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To Molly


From the day we met, you have been my closest friend, my confidant,


and one of the people I cherish most. You’ve helped me bounce around ideas


and walked quietly by my side, and your eternal optimism has kept me going


when times were rough.


Who’s a good girl? You are, yes, you are!




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise without prior written permission from Podium Publishing.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living, dead, or undead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2022 by Edgar Malboeuf


Cover design by Edink


ISBN: 978-1-0394-1711-3


Published in 2022 by Podium Publishing, ULC


www.podiumaudio.com




[image: Images]









CONTENTS




	Chapter One
	Heartwarming



	Chapter Two
	A Slice of Happiness



	Interlewd



	Chapter Three
	Postcoital Interruptions



	Chapter Four
	Mean Minion Mode



	Chapter Five
	Professionalism



	Chapter Six
	Armor Up



	Chapter Seven
	Lending an Ear



	Chapter Eight
	Hover



	Chapter Nine
	Twitchy



	Chapter Ten
	More Questions than Answers



	Chapter Eleven
	Nobodies



	Chapter Twelve
	Doorframe



	Chapter Thirteen
	I Have Paws



	Chapter Fourteen
	Mesh



	Chapter Fifteen
	Surfing



	Chapter Sixteen
	It



	Chapter Seventeen
	Dial-Up and Lag



	Chapter Eighteen
	Gotcha



	Chapter Nineteen
	Log Off



	Chapter Twenty
	Warpath



	Chapter Twenty-One
	God’s Righteous Fury



	Chapter Twenty-Two
	Reaction Time



	Chapter Twenty-Three
	Phones



	Chapter Twenty-Four
	Choosing to Die



	Chapter Twenty-Five
	Ramen Break



	Chapter Twenty-Six
	Red Carpet Treatment



	Chapter Twenty-Seven
	Sometimes a Girl Just Wants to Blow Shit Up



	Chapter Twenty-Eight
	The Opposite of Reassuring



	Chapter Twenty-Nine
	Spider Cat ~ Spider Cat



	Chapter Thirty
	Blueprint for Success



	Chapter Thirty-One
	Obsolete Worries



	Chapter Thirty-Two
	Basse Couture



	Chapter Thirty-Three
	Stealth, But for Real This Time



	Chapter Thirty-Four
	Thump



	Chapter Thirty-Five
	Dog Gone Wrong



	Chapter Thirty-Six
	Catkiller



	Chapter Thirty-Seven
	Cash Money



	Chapter Thirty-Eight
	Kittens!



	Chapter Thirty-Nine
	Where Things Go



	Chapter Forty
	Bicker Bicker



	Chapter Forty-One
	Big Ol’ Mecha-Cats



	Chapter Forty-Two
	Invasive



	Chapter Forty-Three
	Comfy Morning Rituals



	Chapter Forty-Four
	Kinda Cute



	Chapter Forty-Five
	Real Estate-ing



	Chapter Forty-Six
	Impeccable Mathematics



	Chapter Forty-Seven
	Closing a Deal



	Chapter Forty-Eight
	A Date



	Chapter Forty-Nine
	Being Hella Fancy



	Chapter Fifty
	Salad



	Interlewd Two



	Chapter Fifty-One
	Fashioning a Home



	Chapter Fifty-Two
	Fab



	Chapter Fifty-Three
	Palace



	Chapter Fifty-Four
	Phoenix



	Chapter Fifty-Five
	Making an Entrance



	Chapter Fifty-Six
	 Small and in Charge



	Chapter Fifty-Seven
	Greedy Bits



	Chapter Fifty-Eight
	Gimmick



	Chapter Fifty-Nine
	Cause Player



	Chapter Sixty
	M9



	Chapter Sixty-One
	Mimics



	Chapter Sixty-Two
	Arena



	Chapter Sixty-Three
	Rods of God



	Chapter Sixty-Four
	Aftermath, but We’re Really Bad at Math



	Chapter Sixty-Five
	Politics According to Cat



	Chapter Sixty-Six
	Tanks and Soldiers and Guns, Oh My!



	Chapter Sixty-Seven
	Exploring New Holes with Your Favorite Nun



	Chapter Sixty-Eight
	Darkness



	Chapter Sixty-Nine
	Nice



	Chapter Seventy
	A Perfect Time for a Picnic



	Chapter Seventy-One
	Chlorine Trifluoride



	Chapter Seventy-Two
	Model Thirteen



	Chapter Seventy-Three
	A Walkabout



	Chapter Seventy-Four
	Sprint



	Chapter Seventy-Five
	Triggering, but the Fun Sort Where Things Explode



	Chapter Seventy-Six
	Fight Fire with Fire



	Chapter Seventy-Seven
	Deeper



	Chapter Seventy-Eight
	M21



	Chapter Seventy-Nine
	Boss Fight



	Chapter Eighty
	Burning Away



	Epilogue





Preview: Stray Cat Strut 3

About the Author



CHAPTER ONE

HEARTWARMING

I shifted.

Something poked at my back, above my ribs. Had Lucy snuck into my bed again? I loved the girl, but sometimes she was all elbows and knees and a real pain to sleep next to.

Twisting a little, I found myself rolling onto my stumpy side, only to run into a problem.

I had an arm.

Or rather, a second arm.

Some of the sleep-addled grogginess faded as I turned onto my back and blinked up at an entirely unfamiliar ceiling. There wasn’t any cracked drywall above me. Instead, I could see a ceiling with recessed LEDs through the gauzy curtains of a four-poster bed.

There was no way in fuck I was back at the orphanage.

“What time’s it?” I mumbled as I looked around. I was still dressed. At least I had pants on, plus a jacket that left my stomach bare. My uncovered feet felt just shy of chilly.

It’s six forty in the morning. Your daily allotment of points has come in. Your total is sitting at 9,283 points.

I started a little at the voice that . . . had come from somewhere in my head. Memories came back. The museum, the sky tearing open, and aliens raining down around us. Getting impaled and becoming a samurai. Myalis guiding and trolling me. The kittens flying off to safety. A few interminable and stressful hours spent trying to save people.

“Crap,” I said as I sat up on the edge of the bed. I’d made a mess of the topmost blankets. My invisibility jacket was covered in alien blood and nonalien blood and a lot of dust and crap. It’s a miracle Lucy even let me into the room with it on.

Another memory returned.

“Did I sleep through sex?” I asked with mounting horror.

You didn’t get far enough to make your statement even remotely true.


“Fuck me.”

That is, in fact, what didn’t happen.

I groaned as I got up. Whisper, my stealth crossbow, rested against the wall next to the door. None of the kittens had grabbed it, at least. I still had my back-mounted guns and tail on, and a hand cannon tucked under my new cybernetic arm.

“I’m a mess,” I said.

I’d offer you a self-cleaning system, but the washrooms in this place are . . . adequate.

I took off my jacket and flung it onto a sofa. Someone would need to clean the sofa—someone who wasn’t me. “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s see if we can get some food first. And check on the kittens.”

The penthouse we had was divided into little rooms. Lucy had dumped me in the big suite the night before, but from the open doors I passed on the way to the kitchen area, the other suites seemed pretty damned luxurious too. The wide-open living area, with its sofas and curved television, took up a space longer than a bus.

Everything was done in marble and wood, with a pinch of gilding here and there. I would have called it ostentatious, but somehow it wasn’t. Obviously, they’d hired some decorators to make the place look like an old-money palace.

Nose and little Tim were knocked out on the couch, the TV playing some samurai cartoon on mute.

I elected not to bother them as I moved around an island bigger than my room back at the orphanage and yanked open the fridge. The damned thing was stocked. I grabbed some cereal of the colorful sort from one of the cupboards and an expensive glass bottle of genuine cow milk from the fridge door.

I poured myself a bowl of Longb’O’s for irony’s sake, then watched as all the little rings glowed on contact with the milk. “Neat,” I said.

This food provides literally negative nutrition.

