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  To Ezio Baruffi and Lou Coslop, two extremely funny men I’m proud to call my grandfathers.
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[image: Chapter One]


  [image: G]ood morning, Earth. Today… you are mine.”


  Otto Von Trapezoid buttoned his labcoat and threw on his rubber gloves, but he ground his teeth at the sight of the goggles. They created an unpleasant suction against his eyes, tugged on his hair, fogged up easily, and were generally difficult to see through. Still, he thought, the simpletons would probably have no idea what he was about unless he made it glaringly obvious and played his part to the hilt.


  At an underwhelming but not particularly noticeable height of 5’5”, with frazzled brown hair too short to be wild, a perpetual five o’clock shadow that would never grow into a full beard, a scowl that wasn’t quite evil so much as grumpy, and lacking any visible scars or missing limbs, he would never naturally look like a villain. He therefore had to dress like one. Otto had tried other thematically appropriate headgear, but everything had its own set of problems. The welding mask he once donned, for example, looked impressive, but his voice was muffled to the point that no one could understand his demands, and the less said about the helmet with antennae, the better. So, unfortunately, the goggles stayed.


  From his eponymously-shaped orbital space station, emblazoned with a crimson trapezoid-shaped insignia overlain with a golden V, the Quadrilateral of Doom, Otto looked down on the world below. Many would have found the view humbling, beautiful, or peaceful, but all he saw was a planet full of buffoons and imbeciles, who were lucky he was deigning to become their ruler instead of atomizing them. It was time to begin. As Otto crossed the threshold from his quarters into the dark, narrow hallway, the lights above him snapped to attention and turned off as he passed. He had designed the lighting this way for several reasons. Obviously, it helped to conserve power, but the more important reason was security. The lights only activated for biological life forms, since the robots didn’t need light to see. As such, if anyone came aboard without Otto’s permission, the lights would serve as a targeting system for the COMMODE (Cannons of Mobile Mayhem, Obliteration, Destruction, and Evisceration).


  From several slots and closets along the metallic white walls, robots of every stripe emerged, rolling or floating behind, beside, and around their master. They beeped and clicked and whirred as he barked orders.


  “Check the fusion reactor for leaks!” he shouted, prompting a small, wheeled robot to speed away. “We don’t need a repeat of the Kathmandu incident!”


  Otto pointed to a mechanical spider that crawled along the walls. “Tell the Navi-bot to move us into position.”


  Each robot obeyed its command instantly and without question, until only a small, floating sphere was left. It circled Otto, extending its thin metallic arms, shining its blue optic light in his face, whirring almost affectionately.


  “And you,” Otto said, finally turning to FIX-IT (Functional Intelligence for eXamining Internal Technologies), prompting an excited stand to attention and salute. “Take your blasted pestering somewhere else!” Otto swatted FIX-IT, who flew off dejectedly. “Perhaps into the engines!”


  The end of the hallway opened into Otto’s command station. It was spherical, with a large wraparound viewscreen on the ceiling. Various equations, statistics, and other important data flickered and vanished as the ship moved closer to the Earth. In the center of the room was a metallic throne on a raised platform, surrounded by a semicircular touchscreen console. The throne lowered as Otto approached.


  “SCRAP, report.”


  SCRAP (Self-Creating Robotic Apparatus and Protector) was Otto’s right-hand robot. As his acronym implied, SCRAP had created himself from pieces of Otto’s discarded robots and machinery, developing self-awareness (even assuming a gender identity) as he did. Tall, silver, and human-shaped, SCRAP’s chassis was a surprisingly efficient mix of mismatched parts. His eyes glowed bright red, and speakers adorned the spots where his ears should have rested. His lower half was currently in wheel mode, though it could change to legs when he needed to climb stairs or kick the occasional do-gooder out an airlock. His elbows doubled as laser cannons, and his chest sported a rather stylish flamethrower. He turned to salute with one hand, while tossing spare parts into his flaming chest cavity for sustenance with the other. “Blasters at one hundred percent, sir,” SCRAP said from his ear-speakers.


  “Only one hundred? Perhaps my EXPLICIT INSTRUCTIONS weren’t clear enough for you!” The pitch in Otto’s voice rose proportionally with its volume.


  SCRAP rubbed his well-worn temples. “Sir, raising their power more would cut into other systems and leave us vulnerable. Also, as I’ve told you before, it’s impossible to go higher than one hundred.”


  “I achieved Doctorates in Math and Physics, not to mention Mechanical and Electrical Engineering, before I was old enough to shave! I understand several forms of Non-Euclidean Geometry and Advanced Calculus better than any living human! Am I to be expected to remember…basic math? Why not ask me to analyze a poem while you’re at it?” Otto shuddered with disgust.


  SCRAP ignored his master, having heard this litany of accomplishments and subsequent diatribe before. “I believe they will be sufficient for our needs, in any case.”


  Otto settled into a more relaxed position on his throne as it rose to the center of the room. He couldn’t help but be amused by the quaintness of the various satellites that had popped up around Earth, like yuppies flocking to an organic food mart. Mostly they were used so the drooling masses could be entertained by the latest trained monkey to find its way onto television, but a few were designed to surveil the sky and protect against the very sort of threat Otto represented.


  Though he was confident he could at least outmaneuver any weapon the world’s governments could launch into space, surprise was key to this, his magnum opus. Otto set the cannons for a wide burst, and as they charged, he decided to ignore SCRAP’s cowardly projections and turn the power output up to 180%. Dozens of satellites burst like piñatas before a morningstar, raining the shrapnel of their slipshod technology down on the unsuspecting planet below.


  Otto resisted the urge to laugh maniacally, as he didn’t want to risk losing his voice at a key moment. Instead he practiced tenting his fingers and smirking. So lost was he in the moment, that he didn’t notice the ship lights turn a dim red, or the shrill throb of his alarm system sounding, or his robotic minions scattering in every direction, or SCRAP waving his arms and running around. Eventually he realized something was going on, and looked up to notice his chief minion shouting.


  “…generators are down to thirty percent! At this rate, we’ll spiral into orbit and burn up like, um…” SCRAP paused for just a moment, and Otto scowled in annoyance.


  “Well, like what?”


  “I’m sorry sir, but I think preventing our impending destruction might be more important than concocting an apt analogy.”


  Otto groaned and rose from his chair. After brushing SCRAP aside as dismissively as he could, he made for the emergency elevator to the engine room. Issuing orders to the spider-bots, SCRAP followed, making sure not to let Otto close the door on him. The scientist stood with his hands behind his back, facing forward.


  “Do you care to explain to me why firing the cannons at less than double capacity is sending my magnificent citadel of destruction into flaming paroxysms before my eyes?”


  “As I tried to tell you, we’re short on backup power. I routed most of it to your new project.”


  “And you didn’t bother to inform me?” Otto shouted.


  “I assumed you would have told me not to bore you with that sort of ‘tedious banality,’ and spent several minutes explaining how important your time was.”


  Otto narrowed his eyes, but couldn’t really argue. SCRAP merely shrugged.


  The engine room carried most of the machinery that served to differentiate it from run-of-the-mill space stations. Propulsion engines, a long-term life support system, and gravity generators, all of which were powered by miniature fusion reactors. The room was round and presently lit only by the emergency lights. Several repair-bots, damaged in the initial explosion, lay strewn about the floor giving off sparks. FIX-IT, however, was hard at work soldering together damaged tubes and power couplings. Upon seeing its master, it flew over to him, hovering expectantly. He walked right past, sighing disgustedly at the damaged machines on the floor.


  “Worthless, all of you,” he said.


  Otto tapped a console on the wall, and a complete set of tools popped out. He and SCRAP each grabbed what they needed and began the repairs. Despite their bickering, the two were quite used to working in tandem. Otto wordlessly determined the order of operations and fixed the larger problems, while SCRAP handled the lesser, but still crucial, details Otto was too impatient to fixate on.


  “You know, sir, this reminds me of when we had to operate from your parents’ garage. We got our hands dirty a lot more.”


  “You say that like it’s a good thing,” Otto replied, not looking up from his work. “I didn’t create those giant robotic lobsters with my own hands because it ‘built character.’ “ Otto spat the words, mocking the tone of a scout troop leader or mustached father. “I simply hadn’t devised an efficient means of creating minions yet.”


  “It wasn’t a total loss. I don’t think the Danube will ever recover.”


  “Neither will my thrice-cursed patience if you don’t cease telling me things I already know.”


  After almost an hour of wrenching, tying, twisting, welding, rigging, screaming (Otto), sighing (SCRAP), replacing, reconnecting, nearly exploding, cursing (Otto), stopgapping, hammering, drilling, nearly exploding (SCRAP), overriding, and tapping, the QOD was back in working order. The lights returned from red to white and the ship resumed its standard quiet drone, which brought Otto as close as he ever was to calm.


  “Well, another easily avoidable mess out of the way,” Otto snarled, “It’s time to return to the bridge. We’re almost behind schedule.”


  Scheduling was a consistent problem for them. Once, during a banquet attended by many world leaders, Otto had a plan to levitate them to the station and siphon all the information from their brains. Unfortunately, he spent several hours deciding on an acronym for his levitation device (he settled on LADLE), and by the time everything was ready, he only managed to capture the overnight janitorial staff, one of whom happened to be a highly trained undercover ninja saboteur. Afterwards (and several hundred hours of repairs later), SCRAP began adding a cushion of catastrophe time into his master’s schemes.


  Otto reentered the bridge, resat in his chair, and retented his fingers, though he kept a much closer watch on the viewer this time. Resmirking as best he could, he looked to his minions. “Now, where were we?”
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  The World’s Biggest Ball of Twine Balls was the combined dream of a retired copper salesman and a Norwegian spinsters’ book club. At some point in the mid-20th century, several individuals and communities in the United States became obsessed with creating ever-increasingly large balls of sisal twine, which grew, literally and figuratively, into objects of curiosity and, eventually, tourism. Many who visited initially did so out of a very post-modern, ironic sense of amusement, but as it often does, ironic appreciation turned to genuine affection, and the power of the twine balls grew, along with the power of their masters.


  This led to the Twine Wars, perhaps the greatest shadow conflict in all of American history, in which the destruction of the planet was only very closely averted (see Epic Battles Involving Discarded Household Objects, chapters 9-12). Eventually, the Great Twine Accords were signed, and while the attractions remained, their time had passed. For the most part, the twine balls were now only referred to by skilled parody musicians or hack novelists going for cheap laughs.


  Everything changed again when F. Roscoe “Licky” Handleman III, who’d made a modest fortune in copper wiring before leaving to pursue his dream of opening a chain of tourist traps, was tricked into purchasing the 19th-largest ball of twine in Wisconsin for the sum of $100,000 (on two accounts, he had missed a decimal place). It was far too small to impress anyone, but attempting to return it would be more embarrassment than his burgeoning chain could handle. Licky set his mind to work and eventually bought the 18th-largest ball of twine, and then the 17th as well. Putting his experience in the copper field to work, he began merging the various twine balls together, into something far greater than they could have been on their own. However, the more he put into this merger, the faster word spread, and people moved to counter his plans. Soon, no one would sell him twine of any kind. The plan might have gone belly-up then and there, if not for Anja Gunnarson and the Sisters of Norwegian Literature. Anja firmly believed twine balls had been given a bad name by the war, and, when not singing the praises of authors like Ibsen and Hamsun, she worked tirelessly to revitalize the twine industry, such as it was. When Anja heard about Licky’s plan, an alliance was forged faster than her latest reading of Markens Grode.


  Without warning or quarter, the Sisters of Norwegian Literature undertook one of the most ferocious letter-writing campaigns in history. Their letters to Handleman’s competitors and rivals were so well-written, polite, and relentless that within eleven months, he had purchased forty-six more twine balls, and hired a crew to merge them. Another year later, and the Handleman-Gunnarson Ball, standing at one hundred meters across and weighing several hundred metric tons, was judged to be the biggest ball of twine balls ever created. With its unveiling inevitable, the Sisters drummed up interest by writing letters to everyone in the tri-state area, which were so neatly composed that the event garnered national attention and record turnout. Thousands stood around in anticipation, spending vast sums of money on twine ball merchandise and fried cotton candy. At precisely 9 am, after several minutes of hushed, reverent silence, the ball was revealed, and it was glorious. To Licky, Anja, and everyone in attendance, it resembled nothing less than a new planet created by a benevolent deity. Many shed tears of joy, while others wore novelty twine ball gloves on their hands and heads. Consequently, no one thought much of it when a bright red light from the sky enveloped the ball, assuming as they did that it was part of the show.


  And so it was that the World’s Biggest Ball of Twine Balls was destroyed, the first target of Otto Von Trapezoid’s Orbital Interstellar Laser (OIL).
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  At 12:01 a.m. Central European Time, while hanging from a velvet rope ladder outside her luxury stealth helicopter, Esmerelda Santa Monica was watching Frederic Deschamps blink. Esmerelda’s research indicated the old French security chief only took a smoke break once a night, attempting to cut down for the sake of his wife. Fortunately, she had been waiting since the moment he arrived at work. Using her monogrammed night-vision binoculars and diamond-laced stopwatch, she managed to calculate the rate and timing of his blinks, and, upon assuring the accuracy of her calculations, let go of the ladder and activated her mini-parachutes.


  Landing with grace that would make an Olympic gymnast vomit with envy, Esmerelda checked her watch and ran with more elegance and speed than anyone wearing several-thousand-dollar high heels should be able to. Though the casual observer would not have seen her (as she’d have accounted for their blinking patterns), Esmerelda never committed a crime without looking exquisite. Tall and elegant, with high cheekbones and flawless caramel skin, she let her long, wavy black hair fly free tonight. This, along with her purple and black pinstriped blazer and pants, broke the first rule of being a thief: keep a low profile. The self-proclaimed Empress of Thieves sneered at any rules, let alone those followed by her common brethren. Any idiot could commit a crime in a black leotard and mask―where was the challenge in that? If Esmerelda did anything, particularly crime, she did it with style.


  Many thieves before her sought to target the Louvre, and a few had succeeded here and there. Of course, even they were amateurs in Esmerelda’s mind. The Santa Monica family had been in the business of crime, from petty to grand, since humans figured out they could commit it. They sold bootleg crucifixes to the Romans and burned the city when Nero didn’t pay his protection money. They bought and sold kings, emperors, czars, pharaohs, and presidents at the same time they were swiping apples from vendors and change from collection plates. These days, the family’s wealth and power were so vast that it was hardly necessary to do anything besides let the bribes and interest accumulate, but Esmerelda wanted to match and surpass the success of her ancestors, not to mention her sister Catalina. It was not enough to be a good criminal, or even a great one; many of those never went down in history at all. Esmerelda wanted to be the best, a legend whose name would inspire fear and reverence long after she died, which would hopefully be at an extremely old age, on a bed encrusted with jewels and artifacts, surrounded by hundreds of sycophants.


  She ran from one edge of the world’s greatest museum to the other, deftly sidestepping tripwires, hopping over pressure plates, and running across walls to maneuver around obstacles. At each corner, she dropped a bead from her necklace. She’d still be on camera, but she could live with that. By the time anyone saw her, it would be too late. Using her grapple gun, Esmerelda scaled the outer wall and proceeded to traverse the inner perimeter, once again leaving behind beads. She slipped past the security cameras in time with Frederic’s blinks, and approached the main door. This time of night, the entrance required a combination, retinal scan, and palm-print, all of which were easily handled with customized combo-cracking hardware, special contact lenses, and palm-replicating gloves, respectively. The red light above the door turned green and opened, allowing Esmerelda to stride in with a cocky spring in her step. This was almost too…


  Just as Esmerelda caught herself thinking something very stupid, the dim museum lights turned bright red, and a sound as shrill as a banshee scratching its nails across a blackboard while abruptly stopping a record began to blare. She leapt through the door as it closed, losing one of her shoes in the process. Kicking the other off as she ran, Esmerelda wondered what had gone wrong. In addition to the full might of the building’s security detail and all sorts of advanced technology, the building was only minutes away from being surrounded by a squadron of gendarmes. Abandoning subtlety, she ran from corridor to corridor, tossing beads as she went. As a several-inch thick bulletproof door closed in front of her, the master thief pulled out a small bottle of perfume from her compact and sprayed the glass. Within a few seconds, enough of the door had melted away for Esmerelda to dive through. She stopped for just a moment afterward, long enough to make sure her clothes and hair were still in place. Nevertheless, she dusted them off and kept moving.


