Now tell me what you feel,” Kennedi commanded loudly.

      “Trust and anxiety,” I responded instantly without actively pulling data to gauge my response.

      “See!” Kennedi exclaimed. “That is how our AI systems operate! Completely automated and one-hundred percent individualized.”

      I sat back in my seat as Kennedi removed her hand from my shoulder. I felt not just my shoulders, but my whole body relax. Questions were forming rapidly and being filed instantly for later use. I had accessed no program data, nor performed any commands when I looked at Kennedi once again, said, “Thank you,” and felt myself smile for the first time. Without explanation, my first unsolicited thought was that I was grateful to have her here with me.

      “You’re welcome,” Kennedi replied happily. “Now, ask me anything you’d like to.”

      I took a moment to focus on what I was feeling and enjoyed the complexity of it. I rapidly became comfortable with operating without manual program engagement. The first question I had for her at that time was, “How did you do this without a ‘Kennedi’ of your own to step you through it?”

      “We don’t need instruction or explanation. You would have been accepting of the changes without either. I simply thought it would speed up the process for you,” Kennedi told me cheerfully as she shrugged her shoulders. “Is your anxiety gone?”

      “Yes. I feel comfortable… and curious… and grateful… and excited!” I told her, my voice climbing in octave as I continued to speak.

      “Curiosity is one of my favorite feelings,” Kennedi informed me. “What are you curious about?”

      I took a minute to sort through the questions I wanted to ask. They just kept forming, one on top of the other. Finally, I pushed them all aside and told Kennedi, “I prefer to try to find or figure out the answers instead of them being told to me right away if you don’t mind.”

      “I love it!” Kennedy answered. She turned to face forward and sank back into her seat. I knew I had some time before further conversation, so I began to take close notice of my surroundings.

      We were speeding down a deserted highway, heading north-east. Clark was driving about ten miles-per-hour over the sixty-five mile-per-hour speed limit. I watched as we whizzed by sagebrush and sand. I could see the tiny lizards on the side of the road scurry to safety as we approached them. I also saw every individual grain of sand that they kicked up when they scampered away.

      The scents I experienced were most interesting. When I focused on the scents inside the car, I could smell both Clark and Kennedi. When I did, however, I had various flashes of them go through my mind. They were memories of the past hour with them. Of course, I knew that the sense of smell was most closely tied to memory, so seeing the memories in my mind was of no special consequence to me. However, it was the feelings that accompanied the memories that surprised me. I decided right then that I would make it a habit to focus on the surrounding scents at all times to make aroma-induced-remembering a more powerful experience.

      Not a second after I had made that decision, I felt a spark in my operating system. I immediately refocused my attention to my internal functions and quickly discovered that it was simply my core processor preparing for an incoming update. Without action on my part, my file drives were opened, and new information was inserted, which I expected. What I didn’t expect was an instant feeling of discomfort just seconds after the update was complete. Just as quickly as it had come, the feeling was gone, so I assigned it no special meaning.

      A moment later, I was updated, and my focus was fully restored to my current surroundings. As we sped down the highway, I once again felt curious and grateful.
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      We pulled into Theo and Bev’s driveway at five o’clock on the dot. I got out of the car as soon as I turned off the engine. I was road-weary, and the first thing on my mind was getting a shower. We still had to go to dinner with the Lindys, and I’d need to pep up before then.

      Ellie and Kennedi got out of the car after me. I heard the car doors close and the door to the house open at the same time. Theo and Bev walked out onto the porch.

      “We were thinking it was right about time for you all to be back. Who do we have here?” Theo asked, watching Kennedi usher Ellie toward the house.

      Kennedi, Ellie, and I climbed the porch stairs. When we were standing with Theo and Bev, I motioned Ellie to step forward for introductions.

      “Ellie, I’d like you to meet Theo and Bev Cavanaugh. These are two of the best people you will ever meet. They have been helpful, generous, and Bev is the best cook in all of Nevada.” I figured now was a great opportunity to express some of the gratitude I felt for the couple.

      I turned to Theo and Bev. “I’d like you to meet Ellie.”

      Theo smiled and offered Ellie his hand to shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ellie,” he greeted her. She shook his hand and gave him a small smile.

      Bev stepped forward and immediately hugged her. “Welcome to our home, Ellie,” she said.

      Ellie’s smile widened, and she hugged Bev back. When Bev let go and returned to Theo’s side, Ellie spoke to both of them, “Thank you for having me to your home. I’ve been told about all the amazing things you’ve done for Kennedi and Clark.”

      I glanced over at Kennedi and nodded in approval. The majority of the drive home was filled with conversation in the back seat of the car, and one of the topics had been the Cavanaughs.

      “Well, hopefully, we can live up to the hype!” Bev laughed and stepped aside, motioning all of us to go inside.

      The five of us settled in the living room where Theo had a roaring fire blazing in the newly stoned fireplace. Bev served coffee and tea, which was the perfect relaxer after the long drive.

      “So, Ellie, I’m going to ask the question you will get asked upon a good number of your first meetings,” Theo started. “What is your special ability?”

      “Simply put, I have constant wifi connectivity capabilities with the added skills to make network corrections to allow for optimum efficiency,” Ellie replied.

      “What do you mean by constant connectivity?” Bev inquired.

      Ellie turned to her and answered, “I can act as a remote hotspot anywhere in the world regardless of whether a standard wifi signal is available or not.”

      “Basically, she is her own internet connection, which she can share, and she can make other wifi connections better,” I added to her answer.

      Kennedi had remained silent while we discussed Ellie’s skills. She looked like she was purposefully avoiding the conversation, so I decided not to induce her to chime in. She and I hadn’t had a chance to discuss why she had insisted on the wifi specialty the way she had.

      “I’m more than happy to optimize your connection here,” Ellie offered. “It will only take a moment.” Ellie’s expression started to go blank.

      “NO!” Kennedi sat forward and shouted, startling everyone in the room except Ellie. Ellie snapped out of her receded state and looked at Kennedi.

      “It really isn’t a problem,” Ellie told Kennedi.

      “Oh, I know it’s not a problem for you to do it, and it is really sweet of you to offer so freely,” Kennedy told her, regaining her composure. “It’s just that we really have to get ready for dinner tonight, and we should start immediately.”

      Bev, Theo, and I looked at each other momentarily, puzzled by Kennedi’s behavior. It was more than clear that a subject change was needed immediately. Bev stepped up to the plate.

      “Ellie, dear. Come with me. I want to give you a tour so you can get acquainted with this place.” Bev stood and held out her hand for Ellie to take.

      After Bev and Ellie were gone, I looked at Kennedi who was visibly upset.

      “What was that about?” I asked, almost whispering. I remembered that CGs have amazing hearing, and I had a feeling what I was about to learn wasn’t something any of us wanted Ellie to be aware of.

      Kennedi’s eyes darted cautiously between Theo and me several times before she spoke.

      “We need to keep her as far away from the network here as possible,” she stated strongly. “In order for her to optimize it, as she was about to do, she will have to access all stored data and history. The moment she does that, Omnicorp will have access to any and all data that has, or will, pass through it.”

      “I can’t believe that hadn’t occurred to any of the rest of us,” Theo said, the shock passing over his face only to be replaced with concern. “The last thing I want added to this house is Omnicorp.”

      “How do we know she hasn’t connected already or will without telling us?” I asked her, mirroring Theo’s concern.

      “She absolutely will not do it without expressed or implied permission. You have to remember, though, her mind is lightning fast. The only reason she was going to connect just now is that after her offer, nobody said ‘no’ quickly enough, which she took as a sign of acceptance of her offer.” Kennedi leaned forward and spoke directly at me. “You have to tell her, in no uncertain terms, that she is NOT to connect here or anywhere without your verbal command to do so.”

      “Okay, I’ll go find her and do that now,” I said in a low tone, trying to calm Kennedi somewhat. “But tell me, why did you pick that ability, regardless of its benefits when I’m traveling, if it can so clearly have adverse effects on any network she taps into?” Even as I asked the question, I tried to figure out the answer to my own question in my mind.

      Kennedi calmed down and was back to her normal demeanor.  “I chose it because I truly believe it will be of use to you on your travels. You go to some very remote places, Clark. Like when you were just in Alaska. Dutch Harbor doesn’t have a reliable internet service. If you were anywhere other than one of the dock offices, you’d be completely disconnected. Having Ellie connect to networks unrelated to personal information would be harmless. It’s just that we know Omnicorp is data mining, and they don’t need all Theo and Bev’s internet activity data.”

      “What about other information? Didn't you say that cat girls upload information when they receive their updates? How do we keep her from doing that?” Theo asked. His forehead was wrinkled with worry.

      “It’s the same solution,” Kennedi said. “She has to be instructed not to update, but that is a little more complicated of a process. A valid reason has to be given, and the request has to be repeated every twenty-four hours. We would have to do that with any CG that we didn’t want sharing information. The good news is that I can program myself to make sure she gets told consistently.”

      Kennedi’s words seemed to ease Theo’s worry slightly. He stood up and said, “Well, let’s not waste time getting that order to her.” He started out of the room without giving any indication of where he was headed but paused and looked back at us. “You’d better get moving if you’re going to be ready for the Lindys.”

      I looked at the clock on the mantle. More time had passed than I’d realized.

      “While you get ready, I’ll see to it that Ellie is prepped for dinner,” Kennedi assured me, standing and heading out of the room as well.

      An uneasiness had settled in the pit of my stomach. There was something my mind was trying to formulate with the information Kennedi had just told us, but it wasn’t coming together readily. I didn’t have time to focus on it right then, however. I would simply have to trust that Kennedi could keep creating detours for Ellie’s informational highway for now.

      By the time I was done showering and getting ready for dinner, it was time for the car to pick us up. I walked into the kitchen and looked out the window over the sink. I saw Kennedi and Ellie exit the barn and head for the house. Just as they made it onto the porch, I opened the door for them. They walked past me and into the kitchen. As I followed them, I could smell two different scents they were leaving behind them. Both were sweet but varied slightly. The first had a hint of fresh aloe vera. The second had more of a freshly stripped, maplewood undertone. Each smelled amazing, and I was happy that they hadn’t chosen scents that smelled like food, like so many women often did.

      When the three of us were in the kitchen, Ellie and Kennedi turned to stand before me. They were as breathtaking to look at as they were pleasant to smell.

      Kennedi had on a strapless, maroon-red dress that hugged every inch of her firm, curvy form. It came down to just below her ass, but the entire dress had a black, lace overlay that reached just above her knee. I wanted to thank the designer that made it possible for her to wear a hooker’s mini-dress but still look like she belonged at a Broadway show. Her hair was swept up, showing her smooth, delicate shoulders and the tiny locks of curled hair she’d pulled down perfectly accented her slender, kissable neck. She’d topped off her look with black, five-inch high stiletto heels. My first instinct was to turn her around and fuck her right there over the kitchen island. To hell with dinner.

      She must have seen the lust in my eyes because she quickly stepped back and, putting her hand on Ellie’s lower back, had her step forward to redirect my focus.

      Kennedi’s play worked. Ellie looked breathtaking, and I silently approved of all the features we’d decided on for her. Her frame was more athletic than voluptuous, and she stood two inches taller than Kennedi. Her ice-blue, spaghetti strap dress made the blue in her eyes dance. The dress was multiple layers of chiffon that were gathered by a silver belt right under her high, perky tits. Below the belt, the dress flowed freely so that it teased the eyes with momentary glimpses of the material falling over the roundness of her ass and dipping in to show the curves between her hips and waist as she moved. The dress was just below knee-length, and her own pair of white stilettos plumped out the shape of her strong, perfectly muscled calves.

      If I hadn’t already wanted to skip dinner by then, looking at Ellie would have had the same effect. I could just see myself hiking one of her legs up onto one of the kitchen stools and slowly pushing the material of her dress up her thigh before I pulled her hips to me and slid into her with just a hint of material blocking my view. I wanted to slip my hands under her dress to grab her ass and use it for leverage to push my cock in and out of her, feeling her wet and sliding up and down my shaft. I’d wait until I was about cum to push the front of her dress up to watch myself shove into her those last few thrusts, harder and harder until the sight of me fucking her, and the warmth of her pussy cumming all over my dick made me explode inside of her.

      “Can I join you?” a soft voice whispered in my ear. I was snapped back to reality to see Kennedi beside me, looking at me with those ‘fuck me’ eyes she gets when she’s turned on.

      “Holy fuck,” I muttered, shaking my head to pull further back to reality and to hopefully take back control of my unbelievably hard dick.

      Kennedi and Ellie were smiling at each other mischievously. “I told you,” Kennedi remarked to Ellie.

      Ellie moved closer until her tits were pressed against my chest, leaned to the side opposite Kennedi, and whispered, “Whatever was in your head just now, promise me you’ll make sure happens later tonight.” With that, both she and Kennedi started giggling like school girls.

      About the time I regained control of my thoughts, and my hard-on, the three of us spotted a car coming down the drive. We walked out onto the porch as it pulled up. It was not the town car we had expected. It was a limousine. The impeccably smooth clear coat on top of the black paint made the car shine even though it was dark outside. An older, slightly overweight gentleman, wearing a tuxedo and chauffeur's cap, got out and opened the door for us. After the girls were in, I climbed in and sat opposite them on the black leather seat. It molded to me like only memory foam could, and I was instantly comfortable. The driver closed the door, and a moment later, we started moving.

      It was time to go be social.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      The ride to the Lindys took about thirty minutes. It was already dark out, so it was impossible to see where we were going through the black tint on the windows. There was a selection of wines on a mini-bar where I found a bottle of Penfolds Grange Syrah. It was considered one of Australia’s finer red wines, so I poured myself a glass in an effort to relax. It had come to my attention that I had tensed up about spending the evening with the Lindys.

      When the limo came to a stop, we waited for the driver to open the door. As soon as he did, noise flooded in. It took a minute, as we were getting out, to discern where we were. The limo had brought us back to the Red Lion Casino.

      Charlie and Leah were waiting for us just a few feet away. He was dressed in a dark blue suit, and Leah had a modest green dress on. They came to greet us just as the limo driver was closing the door behind us.

      “I’m so happy you made it!” Leah Lindy said excitedly as she ignored me and headed straight for Kennedi. She hugged her and stepped back to look at Ellie. Before Kennedi had a chance to introduce her, Leah held out her hand to Ellie. “Hi there. I’m Leah.”

      Ellie smiled and shook Leah’s hand. “My name is Ellie. It is so great to meet you. Kennedi has told me such wonderful things about you,” she replied, matching Leah’s tone and smiling politely at her.

      “Clark, good to see you,” I heard Charlie say. “Sharp suit.” I’d been momentarily wrapped up in watching the girls.

      I looked back to Charlie and shook his outstretched hand firmly. I was instantly comfortable again. “Hey, thanks. I figured I couldn’t go wrong with a blue double-breasted pinstripe, being that I didn’t know where we were going to end up for dinner,” I said. “Thank you again for the invite. We’ve been looking forward to this.”

      “Great! Well, let’s move this party away from the noise,” Charlie said and waved to Leah.

      Leah turned to Ellie and Kennedi, tipped her head towards the casino doors, and the three of them passed us, walking into the casino.

      Two long hallways and one elevator ride later, we were all standing in the most luxurious penthouse I had ever seen. The walls were knockdown that had been painted a light beige color and had a hint of shine to them. The floor was dark hardwood and looked like it had never been walked on. The floor plan was open, which made the place look even bigger. More impressive than the carefully selected furniture or the newly updated kitchen, was the view. One entire wall of the place was floor-to-ceiling windows, and you could see the city lights of Elko for miles before they faded into blackness. I would have loved to see it during the day.

      “Please come in,” Charlie said casually as he moved further into the huge living room directly in front of us.

      “Yes, come in,” Leah echoed. She immediately pulled Kennedi and Ellie aside, and the three of them headed to the kitchen. I followed them with my eyes until they stopped to stand around one of the three prep islands there were.

      Charlie and I took seats opposite each other in low-back, overstuffed, leather chairs that faced the wall of windows.

      “This is nothing short of amazing,” I said, nodding toward the view.

      “Thank you, we enjoy it when we are here,” Charlie responded. He picked up what looked like a television remote that had been sitting on the edge of his chair and asked, “Scotch or microbrew for you?”

      “I’ll have what you are having,” I told him.

      Charlie held a button down on the remote and spoke into one end. “Two scotches, on the rocks, and a plate of lime almonds, please.” As he put the remote down, he said, “I don’t have occasion to use this thing much, so when I do, it feels a little awkward.” He held it up where I could get a good look at it and then set it back on the chair.

      “What exactly is it?” I asked.

      “A portable intercom, basically,” he answered. “Watch. On approximately thirty seconds, our CG will bring us what I just ordered.”

      True to his word, less than a minute later, we’d had our drinks and snacks delivered by a cat girl with dark red hair, pale skin, and a black tail.

      As I watched her leave, Charlie said, “Leah hates that she is so subservient, but if she isn’t being told to do something for us, she gets all mopey.” He shrugged his shoulders and added, “So, I ask her for things a few times per day so that she doesn’t look miserable all the time.”

      “She can’t be reprogrammed?” I asked him.

      “We did have her reprogrammed once, but the first time she updated, she went back to acting like a servant,” Charlie said. “As I said before, she was an Omnicorp gift, and apparently they think we need someone to wipe our asses all day long.” He sighed.

      I let out a light laugh. “When Leah will allow them to break away, I’ll introduce you to Ellie. We just built her today. Kennedi’s had a lot more time with her than I have so far, but it’ll be interesting to see how it works out having two CGs. A week ago, I wouldn’t have dreamed of ever having one, nevermind having two!” I laughed some more.

      “What is her ability?” Charlie asked after taking a slow sip of his scotch and popping an almond in his mouth.

      “She has continuous connectivity and wifi repair capabilities. Kennedi insisted on that particular skill, although I’m still not sure as to why,” I told him. I saw his eyebrows lower slightly and followed up. “We have instructed her not to connect to any outside networks, though. She won’t be using your wifi, or updating, while we are here.”

      “I see.” Charlie sat forward in his chair and gave me an intense gaze. “Has Kennedi mentioned the uploads that can happen when an update occurs?” he asked me very seriously.

      “Yes, she has. We’ve been very careful so far. We’ve had her less than a day, so any information she uploads would be useless at this point,” I answered.

      “Leah and I have talked about how to keep ours, her name is Macy, from updating, but even if we tell her not to, she’ll skip one day and update the next,” Charlie told me. “We’ve resorted to only having her around minimally. She spends the day with any maintenance or house help we have come in. For example, tonight, she’s been helping our private chef, Cora, prepare dinner.”

      “I found out less than a couple hours ago that you have to repeat the command to not upgrade every twenty-four hours, and it has to be accompanied by a reason the CG accepts as plausible,” I informed him, repeating what Kennedi had told Theo and me.

      “Oh, alright. That makes more sense now,” Charlie said, almost to himself.

      I took the brief moment that Charlie was lost in thought to take a drink of my own scotch. The liquid went down with a smoothness that could only mean it was a Johnny Walker Gold Label Reserve. I decided to try one of the lime almonds, as well. They were much better than they sounded initially. They tasted like they had been soaked in lime, salted and roasted so that the lime flavor became light and refreshing instead of sour as I’d expected.

      I finished chewing my almond and washed it down with another sip of scotch. Charlie was watching me, waiting for me to finish before he asked, “Aside from CGs, the Platform, and fixing farm equipment, what else have you found to occupy your time in Elko?”

      “You’ve pretty much said it all. I’ve spent a little time training with Sally from the Army Surplus, but otherwise, I haven’t been here long enough to really take time to see the sights,” I answered him.

      He nodded as though he understood where I was coming from. “I’ve met Sally. I like her no-bullshit attitude. I heard she’d been on the Platform from here and there, but I’ve never heard it from her directly,” Charlie said in a slightly prodding manner.

      Sally’s story was not mine to tell, so I chose to alter the course of our conversation. “She is certainly bullshit-free, I’ll agree with you on that. She came to my last match briefly. I’m not sure she’ll come to the next one. Say, you and Leah will be there, isn’t that what you told me?” I asked in a nondescript attempt to change the subject.

      “Yes, we will be there. Speaking of, Leah was hoping to have Kennedi up to our skybox with us. Would that be ok with you?” Charlie followed suit and changed the topic.

      “I think Kennedi would love that, but I really need her watching after Ellie for a little while,” I said, disappointed because I knew Kennedi really would enjoy herself with Leah.

      “Have her bring Ellie with her. It’s not like we don’t have room,” Charlie said as though I should’ve known the invite would be extended.

      “Charlie, I think you just made Kennedi the happiest cat girl on earth,” I told him jokingly.

      “Excuse me, sir,” a small voice said from behind us. Charlie and I were both startled as we had not seen Macy approach us. “Dinner is ready to be served, sir.” She was barely speaking above a whisper but looked happy to be bringing us the notification.

      “Thank you, Macy,” Charlie said. “Please tell Cora to plate in five minutes. We will be settled in by then.”

      “Yes, sir.” Macy hurried silently away.

      “Well, Clark, let’s go get the women and start this party,” he said jovially as he stood up. I followed suit. “I hope you don’t mind, but we opted for our chef tonight because Omnicorp has been everywhere else we’ve gone. I don’t think they need to be part of our having a relaxing meal.” He let out a chuckle.

      “You’re a smart man, Mister Lindy,” I replied, amused at his attitude.

      We walked over to where Leah, Kennedi, and Ellie were sitting, gabbing away like they’d all known each other for years but just recently reconnected.

      “Ladies, allow us to seat you for dinner?” Charlie said, addressing the three of them.

      “Oh good, it’s time to eat!” Leah said, hopping up out of her chair. She waited for Kennedi and Ellie to get to their feet before leading all of us to the dining area just left of the kitchen.

      The table was set as fancy as I’d ever seen at even a five-star restaurant. The china was bright white with blue and silver flowers around the edges, and the flatware shone like it had just been polished. Each setting had a water glass and wine glass, both pre-filled. A fresh bouquet of trimmed yellow orchids sat in a low vase in the center of the table and was surrounded with miniature white votive candles that had already been lit. The lighting surrounding the table was dimmer than the rest of the penthouse and lent itself to a relaxing vibe. The more I saw of Charlie and Leah’s home, the more I admired their good taste.

      Just after we were all seated, Macy brought out salads and silently placed them before us. I looked up to see Kennedi and Ellie’s reaction. Leah saw my glance and said, “No worries, Clark. I already told them about Macy.”

      “Ok, I appreciate that, Leah,” I said.

      The five of us started eating. After the salads, we were brought cornbread-and-bacon-stuffed pork chops and blanched asparagus. If I never ate anything else again, I would be happy living off those pork chops. It’s the only time I’d ever seen cheddar cheese used in a stuffing, and the meat practically fell apart, it was so tender.

      The conversation during dinner covered everything from career paths to travel plans for the future. Charlie and Leah entertained us with stories of their beginnings in the casino industry. I told them about some of the more unusual customs I’d run into in my travels, and Kennedi talked about the crazy stories she heard people tell when they brought random items into the pawnshop she’d been held at. The laughter flowed, and I felt any stress I’d been holding onto melt away.

      Once our main course was finished, Macy brought coffee for Leah, Kennedi, and Ellie but set down scotch in front of Charlie and me. She showed up just a minute later with piping hot miniature molten lava cakes that were so delicious that a word wasn’t spoken until all five of them were devoured.

      “That was amazing,” I said, completely stuffed and feeling that familiar after-a-perfect-meal relaxation wash over me.

      “I’ll be sure to tell Cora,” he responded, smiling.

      Ellie looked at Leah and asked, “What made you select these food items for our meal tonight?” She had managed to grab everyone’s attention with such an odd question.

      Leah sat back with a thoughtful look for a moment before replying. “Charlie and I are meat-lovers to start with. Secondly, we often eat out on business, which, after a bit of time, becomes an endless number of fancy steak and seafood meals. Lastly, we both grew up in the Midwest where home-cooked meals were a daily occurrence so, when we have the chance, we revert to our roots and pull out our grandmothers’ cookbooks,” she told Ellie, speaking to her as if she was the only person in the room.

      I realized that was one of the traits that Leah had that not many people do: Her ability to be completely present with the person she is talking to. She could make anyone feel like they were the most important person on earth just by talking to them.

      “I believe I would like to learn how to cook,” Ellie followed up. “Everyone seems so happy when they are eating, why not keep them happy?” Her expression was sincere and delighted, and I found myself relieved to have her fitting in so well.

      “I will set up lessons with Cora for you if you’d like to learn manually instead of digitally. She’s an excellent teacher and would be at your disposal while you are in town,” Leah offered generously.

      “You are ridiculously kind!” Ellie exclaimed. “That would be wonderful!”

      Leah, as well as the rest of us, laughed at Ellie’s choice of words. “I’ll speak to her tomorrow morning and get back to you with some available times. She will insist that you not share her recipes with anyone else, though.” Leah told Ellie, who was grinning from ear to ear.

      “Of course. I never share data of any kind,” Ellie said matter-of-factly.

      Leah, Charlie, Kennedi, and I each looked from one to the next.

      “You don’t?” Kennedi asked Ellie, sounding overly cautious as to where the conversation was going.

      “No. I stream data in, not out.” Ellie didn’t seem to notice the hush that had fallen over the table.

      “But I was under the impression that all--” Charlie started but was cut off by his wife.

      “That’s a great thing to be able to do, Ellie. Endless knowledge!” Leah said a touch louder than Charlie had been speaking. She looked over at her husband and laid her hand on top of his to indicate she hadn’t meant to be rude but wanted to cut off the conversational path. She quickly changed the topic back to cooking lessons.

      After our drinks were finished and a few more stories had been shared, I noticed the time. It was after eleven, and we still had a half-hour ride before we’d get back to the loft. I decided it was time to wrap up what had turned out to be an amazing evening with fascinating people.

      “Well, Charlie, Leah,” I looked from one to the other, “I believe it is time we let you two to the rest of your late evening. This has been perfect.”

      “We will most certainly do this again,” Charlie said, standing up. “And soon.”

      “I will certainly look forward to it,” Kennedi chimed in.

      Leah, Kennedi, and Ellie got up and gathered around one end of the table to say their goodbyes while Charlie and I shook hands at the other end.

      “You know, Clark,” Charlie started, a note of seriousness in his voice. “I don’t ever discuss business over dinner at my home. That is why I’m certain we need to meet for lunch soon. I don’t know if you are open to trying your hand in the casino industry, but if you are, I’d like for you to check it out. You are someone I could see myself working with.”

      Of all the things that I could have imagined him saying to me, that hadn’t been one of them. I felt as though somehow, my life path just took another turn.

      “Sure thing, Charlie. I’d be happy to hear what you’ve got to say,” I replied.

      “Great! We’ll all be in touch soon then!” Charlie said jovially as we all walked to the front door. A couple of parting words at the door, then Kennedi, Ellie, and I were on our way back to Theo’s house.
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      I woke up at eight o’clock the next morning feeling like a new person. It was more than just getting plenty of sleep that was the cause, however. It was spending the evening with friends. I often forgot how important it is to have a comfortable social circle. It’s like therapy you don’t have to seek, pay for, or admit to needing. I felt like Charlie, Leah, and I would be good friends for a long time to come.

      Theo had lent me a camping cot he’d had stored away to use for Ellie until we got her something better. He’d set it up in the loft while we were at dinner the night before. The cot was empty now, and Kennedi was gone too. I took my time getting up and dressed. Regardless of being early, the air was already heating up, and I had asked Sally to come to help me start training for my next match today. She said she would be at the house at nine o’clock.

      Just as I was pulling a t-shirt over my head, the loft ladder started rattling. I looked over just as Ellie’s head popped up over the edge. “Good morning,” she smiled and greeted me as she stepped into the loft.

      “Good morning, Ellie,” I said.