I munched through a mouthful of sugary goodness. “Tastes great, though.” We could never afford the cool junk food back at the orphanage. I set the box on its side and watched the ads for neat toys scroll under a grinning image of a familiar samurai.

The bastard had been airbrushed—I just knew it.

“Cat?”

I looked up to see Bargain standing next to the island. He was a bit short, only his head visible above the benchtop.

“Hey,” I said.

He looked at me, shrewd little eyes taking me in. “What would you give me not to wake everyone up?” he asked.


Some things never changed. I smiled big and wide at him, pulled my Trench Maker from under my arm, and let the heavy handgun clunk onto the top of the island. “This gun can be loaded with any kind of bullet,” I said. “Samurai magic shit, you know? How much do you wanna bet there are some specifically made to deal with annoying little shits?”

“That’s a good deal,” he said before running off.

I think we’re going to have a weapons safety lesson in the near future.

“The safety’s on,” I muttered before returning to my cereal. I had the enviable problem of running out of glowing rings before running out of milk, which meant I was obligated to refill the bowl.

The next ones to show up were the Twins, and while I was pretty cool with Alpha and Omega, the two of them took one look at me before squealing, “Cat’s awake!”

Before I could eat any more of my cereal, they were joined by bleary-eyed kittens spawned from all over. Spark and Tim came over, then Nemo and Nose and Bargain, who still seemed cowed. It was too bad the others weren’t.

I listened to their babbled questions for all of a minute before I felt a stress headache coming on. “Would you all shut up?!” I shouted.

That worked about as well as it usually did, which was not at all.

“Kittens, be quiet,” a soft voice said from behind the lot of them.

They clamped shut like mousetraps going off.

“How about everyone pull up a chair and we can get some breakfast?” Lucy said as she pushed Tim toward one of the seats around the island. It was a little awkward, what with her still holding on to her crutches under one arm.

“You’re going to cook?” I asked.

“Hell no. They have room service here,” she said. “I bet it’s better than those.”

“These,” I said, raising my spoon, “are great.”

She scrunched her nose at me.

“I actually met Longbow, you know,” I said, gesturing my spoon toward the box art. “He’s . . . kinda insane. Nice, though.”

“Showing off?” she asked.

I grinned back at her. “Just you wait,” I said with a purr.

She smiled right back. “I waited plenty last night, but someone decided to fall asleep.”

Much to my annoyance, a few of the kittens caught on and laughed at my reddening cheeks. “Oh, shut up, you guys. I had a long day.”

“Is that your excuse now?” Junior asked as she came around and took a seat on my side. She slid the box of cereal over, then huffed and got up to fetch a bowl. “You still owe me a knife,” she said as she fished for a spoon.


“Might as well,” I sighed. “Lucy, you wanna order that breakfast? Also, where’s Dumbass?”

“Sure,” Lucy said as she clacked her way over to an old-school phone on a pedestal nearby.

Nemo ran off, returning a minute later with one of my little drones clutched between both hands. It was Dumbass the First, sans gun mount.

I had the drones disarm when the children started playing with them.

“How responsible,” I said before clearing my throat. “All right, you little shits. This is Dumbass. It’s got some fancy medical scanner doodad in it. You let it scan you, and then Myalis, my wonderful brain worm AI buddy, will tell me how to cure the stupid out of you.”

If that were possible, wouldn’t you think I’d have tried to talk you into curing yourself a long time ago?

I saw Lucy pausing by the phone, and a few of the kittens were looking at the drone with wide, hopeful eyes.

“Th-thank you,” Bargain said.

“Oh, shut up,” I said. “You know I’m just doing it to impress Lucy.” Lucy snorted before picking up the phone.

Junior barked out a laugh next to me. “You’re a shitty liar,” she said. “And don’t think curing some incurable sickness will let you off the hook.”

I rolled my eyes while Dumbass got to work. “For . . . fine. Myalis, we got any knives available?”

You do. In your Sun Watcher Technologies catalog. The cheapest is a survivalist knife with an extendable monofilament blade. It will cost you five points.

“Perfect.”

A cheap plastic box appeared on the table before me, and I slid it over to Junior. Her eyes lit up as she tore the package open and pulled out a long knife.

“Monofilament blade,” I said. “Don’t kill yourself.”

“Awesome,” she said, and then her smile froze and she turned the knife around. “Wait, why’s it got a cat on the handle?”

I blinked and leaned over. There was, in fact, a feline on the handle. But it wasn’t a cat, it was a kitten. “I think it’s the button to retract the blade.”

“Why’s it shaped like a cat?”

“A kitten,” I said. “Just like you!”

She glared, which warmed my heart.

“All right! Time to pull a Jesus.”



CHAPTER TWO

A SLICE OF HAPPINESS


Times of peace aren’t uncommon. But they never really last.

—Deus Ex, June 2057



“What’ve you got for me?” I asked Myalis while looking over at Dumbass the First.

I suppose I could start with the youngest and work my way up.

“Sure,” I said. “So we’ll start with Nose, or is Spark younger?”

I believe that Nose is the youngest, judging by the scans Dumbass has taken.

The kittens were all gathered around the kitchen island—even Lucy, who’d returned from ordering breakfast with a sly smile on her face. Daniel had spun around on his chair and waved me hello before deep-diving into his phone.

Nose and Spark were both standing near the edge of the table and looking at me without blinking.

Nose—and that is an awful name I’ve no doubt you had something to do with—seems to suffer from chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. It’s at the third stage. It’s rather surprising that he can still function moderately well. He has a few other conditions, mostly centered around his nasal cavity and esophagus.

“Nose is a tough little shit,” I said.

Nose nodded seriously. “Yeah.”

“Got a cure?”

Obviously. A Nano-Regenerative Suite should be sufficient to cure the ailment.

I grinned. “Don’t keep us waiting, Myalis. And tab it all up for me in one go at the end.”

A box appeared on the island, small and cheap. Inside was an inhaler with a tank the size of a soda can and a red button on the top. Its front was shaped like a rather basic oxygen mask.


Spread out the use over the course of the day. Tell Nose to drink a lot of water and have a big, varied meal later. He’s got a few nutritional deficiencies. In fact, all of them, you included, do. There are also traces of heavy metals in your blood and in some of your organs, and some nitrates, plastics, and a few other chemicals that I suspect were used as fertilizer and pesticides. It’s fortunate humans are so resilient, or you’d all be tumorous masses by now.

I slid the inhaler over to Nose. “Take a puff every hour or so. And then eat a lot tonight. Oh, and down a couple of glasses of water, all right?” I’d need to get some sort of detox thing for all the kittens later, but that could probably wait a day.

“Yeah!” he said before taking the inhaler. Everyone watched as he took a deep breath from it, then coughed a few times. “Tickles.”

“It’ll get better,” I said. “Spark, you’re up next.”

“All right!” Spark said. “Hit me up, Doc Cat.”

Spark has an interesting one. It seems like a sort of prion disease. I suspect he came into contact with something while very young. It has mostly kept to his parietal lobe, reducing his ability to feel touch.

“Right,” I said. “It’s why he’s called Spark: he likes licking power outlets.”

“I don’t!” Spark protested. “It just feels weird.”

A simple Neuro-Regenerative should do.

Another box, this one with a red plastic nib and drawn instructions on the side to place it against the crook of the arm. “Can you figure it out?” I asked.

“I’m not an idiot,” he said before fumbling with the injector. He didn’t even wince as he pulled back his sleeve and jabbed it in. “When’s this going to work?”

It will take approximately an hour for the first signs of regression to show. Six for a complete cure. Also, he’s far too thin. I suspect that he can’t feel hunger pangs at all.

“Give it until this afternoon,” I said. “And eat more. You’re too damned thin. Tim, you’re too thin too.”

Tim here is missing a leg. That much is obvious. Otherwise, he’s in decent health.

“Tim’s new to the kittens,” I explained. It was kind of shitty that being new meant he hadn’t collected a bunch of problems yet.

“Will you regrow my leg?” he asked.

“Do you want a new leg or a prosthetic?” I asked, wiggling my metal fingers around.

“Can I have one like yours?”