  After sliding, kicking, dodging, maneuvering, parkouring, leaping, squeezing, sabotaging, nearly exploding, dropping (beads), somersaulting, twisting, turning, backtracking (only once), adjusting (hair), wall-walking, pirouetting, lock-picking, and adjusting (outfit) her way through the colossal museum, Esmerelda finally reached the secret, center room. This was the place where the Louvre’s greatest treasures were kept. The room was large and beautiful, with a high-buttressed ceiling. Every inch of the walls, the parts not adorned with one-of-a-kind paintings kept hidden from the public, was inscribed with markings so ornate, a spider on LSD would have been massively jealous, if not for all the logistical problems of that highly unlikely scenario.


  Dozens of beautiful sculptures were scattered throughout the room, along with artifacts of the greatest antiquity. Esmerelda looked on in amazement, wondering what price she could fetch for even one them, and which ones she’d keep for her private collection. Twelve lifelike statues in particular interested her. Their eyes followed her, and they seemed to move in the dark. No, they were moving, and indeed, weren’t statues at all. They leveled their guns, and a large, fat one in the middle smirked as he strode towards Esmerelda.


  “Well, well, well,” snorted a portly, middle-aged man with a goatee. “And here I thought tracking down the Empress of Thieves would be more of a challenge. Hands where I can see them.”


  “M. Deschamps,” Esmerelda said, bouncing her hair as she raised her hands. “Shall we stand around making cliché banter all night, or are you actually going to arrest me?”


  “Do you hear that, boys? She wants me to arrest her!” Frederic guffawed. “Oh, I assure you; you’ll be arrested, and I shall be the one with the collar. But as I have you at my mercy, I’d like to gloat a little first!”


  Deschamps and his men laughed, while Esmerelda assessed the situation. It did seem he had her. Twelve guards, all pointing guns from different angles, the security door behind her sealed, the last of her perfume acid spent, and actual police likely already outside. She’d have to watch and wait for her moment.


  “So tell me, my amazing captor. How exactly did you spot me? I thought I’d accounted for everything.”


  “Do you hear that, boys? She doesn’t know!” Frederic’s belly shook and tears rolled down his cheeks as his boorish laughter echoed over the sound of the alarm. “This very week, we had a new pressure plate installed at the entrance. It spotted high heels, which none of my men wear.”


  “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it,” Esmerelda smirked. “You might look good in a pair.”


  “Do you hear that, boys? She thinks I might…”


  And there it was. In the moment when all of them blinked, she took the last bead from her necklace and flicked it to the center of the room.


  “What was that?” Deschamps demanded, moving his gun closer to Esmerelda.


  “Nothing,” she replied. “Just a little explosive set to go off in thirty seconds.”


  Several guards backed away nervously, but Deschamps stood his ground. “You know what I think? I think you are bluffing, hoping for some clever distraction in which to make an escape. So I say we wait it out.”


  “Your funeral,” Esmerelda said, her expression betraying nothing.


  Seconds passed slowly, and the collected beads of sweat from the men in the room could have filled a small, disgusting pool. Deschamps held his gun on Esmerelda, while she simply smiled. In the end, no explosion came. With the exception of Deschamps, who merely smirked, the collective sighs could have powered a windmill.


  “Well, I guess I was bluffing after all,” Esmerelda said, with no change in her expression.


  “Do you hear that boys? She was bluffing after all!” Deschamps moved in to cuff her hands behind her back. “I knew you would never destroy these priceless treasures. Just one thing, though. Which one were you after?”


  “Which one?” Esmerelda asked, as if the question was absurd.


  “Surely you wanted something in this room.”


  “Oh, you silly little man. You don’t imagine I’d go to all this trouble for any mere trinket, do you?”


  The bead Esmerelda had thrown began to blink. One of the security guards moved in to examine it.


  “Um, boss…”


  “Not now, Henri!” Deschamps barked.


  “By the way, that bead, along with the rest, is a tracking device. A target, if you will. One that needed…oh, about thirty seconds to activate.”


  “A target? For what?”


  Esmerelda smirked. He really was making it too easy for her. The floor and walls shook as several loud crashes reverberated throughout the room. Taking advantage of the confusion, Esmerelda head-butted Frederic and jumped away from him. While several of the guards were distracted by the reverberations, a few took potshots at her. She ducked behind a pillar until she could reach the all-purpose lock pick in her belt. This was not the first time she’d been handcuffed, and picking the lock, even at such an awkward angle, was little challenge. It did, however, give the guards time to rally and surround her. Deschamps moved in, breathing heavily and rubbing his forehead with one hand, but pointing his gun with the other.


  “I don’t know what you’ve done, but there is no way you’re leaving this room.”


  Esmerelda took out a tube of lipstick and twisted it. “Actually, all of you might want to leave. Right now.”


  Before Frederic could turn back to ask his men if they’d heard what she said, a large metal anchor attached to a long steel cable crashed through the ceiling and buried itself in the floor. After sinking a few feet lower, it pulled up and the cable tensed. As a rope ladder unfurled next to the cable, Esmerelda threw her lipstick into the barrel of Deschamps’ gun and hopped on his head, springboarding from it to the ladder. The old security officer was too taken aback with shock to react.


  “You asked what I was here for. Isn’t it obvious? I’m taking it all!”


  The guards heard the pipes below them snap, pop, and burst, and felt the floor begin to rise. One of the guards opened the security door and the others ran for it. Frederic Deschamps shouted numerous French curses at them before shaking his fist at Esmerelda.


  “This isn’t over, witch! I’ll find you one day, and you’ll pay for what you’ve done!”


  As she rose away, her hair whipping about in the wind, Esmerelda reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out a large stack of money, which she tossed to the beleaguered security chief.


  “What is this? A bribe?”


  “It’s a thank you. Without your help, this would never have been so much fun, and I never would have succeeded with so much… style!” She blew the man a kiss, tossed her head back and laughed, and as she ascended toward the helicopter.


  Police reports would later state thirty stealth helicopters arrived simultaneously and airlifted the entirety of the Musée de Louvre off its foundations. No one dared to shoot them down, both to avoid property damage as well as to preserve the priceless treasures inside. Once the copters were outside French airspace, radar and satellite surveillance somehow lost track of them, along with the greatest museum in the world.
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  [image: Y]ann Olinger arrived at the UN General Assembly and let out a long, low sigh. His hair was a touch greyer this morning than it had been the last time he’d checked, and the hairline had receded a bit as well. He sat down at his not-unimpressive desk, and felt his growing flab shake as he did so. Yann was only forty-three, and had never in his life felt old until recently. Years spent climbing the ladder in Liechtenstein’s parliament, making friends on every side of the political aisle, and winning even the Prince’s trust had earned him the job of Chief Ambassador, a position he had accepted with pride. Ah, the naiveté of youth. Now that he had served a few years, Yann saw how the world really worked. He took a swallow of scotch from the flask he kept in his desk (he’d never been much of a drinker before he took the job), and steeled himself for the morning briefing.


  He waded through the sea of endless faces and bodies, people come together from all over the world, in the business of keeping human civilization and peace intact. It was an ongoing task which would probably never be complete, yet he believed in it with all his heart. No matter what everyone else did, he would keep trying, keep fighting to make the world a better place.


  As he rounded the corner, the Chinese ambassador threw a pie in his face.


  “Food fight!”


  Yann wiped coconut custard from his eyes and ducked as his fellows began hurling their desserts at one another. In the main lobby, the ambassadors from France and Portugal were having a slip-and-slide race, while most of the South American contingent was engaged in a dance-off with the Arab League. The table tennis tournament seemed particularly active today, and the newly-installed bowling alley was drawing attention from some elder statesmen.


  Yann rubbed his temples and crossed the threshold into the General Assembly Hall, where girls in short skirts offered him delicious baked goods. He waved them off and sat down in his seat, on which someone had drawn a frowny face and written “Mr. Grumpy-Pants.” Probably the ambassador from Denmark again. After several minutes, the other ambassadors filtered in, laughing and slapping each other on the back. A few paper airplanes passed overhead, when the door burst open and silenced the room. It was the American ambassador.


  “You!” he shouted, as he pointed at the Iranian ambassador. The Iranian stood up, slowly and silently, and stared his American counterpart in the eye. The two men approached each other like cowboys in a Western. Everyone in the room sat on the edges of their reclining seats. After a few tense moments, the American pulled a “Kick me!” sign off his back and laughed.


  “Was this you? Was it?”


  The Iranian cartoonishly mugged and shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, dude.”


  “Yeah, I bet! C’mere, you!” The two mock-boxed with each other and eventually hugged before taking their seats, and not long after, the Secretary General, a distinguished fellow from Zimbabwe, approached the podium. There were a few hoots and cheers from the back.


  “Yes, yes, thank you, remember to tip your waitress,” the Secretary General said, winking and giving the thumbs up to the assembly. “Now, to business. First of all, the hide-and-seek match between Italy and Belgium is still ongoing, so if anyone needs to speak with them, you’ll have to count to one hundred first.”


  The crowd erupted into laughter. Yann ground his teeth. The Secretary General usually did about twenty minutes of stand-up comedy to liven the audience before they even considered doing any actual work, but before he broke out his comic props, Yann decided to raise his hand and speak.


  “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen, I hate to break up the levity…”


  “Nerd!” someone shouted from the back with a thick accent.


  “…but there are several trade disputes which have been sitting on the shelf for months. I was hoping we could discuss a few today.”


  There were several boos and hisses from the assembly, and Yann had to duck at least two spitballs, but the Secretary General raised his hands to calm the audience. “Very well. Who votes in favor of ignoring all the stuff Ambassador Grumpy-Pants just said?”


  “But… that’s not even how it…” Everyone raised their hands and cheered, drowning out Yann’s protestations. He slammed his head down on his desk, where someone had at that exact moment managed to slip a whoopee cushion.


  “Now, in much cooler news, I’ve decided to declare today another international holiday,” announced the Secretary General. “Today shall be henceforth known as… Super-Mega-Awesome Day!”


  Another rousing cheer went up amongst the assembly, until the Chilean ambassador raised her hand. “Wait, didn’t we have a Super-Mega-Awesome Day last month?”


  “No,” said the Japanese ambassador. “That was Mega-Super-Rad Day…”


  And so it went. As the others debated such matters as what time the toga party would be and whether to buy new or vintage pinball machines, Yann sat silently and fantasized about his eventual destruction. The latest plan involved using a catapult to slingshot himself around the moon, back down to Earth, and using the flame from re-entering orbit to become a meteor that would destroy this horrible place once and for all. He was so engrossed in imagining his peers burning to death that he almost missed the blinking red light coming from the massive television behind the podium. No one else was paying attention, so he tapped the button on the console. An angry, disheveled man in a labcoat and goggles shouted at someone offscreen.


  “Of course it’s the right number, you mechanical pile of liquid garbage! How many UN General Assemblies can there… What are you pointing at?”


  The disheveled man turned to the screen, took a sip of water before tossing the glass into the wall behind him, and laughed menacingly enough to capture the attention of the entire room.


  “Hey, are you the party clown we ordered!?” asked the Secretary General, hopping up and down.


  “Hardly. Who I am is Otto Von Trapezoid, future ruler of your miserable little planet.”


  “Holy crap, are you an alien?” asked the Nicaraguan ambassador.


  Otto stood agape at this for a moment, his eye twitching, before he continued. “As you will no doubt have seen by now, my Orbital Interstellar Laser has destroyed the World’s Biggest Ball of Twine Balls.” Otto waited for a reaction, but received only vacant stares. “Oh, very well!”


  Otto pressed a button on his remote control and the screen switched to the smoldering wreckage of the tourist trap, loose twine covering the area like a spaghetti dish made for a team of gigantic professional athletes. Numerous Midwesterners cried out in anguish at the loss of their beloved ball, begging any god who would listen for a glimmer of understanding, but receiving none. Twine-looting was also widespread. Otto returned the screen to himself. “This is just the beginning. I will destroy a national monument every hour, on the hour, until my demands are met!”


  “Yes, we surrender!” shouted one ambassador.


  “Take all my stuff!” said another.


  “Not Handkerchief World!”


  Yann stood up. “Friends, we can’t give into this terrorism. Certainly not without a fight!”


  Someone belted Yann in the head with a crumpled up ball of paper, and outraged cries erupted through the assembly. Eventually the Secretary General blew an air-horn to silence them.


  “It’s almost nap time, so I say we meet his demands,” he said. “All right, Mr. Alien, tell us what you want.”


  Von Trapezoid raised his finger and grimaced with rage, but a robot popped its head onto the screen and whispered in his ear. He calmed down considerably. “Very well, for my first―”


  The screen flickered, and the mad scientist’s words were lost in a haze of static. Eventually he was replaced by a tall woman with impeccable fashion sense, in a room filled with expensive pieces of art. She stood at a podium and carried a gavel, though her hair blew in what was likely an artificial breeze, and she posed for just a moment before speaking. The assembly was extremely perplexed.


  “Oh, did I interrupt something?” she purred. “How sad. No doubt you all know me, by name or reputation, but for the slow, I’m Esmerelda Santa Monica, the Empress of Thieves, and I believe I have something you want.”


  Once again, there were blank stares from the assembly. Yann pulled out a flask from his breast pocket and chugged.


  Esmerelda threw up her hands. “Seriously? I stole the Louvre! Don’t you people watch the news?”


  Everyone looked at the French ambassador. He blushed and slapped his own forehead. “Oh yeah. I totally spaced on that. My bad, guys.”


  “Your sad, sad ignorance notwithstanding,” Esmerelda smirked, “I am not without a heart. I will be glad to return the museum and its treasures… for a price.”


  “Do you take checks?” asked the Greek ambassador.


  “We’re going to hold an auction, you see. I’ll sell back the treasures one by one, and you’ll wire money into my untraceable accounts.”


  The crowd cheered at the mention of an auction. Yann had seen this before. They were particularly competitive, and saw it as a game, instead of carving up the world’s greatest monument to art. Something had to be done, but what?


  “I’ll start the first bidding at―”


  As Esmerelda began to speak in her auctioneer voice, the screen once again flickered, and Von Trapezoid was once again shouting at the robot.


  “… No second-rate hacking software is going to stop me! Return our signal, or… oh! Yes, well, here we are! Despite that very minor setback, I assure you my threats are deadly serious. And to prove it, I’m going to blow up―”


  Esmerelda hacked the broadcast again, composed as ever. “I apologize for that unfortunate business. If you keep the overgrown Chess Club kid off my viewscreen, I’ll see to it that you each receive a free margarita.”


  For once, Yann was actually tempted by the offer, but nonetheless, he knew the situation was a powderkeg atop a vat of nitroglycerine and smothered in gasoline. He had to stall for time, though for the moment, the problem seemed to be solving itself as Von Trapezoid and Santa Monica kept hacking each other’s transmissions.


  “I destroyed my university’s Chess Club when they failed to make me overlord, you vile harridan! Besides, it is clearly I, the master of all science, these clods should fear, not some glorified pickpocket! Why―”


  “Harridan? So you’re a sexist little troll, too! Tell me, do you even know what a harridan is?”


  “Um… of course I know that! I… simply see no reason to explain…” The robot whispered in Otto’s ear again. “Ha, I do know! Harridan: noun. A thin, worn out horse. Yes, that is you.”


  “Oh, good one. Perhaps for your next jibe, you’d like to break out some old-timey one-liners!”


  “You leave my book collection out of this!”


  By this time, the General Assembly had stopped listening to the argument. A beach ball was being bounced around in the air, until the Georgian ambassador stole it. Yann took the opportunity to exit the assembly and dialed the emergency contact on his phone.


  “Find me Jake Indestructible.”
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  Jake Indestructible was a hard, rough, nasty man, conceived on a battlefield, born on another battlefield, and midwifed on a third battlefield, forged in the heat of a thousand bloody conflicts, and covered in scars from head to toe. His massive lantern jaw was patched with more gristle than a stray dog’s breakfast, and his arms were as hard as knotted tree trunks. He’d fought the Nazis, the Reds, the Kaiser, no less than ten alien species, the Twine Emperor, and if you believed him, he’d once kicked Napoleon himself in the groin. He was trained by Cherokee trackers, Shaolin monks, the last ronin samurai, a blind sniper, and bareknuckle brawlers on the mean streets of the Bronx. It was said he once held his breath for a solid month inside a tub filled with concrete while he head-butted his way out.


  But today, he was getting married.