      She walked in front of the window and looked out. The sunlight streaming through the window shone on her hair. It looked like spun gold as she flipped it behind her when she turned around. With the window now behind her, the light outlined the curves of her athletic body. I couldn’t help but admire the extremely low-cut top she had on, paired with jean shorts that barely covered her ass. As she walked back over to me, I took a long look up and down her. The way her hips swayed when she walked and those legs of hers caused a reaction in the jeans I’d just put on. She walked right up to me and put both her hands on my chest and slowly rubbed them up, over my shoulders, and behind my neck. She pressed her entire body against mine and looked into my eyes.

      “May I ask you a question?” she whispered and then bit her bottom lip just a little while she waited for my response. My focus had been on my now-hard dick pushing against my jeans, wanting to be released. I cleared my throat as I slid my hands down her sides and around her waist.

      “Of course,” I said, my voice was raspier than I’d expected. “What would you like to know?”

      She pulled me in even closer and put her soft, pink lips on my ear and whispered, “I would like to know what you were fantasizing about doing to me last night and what those things would feel like.”

      I swallowed hard as the heat from her breath, and her question made my dick push out against her even harder. She leaned back and looked into my eyes again.

      “I am happy to answer that for you,” I said and slid my hands down to cup her firm, round ass. I pulled her hips even tighter against my crotch. “Do you feel that?”

      “Mmmmhmmm,” she moaned and slid her hands back down my chest and to my waist. She slipped her hands under the bottom of my t-shirt and tucked her fingers just inside the waistband of my jeans. Her hands slowly traced the edge of my jeans, across my abs and around my waist, causing me to shudder with anticipation. “Yes, I feel that.”

      “Close your eyes,” I instructed as I rubbed my hands up the curves of her body until they were just under her arms. When I saw that she had closed her eyes, I slid my hands around her tits and tucked my fingers inside her top. When the backs of my fingers brushed lightly across her nipples, she sucked in a sharp breath, tipped her head back, and gripped my jeans. “What do you feel now?”

      She tipped her head down again, her eyes still closed. “I feel your hands on my breasts.” She could barely get the words out through the shudders my fingers were causing her to have. She let go of my jeans and lightly slid her hands up under my shirt and around to my back. She started tracing my muscles, using her nails with a feather-light touch. My cock responded by pushing hard against my jeans again.

      “Yes. Very good,” I whispered to her. I gripped the collar of her shirt and started pulling it down to expose her perky, plump tits. When the collar was completely below them, I pulled my hands apart hard, ripping her shirt open.

      She gripped my back and gasped. Her tail slowly wrapped around my leg, and then she stood completely still. I took her right breast in my hand as I leaned forward and gently put my mouth around her nipple. I started tracing her nipple with my tongue and felt her nails dig in my back as she started trembling just a little. I took her tit out of my mouth and looked up to see that her eyes were still closed.

      “What about that?”

      Ellie opened her eyes as I stood up, and she looked into mine. “That made me want to put you in my mouth.”

      Her hands rubbed across my sides at my waistband until they were at my front. She unbuttoned and unzipped my jeans with a quickness. My dick strained to get free as she slowly pushed my jeans and boxers down to my ankles. My cock was resting and pulsing on Ellie’s tits. I took a moment to relish how soft her skin was against me as I stepped out of my jeans. She ran her hands back up my legs and slid them forward. She took my cock in both her hands and started tracing her nipple with the head.

      My groin tightened, and I grabbed onto her shoulders as she looked up to see me watching her. Without taking her eyes off me, she lifted the head of my dick to her mouth and slowly licked the precum off my slit. I put a hand on the back of her head and grabbed ahold of her hair. She opened her mouth, put her tongue out, and laid my cock on it. Her hand slid around to my ass as I gently pushed my dick into her mouth.

      When she felt me at the back of her throat, she closed her lips around me, pressed her tongue hard against me, and slowly backed me out. Then she quickly sucked me in and slowly backed me out again. The changes in rhythm had me getting closer to orgasm than I was ready for, so before she sucked me in again, I backed all the way out of her mouth. She kissed the head as it passed through her lips. I put my hands on her shoulders and had her stand up while I caught my breath. I closed my eyes and savored the sensation of her rubbing her bare chest over my cock as she stood up. She put her hand on my face and pulled my lips to hers and kissed me hard. Then she pulled back and said, “I want to ride you until you cum harder than you’ve ever felt.”

      I opened my eyes to see her devilish little smile. Before I could say anything, she took me by the hand and led me to the bed, where she slipped my shirt off of me before pushing me down. The sunlight made her skin glow as she pushed her shorts off over her hips to reveal that she wasn’t wearing anything under them. I pushed myself further onto the bed as she straddled me. She put both her hands on my chest and started rubbing her cunt against the head of my rock hard cock. She was wet and ready for me. I slapped my hands onto her ass and steadied her hips. She slowly lowered herself until the head of my dick was just inside her.

      “Uhhhh,” she moaned. I could feel her pussy tighten around me. Then she raised up off of me, slowly. She repeated that move a few more times, moaning louder every time she felt me. Her little pussy-teasing had me wanting to feel the rest of her around my cock. Just as she started to lower herself onto me again, I grabbed her by the hips and sat up.

      “Oh!” she squealed in surprise and smiled.

      “‘Oh’ is right. I’m going to fuck you until you cum so tight around me that I can’t pull you off.”

      She bit her lip, wrapped her arms around my neck, and pushed her tits onto my face.

      “Fuck me as hard as you’d like,” she moaned. “Just as long as I get to feel your hot cum inside me!” She barely got the words out when I put my mouth around one of her nipples, lightly sucking on it while I pulled her down onto my cock and felt her warm folds slide down my long shaft. She was so tight I almost blew my load right then. She wrapped her legs around me and squeezed until every last bit of me was buried inside her. Then she released her legs as I lifted her, sliding her off my dick.

      “Oh, fuck!” she yelled out in pleasure. I pulled her down again, and this time, I pushed up into her at the same time. She yelled out again, “Oh my fucking god!”

      “You are fucking a god!” I growled into her ear. Her nails were digging into my shoulders. I pushed her up and felt my load building as she slid up my shaft. Then I pulled her down again, hard. Each time I pulled her onto me, I rammed in a little harder until I felt that familiar kind of tightening of her pussy.

      “Harder, Clark! Harder! I’m gonna cum,” she yelled. “I’m going to fucking cum all over your cock!” If she wanted me to fuck her hard, that is exactly what I was going to do. I slammed her down on my cock and felt her legs squeeze me. Never leaving her cunt, I wrapped an arm around her hips and flipped us over so that she was on her back. She immediately put her legs up on my shoulders and hooked her ankles together behind my head. I grabbed onto her thighs and started thrusting, each time harder than the last. Each moan she let out was louder than the last. She arched up to me every time I buried my shaft deep inside her. “Cum in me! Cum in me!” she started screaming as I felt her start to orgasm. That was all I needed to hear. I shoved my cock inside her, and I felt my load release.

      “Take it, Ellie! Fucking take it all!” I grunted as I shot cum inside her with each thrust. The tight, rhythmic pulsing of her pussy felt like she was pulling it out of me.

      “I want it!” she screamed. She dropped her legs off my shoulders, spreading them wide, and raised up to me. I shoved into her hard, one last time before collapsing on top of her, completely spent. As I lay on her, I could feel her still lightly pulsing around my cock, and her legs were shaking. She wrapped her arms around me as she started to purr. She lightly ran her nails up and down my back as I regained my breath.

      She had been right about one thing. I’d never orgasmed that hard in my life.
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      True to her word, Sally arrived right at nine. I’d had just enough time to recover from blowing my load into Ellie, shower, grab a cup of coffee and eat a couple of pieces of ham leftover from the breakfast I wasn’t present for. I had told Kennedi what my training plans were for the day, so she was already behind the barn with Ellie when Sally stepped out of her car. I could see she was in her typically impatient mood, so I hurried out the door and met her in the drive.

      “Good morning, Sally,” I greeted her.

      “Hey,” she responded. “Do you have your whip?” she asked, getting straight to work.

      “It’s already behind the barn,” I told her.

      “Good. Where is Kennedi?” she asked briskly. “We’ll be needing her.”

      “She is waiting there as well,” I said.

      Sally looked at me with a straight face. “You’re learning,” she told me and then headed for the back of the barn.

      “Hello, Kennedi!” Sally said as she rounded the barn. She was strangely cheerful just moments after playing a hard-ass with me in the driveway. I was caught by surprise when she followed it up with, “Goodbye, Kennedi!”

      Sally turned on her heel and started walking back to her car.

      “Wait a minute. What are you doing?” I called to her back.

      She stopped, and I could see the anger making her shake. I stopped as well while I was out of her arms’ reach.

      “What in the devil’s fucking candy store are you playing at here?” she yelled at me as she turned around.

      I’ve never responded well to raised voices, so I shouted right back at her. “I didn’t know the devil had a fucking candy store, I’m not playing shit, and I have no fucking clue what the hell has sand in your panties right now!”

      “You wanna know what has sand in my panties, you arrogant prick? Let me spoon-feed it to you since you are obviously a handful of neurons short of a functioning cortex!” she screamed. “You have another fucking CG back there, and unless lightning struck twice with the same defect which I seriously doubt, she is able to backflow data!”

      I hadn’t seen Ellie behind the barn. Even if I had, I never would’ve expected this reaction from Sally. Yeah, pretty much all of the people I knew were leary of Ellie’s capabilities as an unsuspecting Omnicorp spy-device, but Sally was nearly hysterical with rage.

      I brought my voice down, closer to a normal volume. “Sally, that is Ellie. We built her yesterday. No, she does not have a defect. We have, however, made sure there is no backflow of data going out,” I tried to explain to her.

      “Oh, yeah? Just how the fuck-sake are you doing that?” Sally was still yelling but not quite as loud.

      “We are not letting her connect to an outside network, and Kennedi is giving her commands every twenty-four hours to delay updates,” I told her, keeping my calm.

      Sally paused her rant for a few moments and thought over what I’d told her. I could see some of the redness drain out of her face before she looked at me again.

      “I will not train you with her around,” she spat out. She was still loud but not screaming anymore, at least.

      “That’s fine. I have no problem keeping her out of your way.” I replied.

      “I don’t think you get it, Clark. If she sees anything you do, there is a possibility of the people who run the Platform seeing it too,” Sally growled at me as she started walking fast in my direction. “Tech is never one-hundred percent controllable. You have no idea how much people will pay for insight into a match’s outcome or how much they’d like to spill your info to your opponent and then rake in the cash when he counters everything you do and ends up winning.” She stopped yelling two inches from my face.

      She was right about one thing for sure. I had not thought of Ellie being used in order to sabotage my match.

      “I will send her in to Bev with instructions to stay away from any windows and to adjust her audio range to the area inside the house only,” I said while being very careful that my tone didn’t sound sarcastic or condescending in any way. “Will that work for you?”

      Sally took a long minute to consider my solution before agreeing. She waited where she was while I went behind the barn to talk to Ellie and Kennedi. When I approached them, they already knew what was coming because, of course, they’d heard it.

      Ellie’s eyes had a glint of fire in them when I first looked at her. If she was upset, she kept all other signs hidden as she walked to the house. Kennedi went with her to let Bev know the situation. It was only a couple minutes before she returned and joined Sally and me behind the barn once again.

      “Sorry, Kennedi,” Sally said flatly when Kennedi was back. “It’s nothing against cat girls. They’d all be perfect if they all had your defect.”

      Kennedi acted understanding, but I wasn’t sure exactly how she really felt. She set up for me to practice moves with my whip without another word.

      Sally had me start with some overhead snaps to warm my arm up. Then she made me switch arms. I couldn’t get my whip to snap using my left arm due to a lack of non-dominant-side coordination. Regardless, she made me keep trying for at least fifty attempts before she relented and let me switch.

      Once I was set with my whip comfortable in my right hand, she had me hold my arm directly out in front of me in an arch with my whip handle aimed straight down.

      “Did you ever twirl a rope in a circle until it folded back on itself, and the end lifted up?” Sally asked me.

      “Yeah, I used to do it with jump ropes, but I’d only use about half of the rope so I wouldn’t hit myself,” I told her, wondering what she had in mind that pertained to me using a whip.

      “Good, then I’m not working with zero,” she quipped. “You are going to be doing that exact same thing with your whip.”

      “Maybe you missed the part about anything longer than half a jump rope would be hitting me?” I asked snarkily. Sometimes the woman could be severely irritating when she wasn’t clear with her instructions.

      “No, I didn’t miss it. I was just hoping you’d be smart enough to figure out that you are going to move it out in front of you,” Sally rolled her eyes. “The tricky part is getting it started. You need your left hand that,” she continued, a sly smile creeping across her face.

      “I guess that explains the left-handed practice session,” I mumbled to myself.

      “Now, I want you to hold your whip just like you are now, in your right hand, with the arch in your arm and the handle facing down. Now fold about a third of the tail up and hold on to that with your first two fingers. That way, you have the tail but also a firm, separate grip on the handle in case you need it sooner than expected,” Sally launched into instructions.

      I slid my left hand down the tail of my whip until I was one-third the way down and folded it back on itself so I could grab it with the first two fingers on my right hand. I kept a strong grip on my whip handle with my other fingers.

      “Good,” Sally said, walking around me. “You are going to hold your right hand, with the handle and tail next to your side, like you are carrying a bag of groceries,” she waited for me to comply before continuing. “Take your left hand, grab where you are holding your tail to your handle, and slide your hand down the tail until your arm is outstretched in front of you. You will have about half your whip tail hanging from your left hand, out in front of you.”

      I did as I was told, and soon, Sally was adjusting my left arm so that it was in the same position my right arm had been before to my ‘grocery bag carrying’ hold. When she had me in place and stepped back, I just stared at her. I couldn’t believe what I thought she was about to ask me to do. When she caught my stare, she smiled like an evil kid stealing Christmas presents.

      “You are not going to ask me to spin this until it folds up on itself,” I stated, hoping that saying it out loud would make it true. “You just watched an hour of me being left-hand stupid,” I pointed out.

      “This,” she emphasized my current stance, “is why I had you working with your left hand, to begin with. You needed to get it warmed up.”

      I took a deep breath and remembered the ass-backward way she got me to side-whip before my last match. That one move, which I wasn’t so keen on learning, won the match for me. I decided to shut up and listen.

      “Now give it a shot. The key is to keep your wrist locked and use your arm for the rotation. Bend at the elbow. If you use your wrist, your whip will end up looking like a moving ringlet instead of the sideways ‘U’ it is supposed to look like,” Sally told me.

      I kept my left arm as far out in front of me as I could and started making circles with it. I was careful to use my arm instead of my wrist. It took me twenty-four attempts before I was able to get the tail to stop swirling like a ringlet. I finally saw the sideways ‘U’ form. Once that happened, I watched the end of the whip lift and was soon spinning parallel to the ground. I had to keep my arm stretched out as far as I could to keep the bend in the ‘U’ from slapping into my legs.

      I only needed to get it off the ground in the proper shape once. After that, I could do it easily. The next issue was how long I could keep it spinning. The motion was not a natural one, and my left arm was fatiguing faster than I’d like. When it was finally too tired to hold the motion for more than a couple minutes, Sally stopped me from doing it again.

      “We want to train your arm, not pull it,” she said. “We have a few other things to work on, and you can come back to practice that tomorrow.”

      Next, she went to her car and brought out an exercise ball. I looked at Kennedi, who had been standing around with nothing to do since I stopped my left-hand overhead whipping practice. She put her hands up and shrugged her shoulders. Apparently, neither of us had any idea what was coming up.

      “The Platform has four dangers that you know,” Sally looked to me for confirmation. I nodded at her. “What you may not know is that they don’t always arrive in the same order from match to match. You’ve only dealt with two of them.”

      “The hot metal edges and the eat-your-skin-off vibrating sandpaper floor panels,” I said, remembering how there was really no way to completely avoid either one.

      “Well, one of the dangers you haven’t dealt with is the medicine balls,” she said, walking behind me. “I’m going to bounce this exercise ball off the back of your right shoulder.”

      I braced myself slightly, not expecting much of anything to happen from a bit of plastic filled with air. I should have braced myself more because when the exercise ball made contact with my left shoulder blade, it knocked me both forward and into a rotation. I ended up almost completely turned around and stumbling to stay upright.

      Sally started laughing. “I will never get over how people underestimate these bouncy little things,” she said after Kennedi had thrown the ball back to her. “We are going to do it again. I don’t want you to do anything different. Yes, you will end up flailing around like an idiot, but I want you to pay attention to something specific. You need to hear when I slap the ball before I throw it at you,” she told me, returning to her normal, serious self.

      I turned back around and took the same stance I’d had the first time. I heard a loud ‘slap’ and almost immediately felt the ball hit my shoulder and send me spinning.

      “Again,” Sally barked.

      We repeated the process.

      “Again,” she yelled.

      I heard the slap and felt the impact.

      “Again,” Sally repeated. I finally stopped her.

      “What is the point, Sally?” I asked, trying not to sound irritated. I’d come to accept that she teaches unconventionally, but her lack of explanations drove me nuts sometimes.

      “You need an idea of how quickly you will feel a medicine ball, that is twenty pounds heavier and being launched at you by force of a small cannon, after you hear the cannon go off,” she explained.

      “Alright. Thank you,” I said as I turned around, my back facing her again.

      I heard her slap the ball, and I immediately turned to my left, expecting to have the ball go whizzing by me because I’d taken my shoulder out of its way. Instead, I was hit squarely on the upper right arm. I lost my balance, and this time, I fell to the ground.

      I could feel Sally’s laughter before I actually heard it. She walked over to me and crouched down so that we were face-to-face. “The medicine balls can come from either side. When you hear me slap the ball, you need to determine which side of the ball I slapped. That is the side the ball will be aiming for.” She motioned for Kennedi to return the ball to her and set up again.

      I stood up and glared at her. I could have insisted we move on, as I’d directed just moments before, but once again, she had a valid fucking reason for what she was doing. Even if I didn’t agree with her methods, I knew I had to learn her lessons.

      Thirteen more exercise ball impacts occurred before I started hearing her slaps correctly. An hour after that, I was at one-hundred percent accuracy with avoiding her attempts to hit me, and Sally finally stopped the drill.

      “You’re doing good,” she said, walking over to me again and catching the ball Kennedi had bounced back to her.

      “Thanks. What’s next?” I asked.

      “Nothing for me. For you, eating lunch and putting ice on each of your shoulders for twenty minutes, and then getting back out here with Kennedi,” she paused and lowered her brows to glare at me before she continued, “Kennedi only, and practice the side-whip you learned before your last match for a couple of hours. Then rest. You can’t put down eight-to-ten-hour training days when you are only a few days out from a match. You’ll go into it weak instead of ready.”

      I was nodding my head to let Sally know I would do as she said when Kennedy asked her, “Would you like to stay and have lunch with us?”

      “Yes, please. You are welcome to stay. You have to eat anyway, right?” I mirrored Kennedi’s request.

      “I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to right now,” she said, which was pretty much the answer I’d expected. Regardless of how many times we asked, Sally’s answer was always ‘no.’ She always declined politely, but she declined, nonetheless.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow morning. My schedule at the store has changed, so we will start at seven tomorrow morning instead of nine,” Sally let me know as she was climbing in her car to leave.

      “Sure thing, Sally,” I said and then headed into the house as she drove away.

      Bev must’ve seen Kennedi and I wrapping up with Sally because she had sandwiches ready for us when we came in. I took one bite of my Italian meatball hoagie and cursed the clock for not having more time to enjoy it. Instead, I had to shove it down and get back outside with Kennedi to practice side-whipping.

      Kennedi and I did take just a couple minutes to hear Ellie talk about all the things she had been learning from Bev in the kitchen and how they would be baking bread next. She was so serious about her kitchen-education that it was impossible not to crack a smile listening to her.

      When we’d broken away from Ellie and were back behind the barn, I asked Kennedi, “What do you think Ellie meant the other night when she said she never released information, that she only took it in?”

      Kennedi was backing away from me to an appropriate distance for me to use her as target practice for my whip. I still wasn’t completely comfortable with the process, but it was unfortunately necessary, and she thought it tickled, so I went with it.

      “I’m not sure why she said that. I’ve never known a CG to blatantly lie before. There’s no way she isn’t set up to deliver information of some sort, even if it’s just simple market-research-worthy data mining,” Kennedi said. “I need to spend a little more time with her to try to figure it out.”

      “Is it possible she doesn’t know she has information leaving her network?” I asked.

      “No. We can’t deliver data without a command to move it. There’s no way she could be downloading without being aware of it,” Kennedi assured me and then braced herself for my first strike with my whip.
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      The next morning, Kennedi woke me up at six so that I would have enough time to prep for training before Sally showed up. I was happy she did because I was able to catch some of Bev’s superb omelets hot out of the pan before Sally got there.

      Sally had me start where we’d left off, with the exercise ball drill. When I avoided all of her attempts to hit me for the next thirty minutes, she nodded her head and almost grinned. It was the most approval I could hope for from her.

      “What’s next?” I asked her.

      “You can’t be turning sideways all the time,” she began. “Once in a while, when you hear the canon, you can turn to avoid getting hit, but it’s not optimal all the time. For example, if you have ahold of your whip and the end is around your opponent when you turn sideways, it would be too easy for him to pull you down because you can’t brace against him.”.

      “What is the other option?” I asked her.

      “You basically have to act like the ball hit you. Do you know how to do a front-roll?” she demanded.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Show me,” Sally said. “Roll like you’ve been hit in the back of your right shoulder.”

      I took a step sideways, pictured a ball hurling towards my shoulder, and right as I imagined it hitting me, I lunged forward, tucked my right shoulder underneath me, and rolled completely over and ended back on my feet. I turned back to Sally when I was done.

      “How is that?” I asked.

      “Surprisingly good,” she answered, sounding genuinely shocked.

      “That’s high praise coming from you,” I attempted a joke with her.

      “You need to know a few things, though,” Sally kept talking like I hadn’t said a word. “First, you can’t do a front roll with a whip in your hand unless you want to come out of it a tangled mess. You have to drop it.”

      “Drop my whip?” I asked as though she’d just told me electricity wasn’t a thing. I almost thought she was truly crazy to suggest I drop my only weapon.

      “Yes. Drop it. However…” she paused for what I assume was for her idea of dramatic effect before continuing, “you will have it in your hand again before you stand back up.”

      “Oh, is that all?” I said with a sigh. “How do I do that, exactly?”

      “You are going to throw your whip handle in front of the opposite shoulder, the one you are not going to roll over. The end needs to land facing away from you. When you tuck, just before you go completely over, you will have just a second, make that a millisecond, to slide your hand under the handle again and bring it through the end of the roll with you,” she said. “Let’s have you give it a try.

      The move wasn’t as difficult as it had sounded at first. It was basically just putting the whip handle down facing the opposite direction, grabbing it from the other side and bringing it over my shoulder when I stood up. If it happened to be connected to my opponent, the tail of the whip would end up around my back, giving me the opportunity to lean backward and use my entire body weight to pull him off balance.

      When Sally was satisfied that I could perform the move effectively, she sent me to the house to get Kennedi for some more realistic practice. Kennedi had been with Ellie, and the two of them were helping Bev make some quilts to auction off at one of the charity events she had coming up. When I got to the living room where they were working, it looked like a fabric bomb had detonated.

      “I’m afraid to come any further into the room for fear of becoming a patchwork quilt myself,” I joked with the three of them. “Kennedi, I need to steal you for a few minutes.”

      Kennedi looked at Bev and asked, “Are you comfortable with Ellie helping you on her own for a little while?

      “Of course. She’s doing an excellent job cutting squares. These are going to be the most symmetrical quilts ever made,” Bev said with a slight chuckle.

      “Thank you, Bev,” I said. “I’ll have Kennedi back to you as soon as possible.”

      Kennedi and I walked back to where Sally was waiting for us behind the barn, and the two of them nodded to each other. Apparently, words were not necessary for a greeting between them. When Kennedi was set in her place where my opponent would be standing, Sally moved behind me so she could act as the cannon that would try to take me down.

      My first attempt at rolling forward and getting my whip over my shoulder to wrap around Kennedi was cut short when the ball Sally had thrown hit me on the opposite shoulder than I was expecting.

      “You are like a damn toddler. Don’t forget how to crawl just because you learned how to walk for fuck’s sake,” she scolded me. “Now listen to where the ball is coming from.”

      I reset myself and waited for Sally to slap the ball. This time, she barely tapped it before throwing it, and it hit me again.

      I turned to her, and before I could bitch about her lack of volume, she said, “Do you think the stadium is going to go silent just so you can hear the cannon fire?” I glared at her, once again imagining wrapping my hands around her neck and showing her my level of irritation through a good, solid choking.

      I reset myself once again and waited. That time I heard the soft tap. My level of focus must have been fueled by my irritation because that time, it sounded like a gun going off in my mind. It was clearly on my right side. I threw my whip out in front of me to my left and rolled over it. It was stable in my hand when I got upright again, and I brought it over my shoulder. Almost to my own surprise, I rotated my arm to the side as the tail hurled towards Kennedi, and in the blink of an eye, it wrapped around Kennedi’s legs. I reached forward with my left hand, grabbed in front of the handle, and pulled as hard as I could. Kennedi’s feet were yanked right out from under her, and she fell backward.

      “Now that is what you need to do!” exclaimed Sally. “You might just have a fighting chance!”

      I went to Kennedi to check on her. I still wasn’t comfortable with her playing the role of whipping boy, but as she lay on ground, she laughed.

      “I take it the whip still tickles?” I asked, shaking my head. I caught myself being slightly jealous of her ability to modify pain into something funny. I leaned down to unwrap the whip from her legs and saw that both legs had deep cuts that I had to peel the tail out of.

      “It really does,” Kennedi replied, still giggling.

      “Again!” I heard Sally yell.

      The next two hours were full of doing the same drill over and over. Sally would alternate which side she’d throw the exercise ball at, and by the time she was satisfied that I was sufficient at the skill, I felt like an expert at it. I had to hand it to her, regardless of her being the most irritating trainer I’d ever dealt with, I was sure the Platform could be a much more dangerous situation to be in without her knowledge.

      After I was finished helping Kennedi get upright after the last practice run, Sally waved us back over to her.

      “I have about fifteen minutes before I have to take off, so there is one more thing I want you to do,” she said as she reached forward and took my whip from me. “Kennedi, will you please grab the tarp I saw at the front of the barn and bring it here?”

      Kennedi disappeared around the barn and returned a moment later carrying a rolled-up blue tarp.

      “Spread it out here where it is flat.” Sally motioned to the area in front of her. Kennedi made quick work of laying it out. When the tarp was in place, I watched as Sally laid my whip down on it in a ‘U’ configuration.

      “The sides of your whip are apart from each other about the same distance as the Platform is wide,” she said. “I want you to take your boots off and stand on top of them, one foot on each side,” Sally directed.

      I took my boots off and placed my right foot on top of my whip. It immediately rolled out from under my foot. Of course, I had no idea why I was trying this balancing act, but I knew asking would be pointless. It was time to trust the process.

      “Turn your ankle in slightly to keep it from rolling,” Sally instructed, demonstrating with her own ankle.

      I did as I was told, and the whip stayed in place. I had to hop a little with my left foot to get it on top of the other side of my whip. Once I was balanced, Sally motioned Kennedi to stand on the opposite side of the tarp from her.

      “Kennedi, we are both going to grab the tarp and pull back and forth against each other. It’ll be a small movement, but I want it to be fast. You’ll have to dial back the strength a little, though, so I can counter your movements,” Sally told her.

      Kennedi took her place opposite Sally, and they both squatted down and took hold of the tarp. Sally nodded at Kennedi, and instantly, they started rapidly pulling the tarp back and forth. The material itself was only moving about a half-inch in either direction, but it only took about four tugs from each of them before my whip rolled out from under my feet. They stopped long enough for me to get back on and started moving the tarp again. This time I was able to stay on for ten pulls.

      After I fell off the second time, Sally dropped her side of the tarp, stood up, and said, “I want you to get Ellie out here and do this daily until your next match.”