“Only if you want to lose an arm,” I snarked back. It earned a few laughs, which was nice. The mood with the kittens was about as high as I’d ever seen it. “But nah, just a normal samurai-grade prosthetic. Mine can fire rockets. Yours . . . won’t.”

“Aww,” he said.

His current prosthetic is rather pitiful. I’d suggest a Sun Watcher replacement. There are some that are inexpensive, require little to no maintenance, and are far superior to what he has without needing complex neural links. They can also expand over time so that they won’t require replacing for some years. I’d also suggest a skin irritation cream.

I tapped the table. “Come on, Myalis, don’t keep us waiting.”

Tim’s new leg came in a little case, and next to it came a small jar of some sort of cream with instructions printed on the side. “Spark, Nose, wanna help him put it on?”

The three rushed off with the couches in the living room, with Tim demanding they be careful with his new leg.

“Bargain,” I said.

“Cat,” he replied.

Bargain has a few smaller issues. Chemical burns on the lower half of his body, a slight defect in his heart, and a minor case of cerebral palsy as well. The skin issues can be relieved with a cream. I’d advise the same for your own burns if you ever want to repair them, actually. The lung issue will require a Nano-Regenerative Suite. The cerebral palsy will require a Neuro-Regenerative. It won’t disappear instantly. He will need to exercise, stretch, and straighten his posture over the course of several months.

“All right,” I said. “Lay it on the table.”

The boxes appeared. Bargain looked at them, then up at me. I could see the gears turning behind his eyes.

“No more wheeling and dealing,” I said. “Not with me or Lucy.”

He nodded slowly. “And the others?”

“Do as you want with them, but be fair to the other kittens,” I said. “Oh, and you’ll need to stand taller and exercise to fix yourself up properly. And probably eat something other than the shit we usually have.”

“All right, deal,” he said.

“Nemo?” I asked.

Nemo popped her head up and blinked at me.

Very mild autism, some selective mutism, and a terrible diet. A Neuro-Regenerative would aid with the issues with her brain, but most of Nemo’s problems are due to a poor diet and some psychological issues.

I nodded and flicked the next box that appeared her way. “You need to eat better too,” I said.

Nemo nodded, smiled, then ran off to see Tim and Spark and the others.

You are aware that the Twins aren’t genetically twins at all, right?

“Yeah, they’re just missing the same bits,” I said.


The Twins—who did look like each other, with the same shitty haircut, brown hair and eyes, and too-pale skin—leaned forward at the same time. “We want rocket launcher arms,” they said as one.

“No,” I vetoed.

Two new, non-rocket-equipped arms later, and they were off helping each other install their new prosthetics and playing around with the features on their new arms over in the living room.

“Okay, so, for my final acts . . . Daniel, you’ve got some sort of muscular fucked-up-ness, right?”

“That’s the medical term, yeah,” he agreed with a grin.

Muscular dystrophy. Chemically induced at that. A simple fix.

I flung the next box over to him, and he saluted me back. “Thanks, love.”

“Don’t try.”

“How long until I can start dancing?”

Two to three days.

I snorted. “Your pasty white ass will never be able to dance,” I said. “But in a few days, you’ll be able to traumatize the kids by trying.”

He flipped me the bird, but he was still smiling. “We’ll see.”

And finally, we have Junior. She . . . is merely malnourished, with traces of contaminants in her blood that will pass eventually.

“Junior,” I said.

“Yeah?” she asked as she looked up from her bowl.

“You’re too fucking skinny.”

“Fuck you,” she said.

I felt a shy, tentative hand touching my shoulder. “What about me?” Lucy asked.

Lucy has multiple sclerosis. An easy thing to cure.

A fresh box appeared on the table.

Give her those. Then allow for a few hours to restore all of her cognitive functions. It might be mildly unpleasant. Afterward, she’ll need to practice walking and running once more.

“You’ll need to take these,” I said. “But they’ll make you feel all tingly.”

She smiled up at me. “Tingly, huh?” she asked. “Will you help me get rid of all my tingles?”

I leaned down and our lips met while I fiddled with the box with my free hand. I had the tablets out soon enough and was carefully pressing the single pill between her lips.

“For fuck’s sake, get a room,” Junior said. “Don’t do that in front of my cereal.”

Lucy and I happily complied, though it was a bit hard to make it back to the room with our faces practically glued together.

“Oh, oh man, it really is tingly,” Lucy said as she sat on the edge of the bed. “My feet are all . . . You know when your arms go to sleep and then they come awake?” She wiggled her legs, then wiggled them some more as she slid off the pajama pants she was wearing to expose two beautiful dark legs.

I got to my knees to capture one of her feet. Carefully, I massaged it, just a bit of pressure in the way she always liked. The pleased little noise she made said a lot.

I leaned down and pressed a kiss onto the top of her foot.

And then, before I could lean back, a pair of panties dropped down and came to rest around her ankles.

I looked up to meet Lucy’s bright eyes. “You said you’d take care of all the parts that tingled.”

“So I did,” I agreed.




INTERLEWD


I trailed kisses up Lucy’s leg while my hands fumbled with the zipper of my autoloader jacket. Her hands fell onto my head and scratched into my scalp in a most delicious way, and by the time I’d reached her thigh, I was tearing the coat off.


“Cat,” Lucy said.


Her voice was breathy and husky and sent shivers down my spine. “Yeah?” I asked.


“When’s the last time you took a shower?”


“Uh.”


“You smell like . . . rubber and smoke,” she added.


“Yeah, I was a bit busy yesterday with that kind of thing,” I admitted. I leaned down and gave myself a sniff and . . . yeah, I needed a shower. That splashed some cold water onto my libido.


“You know, the showers here are really big,” Lucy said. “And I’m already dressed for a shower.”


I looked up to see her casually slip out of her top.


“Oh,” I said. I got up a little awkwardly, then extended my hands to Lucy to help her onto her feet. She was so light I barely felt the strain of lifting her, and the little two-step she did to slip her panties off her feet made the blood rushing to my ears sound like a pulsing waterfall.


“Let’s go?” she asked.


I nodded, bent down, then scooped her up into a bridal carry while she squeaked. “Always wanted to do that,” I said.


“Give a girl two arms and all of a sudden she’s all gallant,” she said before bending forward to kiss.


For a moment I forgot we were supposed to be going anywhere.


But Lucy reminded me by trailing a hand behind me and pinching my rear. “Get moving,” she said. “Your new arm is cold.” She wiggled her legs, both currently draped over my new forearm, for emphasis.


The en suite bathroom was huge, with two sinks—why?—and a shower that was bigger than the entire bathroom back at the orphanage, with glass walls and a tiled backdrop covered in little carved flowers.




I set Lucy down only for her to push against me and seal her lips against mine. Her hands fumbled at my belt while mine slid down her back and pulled her closer.


She pulled back, then gestured at my shoulders. “You’re wearing that into the shower?” she asked.


I swallowed. “Oh, right. Uh.” I couldn’t recall how to remove the back-mounted guns, not through the haze in my mind. “Myalis, how do I get this off?”


You only had to ask.


The mounting running along my spine undid itself with faint little pops, and it fell to the floor, tail and all.


Lucy looked up to me. “Is, um, Myalis . . . watching?”


If it reassures her, I have performed full-body scans of her already. There’s very little to hide.


“That really doesn’t help, Myalis,” I muttered.


“It’s okay,” Lucy said. “It’ll be my first threesome.”


“I really don’t think it counts,” I said.


Please inform Lucy that I’m very much not interested in procreating with a human.


“What’s that even mean?” I asked.


“What?”


I feel like a third wheel here.


“She’s being a pain,” I said. With my hands now a bit more free, I tossed my pants down and bent my legs up one by one to tear my socks off. “So, uh, I don’t think I can shut her out? Is that . . . a problem?”


Lucy shrugged. “I guess not.”


I felt my shoulders relax. I was worked up enough that Lucy calling it off would have been disappointing, to say the least. “So, how good is this shower?” I asked.