  The Countess DiFrancesco, a woman of incredible wealth, taste, and beauty, had worked her way past all Jake’s carefully crafted defenses after he rescued her from the archfiend Aquarius. After years of psychedelic, sexy adventures together, she’d finally convinced him to tie the knot and settle down. Perhaps it was her convincing smile, or perhaps their abiding love. Perhaps it was the gauntlet of mega-dragons armed with railguns he faced on his last assignment. Whatever it was, Jake decided to trade the life of a spy and adventurer for idle luxury, and turned in his resignation to SPARTA, the international espionage organization he himself commanded. At her family’s palatial estate, Jake stood in a tuxedo, one with no lasers at all, in the courtyard surrounded by nearly a thousand guests.


  As the Countess walked down the aisle, Jake thought he had never seen her looking more beautiful. The trains of her incredibly intricate dress were so long and full that the aisle had to be widened to account for it, and her petticoats so increasingly delicate, some said they should have disintegrated on contact with air. Soon, she was standing by his side, and Jake could not have been happier, even if he were blowing up another spy. The minister began to speak.


  “Friends, we are gathered here today, in the sight of God, to bring together Jacob C. Indestructible and the Countess Florentina Aurelia Valencia Lucrecia Nicoletta DiFrancesco in the bonds of matrimony. The act of marriage is a sacred trust, not to be entered lightly…”


  Jake was eager to be married, but he had no patience for all this talk and claptrap. He was a man of action. Part of him even expected the wedding to be attacked by an old rival, even though he’d seen most of them atomized, fed to sharks, or trapped in parallel universes. And yet, he felt something different in the air. Was the wind picking up? As it turned out, it was. Several thousand dollars in hats and much more in hairstylist fees were swept away by the black helicopter landing on the Countess’s trains. She screamed in horror and shock, while Jake, who actually did have one laser in his tux after all, pointed it at the cockpit. An unassuming middle-aged man in a suit stepped out.


  “The world needs you, Mr. Indestructible,” Yann Olinger said.


  “Sorry, desk jockey,” Jake replied. “I’m retired now.”


  “It’s an emergency.”


  “It always is. But then, you’d know that, seeing it all from the sidelines. Go get your own hands dirty. Besides…” Jake yanked the Countess free from her trapped train and pulled her close. “I’m marrying this fine filly today.” She swooned.


  “There are currently two supervillains attempting to blackmail the UN at the same time, and if we don’t stop them soon, every world monument and all the treasures in the Louvre will be lost forever.”


  Jake’s eye twitched just a bit. “I told ya, I’m out of the game. Find someone else.”


  “There is no one else,” Yann answered. “You’re the best there ever was, and right now, you’re the one we need. If forces of this magnitude manage to destabilize…”


  “Yeah, I’ve heard it all before,” Jake said. “The world can survive without me this once.”


  Yann shook his head, sighed, and turned to walk away. Pausing for a moment, he said, “Maybe, maybe not. But do you really want to live in a world that isn’t free?”


  Jake’s eyes stayed on the helicopter. The Countess looked at him aghast. “Jake, you’re not seriously considering this?”


  After a silent moment, Jake responded, “Baby, I love you.” He pulled the Countess in for a long, passionate kiss, at the end of which, she fainted. He placed her gently on the ground and looked at her wistfully before he followed Yann. “But I love freedom even more!”


  The helicopter departed, with a great deal of booing and jeering in its wake. Yann mouthed an embarrassed apology to the wedding guests as they departed.
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  On the ride to SPARTA Headquarters, Yann explained the situation to Jake, who smoked one of his trademark cigars (they doubled as flaming darts) as he listened. SPARTA, an organization so secret its acronym could only be guessed at, was located in a dormant volcano in the heart of the Pacific Rim. The helicopter touched down on Jake’s private landing pad and activated his hidden entrance, which opened an elevator from the roof to the interior. SPARTA, despite its historical name, was quite high-tech. It harnessed the volcano heat to power its numerous supercomputers (each designed to detect a different type of global crisis) and top-of-the-line military defenses. It also served as a think tank of brilliant, promising, ethnically and culturally diverse attractive young adults, many of whom could have been on prime time television, but instead chose to serve the international community in skintight uniforms while soulful indie pop played on the speakers.


  When the door to Jake’s private elevator opened, a group that was working on developing nuclear fusion―while dealing with a love triangle involving a sweet girl from the country, a rich boy with commitment issues, and a rebel who played by nobody’s rules―looked up from their research in stunned silence at their former boss.


  “Ha, pay up!” the rich kid said.


  The rebel took money out of his leather jacket and handed it over in the most blasé way possible. “Pfft, like I care or whatever.”


  The nice country girl pouted and handed over money as well. “Aw, shucks. I thought for sure he’d be gone another month.”


  “Like I said, back in two weeks with some dork in a suit!”


  Another youth, a boy clearly designated as the nerd because he wore glasses and had a bad haircut, but who was still quite handsome, walked into the room and dropped his papers. “Aw, damn it! I was sure he’d have amnesia again!”


  Yann looked over at Jake in confusion. Jake grunted as he changed from his tux into a combat turtleneck and camo pants in front of everyone, causing Yann to awkwardly avert his eyes “Ah, it’s just a little game the teenyboppers play. Once in a while I have to leave the job…”


  “Once in a while?” a sexy blonde girl with a lot of pluck sneered. “You’ve retired like three times already.”


  “And you’ve ‘died’ four or five,” added a boy Yann thought he recognized from Bollywood movies.


  “What about all those times he had to go rogue…”


  “All right, enough!” Jake shouted. “Listen up, eggheads, we’ve got trouble, and it ain’t the romantic variety. There’s a knucklehead with an orbital space station…” Jake noticed the rich kid counting his money, which he responded to by socking the kid in the jaw, hurtling him across the room. “Anyone else too busy to save the free world? Good. So, orbital space station, big laser. How do we stop it?”


  “We could try shooting it down,” suggested the country girl.


  “Nah, too risky,” Jake said, playing mumblety-peg with a knife he’d been carrying in his boot. “What else?”


  “I could infect the station with a computer virus,” the nerdy kid said. “That way, the laser would malfunction.”


  “You kids and your fancy Ivy League educations. The only school I went to was the school of hard knocks! Sometimes all the book-learnin’ in the world ain’t as effective as a mean right hook!”


  “Let me guess: another frontal assault?” asked a jaded goth girl in the back.


  “Damn straight!” Jake said. “We’re goin’ in, Brooklyn style!”


  “Badass! You want us to suit up and grab some guns?” asked the rich kid, who was rubbing his face with money.


  Jake spit some chewing tobacco into a nearby spittoon. “Nah. You’re all too wet behind the ears. It looks like this one… is up to me!”


  “That’s all well and good,” Yann said, “but the station is in space, and as far as I know, your organization doesn’t have a rocket capable of breaking orbit.”


  “Watch and learn, Frenchie.”


  Yann scowled. “Liechtenstein. It’s a real country, you know.”


  Jake Indestructible ignored him and pressed his hand against a nearby panel. A wall opened up, revealing a British gentleman of somewhat advanced age, as if to give the project some legitimacy. He tinkered away on various gadgetry while sipping Earl Grey tea, which he promptly spit out upon Indestructible’s entrance.


  “I say!”


  “Chesterfield, fetch me my jetsuit!”


  “Indubitably!”


  Chesterfield produced a spacesuit with a massive jetpack attached to the back. Jake put it on over his outfit, and grabbed an arsenal’s worth of weapons from the wall. He walked over to a platform beneath the exit from the volcano. Yann approached the superspy.


  “Are you sure you can do this on your own? Our estimates say the station has weaponry beyond anything we do, and there’s still the thief to deal with as well.”


  Jake put his hands on Yann’s shoulders. “Let me tell ya somethin’, son. When I was in The War, sometimes we had to survive with nothing but our wits and our naked bodies. If I could handle ten squads of greased-up Cossacks, I can handle this.”


  Yann raised his eyebrow at this, but said nothing. Jake placed a knife between his teeth and put on his helmet. He winked, then gave a signal, at which point the platform below his feet began to glow and rise at great speed. Jake activated the jetpack, and between the two, he blasted forth into the sky. Yann watched until Jake was no longer visible, and couldn’t help but be a little impressed. He silently hoped for the dangerous madman’s safety.


  After a moment, the rebel chimed in, “So like, has anyone besides Jake ever gone on an actual mission?”


  They all shook their heads.
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[image: Chapter Three]


  [image: O]nce Jake Indestructible cleared orbit, he made a bee-line for the Quadrilateral of Doom, firing every weapon in his arsenal with ferocity and precision. The station’s armor was tough enough that from a distance, he couldn’t penetrate it, though it was certainly enough to garner the attention of several large and deadly cannons, which seemed to have largely printed acronyms written on the side. This was not Jake’s first battle in space, and as such, he was able to dodge the incoming blasts or take cover behind the debris from Otto’s satellite massacre. One blast targeted him successfully, but as it charged, Jake was able to use his mini-gun to propel a piece of satellite into the cannon, destroying it. When he cleared the cannons’ range and reached the QOD, he produced a small explosive from his belt and attached it to the hull. The explosion created a burst of vacuum from the ship, which Jake muscled his way past before the station’s emergency backup hull closed behind him.


  Once inside, the station’s lights turned on, and alarms screamed at the intruder. Before Jake could clear the room, two huge robots, which looked as if they were designed for heavy lifting based on their massive frames, descended on him. Jake removed his space helmet and spat the knife in his teeth straight into the CPU of one, causing it to spark, smoke, and slump over. Jake cracked his neck and put up his dukes as the other one advanced on him.


  “I ain’t wastin’ ammo on a palooka like you. Let’s dance.”
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  SCRAP had seen better days than this. For one thing, Otto was always in a bad mood when one of his plans was in motion, and doubly so when anything went wrong (which it always did). Now he was involved in a protracted shouting match via hacked transmission with a woman whose wit seemed unflappable. No doubt the UN had stopped listening to them some time ago, but the battle continued. And all that was before the hull was breached by a grizzled human with a buzzcut, who was boxing a Lifterbot, and apparently winning! SCRAP would have seriously considered asking for a raise if he had ever been paid at all. He wheeled over to the command center, where the argument had devolved to mostly name-calling. He knew better than to interrupt.


  “…and that is the eighty-fifth reason I shall destroy you!” Otto yelled.


  Esmerelda pretended to snore, and then pretended to wake up. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m afraid I fell asleep somewhere around the beginning. Was anything you said, you know, important?”


  Otto sputtered. “Important? I… you… rage…”


  “Aww, what’s the matter, Goggles, you gonna cry? Does mommy’s little baby want his high tech bottle?”


  Otto’s face turned bright red at first, but then he took a breath, raised his goggles off his eyes, and smiled. “I’d like to thank you. Up to now I’ve been trying to figure out what to use my orbital laser on next. But it occurs to me that if I destroyed it, a lot of people would probably miss… The Louvre.”


  The witty retort Esmerelda was about to levy died in her mouth. She glared hatefully at Otto before cutting off the transmission. Otto tensed his hands and laughed. “It’s like I always say: if brute force doesn’t solve your problems, you aren’t using enough!”


  SCRAP approached Otto as the scientist began charging the OIL, which would take at least a few minutes. He figured this was as good a time as any and tapped on his master’s shoulder. “Sir, I hate to ruin your victory dance…”


  Otto sighed. “No you don’t. You live to ruin my joy. I just shut that Amazon down hard, and you’re probably going to tell me you bungled up some crucial piece of my station.”


  The door to the bridge blew off its hinges, and behind it was Jake Indestructible. He was bloody and bruised, but carrying the Lifterbot’s head in his hands. If SCRAP could smile, he would have.


  “Actually, sir, I was going to say we have an intruder.”


  The intruder tossed the robotic head to SCRAP’s feet. “Name’s Jake Indestructible. My likes include freedom, kicking ass, and kicking ass for freedom. My dislikes include punks who try to take over the world. So, which one of you is Otto Von Trapezoid?” As he spoke, he pulled an M-16 and an Uzi off his belt.


  Otto tapped a few buttons on his console and several laser cannons, not to mention a legion of robotic minions, filled the room from every panel on the wall. An emergency door closed behind Jake.


  “Sorry, I don’t answer questions so idiotic. Feel free to talk to my staff, though, they’ll be quite accommodating. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have billions in art to destroy. SCRAP, I presume you can handle this?”


  “No problem, sir,” SCRAP said as he transformed to showcase his lasers and flamethrower, along with the pistons in his soccer player-esque legs. Otto tapped another button and a dome of bulletproof glass surrounded his console.


  If Jake Indestructible was afraid, he didn’t show it. In fact, he seemed more disgusted than anything. “What kinda Nancy-boy…”


  Before the super-spy could finish his taunt, SCRAP kicked him against the wall and a wave of spider-bots crawled all over him. Jake ran to give himself some distance and dodge the security laser blasts, all the while throwing the bots at SCRAP or smashing them against one another. Maintenance units used their welding torches and electrical currents to pick at the man and draw attention from larger threats, such as the crab-bots (which Otto and SCRAP had determined were superior to the lobsters in every way). Jake was no novice, however, and he made very efficient use of the vast numbers of enemies, the terrain, and his crack skill with firearms. The odds were still against him, but SCRAP suspected this man would not be defeated easily. While distracted in the act of biting the head off a spider-bot, Jake was caught in a crab-bot’s claw. As it tried to snip him in half, Jake held the claw back with his hands, kicked off one of his boots to deflect an incoming laser blast, and used his foot to grab a grenade off his bandolier, pull the pin, and toss it in the crab’s mouth. Once again free, Indestructible stared down SCRAP.


  “Impressive display, human, but surely you must realize you can’t defeat us all before the laser goes off.”


  “I ain’t gotta. I just need to take out your boss, with this!” Jake pulled off his bandolier of grenades and tossed it toward Otto’s dome without the pins. Otto’s eyes widened as he pointed to the grenades. SCRAP cursed in binary and ordered several of the other robots to take the brunt of the explosion. The blast destroyed them, but managed to spare Otto, though his glass shield was cracked. Jake Indestructible popped his knuckles, one by one.


  “Well, Stretch, looks like it’s you and me, mano a mano.”


  “I think you mean mano a flamethrower!” SCRAP said as he fired a concussive blast of flame at Jake. The spy was too fast to hit easily, but he was nevertheless singed, and wearing only one boot, SCRAP felt confident he would catch him before too long. As if sensing this, Indestructible kicked off his other boot in SCRAP’s direction. The robot incinerated it, reasonably unsure the boot didn’t have yet another weapon inside. Jake made a break while the robot was occupied, and surveyed the environment for weapons, as he was running low. All he saw were broken bits of spider-bots, which he began to collect. SCRAP considered this the move of a desperate man, so he closed in to use his deadly legs for the finishing strike. As he went for a blow that would surely have put his foot through Jake Indestructible’s chest, he was surprised to find his kick deflected.


  “Like I said,” Jake sneered. “Mano a mano!”


  Jake had fashioned the spider remains into a pair of boxing gloves, and he came at SCRAP with every dirty fighting technique he’d ever used. SCRAP was reeling from the punches when he realized he still had ranged weapons, all of which he tried to fire point blank. Unfortunately, Jake was deadly in a close fight, and was able to knock out all three weapons with a combination he’d learned from mixing the styles of Muhammad Ali and Bruce Lee. Still, SCRAP was not out yet, and his reflexes and strength were far greater than those of any human. He retaliated with a nasty kick to Jake’s solar plexus, and though the man had grabbed his leg, the kick sent the superior (but still inferior) human reeling against the wall. Jake didn’t move, and SCRAP let out a simulated sigh of relief. He tried walking over to Otto, but fell flat on his face instead.


  “Lookin’ for… something?” Jake asked as he struggled to stand up. He was holding one of SCRAP’s legs! The robot realized this was one of the few times he wished he could feel pain. Jake hobbled over and, seemingly willing himself back to full strength through sheer machismo, used the leg to crush a large portion of SCRAP’s midsection, to which the robot responded by turning off his eye lights and pretending to be deactivated. Humans always fell for that trick. Still, the robot was badly damaged, and Otto was on his own for now.


  “That’s the last of your goons, Von Trapezoid. Howzabout you fight like a man or give up while you still have some teeth?”


  Otto smiled and pressed a button on his console, then rescinded the bulletproof glass and clapped slowly as he edged toward the door. “So you’ve beaten my woefully out-of-date minions. Bravo. Yet now it seems you have a dilemma, you bootless cretin. I’ve just activated the laser, and within moments, it is going to destroy the Louvre. You can either stop it or try to take me down, and I have one of these!” Otto produced a massive laser from his coat. “What’s it going to be?”