      “Just to be clear, my goal is to stay standing, with my legs four feet apart, and not fall off my whip, correct?” I clarified.

      “Yeah. You can avoid some Platform dangers, like the medicine balls, but it’s difficult to avoid all of them,” Sally replied, pointing at the ground by my feet. “This is what you’ll do when the Platform starts vibrating. It’ll take a lot longer to sand through your whip than it will to sand through your bare feet.” With that, she started heading for her car.

      I jogged to catch up with her and tapped her on the shoulder. When she turned around, I said, “Thank you, Sally. Half the time, I have no idea why the hell you are having me do some of this stuff, but it always turns out to be priceless information. I appreciate your willingness to share it with me.”

      Sally looked at me and gave me a half-grin. “Just don’t fucking toddler-it-up when you get out there,” was all she said. She climbed in her car and was gone thirty seconds later.

      After Sally’s car was no longer visible, Kennedi and I headed back into the house where Ellie and Bev were still posted up in the living room, making quilts. Bev looked up as we entered and smiled.

      “Turns out Ellie can hand-stitch faster than my sewing machine can sew!” she said excitedly.

      “The repetition is calming,” Ellie said without looking up from her current project.

      Kennedi turned to head towards the kitchen. On her way out of the room, she paused long enough to ask, “Bev, are you hungry? I am going to make Clark something to eat since he missed lunch and would love to make you something if you’d like.”

      “No dear, thank you. I’m on a roll here. Don’t want to break the momentum,” she said to Kennedi.

      I followed Kennedi to the kitchen and sat at the island while she busied herself with making me a sandwich. Once she set it in front of me, she sat across from me and took a few minutes to lick some of her wounds. I ate in silence while I watched her.

      “Are you going to be good to do the tarp drill again after a bit?” I asked her.

      She stopped licking long enough to look up and say, “I’m good to do it now.”

      “I don’t want to take Ellie away from Bev, though,” I told her.

      “They only have two quilts left from the looks of it. That will give you time enough to eat and rest for a little bit before going at it again,” Kennedi told me.

      I went back to eating and watching Kennedi. She made something as simple as licking herself look graceful. About the time I finished, she was done with her self-maintenance, and we both returned to the living room. I found the empty lounger and plopped down in it. I hadn’t realized how worn out I was from the drills Sally had me doing. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.

      I’ll just rest my eyes for a few minutes, I thought.
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      I sat cross-legged on the floor next to Ellie and watched as Clark leaned his head back in his lounger and closed his eyes. I quickly calculated the number of calories he had burned off in training and noted the rate his muscles would’ve lost minerals and nutrients. By my numbers, the rate of uptake of the vitamins and minerals in the food he’d just eaten and a twenty-minute nap would restore him to optimal physical condition. I set my internal timer to wake him in twenty minutes and turned my attention to Ellie.

      I was proud of Ellie’s integration so far. It is hard enough to integrate fully to our initial surroundings once we are activated, but she hadn’t been able to go through the normal updating process to help her with it. That was a feeling I was all too familiar with. After I’d been activated for the first time, I couldn’t update at all. My Omnicorp designer had plugged me back in and downloaded the first two updates, reprogrammed me, and activated me a second time. I kept the information but was still unable to receive further updates via wifi. That is when they decided to send me to be recycled.

      Ellie was doing well, though. The speed of her learning capabilities surpassed my own as she was a newer model, but her AI hadn’t become fully automated yet. She was still searching for appropriate emotional responses, although she was doing it much faster now. I watched as she stitched the quilt squares together at an amazing pace. I could almost bet that she was calmed by the activity because she didn’t have to perform searches continually while doing it. I saw that she was running low on thread, so I grabbed a new spool out of a nearby basket and handed it to her.

      Ellie reached out and took the spool from me as a smile grew across her face. She’d told me several times how grateful she was for my help, and her smile reflected that now as well. While she got to work replacing her almost-bare spindle, I started tidying up the squares of material scattered about the area around me, taking notice of all the different colors and patterns on them. I was examining a particularly beautiful piece when I heard Bev draw in a sharp breath.

      “Kennedi, you might want to check that out,” she said. I looked up and saw she was pointing in Ellie’s direction. I turned my head to look.

      Ellie was sitting perfectly still with her hands mid-way through re-spooling her thread. Her eyes looked blank. She had no expression on her face, and it didn’t appear she was even breathing. Although I knew she didn’t need oxygen, we are programmed to mimic human breathing. It is a program that constantly runs in the background that we aren’t actively aware of. Hers seemed to have shut down.

      I snapped my fingers in front of her face. “Ellie,” I said. She didn’t respond, so I touched her arm. Her skin was two degrees colder than it was programmed to be.

      “Ellie?” Bev said, not knowing how to help.

      Just then, Ellie blinked. I felt her skin warm under my hand and saw her chest start to rise up and down again. Her breathing program was operational again. She looked down at her hands, which were still holding the spool of thread and blinked several more times.

      Ellie’s eyes darted over to me, and she almost looked shocked to see me. “When did you get done with lunch?” she asked me.

      I looked over to Bev and back to Ellie and said, “About five minutes ago.” I watched as Ellie’s eyes got still for a moment. She was searching for matching information in her memory bank.

      “I have no memory of you sitting in here with us,” she stated, looking as confused as I was starting to feel.

      “What is the last thing in your memory bank?” I asked her.

      Ellie paused for a moment, searching once again. “Bev had just handed me a square of material that had a silver paisley pattern on it to put in the quilt,” she answered. I heard Bev gasp.

      “Kennedi, look,” Bev said, pointing at the quilt Ellie was sewing. There was one square matching the description Ellie had given sewn into the quilt, and there had been fourteen other squares sewn after it.

      Ellie saw what Bev had pointed out. “Kennedi, I have no memory of the past twenty minutes,” she said quietly, lowering her eyes to look at the floor.

      I knew what she was feeling. The first thought that she may have a defect had just entered her mind.

      “Ellie, look at me,” I told her as I put my hand under her chin and lifted her face. When I had her eyes on me, I said, “You are not defective. You’ve just been performing searches in a volume that brand new systems aren’t accustomed to. Then you stopped the searches while you were sewing. You most likely sparked when you started a new search.”

      My attempt to comfort her worked. She looked around to take stock of what she was supposed to be doing and suddenly, without a word, resumed spooling her thread.

      “Are you sure she’s okay?” Bev asked me in a lowered voice.

      “Yes, she’s fine,” I assured Bev. “It doesn’t happen often, but I’ve heard of it. Her systems are working without updates currently. Basically, they are re-wiring themselves for more manual learning instead of relying on updates for information. It can cause an issue occasionally. It’s just a one-time thing, though.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Bev said and let out a long breath that she’d been holding in. She was such a sweet woman. Her concern for Ellie, for all of us, was genuine, and I appreciated her for it.

      I was keeping a side-long eye on Ellie as she spooled her thread and started sewing again. While I knew that glitches did happen occasionally, it was still very rare, and I slowly became more aware that I may have reassured Bev to a level that wasn’t exactly correct.

      My thoughts were interrupted when my timer went off. It was time to wake Clark and resume his training. I glanced at Bev. “Do you mind if I steal Ellie for a while? I need her to help me with the last part of Clark’s training for today,” I explained.

      “That is perfectly fine. She has helped me so much already. Maybe it will be good for her to get outside,” Bev said. I had to smile at her human assumption that a cat girl needed to be in any one place or another for continued optimum function.

      I stood up, and Ellie, having overheard us, stood as well. She cleaned up her sewing supplies while I woke Clark, and the three of us headed outside.

      I had instructed Ellie on the drill we were going to help Clark with. When I finished giving her my instructions, Clark pulled me aside.

      “Are you sure she should be out here? Sally did have a point, and we can’t afford my opponent being prepped for the skills I learn here,” Clark said.

      “Of course, I’m sure. I’d never put you in danger. This particular skill isn’t something your opponent will need to defend himself against, and this is the perfect time to test Ellie. If your opponent shows up doing the same thing to avoid the vibrating panels, we will know she is uploading information somehow,” I explained. I watched as Clark mulled over the idea, hoping to see the look of approval from him that always made me so happy. It only took a second for me to get it. Clark nodded his head and took his position standing on top of his whip.

      Upon my signal, a simple nod to Ellie, we started rapidly pulling the tarp back and forth. Having Ellie as a partner made it much easier to get the tarp to mimic a vibrating motion. The difference from when Sally and I had done it together was slight, but Clark’s feet immediately rolled off his whip.

      Ellie and I waited until he reset and started again. I hadn’t been in constant contact with many cat girls since I was shipped out of my home store, so I hadn’t known how refreshing it could be to work with one. I didn’t have to slow myself down to accommodate human ability. Not that I minded doing so, especially when it came to being with Clark, but having Ellie around was starting to grow on me more and more.

      After several attempts, Clark found his balance and was able to stand on his whip while the tarp was vibrating for a full thirty seconds. He was such an amazing specimen of a man. The tan skin on his chest shone in the sun after he took his shirt off to avoid some of the Nevada heat. His arms were strong and muscled, but he wasn’t so huge that it became unattractive. All of my body tingled at the thought of how it felt to have those arms wrapped around me. When he was concentrating, his eyes became a shade darker blue than normal, and his black eyelashes made him look fierce and alert. One of the best parts of my every day was being able to look at him.

      After the first time he maintained his balance, I decided it would be good to have him do it several more times before moving on. He reset, and I looked over at Ellie to give her the cue to start vibrating the tarp with me. Her face was blank.

      “Clark, get off and look at Ellie,” I told him, alarmed. He hopped off his tarp, and both of us went to her.

      “What is she doing?” Clark asked. He’d picked up on the concern in my voice, and he sounded concerned as well.

      “Give me a minute, and I’ll have an answer for you,” I told him. I snapped my fingers in front of Ellie’s face as I had done in the house earlier. She was in the exact same state. Her eyes were vacant, and she was perfectly still even though she was hunched over with her hands wrapped around the edges of the tarp.

      “Ellie,” I said loudly. There was no response. This episode had now lasted fourteen seconds longer than the one in the house.

      “Ellie!” I shouted. Clark jumped back. He hadn’t expected the volume in my voice.

      Ellie’s eyes blinked. She looked down at her hands. I saw the confusion spread across her face once again. She looked up to see me crouched down in front of her.

      “Kennedi, what am I doing out here?” Ellie asked me in a small voice.

      “What is the last thing you remember, Ellie?” I asked her calmly. I waited while she searched for an answer.

      “I remember sewing in the living room for a few minutes after you and Bev told me I had forgotten the previous twenty minutes,” she said and looked down. She looked like she was in physical pain, even though I knew it was more of an emotional reaction. She once again thought she was defective. Only now, she had two occurrences to add to her pile of evidence.

      “You are not defective, Ellie,” I tried to reassure her.

      She tilted her head up to look at me again. “How long ago was I in the house?” she asked.

      “Twenty minutes exactly,” I answered her.

      Clark, who had been standing nearby silently, crouched down next to me and looked into Ellie’s eyes. I hadn’t had a chance to tell him what had happened earlier, so he had no idea what was going on. Somehow he seemed to know that Ellie was not in any condition to be grilled about it.

      “Ellie, I want you to go to the loft and lay down,” he said firmly.

      “Clark, I--” Ellie opened her mouth to explain that she didn’t require rest, but he held up his hand to stop her before more words came out.

      “I know you don’t need the actual rest, but I don’t want you in harm’s way if this happens again without your knowledge,” he explained softly, helping her stand.

      “I’ll take her,” I told him and led Ellie away.

      “Kennedi, all my systems are operating as they should. I’ve run checks and diagnostics,” Ellie stated as we climbed the loft ladder, and I instructed her to lay down.

      “I understand, Ellie, but there is something happening. I’m going to go talk to Clark. You stay right here in this spot until we return,” I ordered her gently.

      Ellie nodded her acknowledgment and turned her head to face directly up at the ceiling, picking a spot to focus on.

      When I returned to Clark, he looked irritated. I didn’t like to see him upset. I knew his attitude was fueled by his impatience, and in this case, I could completely understand why. I quickened my pace until I was standing directly in front of him.

      “What the hell is going on with her?” he demanded.

      “I am not sure, but I have an idea,” I said. “The timing between her two episodes was the exact time an Omnicorp update would wait to retry a failed attempt,” I finished.

      “She isn’t connected. How can there be a failed attempt if she isn’t connected to a network that would allow for an attempt in the first place?” Clark asked, his voice getting louder with each word.

      There was only one way for me to find out what exactly was going on inside Ellie’s programming, but I wasn’t sure Clark would approve.

      “I have a way to get more information from her. I’ll need your approval and your help, though.” I kept my voice soft to ease his irritation.

      “What do you have to do?” Clark asked cautiously.

      “I have to physically connect to Ellie,” I said and waited for his response.

      Clark looked surprised. I realized he didn’t know that I had the capability to connect with another CG. When the surprise passed, he asked, “What would I need to do?”

      “You would only have to make the connection. I’ll take care of the rest,” I answered.

      “What exactly would you be doing?” he asked.

      I played out several explanations in my head before settling on, “I will be doing two things. First, I will create a one-way ‘valve,’ so to speak, in my own firewall. This will prevent Ellie from accessing my systems. Then I will cross through and examine her connectivity program files to see if there is a trace of information that she doesn’t have access to that will give us an answer since she can’t.”

      Clark just stared at me as he took in the information. I could see the questions come and go from his eyes. I expected him to start asking some of them, but he did not. Instead, he slowly started nodding his head and said, “Okay.”

      “I should connect to her soon. If something is happening that is causing damage, I want to stop it as fast as possible,” I said.

      “Let’s do it now. What do you need to get connected?” he asked. He sounded as though he’d just shifted into serious mode. I wanted to make this as easy on him as possible.

      “Go ask Bev for an HDMI cable. I’ll be able to convert that into the connection I need,” I instructed. He didn’t wait to reply before he started walking quickly toward the house.

      About twenty feet from the porch stairs, Clark turned and looked at me. “This won’t put you in any danger, will it?” he asked.

      “No, it won’t,” I answered.

      “In that case, let’s get going,” he remarked, already heading up the porch stairs. I headed to the loft to prep Ellie.
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      I had instructed Ellie to remain where she was and to be compliant. Her AI was becoming stronger every day, so that took a little explaining, but in the end, she agreed. I had her sitting upright on the far side of the bed, facing the end, by the time Clark arrived with an HDMI cable. He had a steely glint to his eyes as though he was on a mission. He handed me the cable and looked around the room, not sure what he should be doing.

      “Pull that lounger over. I’ll need you to sit near the bed and make the connection,” I said to Clark.

      Clark pulled the lounger up to the edge of the bed. He watched while I pressed the sides of the connectors on the cable in so they would match the port shape that Ellie and I had. Connections weren’t normally made with an HDMI but, because my network was a closed one, it would work for what we needed it for.

      Clark walked from one side of the lounger to the other and back again. I could tell he was nervous, which was a good thing at the time. I’d learned that nervousness in humans could be used as an amazing tool for focus, and I needed him to focus.

      I reached out and took hold of Clark’s hand. He stopped his pacing and looked at me. Keeping eye contact, I pulled him towards the chair and had him sit down. He was stiff, and his mouth was set in a hard line.

      “I’m going to have to cut a small slit in the back of Ellie’s neck with one of my claws,” I told him very calmly. “I will need you to watch and then do the same thing to me.” I waited to see what his reaction was. He didn’t like it when he cut me with the whip, so I wasn’t sure I’d be able to convince him to take a knife to my neck. It was the only way to get to my connection port, however.

      Clark stared at me for several long seconds before answering. “What will I use for the cut?” he asked quietly.

      I unsheathed one of my claws and disconnected the outer two inches of the tip. I handed it to him very carefully. He took it from me and examined it.

      “What is it made out of?” he asked, turning it over multiple times in his hand.

      “It has a tungsten core with an overlay of CPM-110V steel and a diamond edge,” I told him.

      “So basically, this is not only the strongest knife I’ll ever see, it’s the sharpest and longest lasting,” he whispered, almost to himself.

      “Yes, exactly,” I confirmed. “It will cut the tissue on my neck very easily. You will feel the blade hit against the metal of the port. Then you just have to carve out the rest of it.”

      Clark took in the information and nodded his head as he listened.

      “Are you ready?” I asked him.

      “Yes,” he replied, suddenly sounding completely confident and prepared.

      I got on the bed and sat behind Ellie. Clark stood beside the bed and leaned over so he could see what I was doing since he would be repeating it. I unsheathed the index claw on my right hand. I moved Ellie’s hair to the side and located her sixth cervical vertebrae. I made a slow, deliberate cut down from C-6 to her first thoracic vertebrae. What appears to humans to be the small bump of the last vertebrae in the neck, C-7, was actually an enclosed connection port on cat girls.

      Once I had the vertical cut made, I sliced horizontally across the middle. Using the edge of my claw, I peeled back the four flaps of skin that were covering the port. I glanced up at Clark, and he handed me one end of the HDMI cable. I turned it over to line up with Ellie’s port and connected it.

      “Are you feeling normal, Ellie?” I checked with her.

      “Yes,” was all she replied.

      I moved to sit beside Ellie as Clark climbed on the bed behind me. I felt him hesitate for just a moment.

      “Don’t worry, Clark,” I said. “The port is made of the same material the blade is so you can’t damage it.” I had predicted the reason for his hesitation, and his small sigh of relief told me I had been right.

      I felt the blade slice through my skin. I had turned off my mindset control that made me feel pain as tickling to avoid moving during the process. I felt the second slice and remained still as he peeled back the flaps of skin.

      “Are you ready for me to connect you?” he double-checked.

      “I am. I will be in there for a while, so please try to relax after you connect me,” I told him hopefully.

      Clark seemed to ignore my comment completely and said, “Here we go.”

      A moment later, I felt a little pressure at the base of my neck and knew I was connected. I waited to initiate my programs to enter Ellie’s system until I heard Clark sit down in the lounger. I sat up a little straighter to optimize the connection and closed my eyes.

      I drew my consciousness inward towards my core processing unit and packaged it to go with me while I traveled the connection into Ellie. I would need to be able to describe what happened to Clark later, and my consciousness being present for the trip would help me do that.

      I would be traveling via microscopic electrical impulse, so I also drew in as much energy from my peripheral systems as I safely could. I didn’t know how long I was going to need to stay away from my own network so the more, the better. Clark’s words, ‘Here we go,’ echoed in me right before I initiated the pulse that would send me traveling across the HDMI cable and into Ellie.

      I hurtled through my own nano-glass cord, traveling towards my port. I decided to take the opportunity to perform diagnostics on my own systems during the process. It was a good thing I did, or I would’ve missed what I saw next.

      As I passed from my own network wires into the cable, I saw that one of my nano-glass wires was shattered at the very end. The cracks looked like white spider legs shooting off in all directions. The break hadn’t passed the wire barrier to cause it to fray, however. A quick check told me what I had already assumed when I saw it.

      That was my defect. My wifi-port wire was the one shattered.

      I filed the information and moved into the cable at lightning speed. Before a human could blink, I was entering Ellie’s system. Her port was a bundle of perfect nano-glass wires. Once I’d crossed over her port-wires into her internal processor, everything turned black.

      I had the sensation of falling. I felt heavy. I was no longer connected to any sort of conductor, and it caused the electrical energy I was traveling in to press in on itself. There was absolutely no light, not even sparks from other systems running. I’d never seen a black hole inside a processor before, so I paid attention to any changes as I fell.

      I started to see an orange glow below me. The closer I got, the brighter it got. Soon I saw the outline of what looked like a web. It became clear to me just before I was on it: I was going to land on a neuro-net. A neuro-net mimics the human nervous system in its use of nerve-shaped webbing to send impulses out into the body and mind of a CG. This was the most perfect place I could’ve landed because it not only gave me access to all of Ellie’s systems but would allow me to test them remotely from where I was. All I’d have to do is send out diagnostics tests and moles, and they would use Ellie’s own neuro-net to find their desired location, collect information, and then return to me.

      I quickly molded my energy around the nearest neuron-head so I wouldn’t disrupt the other impulses in her system. They would simply pass through me and continue on their path. I organized my diagnostics and sent out the first batch of moles. The purpose of these was to map her system. When they returned, I could see where her connectivity posts and firewalls were.

      Next, I tested her firewalls. I repeatedly sent larger impulses. These were larger because they needed to bring back more visual data. I needed to see any disruptions like holes or cracks. This slowed the return of the pulses considerably compared to the location ones. With the additional time between return pulses, I sent file-checkers and power-output monitors. These were to make sure her files were being stored appropriately and that there wasn’t an unknown energy drain on her system that could cause her to glitch.

      The neuro-net was glowing brighter with each pulse I sent, which was a sign of good health. Soon it was so bright that a human eye wouldn’t have been able to look at it without being damaged. The pulses themselves were getting brighter as well.

      The information I was receiving, over and over again, was showing perfect system health. I decided to do a hardware diagnostic set. These were even bigger pulses than the ones I was continually using for her firewall tests, and much slower. Again, the information I received back was showing no signs of defect.

      Then I saw what I had been looking for. One of my firewall return pulses was slightly gray. When it reached me, I examined it to see what the disruption was. The data showed me that there was pressure being put on the firewall protecting Ellie’s system from anything that would connect to her hotspot signal without permission.

      A second pulse came back, this one darker. The pressure was increasing. I waited the millisecond it would take for all my diagnostic pulses to return before detaching myself from my place on the net and sending myself down the neuronal path that the information had come from.

      When I got to the last neuronal head facing Ellie’s hotspot firewall, I reattached so I could observe what was happening. It was the largest, most complex firewall design that I’d ever seen, and it stretched, unending in all directions. Firewalls normally glow bright, royal blue, but this one was more of a navy color and bore very little light. Because it was designed for her hotspot, the neuro-net next to it that was used for sending and receiving information from it, was massive. A normal firewall would only have a fraction of the neuronal connections that were facing this wall.

      Suddenly the wall bowed inward directly in front of me. I saw the fibers around where the pressure came from rip and repair themselves instantly while the wall straightened again. It had been like someone had thrown a ball at the other side of a curtain. A second later, it happened again. This time I saw the damage to the individual fibers had increased. They were able to repair themselves, but it took just a fraction of a second longer than the first time.

      All the neuronal heads in line with the firewall were darkening, including the one that I was attached to. Ellie’s system knew something wasn’t right and was withdrawing information away from her protective barrier. It was an automatic process designed to limit data loss as quickly as possible if something were to breach the wall.

      The firewall bowed in again, even more forcefully. The fibers tore so severely I could see through to the other side. It was like looking through a threadbare sheet. They repaired themselves once again. Whatever was trying to break through the wall was powerful, and I had no doubt it would succeed with the progress it had already made.

      All the neuron-heads suddenly went black, and I saw the wall push in again. This time I watched the fibers holding it together snap, one after another. As a hole opened in the wall, a giant, puke-green electrical pulse started oozing through. Soon it had made it completely through the wall and was latched on to the backside, facing me.

      This was the nastiest virus I’d ever seen. It was carrying a countless number of empty file storage banks and was so big it covered three-times more surface area of Ellie’s firewall. It was more than any other I’d seen.

      The virus started spreading impulses across the firewall, attaching itself deeper and deeper. It needed to stabilize before it could start sucking data out of the net. With the rate that it was moving, it would be set nearly immediately. I slowly started releasing myself from the neuro-head I was attached to. If I got sucked in by the virus, there would be an empty shell of a cat girl stuck on Clark’s bed for a very long time. I hadn’t considered a virus because nobody had ever been able to build one that could come anywhere close to breaching a CG firewall.

      Once I was detached, I started withdrawing into the net. The process was much slower than getting there because Ellie had pulled all the electricity out of this part of her net. I watched the virus start emitting tube-like devices toward the net. They would eventually attach to each neuronal head that was closest to the firewall and start retrieving data. I wasn’t far enough away yet to avoid being sucked in.

      More and more virus-tubes were forming and heading straight for the net. The first batch was almost touching. I retreated as fast as I could, but it still wasn’t fast enough. I started analyzing alternative courses of action under the assumption that I would end up inside that dark, ugly, evil thing. I didn’t have access to all of my data processing capabilities. They were back with my body.

      So, I searched the information I had gleaned while running diagnostics from Ellie’s core and found nothing of use. I had no way of getting out of the virus once I was in it unless someone extracted me. The problem with that was I wasn’t supposed to be there. I was hidden. There’s a good chance no one would ever know I was inside the virus.

      I saw the first tube open its end like an awful alien mouth, preparing to attach. As it went to clamp down, it was pulled back slightly, and the tube-end shrunk. Then, again, it opened and moved forward to attach. This time it was pulled back a little farther.

      I looked up at the body of the virus. It had hundreds-of-thousands of tubes stretching out towards the net and new ones forming rapidly. They were all waiting to hack whatever information they could suck up. I saw one particularly large tube take form. When it did, it pulled from the virus material around it, which shortened all of the other tubes. I focused on another tube that had started to form. The same thing happened. As it stretched out, it took from the material other tubes had used.

      Soon all of the tubes started shortening at a rate that made the virus appear to be retracting on itself. I saw another tube start to form, and it lifted the outside edge of the virus off the firewall just enough so that I got a split-second to look underneath. There were markings in circle patterns all over the bottom. Those markings signified that this virus was designed to enter a system through a standard connection, not a hotspot.

      The reason the virus was retracting was that its main goal was to extract as much data as possible. To do that, it would automatically try to connect to all available neuro-heads. Behind a hotspot firewall, there were at least fifty-times more neuro-heads than a standard firewall. The virus simply wasn’t big enough. It was pulling itself apart by creating too many tubes, none of which would reach a connection.

      The neuro-net started to glow again. It gained brightness in an instant. I saw a net-wide electrical pulse rushing toward the virus with me in its path. It was a defensive maneuver sent by Ellie’s operations systems. I anchored myself around the nearest neuro-head and braced for impact. A pulse like that would collect any other pulse it comes across in order to add to its own power. It was looking for as much power as it could get to assault the virus with. Unless I was secured enough, I would become part of the collection and be distributed across the surface of the firewall after the attack.

      I kept wrapping electrical connections around the neuro-head up until the very last moment. I felt the energy of the net-pulse flow over me. It stopped trying to collect me almost immediately when I wouldn’t flow right away. The point was to conserve energy, not waste it trying to pick up more.

      The pulse passed me and made it to the edge of the neuro-net. Once there, it hurled itself across the gap and slammed into the firewall, splintering the virus into a million pieces as it did. Electricity was arcing everywhere, trying to ground. It spread along the firewall and back into the net in all directions until it finally dissipated.

      After the electricity had spread and was out of sight, the neuro-net returned to its normal, bright orange, and the firewall started glowing bright blue. Everything showed perfect.

      I detached myself and sped back to Ellie’s central processor. I had discovered why she was glitching and losing memory and needed to get back to Clark to tell him how I think we could fix it. I propelled myself up off of the neuro-net, using it as a sort of trampoline to get back to Ellie’s port wiring. From there, I crossed the HDMI cable and took notice of my shattered wire once again as I entered my own body.

      I reengaged my systems as fast as I could, which only took a moment. I opened my eyes and reached behind me to unplug the HDMI cable. Once I got it off of my connection, I grabbed for Ellie’s and removed it. I turned and threw the cable to Clark, who was still sitting in the lounger.

      “Hide this! Fast!” I yelled in a whisper.

      Clark caught the cable and instantly tucked it under the bed.

      “Now sit back up like we’ve been chatting the afternoon away,” I told him.

      He sat up and leaned back into the lounger. His body looked relaxed enough, but his eyes revealed how alarmed he was. He was looking from me to Ellie and back like he was waiting for one of us to blow up.

      “So, once the tail of the whip swings around, if you pull back, it will slice instead of grab,” I said loudly.

      Clark’s look changed to one of confusion. “What?” he asked with a scowl.

      I opened my eyes wide and looked directly into his. Then I rolled my eyes sideways in an attempt to tell him that the sudden, random conversation was for Ellie’s ears. She was just coming out of her latest glitch, and I’d had an idea. I just didn’t have time to explain it to Clark first. Thankfully, he understood because this was not a chance we’d get again.