She grabbed onto my hand and pulled me toward it. “Alone? It’s all right,” she said. “Shower, on. Hot.”


The shower came on behind her, its door silently sliding open. “Fancy,” I said before ducking down for another kiss. We stumbled into a dozen jets of water so hot it almost hurt. My hair plastered down around me and I had to move it out of the way.


That allowed me to take in Lucy in all her splendor, dark hair against dark skin, her eyelashes fluttering as water collected on them, her lips wet and curved up in a genuinely happy smile. “Look at this,” she said. “Shower, soap!”


The water turned into a stream of warm bubbles that fell down around us and turned the world white. I laughed. “Does it do shampoo too?” I asked. The amount in the water alone . . . that was such a waste. A decadent luxury I couldn’t imagine getting used to.




“That’s for later,” Lucy said before she pressed herself against me, all wet and smooth and soft. “You need to scrub up first.” Her hands, cooler than the soapy water around us, pressed against my ribs, then slid around to my back while moving in little circles.


I reciprocated, my flesh-and-blood hand touching her almost timidly at first before I recalled doing this kind of thing with her. I reached up a little and gently grabbed at her breasts.


“Cat! I’m not the dirty one here,” she admonished. Then because she liked down there, she pinched my rear again before pulling me so close I had to let my hand drop. Her arms wrapped themselves around my chest and she tucked her head in against me. “I was afraid, you know?”


The sudden turn left my mind spinning for traction. “Oh?” I asked.


“You left and . . . I guess it doesn’t matter now.” Her lips pressed down on my clavicle, then my neck while she kept rubbing little soapy circles across my back.


When her hand came around and squeezed my breast I had to hold back a little moan. “Am I clean enough yet?” I asked.


“Hrm?” she asked, turning the purr into a question. “I don’t know.”


I was about to ask something, but the question was lost when Lucy pushed me back and I encountered the cold tiles of the shower wall. I gasped at the sensation and pushed forward, only for Lucy to meet me with another kiss.


Her hands wandered down, grabbing at my hips.


“Lucy,” I said.


“Cat?” she asked as she pulled back a bit. She was still close, very close.


“I love you.”


She grinned, big and happy and a bit silly. “I love you too,” she said.


Then her hand reached down between my legs and carefully ran down my thighs.


“So dirty,” she said.


“Lucy!” I squeaked as she pressed her thumb in small circles around me. I forgot all about the cold seeping into my back and the warm water running between us where our skin didn’t meet.


Lucy knew me, from well-earned experience and a few too many hours spent in closets, in showers much smaller than this one, and just cuddling in bed. She knew which buttons to press, how to play with me with just a few strokes, and when to push in so that I ended up on the tips of my toes, breath coming in raspy and hard.


Climbing to my toes was a mistake; it brought her face closer to my chest. She pressed kisses down my clavicle and to my breasts, then latched on and did something with her tongue.


I bit my lip until it hurt to stop from making any noise. Junior had once informed me, after a rather pleasant evening, that I was very loud, and since then I’d always tried to keep a lid on it.


Then Lucy’s hand sped up and I lost that battle with a throaty noise that set her to giggling. She stopped, bending almost double as she tried to keep the laughter in.


“Lucy,” I pleaded.


“Sorry,” she said, but her smile suggested she was anything but.


I fell back onto my feet and reached for her, intending to return the favor, when she pushed me back.


“I wasn’t done,” she said. “Shower, a bit warmer.”


The water turned a notch hotter, enough that it started to hurt just a little, but then she did something with her thumb and fingers and I forgot all about that.


“I really do love you,” she said before a wave of heat shot through me and I felt myself shivering. “Oh, getting close?”


I made a noise that I think sounded like a yes, or something akin to that. She laid kisses around my neck and cheeks, then captured my mouth in hers while her hands kept on doing frankly magical things.


A minute passed while our tongues slid around each other, and Lucy’s concentration around my core slipped a little as she focused on the kiss. I moved my hands around her, pulling her closer and bringing my real hand down to grab her ass.


She gasped into my mouth, a sensation that stole my breath in the best way, and then she returned the favor by tweaking something below that had me making another embarrassing noise.


“Faster?” she asked.


I hadn’t said anything remotely like that, but she didn’t seem to care. Her fingers moved faster, a lot faster, and I felt another wave of heat pass through me, making my abdominal muscles contract and my back want to bend.


Lucy took that as a challenge and pushed into me, stretching and rubbing while she peppered kisses across my upper chest.


And then the dam burst, my legs wobbling and my abs contracting. I felt Lucy’s fingers squeezing together in me before she slid them out and left me feeling empty even as my head spun.


I might have fallen if she hadn’t held me up and kissed me to within an inch of my life.


“Was it good?” she asked with a knowing grin.


“You’re the best,” I said between pants. The warmth was sinking away now, leaving in little shuddering waves. I might have been sweating, but there was no way to know with the water coming down around us. “I’ll have to return the favor,” I said.


“I doubt you could manage,” she said. “I’m the best, after all.”




I kissed her again and wondered how long it would take for the water to run cold here.


“H-hey, Myalis?” I asked. “You remember mentioning that catalog, with the toys?”




CHAPTER THREE

POSTCOITAL INTERRUPTIONS


Do you know what kind of opportunity the average person has?

Fuck-all. If you’re not born in the right family, have the right connections, and go to the right schools, you’re pretty much stuck kissing the ass of anyone one rung above you on the ladder while hoping they’ll slip up badly enough you can take their spot.

Worse, your fortunes can turn in a blink. Spent ten years working your way up to middle management in your department? Too fucking bad, some shareholders decided your entire division needs to be pruned to meet some elusive goal or to make the curve on their graphs look smoother.

Good luck starting from the bottom again. There’s no one to blame but yourself for failing to read the room.

—Anonymous Reddit user, June 2029



I couldn’t decide how I was feeling.

Parts of me that I didn’t know could tingle were tingling, and I had sore muscles across my everything. Not a bad sore, but the sort from exercising a lot, which was probably fair.

I decided, after a moment’s reflection, that what I was feeling could best be described as “good.” I was feeling really good.

A giggle escaped, one that was soon echoed by the person lying down next to me.

Lucy shifted, then brought her head to rest on my stomach. “That was . . .”

“Yeah,” I agreed as I continued to stare at the ceiling. Eventually, I got enough energy to bring a hand down and brush it through Lucy’s hair, her very sweaty hair.

“I didn’t know I could do that so many times,” Lucy said.

“Yeah.”

“I’m sore.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.


We weren’t alone on the bed. There was also a very rumpled and probably unsanitary pile of blankets and pillows spread around here and there, and more importantly, there was a machine.

It was a horrifying machine, like something out of some madwoman’s worst nightmares. It was eldritch and tentacled, and it looked wet and almost alive.

It was the best hundred points I have ever spent, even if it had made me question my own sanity a few times. I wasn’t even sure what time it was anymore. For all I knew, a day could have passed. The details were certainly hazy enough.

Shifting my hips, I got into a slightly more comfortable position where Lucy’s head didn’t dig into my stomach quite so much. “That was something,” I said.

“It was,” Lucy said. “Think we can go at it again?”

I considered that. “The mind is willing, but the flesh is . . . not.”

She snorted, the motion bouncing her head up atop me. “Yeah.”

I smiled and continued to run my hands through Lucy’s hair, content to do nothing but that for the rest of my life if need be.

And then some jerk knocked on the door. “Hey, are you two done fucking?” Junior asked.

“Urgh” was the most coherent response I could manage.

“I sure hope so, because there are people here for Cat. Like, lots of them. And some androids too. Shit’s annoying.”

“Tell them to go away,” I called back.

“Yeah, I tried that, you moron,” Junior said. “They’re real insistent. Some of them look important-like and they won’t fucking leave.”

I sighed. I didn’t want to leave. This place was a happy place and the world outside wasn’t. “Tell Dumbass to shoo them away.”

“Yeah, no,” Junior said. “Look, I’m coming in. Some of the kittens are getting scared and it’s annoying.”