  The OIL began to amass energy like a madman rubbing a balloon against a wall during an electrical storm after just doing his laundry. Jake glared at Otto, and dove for the laser console. Otto apparently expected this, and fired his massive cannon at the spy, who apparently expected this himself. He used SCRAP’s leg to deflect the blast into the console, which short-circuited the beam as only about a fourth of its power had been fired. The explosion on the ship hurled Otto backwards, screaming “NOOOOOOOOOO!” in an oddly deep and slow motion manner, while Jake was hurled against the opposite wall. From the viewscreen, both men saw the Orbital Interstellar Laser begin to crack and fall away from the Quadrilateral of Doom. Otto’s despair and rage left him laughing hysterically in the corner, and Jake Indestructible approached him with handcuffs.


  “How come you mad scientist types never use your nerd knowledge for good? Seems to me, with all this effort you could solve a lot of problems on Earth.”


  SCRAP knew there was one thing left he could do for Otto. He interfaced with the station’s computer, at which point an androgynous voice came over the loudspeaker. “Warning: self-destruct sequence initiated. This station will detonate in exactly one minute.”


  Jake seemed perturbed by this, but not deterred. He went to apply the cuffs to Otto, when he heard a buzzing sound behind him. It was FIX-IT, coming at him at full speed. Jake swatted the drone away with little effort, but when he looked back, Otto had taken off down the hallway, as all the doors were now opening throughout the station. Jake grunted, and took off in the other direction. “Lousy egghead,” he said.
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  From the second Otto made his threat, Esmerelda ordered her helicopter fleet to take evasive maneuvers. Leave it to a man to pull out a rocket launcher in a subtle duel of blades. Unfortunately, the fact that they were carrying an entire museum made the helicopters rather difficult to maneuver on such short notice. Esmerelda herself was still in the Louvre, and figured at this point that she would have to cut her losses. She navigated her way through the museum, grabbing what she could and rushing for the nearest exit. By the time she’d made it outside, however, it was too late. She could see the red light falling from the sky. She sighed, and smiled just a little, thinking at least she stole the Louvre, and even though it wouldn’t be at an old age, she’d die surrounded by more treasures than anyone had ever possessed. She closed her eyes as the beam bore down on her.


  And yet, a moment later, she was still there. The laser had stopped, and while it had destroyed a few helicopters (they were drones, since no other person could be trusted with a job this massive), the ones left were still holding firm, though they were unlikely to be able to move. Esmerelda jumped for joy, then calmly composed herself, lest anyone see her take such an undignified action. But she knew the scientist had failed, and she still had her prize. It would be a simple enough matter to call a few more unmanned helicopters, and she’d be out virtually nothing. As she pulled out the phone in her makeup compact, however, she heard a whistling sound from above, and what appeared to be a very large and very broken laser cannon crashed into another copter, which created a slow, horrible chain reaction of Esmerelda’s fleet being dragged down as the Louvre fell into the ocean. There was no way she’d be able to gather enough helicopters to salvage the museum before it sank or she was surrounded by a navy or two. She made her call, and grabbed what relics she could, but swore from that moment to ruin the man who had done this to her.
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  As Jake Indestructible worked his way to nearest cargo bay, he reattached as much of his jetsuit as he could. Meanwhile, the voice continued its warning. “Warning: station will self-destruct in thirty seconds.” Once he reached the bay, Jake was quite disappointed to find no escape pods or anything of the sort. He replaced the helmet on his head and opened the bay door. He looked down at the Earth, and noticed by the timers he had ten seconds to spare. He gulped, did some quick calculations in his head, and jumped out of the ship, diving towards Earth and hoping his suit would protect him from burning up on re-entry.


  From his private quarters, Otto Von Trapezoid watched this, and listened to the timer as it ran out, second by second. He sighed and took a sip of water.


  “Warning: station will self-destruct in exactly three, two, one…”


  The lights turned back to their normal white, and Otto waited. After a moment, he heard what sounded like a dying engine on a pogo stick hopping his way. SCRAP entered the room, and saluted his master.


  “Were you planning on telling me you didn’t actually activate the self-destruct?” he sneered.


  “I figured you’d work it out for yourself, sir.”
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[image: Chapter Four]


  [image: I]n a disguise that was both completely inconspicuous and worth more than a new sports car, Esmerelda made her way to Chester’s Pickle Palace. It was a small restaurant and bar whose only claim to fame was having the third best fried pickles in the greater Portland metro area (having been beaten out by We’ll Fry It In Booze and The Shame Hut, respectively). Most believed it stayed afloat due to ironic appeal, which, ironically, led more people to visit in a non-ironic sense, which, ironically, led to even more people to visit in an ironic sense, which, ironically, led to it actually staying afloat.


  Esmerelda usually didn’t concern herself with keeping a low profile. Living in fear of the law didn’t make for a very enjoyable existence or exciting legend, and she was confident she could make at least five daring escapes before any local government knew she was anywhere. Still, it was only a week after the disaster now called “Trapezoid’s Folly”―thank St. Nicholas it was named for the bumbling scientist rather than her―so she didn’t wish to take chances. If she had to move incognito, she would be so incognito, no one would even know they hadn’t seen her. Besides, right now it wasn’t just her own safety she was worried about.


  Walking around the back, Esmerelda saw one of the employees sitting on a stoop, a husky, black-clad, eyeliner-wearing young man sending text messages like he was being paid for it, and it was probable he was. Sneaking past would have posed no challenge, so she marched boldly up to him and tapped him on the shoulder. He showed only mild irritation, and continued texting away without bothering to glance upward. Not discouraged, Esmerelda moved closer, bending over slightly to be on level with him and looking him directly in the eye.


  “Hi there, I’m a beautiful woman, and I am extremely interested in what you’re doing. Want to tell me about it?”


  “No,” the kid snarled.


  Esmerelda was oddly impressed by his devotion to people he couldn’t see over those he could, so she decided not to steal his phone out from under him. “Is Meg here?”


  He pointed to a nearly rotted door covered in graffiti depicting a rabbit with gigantic jaws devouring a wolf. Esmerelda smiled, a gesture the worker neither reciprocated nor acknowledged, and crossed the threshold. She descended a ratty staircase, deftly dodging droplets of foul-smelling pickle water which seeped through from the restaurant above. At the bottom of the stairs was another door, this one several inches of steel and flanked by a keypad. Esmerelda waved to the camera in the door and typed in the 18-character code she’d been given. A moment later, the door buzzed and opened.


  Esmerelda was not surprised to see the room inside illuminated only faintly and from a distance. The floor was a minefield of mostly empty Chinese food boxes, and the walls were cluttered with posters of characters from various Japanese adult cartoons, implying many unwholesome activities behind their adorably large eyes and small mouths, but never quite showing them, as well as pictures of cats in awkward positions with poorly spelled captions. The hum of large fans scattered various crumpled wrappers around on the floor, and would have kept the grotto extremely cool, but for the heat radiating from the five overclocked computers arranged above a mass of tangled wires on several foldout tables. Scattered around the computers were several empty soda bottles, one full bottle, and two half-eaten baguettes. Flitting back and forth from computer to computer in a rolling chair was MegaLoMeinia.


  Short, petite, and slim, with wire-frame glasses and chin-length blonde hair, Meg looked young enough to be the sort of girl one expected to squeal at the latest pop-star heartthrob, when in fact she was more likely to bomb their email accounts and social networking sites with spam and use their credit cards to send embarrassing marital aids to their homes. She wore a t-shirt, emblazoned with a severed clown head inside an anarchy symbol, and rolled-up jean shorts. Meg crouched over one of the computers, tapping away for a moment before hopping to the next. “Just a second,” she said as Esmerelda approached, switching computers as she did so. The Empress of Thieves took off her hat, using it to fan herself. She would have sat down, but there was no actual furniture other than a mattress littered with stuffed animals.


  After a few minutes, Meg wiped some sweat from her forehead and gave Esmerelda the roughest bear hug her bony arms could manage. “Ezzie, you made it!” Esmerelda was not big on affectionate gestures, but patted her friend on the back nonetheless. “The crime boards said Interpol caught you in Nepal.”


  “You of all people should know better,” Esmerelda smirked.


  A few years back, Esmerelda was preparing a job to hijack the Grand Mint of Switzerland. Unfortunately, while she generally kept on top of high-end security measures, the Swiss had hired one of the best hackers in the world, NeckBeard the Pyrat, to secure their systems. Not certain she could bypass him, as her methods were mainly physical and he was entirely net-based, Esmerelda put word out among her contacts to find someone on par with her new foe. Eventually, she turned up the enigmatic MegaLoMeinia, purportedly responsible for bringing down the IRS’s system for three days with the dreaded PurpleNurple Virus. At first, the mysterious hacker had refused Esmerelda, but after she explained it would be a battle against NeckBeard, MegaLoMeinia agreed to do the job for free.


  Esmerelda was never fully privy to the details of the fight, but she knew the Swiss defenses were crushed in less than an hour and she was able to abscond with even more francs than she’d expected. It was also fairly common knowledge that NeckBeard the Pyrat was never heard from again in the online community. Word on the message boards was he had been punished for selling out and forced to move into his grandparents’ basement. After hiring MegaLoMeinia for a few more jobs, Esmerelda noticed certain patterns in her new associate’s work, certain subtle styles most would not pick up on, but a master thief such as her recognized as tricks of the trade she used. She felt sure the legendary phantom hacker was in fact a woman. After months of prodding, bribing, nearly exploding, and cajoling, her investigations led her to the home of Megan Bjornsfjord, a teenager who operated with impunity while still attending high school. Esmerelda offered to set the girl up as her personal computer expert, but Meg valued her independence too much, and while she accepted a generous stipend, she kept only what she needed to purchase and maintain her grotto and top-end hardware, giving the rest to homes for wayward kitties. The two had struck up a friendship and worked together when it suited them ever since.


  “Yeah, sorry,” Meg said with a sheepish smile. “There’s this politician trying to pass new intellectual property laws, and I’ve been pretty much destroying his life for the past week.” Meg regarded her screen and clapped her hands. “Yay, there goes his credit score!”


  “Politicians come and go, dear. Fighting one just brings another with more firepower.”


  Meg giggled adorably. “Their firepower can’t touch me. I’ll always have them outgunned. But I’m surprised at you. Wouldn’t it be easier to steal without so many laws?”


  “New laws are just new challenges to overcome. They make my legend that much greater.”


  “Good for you, Miss Steals-Whole-Buildings, but some of us poor villains need to keep a low profile. Besides, reducing the world to total chaos is so much fun!”


  “And what would my fortune be worth in your little anarchist utopia?”


  Meg pouted. This was an ongoing debate between them, and Esmerelda had danced the dance enough times to know all the steps. She respected the hacker, but all this “anarchy for its own sake” business was the province of the young and idealistic. Practical criminals needed to think about the future. She decided to let the matter drop, pulled out a large stack of bills, and tossed it to Meg. “Here’s your cut from the Louvre job.”


  Meg squealed as she caught the money and hugged it. “Aw, thanks! I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”


  Esmerelda scowled. “It would have gone perfectly if not for that goblin of a scientist. I’m not usually given to such crudities as revenge, but…”


  Meg cut her off and started hopping. “Did you say revenge? I love revenge! Ooh, we can make him cry so bad!”


  “Exactly,” Esmerelda said, stroking her chin. “I’ll find a way up to that satellite of his and pick the place clean. I’ll empty every account he has and leave him penniless. Then, I can engage him in a shadow war of attrition, turn his allies against him, and give the law information on his whereabouts. Afterwards, it’s only a matter of time…” Meg gave a patronizing head shake, which prompted a rather annoyed pause from Esmerelda. “What?”


  “Oh, Ezzie, that’ll never work.”


  Esmerelda gave a skeptical scowl. “And what makes you so sure?”


  “Trust me. I dated guys like him in high school. He’s too smart and too direct for you to be sneaky with. He probably has backup robots hidden in South America ready to blow you up, or something. No, if you want to ruin him, hit him where he has no skills whatsoever. Ooh, I know! Romance him!”


  Esmerelda gave a disgusted snort. “Seduction? I’m not some crass femme fatale.”


  “No, silly. Make him fall for you,” Meg said, wringing her hands like a cartoon devil. “Then when he starts being all emo, crush his spirit! And his body! With a piano!”


  Esmerelda almost asked how Meg could be sure Otto had never dated anyone, but then she recalled his unkempt hair, propensity for shouting, and practically everything else about him. Indeed, she wouldn’t even have to touch him, so much as lure him in with the prospect of talking to a woman at all. All she would have to do was fake an interest in robots, or maybe Dungeons and Dragons. He’d probably ask her to marry him on the spot, after which it would be a simple matter to kill him without his precious robots and lasers. “All right, see if you can patch me into his space station.”


  “Sure,” said Meg, turning back to her computer. “Just let me change this guy’s middle name to McPantsless.”
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  The Quadrilateral of Doom had spent a week hiding behind the moon in stealth mode as SCRAP oversaw repairs to the station. Otto was always in a particularly bad mood after a defeat on this scale. Ironically, this meant he shouted less than normal, and mainly seethed and simmered in his room like a can of soup tossed into a live volcano. It didn’t help that the news was abuzz with headlines about him cruel enough to make a Marine drill sergeant weep. Some of the kinder ones included “Bumbling Scientist Barely Sinks Louvre,” “Trapezoid Rhom-bussed off to Squaresville,” and “Smelly Loser Fails. Again.” SCRAP knew it wasn’t that Otto cared what the populace thought, as he considered their opinions less consequential than the yipping of tiny dogs, but he hated losing and hated even more being reminded of his losses.


  Eventually, as SCRAP knew he would, Otto returned from seclusion, barreling forth from his room with the vigorous energy he exhibited when concocting some new plan. Otto pulled his goggles on, tossed his labcoat to the side, and clenched his fist. “SCRAP, take a note. Our next mission is revenge.”


  “Revenge, sir?”


  “That’s right. Horrible, teeth-shattering, eye-liquefying, spine-eating revenge!”


  “Against whom are we seeking revenge, sir? Jake Indestructible, the UN, those Norwegian ladies who keep sending us letters somehow?”


  “The thief. The one whose vile treachery and needless distraction cost me the very world.”


  If SCRAP could have cocked his eyebrow, he would have. “Esmerelda Santa Monica? Are you sure she’s the appropriate target, sir? After all, if you’d simply ignored her, Indestructible might not have got the drop on us so easily.”


  “Which is why I shall not merely destroy her, I’ll go on to completely obliterate her down to the tiniest atom. I want to begin work on another laser, this one specializing in destroying atoms!”


  SCRAP shifted and wheeled around the room. “Perhaps there’s another way, sir. One more… subtle.”


  “Subtlety is for those incapable of crushing the world with science!”


  “The problem, as I see it, is she’s a master thief. If she wants to hide from you, you’re not going to find her, and if you lash out blindly, the world is going to send more super-spies up here, well before we’re ready to hold them off.”


  Otto scowled. He didn’t like when SCRAP showed him up in long-term thinking, which always made the robot laugh on the inside. He was glad he didn’t have a mouth to betray such feelings. Otto, however, did not share this gift, and SCRAP took some small satisfaction in watching his master’s face contort from rage to an attempt at civility. “Very well, what is your ‘subtle’ suggestion?”


  “Set up a meeting. Perhaps under the pretense of forging an alliance or making restitution, something like that, anything to put you in the same place at the same time, and talking. She’ll likely be hesitant at first, but if you make a grand enough gesture of friendship, or appeal to her greed, she may acquiesce. Spend some time earning her trust, let her think you’re an ally, and then, once her defenses begin to slip, we wipe her off the map.”


  Otto sat silently and regarded this for a moment, nodding his head as he held his hand over his mouth. “Yes, I see.”


  SCRAP, who generally had a good bead on his master’s expressions and reactions, was confused by this. “You see, sir?”


  “I must seduce her!”


  “Um, I don’t recall saying that.”


  “No, obviously your tepid milksop of a plan would never work, but it did inspire me to craft a far superior scheme. Now, this Esmerelda is a female, correct?”


  “I don’t think that was ever in dispute, sir.”


  “Exactly! And like all females, she is no doubt ruled by her hormones and her desire to be married. As such, it will be a simple matter to trick her into loving me and destroy her properly.”