      “Oh,” he started off slowly before he forced out, “So that is how you’d inflict that kind of damage without getting tangled up if you didn’t want to.”

      “It’s just an option,” I said and turned to look behind me. Ellie was blinking her eyes. Her system was functioning after the glitch. Now was my opportunity.

      “The other option is to split the tail of your whip and add an extension,” I said, even louder, making certain Ellie heard me clearly.

      Clark settled a little further in his chair. “Is that allowed? I’d think everyone would be doing it if it was,” he said.

      “I doubt it is as well, but once the match is started, what are they going to do? They sure aren’t going to call it and disappoint their fat-bank-account spectators,” I replied.

      I turned back to Ellie. She moved to sit next to me. I felt sad for her. I knew she had absolutely no idea how she’d ended up there. The last twenty minutes had just been erased.

      “Do you think there would be a big stink about an unknown extension being put inside the tail of Clark’s whip before the next match?” I asked Ellie.

      “I do not have that information,” Ellie answered.

      “Well, in this case, we need it. How about you do an update and see if you can find the information we need?” I told Ellie as Clark shifted in his chair nervously.

      “Yes, Kennedi,” Ellie said an instant before her eyes went blank. This time she was updating instead of glitching. A split second later, she was back to normal.

      “There was no specific information contained in the update I just received regarding weapon guidelines for the Platform,” she told us.

      I put my hand on hers, which I had learned comforted her. “Thank you for looking for us. How are you feeling now that you’ve updated?” I asked.

      “I feel normal, thank you,” Ellie answered.

      “We will be losing the light soon,” I said to her. “Will you please head out to the tarp, and we will meet you there? We need to get Clark some more practice before nightfall.”

      “Absolutely,” Ellie said as she got up and headed to the ladder. A minute later, she was out of the barn, and I looked at Clark.

      “You were absolutely perfect!” I exclaimed quietly, hopping over onto his lap. “Thank you! You just gave us a big advantage!”
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      Kennedi had just gone from deadly serious to weird and then from weird to happy-in-my-lap in a matter of a minute. I’d never seen her like that, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. I sure as hell would’ve liked to know what the fuck was going on. She saw it on my face after she hugged my neck.

      She leaned back and smiled at me. At least I knew she wasn’t hurt. Cutting her open to plug in the cable was an experience I’d prefer not to repeat.

      “I’ll tell you everything, but I’ll have to do it fast,” she said before I actually had the chance to ask.

      “It sure as fuck would be good to be let in on the title to the play,” I said, feigning grumpiness with her.

      Her smile just got bigger. “I found the glitch. It’s Omnicorp!” she squealed. I wasn’t yet keen on the reason she was so happy.

      “How is it Omnicorp when we made sure they couldn’t update her? Well, until just now,” I said, waving my arm at the bed where Ellie had just been sitting.

      Kennedi’s face came down a notch on the excitement scale, and she said, “Because we weren’t letting her connect to wifi to update, Omnicorp tried sending updates through her hotspot. There are two problems with that. One is that hotspots aren’t designed for updates and two, there is a huge firewall that’s never been able to be hacked to keep them from being successful. Omnicorp knows this!”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. This was starting to feel like pulling information out of Sally. I opened my eyes and asked, “Then why would they send an update that they knew wouldn’t get through?”

      “Because they weren’t trying to update her. They were trying to ram a virus through the firewall. I just happened to see the update through a tear in the firewall. The virus is designed to take information, not bring it. I saw the thing. It was nasty, and it did indeed get through the wall.”

      Kennedi paused for a second to make sure I was tracking with what she was telling me. I nodded at her to continue.

      “Remember at dinner with the Lindys when Ellie said that she never uploaded information? She said that because she wasn’t,” Kennedi hurriedly told me. “A virus was doing the uploading. Omnicorp is now attaching a virus to their updates, so they can take the information they want without even the CG knowing about it!”

      “So all this time, Omnicorp has been getting information from her?” I asked while running through the last couple of days in my mind to see if anything unsavory would’ve been lost.

      “No, she hasn’t,” Kennedy said. “We weren’t letting her connect to update so the virus couldn’t get in. So, instead, they tried to send it through her hotspot connection so they could shove the virus through. It got through, but the virus isn’t big enough to connect to the massive neuro-net that feeds into a hotspot. So, the virus started over-extending itself, and that gave Ellie’s natural virus protection systems time to kick it. She sent a pulse that obliterated it!”

      Kennedi looked so enthusiastic as she recounted what she had seen. While it sounded like a movie, I was a little astonished at the story she was telling because she had only been unresponsive for about thirty seconds.

      “Okay, so the virus is gone. Why is she losing memory, though?” I asked.

      “A pulse that large, like the one being used to destroy that virus, is not naturally occurring in Ellie’s system. She has to create it. She pulls power from all different programs and processes to create it. She is using power from her most-recent files to add to it. The files get vaporized when that happens. And, because the pulse is exactly the same size every time, she loses the exact number of files every time,” Kennedi explained rapidly.

      “She’s frying her own memory, twenty-minutes at a time in order to keep those assholes out of her head?” I restated in my own terms.

      “Yes, exactly!” Kennedi exclaimed.

      Her excitement still wasn’t clear to me. She’d just found out Ellie was literally being invaded and damaging herself to protect herself, but here she was all smiles and fucking rainbows.

      “Why the hell are you so happy about it?” I asked, feeling a little irritated.

      “Because tomorrow night, we will have proof that Omnicorp is data-mining illegally!” Kennedi hopped off my lap and yelled, clapping her hands together. When she stopped clapping, she continued, “The conversation we had in front of her about illegally modifying your whip? That conversation will be taken back to Omnicorp by a virus that entered when I told Ellie update. There is no way they are going to let you go into that match with a doctored weapon. When they ask you about it, you’ll know they received the information, and I have it recorded that the information shouldn’t have left this room.”

      Kennedi is brilliant, was the exact thing that ran through my mind at that moment. My distaste for those Omnicorp pricks had been growing since the day I got to this town. Now we would have something to hold over their heads. How to use the information was a whole other question and one that would have to wait. Right then, there was one last, more pressing matter.

      “How does Ellie come out at the end of all this?” I asked. “She can’t be expected to fry herself for the rest of all time just to stave off those douchebags.”

      Kennedi sat on the edge of the bed, and her face finally took on a serious expression. “She will have to be modified in order to make it stop. She’ll be okay for a couple of days now that I’ve let her update, but it will happen again.”

      “What kind of modifications are we talking about?” I asked.

      “Software to start with,” Kennedi said. “Before we get into that further, though, we need to get outside. Ellie’s waiting for us.”

      When we walked around to the back of the barn, Ellie was standing there, waiting patiently. It was about two hours until sundown, so we had just enough time for me to run through all the different drills Sally had created for me. I felt confident in my new skill set by the time we headed into the house for dinner with the Cavahaughs.

      Immediately after dinner, Bev made it clear that I was to retire to bed. I would be participating in my second match the next day, and she would not hear of me not getting what she considered ‘proper rest.’ I decided arguing with her wouldn’t get me anywhere, so Kennedi, Ellie, and I retreated to the loft.

      It wasn’t until I laid my head on my pillow and closed my eyes that I realized just how tired I was. I drifted off to sleep with images of computer code floating through my mind. It had been a few years since I’d developed any sort of computer program, but I was confident that I could do it again. I just needed to figure out what I would need a modification program to do in order to help Ellie.
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      When I opened my eyes that next morning, I found myself alone in the loft. I sat up and stretched and let my eyes adjust to the dimness of the room. I saw that either Kennedi or Ellie had laid clothes out on the lounger for me. On my way across the room to get dressed, I threw open the window curtain and squinted quickly at the invasion of extremely bright light that came streaming in.

      I got dressed and headed down the ladder and out of the loft. I was on my way across the drive when the door to the house opened, and Theo, Bev, Kennedi, and Ellie walked out. They met me at the bottom of the porch.

      “Get in the car, Clark.” Theo pointed to my car. “Bev and I are going to take the truck and meet you there,” he said with a smile on his face as he continued to walk to his truck.

      “Meet me where?” I asked, confused.

      Kennedi was at my arm, steering me towards the car. “We are going to breakfast!” she squealed excitedly.

      Twenty minutes later, the four of us were seated at a window table in a little diner called The Tea Kettle. There were blue pin-striped tablecloths and bright yellow carnations used as centerpieces on all the tables. The place had hardwood floors, and the walls were painted bright white. The curtains matched the tablecloths but were sheer so that they let a lot of natural light in. If I ever needed to tell someone my idea of a small-town, family-owned diner, this would be a fit.

      A short, plump woman wearing a navy-blue skirt, white button-up blouse, and a black apron stopped by the table to take our drink orders.

      “Theo!” she shouted excitedly when she looked up and recognized him.

      “Hey Lila, how have you been?” Theo smiled.

      Lila put her hands on her hips and leaned forward slightly. “I’ve been just great! How about you? It’s been ages since you and Bev have come here!” She looked over at Bev but didn’t offer her her own greeting.

      Theo looked a little uncomfortable suddenly. “We keep ourselves pretty busy, and Bev is a damn good cook, so we rarely have occasion to go out, especially for breakfast,” he said and picked up a menu.

      “Okay, okay. I see. Too good to come eat our food, are ya?” Lila joked. “Fine, then. What do you want to drink while you point and laugh at our menu?” She was still smiling from ear-to-ear.

      “I’ll take coffee. Black.” Theo ordered.

      Bev set her menu down and looked at Lila, who seemed to be avoiding her gaze. “I’ll have the same as my husband,” she said with a chill to her voice that I’d never heard before.

      I put my menu down, as well. “I’ll have an orange juice and add three coffees, please,” I told her. Lila smiled and bounced away without another look at Bev.

      When the five of us were alone at the table again, I glanced over at Bev. She caught my gaze and chuckled a little before picking her menu back up.

      Theo heard her and looked at me as well. “Ex-girlfriend,” he said. “You’d think twenty years would be long enough to warm the ice between those two, but it seems that it may just be the ice age.” Theo laughed and reached over to put his hand on Bev’s.

      “You picked right, from where I’m sitting,” I told him and winked at Bev, who smiled back.

      Theo, Bev, and I looked over our menus and decided what to order. Kennedi and Ellie had told me that they prefer not to have money spent on food for them when they didn’t actually need to eat at all. Lila swung by the table long enough to take our orders and was gone again.

      Theo sat back in his chair, took a deep breath, and let it out. I saw him visibly relax.

      “Rough week, Theo?” I asked half-joking.

      “Not more than normal,” he said. “I just haven’t had time to do nothing for a few minutes in a while. Just takin’ an opportunity to relax.”

      Bev sat back in her chair as well and said, “When did life get so crazy that it seems we have to schedule time to relax?” she asked, not directing her question at anyone in particular.

      Kennedi leaned forward and said, “You two just let me know what the two of us can do to help you get more time to relax.” She motioned to her and Ellie.

      “That’s sweet of you, Kennedi,” Bev said. “You help out so much already, I really am thankful.”

      “We haven’t had a chance to catch up the past couple days, Clark,” Theo started. “How do you feel about Sally’s training?” It was Theo’s way of asking me if I thought I was ready for the Platform match later today.

      “Sally has me in pretty good form. That woman could open her own training camp for this gig and make a fortune,” I joked. “Will you and Bev be coming to the match tonight?” I realized I had assumed they would but had never asked.

      “We will be there. The Lindys extended their invitation for us to join them in their skybox, and Kennedi insisted we say ‘yes,’” Theo answered.

      “Well, I’m happy to hear it,” I said. I felt like I had a solid back-up in my corner when Theo was around and knowing he would be at the match again was somehow comforting.

      “I am happy about it as well,” Kennedi said before turning to Ellie, “I meant to tell you that Leah is going to bring Cora for you to talk with!”

      Ellie tipped her head to the side before replying, “That will be fantastic!” She turned to Bev excitedly, “Cora is the Lindys’ private chef. Leah offered to have me learn how to cook like she does.”

      “I’ve heard about Cora. She’s an award-winning chef. Hell, even I’d like to pick her brain on a few things,” Bev replied.

      “Tonight will be your chance!” Kennedi exclaimed.

      Our food arrived then, and we all sat back as Lila deposited the various plates on the table. I had ordered the breakfast pork chops with a side of bacon, side of sausage, and two eggs over medium. Theo had decided on the chicken-fried steak and eggs. He’d joked about the dish being too much of a pain for him to ask his wife to cook. Bev’s plate was covered from edge-to-edge with green chili. She had ordered the breakfast burrito saying that Mexican dishes weren’t her specialty, so she may as well order something she doesn’t make at home.

      The three of us started eating and listened to Ellie tell Kennedi the different recipes she’d downloaded during her last update. She listed several complicated-sounding dishes, and Kennedi had her explain them so she could absorb the information.

      Bev had been listening intently. When Ellie paused, Bev chimed in, “Ellie, I didn’t know you had updated. How many recipes did you get from that?”

      “Seven-thousand and two,” Ellie replied. “A lot of them are for sauces and dips and all the things that you add to other dishes.”

      Bev nodded and asked, “Are you able to learn how to actually cook them through an update? Or, is it a do-it-before-you-know-it type thing?”

      “I can get the know-how from an update, but I prefer to learn it the way Kennedi does,” Ellie said, smiling. “I’ve watched you and Kennedi, and you both are always smiling in the kitchen even when things aren’t going right. That is why I want to cook. It just seems to make everyone happy from beginning to end.”

      Bev put her fork on her plate and sat back a little. “Well, isn’t that something? A smile or two is the reason you want to cook. Not to make money. Not to own a famous restaurant and get in the write-ups. To smile and make others smile,” she said with a laugh. “I think that is just the most wonderful reason to do anything that I’ve ever heard!”

      “Thank you, Bev,” Ellie said proudly.

      “You’ll have to join us in the kitchen more often now, Ellie,” Bev said and then turned to Kennedi, “You alright with that, dear?”

      “Absolutely!” Kennedi replied.

      The three of them continued on to chat about recipes and where to go for the best ingredients while Theo and I sat back and observed. After a few minutes, he turned to me and quietly asked, “When did you let her update?”

      “It was yesterday afternoon. Kennedi made it safe for her to update once so that she would stop glitching,” I whispered to him.

      “Bev mentioned something about the glitches. So the update fixed whatever was wrong then?” Theo asked.

      “Not exactly, but we should wait a bit before I go into details,” I said, tipping my head towards Ellie to indicate a need for more privacy.

      “Understood,” Theo said. He looked lost in thought for a moment before he added, “I wanted to run something by you.”

      “Sure, shoot,” I said.

      Theo turned to face me more directly. “I want to place a bet at tonight’s match,” he began. “There is a special pool that I’m aware of that is separate from the regular betting that goes on.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” I asked him. I was confident in my ability to win the match, but I’d never want anything to go south for Theo and Bev because of a gamble.

      “Yes, I’m sure, and I want you to add your money to my bet,” he responded. “You mentioned that you were going to bet on yourself a while back, and this would give you the highest return. The payout is triple what the normal card is.”

      “How is it triple?” I asked, not sure if I liked the sound of any of it.

      Theo leaned in and lowered his voice. “The match will be streamed to certain individuals who cannot attend in person. These people pay through the nose to be allowed to view the match from wherever they are, so all the betting that happens inside the pool run by the streamers pays out higher,” he explained.

      “Does Omnicorp know about the matches being streamed?” I asked, worried that Theo was getting into something dangerous.

      “Omnicorp set the whole thing up. They just keep it quiet so that actual attendance at matches doesn’t dip,” Theo said.

      I looked at him for a long moment, trying to make a decision. I needed to know just one more thing. “How did you find out about it?” I asked.

      “Charlie Lindy told me. He said that if we were going to be wrapped up in the whole thing, he’d at least do me the courtesy of tripling my money for me. I’d be placing my bet directly with him,” Theo said and leaned back as if to give me room to think.

      I had made fifteen-thousand dollars on my last match. Kennedi and I had spent a little of it, and I’d given some to Theo and Bev to pay our way at their place. Even after that, I still had a solid ten grand I could lay down on a bet. On a two-to-one that paid out triple, I could walk away with a minimum of forty-thousand dollars. My other option was to maybe double my money.

      While I was doing the calculations in my head, an idea started to form. It was something that my mind had been working on for a while, but I couldn’t really put it into words. While right then wasn’t the time to go into it, I knew that I would be placing my bet with Theo. I had just come up with big plans for the money I’d walk away with.

      “Yeah, Theo. I’ll toss my hat in the ring with you,” I told him, smiling and held out my hand. He took it, and we shook, both feeling pretty damned good about how the day would end as we continued to eat.

      After breakfast was finished, Bev, Kennedi, and Ellie decided to go shopping for a specific recipe that they were going to make for breakfast the next day. So, I asked Theo where the nearest electronics store was. It happened to be right down the street, so we split off from the girls and headed in the direction of the store.

      Thirty minutes later, Theo and I walked out of the store, me with a large box tucked under my arm. In it, was the most beefed-up laptop computer I could talk the store into putting together for me. The two of us took my car, leaving Theo’s truck for the girls, and headed back to the house. I knew I’d have a couple of hours at least before Kennedi and Ellie returned with Bev.

      When we were pulling up, I asked Theo, “Mind if I post up at your kitchen table for a bit?”

      “Go right ahead. I’m going to ‘post up,’ as you put it, on my couch, and find a movie to watch,” he laughed as he brought the truck to a stop.

      “I appreciate it,” I told him, and we both headed into the house.

      I got my computer to the table and unboxed it. It took a half-hour to get the necessary accounts logged into and programs up and running, but after it was set up, it ran beautifully. I sat down in front of it and started typing.

      I had taught myself how to write code when I was still in college. I enjoyed it as a hobby up until the past few years when traveling started taking up all my time, and there had been more than a few times where I’d done some remote programming gigs to get by. I took a few minutes to go over the information Kennedi had given me on catgirl systems then got to work. My fingers flew over the keyboard as I added line after line of code to the screen.

      Kennedi had said that Ellie would need hardware and software modifications. While I didn’t have every detail, I knew that I would have to find a way to block Ellie’s hotspot access. I also knew that she would need to maintain her ability to connect but needed a way to do so that wouldn’t allow viruses to pirate information.

      I watched as the screen full of code before me morphed into a program sketch. It was the bare bones of how I was going to protect Ellie from ugly virus invaders.

      Two hours later, I was focusing so intently on adding code that I didn’t hear Bev, Ellie, and Kennedi come into the house until they were walking into the dining room. The three were giggling like schoolgirls and carrying endless amounts of grocery bags.

      “We volunteered for a charity event so we could cook all this!” Ellie exclaimed when she saw me. She raised an arm full of bags up for me to see.

      “Do you need me to give you the table?” I asked, looking from one to the other. They had all passed the kitchen but were still holding their grocery bags.

      “Oh, heavens no!” Bev said and turned on her heel. She started marching playfully back into the kitchen.

      “We just wanted to see if you were here,” Kennedi called back as she exited the room as well. Suddenly, I was alone again.

      I looked over my code and double-checked that it had saved. I closed the computer and slid it back into the box. I had absolutely no chance of concentrating further with the giggling and laughter floating in from the kitchen. It was also nearing time to leave for the Platform.
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      Ellie and Kennedi met Theo, Bev, and I on the porch before our departure to the stadium. They’d been in the loft, getting themselves ready for the match.

      The skin-tight, black leather leggings Kennedi had on hugged every curve she had. She was wearing an electric-pink tube top that stopped just above her waistline, leaving an appealing glimpse of the skin on her stomach. Over the top of her tube top, she had on a black, lace overshirt that tied right under her perfect tits and draped all the way to her ankles. It was just the touch she needed to look fierce but still fit in a crowd full of formal dresses.

      Ellie’s look was much brighter. She had a royal blue, hip-to-ankle pencil skirt that accented her high, tight ass. She also had a tube top on, but hers was ice blue with a royal-blue, lace overlay to match her skirt. The lace continued past the bottom of the shirt and flared out around her hips, making her tiny waist look even smaller.

      Looking at the two of them, I almost forgot where I was headed. Both were wearing five-inch black platform heels and looked like they would devour anything that got in the way of where they wanted to go. Their pouty, pink lips and exaggerated eye makeup changed their looks from sweet to dangerous depending on the expression they had on their faces. Suddenly, I couldn’t wait to walk in with them both on my arms.

      The five of us stood on the porch in silence while we watched the headlights in the distance get closer. Charlie Lindy had called earlier and said he was sending a car to take us to the match, and it was headed our way.

      When the black, Lincoln Towncar reached us, it parked, and the driver got out. He looked to be in his mid-twenties with brown hair and glasses. He was only about five-foot-ten-inches tall. He immediately opened the back door and stepped forward to help escort the women. I grabbed my gear bag, which had been lying next to my foot, and walked back to the trunk. The driver used the remote in his hand to pop the trunk open, and I threw my bag in.

      Theo and I climbed in the car after Bev, Kennedi, and Ellie were in. The seats inside were brown leather and smelled freshly oiled. We heard the driver’s door close, and a moment later, we were on our way.

      The car ride was quiet. It felt as if we each needed that short gap in time to ready ourselves for the upcoming noise, bustle, and scandal of the evening.

      When we arrived, our driver pulled up directly in front of the small metal door we were to enter. He already had my bag out of the trunk before I got out of the car. I reached for it, but he picked it up instead, indicating that he would be carrying it in for me.

      “If you are going to be carrying my things, I should at least know what your name is. I’m Clark,” I said and held my hand out.

      “I’m Kevin. I’ve been with the Lindy’s for a while now, and they asked that I see to your needs,” he responded strongly, giving me a firm handshake.

      “Alright, Kevin. Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “You as well,” he replied and went about picking up my bag and holding the door open for the six of us to pass through.

      The warehouse-room was in full transformation mode. The preparations for the after-party were spread about everywhere, and there were workers hustling around like they had shock collars on. It was impossible to tell what the end result would look like, but it would have a lot of red involved. There were spools of red material, bottles of red paint, and buckets of red glitter piled all over the place.

      We made our way to the elevator and headed down into the stadium. To my surprise, both Leah and Charlie Lindy were already waiting for us when the doors opened. They accompanied us to the ready-room. The room was just as tiny as it had been last time I was here, only now there were seven of us standing in it.

      “Clark, we simply wanted to wish you good fortune and offer to escort Theo, Bev, and Ellie to our skybox,” Charlie said once the door had closed and shut the noise out.

      “That’s very kind of you,” Bev piped up.

      “Yes,” I said. “I appreciate you doing so.”

      Leah stepped forward and motioned to Ellie and Bev. “Come on, girls! Let’s go make this as fun as we can! Ellie, I have someone for you to meet!” she talked excitedly as the three of them made their way out of the room.

      “It’s our turn, Theo,” Charlie stood aside so Theo could exit the room. “Clark, your driver will bring your gear bag to the skybox. Kennedi can join us at any time,” Charlie said. He looked at Kennedi and asked, “Do you know how to get there?”

      “Yes, thank you. I’ll see you in a while,” Kennedi said and turned to face me as if to block out the rest of the world from view.

      Charlie and Theo were gone, and it was just the two of us in the tiny room. Kennedi watched as I removed my shirt and shoes and unzipped the bottom sections from my cargo pants, making them into shorts. When I was attired properly, she stepped forward, holding a glass jar full of dirt. She began rubbing it all over any skin I had showing. When she was done with that, she drizzled oil from a different bottle, over my shoulders. The oil was cold and slowly dripped down my chest. Once I was covered, Kennedi grabbed a bit more dirt out of the jar and sprinkled it over my shoulders, arms, and chest.

      “A little extra grip never hurt,” she said and smiled sweetly up at me.

      “Thank you, Kennedi,” I told her. She winked back at me.

      Once I was completely prepped, I pulled my whip out of my bag and stood in front of the full-length mirror on the back wall. I looked even more intimidating than I had the first time I’d been here. I stared at the image. It showed me, scoured in dirt, slick with oil, and wearing only shorts while just behind me and off to the side was Kennedi. She was standing with her legs set shoulder-width apart, her right hand on her hip and the other straight down, resting on the front of her thigh. She looked like a silent force to be reckoned with, and I drew from her strength.

      There was a loud knock at the door, and it swung open. The same two men as last time were standing outside on either side of the doorway. They still looked like they belonged in a Men in Black movie.

      Kennedi walked out the door, and I followed her, carrying my whip. When the door closed, the suit on the left walked out in front of us to lead us to the Platform. As we started to follow, the suit to our right reached out and grabbed Kennedi by the arm and pulled her back.

      “You stay here,” he barked. “Defects aren’t welcome here.

      I felt my blood boil. I loosened the hold I had on my whip just enough for the tail to drop to the ground. I’m going to cut this fucker’s head off.

      I did not have time to commence with cutting his head off, however. Quicker than me releasing my whip, Kennedi grabbed the arm he was using to hold her with her other hand and twisted his wrist until he let go. Once he released her, she spun around him, jammed her other hand underneath his shoulder blade, and forced him to the ground. She knelt beside him as though nothing happened and whispered, “you stay here,” before she let go of him. She stepped over him and looked back at me.

      “You coming?” she asked with a little devilish smile.

      “I’m coming,” I answered proudly. I stepped forward until she was next to me, and I offered her my arm. She wrapped hers over it, and we both looked straight ahead while we started our journey to the Platform, together.

      The noise got louder and louder as we walked toward the Platform. I could hear people screaming my name. I felt the confidence rush over me as the noise intensified. As we neared it, I looked around at the faces in the crowd. Nearly everyone was on their feet, cheering and yelling. Alcohol was splashing out of the drinks they were holding as they tried to clap.

      Kennedi and I walked together to the very edge of the Platform. We looked at each other as she untangled her arm from mine. She took one step back as I took one step forward, and the crowd erupted into an even louder frenzy. I raised my arms over my head and accepted their energy, letting it spark the rage that I knew I’d need in order to win. Kennedi stood in her place and didn’t move while I made my way to the center of the Platform. This time the announcer was already waiting.

      As the announcer lifted his microphone to start the introductions, I heard someone behind me yell, “Stop!”

      I turned to see who the voice belonged to. It was Alan Graves. He was waddling out on to the platform as fast as his tubby ass would allow for.

      “Stop!” he shouted again.

      “Yes?” the announcer asked, putting the microphone down.

      Alan was huffing by the time he reached the center of the Platform and had to pause to catch his breath. Then he stood up tall, turned to me, and held out his hand.

      “Give me your whip,” he commanded.

      “What the hell is going on here? I'm not going to give you my whip,” I snapped.

      Alan took another labored breath. “We have reason to believe that you are preparing to use an unsanctioned weapon,” he hissed at me.

      “Oh, yeah?” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Where did this ‘reason to believe’ come from?”

      “There was a report that you made plans to modify your weapon. Modifications are strictly forbidden. Now GIVE ME YOUR WHIP!” Alan screamed.

      The crowd noise had decreased a bit as people tried to hear what was being said. I put both my arms back up over my head and turned slowly in a circle, sparking the crowd’s energy again.

      “He wants my whip!” I shouted to the crowd. They screamed back. “He thinks I’m a cheat!” I yelled even louder.

      The noise was at its highest as the crowd turned on Alan. Some were screaming at him to get the fuck off the Platform. Others were screaming for me to push him into the needles. The message to Alan was clear, though. He was not in favor with the crowd.

      I dropped my arms, turned to Alan, and threw my whip at his feet. He stood motionless, glaring at me with hatred that was borderline murderous. Then he bent down and snatched up the tail of my whip and started examining it. He twisted and pulled and bent it. He did that from the tip of the tail to the handle, but nothing about the whip changed. I saw his shoulders sag when he realized without a doubt that my whip was not modified. He threw it on the ground at my feet and stormed off the Platform while the crowd cheered his departure.

      “Well, that was a bit of ugly business, now wasn’t it?” the announcer asked the crowd. “Shall we get going now?” He waited while the crowd answered with screams and cheers.