“Oh shit,” Lucy said as she scrambled up and off me with a sudden burst of energy. I did the same, looking for my clothes, only to find that I’d left everything on the floor in a trail leading into the en suite bathroom.

The door clicked open just as Lucy and I bumped into each other by the base of the bed.

Our friendly eldritch tentacle machine seemed to notice the excitation because it started wiggling around too, especially when the door handle wobbled.

Three very confusing minutes later, I was slipping out into the corridor outside our room while doing up my belt. I didn’t actually have a shirt, just the autoloader jacket, and despite having taken a very thorough and long shower with Lucy, I knew that I smelled a little.


I’d have to take another once things were dealt with.

The tentacle machine could join too.

“Where’re these assholes?” I asked Junior, who looked exceptionally unimpressed by me and my antics. Her nose wrinkled up and she gestured down the corridor a ways.

“They’re by the entrance. The kittens are all off in their rooms. I knocked earlier, but you didn’t reply, just made these weird-ass donkey noises.”

I felt some warmth gathering in my cheeks and looked past her and toward the entrance. “Right,” I said. “I’ll go see what they want, I guess.”

I left Whisper in the bedroom with Lucy, which was probably for the best. That meant that all the armament I had was my Trench Maker, a shoulder-mounted railgun, and a plasma-firing gun on the other shoulder. And a tail with a thagomizer.

That . . . was probably enough to convince some less-than-wholesome people to vacate the area.

I tugged my jacket on straighter and stomped toward the living room and kitchen area. What I found there were three groups of people.

The first were a pair of serious-looking men in black suits, standing ramrod straight and wearing sunglasses indoors. The second were also wearing suits, but these were patterned and more colorful. They were smiling as if their cheeks were tacked in place that way. And the third were a pair of soldiers in dress uniforms with little maple leaves on their shoulders.

The three groups all elected to talk at the same time, a cacophony of noise that I couldn’t make heads or tails of.

They seemed to catch on that if they all talked at once, they wouldn’t make much sense, but instead of taking their time, they turned on each other and bickered.

It was like something out of a particularly unfunny comedy sketch.

“Okay, everyone shut up,” I said.

I was still getting used to the idea that people respected me, adults especially, but it was incredibly amusing to see adults snapping their mouths closed just because I’d told them to. “You, with the shades. Who are you?” I pointed to the guy in between the pair in black suits, the one that looked in charge.

“Miss Leblanc, we are an organization charged with the protection of American assets. Upon seeing that you became a samurai we thought it appropriate to inform you that, were you so willing, our organization could assist you in coming to your own an—”

I stopped him with a raised hand. “Just send me a fucking email. Now, who are you guys?” I asked the next bunch.

They all started talking over each other, and I could feel my postcoital bliss draining away as they prattled on.


“One at a time, you fuckwits,” I said.

As it turned out, all of them were representatives of one corporation or another, every one of them eager and excited to sign me on and use my likeness to promote . . . everything from cereals to soft drugs, and one sleazy guy said that they mostly dealt in deepfake pornography.

“Right, right, I’ve heard enough, please kindly fuck off. If I want something I’ll contact you, not the other way around.”

Some of them protested, but Myalis, being the best, had my railgun slide out over my shoulder, and it made a deep, ominous hum.

“And who’re you guys?” I asked the soldiers.

“We’re representatives of the Canadian Armed Forces, ma’am,” the one with the more elaborate medals said.

“Aren’t you guys a joke?” I asked.

“No, ma’am,” he said without so much as twitching.

Well, at least they were polite. “And you want me to join up? Become Private Leblanc?”

He shook his head. “Nothing of the sort. We merely wished to both thank you for your efforts yesterday and extend an offer to you. If you ever wish to join the forces, there’s a place for you. We will send a recruitment package to your email address, if you wish.”

Real polite—I liked it. “You know what, sure,” I said.

I didn’t intend to join, but their uniforms looked nice, and I bet I could find a use for one. Lucy did always say that she liked women in tight uniforms. They saluted my way and made for the exit, only to be blocked as someone shoved past them.

I stared at the newcomer, initially pissed at the gall, then I recognized them, or rather, her. Deus Ex looked on the wrong side of tired, but her armor was impeccable and so clean it could have come fresh off the alien presses. She didn’t have her whole hover system with her, probably because it wouldn’t fit inside any normal building, but she did have a few things strapped to her hips that looked like they might be dangerous.

“Stray Cat,” she said. “We need to talk.”



CHAPTER FOUR

MEAN MINION MODE


To say that samurai are dangerous would be a wild understatement. They aren’t truly beholden to any laws, corporate or governmental, they can act as they see fit, and they can do so with technology and tools that no normal force can match.

They are only held accountable by their fellows.

But most samurai are at least somewhat mature. They’re adults, with the responsibility and maturity that entails.

Not all of them are so old. Many of them are young. What do you do with a teenager given unlimited power? Someone who has never been tempered by life and experience?

Come, my flock, and let us pray for these lost souls!

—John Johnathan Johns, Twitch priest, June 2034



Deus Ex was a meter-and-a-half-tall stack of contradictions.

She stood with her back straight and her brow set in a glare; her hands rested on her hips and her lips formed a little line. She was trying very hard to be intimidating, but she looked more like a mildly annoyed puppy.

I kind of wanted to pat her on the head to see what would happen.

“You two, go away,” she said to the guys in black suits. She hadn’t even looked at them.

“Ma’am, we are here on official business,” one of them said.

She slowly turned her head his way, then reached for the small of her back and pulled out a rounded, curved device that unmistakably had a handle and trigger mechanism on it. “Will your life insurance cover damages to the building?” she asked.

“Pardon?”

“Because this weapon will go right through you, and then through the rest of this building. Will your life insurance cover the damages, or will I need to find out who you work for and empty their accounts directly? I use this hotel sometimes—I don’t want them thinking I’m a bad client that won’t pay for damages and corpse removal.”

“Um,” the guy said. His whole stoic attitude was really getting tested. “We can return later.”

“Please don’t,” I said. “Send me an email or something instead. I don’t do cryptic much.”

A few seconds later, Deus Ex and I were the only ones left in the living room. I gestured with a nod toward the inside and walked over to the couches before the television.

“Were you injured?” Deus Ex asked as she followed. “You’re walking crooked.”

“I’m fine,” I said before sitting down and leaning back. I was surprisingly tired. Maybe a nap would feel good once everything was done. “So what brings you here? Wanted to bask in my presence some more?”

“No,” she said. “The incursion is pretty much done with. All that’s left is the sewer crawling, and I’m not going to participate in any of that.”

“All right,” I said. Couldn’t blame her.

“I’m actually here to give you some work.”

I blinked and paid more attention to her. “Some work?” I repeated. “I don’t recall being on your payroll.”

“I’m paying for these rooms. And you owe me a favor,” she said.

“Uh. Usually there’s a bit more communication than this,” I said.

She pouted again. Or maybe she was trying to glare? Either way, I wanted to pinch her cheeks. “Don’t be an ass. You’re still a newbie, and you have a bunch of normies to take care of.” She gestured in the vague direction of the kittens. “I don’t mind paying for this place for a bit longer, but that means you’ll have to be my minion.”

“Your minion?” I asked.

“Yes. There are things I need to do that I don’t feel like doing. You’ll do them for me.”

“Do I get a say in this?” I asked.

“You’re too weak to get a say,” she said.

I glared at the little extortionist pain in the ass. “You’re not as cute as I thought you were,” I said.

The little bitch actually seemed proud of it! “Good. I don’t have time to babysit you or anything, and your profile says that you’re too stubborn and stupid to join up with a proper group, so you get to be my minion.”

I laughed. The situation was . . . well, it was funny, in a weird absurdist way. “Okay, great boss-girl, what do you want your humble minion to do?” I played along. I did kind of owe her a favor or two.

Deus Ex didn’t answer me right away. Instead she glanced over to the television. The screen came on, and an image of a young woman appeared on it. She looked bored, with her shoulders set and her eyes looking into the camera. An ID photo, probably.