  SCRAP shifted uncomfortably. “Sir, not that I doubt your knowledge of the entirety of female motivation, but you haven’t been on a date in, well, ever.”


  “Quite right. Most human interaction and the desire for companionship are nothing but the pathetic gibberings of un-evolved primates, and thus a waste of my time. But it still serves my purposes to understand them.” Otto summoned his virtual console, pressed several keys, after which FIX-IT puttered into the room carrying a dusty book. “This is the most up-to-date manual I have on the art of romance, and I doubt much has changed. Peruse if you wish.”


  SCRAP examined the book, Phineas Q. McCracken’s Guide to the Phrenology of the Fairer Sex (Copyright 1923), and read it all in the course of several seconds. Some notable chapters included, “Hysterical Fainting: How it can Work for You,” “Complimenting Her Gams Like a Gentleman,” “Smoother Heads Mean Smoother Brains,” and “Mesmerism: The Far East’s Fast Track to Love.” The robot said nothing. Sometimes, no sarcastic comment was sufficient.


  Otto scrambled around the station, shouting, “Do we have any pomade?” before the communication system began to hum. SCRAP wheeled his way to the main bridge of the station and, after security checking the call (which came from an unknown source) and setting up appropriate firewalls, he allowed it through. The main viewer flickered on, showing Esmerelda Santa Monica standing in a room that looked like a heavy metal band had trashed it. Behind her was a waifish girl at a computer.


  “Quadrilateral of Doom. How may I direct your call in the thirty seconds before you’re nuked from orbit?”


  The tiny girl rolled her chair up to the screen and beamed. “Oh my god! Is that a robot? Hi robot! Can I pet you?”


  SCRAP blinked. “Sorry, I’m a non-petting model. Is there a reason for this call?”


  “Aww, well I’m gonna pet you anyway.” She touched the screen as though she was doing so. Esmerelda brushed the girl out of the way and twirled her hair in her finger.


  “My apologies. I was hoping to speak with your master. Is he… available?”


  SCRAP could hear Otto firing a laser at his medicine cabinet. “He’s in the midst of some important research, but I’ll see.”


  
    [image: ]

    

  


  After a few moments, during which Esmerelda could hear unintelligible yelling, followed by an odd silence, Otto strutted into the room, puffing his chest out and fixing his oddly shiny hair. He leaned casually into the monitor and spoke in an uncomfortably deep voice.


  “Hello… dollface,” Otto said as he flipped through his book. “What is… the skinny?”


  It was a testament to Esmerelda’s ability to hold a poker face that she responded in a sultry voice of her own. “Oh, Otto. You certainly are charming, aren’t you?”


  “You could say I read, er, wrote the book on charm, baby. So, to what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”


  “Well, ever since our little encounter, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you,” Esmerelda said as she bent forward, showing off just a hint of cleavage.


  Otto raised his eyebrows, elbowing SCRAP in the place his ribs would have been. The robot gave no response, so Otto continued, “Let me do the thinking for both of us, sweetcheeks.” SCRAP smacked his own forehead.


  Esmerelda ground her teeth, but continued to smile, even pretending to laugh. “I do… love… a take charge kind of man,” she said. “So what’s your plan?”


  Otto jumped. “Plan? What plan? Who told you about the plan? I’ll destroy…” Before he could finish, SCRAP took him aside and whispered in his ear. He skimmed his book again. “Oh, yes, that plan. What do you say to… an expensive dinner at the finest establishment of comestibles in the great forty-eight? Unless you’d rather cook me a meal, as your biological imperatives are probably driving you to do.”


  Esmerelda crushed an empty box of Chinese food, but kept smiling. “Dinner out sounds delightful. Shall we meet at L’Ane Pompeaux in Manhattan this Saturday? Eight o’clock?”


  “I’ll be there with… bells on.” Otto looked at SCRAP. “Bells? Why would I wear bells? Is that some ridiculous modern fad?” SCRAP gestured to the screen, at which Otto gave the “okay” symbol with his hand and attempted a charming smile, managing only a pained grimace.


  “I can’t wait,” Esmerelda said, blowing a kiss.


  “Bye, robot!” Meg chimed in, waving her arms frantically. “Oh, also, my signal is so encrypted you’d never find us in a hundred years, but I still love you!”
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  The signal cut off, and Otto dusted his hands. “All according to plan.”


  “About that,” SCRAP said. “Don’t you think it was a little too easy? You were pretty demeaning there.”


  “So?”


  “I admit this is just my opinion as a robot, but I don’t think most women like being demeaned.”


  “Nonsense,” Otto scoffed. “There’s an entire chapter on it.” He flipped the book open to a section entitled “Playful Insults: Those Are Tears of Gratitude.”


  “My point is it could be a trap. Just be careful, sir.”


  Clasping the robot on his shoulder, Otto smiled. “SCRAP, you clearly have a lot to learn about women.”
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  Esmerelda bristled, shuddered, and shook herself. “Can you believe that… that… ugh! I can’t even think of an appropriately vicious insult!”


  “It doesn’t matter. You got what you wanted. And what did I say? Easy peasy.”


  It was true. For all his ridiculously sexist bluster, the scientist had walked right into her trap, not even asking for any assurances. Under the circumstances, she wasn’t going to look a gift idiot in the mouth, and instead pondered which assassination method she would use against him. Esmerelda was not by nature a killer. Killing was a sign of poor planning for a thief, and tended to draw extra attention from the law. Still, she knew a dangerous creature like Otto Von Trapezoid needed to be put down before he recklessly did more damage to her empire, and she had more than a few gadgets and skills she could put to use against him.


  “What do you think, Meg? The lavender lotus of death, or an oxygen syringe straight into his brain?”


  Meg had moved on to her own projects, however, and distractedly responded only with, “Chainsaw.”


  “In a crowded restaurant? I think that would attract a little…”


  “Chainsaw. Dynamite. Face.”


  At this point, Esmerelda knew Meg could no longer be expected to help. The girl had done her a great service, but she was still a teenaged hacker with the attention span of a gnat. The thief took her leave then, placing another stack of bills on Meg’s table. She didn’t think the girl noticed. On her way out, she saw the same worker texting away, and as she passed him, she whispered in his ear, “Sorry, I can’t see you anymore. I have a big date this weekend.”


  A single tear rolled down his cheek.
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[image: Chapter Five]


  [image: L]’Ane Pompeaux was founded exactly as one might expect. A pair of five-star chefs had made a deal with some wealthy businessmen and bought some very expensive real estate in the heart of the largest city in the world, catering to the most prestigious and affluent customers. The name was intended as a joke, in the hopes that ironic appeal might draw more customers in an extremely competitive environment. However, it was the rare person of money and influence who liked being referred to as a pompous jackass, even in French, and after being lambasted by food critics and snubbed by socialites, the restaurant was on the verge of bankruptcy.


  In a desperate move, the owners decided to change the theme of L’Ane Pompeaux, making it the first five-star restaurant and tanning salon. This resulted in a short spike in business, but before too long, people became tired of mixing their condiments up with tanning oil, and the business was once again in danger. The owners tried another tactic, and converted the floor to a hockey rink, having the servers bring food while wearing skates. The change brought in customers for a short time, but the new spike was even smaller than the last. Hemorrhaging money and low on ideas, the owners of the beleaguered restaurant threw together a wacky hat night, expecting it to be their humiliating swan song. The event was such a stunning success that limousines were lined up outside for almost three miles and customers were auctioning off chances to go in first. Apparently, word had spread that L’Ane Pompeaux’s theme was changing themes, and what they would do next was the talk of the town. Running with this, as well as the massive influx of money, the owners decided to change the theme as often as possible, at first every night, but eventually several times during the course of a single evening. L’Ane Pompeaux became, and remained, one of the hottest spots in all New York.


  At least for another hour.


  Otto arrived promptly at eight, sweating, huffing, and filled with rage at the endless throngs of humanity in his way. He strongly considered clearing a path with his Hyper-Engerized Acidic Laser (HEAL), but apparently blasting fellow human beings with ultra-violent technology was frowned upon in polite society. He was dressed, as his book advised, to the nines, wearing a straw boater hat, a plaid suit, and a red bowtie. He carried a flower bouquet and a box of chocolates (both fully armed, of course), though he hardly understood what anyone would do with such knickknacks.


  As he waited outside for Esmerelda to arrive, Otto shifted uncomfortably. Men in black tuxedos and women in slinky dresses passed him in droves, looking him up and down as though he were some fish boy or bearded lady in a circus. Orchestrating plans to conquer the world and barking orders at his robotic minions never gave Otto a moment of anxiety. He was in his arena there, a fearless master of science and destruction. Here, though, he was out of his element. Even as a child in Austria, Otto preferred the company of machines to people, having once attached miniature servos to a series of alphabet blocks and ruining nap time for everyone. He couldn’t say just what he had done wrong, but clearly these dullards were judging him unkindly. It was galling to think such obvious idiots understood something he did not, however much research he had done. After twenty minutes waiting, he was beginning to think the harpy wouldn’t come, and started to signal SCRAP to send a hover-bot to collect him (though not before leaving a few explosives behind), when he saw her.


  Esmerelda stepped out from a stretched limousine monogrammed with her initials. Her hair was tied back in a bun, and she was wearing a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. Her form-fitting dress was bright red on top and black on bottom, separated by a dark red sash, and she wore a string of black pearls around her neck. She strode across the carpeted floor outside the restaurant like a ghost on velvet ice, and paid no heed to the many eyes turning as she did so. As she approached, she held out her hands for the gifts. Otto stood, confused, which led Esmerelda to stand confused as well.


  “Are… those for me?” she asked, a bit baffled at the cliché.


  Otto squinted for a moment, then seemed to realize what she meant. “Oh, yes, of course they are. For you, my dear.” He handed her the chocolates and flowers, trying to remember which detonator in his pocket would set which one off.


  “How sweet. You really are a romantic, aren’t you?” Esmerelda tried to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. She tossed the gifts behind her back, both of which detonated and destroyed a passing hybrid Humvee.


  Otto grinned awkwardly as he snarled. “Yes, just like those Romans. Say, did we not agree to meet here at eight?”


  “Oh, Otto darling. Haven’t you ever heard of being fashionably late?”


  “No,” Otto said, without a trace of sarcasm.


  Eager to break the increasingly awkward tension and have the bloody affair over with, Esmerelda extended her arm, hoping he wouldn’t do something ridiculous like try to remove it or fire a laser through it. “Shall we?” she asked.


  Otto extended his arm in return, much to Esmerelda’s surprise, and strode into the restaurant, daring anyone to make a comment. Unfortunately, it seemed Otto was wearing armor in the spot where her poisoned elbow needle was supposed to pierce the skin.


  The maitre d’, who was dressed like an astronaut, greeted them with a smile through his bubble-shaped helmet. “Welcome, welcome. Do you have a reservation?”


  Esmerelda pointed to a name on the list, “Duchess Tippington, party of two,” and slid the man a bill of rather large denomination. The man slipped said bill into his pressure stabilizer, gestured inside, and bounded across the carpet, which gave way to the interior of L’Ane Pompeaux. The tables hovered a foot off the ground, and the ceiling was black, lit with pinpointed stars. Servers, some in costumes similar to the maitre d’, some in more outlandish space-themed outfits, rocketed meals to their guests. Otto snorted.


  “Such amateurish pseudo-science. They might as well slap some gears and tiny top hats on it and call it steampunk.”


  Otto and Esmerelda, each resplendent with murderous intent, were led to a table in the back, which Esmerelda had chosen so there would be fewer witnesses. She hoped the darkness would conceal both her movements and her crime, so she could have a nice dinner by herself and slip away afterward. She readied a perfume container filled with Sarin gas, and sat down across from Otto, who folded his hands neatly on the table and smiled more uncomfortably than if he had sat on a rusty nail covered with spiders. After several moments of silence and awkward false starts, she realized she would have to break the ice before breaking his body.


  “So, Otto, that was some impressive work, destroying the Twine Ball.”


  “Hmph. Naught but an opening volley. Any self-respecting mastermind knows to start small and build to greater destruction.”


  “Oh, but that’s just it. Anyone can pick a target, but you chose one that brought so many people so much happiness. Going for the hurt instead of the kill. Impressive.” Esmerelda smiled, because this was her intent as well.


  Otto raised his eyebrow at this. “Yes, quite. It’s good to know someone understands such considerations.”


  The waiter approached, dressed like a cowboy, as the scene was beginning to change around them. “Howdy pardners,” he said with not the slightest trace of western accent. “Can I wrangle y’all up some Every Part of the Buffalo Burgers? Or perhaps our fresh, original Chipotle Chipotle Chipotle with a side of cilantro would do you fine? It’s only an additional $11.95 when you order the gluten-free, organic sarsaparilla.”


  “Yes, yes, whatever will make you go away faster,” Otto said, shooing the man. The waiter scowled, scribbled something down, and moseyed away, fingers on his six-guns.


  “Probably not a good idea,” Esmerelda said. “Mess with the wait staff, they’ll mess with your food.” She briefly pondered letting them do the dirty work of killing Otto for her, as he would inevitably drive them to it, but no, she wanted the satisfaction of his demise for herself.


  “Is that one of the rules of these eating establishments?” Otto asked. “I must confess I haven’t been to one in ages. Say, is that an expensive pearl necklace another woman is wearing?”


  Despite herself, Esmerelda looked, and indeed it was a particularly impressive three-strand natural 6 to 11mm with a diamond centerpiece. She barely had time to dodge as Otto fired a laser out of the “Vote Coolidge!” button on his lapel. She, did, however, make a note to lift the necklace before the night was over. Turning back to see Otto toss the button aside, embedding it in the wall by the blades extending from it, she smirked, but saw no reason not to continue the game. After all, it was far better to win with style. “So you really don’t go to restaurants? How do you eat up on your station?”


  The table they sat at lifted off the ground and shifted into a stagecoach, driven by an Annie Oakley look-alike and her team of horses. It didn’t move, but the walls around them appeared to be traveling across a large prairie. “Science, of course,” Otto said, rather proud of himself. “While biology is the science of buffoons, and chemistry not far behind, I have debased myself to learn enough of them to devise a nutritional supplement for all my disgusting human needs. It will do until I can make myself run on pure electricity.”


  The waiter returned, riding atop a piebald mare, with their drink orders. Esmerelda grabbed both, and using sleight of hand so subtle as to be nearly invisible, she dropped a capsule of sulfuric acid in Otto’s glass. “Which is less difficult for you than going to, say, a supermarket?” She took a sip of her drink, hoping Otto would follow suit.


  Otto angrily batted his glass off the table, burning a smoking hole in the ground large enough for the passing rodeo clown to fall in. “Bah! It’s not about ease or comfort. It’s about standing on your own, and needing nothing from these simpering―”


  “No, I know, simpering buffoons, or poltroons, or imbeciles. That’s what you were going to say, right?” Esmerelda swirled her glass, growing a touch impatient with Otto’s continued existence.


  Otto tugged his collar and coughed. “Not necessarily.”


  “But that’s why you went into this line of work, right? You’re smarter than most people; ergo, you’d make a better ruler.”


  Otto scoffed as he sipped the new drink brought to him by a tall, quiet stranger who let his guns do the talking for him. “Certainly.”


  “So why haven’t you conquered us all yet?” A gunfight broke out around them. Not real, of course; it was as simulated as everything here, but despite this, both Otto and Esmerelda ducked at the first shots. Soon, their driver had taken out her Mare’s Leg shotgun and fired blanks at the masked banditos, whose accuracy could be charitably compared to a blind Stormtrooper during a night of heavy drinking. One by one, she picked them off, and they fell bloodlessly to the ground. Esmerelda turned to Otto, who had said nothing. “Well?”


  Otto began to speak, but caught himself, doing so several times. Finally, he smiled sadly. “Because I am imperfect.”


  “Really.” Esmerelda, holding her glass, tilted her head slightly at this. She had just fired several tiny sonic boomerang darts from her straw when Otto said this. She found herself curious what such an egomaniacal creature as Otto could mean by this, and hoped he would live at least long enough to explain himself.


  “Oh yes.” Otto flipped a switch on the remote control in his pocket, causing miniature spiderbots which hung from the ceiling to drop onto the darts, destroying them, and causing a deafening blast to shatter all glasses, fine china, and monocles in a fairly impressive radius. “As we’ve established, my dear, humans are weak and inferior, yet for all my knowledge, I am still human. I try to be more machinelike, but I’m not there yet.”