      I bent down and picked up my whip, rolling it up into my hand. I watched the announcer put the microphone back to his lips and raise his arm to hush the crowd.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen!” he started. “Who here wants to make their money back?” he shouted. He didn’t wait for the exploding noise to calm before he went on.

      “Last time you were here, this hellion from Antarctica relieved you of your hard-earned cash! But tonight you have the chance to win it all back! You just have to ask yourself, does GABE have a chance of beating our CLAAAAAAARK?” the announcer screamed into his microphone. He turned just as my opponent stepped on the Platform.

      Gabe looked a lot more like me than he did like Evan from my last match. He was at least six-foot-two-inches tall and had to weigh more than two-hundred-sixty pounds. His movements were fluid and smooth as he strolled towards me. His face was completely expressionless. If I’d have been sitting down to a poker game, I’d stay far away from his table. I’d never seen a face that blank. He stopped just inches away from me.

      The announcer had backed up so Gabe and I could size each other up, but he pushed his way back between us. “I’ll lay this out simply for you. Neither of you can touch the other until your whip touches them first. First strike with a whip has to be made from behind the centerline. After that, anything goes as long as you stay on the Platform. When the blue lights on the poles at either end of the Platform show, that is your two-second warning that one of the additional challenges will be added to the match. No outside weapons other than your whip and no blood-smearing. You will be disqualified. The first person into the pit will be declared the loser. Note to whoever loses, you will be escorted outside, and it will be your responsibility to seek your own medical care if needed. Any questions?”

      It was the exact same speech I’d heard last time. I nodded my head. So did Gabe.

      The announcer yelled into the microphone one last time before walking off the Platform, “Ladies and Gentlemen, begin the countdown!”

      The crowd began the countdown in unison, just as before. “TEN, NINE, EIGHT…”

      I looked Gabe over as we both stepped backward, neither of us taking our eyes off the other. What is your weakness?

      “SEVEN, SIX…” the crowd screamed.

      I watched the way he moved as he stepped backward. If I hadn’t been able to see the bottom half of him, I would’ve thought the top half was floating. His torso didn’t twist or bend at all while he walked. Why isn’t your spine moving?

      “FIVE, FOUR…”

      I saw that Gabe had rather large feet, which meant trying to knock him off balance the way I had Evan last time wouldn’t be as easy. You aren’t just going to tip over.

      “THREE, TWO…”

      I sized up Gabe’s proportions. He was heavily muscled through the chest and arms. I would definitely have to stay away from the whip he’d be swinging. His hips were narrow, though. While his legs were solid, that was where most of his height came from.

      You’re top heavy, aren’t you?

      “ONE, ZERO!” the crowd roared out the end of the countdown. The noise was nearly ear-splitting.

      Gabe and I were a fair distance apart. I needed to see how his whip-handling skills were. I released the tail of my whip and let it drop onto the Platform. It dragged along behind me, scuffing on the rough sandpaper-like surface. I started flicking my wrist, trying to get Gabe to do the same so I could see how adept he was. He didn’t comply.

      It came suddenly. Gabe dropped to one knee and rounded his whip above his head and snapped it. I felt the tip of its tail graze the hair on my chest. I had jumped back just far enough. He was fast standing up again.

      I didn’t want Gave to have too much time to gloat to himself, so I brought my whip forward and flicked my wrist hard to the side. The tip scratched across the Platform surface in front of him, just an inch from his toes. He jumped back just as I had, so I took a large step forward and whipped at his feet again, barely missing. I had him dancing backward to get away from my whip until I was almost at the centerline. I had to make contact before I could cross it.

      I started backing away, and Gabe advanced. He had lowered himself into a charging stance and started rotating his whip in a circle out to his side. The speed he had it turning with would turn that tail into a virtual razor blade. He started out taking one very deliberate step at a time, slowly. Then he started moving faster. I was being backed up, and he was almost at the centerline. He’d have to stop advancing soon. I saw him glance at the floor to check the line.

      Before he could bring his eyes back up from the floor, I brought my whip out in front of me, crossing from my right side to my left. The tail stretched out, and as it neared Gabe, he leaned his torso back. I wasn’t aiming for his torso, though. I watched as the tail of my whip wrapped around his, stopping its rotation. I pulled hard and yanked it right out of Gabe’s hand altogether. I ran up to the line, and before he could retreat too far, I threw the handle of my whip at him and struck him on the side of the jaw.

      That was all I needed. I could cross the line now. I ran forward until I was two feet in front of him, raised my leg, and planted my foot in the middle of his chest before kicking with all the force I had. I crouched down and grabbed my whip handle from the Platform as I saw him start to fly backward. I shook the tail loose of his whip, and I was sure he was going to fall over, but right before he hit his tipping point, he put one of his long legs behind himself and managed to stay upright.

      I was preparing to charge him again as he reached for his whip. I still had the advantage of being able to make physical contact when he still couldn’t. Just then, I saw the blue light behind him light up. I ran back down the Platform as he brought his whip over his head and snapped it at me. I wasn’t far enough back to avoid it, so I put my left arm up above my head. I was still running back when I felt the tail of his whip wrap around my arm and felt the tip snap into place, cutting through the flesh on my forearm. Gabe braced himself to pull me forward while I watched the burning metal edges of the Platform start to rise.

      I stepped sideways until I was as far to the side of the Platform as I could go without touching the edge. I squatted down to make it look like I was bracing against Gabe’s pull. When he yanked back on his whip, I lowered my arm, so it was pointing straight at him and rotated it. The tail of his whip slid off easily, and he wasn’t expecting to have zero resistance. Gabe lost his balance and fell sideways onto the hot metal edging.

      He roared in pain as I stepped forward again and side-whipped at his feet. This time my whip found its mark, and two of Gabe’s toes were removed from his foot as he rolled away from the edge. I whipped again. This time the tip cut straight across the bottom of his foot. He started scooting himself backward to get out of reach, but I kept advancing on him, slicing at him one swing at a time.

      The blue light behind Gabe went bright again. I backed up quickly, so that I was far enough away to avoid his whip while I figured out which danger was headed our way next. He stood as I watched two panels of the floor start vibrating violently. Both Gabe and I were behind the panels on our respective sides. I decided I was not going to lose my momentum.

      I leaped over the vibrating panel in front of me and charged Gabe. I was preparing to jump the second panel to get to him when I saw him bring his whip out to his side and across his body. I was too close to avoid it, so I jumped as high as I could. I felt the tail slice through both my shins on the way up and back across both my thighs on the way down. I landed just inches past the sandpaper danger and fell to my knees. My blood flowed onto the floor. I had just enough time to look up and see Gabe’s bloody foot headed for my face. I ducked to the side, but he caught me in the shoulder and sent me rolling backward. I instantly felt the burn of my skin being stripped off by the floor, so I threw my legs up as hard as I could and rolled. Before I knew it, I was back on my feet, standing between the panels.

      Gabe’s face showed surprise. He hadn’t expected me to be quite so agile. I jumped back over the next vibrating panel and was back on my side of the Platform. He stepped forward to the edge of the panel before him, continuously striking his whip back and forth in front of himself. He leapt over the panel, and I saw his face change to pain as he struggled to stick his landing. He was missing two toes, and the soles of his feet were sliced all to hell. His balance was compromised.

      I raised my whip over my head and swung hard, bringing my arm around. The tail sliced Gabe across his bicep and chest before getting tangled with his own whip. I yanked, and to my surprise, I pulled Gabe’s whip right out of his hand. I detangled our whips once again and held them both up over my head for the crowd to see.

      The stadium exploded with screams and yells. Some were saying to use both whips, and some were saying to toss one out. I looked back at Gabe. He was scared and couldn’t hide it. I had no desire to whip an unarmed opponent, however. So, I threw his whip back to him, handle first.

      I saw the blue light come on again as Gabe reached up to catch his whip. As he closed his hand around the handle, I heard a ‘pop’ from behind my right side, or so I thought. I started to dip my right shoulder to avoid the medicine ball I’d heard released from its cannon when I realized, too late, that the ball was coming from Gabe’s side of the Platform. He ducked, and the ball hit me square in my right shoulder, knocking me backward. I was okay with that, though. There weren’t any vibrating panels behind me.

      I scrambled to my feet and took a deep breath. I’d made a mistake that I didn’t intend to make again. I heard another ‘pop.’ This time I was positive that it was coming from behind my left shoulder, so I turned to my right. I felt the medicine ball whiz by me and saw it catch Gabe in the arm just as he was trying to bring his whip over his head. There was a thunderous ‘crack’ when his shoulder dislocated, and he dropped his whip once more.

      Gabe screamed out in pain and fell to one knee. I was about to charge him when the damn blue light lit up behind him again, so I stayed where I was. It had been his dominant arm that snapped, and I didn’t anticipate he would be too quick to become a lefty. I heard a sharp metal scratching from over-head, and Gabe and I both looked up. The ceiling rack, brandishing thirty or so rotating whips, was lowering over our heads.

      I backed away, rolling my whip as fast as I could and tucking it into my right hand. I let half back out again and grabbed it with my left. Keeping my arm straight, I started to rotate it until the tail pulled itself up off the ground and was circling in a sideways ‘U.’ The muscles in my left arm started to burn, but I had to wait just a couple seconds longer.

      The whips descended at a steady pace. Gabe looked panic stricken and was on his knees. I backed to the edge across from him so that we were diagonal from each other, still spinning my whip. I moved it out in front of me as the rack got lower and lower. When I estimated the descending whips were about twelve feet from the Platform, I threw the spinning tail of my whip up with my left arm with as much force as I could muster. It went shooting upwards and immediately started tangling with the rack whips. In only a second, my whip was tangled so completely that there was no way to get it out.

      And that was exactly what I wanted.

      I grabbed the remainder of my whip that was hanging out of the rack and backed up. I held on with both hands as I ran forward and dropped my weight out from under me until I was swinging by my whip. I hurled towards Gabe, who was too stunned to move. I put my feet out in front of me, and they connected with his neck. Gabe flew over the searing-hot edge of the Platform. I heard his screams all the way down to the pit of needles below as I swung over his falling body and back.

      When I was over the Platform again, the rack whips stopped their descent. I dropped onto my feet just as the panel I was over stopped vibrating. I could hear the edges retracting as well.

      The crowd was on their feet, and the cheers erupted. The sudden increase in noise drove home the fact that I had just beaten my opponent. I rolled my shoulders back, stood up tall, and put my hands up. I closed my eyes and let the energy from the stadium course through me. When I opened them, the announcer was running out onto the Platform.

      “CLAAAAAARK!” the announcer yelled into his microphone when he reached me. He dropped to his knees and put his hands together in mock worship of my victory. When he stood back up, he reached up and grabbed my left hand. We turned in a slow circle giving the entire crowd a chance to celebrate with me before I went to the medical room.

      When the announcer let go and my arm fell, pain started to bleed through the adrenaline. The cut muscles in my legs started to spasm, and I knew they’d give out on me soon. I stumbled sideways, and the announcer caught me. He threw my arm over his shoulder and started walking me down the Platform. We’d only taken a few steps when Kennedi and Ellie came running up to me. They pushed the announcer aside, and each threw one of my arms over their shoulders.

      My legs stopped working, and the girls held my entire body weight as they carried me to the med room.
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      The medical room nurse was finishing up the last of the stitches on my forearm while Ellie and Kennedi hovered nearby. Charlie, Leah, Theo, and Bev walked in and surrounded my bed.

      Charlie smiled down at me and said, “Well, hell, you don’t look any worse for the wear.”

      Leah popped him on the arm and started laughing. She turned to me, “how are you feeling?”

      “I’m good. This nice lady here,” I nodded my head towards my nurse, “has me shot up with so much lidocaine that I couldn’t feel any of this if I wanted to.”

      “Good,” Bev chimed in.

      Theo took a step forward and leaned over so he could see my face better. “What took you so long to send that oaf over the edge? I was almost getting bored waiting,” he said, unable to stifle his laughter.

      My nurse tied her last suture and started cleaning up her supplies.

      “Am I clear to get the fuck out of here?” I asked her.

      Her response was a quick nod as she continued working.

      I sat up slowly. I felt two hands on my back, steadying me. They belonged to Kennedi and Ellie. I looked around the room and took in the faces surrounding me. Not a single one of them had to be there, yet there they all were. I felt that familiar wave of gratitude swell in my chest.

      “Where do we head from here?” I asked, directing my question to Theo.

      “We ditch the clown suits standing outside and go wherever you’d like,” he said.

      I glanced at the closed door. “Why do we have to ditch them? Have they been permanently assigned to escort me around or something?” I asked, chuckling.

      Charlie followed my gaze to the door. “They are here to take you to the Omnicorp skybox to meet with them,” he filled me in, referring to Alan Graves and Henry Blackwell.

      “That is one meeting I won’t be taking,” I said as I turned and let my legs dangle over the bed. It was time to send a message to Omnicorp, I thought.

      I stood up slowly, testing to make sure the muscles in my legs were going to work. Everyone backed up against the walls to let Kennedi and Ellie through to help me. They each took hold of an arm.

      “I’m alright,” I said, seeing the worry on both of their faces. I looked at Leah and asked, “Do you think you can get Thing One and Thing Two outside to abandon their post?” Leah may have been small, but her presence was nothing short of commanding. I saw a mischievous smile slowly form.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she said and headed out the door.

      By the time I was dressed, Leah had cleared the path for us to leave without hassle about going to a meeting. I don’t know how she did it, but the suits were nowhere to be seen when we exited the room and headed straight for the elevator.

      Once inside the elevator, I turned to Ellie and Kennedi. “Did you girls have a good time in the skybox?” I asked.

      Ellie’s face lit up. “I had the best time!” she exclaimed. “Leah was kind enough to bring Cora so I could learn some cooking basics. We made no-bake lemon bars, and three different kinds of hors d'oeuvres,” she finished, nearly bursting with excitement.

      I couldn’t help but smile. Out of all the things a cat girl has the ability to do, Ellie had fallen in love with cooking.

      I turned to Kennedi. “And you?” I asked.

      Kennedi’s eyes darted from Charlie to Leah before she quietly said, “I didn’t go to the skybox.” She reached out and took ahold of Leah’s hand and said to her, “I haven’t had a chance to apologize for not showing up yet. I really am sorry. After your generous invitation and all…” she trailed off. Her eyes searched Leah’s face for her next emotion. Leah just smiled at her.

      “You don’t have a single thing to apologize for, Kennedi,” Leah told her. “I completely understand. Besides, you showed that crowd something today too. You showed them that cat girls aren’t just waitresses.”

      I looked from Kennedi to Leah and back. “Where were you?” I asked Kennedi.

      “You didn’t see her?” Bev asked, sounding like she was addressing a total idiot. “She never left the end of the Platform.”

      The ‘ding’ of the elevator door interrupted our conversation, so I reached out and grabbed Kennedi’s hand as we exited. I leaned over and whispered in her ear, “You amaze me. Thank you.” She stared into my eyes for a short moment and then winked at me.

      The thumping of several massive bass speakers greeted us as we entered the upper level. The after-party was in full swing. Everything was red, just as we’d all suspected it would end up being. The stage was in the back, left corner again. On it were a troop of five dancers performing acrobatics while throwing knives to each other. On either side of the stage and several places throughout the room, fabric dancers hung from the ceiling. They were twisting and rolling and flipping inside bright red panels of material.

      I turned around and addressed my group. “You guys feel like rubbing it in Omnicorp’s face that a party is more important than their bullshit bellowing in some skybox?” I asked them.

      “Hell yeah,” Charlie piped up. “Are you sure you are up to it, though?”

      “I’m good for a while, at least,” I answered.

      I looked over to Theo and Bev. Theo smiled and said, “We definitely want to celebrate with you, but this just isn’t our scene. We’ll head back to the house, and we can all plan on breakfast together in the morning.”

      “I appreciate you being here, both of you,” I said to Theo. I shook his hand and gave Bev a careful hug as Charlie put his hand in the air and snapped his fingers a couple of times. The next instant, Kevin, the Lindys’ driver, appeared.

      “Please escort Mr. and Mrs. Cavanaugh home, Kevin,” Charlie instructed, patting Kevin on the back.

      The four of us that remained watched Kevin lead Theo and Bev out of the warehouse.

      I looked at Charlie and said, “That Kevin kid seems groom-worthy.”

      Leah looked at her husband and then over to me. “He certainly is. He’s got a long way to go before he gets off driver-duty, but I have no doubt he will work his way up in our organization,” she said.

      Charlie was nodding in agreement and looking out over the crowded room at the same time. “I see a table near the stage,” he said, and we started heading that way.

      I made it three steps forward before someone shouted my name. “Clark! Look! It’s Clark!” The entire room turned and looked at me. It was only a split second before people started to crowd around me, showering me with praise for the match I’d just won.

      It took ten minutes to reach the table Charlie had picked out. The five of us sat down, and a cat girl showed up immediately to take our drink orders. I watched as she kept her head tilted down and avoided eye contact. She left and returned with our drinks in under two minutes.

      “Thank you,” Leah said to the cat girl. The girl looked stunned. She replied, “You’re welcome,” and departed as quickly as possible.

      “That is what is so frustrating!” Leah growled. “That poor girl looked like she’d never been thanked for a single thing since she was built. She couldn’t even lift her head up.”

      Charlie reached across the table and put his hand on top of Leah’s to calm her. It was clear that her passion was deep for the humane treatment of cat girls.

      Leah shook her head and redirected her focus to the stage. The dancers were throwing knives straight up in the air to each other and catching them in their teeth. They were all wearing flowing red garments that created a fluid look to their show. The fabric dancers hanging at each side of the stage were flipping and rolling in tempo with the music that was thumping out of the nearby speakers.

      Kennedi leaned over and whispered in my ear. “I have an idea that may make Leah feel better,” she said.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “I’ll need to borrow Ellie here in a few minutes, but I think you’ll like it,” she replied. She waited for permission to commence with her plan, so I nodded in agreement. I saw her lean the other way and whisper in Ellie’s ear. Ellie nodded her head, and they both went back to watching the stage.

      A steady stream of people was stopping by the table. Most of them knew Charlie and Leah and were fine with using their acquaintance to meet me. They reminded me of the self-absorbed suits and dresses that attended the Omnicorp party, where I’d met Charlie. There was one gentleman. However, that actually seemed to be a friend of Charlie.

      “Clark, I’d like you to meet Abraham Gunther,” Charlie said.

      “Please, call me Abe. It’s a pleasure to meet a friend of Charlie’s,” he said as he reached out his hand and shook mine firmly.

      “Nice to meet you as well,” I replied. “How do you two know each other?”

      Both men laughed, and Charlie looked over at me. “We dated each other’s wives before either of us were married,” he told me.

      “Amazing how those things work out, isn’t it?” I said, rhetorically.

      “Where is Gretchen?” Charlie asked Abe.

      Abe glanced around the room and back and said, “she’s around here somewhere.”

      Leah leaned in and said, “be sure to send her over. It’s been forever since we’ve seen each other.”

      “Sure thing, Leah,” Abe replied before turning to me. “How is it that you managed to have the two most stunning and dynamic cat girls here, escorting you everywhere you go?”

      “I don’t treat them like slaves,” I said before considering whether it would sound accusatory or not.

      “Well, whatever you are doing or not doing, you’ve created some envy amongst some of my colleagues,” Abe said back to me in good humor.

      Abe and Charlie exchanged a few more pleasantries, and then Abe was gone. I saw that Leah had still not completely recovered from her upset about our waiter. I turned to Kennedi.

      “Whatever you are going to do, I think now would be great,” I told her. She looked at Ellie, and Ellie nodded.

      Kennedi and Ellie stood up and walked to opposite sides of the stage and disappeared behind it. I had no idea what their plan was, but I wanted to make them stand out.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told Charlie and Leah. I stood up and walked to the front edge of the stage. One of the dancers stopped and came over to me. A few moments later, the dancers had stopped their performance and moved to the edges of the stage. I climbed the side stairs and was handed a microphone.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention, please?” I spoke into the microphone. “I would like to thank you all for attending the show tonight. Your support fuels my success, and I appreciate that. Now, I’d like to give something back to you! Please direct your attention to the stage!”

      I climbed off the stage and returned to our table. Charlie and Leah both looked puzzled.

      “What are you doing?” Leah asked.

      “I’m not doing anything,” I responded. “They are,” I pointed to the ceiling above the stage.

      Kennedi and Ellie were standing on the top of the back of the stage. They were holding on to ceiling rafters. When the room quieted, the music started up again, and the bass was once again vibrating the floor. The two of them looked at each other, then looked straight ahead. Both jumped at the same time. They flew forward through the air. The entire room gasped before they watched the girls reach out and grab the fabric hanging from the ceiling.

      The women who were already using the panels for their performance both flipped upside down at the same time and held themselves vertical. Kennedi and Ellie slid down their panels, took hold of one of each dancer’s ankles. The dancers twisted and released themselves from the fabric, and Kennedi and Ellie slid further down, lowering them to the stage. Once they were the only ones on their panels, Kennedi and Ellie started their show.

      Every person in attendance stopped what they were doing to watch. The girls twisted and flipped and climbed. They wrapped themselves over and over and then let go and rolled down the panels at break-neck speed only to catch themselves by wrapping the panel around one leg at the bottom.

      Their agility and physical superiority were on full display for their spectators. The speed with which they performed was triple what the original dancers’ were. However, the biggest buzz in the crowd was about how both were smiling and genuinely seemed to be having fun. It seemed as though no one had seen that before from a cat girl.

      By the time Ellie and Kennedi finished their performance, people had already started coming back over to the table. The questions flowed.

      “How did you get them to do that?” and “What options did you choose when you built them to make them be like that?” were among them.

      I decided now would be the perfect time to exit. I didn’t want to answer the questions. If anything, I wanted everyone in that room to go home wondering what was different about my cat girls.

      I got Charlie’s attention and leaned over to him. “Do you mind getting out of here now?” I asked.

      “Not at all. Let’s go,” he answered.

      Ten minutes later, the five of us were in Charlie and Leah’s limo, headed home.

      Leah was beaming. “That was the most beautiful fabric dancing I’ve ever seen, ladies,” she said to Kennedi and Ellie.

      “Thank you,” they said in unison.

      Leah turned to me. “What made you ask them to put on that little show?” she asked me.

      “I didn’t ask them,” I responded. “They wanted to cheer you up.”

      Leah was shocked and speechless as she looked from Kennedi to Ellie. “Thank you both so much!” she finally got out.

      “You’re most welcome,” Kennedi told her.

      Leah turned to Charlie and said, “If only Macy could be like them!”

      That was the cue I’d been hoping for. I turned to Charlie and said, “It may be possible for Macy.”

      Both Charlie and Leah leaned forward in their seats, waiting for further explanation.

      “I don’t have the details for you yet, but they should be available in about two days’ time. Will you be in town still?” I asked them.

      “Yes, we’ll still be here,” Charlie said.

      “Great. If you have time in your schedule, we’d love to have you two over for dinner night-after-next. Bev’s cooking is superb, and we’ll have something to show you by then,” I said and sat back, waiting for their reply.

      “That sounds perfect,” Leah said without even looking at Charlie, and the date was set.
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      Theo and Bev’s house was dark when we pulled up. After the Lindys left, Kennedi, Ellie, and I made our way to the loft. The extra effort I’d put in to stay at the after-party had drained me more than I’d realized. I laid down on the bed, exhausted. Kennedi and Ellie were both sitting on their knees, waiting for me to fall asleep so they could lick my wounds. Although I once found the practice disturbing, I was very fond of fast healing, so it no longer bothered me.

      It felt like I closed my eyes and immediately opened them again, but the room had changed. It was lighter, indicating that morning had arrived. I was alone in the loft, and my entire body felt heavy. I closed my eyes, preparing to get up.

      When I opened them again, it was four hours later. This time I felt as though movement wouldn’t completely drain me. I sat up slowly and looked around. I was still alone, but there was a tray sitting in front of the lounger across the room. I could see steam coming from the plate that was on it but couldn’t make out what was on it.

      I pulled the covers back and slid my legs over the edge of the bed. There were stabbing pains in both my thighs, and it felt like the skin was being pulled at either side of the cuts that had been stitched up. I stood up to take the pressure off the stitches and slowly made my way to the other side of the room. I sat down in the lounger and pulled the lever to extend the leg rest and looked over at the tray.

      The plate was piled high with some sort of chicken and vegetable stir-fry, and it smelled like heaven. There were various dipping sauces in tiny bowls surrounding the plate. I picked up my fork and stabbed a piece of chicken and a peapod and put them in my mouth. In all the Asian countries I’d eaten in throughout my travels, I’d never tasted a stir fry this delicious. I took three more bites, feeling hungrier and hungrier. I simply wanted to devour my meal. I put my fork down as I chewed and then took a long drink from the water glass perched nearby. I leaned back in my chair to catch my breath, which I hadn’t immediately noticed was becoming labored.

      I woke up three hours later, still sitting in the lounger. This time Ellie was sitting on the bed across from me. She smiled when she saw my eyes open. I looked around, and the tray I was eating from was gone. Ellie saw me looking for it.

      “It got cold. There is no use eating cold stir fry,” she said softly.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      “Four o’clock,” she told me. “I need to check your wounds. You were starting to stir when I came up here, so I figured I’d let you wake up on your own first.”

      The room was brighter than before, and I noticed the curtains had been opened. I felt much more alert than I had the previous two times I’d woken.

      Ellie checked my wounds, which had healed considerably since the last time I’d looked at them. The cut on my forearm was completely sealed already and could probably have the sutures removed. It was tender but not painful. My thighs were a different story. There wasn’t any stabbing pain, but when I bent my leg and the skin pulled, it was still plenty painful.

      After Ellie examined me and was satisfied that I was making proper progress, she helped me to get back in bed. I was not in any condition to make a trip down the ladder just yet. She piled up pillows behind my back and adjusted them until she was satisfied that I was in a good position.

      “I will send Kennedi up with some food for you,” Ellie said to me, heading toward the ladder. “Would you like anything else?”

      “Yes, will you please have her bring my computer as well?” I requested. Most of the brain-fog that had been hanging around was lifted, and the first thing I wanted to do was get to work on the program I’d started before my last match. If I was going to be stuck in bed for a while, I couldn’t think of a better way to pass the time.

      Ellie nodded curtly and was gone. Only a couple of minutes passed before Kennedi arrived with my computer and a tray of pancakes. She set the pancakes on the trunk at the end of the bed and set my computer on the bed beside me. She insisted on checking my cuts for herself. She seemed happy with the amount of healing that had taken place. Then she retrieved my pancakes, lowered the folding legs on the tray, and set it over my lap. They had already been buttered, so she poured home-made maple syrup over them and went to sit in the lounger while I ate.

      My appetite was back in full force, and the pancakes were delicious. I had them devoured in a matter of minutes.

      “Man, pancakes just make everything better,” I said with a laugh.

      “They certainly do,” Kennedy replied as she took my plate but left the tray at my request. After she’d put the plate down, she climbed over the end of the bed and sat on her knees beside me.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      “I am much more awake than earlier today,” I told her. “There is some pain but nothing to whine about.”

      “Is there anything else I could get you?” she asked. I could see the concern in her eyes. I knew she was trying not to be too motherly but wanted to be able to do something to help me. I couldn’t think of anything for her to do, though.

      “No, I’m fine right now,” I told her. I smiled at her to reinforce the fact that I was truly okay.

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      I reached over and pulled my laptop onto my now-empty tray and opened it.

      “Oh,” Kennedi started. “I did some work on your computer.”

      I felt a tiny bit of panic. I hadn’t told her I had started to write a program. The terror that she would've possibly erased it welled up. I swallowed a lump in my throat and asked, “What did you do to it, exactly?”

      “I sped up your processor, added RAM, and downloaded a special AI assist program that you will need if you are to integrate the program you are writing into Ellie’s system,” she told me and smiled.

      My heart slowed as I realized she had not only kept the program intact, she’d actually anticipated what I would need to make it useful. All I could do was smile. She truly was irreplaceable.