Brown hair, with a purple streak in it. No piercings or tattoos. Blue eyes, though one was a lot lighter than the other. Probably some eyegear or an aug.

“Who’s the girl?” I asked.

“Katallina McCarthy,” Deus Ex said. The image shifted to only take up part of the screen, the rest filling up with school records, hospital records, and a moving social media feed that looked like it was going through years of stuff in a hurry.

“She your girlfriend?” I asked.

Deus Ex huffed, but her cheeks reddened. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Look, if you want me to stalk someone for you, then . . . Well, then that’s a bit creepy. I bet I can help you get in her pants, though. I could coach you. Give you a bit of advice. How to talk to other girls, how to hint that you’re interested. I can do this thing with my tongue, it’s really impr—”

“Sh-shut up!” Deus Ex said.

I giggled, especially on seeing how red she was going.

“You’re disgusting.”

I grinned. “So, what’s up with Katallina here? Also, where did you get all of her files?”

Deus Ex shook her head. “We’re samurai, they’re not exactly hard to get. And what’s up with her is that she might be one of us.”

“You don’t know?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No. It’s . . . Okay, so the Family are the group that pretty much take care of North America. We’re pretty big and we do a lot of stuff. Most members just join and don’t do too much, but that’s all right. One of our core tenets is helping out new samurai. That means making sure they survive and don’t get in too much trouble with the corps. You don’t want to accidentally sell your rights to anyone.”

“All right,” I said. “So . . . like Longbow helping me?”

She nodded. “Like big brother Longbow asking me to save your sorry ass, yeah.”

I snorted. “All right, but why?”

She actually seemed confused. “Because otherwise idiots like you would die a lot more. We need every samurai we can get.”

That sounded way too optimistic to be real, but she seemed to believe it. “All right. And this girl’s a samurai?”

“Maybe,” Deus Ex said. “Look.”

The screen filled with footage of a corridor. It was poorly lit, and the camera was fixed. No doubt some security system tucked away in a corner. A girl came around a bend, trailed by a dog, a big German shepherd. She looked nervous and sweaty, her brown and purple hair plastered to her face.

The girl and the dog ran halfway down the corridor before a pair of Model Threes came around. They were as I remembered them: big, doglike, with bony bodies in matte black, and triple-hinged jaws opened wide.

The girl stopped and raised a rifle. She called something out to her dog, who had stopped too and placed itself between her and the Model Threes.

She fired off a burst of strange red beams that tore the aliens apart, and then she continued running with her dog by her heels.

“A fresh samurai?” I asked. The scene was pretty damned similar to my own initiation to the world of samurai.

“We think so,” Deus Ex said, “but we don’t know for sure. She was in a building on the very edge of the orange zone. Not too many Antithesis around there. She might just be a civilian that found an old samurai gun.”

“Can’t you ask your AI?”

I’m afraid that we can’t divulge information about other Vanguards.

“Ah,” I said. “Never mind.” I rubbed at my chin. “So what happened to her and her dog?”

Deus Ex shrugged. “Don’t know. Honestly, I have better things to do.”

“Uh. Why bring this all up, then?”

“Because someone needs to check up on her,” she said. “And you’re not doing anything important.”

“I’m sorry, but what? I was doing plenty of very important things. Most of them are in bed with my girlfriend.”

Her nose scrunched up, and then realization sparked in her eyes. “Oh, eww. That’s gross.” She bounced off the couch as if it had been contaminated or something. We hadn’t even made it out of the room yet. I didn’t see what had her so freaked out, but it was cute. Probably a good thing that Lucy wasn’t around. She would be hugging Deus Ex by now.

“Can’t you just track her electronically?” I asked.

“We tried that, obviously,” Deus Ex said. She was eyeing the furniture with suspicion. “But it didn’t work. She went dark. So we need to find her, or her corpse. Make sure no corporation gets to her.”

“Why?” I asked. “The corpse bit, mostly.”

“Because she’s one of us,” Deus Ex said, as if that would explain everything.

I guessed that to her, it did.



CHAPTER FIVE

PROFESSIONALISM


The importance of samurai in our modern society cannot be overstated. In the 1900s there was a surge of popularity centered on celebrities, especially in the West. Movie stars, musicians, sports stars. They became the idols of their generations, faces and names known to all.

After the initial incursions, some attention turned to the samurai who had, seemingly, saved us all.

That attention turned to idolization as the full scope of what they could do became known.

That is why it is imperative that Nimbletainment continue to be the predominant holder of the image rights of samurai across North America.

—Nimbletainment Inc. CEO during a company-wide brief, 2037



“So,” I said. “How?”

“What?” Deus Ex asked.

I gestured to the television where Katallina’s face was still displayed. “You want me to find that girl, right? How?”

Deus Ex shrugged. “I don’t know. You figure it out. It’ll be like a test or something.”

“Or something,” I repeated, deadpan. I gave her my flattest look. “You’re real professional, aren’t you?”

The girl bristled at that, sitting straighter in her seat and glaring right back at me before her face twisted to neutrality. “Fine,” she said. “If you need someone to baby you, I can take some of my precious time to help you.”

I snorted. Maybe that would have tweaked the pride of someone who hadn’t had my stellar upbringing, but it did nothing for me. The kittens regularly came up with better insults. “So how do you expect me to find her? Better yet, how would you do it?”

She rolled her eyes. “I’ll give you a packet with her info.” The moment she said that, I got a ping in my vision, an email.


I blinked a few times to open it, then noticed that I had five digits’ worth of unread emails. “Damn, how come my email hasn’t blown up yet?” It was a good thing I was using one of the free email services. Some charged a fee for every email. Those usually had all sorts of encryptions and stuff, and they claimed not to sell your messages to advertisers, but I never got anything important enough to warrant that.

I might have had something to do with that. You receive a lot of spam. And viruses. Also, images of genitals. The news that you’ve become a Vanguard isn’t widely circulated yet, but some people have connected the dots.

I winced. “Just delete all the nasty ones . . . Well, keep the nudes if they’re tasteful.”

No.

The afternoon was turning really sour, especially compared to the morning. I opened Deus Ex’s email, then stared at an image of Deus Ex giving me the finger before a plain background. “Uh.”

Oh. The information is all in the image. It’s stored in the image’s pixelation, with different color values representing different bits in hex. The sequence to read these is randomized, with the code to decipher the randomization written as a multiplication of the image’s resolution. Once the actual code is parsed, you need only de-encrypt it. It’s a bit simple, and I’ve no doubt that even some humans could figure it out given a few hours, but for nonsensitive information, it will do.

“Uh,” I said.

“You know, talking to your AI out loud is generally a sign that you’re really new,” Deus Ex said.

“That might be because I am new,” I said. “Besides, it’s impossible to snark through text.”

Deus Ex placed her hands on her knees and got to her feet. “Right. Well, that package has everything we could trawl on Katallina in a few minutes. It’s got her last known location too. I’d start there. Ask your AI for help. It’s definitely smarter than you are.”

I wasn’t going to argue with that.

“Cat?”

Both of us turned toward the kitchen to see Lucy walking over. She was a bit bowlegged and had a hand trailing against the wall to keep her balance. She was wearing a nice set of silken pajamas, no doubt stolen from a drawer somewhere.

“Hey, Lucy,” I said. “Wanna come over and sit?”

“Ah, yeah, sure,” she said. “My legs are still wobbly.”

“Disgusting,” Deus Ex muttered.

I wanted to give her shit for being rude, but with Lucy’s MS being cured and all, there were only so many possible reasons for her to feel wobbly, and Deus Ex was probably thinking the right thing.


“Who’s this cute little girl?” Lucy asked as she came closer.

Deus Ex’s face registered her disdain for the comment clear as day. “I’m Deus Ex.”

“That’s a very cute name,” Lucy said. “Did you pick it out yourself?”

If I hadn’t known Lucy for as long as I did, I’d probably have assumed she was being genuine, but I knew that slight shift in her voice too well. She was messing with Deus Ex.