  Esmerelda was not sure how to take this. Was he being honest? Open candor about one’s weaknesses and self-doubt was a liability, certainly not one she had ever engaged in, and was often something she exploited to her advantage in others. Trust was a weakness in their world, even among allies and friends. And yet, it wasn’t that Otto had given himself completely over to trusting her. It was as though he simply understood who he was and didn’t care what anyone thought about it. Perhaps she had underestimated him. “So why haven’t you made yourself into one of your precious robots then? Seems like it would be a simple matter for you.”


  “The science isn’t there yet. At best I could make myself into a sloppy mixture of man and machine, which are incompatible systems. I don’t dare risk my unique consciousness until the technology to transfer it is complete.”


  The waiter returned, carrying their meals with him in a coffin he dragged across the restaurant, followed by the lonely tune of an acoustic guitar. After serving it, he walked, perhaps sullenly, into the vast and open plains. Esmerelda nibbled at her food. “Have you read the recent article by Malloy and Chadwick? They’ve made interesting strides in the field of cybernetic prosthetics. Something you could use, perhaps.”


  Otto narrowed his eyes. “The pair of them are fools and braggarts not worth my time.” However, his expression softened after a moment. “Still, you read about cybernetic advancements?” and “accidentally” dropped his fork as the railgun he had mounted on the dessert cart was passing by. It fired a concussive blast that would have shorn the head from a belligerent elephant. She thought he seemed curious to hear her answer, however, and when she reflected the blast into the ceiling using a passing flambé cover, he almost seemed relieved. The customers under the now-massive hole in the ceiling were not.


  “I try to keep up with most scientific fields, just in case,” Esmerelda said. “Delegation is a second-rate criminal’s vice, after all.”


  “Hmph, tell me about it. You know Lord Ironmask? We play poker sometimes. He has more servants than I have machines. I doubt he knows how to put on socks.”


  Esmerelda chuckled. “And I bet his socks are iron too.”


  “Ah, you have met him, then. Someone needs to tell him alloys don’t rust so much.”


  Esmerelda caught herself smiling just a bit, then realized what she was doing. Her look of genuine amusement was replaced by the practiced one she had spent her life cultivating. The western scene around them faded away, riding itself off into the sunset. After a momentary dimming of the lights, rafts inflated below their feet as salt water began to flood in across the floor. The former gunslingers had changed their costumes to those of grizzled seafarers. Otto and Esmerelda nibbled at their food, which actually wasn’t terrible. While their mouths were full, a bedraggled man in rags paddled over to them on a small dinghy. “Would ye be carin’ fer fried albatross? ‘Tis good luck and good flavor, says I.”


  “We’re fine,” said Esmerelda, not even glancing at him. As he paddled away, she turned to Otto. “Can you believe this place? Always trying to up-sell us. Not going to help his tip, I can tell you.”


  “Tip? Do you plan to advise him on finding another occupation?”


  Esmerelda wondered if Otto was making a corny joke, but from the look on his face, she could see it was an honest question. “No, I mean gratuity. You pay extra for good service.”


  “And this is a rule of some sort? I didn’t see it on the door of the establishment.”


  “Not a rule, exactly. It’s just… expected.”


  Otto nodded, taking in this new information. “Fascinating.”


  “What, tipping? I suppose it says something about the way we treat certain members of society, but…”


  “No, I mean you. You’re not like them.” Otto pointed contemptuously toward the surrounding crowd, enjoying their meals and conversing with loved ones instead of involved in a complicated murder ruse. “You’re a reasonably accomplished criminal, yet you understand how they think. You can walk in their world. It’s… not a skill I possess.”


  Esmerelda chuckled, catching herself on the edge of more than a few sarcastic comments, but shooting fish in barrels was never quite her style. “You grow up with my family, it’s not something you can avoid. My parents are wealthy aristocrats, so etiquette, diplomacy, intrigue, and maneuvering were taught to us right alongside reading, writing, and arithmetic.”


  One customer at a nearby table took the waiter up on his offer of albatross, and the lights dimmed. Black clouds rolled in and thunder followed. An eerie spotlight fell on the customer in question, whose chewing uncomfortably slowed to a halt. Otto ignored the spectacle, and activated the magnetic blaster in his pocket. “But to what end is it useful? What purpose does dancing around one’s true motives serve?”


  Forks and knives flew with uncanny speed at Esmerelda, who tossed various portions of her meal into the air and caught them. She nibbled on the now skewered snacks. “I suppose it’s because not all problems can be solved with direct confrontation. Not that I wouldn’t like to strangle some members of my family, particularly Catalina, but it would just lead to bad feelings.”


  “Hmph,” Otto snorted. “If someone crossed you, I wouldn’t hesitate to obliterate them, bad feelings or not.” Esmerelda paused and gave a quizzical look. Otto tugged his collar. “Er, that is, if they crossed me. Yes, that is clearly what I meant.”


  A legion of waiters in ghost costumes wailed at the terrified, confused customer and his albatross, which they tied around his neck. Esmerelda gave a look of realization. “Oh, I get. Rime of the Ancient Mariner. I assumed it was just a nautical theme.” Otto looked perplexed. It was almost endearing, she thought, the way he could build nuclear reactors but had never heard of a poem taught in most tenth grade English classes. He was so direct, so refreshingly honest in a world full of lies, not the least her own. For a power-obsessed scientist, he was oddly innocent, in a way. She even liked the way his brow scrunched up when he… wait, what? Esmerelda realized her thoughts were going in strange directions. The whole affair was becoming complicated, so she decided it was time to end it with her trump card. She tapped the transmitter on her belt and waited.


  Otto stared across the table at his foe. He came in expecting her to be vapid and greedy, concerned with such fripperies as clothing, or the currency of nations he would conquer and make worthless. And yet, it seemed she had a mind worth battling against. She was aware of many topics he considered beneath him, yet her points on how they might matter to others had a certain logic to them. Not everyone was possessed of his impressive array of weaponry, after all. Not to mention, she was aware of scientific advances, even if she didn’t quite have his knowledge. To be fair, of course, no one did, so that was hardly a mark against her. Though he had been defeated by the incompetence of his minions, his own occasional oversights, or muscle-bound oafs like that spy Indestructible, he had never before faced a foe truly worthy of himself. He found himself pleased that it was necessary to bring out the big guns. SCRAP should have dropped the package by now, and they would certainly hear it coming. In the meantime, he saw no reason not to continue the conversation. “Actually, I rather admire what you do.”


  Umbrellas popped up from the tables as artificial rain fell from the ceiling, drenching the poor man with the albatross around his neck as the ghosts carried him around the restaurant. He seemed to be mouthing his desire to go home. Esmerelda looked skeptical. “Is that right? I would have thought you’d find my love of stealing art and treasures frivolous.”


  “I find the treasures themselves frivolous, yes. I see no aesthetic beauty in anything other than cold, merciless logic. But you, you know others value these things and you take them away. One can’t help but be impressed by such devious cruelty.”


  “That’s almost sweet of you, Otto,” Esmerelda said. “I suppose I respect the way you don’t dance around anything. You never sneak and you never try to conceal your motives. You basically tell the whole world you’re going to fight it and then you do. In its own way, that takes… style.” The back wall exploded with the thunder of cannons. A hot pink airship, monogrammed with large, golden, cursive letters, hovered outside the hole, armament trained on Otto. The crowd barely reacted, assuming as they did that it was part of the show, which now included an interpretive dance by both Death and Life-in-Death. Normally, she’d stand and gloat, but Esmerelda wasn’t quite ready to end the conversation yet. She was able to be refreshingly honest with Otto, a luxury rarely afforded to her.


  Otto turned red and adjusted his glasses. “I’ve been called many things. Megalomaniacal. Ill-tempered. Short. Never stylish, though. Or sweet, for that matter.” A loud thumping sounded in the distance, lumbering closer and closer. As it neared, an ear-splitting roar pierced the sky. The mechanized T-Rex, bright silver with glowing red eyes, charged through the restaurant, smashing tables and dropping a tray of pies on a very beleaguered French waiter. The zeppelin’s cannons turned from Otto and fired on the bee-lining dinosaur, which stumbled fangs first into its attacker. Amidst the shattering glass and concrete, Otto took a sip of his wine, something he was rarely given to doing. “I’ve never been so pleased to have underestimated someone.”


  The airship rose higher in the air, dropping kegs of gunpowder around the robo-dinosaur and detonating them. Deafening explosions and screams emanated from outside as the T-Rex spewed fire from its mouth, but Esmerelda only noticed the sincere smile on the face of her enemy. “You know, I’m having a really nice time tonight,” she said. “Not what I would have expected from the way you asked me out.”


  The ceiling collapsed under the weight of the T-Rex body-slamming the zeppelin. Its machine guns riddled the dinosaur’s exoskeleton, raining shells on the few customers who remained. Otto adjusted his collar. “Yes, well, I must apologize for making foolish assumptions about you when last we spoke. And for lying to you before. Cold, heartless logic isn’t the only thing I find beautiful.”


  The airship, smoking and scratched, used its momentum to propel back into the air. The T-Rex, sparking itself, struggled to its feet and leapt after. Esmerelda caught herself inhaling deeply. She reached out and took Otto’s hand in hers. He responded uncertainly at first, but eventually squeezed back. “This restaurant is kind of a bore,” Esmerelda said, eyes fixed on Otto’s. “Would you care to hit the town?”


  “Hit it? With what? I have several devices capable of bombard… oh, you meant visit tourist attractions and such.”


  “Well, we could do both.”


  Otto smiled as, hand in hand, he and Esmerelda walked out of the smoking rubble that was once L’Ane Pompeaux. The man with the albatross around his neck, who had had a massive revelation of his own, finally freed himself of the bird and ran off into the night. Bathed in moonlight, Otto remembered something he had seen in a movie he was forced to watch as a boy. He took Esmerelda around the waist, pulled her close, and kissed her. She kissed back, no longer surprised, but in fact relieved and overjoyed. The robotic T-Rex stumbled forward, its one good claw tearing at the airship’s gas main, causing a massive burst of fire in the sky to illuminate the mad scientist and master thief, who held each other as though nothing else in the world mattered. Once the moment had passed, Esmerelda looked upward. “Otto?”


  “Yes, my love?”


  “You might want to duck.”


  Otto dodged just in time to avoid the exploding T-Rex head which hurtled past.
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  Whitehaven Beach was one of Australia’s most popular getaways, promising beautiful white sand, clear blue waters, and an uninhabited island for visitors to enjoy far from the concerns of the world. But lately, there was trouble most foul. Tourists had reported seeing a strange, hideous beast roaming the waters at night. Some said it was a fishman from prehistoric times, others the victim of radioactive tests in the ocean. It was reputed to surface only when snatching fish, occasionally even sharks, out of the water for its unholy repast, and it had been sighted by passing sailors too many times to be coincidence or drunken haze. Enough complaints had come in for the local constabulary to be called in on high alert. This time, it was sighted in the morning by a pair of extremely attractive models, who suspected the creature wanted to make them its next meal, or worse.


  Ordinary vacationers were removed from the beach as police closed in. There it was―a large, scraggly figure of a creature, lumbering forth from the ocean. It was man-shaped, but strangely formed, with skin resembling seaweed. No expression could be made out in its eyes or face, and it moved with neither great alacrity nor sloth. Was it in search of food, vengeance, or perhaps, just perhaps, love? Such things were on the minds of the officers in question when they called out to the beast, demanding it stop where it was or they would be forced to open fire.


  When their threats were met with no reaction and the creature continued its march, they shot reluctantly, not wanting to find out posthumously that the beast was too beautiful for this world and it was, in fact, they who were the true monsters. Fortunately for them, they only grazed the creature, whose seaweed skin snapped and hung loosely about its sides, though it showed no signs of slowing or pain. Stunned, the policemen watched as it neared the edge of the water and grabbed up a rather sharp seashell as it closed the gap. They readied to fire again when the last of the seaweed fell away, revealing an older man with huge muscles, leathery skin more tanned than normal, and a vast overgrowth of scraggly hair and beard, which he began to shave off with the sharpened seashell. The officers were now doubly confused.


  “Hell of a vacation,” Jake Indestructible said, spitting out the poisoned needle of a stingray. “Time to go back to work.”
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  [image: O]tto sat strapped to a cold metal chair as diodes hooked up to his head ran through the data of his recent memories. SCRAP, wearing a labcoat and a head mirror, read the data from SMASH (Seat of Mental Alteration, Siphoning, and Headsplosions) with great curiosity while Otto rolled his eyes like a tumbleweed in a clothes dryer. “This is ridiculous,” he said, drumming his fingers against the metallic arms of the chair.


  SCRAP remained still, though his eyes flickered with all the absorbed information. “Sir, over the last week, I’ve observed you smiling exactly twenty-seven times, sighing wistfully twelve and a half, and springing in your step no less than nine. And as for reciting her name in your sleep…”


  “Yes, yes, there’s no need for exposition.”


  “Surely, sir, even you can admit this behavior is highly unusual. As your chief adjutant, it’s my duty to make sure you’re operating within normal parameters and not being… influenced.”


  Otto struggled to raise his fist. “Influenced? Are you suggesting I’m somehow mind-controlled? Preposterous!”


  “Not really. Leaving aside any high-end mental domination technology, it’s still possible she spiked your drink.”


  “Oh, now you’re just stretching.”


  “Historical fact has shown governments have used LSD for mind control, and the effects of romantic love are reportedly similar to being on said drug. It’s my responsibility to―”


  “Spare me the speech about your duties. I coded it, after all. Is it not simply possible that in this world of mediocrity, I have found the one person who may truly be my equal?”


  SCRAP blinked. “Allow me to play back a recording of something you said once. ‘Love is just an absurd chemical reaction used by the ignorant masses to justify their instinct for procreation, and any villain worth his salt who falls victim to it should honorably fire himself into the sun!’”


  “I… can hardly be expected to keep track of everything I say.”


  “No, that’s why you have me, sir.” The SMASH came to a stop with a loud ding, and SCRAP shook his head. “Hmm, nothing found.” An uncomfortable silence hung in the air like a ghost forced to wear ill-fitting clothes for eternity.


  Otto wrestled with the diodes. “Then why do you seem so disappointed?”


  SCRAP shrugged. “No reason. Shall I prepare the sun cannon, then?”


  FIX-IT hovered in, helping Otto undo the remaining plugs holding him to the chair. It fluttered around him as he stood. “You dare presume I’ve lost my edge?”


  SCRAP joined his master as they walked back to the command station. “I said nothing of the sort.”


  “I’m as evil as ever!” Otto said, smacking FIX-IT out of the air. “The only difference is now there’s one fewer person I need to destroy.”


  “If you say so, sir,” SCRAP said, his use of the word “sir” becoming increasingly disrespectful.


  The door to the command center, freshly repaired and updated with an arsenal to make a superhero from the 1990s vomit with jealousy, opened before them. Various screens of complex computations and data ran advanced logistics and heuristics, while schematics for new devices were analyzed and reanalyzed. “We are world conquerors, my friend,” Otto said, surveying the genesis of his new plan. “Passive aggression is beneath us. I much prefer aggressive-aggressive behavior.”


  SCRAP considered the new operation. It was true Otto was hard at work on a new plan, one whose chances of success were, the robot estimated, a greater probability than many they had attempted in the past. Of course, considering they had once attempted to overthrow the governments of the world using a legion of robotic tapirs, which were only skilled at sniffing out which fruits and berries were ripe for conquest, that didn’t count for much. As they were now down the Mecha-Rex T, SCRAP was just relieved life was returning to normal and the dramatics of the last week were over.


  “Oh yes,” Otto said, installing a new set of defense protocols and an escape hatch to his command console, “Esmerelda is coming up to visit shortly. I expect you to make her feel welcome.”


  SCRAP thought for a moment his audio circuits were malfunctioning. “You’re bringing her here? To our base? Where we live?”


  “As a matter of fact, I am. Now I would appreciate it if, for once, you followed my orders without your tiresome sarcasm.”


  SCRAP narrowed his eyes. Frankly, he thought, Otto should be grateful for how much sarcasm he held back. But very well. This would not be the first time SCRAP had to protect his master from himself, usually without him knowing. From practically the moment of his creation, the robot was shielding Otto from the consequences of his own actions. He wouldn’t change the human’s risk-taking nature; it was part of Otto’s elusive charm and what drove him to the brilliant heights necessary to attempt his schemes of world conquest, but every visionary needed a realist to keep them from running blindly off a cliff.