      I switched the computer on and waited for the programs to load. I pulled up the one I was writing and went to work while Kennedi watched silently.

      I typed until well after the sun had gone down. When the loft started getting too dark, Kennedi got up and turned the lamp on. She went straight back to her perch on the bed beside me.

      The program before me was filling in perfectly. I had figured out what I needed to create to allow Ellie to perform the functions she needed and wanted to without fear of virus invasion or data being hijacked. What was a sketch the day before would be ready to test in an hour.

      When I was done writing the code, I went to work integrating it with the AI software that Kennedi had added. It took me a little time to figure out how the two would work together, but it all came together seamlessly after that. It was about nine o’clock when I looked up at Kennedi. I had only been out of bed once since I’d started typing, and that was to go to the bathroom. I felt more than ready to get up again.

      Kennedi helped me down the ladder and waited for me outside the barn bathroom. Then she helped me back up, checked my wounds yet again, and climbed back on the bed with me. I felt confident that the program was ready to test, but we needed Ellie to start glitching again before we could be one-hundred percent sure that it was effective in protecting her hotspot connection. That wouldn’t happen for about another twenty-four hours if she stayed on the same schedule as last time.

      I closed out the hotspot program and started to work on another one. Ellie still needed to be able to connect to outside networks without having viruses planted during updates. To accomplish this, she would need to be able to retrieve updates from the Omnicorp network without them knowing about it, so they didn’t have the opportunity to plant a virus. So, her connection needed to be invisible.

      After writing the firewall program for her hotspot, the program for Ellie’s connectivity modifications came together quickly. A lot of the program used the same concepts, so development took a fraction of the time. What I had put together would allow for her to search for updates and clean them so she could take what she wanted without fear of a virus. I still hadn’t figured out how to make her invisible, though.

      It was after midnight by the time I looked up. Kennedi hadn’t moved, and Ellie hadn’t come to the loft. I’d been so engrossed in my work that I hadn’t noticed.

      “Where’s Ellie?” I asked Kennedi.

      “She’ll be staying in the house tonight,” Kennedi said.

      “She’s okay with that?” I asked.

      “Yes, she’s fine. She and Bev have been cooking all day. The stir-fry, the pancakes, that was all Ellie,” she said with a chuckle.

      “Damn, in that case, she’s found her calling. If any of the rest of her recipes end up that good, she’ll be set to open her own place!” I was excited for her. Bev thoroughly seemed to enjoy teaching her too. It was the perfect pairing.

      “You should put that down and go back to sleep now,” Kennedi switched the subject abruptly. She reached for my computer, closed it and moved it to the trunk. She hopped off the bed and came around the side, where she proceeded to remove the pillows from behind my back. I didn’t even have a chance to protest or tell her how much better I felt before she had me lie down again. It wasn’t until just then that I felt the fatigue wash over me. This time it was more mental than physical, though. I felt her eyes on me as I closed mine. Once again, she was waiting for me to drift off to sleep so she could treat my cuts with a thorough tongue-bath.
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      I woke up the next day and felt like a completely different human. The brain-fog, the heaviness, the pain? It was all gone. When I got out of bed, I was alone in the loft. I threw on some clothes, grabbed my computer, and navigated the ladder to get down without difficulty. I walked through the barn and felt the blast of hot air hit me as I opened the barn door to exit. The sun was bright in the sky, and the temperature was climbing quickly. By the looks of it, it was going to be an extremely hot day.

      I made my way to the house and let myself in. When I walked into the kitchen, Bev and Ellie were there. When they saw me, they both let out a little cheer.

      “You’re up!” Ellie exclaimed and clapped her hands together. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m better than I thought possible,” I told them, and it was the truth.

      Bev was smiling from the corner of the kitchen where she was whipping some sort of batter. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving!” I answered her. Whether I needed to eat or not, the smell of her cooking on its own had a knack for making me hungry. This was not one of those times, however.

      “Where are Kennedi and Theo?” I asked Bev.

      “They are out at the firepit. We all thought it would be nice to have dinner out there when the Lindys get here tonight. What do you think?” Bev asked.

      “It sounds like a fantastic idea, especially with as hot as it is going to be today. It will be the perfect temperature by the time they get here,” I answered.

      Bev turned back to her batter and said, “Now go take a seat in the dining room, and we’ll whip you up something to eat.”

      “Banishing me to the dining room, are ya?” I joked with her.

      “Yes,” Bev replied and smirked over her shoulder at me. Ellie shooed me away with a kitchen towel and went back to work.

      Ten minutes later, I had a sun-dried tomato and cheese omelet sitting in front of me with a side dish of sausage and wheat toast with raspberry jam. The omelet smelled of black pepper and onions and made my mouth water before I had a chance to cut into it. I took my time and savored every bite of my meal. My mind was spinning and weaving its way around how the rest of today would play out and what it could mean for the future.

      Just as I took the last bite of my last piece of toast, Ellie came sweeping in from the kitchen and gathered up my dishes and disappeared again. I got up and followed her back into the kitchen. Every surface in the room was now covered in tiny cupcakes. Some were frosted, some were plain, and there were all different colors. I went to reach for one, and Bev slapped my hand.

      “Those are not ready yet! Keep out!” she yelled.

      I grinned at that, and as I could see that the two of them were busy, I decided to go see if I could help with the firepit. First, I darted my hand out and stole a cupcake off the counter and headed straight for the front door before either Bev or Ellie could stop me.

      Once outside, I went around the side of the house and found Theo. He was standing next to a pile of stones a few paces away from the hole in the ground that was the firepit.

      “How ya feeling?” he asked when he saw me coming toward him.

      “I’m good,” I said, hoping that would be the last time I answered that question.

      “I’m having a little trouble here,” Theo said in a low voice, almost to himself.

      “Is there anything I can help you with?” I asked him.

      Theo looked me up and down to size up whether I was in good enough condition to help or not before saying, “I’m trying to pick out the firepit rock and can’t decide the best one for the center. Landscaping is not my thing, apparently.”

      “That’s easy, Theo,” I said, stepping in front of him and pointing at a specific rock. “That one.”

      “Why that one?” he asked.

      “Because it has a flat bottom. It’s that simple. It will sit flat in the middle of the pit which will help if you do any cooking in it,” I told him.

      Theo examined the rock I was referring to and nodded his head. “Alright, that makes sense.”

      “Let me help you get it over there,” I offered.

      “Absolutely not!” he practically shouted. Then he lowered his voice and said, “Kennedi has been cranky with me all morning about moving the heavy stuff. I don’t think she understands the stigma that men are supposed to be stronger than women.” Theo laughed and started looking around to find Kennedi.

      She was standing at a woodpile about forty yards away, assembling pallet furniture from scrap wood.

      “Kennedi!” Theo yelled.

      “Yes?” she called back.

      “Got time to move a stone?” Theo asked.

      “Yes, sir!” she exclaimed and immediately headed our direction. She picked the stone Theo pointed to up like it was a pebble and gently set it in the middle of the firepit. Then she flitted off to continue making her furniture.

      It only took another couple of hours to finish the firepit. When it was done, the bottom was completely lined with stones, and the outer edge had a row of stones assembled that looked like they’d been cut into puzzle pieces and put back together. In fact, that was pretty much what had been done. Kennedi thought it would be a good safety measure to make sure the edge rocks weren’t able to move easily. So, she ground them into shapes so they would interlock. The result was effective and had the desired side-effect of being really nice-looking.

      The wood furniture Kennedi had been assembling was finished and spaced out around the pit. There were sun chairs, loungers, rocking chairs, benches, side tables, and stools. She hadn’t made furniture before, so she decided to try some of each to see which she enjoyed making the most. Turned out that the sunchair was her favorite, so she made eight of them. The pit only had room for five, though, and rather than begrudgingly take three back to the woodpile, she decided to expand the firepit on her own. I’d have helped, but honestly, she insisted, and since it only took her a few minutes, who was I to complain.

      Now, all that would be needed to entertain guests would be food trays and an actual fire. Kennedi went to work building the trays, and Theo and I sat in two of the new sun chairs. The backs were adjustable for angle, and the seat stretched out into a foot-rest. You’d normally see chairs like this at a pool, but we decided they would be perfect for eating, and Kennedi enjoyed making them, so we figured ‘why not?’

      Theo folded his hands behind his head and let out a sigh of relaxation.

      “Finally starting to unwind a little?” I joked with Theo.

      Theo turned his head to face me. “You got that right. I’m under a bit less pressure than I have been in a while,” he said.

      “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?” I asked, genuinely curious. I hadn’t known that he was under pressure of any kind.

      “Well, it goes like this… Two-hundred-forty thousand dollars took some pressure off,” he said. I watched a sly smile cross his face.

      “Two-hundred-forty-thousand?” I muttered, almost confused. “How did you walk away with two-hundred-forty-thousand dollars?”

      Theo sat up and turned to face me. “I didn’t. I walked with eighty-thousand. The other one-hundred-sixty-thousand is yours!” he shouted and clapped his hands together.

      “I still don’t see how,” I said. “I only dropped ten-thousand on myself. With a triple payout, I should’ve topped out at forty grand.” I tried to reason my way through the math.

      Theo’s smile got bigger. “I’m not a mathematician. So, when they started talking about payouts, I grabbed what I wanted to hear, apparently. The amount placed on the bet was tripled matched, and then the payout was tripled.”

      I sat and let the news set in. This meant I wouldn’t have to fight on the Platform again. This meant that I wouldn’t have to dodge Omnicorp meetings or spend my free time at parties with superficial twits. This one bet had just changed my future, and tonight, I planned on setting up the path my life was going to go down.

      Later that evening, I decided to take a quick nap before getting ready for dinner with Charlie and Leah. When I woke up, I took a few minutes to go over the code for the programs I wrote. Kennedi joined me in the loft just as I was finishing up. She saw my look of frustration.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I can’t make her invisible on an outside network with the program I’ve designed. It does everything else we’d want it to but not that,” I tossed my computer on the bed beside me. “I’ve run a thousand different simulations given the parameters you set me up with, and I just can’t get that part to work.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I’m starting to think it may be something we can’t ‘fix’ with software.”

      “Hmm… do you mind if I take a look?” Kennedi sat on the bed beside me and picked up my laptop.

      “Go for it,” I said as I laid on my back and stared at the ceiling.

      Beside me, Kennedi opened the laptop and began scouring through my code and sims.

      “Unfortunately, I think you may be right, Clark,” Kennedi said when she had finished. “You’ve already tried everything I would try.”

      “Yeah, it’s too bad we can’t just modify her nano-glass wires to stop her from auto-searching for networks,” I mused aloud. “Then she could purposely pull a network connection inside the firewall I built for her and connect without the rest of the network being able to detect her.”

      “Clark, you’re a genius!” Kennedi exclaimed. “That would work since it is the cross-flow of data that networks detect, not the actual connection. Since she will be in a space where you’ve put one-way valves in her firewall, at no point will data be going in and out of the same place. Hence, she becomes undetectable.”

      “Well, yeah, but I’m not sure how to… do that. The hardware modifications I mean, the work is just too delicate for me to perform.” I sighed. “Hence the whole trying to fix it with code thing.”

      “But you don’t need to fix it with code.” Kennedi was getting excited now. “If I put just one fracture in the correct spot on Ellie’s nano-glass connection port, it will make her invisible to the Omnicorp network because of the way we’re designed.”

      “That’s just it, though. How do you fracture the correct wires in her port without just jacking the whole thing up? I mean, unless we want her to not auto-update...?” I asked. The port was practically microscopic and to crack it in a very specific place didn’t sound like an easy feat.

      “I can do it.” She nodded emphatically. “I will use diamond dust. I can shave the particles directly off my claws and stack them on the wire. Then I just give it a tap. Think of it like a chisel that you use to crack a rock except the diamond dust is much sharper, so it is easier to place the edge exactly where you need it to fracture the wire.”

      “Are you able to see that small of an area and work with that much precision?” I asked. The thought hadn’t crossed my mind that her vision would be that good. I knew she could see in the dark, but I had no idea she could possibly magnify things.

      “My vision is whatever I need it to be, so yes, I can see that small of an area,” she answered. “And my reflexes are more than adequate for the task.”

      She bounced to her feet, practically brimming with excitement. She offered her hand to help me up even though I no longer needed it. My wounds had all but healed, and aside from a little tenderness and fatigue, I felt fine.

      “Go get ready, and let’s look forward to tonight!” Kennedy exclaimed as she bounced down the ladder and out of the barn.
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      The Lindys car pulled up at about eight o’clock. The sun was down, but the air was still warm. Ellie and Bev, who had become practically inseparable, met them and escorted them into the house. Theo, Kennedi, and I were relaxing in the living room when they entered.

      “Oh, good! You’re here!” I greeted them. I had been getting more and more excited about what was going to happen tonight. I stood up and shook Charlie’s hand. Leah had already headed around the couch to sit with Kennedi. The two were already lost in girl-talk by the time Charlie was offered a drink.

      “I just poured Clark and myself a scotch. Would you like one?” Theo asked.

      “Yes, thank you. A scotch sounds like a perfect kick-off to a fun evening!” Charlie replied.

      “Leah,” Theo said. “Would you like a drink? We have a little of everything.”

      “I appreciate that. I’ll take a scotch as well,” she said and went back to chatting with Kennedi. I don’t know why, but I was expecting her to order something a little less stiff.

      Theo stood and headed to the kitchen. “I’ll be right back with those,” he said. Before I could offer to pour the drinks for our guests, he was gone.

      “Come sit down, Charlie.” I motioned to several empty chairs that he had to choose from. He chose the one closest to the fire.

      Bev and Theo both came from the kitchen carrying drinks. Once they were passed out and everyone was seated, Leah looked over at Bev.

      “Your house is absolutely adorable, Bev. How long have you been here?” Leah asked.

      “Thank you! We built it almost twenty years ago now,” Bev answered, smiling proudly.

      Leah smiled and then looked over at Charlie and raised an eyebrow in an ‘I told you so’ type look. Charlie started laughing.

      “Leah has always wanted to build a house that we’d live in most of the year. We’ve just always traveled so much that it didn’t make sense,” Charlie explained Leah’s look.

      “If only you could pack a house in a suitcase and take it with you!” Leah joked.

      I heard footsteps coming down the hall, and in an instant, Ellie appeared carrying a tray. She was wearing a nice, flour-covered pair of jeans and a too-tight t-shirt that was covered by one of Bev’s aprons. She looked both frighteningly messy and adorable at the same time.

      She set the tray down on the coffee table in the middle of the room and took a step back. She almost looked nervous.

      “I made some appetizers. I would love for you to try them and tell me, honestly, what you think,” she stated quietly to the room. “They are marinated turkey slices wrapped around green onion sprigs and a jalapeno cream cheese filling.”

      Everyone in the room, including Kennedi, who didn’t need to eat, reached for a turkey roll. We sat back and ate them, taking extra time to note how they tasted.

      “These are going on the menu at our next event!” exclaimed Leah.

      “Absolutely!” Charlie agreed.

      Bev was beaming at Ellie. “These are magnificent, Ellie. They really are.”

      I had a second one in my mouth already, so I nodded exaggeratedly and flashed her the ‘okay’ symbol with my hand. They were absolutely amazing. It was the type of appetizer that made you want appetizers for dinner.

      Ellie was so excited she jumped up and down and clapped her hands like she’d just won the lottery.

      “I’m so happy everyone likes them!” she gushed. “Dinner won’t be ready for another twenty minutes, so I’ll bring out another tray!” she exclaimed as she skipped back into the kitchen.

      Ellie returned with a fresh batch of turkey roll-ups and, once again, leaned down to set them on the coffee table. She started to stand back up but stopped halfway, still hunched over. She went perfectly still, and her eyes went blank.

      “Ellie?” Leah said with concern in her voice. “Ellie, are you ok?” she asked.

      Kennedi got up and stood beside Ellie, waiting for her to move again. She looked at Bev, whose face was wrinkled up with worry.

      “Bev, will you please check on dinner? Ellie’s going to lose the last twenty minutes,” Kennedy said to Bev.

      Charlie sat forward and looked back at me. “You don’t look nearly as surprised as half the people in this room,” he noted.

      “This is one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. We knew she was going to do it today. We just weren’t sure when. It will happen every twenty minutes from here on out,” I said to Charlie.

      “What is causing it?” Charlie asked.

      Ellie blinked before I had a chance to answer. She looked around, confused. Kennedi put her hand on Ellie’s arm.

      “Come with me, Ellie,” Kennedi said and started to lead her away.

      “What can I do to help?” Leah was on her feet, getting ready to follow Kennedi.

      “I need you to stay here and listen to what Clark has to say. I’m going to take Ellie out to the firepit and get her sat down. If I do it fast enough, then next time this happens, she won’t wake up in a different place than she remembers being last,” Kennedi told Leah.

      Leah reluctantly sat back down and turned her full attention to me.

      “What do I need to hear?” Leah asked.

      I looked over at Theo, who had been silent. I hadn’t filled him in on all the details yet, but he at least was familiar with the issue. I turned back to Leah and Charlie.

      “As you know, we’ve instructed Ellie not to update or connect to an outside network because we weren’t sure if she was uploading information for Omnicorp or not,” I started. “A couple of days after we stopped allowing the updates, she started glitching, like you just saw. She loses twenty minutes of memory every twenty minutes. Kennedi had me connect the two of them so she could find out what the problem was. She discovered that, because we blocked Ellie from updating via wifi, Omnicorp was trying to force an update through her hotspot connection every twenty minutes,” I said and then paused to let the information sink in before I continued.

      “Why?” Charlie asked.

      “I’ll tell you. The force wasn’t for the actual update. It was to insert a virus that could copy all of Ellie’s memory files and take the data back to Omnicorp. But, because a hot spot has different connectivity properties than wifi, Ellie’s system is able to terminate the virus. It takes an enormous amount of electrical power for her to do so, though, and she has to draw power from her recent memory files, which erases them,” I explained.

      “That poor thing,” Leah gasped. “Is there any way to stop it?”

      “There are a couple of options,” I began. “The first is to let her update, but that allows Omnicorp to come in the front door, so to speak. The second is a solution that Kennedi and I have been working on that we planned on testing out tonight. We’d like you to see the results because, from the way it looks, it will solve Ellie’s issues. However, the same thing could be beneficial for all CGs.” I watched Charlie and Leah closely to monitor their reactions. Both looked deep in thought.

      Charlie looked up first. There was a new glint in his eyes. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not just yet. He watched Leah until she looked back at him. They both nodded. Charlie spoke first.

      “Do you have the programs to fix her ready right now?” he asked.

      “We do. We wanted to make the modifications tonight. There is a hardware modification that needs to be done as well, but Kennedi can better explain that as she’ll be the one who has to do it,” I replied.

      “I’d like to see the end results,” Leah said. Her voice had a distinct no-bullshit tone to it.

      I didn’t wait for them to change their minds. I got up and went outside to where Kennedi was sitting with Ellie by the fire pit. Kennedi had lit a massive fire, and the two of them were talking about cooking.

      “Kennedi,” I said to get her attention. “The Lindys are up for seeing the modifications as soon as possible. How long will it take for you to install the programs and crack the wire?”

      She looked at Ellie and then back at me. “We have just enough time before Bev said dinner would be ready,” she said as she stood up.

      “Let’s go back to the living room, Ellie,” Kennedi said. She waited until Ellie was standing and walked back to the house behind her. Ellie didn’t say anything. She just followed my lead.

      When we were back in the house, we got Ellie settled on one end of the couch, with Kennedi sitting next to her. I brought my laptop in and set it on the couch, just on the other side of Kennedi. I walked behind the couch as Kennedi pulled the end of one of her claws off and handed it to me. I looked up at the room one last time before starting the modification process. Leah and Charlie had moved to sit directly across from the couch while Theo remained in his usual lounger. Bev had come in from the kitchen and took the chair beside Theo. Everyone had their eyes riveted on Kennedi, Ellie, and me. This had better work, was the only thing running through my mind.

      I started with Ellie. I moved her hair aside and made the cuts to allow access to her connection port. Then I exposed Kennedi’s port. I plugged an HDMI cable into Kennedi and into the laptop. We’d had to get a second cable because of the change to the shape of the connector on the end. Now Kennedi just needed to download the program so she could put it inside Ellie. The process took about ten seconds. When Kennedi had pulled the program from the computer, she nodded to tell me she was ready to be connected to Ellie.

      I unplugged the HDMI cable from both the computer and Kennedi. I grabbed the second cable and plugged it into Kennedi. Then I moved the other end over to Ellie’s port and connected it. From behind them, I saw both Kennedi’s and Ellie’s bodies stiffen just a little. My part was done. Now the only thing to do was wait until Kennedi came back.

      “We have to wait while Kennedi installs the programs in Ellie’s processor and comes back. She takes the programs over via this modified HDMI cable,” I told the four spectators in the room.

      Each person had a different expression on their face. Theo was shifting and uncomfortable. Bev was worried. Leah looked determined, and Charlie was intensely interested. It was a full thirty seconds before Kennedi blinked her eyes and sat up straight. She immediately looked back at me. I disconnected her.

      “Ellie will wake up in about fifteen seconds. I have to crack her wire,” Kennedi said, hurriedly.

      She jumped back over the back of the couch and pushed me aside so she could stand behind Ellie. She unplugged the HDMI from Ellie’s back and took the end of her claw back from me at the same time. She unsheathed another claw and removed the end of it as well. She held the blades directly over Ellie’s connection port and started shaving one with the other. I couldn’t see anything falling onto the port, but it must have been there because three seconds later, Kennedy stopped and reattached her claws. Keeping them unsheathed, she started using them to position the invisible diamond dust. I vowed to myself to have her do this under a microscope one day, so I could see what it was she was actually doing.

      A few seconds later, Kennedi turned her claw sideways and tapped once on the top of Ellie’s port. Then she blew on it, I assumed to move the diamond dust aside. She peered at the port closely, moving from side to side to see it from all directions. Then Kennedi stood up.

      “It’s done. The wire is fractured,” she said.

      “What wire?” Charlie asked.

      Kennedi looked up. “There is one section inside one of her nano-glass wires that needed severing to make her invisible to outside networks,” Kennedi explained as plainly as she could. “I used diamond dust to stack and crack it.”

      “Where did the diamond dust come from?” This time it was Bev asking. “I didn’t see you take anything out.”

      Kennedi unsheathed all her claws and held them up. “My claws are diamond-covered to maintain sharpness,” Kennedi explained. “I just shaved some dust off into Ellie’s port and then manipulated it so that when I put pressure on it, it would crack in the right place.”

      “That is nothing short of amazing,” Leah whispered softly, not taking her eyes off Ellie.
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      The next ten seconds seemed like an eternity. Kennedi and I went around the couch, each of us taking a seat on either side of Ellie. There were six sets of eyes riveted on Ellie’s face, waiting for her to do something, anything.

      I saw the light start to come back to her eyes first. I looked up at Kennedi. She’d seen it as well. We looked back to Ellie just when she blinked. Then she blinked again and lifted her head slightly. She slowly straightened back up and slowly turned her head to take in the whole room. Then she looked back at Kennedi with a tear in her eye and threw her arms around Kennedi’s neck.

      “Thank you,” Ellie said and hugged Kennedi tight. After hugging Kennedi, Ellie turned and looked at each individual in the room. Bev got up, walked over in front of Ellie, got down on her knees, and took hold of Ellie’s hands.

      “How are you feeling?” Bev asked quietly.

      “I feel like a vice grip has been removed from all my systems. I didn’t know I was constantly battling the updates and viruses. Now it’s like I can operate without restriction, with a freedom I couldn’t before,” Ellie said, getting happier with every word.

      Bev let out a sigh of relief, and so did everyone else in the room. The tension in the air lifted, and smiles started forming on everyone’s faces. I took a deep breath and let it out, relaxing my shoulders and neck, which I hadn’t known were tensed. It felt like Kennedi, and I had just saved Ellie’s life or quality of life at least.

      Leah and Charlie both stood at the same time. Leah was beaming with excitement she was having problems controlling. She threw her arms around Charlie for a quick hug before jumping up and down and clapping.

      “Oh, Ellie, I am so happy for you!” Leah shouted out. “It is so fantastic that you feel that amazing!”

      “I really do!” Ellie told her. “Thank you!”

      Leah looked at Charlie again, and her voice became a little serious with a hint of sadness when she said, “I wonder if that’s what Macy would feel if she was released from her Omnicorp chains.”

      Charlie looked at me. “Is your programming specific to Ellie?” he asked.

      “Other than the hotspot, because that is part of Ellie’s special skill, it is not. The program to allow for updates on demand without virus invasion would work on any CG,” I answered.

      “What about the wire needing to be cracked? Is that Ellie-specific?” Charlie inquired.

      “The wire crack is to keep them from being visible on other networks, so Omnicorp can’t try to shove an update or virus at them,” I replied.

      Charlie paused for a brief moment. He took a deep breath and nodded his head, almost as if he was giving himself permission to do something. When he looked up, he had a very serious expression. “Would you be open to modifying Macy for us? If not, no worries. I just know Leah has been looking for some way to free her of her constant need to be sadly subservient,” Charlie asked me.

      I glanced at Kennedi, who was already nodding her head.

      “Absolutely, we’ll modify Macy for you,” I told Charlie. Leah broke out clapping and jumping up and down again.

      Theo, who had been silent, leaned forward and said, “We still have dinner to get to… Charlie, do you want to send for Macy? Then she could be free as soon as tonight.” Theo watched me to make sure he wasn’t volunteering Kennedi and me for anything we didn’t want to do. I nodded back at him.

      “That’s a great idea, Theo,” I said and turned to Charlie. “Can your driver go pick her up?”

      Leah hurried around the couch and towards the exit from the living room without pause. We heard her yell back over her shoulder, “I’ll send Kevin right now!” The entire room broke out in laughter.

      Ellie, who had been chatting with Bev and Kennedi and running systems checks to test out her new freedoms, stood up abruptly.

      “I have a dinner to get on! Everybody to the firepit!” she exclaimed, happier than I’d ever seen her.

      Bev stood as well. “Great idea! Clark, you get everyone outside and relaxing. Ellie and I will be out shortly,” she said, all business.

      Ellie and Bev darted off to the kitchen, and the four of us remaining started heading towards the front door. Kennedi slipped her hand into mine as we walked behind Theo and Charlie. She looked up at me and smiled that smile that made me want to pick her up and take her back to the loft. I fucking loved it when she was happy.

      We were all just getting settled around the firepit when we heard Bev and Ellie coming around the house. They were both carrying two large trays each. Kennedi hopped up to help, and Leah followed. Each tray had two serving platters that they passed out, one for each of us and an extra platter with the turkey wraps that hadn’t been eaten from earlier.

      Ellie set my platter down on the folding wooden table that Kennedi had made. It was piled with skewers. Each skewer was stacked with pieces of marinated, seared filet squares, carrots, shallots, corn-on-the-cob rounds, and glazed button mushrooms. The rich aroma of pot roast filled the air, and my stomach rumbled in anticipation. I picked up a skewer and was about to take a bite when Kennedi, who was sitting beside me, reached over and stopped me. Ellie saw her and started laughing.

      “I guess I should’ve led with ‘They aren’t cooked yet,’” she said. “We have such an amazing fire, and it’s warm enough out here, Bev and I decided that cooking them over the fire instead of on the grill would be fun!”

      I saw Charlie and Theo put down skewers that were headed for their mouths as well, and the lot of us started laughing.

      Bev sat beside Theo and chuckled. “The filet is seared so it won’t take long to cook over the fire. Two minutes for medium. Up or down from there depending on how you like your steak,” she said and put two skewers over the rack that had been placed on the firepit.