“Right, I’m done here,” Deus Ex said. “Stray Cat, try to find the girl. She might be dead, or she might be in trouble with some corp or the government. If she’s fine, then . . . just don’t be yourself around her. Maybe give her my number? And if she’s in trouble . . .”

“Get her out?” I asked. “Or call for help?”

“Nah, just kill anyone causing issues. If it’s to protect a new samurai, then it’s justified.”

I had to wonder what kind of headspace someone like Deus Ex was in if she thought killing people to get things done was just business as usual. “Right,” I said. “And when do you want me to start this . . . Wait, I didn’t agree to start this at all.”

“I’m paying for the rent for this floor,” Deus Ex said. “Unless you want to pay for it yourself, and that probably includes some decontamination for wherever you . . . urgh, you start right away. Have your AI text me if you need anything.”

“Bye-bye!” Lucy said with a little wave as Deus Ex walked past.

The girl just marched her way on out of the room without so much as a second glance. “Call me when you find her!” she said before leaving.

“She’s a weird one,” I said.

Lucy hummed as she made her way around the couch. She took a moment to look at all the available seats, then picked the one she liked most.

I exhaled hard as she plopped herself down onto my lap. “Are you comfy?”

She wiggled, then leaned back and tucked her head against mine. “Yup.”

Grinning, I pulled her in with a hug, luxuriating in the warmth and the softness of her stolen pajamas. “I need to ask Myalis a couple of things.”

“Oh, I’ll only get to hear half the conversation then.”

“I guess so.”

That is easily remedied. One moment.

I wondered what she was up to, and then Dumbass the First skittered its way into the living room and hopped onto one of the sofas. It wiggled around to face us, then lowered itself down. “Greetings,” the drone said in Myalis’s voice. It was a little strange hearing her out loud.

“Hi, Myalis!” Lucy said with a wave.


“I’m still physically within Catherine’s skull—I’m merely using the drone as a mouthpiece,” Myalis explained. “Nonetheless, it’s a pleasure to speak with you through a more reliable method than Catherine’s abysmal communication skills.”

“Hey!”

“She is really bad sometimes,” Lucy agreed. “It’s all threats and cute little grunts.”

“H-hey!” This time my ire was directed at the girl on my lap.

Myalis bobbed up and down.

“You’re both awful,” I said. Then Lucy gave me a conciliatory peck on the cheek, and I settled in to pout until they stopped teasing me.

“This mission, if we can call it that, is rather simple in its objective, but I suspect that carrying it out will be a great deal more complicated,” Myalis said. “Evidence of Katallina’s disappearance will be time-sensitive. Tracking her down might also be difficult.”

“So you’re saying we should head out sooner rather than later?” I asked.

“Essentially, yes.”

I really didn’t want to leave. I was comfortable, with Lucy’s bony behind digging into my thighs and my arms wrapped around her waist. Leaving was the last thing I wanted to do.

“Who’s Katallina?”

“She’s a girl that went missing. She might be a samurai, maybe. Deus Ex wants me to track her down, make sure she’s all right,” I explained.

“Oh. That does sound kind of important.”

“Mmm, I guess.” I sank my face into the crook of Lucy’s neck. “I should probably take off. The faster I find this girl, the sooner I can return.”

Lucy pressed a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll be waiting here.”

I smiled. “I know. I’ll leave the dumbasses here to keep an eye on the kittens.”

“That would be nice. I bet Myalis is a great babysitter.”

“I regret informing you of my ability to communicate,” Myalis said.



CHAPTER SIX

ARMOR UP


We spend a lot of time romanticizing the samurai as people of action and power, but this image is almost always framed with an incursion as the backdrop.

The samurai are saving civilians and killing aliens, averting, sometimes single-handedly, disasters no government or corporation could tackle on their own without massive losses.

When there isn’t an active incursion, we see the samurai as laid-back celebrities or pioneers pushing radical new ideas.

But what about those other times? The times when they’re not in the limelight?

The International Enquirer is there for you at those times!

24/7 coverage of all of your favorite samurai, delivered in a twice-daily format for the low, low subscription price of 350 credits a month!

—International Enquirer ad, June 2031



I looked at the image on the television one last time before sighing and poking Lucy in the sides. “Lucy, I need to get up,” I said.

“Aww, but I’m comfy,” she complained.

I chuckled. “You’re not the one with a bony butt digging into your lap.”

She gasped and half turned to face me. “My ass is not bony.”

“It’s practically nothing but bone.”

Lucy jabbed an elbow into my gut, not hard enough to hurt, but enough to send a message. “Keep talking about it like that, and we’ll see if you get to play with it anytime soon,” she said as she hopped to her feet.

Laughing, I accepted the hand she extended to help me up. “Maybe I won’t let you touch mine, then.”

She shook her head. “Nope. That ass is mine.”

I pulled her into a hug. Not a sexy hug, just a comforting press of two bodies together, holding her close so I could feel the tickle of breath against my neck and the hummingbird beat of her heart.


“You’ll be back?” she asked.

“Always,” I said. “I just need to go out and act the hero for a bit.”

She nodded. “All right. Can you be safe?”

“I can try,” I said. That was the best I could do. I’d never been out on samurai business before, or whatever they’d call going out to track some girl, but I had the impression that it wasn’t exactly the safest thing to do.

“You’re going to get changed?” Lucy asked.

I looked down at myself, at my very dirty pants and lack of a proper shirt. “I should. I’ve been thinking of buying some sort of armor too. Might as well do that now, before heading out. Maybe a few other things.”

“Can I see?”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Sure.”

She would probably be disappointed. The movies and games made the whole process where a samurai got new gear out to be this big thing. In reality, it was much simpler.

Lucy and I headed over to the bedroom again, with only a few pauses along the way for a bit of kissing and groping. When we stumbled our way into the room, though, we separated. Lucy bounced on the edge of the bed a few times, then brought her knees up to her chin. “Do the thing!” she said.

“I’m afraid,” Myalis said as Dumbass scurried into the room before I closed the door, “that the process isn’t nearly as amusing as you might think.”

I shrugged. “That’s pretty accurate,” I said as I undressed. “Myalis, I need some sort of armor. Nothing bulky, though.”

“Of course! I have many millions of options for you, though I believe I can narrow it down to a few choices that would suit you best.”

“Was that a pun?” Lucy asked.

Dumbass bobbed up and down but didn’t answer the question. “I see three avenues you could take. Your Sun Watcher Technologies catalog has a few decent armors at tier one that could be very useful. They tend to be slim and form-fitting, with kinetic redistribution gels and nearly uncuttable materials. The better options have inbuilt systems for regulating temperature.”

“All right,” I said. That sounded neat enough. “And the other two options?”

“Your stealth specialty has some suits that allow for audio-ocular camouflage of the entire body. They can also serve as armor, though these wouldn’t do much beyond stopping some very low-caliber weaponry. It would be more useful as a method to avoid getting hit than as one to prevent the damage from being hit, so to speak.”

“Ooh, invisible BDSM Cat,” Lucy said. “That could be kind of hot.”

I decided to ignore that, even if it was hard to keep my mind on track. There was no way I was still hot and bothered after our morning, but all signs pointed to that being wrong.


“And the third option?” I asked.

“Purchase an armor catalog and buy something piecemeal, or a full set of proper armor. This is the option with the widest range in prices.” Myalis, or maybe Dumbass, moved over to the side of the bed, then hopped on and nestled next to Lucy.

“Right,” I said. “Okay, let’s start with the Sun Watcher stuff.”

“Might I suggest improving the catalog up one tier?” Myalis asked. “You have three tokens and an ample supply of points. The improvement in the level of technology cannot be overstated.”

I thought about it for a bit. “How many points will I have left after that?”

“Eight thousand, seven hundred and twelve.”

Still a lot of points. But those were limited. I wasn’t going to get any more for a while. “You know what, sure.”

Class II Sun Watcher Technologies unlocked!

Points Reduced from . . . 8,812 to . . . 8,712

“Good, now the armor. What price are we talking here?”