  Otto, perhaps more than most, was in need of this, but SCRAP never expected the latest cliff to be an emotional one. For a human, Otto was remarkably unemotional. Well, scratch that. He was remarkably unsentimental, which mattered far more, and why this recent development was troubling. After all, this woman was, according to his own research, someone who once successfully stole words from the dictionary. Thanks to her, no one would ever again know what it was to feel cribdulent. SCRAP may have considered Otto bringing Esmerelda to the station a horrid mistake, but at least he could take measures to prevent whatever angle she was working on Otto.


  The station, unsurprisingly, was not built for guests. Evil alliances perhaps, prisoners certainly, the infiltration of plucky heroes… occasionally, but Otto was not one for any long-term or even short-term hospitality. The one time his parents had come to visit, the scavenger-bots mistook their luggage for components to the FESTOON (to be honest, SCRAP forgot what the acronym stood for), their food was replaced with bags of chlorine gas and a bottle of rocket fuel, and their bed was in fact just an inactive lobster-bot with a few tattered lab coats draped over it. Since then, they just called. Given this, SCRAP had his work cut out for him. It was times like this he wished the other machines on the station were self-aware. At least then he’d have someone to complain or commiserate with.
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  Aboard her disposable yacht, Esmerelda arrived at the designated point in international waters. She thought it was a rather complex process to go through for a simple date, but then, she’d never had a boyfriend who lived in space before, and despite her rather impressive fleet of vehicles, she did not have a means of extra-planetary travel. Surprisingly, and somewhat disappointingly, the seas were calm. She suspected being away from law would mean she’d run into pirates, sea serpents, tiny island nations run by hackers, or objectivist paradises gone horribly awry. Being able to navigate that sort of high seas adventure (and rob everyone involved blind) would certainly be stylish, but, she supposed, it was for the best it didn’t happen now.


  After the better part of an hour, Esmerelda saw a gleam in the sky, extending down toward her like a gyroscopic space elevator, which was appropriate, because that was exactly what it was. The STEEL (Self-Traversing Extra-Planetary Elevating Lift) crashed into the water, creating a minor shockwave in the otherwise placid seas. The elevator spun to a halt after a moment, a hydraulic door hissing as it opened and a platform extending outward. Before it could reach the yacht, Esmerelda somersaulted across the distance, and landed gracefully (though she would only have given herself an eight out of ten). Once she was aboard, the elevator hummed to life once more, and spun her upwards.


  Esmerelda expected the incredible revolving speed to make her nauseous, but it would seem Otto accounted for this. She felt as though she were perfectly still. Seeing herself clear the atmosphere was a little jarring, watching the blue sky retreat to clouds and retreat further to infinite black. As she wound around the moon, she couldn’t help but tense just a bit, knowing she was fine, but her every animal instinct screaming against being so far from home. She was relieved to know no one saw her reaction, slight and subtle though it was. Behind Earth’s satellite, she finally saw Otto’s home, the space station he had designed in the shape of his very name, and she couldn’t help but be impressed. To think, not a month ago, she was prepared to pick this place clean of everything valuable and cast the rest adrift, along with its creator. Now she thought instead of stealing objects to add to the decor.


  The space elevator hurled Esmerelda out into a cushioned airlock. The thread count on the sheets was a little low for her tastes, but she still thought it was sweet of Otto to put forth the effort on her part. From what she understood, most people Otto brought here ended up in a dungeon (which was not so dissimilar from the rest of the station). A moment later, during which Esmerelda managed to fix her hair and outfit to the point that no one would have known she was just spiraling up from Earth to space, the main doors opened, revealing Otto’s robot henchman SCRAP, dressed in a tuxedo with tails.


  “Will the lady follow me to the dining hall?” the robot asked, though Esmerelda thought she detected a hint of snide disdain in his voice. Nevertheless, she followed the robot down a series of hallways, finding the cascading lights a bit unnerving. The place was rather Spartan in its design, not surprisingly, as it was created for the sort of efficiency Otto prized above all else. She understood this was how he liked his home, but she couldn’t help thinking about all the little touches someone with style could add. A solid platinum bathtub here, a fountain full of champagne there, or maybe a few bonsai tree sculptures made from hundred dollar bills would do wonders. Eventually, SCRAP led her to a pair of steel-reinforced double-doors.


  He approached the console, and simultaneously punched in an extremely long code while speaking in binary faster than she could hear. The red light turned green, and the doors pulled back, scraping along the ground as they revealed what was clearly an armament storage room that had been repurposed into a banquet hall. Lifterbots lumbered about, carrying trays of the many courses for their banquet. Repair-bots decorated the room, setting the lighting to romantically dim (Esmerelda reflected that “romantically dim” sounded like an insult), and soft music played from speakers which were probably more used to the shouting of orders or, at best, playing “Flight of the Valkyries” during an attack. She smiled at the effort Otto was putting forth, and allowed herself to be seated at the table, which seemed to be supported by metallic crab legs.


  “Classy,” Esmerelda said, “Though I hope this doesn’t end up like our last dinner date.”


  “That is most assuredly not my goal,” SCRAP said.


  After a moment of awkward silence, during which Esmerelda ran her finger along her glass, she looked to SCRAP. “So, is Otto going to be here soon?”


  “Oh, I’m afraid he’s been unavoidably detained,” SCRAP said, looking away from her. “Lock it down.” The already dim lights went positively dark, and the security doors slammed shut. The lights returned in the form of the various robots aiming energy weapons at Esmerelda, who had herself backflipped away from the crab-bot table and taken up defensive positioning against the wall, removing the actual stilettos from her heels.


  “What is this? Did he set me up?” she said, angry, confused, and worried that she should never have trusted Otto to begin with. Was he more devious than she’d previously believed? Was the cluelessness all part of the act?


  “I act in my master’s best interests, at all times,” SCRAP said. “Even when he doesn’t know it. He may miss you for a bit, but in the end, I assure you he’ll thank me.” The robots fired various lasers, chain guns, and flamethrowers, which Esmerelda dodged, leaping off walls, sliding under flying buzzsaws, somersaulting between giant metallic fists, nearly exploding, kicking off the heads of slower robots, and ultimately trying to create or wait out an opportunity to escape. SCRAP, however, seemed to be aware of this, and efficiently directed the lesser robots to close the gaps and force her into an enclosed space. Inevitably, Esmerelda found herself blocked off from all avenues, with a dozen weapons pointed at her. She huffed and slumped back against the wall. The robots at the front parted for SCRAP, who opened the flamethrower valve in his chest and paused for just a moment. Esmerelda glared at him, and SCRAP merely shrugged. “You should have seen this coming,” he said.


  “I really should,” Esmerelda said. “I don’t suppose you’ll grant me one last request?”


  “All right,” SCRAP said, narrowing his eye slits. “But no tricks, like exploding cigarettes, or really hard to prepare last meals.”


  “No, nothing like that,” she said. “I was just wondering, about Otto.” SCRAP tilted his head slightly as she paused. “What’s his problem with whistling?”


  SCRAP’s eyes narrowed. “That’s your last request?”


  “We were on a date the other day. Someone on the street started to whistle, and he had this scrunched up look on his face. I mean, it’s cute, but…”


  “Yeah, I know the one you mean,” said SCRAP. “It’s not just whistling though. He’s the same way about crying babies, people who laugh at their own jokes, those boots with the fur on top, high-fiving, the sound of a hard ‘p’, steeples…”


  “Steeples?” Esmerelda asked.


  “Yeah, he says they think they’re better than him,” SCRAP said, powering down his flamethrower. “I stopped asking years ago.”


  Esmerelda chuckled and unconsciously twirled her hair. “Sounds like him.”


  One of the Lifterbots began to move on Esmerelda, but SCRAP held up his hand and stopped it. “So you’re aware of his… peculiarities, and yet I detect no discomfort or confusion in your face or voice. Why? You possess wealth, symmetrical features, and low body fat, as prized by most of your species.”


  “Is that your way of saying I’m cute?” Esmerelda said, smirking.


  “Hardly. Despite what your movies tell you, we machines aren’t falling over ourselves to mate with human females. In that sense, you’re about as interesting to me as a jigsaw puzzle.”


  “Hey, don’t knock puzzles,” Esmerelda said. “As for Otto, there’s no one quite like him. And I think you know it too, or else you wouldn’t have tried to kill me just now to protect him. Are we still doing that, by the way?”


  SCRAP processed, and processed, and processed.
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  Otto, covered in ash and soot, forced his way out of the ventilation system. After SCRAP informed him of the blockage, he entered the crawlspace with his DREAD (Detritus Removing Engine of Absolute Disintegration) cannon, and upon removing the initial spot, he discovered an old invention on the verge of running amok. The MONSTER (Mold Of Negotiable Size, Terror, Efficiency, and Radius) was a rare foray into the inferior life sciences, and it turned out about as well as could be expected. The self-spreading fungus was designed to eat its way through buildings and even military-grade weapons, allowing Otto to seize land masses without having to sacrifice robots or power sources. Unfortunately, it worked too well, attacking the station itself and requiring him and SCRAP to create a particularly powerful cleaning polymer (forcing Otto into the slightly-less-inferior field of chemistry) that combined no less than fifty-one varieties of acid to halt its spread. After hours of cleanup, and some failed attempts to court the various condiment concerns, Otto thought he had seen the last of the dreaded infestation. No doubt SCRAP had bungled the job somehow and left perhaps an atom or two lying around. Wait, SCRAP? He remembered his robotic henchman was tasked with preparing for Esmerelda’s visit, and he was, in fact, very late indeed. He rushed over to Armory 3, pushing cleaner-bots and almost certainly FIX-IT out of the way, entering the passcode, and bursting into the room. What he saw chilled him to the bones.


  Esmerelda sat at the deactivated crab-bot table, sipping tea and nibbling on crumpets (they had grav-lifted a food warehouse out of England) with SCRAP, who nibbled on spare gears and bolts, regaling him with witty anecdotes. “So then I said to the Duke, ‘Well I would, but I’ve just stolen your pants!’ “ The pair laughed in unison. “Oh, he had to sign over a lot of ancestral lands that day.”


  “What the devil is this?” Otto shouted.


  “Otto, good of you to join us,” Esmerelda said, dipping her stolen scone in stolen jam.


  “Yes, what took you so long, sir?” SCRAP said, making a sound approximating a dry chuckle.


  Otto sputtered, then dusted the ash from his coat and pushed his hair down. “Surely you’ve heard of… being fashionably late?”


  Esmerelda stood up and kissed Otto on the cheek. “It’s cute when you remember things I say. Your friend here was telling me you had an emergency to deal with, so he was listening to my boring stories.”


  “They’re far less boring than yours, sir.”


  “I see you’ve met SCRAP, and his scintillating wit,” Otto grumbled.


  “He’s quite entertaining once you get to know him,” Esmerelda said. “A bit like someone else I know.”


  Otto and SCRAP both stiffened at the comparison, but Otto, beginning to understand the subtleties of his love and how her mind worked, realized after a moment that this was intentional on her part. He smiled at the notion that he picked up on this before SCRAP did, which he suspected would aggravate the robot all the more. He prepared to sit down to join them, when the light above the door began to blink red and buzz softly. Otto grimaced. “Blast and damnation, why now?” he said, about to stand up, but then catching himself. Both SCRAP and Esmerelda gave him inquisitive looks, though for different reasons.


  “What is it?” Esmerelda asked. “Are we under attack? Because seriously, it’s defying the odds at this point.”


  Otto looked back and forth between her and the door, halting over and over as he spoke. “It’s… work-related. But… I’m here with you now, so…”


  Esmerelda smiled to set him at ease. “Otto, I’m not the sort of petty narcissist who needs constant attention. If you have an emergency, go. I’ll be here when you come back.”


  Otto hopped to his feet and hugged her. “If I ever have to destroy the world, you’re the first person I’d warn.”


  “Sweet-talker. Now get going.”


  Otto raced off toward the command console. SCRAP slowly stood and regarded Esmerelda. “No, you’re the sort of petty narcissist who monograms your initials on the sides of buildings,” he said, in a voice that was neither completely serious nor completely sarcastic.


  “I’m beginning to see what he means about your wit,” she retorted. “First of all, I’m an exceptional narcissist. And I thought we’d settled all this.”


  “We have, for now,” SCRAP said, his legs shifting to their wheeled mode as he rolled off after his master. “But so you know, if you hurt him, I’ll have no emotional compunctions about destroying you myself.”


  “I would expect no less.”
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  By the time SCRAP arrived, Otto was already seated in his raised command chair, tapping away at his command console. “SCRAP, report.”


  SCRAP sighed. “I just arrived, sir. I know as much as you.”


  “Hmph, never dare presume that.”


  SCRAP, weary of the snappy banter, plugged himself into the main computer and absorbed the information, preparing to give Otto the proverbial bullet. Their new plan, complex and resource-heavy as it was, would require a power source, one capable of sustaining the massive outputs they were going to need to put it into action. Over the past several days, Otto had created and put into use the PSION (Power Source Indicator and Operational Navigator) for the purpose of detecting any such devices, preferably new and experimental ones. Now, it would seem, the work had paid off.


  A group of scientists in Brazil had managed to create a new, synthetic element, capable of generating remarkable energy. As yet, it was both unduplicated, as the cost taken to create and sustain it had been exorbitant, and unnamed, because the scientists could not settle on one. They had taken the debate to the internet, where the disagreement had exploded into a bloody online war of attrition between both researchers and fans. As of now, the list of choices was down to Warsium, Trekkium, Ringsium, and Potterium. This fight led the spy-bots to discover the location of their top-secret lab. SCRAP and Otto paced around the bridge.


  “According to blogger EyeHeartElves, the lab is in a bunker deep underground,” SCRAP said, scrolling through a particularly long comments page. “Which would prevent us from using our standard bombardment array or gravity weapons.”


  “Yes, but this message by KlingonCat, who proclaims EyeHeartElves a ‘noob’ and a ‘fanboy’, suggests the existence of an access tunnel through which the scientists enter,” Otto said, standing on his toes to look over SCRAP’s shoulder. “Perhaps a frontal assault with a squad of my new prawn-bots would suffice.”


  “Unlikely. See this comment by WizardsBeatJedi? It describes the other commenters as ‘trolls’, but more than that, it says the tunnel is guarded by top-end security tech and military support personnel. Even if we could muscle past them, it’s likely they would have enough time to move the element to a safe location before we did.”


  Otto thought for a moment. “I’ve got it! I’ll build a giant drill, and we’ll go through the center of the Earth…”


  “Sir, I keep telling you, that plan would take weeks, not to mention the catastrophic damage to the planet might be bad for our PR as world-conquerors.”


  Otto crossed his arms and scoffed. “You’d think these simpletons didn’t want to be robbed. Wait, that’s it!”


  “Sir, if your plan involves them wanting to be robbed… oh, no. You can’t mean―”


  Otto laughed maniacally. “Oh, but I do! Prepare the space elevator! I shall return shortly.”
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  Esmerelda sat in the cargo bay, bouncing a sapphire off the wall. She had already watched FIX-IT and the other repair-bots do their line-dance routine twice, and she found it underprepared and derivative the first time. Although she had told Otto to go and take care of his business, she was now beginning to regret it. This not being selfish business was new to her, and she didn’t exactly enjoy the feeling. She liked Otto more than she’d expected, but with everything that had happened already today, it was hard to say if it would be enough.


  When she heard the buzzing doors, she assumed it was going to be SCRAP, telling her Otto would be busy the rest of the evening and he would see her unceremoniously out. In fact, it was Otto himself, running and huffing. He came close and took her by the hand. “Esmerelda Santa Monica,” he said, his voice utterly serious and intense. Esmerelda cocked an eyebrow. “I know we’ve only known one another a short time, but some things just make sense. So what I want to know is…” Otto paused, and dropped to one knee. Esmerelda’s mind raced a mile a minute. It was so sudden! She wasn’t the marrying type! Would Catalina have to be a bridesmaid? She stared down at him, now huffing a bit herself, as he looked up and asked, “Will you commit a crime with me?”


  Esmerelda burst into laughter. Otto stood up, scratching his head. “Oh, come now!” Otto said, the usual grousing sound returning to his voice. “I know the laser business didn’t go well, but―”


  “No, Otto. It’s just, the way you barged in here, and you’re on your knee. I thought…”


  “Thought what?”


  Esmerelda smiled and shook her head. “Never mind. Yes, I would love to commit a crime with you.”