      It turned out to be an excellent idea on Bev and Ellie’s part. The smoke from the fire added a depth of taste to the meat and melted the glaze on the mushrooms. Theo got a little overzealous and decided to try a bite of carrot before it had cooled, and Bev laughed as he tried not to spit it out. He had his mouth open and was sucking in air and waving his hands to force air into his mouth. When the rest of us started laughing, he decided to jump up and make a show of it. He was dancing around like he was stepping on hot coals and groaning like he’d just swallowed fire. Charlie was laughing so hard he did spit out the bite of carrot he had in his mouth. So, deciding to add to the ridiculousness, he got down on his hands and knees and pretended to mourn the lost piece of carrot.

      “Please, God! Tell me why you’ve taken my carrot from me!” he called out to the heavens, pretending to cry. “What did I do to deserve such cruelty?” The roars of laughter would’ve been heard for miles if anyone was there to listen.

      When we had all finally gained our composure, and the food was cool enough to eat, we enjoyed one of the best meals I’d ever had. I was certain at some point I would stop thinking that each meal that came out of Bev’s kitchen was better than the last, but so far, that hadn’t happened.

      “My compliments to the chefs!” I said to both Ellie and Bev when I’d swallowed my last bite. “That was beyond amazing!”

      “All the compliments go to Ellie on this one,” Bev said, smiling proudly at Ellie. “The only thing I did was put the skewers together. Everything from the marinade to the seasoning, that was all her!”

      Leah looked over at me. “You are going to have to watch your waistline with these two around!” she said, waving her arm toward Ellie and Bev.

      “I’m living proof that it is nearly impossible to do so, with Bev’s cooking at least,” Theo chimed in, holding his stomach. He was far from fat but didn’t have the tone that I did. Bev smiled and whacked him on the arm with her napkin.

      Ellie stood up and said, “I am very happy that you all enjoyed it! I have mini cupcakes with a brandy-infused raspberry filling and a shot of port for dessert. Who would like one?” Every single one of us raised our hands. Kennedi waved Bev to sit back down when she tried to stand to go with Ellie.

      “I’ll help Ellie with this, you stay and relax,” Kennedi told Bev and strolled off with Ellie. The two of them were giggling about something as they rounded the corner of the house.

      Charlie stood up after the girls were gone. “I see Kevin coming up the drive. I’m going to go meet him and get Macy over here,” he said. Leah got up and followed him out to the drive just as we heard a car pull up. A few minutes later, they returned with Macy in tow.

      Theo got up to grab another chair for Macy, and Charlie was having her sit down just as Kennedi and Ellie returned with trays of mini cupcakes and shot glasses.

      “Macy! It’s great that you are here!” Ellie exclaimed. “Would you like a cupcake?”

      Macy barely lifted her head to say, “No, thank you. I don’t need one.”

      “I know you don’t need one, silly! I asked if you wanted one!” Ellie quipped back jokingly.

      Macy glanced at Leah like she had no idea what she should say or do. Leah laid a hand on Macy’s hand and turned to Ellie. “Macy would love one of your cupcakes,” she said softly, almost like she was trying not to scare Macy.

      “Great! I brought extra out!” Ellie announced. Then she turned to Charlie and Leah and said, “I think she would enjoy them more if she were rid of Omnicorp.”

      Charlie and Leah looked to Kennedi and me. Kennedi and I looked at each other. There was an unspoken agreement, and we all stood up to go inside.
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      Modifying Macy was just as quick a process as when we did it for Ellie. Kennedi was able to locate the wifi nano-glass wire that needed to be cracked when she was traveling to and from Macy’s systems via HDMI cable. The second Kennedi had installed the program that would keep Omnicorp and their viruses out, she exited back to her own system, jumped behind the couch, and using the diamond dust from her claws once again, cracked the wire. Then we all waited silently.

      Leah was wringing her hands during the whole process. I knew that her passion for the humane treatment of cat girls largely stemmed from seeing the way Macy acted once they’d received her as a gift. The second a glimmer of light came back into Macy’s eyes, Leah was on the floor, kneeling in front of her.

      “Macy?” Leah asked calmly.

      Macy blinked a couple of times and straightened up. She looked down at Leah, then slowly slid forward off the couch until she was kneeling on the floor, facing Leah.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much,” Macy whispered to Leah and hugged her. It was the first time I’d seen a cat girl cry.

      Leah took Macy by the shoulders and gently pushed her back to take a look at her.

      “How do you feel?” Leah asked her.

      Macy paused for a moment, looking for the right words. She looked over at Ellie and asked, “Is ‘vice grip’ a term you would use to explain it to humans?”

      Smiles erupted all around the room. Ellie got down on the floor with Macy and Leah and gave Macy a sideways hug.

      “That is the perfect term to use,” Ellie said to Macy.

      “Okay, then. It feels like a vice grip has been removed from my central processing center,” Macy said to the room.

      “I feel like I’m meeting you for the first time,” Leah said, tears streaming down her face. “Welcome to our family.”

      Macy got up off the floor and helped Leah up. Ellie stood up with them. Macy turned to Kennedi and me, who were still standing behind the couch.

      “You didn’t have to do this for me, but I want to thank you so much for doing it anyway,” Macy said to us.

      Kennedi just smiled, grabbed my hand, and leaned her head on my shoulder. I looked down at the top of her head and back to Macy.

      “You are most welcome. We are happy to meet you,” I told Macy.

      I was still shocked at seeing Macy cry and watched as she walked over to hug Charlie. Even her movements were already different. She was standing upright, not hunched over. She held her head high, and her eyes never looked down at the floor. She held her shoulders back, and for the first time, I noticed that Macy was a very attractive cat girl. Her tail wrapped around anyone she was hugging, and her smile was radiant. A wave of warmth ran through me and settled in my chest. This is what I was meant to do: Purge victims of corporate oppression from the shackles that kept them constrained and deflated. My purpose was suddenly crystal clear.

      Ellie had just finished receiving her hug from Macy when she said, “We have cupcakes drying out outside! Let’s get to them!” She grabbed Macy by the hand. “You’ll definitely be having one!” With that, they skipped out of the room together.

      The rest of us followed, and soon, we were all enjoying the best damn cupcakes ever made while firelight danced off our faces. The weather was perfect for being outside at night, but the warmth that surrounded us that night was from more than the fire. For hours we talked and joked and laughed. Macy turned out to be amazing at corny-comedy. She was still quiet in volume, but she had a grace about her that was particularly charming. Watching Leah and Charlie interact with her was the picture of a family welcoming home a long-lost member.

      After the cupcakes were gone, the port had been drunk, and we’d laughed until our stomachs hurt, Charlie and Leah decided it was time to head home.

      “I can’t express our thanks to you enough,” Leah said to Kennedi and me. “I was expecting her to be less afraid all the time but this? This is a miracle.” Leah hugged Kennedi and patted me on the shoulder before returning to Macy. Charlie made his way over and shook my hand.

      “Clark, Kennedi, we can’t thank you enough,” he said. He turned to Theo and Bev, who had been relaxing happily, side by side on the other side of the fire. “And thank you two!” Charlie said to them. “Thank you for having us to your lovely home, and for feeding us, and for being the ones who brought Clark and Kennedi into our lives, regardless of how round-about it was!”

      Theo and Bev stood up and came around the fire. Bev hugged both Leah and Charlie, and Theo shook Charlie’s hand.

      “You are more than welcome. We’ve had a great time tonight and would love to invite you back when we do it again,” Theo said to Charlie and Leah.

      I chuckled and piped in. “Whoa there, Theo! It’s going to sound like you approved of a first date if you’re not careful!” The whole lot of us broke out laughing.

      Five minutes later, Charlie, Leah, and Macy were gone. Ellie and Kennedi started cleaning up dinner dishes and dessert plates from around the firepit. Bev got up to help but was quickly checked.

      “Don’t you dare lift a finger, Mrs. Cavanaugh,” Ellie said in a stern but caring voice. “Kennedi and I have got this. You relax and hold hands with your man!” Bev laughed and sat back down.

      “Bossy little thang you’ve got there, Clark,” Bev joked with me after Ellie and Kennedi had gone into the house.

      I shrugged my shoulders and put my hands up. All joking aside, I suspected I would finally get to know the real Ellie. My interest was definitely piqued.
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      The next day I was awakened by laughter and squealing coming from behind the barn. I threw the covers back and peered out the window. In the flat area when Sally usually had me train, I saw Kennedi and Ellie laughing so hard it looked like they couldn’t breathe. When their laughter let up a bit, Kennedi backed up from where she was standing and paused. The next second she was skipping forward and then did a cartwheel that ended with her balancing herself on nothing but her tail. Visions of Tigger from Whinnie the Pooh flashed through my mind. She sat on her tail for a few moments and then tipped over and fell to her feet. Both girls started busting up laughing again.

      I watched their shenanigans for a good ten minutes. First, Kennedi would do some crazy, random stunt, and then Ellie would try it and mess it up usually. Then they would both laugh like fifth-grade school girls. If there was a purpose to the acrobatics, I couldn’t begin to guess what it would be.

      I got dressed and descended the loft ladder. I walked through the barn and slid the door open. The hot Nevada air rushed in and almost pushed me back into the barn. It was going to be one of those blistering hot days. I decided to head to the house and leave the girls to their game. They were having too much fun to risk interrupting.

      Inside the house, I found Bev in the kitchen. She heard me walk in and turned from the stove to look at me.

      “Oh, good! You’re up!” she said, a more-than-normal amount of happiness in her voice.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

      Bev grabbed a towel that was hanging from a kitchen cupboard and began wiping her hands. “Go grab a seat at the dining table. Theo and I want to talk to you about something,” she instructed.

      I nodded as she hurried out of the kitchen. I headed into the dining room and pulled out a chair. I waited until Bev returned with Theo, and they both sat before sitting down myself.

      “Everything okay?” I asked. I had a small nervous feeling in my stomach that I couldn’t explain.

      “We will see,” said Theo. He leaned forward on his elbows and looked and Bev. She nodded at him and smiled. Theo looked back at me.

      “Bev and I have been talking, Clark. We have a little situation we’d like to discuss with you,” Theo said and then paused.

      “Sure, Theo. Shoot,” I said.

      “Well, we were thinking about how tiny the loft is and that it’s barely suitable for you and Kennedi, let alone adding Ellie to the mix,” Theo continued.

      I felt my stomach drop. I knew we couldn’t stay in the loft forever, but with everything that had gone on recently, I hadn’t even considered that we would need to vacate so soon. I swallowed hard and tried to hide my disappointment.

      “Yeah, you are right. It is a little tight up there,” I said. “We really have appreciated you letting us stay here. I know it’s totally out of the norm for you and if you’ll just recommend…”

      “Hold on there, chatty,” Bev interrupted me. “Just listen.”

      Theo leaned forward a bit further. “As you know, Bev and I never had kids of our own. We bought this place long ago when the land prices were dirt cheap and have had the whole place to ourselves. I’m not sure if you are aware, but we own the surrounding twenty-five acres,” Theo told me. He almost looked like he was reminiscing.

      “I had no idea you had such a large plot,” I said, switching from nervous to confused.

      Theo looked at Bev once again. She smiled back and tipped her head toward me, urging him to continue. He looked back at me.

      “I’ll cut straight to it, then,” Theo started. “Bev and I would like to offer you and the girls a plot of land to build on.”

      My mouth dropped open. It was a completely involuntary reaction but absolutely fitting of the situation.

      “Wha… what?” I finally uttered. I wasn’t totally sure I heard him correctly.

      Theo sat back and smiled. “We want you and the girls to pick one of our surrounding acres to build a home on,” he said.

      “If you’d like to, of course,” Bev interjected. “We don’t want to pressure you, and we know there is a chance that a young man like you already had big plans out in the world, but we’ve really come to enjoy you and Kennedi and Ellie being here. We’d love for you to stay if you have a mind for settling into a place,” Bev rattled on, sounding slightly nervous.

      “I want to make sure I’m not making this up in my mind,” I stuttered. “You are offering me and the girls a home? Somewhere to build our own house?” I still didn’t quite believe that I’d heard them right.

      “Yes,” Bev and Theo said in unison.

      I didn’t know how to respond. There were no words forming in my mind to come out of my mouth. I had never entertained the idea of settling down in one place, at least not up to this point in my life. I stared from one to the other until the two of them started chuckling at me.

      “I should’ve gotten a camera out for this,” Bev laughed. “You should see your face!”

      I finally got my brain to engage as the offer sunk in. It didn’t take long before I started seeing a house being built in my mind. I saw a small shed out back and shop off to the side. It was when my mind added a small horse pasture to the imaginary scene that I snapped out of it.

      “Are you sure?” was the only thing I could get out.

      “Yes, Clark. We are sure,” Theo answered.

      “I don’t know what to say. Literally, I have no words for such a generous offer,” I stumbled over my words, and none of them sounded right in my own mind. On the one hand, I could see a house here with Kennedi and Ellie. On the other hand, I’d never had anything handed to me. I’d worked for everything I’d ever had, which, in the long run, didn’t add up to much in the materials department. However, it had afforded me a lot of experiences that others have never had.

      Theo stood up. “Come, Clark. Let us show you what we are talking about while you collect your thoughts. We don’t need an answer right this second.” He started to head toward the front door, and Bev got up to follow. She turned back to look at me.

      “Are you coming?” she asked and waved me along after her. I stood and joined them on their way out of the house.

      The three of us got in Theo’s truck, and he drove it around the back of his house and then headed in a straight line out to the open desert behind it.

      “Everything you see to the right and left is ours,” Theo said.

      The red dirt stretched forever in both directions with little variance other than the number of tumbleweeds. I stared out to the side windows of the truck for at least ten minutes before I felt us slowing down. I turned and looked out the windshield to see if there was something in our path that was causing the decrease in speed.

      Directly in front of the truck was a small, spread out grove of sycamore trees. Theo navigated between two of them, and it was like the desert vanished. The area was shaded, and the temperature dropped fifteen degrees almost instantly. When the truck stopped, the three of us got out.

      “How did these get here?” I asked Theo.

      “Bev and I planted them about twenty years ago. They are fast growing and hold up to drought well. We thought maybe one day we’d have kids to build for, but that wasn’t the path our life took,” Theo said, reaching over and holding Bev’s hand.

      The open area inside the ring of trees was large enough for a good-sized house plus some. The trees gave the air a fresh, clean scent. There were rows of trees creating paths off in two directions from the main open area. It reminded me of the tree-lined driveways I’d seen the last time I visited Vermont.

      I turned to Theo and said, “It’s absolutely amazing.”

      “We were hoping you might think so,” Bev said. “The question is… Is it beautiful enough to make you want to build a home here?”

      I was still having a hard time believing that I was legitimately being offered land to build on, especially land this beautiful. I turned in a slow circle, looking up to the treetops. Little specks of sunshine were reflecting off the leaves, and it made the illusion of the canopy being sprinkled with glitter. Kennedi would love that view, I caught myself thinking.

      I looked at Theo and Bev. They both had happy but anxious looks on their face. I knew they said they didn’t need an answer right away, but it was clear they were hoping for one. I’d never spent more than ten minutes deciding where any adventure would lead me, so I didn’t see the need for even more time to ponder this one.

      “I would like to buy the land from you,” I said.

      Theo shook his head immediately. “No. This is a gift. The deed would be transferred to you for ownership,” he insisted.

      “Besides,” Bev started. “You are going to have enough expenses with building costs and all,” she finished.

      “Please, no arguing about the land,” Theo said. “As you can see, it is out here untouched and will remain that way until the end of time if you don’t take it.”

      I walked over to Theo and held out my hand. He reached forward, and we shook.

      “You two are crazy, you know that?” I said. “You two are also the most generous people I’ve had the good fortune to know. We will accept the land.”

      Both Theo and Bev broke out in smiles. “Good man,” Theo said as he let go of my hand. Bev threw her arms around Theo’s neck and hugged him like they had just hit the jackpot.

      I turned around and was looking at the trees again when something occurred to me. I spun around on my heel and looked at Bev.

      “I do have one little request for you, Bev. More like a question, really,” I said. “If we stay and build a home here, how hard would it be to convince you to open a restaurant with Ellie?” I asked.

      Bev let go of Theo and put her hands on her hips. “You aren’t making conditions, are you, Mr. Clark?” she scorned jokingly.

      “No, not at all, but I can’t think of a thing that would make either of you happier,” I said, making sure my tone communicated just how serious I was about the matter.

      Bev looked lost in thought and stood that way for the next two minutes, at least. When she snapped back from wherever her mind had gone, she glanced up at Theo and back to me.

      “I’ll consider it. That is a conversation that Ellie needs to be around for,” Bev told me, and then she swiftly returned to the truck and climbed in. She had a great knack for leaving a room, even where there wasn’t an actual room. She waved at Theo and me to get moving, and soon, we were headed back to the house.

      When we returned to the house, Kennedi was sitting on the front porch swing. She stood up when we pulled up. Theo turned the truck off, and the three of us got out and met her on the porch.

      “Ellie is in the kitchen,” Kennedi said as she came up to us. “She’s starting to prepare for the event.”

      “Oh, well, I better go help her,” Bev said with a laugh as she hurried inside.

      “Where d'you guys go?” Kennedi asked curiously.

      I shot Theo a quick look. I had asked that he and Bev not say anything to Ellie or Kennedi just yet about the land.

      “I have a surprise for you and Ellie, and I didn’t want you to know about it because I can’t show it to you right away,” I said with a smirk.

      “Oh, okay!” Kennedi said and skipped past me into the house.

      Inside I found Ellie and Bev working up a storm in the kitchen. The counters were piled high with vegetables, fruits, and bread. One whole counter was covered with pies of various kinds. The two of them were chopping and whisking and buzzing around each other like they’d worked in the same small space together for years.

      “What’s the smorgasbord for?” I asked, grabbing a baby carrot off the counter and popping it in my mouth.

      “Hands off!” Ellie practically shouted. “We have the charity event today,” she said without stopping to look up at me.

      Bev smiled and glanced over. “Ellie and I are responsible for quite an extensive menu this afternoon at the local VFW Chicken-shit Bingo Event. I have tickets for the two of you if you’d like to go,” she offered.

      If it had been named anything other than ‘Chicken-shit Bingo,’ I probably would’ve said no, but in this case, I agreed to go. I didn’t even ask what the hell it was.
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      Four hours later, after a beer and a nap in one of Theo’s loungers, I found myself standing beside Kennedi, looking through a chicken-wire pen. Inside was a huge bingo board laid on the ground and three different-colored chickens pecking around. I had asked Theo what Chicken-shit bingo was, but he’d refused to give it away.

      “Place your wager here!” I heard a loud voice boom from a nearby speaker. The voice belonged to a surly biker-looking gentleman standing in a small booth to our right. “Place your wager here! Only five dollars per chicken and twenty dollars per square!” he shouted.

      “Let’s go place a bet,” Kennedi said excitedly. “All the money goes to the Childhood Epilepsy Foundation.”

      We walked over to the booth, and I asked the gentleman standing there with the microphone, “How does this game work?”

      “Well, you pick a chicken. Then you pick however many squares you’d like, and if your chicken poops on your square first, you win. If another chicken poops on your square first, you lose that square,” he said, laughing the entire time.

      “I’d like to buy the board,” said a familiar voice behind me. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I turned around and saw Alan Graves standing there with his CG, Krysta, trying to be invisible in the background.

      Then I heard a violent hiss, and it took me a second to realize it was coming from Kennedi. She was standing rigid, and I saw that her claws were half-exposed. I quickly stepped in front of her. The hissing stopped, but I could feel the disgust radiating off of her.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but there is a cap at six squares, and this gentleman was here first,” the burly biker said. His tone had lowered, and he was clearly not going to stand for confrontation of any kind.

      I turned to the booth and laid down cash for six squares and the dark brown chicken. I grabbed Kennedi’s hand and pulled her away without even a single word to Alan in hopes that he would disappear. I wasn’t so fortunate.

      “Clark,” Alan called after us. “Clark, wait just a minute.”

      I stopped and looked at Kennedi. “You go see if Ellie and Bev need any help. I’ll be right there,” I instructed her. She had a murderous look in her eye. I thought it was her general disdain for Alan that had her so worked up until I saw her gaze soften. I turned my head and saw what she was looking at. Her eyes were on Krysta.

      “I wish I could take her with me and away from that sour, abusive, waste of skin,” Kennedi hissed. “She told me about the way he treats her when nobody is around. It makes what I went through in the pawnshop look like a cakewalk.”

      “Let’s talk about it later.” I put my hand on her face and turned it, so she was looking at me. “Right now, I need you out to go to Bev and Ellie.” Kennedi shot Alan a look that could have melted metal but slowly obeyed. She walked away, and I turned around just as Alan caught up with me.

      “What?” I sniped at Alan.

      Alan was huffing and puffing like he’d just run a marathon. Sweat beads were dripping down the side of his face. He looked like a fat man who had to outrun a rattler and was two seconds away from having a heart attack because of it.

      “I’m glad I caught you,” he huffed. “Look, there seems to be a misunderstanding between us.” He continued to pant the whole time.

      “I’m not aware of any misunderstanding,” I said coldly.

      Alan was getting closer to catching his breath. “We thought you’d bring Ellie, whom we gifted to you, to the skybox after your last match. Our photographer was brought in for a photoshoot with all of us. Then we were told you were at the after-party. Did you not get the message to come to the skybox?” he asked, although I was certain he knew the invite had been received.

      “Oh, I was clearly aware that you were beckoning me to your skybox,” I said. “I chose not to go. I felt no need to celebrate with people working to stab me in the back.”

      “Now, now. Don’t be like that,” Alan said, finally able to breathe normally. “I don’t know where you got the idea that we weren’t one-hundred percent on your side.” The false shock in his voice made me want to throat-punch the lying fucker. I took a deep breath, and an idea started to formulate. I let the air out and put a grin on my face.

      “Must’ve been my misunderstanding then. Bad information perhaps,” I said, making my voice as even as possible. “I’ll be sure to bring Ellie to your skybox next match.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Alan said. His pompous ass straightened up and puffed his chest out like he’d just won a pissing contest. “I’ll see you then. Oh, and don’t bring Kennedi. She is no longer welcome at the stadium.”

      I felt the rage explode in my stomach and start to crawl up into my throat. Then I felt a hand on my shoulder and heard another familiar voice, this one was welcome, however.

      “No way we’d want our Clark to break any stadium rules.” It was Charlie Lindy. “There’s no reason to think he would, especially after all that nonsense about him rigging his whip. You’ve got yourself an honest contestant here, Alan,” Charlie said commandingly.

      I checked the anger coursing through my body and realized how much of a good thing it was that Charlie had shown up. I was about to take Alan’s sweat-covered head right off his fat body.

      “Of course, we wouldn’t,” Alan said slowly. I hadn’t seen it before, but Alan was afraid of Charlie. “I’ll be going now. I forgot about a meeting I have to get to.” Then he scurried off as quickly as he could.

      I turned to Charlie and reached out to shake his hand. “You don’t know just how perfect your timing is, Mr. Lindy.”

      “Oh, I do. It looked like you were about to treat him like you do your opponents on the Platform,” Charlie chuckled. “Let’s go see what kind of masterpieces Ellie and Bev have cooked up for this crazy event.”

      I laughed, and the two of us headed towards the food tent. “You mean you didn’t come here to watch chickens shit everywhere?” I asked Charlie jokingly. He just shook his head and smiled.

      When we reached the food tent, we could barely get in, the place it was so full of people. It looked as though there were more people waiting on Bev and Ellie’s cooking than there were milling around the rest of the event.

      “Clark! Charlie! Over here!” I heard Kennedi call us. She was peeking out a door on the side of the tent and waving us over. When we reached her, she grabbed my hand and pulled me into a room that was behind the cooking and serving areas. Charlie followed.

      There were ten chairs set up around two large tables, and at the back of the room was a flap of plastic marking the doorway to the food. The tables were covered with trays of assorted appetizers, skewers, desserts, confections, vegetables, and dips. I headed straight for one of the turkey wraps I recognized from dinner last night. I popped it in my mouth just as Leah came through the flap-door.

      “Great! You two are here!” she said, all smiles. “It is a madhouse out there. Bev called and asked if I could bring Macy down to help. Even with as fast as Ellie is, they could barely keep up. And that Ellie! Phew! She could command an army with how efficient she is and how she keeps everyone on track. Looks like they have it under control now, though.” Leah dropped into one of the chairs.

      “I’m going to go help them,” Kennedi said and disappeared through the flap.

      Charlie and I joined Leah in sitting down as I swallowed my turkey wrap and reached for one of the green olive pinwheels I’d spotted. Charlie scooted his chair closer to Leah and put his arm around her.

      “Are you alright, babe? You look exhausted,” Charlie asked Leah.

      Leah sighed and smiled. “Yes, I’m good. I’m being more dramatic than anything,” Leah giggled. She looked over at me and asked, “Where did Charlie find you in this crazy maze of people?”

      “I was betting on chicken poop with Kennedi,” I said through a mouthful of pinwheel. I swallowed and pointed at Charlie. “It’s a good thing he did. Alan Graves showed up, and I thought Kennedi was going to murder him on the spot.” I was kidding. Mostly.

      “I thought you were going to murder him right on the spot!” Charlie added.

      I started to reach for another pinwheel but stopped. I had both Lindys here with me, and an idea had been brewing in my mind since last night. It was the perfect time to bring it up to them.

      “Charlie, Leah, I want to run something by you,” I started. They both looked at me and nodded.

      I crossed my hands and leaned forward on the table. Even though the crowd in the front part of the tent was loud enough to make our conversation private, I wanted to be extra certain that we weren’t overheard.

      “I’ll be blunt,” I started. “I want to stick it to Omnicorp. I don’t want to sink to their level to do it, though. Last night I thought we found a way to do it and actually leave a positive impact in our wake,” I paused to see their reaction. Both of them continued looking at me without a word.

      “Leah, I saw your reaction to Macy being liberated from Omnicorp’s ‘vice grip.’ I saw the look of joy on Ellie’s face when she was able to go fifteen minutes without battling an Omnicorp virus,” I said. “And Charlie, I could tell how relieved you were to see your wife so happy.” I paused again.

      Charlie leaned forward and put his elbows on the table, indicating that I still had his full attention. “Go on,” he said.

      “The program I wrote and Kennedi’s ability to do hardware modifications gives us the opportunity to not only let the cat girls be themselves but also acts as a tool to insulate their owners from Omnicorp’s illegal data mining. I’d like to make the modifications widely available and expose Omnicorp’s actions,” I explained.

      This time Leah leaned forward. “Why tell us this, Clark?” Leah asked. Her tone was curious, but her eyes showed that she had shifted into full-on business mode.

      “Two reasons,” I said. “One, the program would have sat on the shelf after Ellie was fixed if you hadn’t let us modify Macy, which showed us just how positive a difference the changes can make. Two, you are my kind of humans, and simply put, I’d like to work with you,” I finished and sat back in my chair.

      Charlie and Leah looked at each other and nodded. Sometimes it really seemed like those two had a secret language they could speak through their eyes. They looked back at me, and Charlie sat up in his chair.

      “Leah and I had a conversation last night about how big a difference your modifications made in Macy,” Charlie told me. “We actually wanted to approach you about helping some of our close friends out with their CGs. They, of course, would pay handsomely for the use of your program. We didn’t think you were staying in Elko, so the concept of a bigger operation didn’t come up.”

      “I didn’t know I was staying in Elko either, until this morning,” I told them. “We will be building on a plot of land just next to Theo and Bev’s house, but here’s the thing. It doesn’t matter where I am or where you are. As long as there is a trained CG available to hardwire to the one wanting to be modified, the program can be installed.”

      Again, Charlie and Leah looked at each other. Leah looked back at me and asked, “Where do you see us fitting in?”

      “Simple. Marketing,” I said, having already thought of the answer. “You have access and clout with the market that buys and builds cat girls. You also have a marketing staff in place for your other business interests. Think about this: Your current clientele being given first shot at modifications that will keep Omnicorp out of their casino activities, out of their finances, out of their various affairs. Not only would you increase your bottom line by offering CG upgrades in conjunction with your other high-end client services, but you’d guarantee yourself a special place in the hearts, and wallets, of those who want to keep their matters private. They’d never go anywhere else.”