“That would depend on what exactly you’re looking for. A simple gel suit with some protective capabilities and not much else would cost you ten points. A full suit, with self-repair, integrated medical load-outs, automatic adjustments, a deployable mask, Class II armor and weaves, temperature control, and minor reflex enhancers would cost two hundred points.”

“You should take the more protective one,” Lucy said. “Your new arm is cool and all, but I’d rather keep the rest of you all flesh. It’s a lot more squishy.”

I hesitated, but that was practically just for show. I’d already made up my mind. “What color does it come in?” I asked.

“Any color. Even those that can’t be properly perceived by human eyes.”

“Neat. Can you make it black?”

“Not black!” Lucy said. “That’s so boring!”

I huffed. “Black is always in fashion,” I said. “Plus I’m supposed to be stealthy. You’d probably want it to be pink or something. Black, or maybe that dark blue, like some of my other gear.”

“A mix of both, perhaps. There are some complex parts to the suit,” Myalis said.

“As long as by both you mean black and blue, then yeah, sure. Let’s go with that.”

New Purchase: Mark IV TIGER-B armor

Points Reduced from . . . 8,712 to . . . 8,512

A box appeared next to Lucy on the bed.

I stepped out of my pants, leaving me in not much at all except for my underthings, and moved over to the case.


Inside, I found a large belt and a few weird bracelets and something that looked like a very large necklace. All of them were big and bulky, and rather heavy when lifted. “Uh?”

“Put them on. The suit will assemble itself over your body.”

“Cool!” Lucy said.

I had to agree—the belt was little more than a series of linked boxes with a clasp on the front. The bracelets went over my arms in a similar way, as did the sections over my ankles. The necklace, quite a bit heavier, sat awkwardly around my neck.

With the last piece on, the whole set buzzed. In the time it took to blink, plates of some bluish metal unfolded across my body, and a clothlike weave raced across my skin, then pulled taut.

“Nice!” Lucy said, clapping. “You look awesome!”

I stared down at myself and kinda had to agree. The armor clung, tight and formfitting, with plates following my ribs and covering my chest and upper arms. Armored sections covered my elbows and knees too, which would probably come in handy. The cloth had a few sharp lines done up in dark blue, giving it some contrast over the darker material.

“Oh man, that’s tight,” Lucy said as she reached out and ran a hand over my stomach. The material was pretty tight there—I could actually make out the dip of my belly button through the material.

“Is this actually bulletproof?” I asked.

“We could test it,” Myalis said. “Give Lucy a gun.”

“Oh,” Lucy said.

I shut that down quickly enough. “Yeah, no, I’ll take your word for it.”

“I like the way it makes your butt look,” Lucy said with a thumbs-up.

I snorted and made a mental note to look into a mirror later. “It already looked good.”

Lucy nodded. “Your best asset,” she said before breaking off into peals of giggles.

I shook my head and reached down to pick up my autoloader jacket. It would be that much more cover. As cool as the armor looked, it was a bit . . . skintight. I was far from self-conscious, but still.

“You should perhaps invest in a few other things before heading out,” Myalis said. “Your armament seems appropriate for the likely level of threat you’re going to face, but you’re lacking in other areas. Your sensor packages are visual only so far, and not that terribly advanced.”

“And you need to look even cooler,” Lucy said. “And a bit more colorful. Like . . . a scarf or something.”

I sighed. “All right, we can do a tiny bit more shopping.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

LENDING AN EAR


Each samurai’s personal appearance is, technically, owned by the samurai in question.

That is why it is strongly advised, when you sell clothes that imitate their look, you do so through the intermediary of at least three shell companies.

This will inevitably mean a large loss in profits, but it also serves as a method to keep your company safe. Even with the losses, copying samurai fashion is wildly profitable.

The moment a samurai comes out in public, their looks, their color scheme, their style and mannerisms become iconic. Some change their appearance on a near-weekly basis; others keep to a certain look and style for months or years until their equipment changes.

As long as the samurai never decides to question you, you can expect to make a tidy profit.

—Brian Ludlum, CFO of the Coco–Gucci–Vuitton Fashion Consortium, 2051



I picked up my invisibility jacket, shook it once or twice to get the gunk off it, then sighed. “One sec,” I said before heading over to the bathroom.

The shower, a place that had recently climbed to my personal top ten, became host to my jacket, which I flopped to the floor.

“Shower, on,” I said.

When I returned to the bedroom, the shower still running behind me, it was to find Lucy cradling Dumbass the First on her lap and patting its head. The robot had turned on its hologram projector again, making it look like a rather smug tabby cat, though the illusion did break where Lucy’s hand touched it.

“Okay, so things to buy,” I said.

The cat nodded. “Indeed. As I mentioned, I believe your next investment should be a sensor suite.”


“And what would that entail?” I asked.

“Oh, ‘entail,’” Lucy repeated. “Big words, Cat.”

I stuck my tongue out at her. “I can use more complicated words too, you know.”

“Really? This morning you seemed to have a hard time articulating anything more complicated than baby seal noises.”

I felt my cheeks warming and turned my focus back to Dumbass the First. “Sensor suites,” I said.

“I would suggest a Sun Watcher Twin Ear system. It’s a bit intrusive, connecting to your auditory cortex, but its uses are quite interesting. The Twin Ear comes equipped with ultrasound, laser microphones for hearing at long distances, a Geiger counter, thermal sensor, radial sonar and motion sensors, selective sound filters, and spatial recognizers. It even has a balance-assist system and long-range wireless communications.”

“All right, that sounds pretty cool,” I said. “How much?”

“Seventy-five points. The installation requires that your head be uncovered,” Myalis said. “You may feel a slight tingle atop your skull.”

I weighed the options back and forth. I didn’t feel that more sensory stuff was pressing, exactly, but on the other hand, it was probably something similar to armor. I didn’t need it until I did, and then it might be too late to ask for it.

“All right, let’s do it.”

New Purchase: Mark III Twin Ears

Points Reduced from . . . 8,512 to . . . 8,437

My head did tingle, and I felt my . . . hair moving?

I was reaching up to investigate when the world exploded into sound. Not overwhelming noise as I might have expected. No, it wasn’t that. The world just became incredibly . . . clear.

I’d once switched from shitty in-ear buds to a proper headset, one that another orphan outside of the kittens had splurged on, and the difference in the sound had been wild.

This put that to shame. I could hear everything. The kittens fighting a ways away, the thumping of feet below us, air vents shifting above. The elevator was a low rumble, and Lucy’s heart was a steady twin beat in the background.

“Whoa,” I said.

My voice sounded . . . Well, it was still my voice, but it sounded more, somehow.

Lucy made a little squeaking sound, one that I heard loud and clear.

I looked over her way, only to see her grinning like mad and pointing at me . . . and something above me.

I reached up. My questing fingers bumped into something, something that seemed quite firmly attached to my skull. Something that moved.


Turning, I rushed over to the bathroom, every step sounding very loud.

I didn’t need to, of course, I had a sort of sense of the world around me that I’d never had before, but I still had to see.

“Myalis, what the fuck?!”

Standing nice and proud above my head was a pair of metallic cat ears in a familiar dark blue. The interior was black, with a pink dot in the center of each ear surrounded by a faint pinkish glow.

“It’s a very advanced sensor suite,” Myalis said.

“You gave me weeb ears!”

Lucy clapped. “They fold back when you’re mad!” she cheered.

I looked over to the mirror to see that they did, indeed, fold back. “What the hell, Myalis?”

“Cat,” Lucy said, “you shouldn’t talk to Myalis like that—she’s trying to help you.”

“I am,” Myalis agreed.

Lucy hugged the faux-cat closer. “Plus, I think they look cute.” She smiled. “I wouldn’t mind something to nibble on, sometimes.”

I felt myself flushing again, then stalked off into the bathroom to pick my jacket out of the shower. The water had been enough to soak most of the dried-up alien blood and soot from it. “Shower, dry,” I said, and then I waited a few minutes, ears peeled to the sound of Lucy talking in the next room over.
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