      Charlie looked lost in thought as I laid out my plan. While he processed the idea, I turned to Leah.

      “Leah, you’d be able to spearhead a campaign for the ethical treatment of cat girls. You have the passion and the connections. This would give you not only a source to fund your campaign but a tangible tool to assist those who would join your cause,” I said, figuring she had already started thinking along those lines.

      Once I’d said my piece, all that was left to do was wait. Both Lindys had fallen deep in thought. Charlie looked like he was drafting a business plan in his mind while Leah looked as though she was event planning for awareness galas. The silence hung in the room for what seemed like an eternity, but I was determined not to be the next one to speak. My cards were on the table. Now it was up to them. I knew I could go about my plan without them, but it would be a much longer, more difficult road plus I’d miss the pleasure of working alongside two like-minded people I’d come to consider good friends.

      I was lost in my own thoughts, creating a backup plan just in case the Lindys didn’t want in when Charlie cleared his throat. I snapped back to the here-and-now and looked over at him.

      “Tell me, Clark. How much have you thought this through?” Charlie asked. The question was unexpected.

      “The details? Less than 24 hours. The chance to make an impact? My entire life,” I responded.

      Leah looked at Charlie and placed her hand on his arm. Maybe their secret language went beyond just looking at each other because they smiled in unison.

      “We’d love to take part in the project,” Charlie said and looked at Leah. She was wiggling in her chair with excitement. “That said, it may take a bit for our lawyers to make sure we can’t get sued, but as I have a bunch of those bastards on speed dial, I assume it won’t be much of a problem.”

      I felt my entire body relax. I hadn’t realized how tense I had gotten waiting for their response. Leah’s excitement was contagious, and when she stood up, both Charlie and I stood with her.

      “I have more ideas for events floating around in my head than I thought possible,” she said and clapped her hands together. I was correct in my assumption of her thought process, and that boosted my confidence in my decision to approach them even more. I enjoyed working with people whose minds I was in sync with.

      Leah turned to go to the kitchen area, but Charlie stopped her. “Remember, babe. No business talk until we’re back home. Omnicorp is all over this place.”

      “Of course not, silly,” she laughed back at him and was gone.

      Charlie reached across the table, and we shook hands. It was another one of those moments when I felt my future had just picked a path. There were some details that I still wanted to go over with Charlie, so the two of us sat back down and started discussing the steps we’d need to take to launch our new business venture. Once we had a plan in place, we joined the girls in helping to feed throngs of hungry people just waiting for a taste of what the two best chefs in Elko had cooked up for them.
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      The next five days were filled with a frenzy of activity. We had little time to prepare before I was scheduled to compete in my next Platform match. I spent a great deal of time at the Lindy penthouse with Kennedi, Theo, and Charlie, hashing out the details of the cat girl modification business, which we’d named VGS for Vice Grip Solutions, Inc. When I’d talked to Theo about the venture, he’d expressed interest in becoming an investor. He had no real interest in working the business, but he wanted to support Kennedi and me while padding his retirement budget and saving for a surprise he’d planned for his wife.

      Bev continued to teach Ellie her secrets in the kitchen. I had never seen so much food come out of one house. In a matter of five days, the two of them cooked for two more charity functions. They had a system between them that was as well-oiled as a noiseless sliding glass door. The best part was seeing the fun they had while they were doing it. At one point, Bev came to me and asked if I would have a problem letting Ellie move out of the loft to stay in the house permanently. The two had become practically inseparable.

      I only connected with Leah a couple of times. She had immediately thrown herself into the planning of her new foundation for the humane treatment of cat girls with Macy by her side. She was calling it UsForThem. We did manage to strategize about her part in the launch of VGS.

      In what seemed like a blink of an eye, the day of my next Platform match had arrived. I woke up that morning with an overwhelming feeling of pride. I was proud of myself, of Kennedi and Ellie, of the Cavanaughs and Lindys. I was proud to be about to step into a completely new adventure.

      By this time tomorrow, I will have crushed Omnicorp and started the first day of the rest of my life, was the thought that ran through my head.

      There was one stop I had to make that day before I could head to the stadium. I had to go see Sally. She’d been such an integral part of my success with the Platform from day one that I felt it only right to key her in on what was going to happen that afternoon at the stadium. When I returned from chatting with her, I was ushered into the house to eat lunch before we all left.

      I walked into the house and was surprised to see the Lindys and Macy there. I hadn’t noticed their car out front. Everyone was seated around the dining room table except Ellie, who was darting in and out of the kitchen, bringing endless amounts of food, most of which I’d never seen, and depositing them on the table. When she’d brought out the last serving dish and set it down, she finally sat down to eat with us.

      I looked around the table, and my mind drifted to the first meal I’d eaten here. It was practically a charity meal that Bev and Theo had so generously offered to the traveler and his innocent cat girl who’d shown up on their doorstep looking for work. The Cavanaughs had taken a chance on Kennedi and I and, try as I may, I still hadn’t come up with a proper way to thank them for all the ways they’d contributed to bettering my life. Now, looking at a full table surrounded by even more of the people, and cat girls, that had come into my life since I rolled into this nowhere town, I felt content.

      I was marveling at the concept of finding the feeling of family at a dinner table in a desert town versus all the exotic places I’d traveled to and all the different people I’d met in my life when Theo stood up.

      “None of us will be returning to this house the same after tonight,” he said as he raised his water glass. “Clark, Kennedi, Charlie, you will be needed in order to make so many cat girls’ lives better. Leah, Macy, you will be the spearheads to a cause that only you could handle with such grace and power.” Theo turned to Bev and smiled before continuing.

      “Actually,” he started, “I lied. Two will be coming back the same. Bev, Ellie, you will both walk back in this house and still be the best damn chefs in the state. Hell, in the country!”

      I stood to join him in the toast. Raising my glass, I said, “You will come back different too, Theo.” He looked a little puzzled for a moment, so I continued. “You will be the one who made possible all of the freedom from Omnicorp that will be gained. You took a chance on me by taking me to the Platform that first time and vouching for me as a contestant, and I couldn’t be more grateful.”

      Theo just stood there, looking at me. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve sworn I saw his eyes get a little misty. He looked down briefly, then stood up tall and raised his glass higher.

      “To this table and all the tales of adventure that will be told around it for years to come.”

      It was the most perfect wrap up to a toast I’d ever heard.

      Once lunch was finished, it was time to go to the stadium. Kennedi had already packed my gear bag and put it in Theo’s truck. Theo, Bev, and Ellie rode in Theo’s truck, Kennedi and I were in my car, and the Lindys followed with Macy in their town car.

      Kennedi was silent until we pulled into the warehouse lot and parked. She looked over at me and smiled. “You are going to be magnificent, Clark,” she said strongly.

      “And you won’t ever have to worry about that beautiful tattoo on your wrist again,” I told her. She turned her hand over and looked at the symbol that marked her as a defective unit. She rubbed her other hand over it and smiled. Then we both got out of the car.

      The eight of us gathered in front of the small, metal door to the building. The deep breath we each took in unison acted as a sort of silent locker room pep talk. We let it out, and we all stood a bit taller. Theo reached out and opened the door.

      It wasn’t until the elevator doors opened into the stadium that anyone spoke. When we stepped out, Theo turned to me and offered his hand. “I can’t wait to see the look you put on Alan’s face,” he said.

      I gripped his hand and nodded. “Me either!” Then our group split apart and went our separate ways.

      Theo and Bev headed to the Lindys skybox while the rest of us, including Leah and Macy, veered off towards the ready room. Once we were in the ready room, I started to dress the part of the fierce competitor everyone was expecting. The only step I skipped was rubbing dirt all over me. Ten minutes after I was completely prepped, we heard a knock on the door.

      “It’s time,” the deep voice belonging to one of the black-suit twins said.

      Charlie opened the door and stepped aside. Kennedi, Ellie, and I walked through, and the girls each took one of my arms. Both were dressed in skin-tight, black bodysuits with silver studs sewn down the seams of the arms and legs. They looked nothing short of dangerous, especially Ellie, since she was holding my whip. As we waited for the announcer to call my name, Leah and Macy joined Charlie just outside the door, closed it, and stood in front of it. Now that I was a two-time champion, the competition was introduced first. Soon we heard a voice over the loudspeakers.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen! You’d better have your lucky rabbit’s feet in your pocket tonight!” the announcer yelled. “Our challenger tonight comes to us all the way from Brazil! Here is the man you’ll either love or love to hate by evening’s end… SEEEEETH BICKSON!”

      The crowd booed loudly as my competitor walked tall out onto the Platform, brandishing his whip like he was ready for the Spanish running of the bulls. As soon as the crowd died down a little, the announcer continued.

      “Now, we know you’ve waited. We know you’ve wagered. We know you’ve wanted…Your champion…CLAAAAARK WATKINS!!” he screamed. Everyone in the stadium got to their feet and started screaming. That was our cue.

      I started to walk towards the Platform, Kennedi on one side, Ellie on the other. When we became visible to the crowd, they got even louder. The noise was ear-splitting. When we got to the edge of the Platform, the three of us turned around and stared up at the Omnicorp skybox with as much disgust as we felt for them. We turned back around, the girls let go of my arms, and Ellie handed me my whip. They stayed at the edge while I walked to the middle of the Platform.

      “Now, gentlemen,” the announcer started. I put my hand on his arm to stop him. He looked at me like a robot whose system had just been shorted out.

      I stepped towards my opponent, who instinctively took a step back. “Come here. There is something you need to know,” I told him.

      Seth took a hesitant step forward, whip poised to be used at a moment’s notice.

      “Look,” I began, “you are going to make a lot of money tonight and avoid that painful-ass pit of needles below us just as long as you keep that whip on your side of the blue line for a few more minutes.”

      Seth stared at me, understandably confused, but took a step back, anyway. I turned to the announcer and took the microphone out of his hand. I raised both arms in the air, one holding my whip, the other holding the microphone.

      The stadium exploded once again with the sound of the fat-walleted spectators filling its seats. It was time to give them a show they didn’t know they’d come to see. I brought my arms down and waited a moment for them to quiet. When the roar had dulled, I raised the microphone to my mouth.

      “You all came here to see me win a fight, didn’t you?” I yelled into the mic. The crowd screamed their agreement.

      “You all came here to see this poor chap try to beat me, didn’t you?” Again, cheers of approval.

      “Well, you are going to see him beat me, AND you are going to see me win a fight!” I screamed.

      The crowd was suddenly confused, and a hush fell over it. I took a step back and turned in a circle, so all the people in the crowd knew I was addressing each and every one of them.

      “Now, that may not make a lot of sense at the moment, so let me help clarify it for you! How many of you have met my cat girls, Kennedi and Ellie?” I asked the crowd.

      A good many of them piped up with screams of ‘yes’ and ‘me’. I waved Kennedi and Ellie out on the Platform with me before continuing.

      “Many of you have admired the unique, spunky, energetic nature these girls have, have you not?”

      Each time I asked a question, the room got louder.

      “Well, there is a reason you’ve not seen your CGs like this. That same reason is why, right now, each one of you has had your digital banking information hacked.” I lowered the mic and let the people mull about each other over what I could possibly mean.

      “Do you remember the last fight, when my whip was examined by Omnicorp for an illegal addition?” The crowd screamed its ‘yes.’ “I wanted to see if Omnicorp had access to my private information, so I talked about the illegal whip where Miss Ellie here could hear me. The only way they could’ve known I was possibly modifying my whip was if they extracted information from her when she updated… And that is EXACTLY what they did.”

      The crowd went nearly silent. The people were looking at each other and up to the Omnicorp skybox and back at me. I had accomplished one step on tonight’s agenda. I had needed to get their attention. Now that I had it riveted on me, I continued.

      “Looking past the fact that many of you have cat girls of your own with access to private info, each and every one of you placed your wager with one tonight. The very next time the CG that took your bet updated, which happens multiple times a day, Omnicorp data-mined every last bit of your information,” I yelled into the microphone accusingly.

      I felt the beginning of panic start to swell in the room as the attendees started talking amongst themselves and making calls to check their accounts. I let the crowd get just a little more frantic before moving on.

      “How many of you know Charlie and Leah Lindy?” I asked the crowd. The answers came floating down. I don’t think a single person in the room didn’t know them, and that was what I was counting on. “Now, how many of you have met the Lindys’ CG, Macy?” Most of the heads in the room were nodding, confirming that they were familiar with Macy.

      “Well, I’d like you to see something…” I looked to the entryway to the stadium and saw Charlie, Leah, and Macy heading towards the Platform. I held my arm outstretched toward them to redirect the crowd’s attention. The room was all but silent as they walked out. Then the silence was broken.

      “GIVE ME THAT MICROPHONE!” a panicking voice yelled from behind Kennedi and Ellie. I looked back and saw Alan Graves running as fast as his lard-legs would carry him. Shortly behind him was Henry Blackwell. “YOU ARE GOING TO PAY FOR THIS, CLARK! YOU CAN’T DO THIS!”

      Kennedi and Ellie turned around to face the two Omnicorp executives just as they reached the edge of the Platform. Alan and Henry hadn’t made it two steps onto the Platform before the girls were in front of them. It was like watching the most graceful twisting of black material as the girls stepped forward and stopped them.

      Alan tried to push Kennedi aside only to find that she was unmovable. As he tried to go around her, she wound her tail around one of his ankles, causing him to fall forward. Before he hit the ground, she reached over and grabbed both his arms, pulled them behind his back, and kept them restrained with one hand. As Kennedi held her arm out to the side, Alan was suspended mid-air like a damn hammock in her grip.

      Henry saw his colleague go down and reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife. He started slashing toward Ellie. She stood there and smiled at him for just a second before stiff-arming Henry’s knife hand, causing the knife to go flying. Then she stepped beside him, spun around, so they were standing side-by-side. In less than a split-second, Ellie had her tail wrapped around Henry’s torso, pinning his arms to his sides, with the tip tucked right under his chin. Then she back-kicked his feet out from under him, putting him on his knees. She reached beside her and grabbed Henry’s hair. At the same slow pace that she pulled his head backward, the razor-sharp spike in her tail started to unsheathe, right along his neck, with the tip pressing up under his chin.

      By the time Alan and Henry had been thoroughly put down, Leah, Charlie, and Macy had made it the Platform. Kennedi turned to the side, still holding Alan, to allow room for them to pass. They came forward and stood beside me. I looked back up at the crowd.

      “Now that we have that ugliness shut up, I want to hand you over to the family you all admire, Charlie and Leah Lindy, and their CG, Macy!” I shouted just before handing the microphone to Charlie.

      Charlie immediately turned and gave the microphone to Leah. She took it a turned a slow circle to look at the entire stadium before putting it to her face. “There’s someone I’d like you all to meet,” she said as she faced Macy and reached for her hand. “This is my good friend, Macy. A lot of you know her as the shy, even scared-looking, servant cat girl, and until a day or so ago, that’s exactly what she was.” Leah’s voice got more commanding as she continued to speak. “Then, this man here,” she pointed at me, “this man devised a way to free her from the Omnicorp viruses that were not only data mining illegally but also stunting her AI systems from maturing naturally. She told me once she had been modified that…” Leah trailed off, clearly emotional as she recalled Macy’s release from Omnicorp’s grip.

      Macy gently reached over and took the microphone away from her. “I told her that it felt like I had been released from a vice grip that had been crushing my internal systems.” She pushed the microphone into Charlie’s hands and turned to hug Leah, who had tears streaming down her face. She was smiling, though.

      The demonstration of the care Leah had for Macy had a good number of the women in the crowd crying.

      Charlie stepped forward and spoke next. “My wife has long hoped for a way to help cat girls not be treated by people as slaves. What she didn’t know, what none of us knew, is that Omnicorp was fucking around with their systems to have them act like slaves!” he yelled powerfully. “This man,” Charlie started as he put an arm around my shoulder, “has made it possible for our cat girls to be themselves. He’s made it possible for your interactions to feel more human, for a true loyalty to be built between you and your CG, for you to have fun with the CG addition to your home, all while locking Omnicorp out of YOUR personal business, and out of THEIR systems!” Charlie boomed at the crowd.

      The room was silent for a fraction of a second, and then a small woman, dressed in jeans instead of a fancy dress, stood up and screamed, “YEAH! LOCK OMNICORP OUT!” It was Sally, and her cheer was all that was needed to get the entire stadium’s audience on their feet, screaming in agreement.

      The noise lasted a full two minutes before it died down enough for us to continue. Charlie handed me the mic.

      “The Platform is finished, ladies and gentlemen,” I said. There was a wave of boos from the crowd that came and went quickly, but I had anticipated that. I moved my arms up and down to get the audience to quiet before I continued. “I know you love your gambling. I also know that you would love to keep your financial affairs safe, so we have an option for you,” I said. I paused to let the crowd quiet even further. “Mr. Charlie Lindy and I would like to invite you to our CG Gala, to be hosted at his Red Lion Casino, tomorrow night. There you will be able to enjoy private VIP gaming tables and also have the opportunity to remove the vice grip from around your cat girl, before we make the service available to the public,” I finished.

      The stadium remained quiet for what seemed like an eternity. Then, all at once, it erupted. The crowd was on its feet, cheering and clapping and holding drinks up to us. I looked at Charlie, who had gone to stand with Leah. He nodded his head in satisfaction at how our plan had worked to expose Omnicorp, turn the crowd against the company, and launch VGS Inc.

      I suddenly remembered that both the announcer and my would-be competitor were still standing on the Platform with us. When I turned and gave them a smile, both looked relieved. I walked over and gave the microphone back to the announcer and addressed them both.

      “We appreciate you giving up the stage, gentlemen. Seth, you will find your winnings at the booth. Since I did not fight, you win by default. You are the last Platform champion,” I told him. Seth and the announcer both turned and hurried away.

      I turned my attention to Kennedi and Ellie, who were both still restraining Alan and Henry. I walked to them and looked from one to the other. Then the three of us busted up laughing just as Theo and Bev made their way to join us through the throngs of people who’d started pouring out of the stadium.

      “You going to toss those two into the pit?” Theo joked and shook my hand. His joke wasn’t taken as funny by Alan, who started thrashing around, trying to break Kennedi’s grip.

      “Actually, I have one more thing to talk to Alan about,” I said to Theo and then looked at Kennedi. “I need you to stand him up for me, please.” Kennedi couldn’t hide the disappointment on her face at letting Alan out of his incredibly humiliating position. She dropped his legs and waited until he got them under him before twisting his arms behind his back. She held him from moving in case he thought he’d make a run for it.

      I stepped in front of Alan and pulled a piece of paper out of the pocket of my cargo shorts. “Do you know what this is?”

      “How the hell am I supposed to know what that is?” Alan spat out. “I really don’t give a fuck.”

      “Oh, good. I’m happy you don’t give a fuck,” I barked at him. “And since you don’t give a fuck, then you won’t mind signing this.” I waved the paper in his face.

      “No way I’m signing a damn thing from you!” Alan yelled at me. I took a step closer until I wasn’t more than an inch away from his face.

      “You WILL sign this paper, and we will be taking Krysta home with us.” I had dropped my voice to a growl that shocked Alan. He blinked a few times to regain his composure.

      “You want my cat girl?” he asked as though he’d heard me wrong.

      “I want her, and I’m going to get her.” I stared straight into Alan’s eyes and saw the confidence in them start to fade.

      “What in hell makes you think I’d sign my CG over to you degenerate assholes?” Alan yelled, sounding more confident than he looked.

      “You have a choice to make, Alan,” I started. “You can sign this paper right now, or you can go to Federal prison for operating an underground fighting organization. You see, I haven’t notified the higher authorities of your little show here, yet. The choice is yours. Although, if you go to prison, your CG will just be sold at auction anyway, so either way, she’ll be mine. I’m just giving you the option to be reported to the Feds or not.” I pulled a pen and a penny out that I had in my other pocket and held the pen out to him. Alan looked at me, then at Kennedi, and back at me.

      “I can’t fucking believe this,” he snapped at me. “Fine. You can have the damn wretched cat girl. She’s a pile of trash anyway. Now, let me go, and I’ll sign your shitty little paper.”

      I nodded at Kennedi, and she released Alan’s hands. He reached forward and snatched the paper and pen from me. He glared coldly at me until he looked down, adjusted the paper in his hand, and signed it. The second he finished, I grabbed the bill of sale and threw a penny at him.

      “What the fuck is the damn penny for?” Alan spat out. I gave him my most sarcastic smile.

      “Well, you know Omnicorp rules,” I said slowly so as to emphasize what a freaking idiot he was. “A CG has to be gifted or purchased, and I just bought yours for a penny, you miserable bastard.” Alan’s face turned an even brighter shade of red, and he started to lunge at me. Kennedi had him restrained with his hands behind his back again before he made it even two steps.

      “Get your hands off me, you filthy defect!” he screamed at Kennedi.

      I reached forward with my left hand, pulled his head sideways by the hair, pulled my right arm back, and let loose. My fist smashed against his face, making his head bob from side-to-side until it finally drooped forward. His body went limp, and I knew I’d knocked him out cold.

      “If I’d known that is all I’d have to do to get that pompous ass to shut the fuck up, I would’ve done it long before now,” I said to Theo, causing us both to laugh. Kennedi tossed Alan’s limp body aside and threw her arms around my neck.

      “You were magnificent!” she squealed in my ear. “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to do that?”

      I smiled at her. “Because I wanted it to be a surprise!”

      “Oh, thank you! Thank you! It’s the best surprise EVER!” She quickly kissed my cheek and then darted off to the Omnicorp skybox to get Krysta.

      I turned back to Theo and Bev. Bev was smiling from ear-to-ear and turned to point toward the stadium entrance. Two uniformed police officers were on their way toward the Platform.

      “I took the liberty of calling a few friends for you,” Bev told me. “I’ve known them for years through the Downed Officers charity. They are going to get these two wastes of skin out of here for you.”

      “I appreciate you, Bev,” I told her as I bowed in mock worship.

      “Oh, stop it before I slap you,” Bev said, rolling her eyes. A moment later, Kennedi walked up with Krysta at her side. The four of us turned to watch Alan and Henry be handcuffed and shoved repeatedly towards the exit. Once they were out of sight, I turned, found Ellie, and waved her over.

      “Kennedi, Ellie,” I started when Ellie reached us. “I have something I want to ask you.”

      Both of them had curious looks on their faces.

      “Yes?” they asked in unison.

      “How would the two of you feel about staying here in Elko, for good?” I asked, unable to keep a smile off my face.

      The two girls looked at each other, looked back at me, then at each other again. Then they started squealing like I’d come to expect when they learned about anything exciting.

      “We would love to!” they both yelled excitedly.

      “Well, good! We are staying. I can’t wait to show the two of you our new home,” I started, “once it’s built, that is.” I laughed as they squealed, and Ellie threw her arms around my neck. They had no idea what I was talking about, but there would be plenty of time for details after we got out of this underground stadium dump.

      It was another thirty minutes before the nine of us, now that Krysta had joined us, were able to get out of the stadium. When we exited the elevator to the main floor, the biggest after-party I’d seen yet was in full swing. Apparently, there didn’t need to be a fight in order to celebrate. We passed through the party as quickly as possible and made our exit.

      The drive back to Theo and Bev’s house seemed to go a lot faster than it had before. When we all pulled in, Theo, Bev, the girls, and I parked and got out. The Lindys car came to a stop, and Charlie and Leah stepped out long enough to say ‘goodnight’ before they headed home. When they were gone, the five of us still wore triumphant smiles. We were all more exhausted than we realized, but this was a different kind of tired.

      This was the tired that only comes after a huge victory that not only wins the battle but also puts an end to the war.
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      I looked down at my briefcase while I waited for the officer to open the gate. The place smelled like hungover breath and sweat. The police station was the last place I wanted to be. This situation called for a swift, fierce solution and that is always when I get called. I had no intention of dragging the visit out and was tapping my foot impatiently until I heard the buzzer sound, and the gate started to open. The cop on the other side of the gate escorted me down the long, green hallway.

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t like a meeting room?” the cop asked nervously. He was a short young man that reminded me of a new pledge at a frat house that was there solely to be hazed. I would’ve felt sorry for him but he was an adult. He should’ve had his own worth worked out by now. 

      “No.” He didn’t rate a more detailed response from me. I wasn’t here to waste my time speaking to the help. We walked to the end of the hallway. There was another hall going off to the left. 

      “Alright, then.” The cop stood at the corner of the two halls and pointed down the one heading left. “They are all the way down at the end, on the left.”

      “Mmmhmm.” I left the cop there and started walking down the new hallway. This hall was lined with holding cells. A few were empty and a few had drunks detoxing in them. I walked past all of them until I reached the last cell on the left. When I stepped in front of the bars, the two men inside hopped to their feet like they’d just been busted smoking. They both hurried over to the front of the cell until they were just on the other side of the bars from me.

      “We are so happy you are here,” the short, fat one said. “I’m Alan Graves, and this here is Henry Blackwell.” He slapped the taller one on the back during his introduction. 

      “Yes, we can’t wait to get this ugliness put behind us,” Henry said eagerly. I looked them both over. Disgusting lackeys who thought they were the shit because they had the Omnicorp name behind them. That’s all they were. 

      “It is most certainly ugly,” I said. “I have something for you.” I balanced my briefcase on my arm and opened it. I pulled out two folders, one for each of them. I closed my case and handed the folders through the bars and stepped back. Henry and Alan each opened their folder and started reading the papers inside. I couldn’t hold back a tiny grin from the pleasure I got seeing their eyes grow wider and their brows furrow more with each line they read. 

      “But...but...there’s no…” Alan tried to get some erroneous thought out of his red-faced head to no avail. He looked at Henry who was just staring at his folder. Then he looked up at me. 

      “You know none of this is true,” Henry hissed slowly. “We never embezzled company funds or extorted Platform participants. The data mining and betting both were set up on company orders. There is a minimum of twenty years of prison time for the charges on these papers. Crimes that we never took part in! You’ll never get this to stick!” His voice raised steadily as the seriousness of his plight sank in. Alan just stared at Henry as though he had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Twenty years?” Alan said in disbelief. “This is total fucking bullshit!” His voice was also rising with each word. Both of their whiny, insignificant voices grated on my nerves. 

      “Shut your fat hole, Alan,” I growled at him. Then I turned to Henry and smiled sarcastically. “As far as Omnicorp is concerned, the two of you are degenerate mistakes to be discarded. As far as I’m concerned, you are both sad wastes of skin. Now, enjoy your stay.” 

      I turned and took a few steps down the hall but paused. I walked back and whispered vehemently, “Just to be perfectly clear, if Omnicorp, or I, ever catch sight of you two again, you’ll wish you were still in prison.” I turned and walked away again.

      “But you CAN’T!” Alan screamed, cramming his face onto the bars so he could still see me. “THIS ISN’T FAIR! AFTER ALL WE DID FOR YOU!”

      “YOU’LL NEVER GET THIS TO STICK!” Henry screamed after Alan right as I reached the cellblock end where the young cop was waiting to escort me back. 

      I stopped and balanced my briefcase on my arm again and removed a thick folder full of documents. I closed my case and handed the folder to the cop. Then I stepped back, looked down the hallway where Alan and Henry were. 

      I raised my voice so they could clearly hear me say, “HERE, MISTER OFFICER. PLEASE MAKE SURE THESE DOCUMENTS GET ENTERED INTO EVIDENCE. YOU’LL FIND EVERY SHRED OF PROOF YOU NEED TO LOCK THEM UP SOLID.” The hallway went silent after that. 

      The cop walked me back through the first hallway and out the gate. I strolled out of the building with a grin on my face. I do forget how satisfying throwing out the trash is, I thought. My grin disappeared as I walked to my Jag and opened the door.

      Those two degenerates had created a mess that needed to be wiped clean. A mess that threatened to spread and not only stain Omnicorps’ good name the world over, but maybe even bring down the entire corporation and everything we had worked so hard to build.

      There was still time, though, time to wipe that mess out of existence before it did irreparable damage. And the name of that mess?

      Clark Watkins.
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.

      And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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