  “Excellent!” Otto shouted. “With our combined might, nothing in the world shall stop us! No, nothing in the universe! Or even the multiverse! I have to add that last part after the Kathmandu incident.”


  “Oh, Otto. You make me feel so… cribdulent.”


  “What?”


  “Huh? Oh, nothing. Forget I said it.”


  As Esmerelda walked hand in hand with Otto out of the cargo bay, she started to think perhaps she could handle this after all. Before the door closed, FIX-IT and the repair bots played their synthesized string music. An oily tear rolled down the robot’s cheek.


  Otto stuck his head back in, shouting, “Turn off that blasted noise!”
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  Atop a glittering, rainbow-scaled serpent, Neckbeard the Pyrat traversed the vastness of the ocean. After his disgraceful defeat at the hands of the treacherous MegaLoMeinia and subsequent banishment to his grandparents’ basement, he spent a year in exile, helping them play computer solitaire and fending off their requests to “make the RAM go faster.” After about the fiftieth time they infected his computer with multiple viruses, he took to the high seas. Out here, beyond the boundaries of law and society, he fell in with a crowd of like-minded individuals and together they founded the nation of Doityourselftopia. For a time it was good, a land where every man took care of his own and no others, where law existed only to protect private property. Then, once the cannibalism outbreaks became alarmingly prevalent, the few survivors were forced to flee. Neckbeard, having tossed a few compatriots to the roving hordes in order to escape (they would have wanted it that way), remained adrift for weeks. Then, he saw the light from the sky, a metal pillar which fell from the heavens and eventually retreated. He considered this a sign, and followed it to the best of his navigational ability. It was worth the trip.


  A massive yacht, emblazoned with gold lettering on the side, stood unoccupied before him. It was outfitted with a sizeable armament, and a further search inside revealed a number of lavish rooms filled with fineries such as he had never seen. His mind raced with possibilities. Starting with this ship, he would rebuild his sullied reputation and from there, his empire. He would find MegaLoMeinia and take his revenge. From there, the sky was the limit. Perhaps world domination, or even a real girlfriend, was around the corner. Yes, things were finally looking up. It was then he heard the ticking beneath his feet.


  Esmerelda’s self-disposing yacht exploded in a massive fireball, rocking the seas for miles around, and leaving the sea serpent confused, but ultimately relieved.
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[image: Chapter Seven]


  [image: A]s Raoul Teixeira sat at his desk, watching the local soccer match on his phone, he couldn’t help but feel like life was passing him by. Sure, he worked security in an underground base filled with highly advanced technology, and sure, he could summon a legion of heavily armed mercenaries with the push of a button, and sure, no one could enter or leave the complex without his approval, but he was reasonably certain other people had it better.


  He had seen a lot of beer commercials and music videos where cool, sunglasses-wearing dudes sailed around the world on yachts while babes in bikinis played volleyball on deck, and movies where heroes drove rocket-powered sports cars through hoops of fire for million-dollar prizes. That wasn’t too much to ask, he thought. Was it wrong to want to be the greatest rock star in history as well as the world’s handsomest astronaut? If it was, Raoul didn’t want to be right. In the script he’d written in his mind (soon to be a major motion picture, after being discovered by the supermodel who would kickstart both his career and love life), it all began when the lab was raided by a team of multiethnic international terrorists. Naturally, a ruggedly handsome security guard who didn’t play by anyone’s rules and had been pushed too far was the only one who could stop them. Using the martial arts training he’d received in Tibet (well, watching Kung Fu movies set there), he took them out one by one until he fought their invariably British leader. Yes, Raoul thought, that would certainly be better than sitting here waiting for a blip on the monitor.


  Esmerelda didn’t even bother waiting for him to blink.


  In far less time than it took the soccer commentator to announce a goal, she was through the front door, dissolving the glass window, somersaulting onto the man’s shoulders and using her legs to put him in a sleeper hold. As he passed into unconsciousness, Raoul realized he probably should have just focused on his actual job.


  
    [image: ]

    

  


  Esmerelda hopped off him as he slid to the floor, managing to land without so much as a hair falling out of place. She sat down at the console, disabled the entryway cameras, and activated a tiny microphone in the lapel of her blazer. “I’m in.” She used her feet to tap out the rhythm of the rocks settling, the machines humming, and the randomness of acoustical potpourri she had timed out, as to avoid anyone hearing their entrance. The security in this place was as impressive as Otto suggested, and the last thing she wanted was an open confrontation.


  Naturally, a magnetic cannon subsequently tore the door off its hinges, its echo barely drowned out by an arrogant laugh.


  “Fools! Tremble before the dread might… oh, the room is clear already?”


  “Yes, and it’s not the one we needed to worry about,” Esmerelda said to Otto, bending down to steal Raoul’s keycard. “Remember, this is a stealth mission. You need to trust me and follow my lead.”


  Otto lowered his gun. “Of course. Forgive me, my snapdragon.”


  Esmerelda ran the keycard over a scanner behind the security desk, and the doorway opened into a short, sterile hallway with a large mechanical eye hanging overhead. It was blocked at the end by a heavily vaulted door, and along the walls were slits, which Esmerelda suspected were anti-personnel devices in the event whoever entered was not welcome. “Otto, you go first. Just walk in, stand perfectly still, and don’t say anything.” Scratching his itchy trigger finger, Otto nodded, and entered the room. Though she was reasonably sure her plan would work, she didn’t like putting Otto’s life on the line to prove it, which still felt funny to her. The scanner ran a translucent green light in the shape of a grid back and forth across the invading scientist. After a moment, a holographic screen next to the eye read: “Identity confirmed: Carlos Fake.”


  Esmerelda shook her head at Otto. “Really, hon?”


  “It’s pronounced ‘fah-kay!’ “ Otto said, the door opening before him.


  “All right, ‘Carlos,’ we’ll see if my stolen identity holds up.” Esmerelda was not referring to identity theft in the classic sense of stealing someone’s credit card or other digital information. Being the extraordinary thief she was, she had figured out the intricacies of fully stealing the identity from another individual, down to the DNA and even memories. To avoid complications, this was something she only performed on the dead, leaving a good number of people confused regarding the strangers in their family albums. After her identity was confirmed by the eye, she followed Otto into the main hallway of the lab. It was brightly lit, with machines droning in the background. Esmerelda let Otto take the front, as he looked more the part of a lab rat than she did, though she also put on a coat and safety glasses (both designer). “Information on where the element’s being held is vague,” she said. “It seems like all the data is subdivided to keep it safe. We’ll have to find out from the scientists.”


  Otto crossed his arms. “Hmph. ‘Scientists.’ Most sanies are under-talented, overspecialized cogs in the machines of their stumblebum paymasters.” Esmerelda had heard Otto refer to scientists who didn’t use their gifts for important purposes, like building radiation-breathing dragonbots or altering the Earth’s orbit, as “sanies” more than once. “In any case, I am aware of how they think, and shall extract the necessary information, in a manner both cunning and elegant.”


  Otto then hiked up his pants, pulled out a pair of coke-bottle glasses, put fake buck teeth in his mouth, and approached a scientist walking down the hall. “Greetings, fellow nerd,” Otto said, doing the Vulcan salute and speaking with a heavy lisp. “How about that rousing computer game we played together all last weekend?”


  The scientist looked at Otto, perplexed. “Um, last weekend I went kayaking.”


  Otto snorted a honking laugh. “Ho ho, good one, Milton.”


  “My name’s Fernando,” he said, squinting at the pair. “Who exactly are you, again?”


  As Otto sputtered, Esmerelda nudged her way in front and winked at the scientist. “Hi there, cutie,” she said, running her finger up his labcoat. “Listen, I’m trying to find the element synthesizing area, but silly me, I got lost, tee hee. And I’d be really, really grateful to anyone who could help me out.”


  Fernando backed away, clearly uncomfortable. “Listen, I’m happily married. I have three kids.”


  Esmerelda scratched her head. “Huh. Go figure.”


  “I don’t think you two work here, so I’m going to call security,” Fernando said, pulling out his phone.


  “Oh, to the abyss with this!” Otto shouted, pulling out a giant metal clamp, pincering the man’s neck and dragging him into a nearby supply closet. Once Esmerelda made sure no one saw them and locked the door behind, Otto released the man from the clamp and held him up against the wall. “Flirting to make the man talk, my dear? Why not do a fan dance with the Rockettes while you were at it?”


  “Yes, and I’m one of the only men here,” Fernando said. “Our researchers are mostly women.”


  “Dummy up, you!” Esmerelda said, before turning to Otto. “And you want to talk about my flirting? I’ve seen better disguises on old-timey cartoon animals.”


  Otto took out his buck teeth and threw the glasses away. “How was I to know we’d find the one socially functional sanie in the lot?”


  “Actually, we all take our families on communal hiking trips after church―”


  “Otto, someone’s coming, maybe a minute off,” Esmerelda whispered, holding her ear to the door. “Hurry this up!”


  “Very well,” said Otto, raising the pincer device to Fernando’s face and snapping it at him. “Tell us what you know! Other than that stereotypes are inaccurate and often hurtful!”


  Fernando shook his head. “Look, I don’t know much about element synthesizing. I’m in the vastly different area of element post-synthesizing.”


  “Hmph, perhaps not all stereotypes,” Otto muttered. “Who would know?”


  “I suppose you could ask Juanita,” Fernando said. “But she’s in element pre-synthesizing.”


  The footsteps from the hallway grew louder, and Esmerelda squeezed a pinch of amnesia gas from her perfume bottle in Fernando’s face, causing him to fall unconscious. She then grabbed Otto and leaped to the ceiling of the closet, using her heels to embed them in the walls. After a moment, during which neither breathed, she dropped Otto gently and descended to the floor. Otto shook his head at Fernando. “Worthless,” he said.


  “Not necessarily,” Esmerelda said, rifling through the man’s pockets and pulling out his phone. “Ah, here we are. He was going to call security with this phone, so it stands to reason he can reach his fellow scientists as well.” She scrolled through the contacts, instructing Otto to open the door and look around. “Ah, here we are. Juanita. Now to listen for the ring.” Esmerelda called the listed number and exited the closet when Otto gave her the signal. They wandered the hallway until they heard the ringing phone.


  “I don’t understand, my love. This Juanita isn’t who we seek either. How does this aid our plans?”


  As they rounded the corner to Juanita’s desk, Esmerelda had a rather proud look on her face. “She’s not, but I’d wager one of my diamond-encrusted houses if she’s pre-synthesizing, the element must go from her station to―”


  They had reached Juanita’s cube just in time for the woman to sit down and answer her phone, awkwardly staring at them both. Esmerelda sprayed amnesia gas in her face. Otto squinted at his love. “You’ve just been waiting to do that, haven’t you?”


  Esmerelda pinched with her fingers, to indicate she was, a little. She slid Juanita’s body under the desk and picked up the woman’s phone, dialing 0. “Hi, this is Juanita mffrrhrff,” she said, muffling the woman’s last name. “I’ve just pre-synthesized some, um, important elements and they’re ready for synthesizing. Can you… come and collect them? Thanks.”


  Otto raised his eyebrows and nodded. “A most clever ruse, my dear, but what happens when they arrive and you are not Juanita?”


  Esmerelda scoffed and cracked her knuckles. “Watch and learn. And act natural!”


  A security guard approached a few moments later, and Otto found himself standing alone, wondering where both Esmerelda and the unconscious body of Juanita had gone. He faced the opposite direction, hummed, and leaned against the wall. The guard tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned, as though surprised. “Did you see someone leave this cube?” the guard asked him.


  “Sorry, I saw no one,” Otto said. “I was too busy―uh, acting naturally.”


  “Typical,” the guard said, his voice beginning to tremble. “The phone line isn’t a toy, and despite the costume I wore for the office Halloween party, I am not a maid!”


  After switching between humming and whistling as often as he thought most people did, Otto looked over his shoulder to see if the guard had gone, but instead heard Esmerelda’s voice. “Walk backwards. Do it slowly, and stop when I tell you.” Otto did as instructed, and though he found it problematic to stay on his feet, he did have a fair amount of time to practice his humming each time he stopped and tried to seem unsuspicious. Under the circumstances, it was difficult. The halls he traversed were a twisting, bland labyrinth of cubicles. They were just narrow enough that two people could not fit comfortably through them, and would be forced instead to attempt to dodge each other, saying such banalities as “Shall we dance?” when they inevitably leaned in the same direction. He was reasonably sure one person even asked if another was “working hard,” or, even more infuriating, “hardly working.” Sanies were the worst. Eventually, he found himself being led away from the endless cubicle corridors and toward a large security door. He still couldn’t see her, but he heard Esmerelda speaking quietly to herself. “Blinking at low interval, keycard window of a quarter second… Otto, when I tell you, turn and run to the door.”


  Otto hated running. It was so unnatural. If one needed to run, one could more easily accomplish rapid movement through some sort vehicle or, even better, a floating platform. His hatred of running was, well, not towards the top of his hatred list; it was closer to the middle. The top was generally a competition between the irrationality of mankind, sanies, and steeples. Steeples, those vile fiends, were always mocking him. So assured they were of their own superiority, basking in their silent judgment while others were none the wiser. But it would not be long, Otto thought. Soon, he’d complete his anti-steeple device, develop an appropriate acronym, and―


  “Otto, did you hear me? Now!”


  The scientist, who was not particularly built for speed, propelled himself forward as fast as he could. The security door was closing before him, and he was not convinced he could make it through in time. It was then he felt a push from behind, hurling him forward. He stumbled through the entrance, dragging his coat through just in time as not to be caught. Behind the door was a large white room, pure and sterile as a, well, in nearly any other circumstance, the appropriate analogy would in fact be a massive laboratory used for creating new elements, so to compare it against anything else would seem cheap. The room was tiered upward, with stairs on either side leading to four interposing levels. At the top was a large, clear, cylindrical spire, inside of which appeared to be a glowing rock. Otto, a bit winded from the exertion, wiped a few drops of sweat from his brow. Esmerelda dove to catch them, but missed by a sliver of an inch. The room’s lights dimmed to red, and a droning buzz came over the speakers.


  “What just happened?” Otto asked, as many loud, stomping footsteps converged on their location.


  “As I suspected,” Esmerelda said, half to herself, “This place has dramatic relief sensors. I told you to be careful!”


  “Me?” Otto said, his voice rising. “I did no more than you suggested. If you knew some other danger was imminent, you should have warned me!”


  Esmerelda sighed. “I shouldn’t have to… ugh, forget it. They’re coming, so we need to hide and let the heat die down.” She vanished from sight even as Otto watched her.


  “I think not,” said Otto, reaching into his coat and producing his laser cannon, which charged and smoked with red energy. “The stealth portion of this mission is over. Now we do things my way. Violently!”


  Esmerelda reappeared, once again as Otto watched. “There are too many of them. Follow my plan and I’ll get us out of this.”


  “Nonsense. I’ve done the math, and I can handle well over half myself. Simply produce your own weaponry and between us, they should be no problem.”


  Esmerelda tugged at her collar. “Well, the thing is, I don’t bring large-scale weapons on jobs. I prefer to use finesse. You know, style.”


  “And you speak to me of being careful?” Otto shouted as the stairs filled with large, armored mercenaries. “Nothing says caution like a gun that obliterates everything in its path!”


  Esmerelda shook her head. “Fine. Hold them off as long as you can. I’ll use the distraction to make for the element.” She once again vanished from sight.


  “How do you keep doing―” Otto was cut off by massive guns clicking from every direction.


  “Intruder!” shouted the mercenary captain. “You are surrounded and outgunned. Surrender now or we will open fire!” Another mercenary whispered in his ear. “Also, if you’re the one responsible for making my soldiers cry, you will pay in blood!”


  Otto laughed maniacally, lowering his goggles onto his eyes. “Surely you jest. I am Otto Von Trapezoid, and I am never outgunned!” Pressing a button on the side of his cannon, several more guns popped out in every direction, and a crackling energy sphere surrounded him. “If any of you have gods you pray to, I’d suggest renouncing them before they disappoint you one last time.”


  Esmerelda heard the clatter of bullets pinging off Otto’s force field like rain on a trampoline, followed by the sharp, stuttering chirp of laser fire flying in every direction. Once she heard Otto shout what had to be at least the fifth synonym he knew for fool, she figured it was safe to make for the containment area. Esmerelda glided across the walkways, leaping back and forth from one side to the other, bounding from tier to tier, angling her movements to dodge security lasers, cameras, and anyone who might actually turn in her direction, and all in new heels (which were custom-designed not to fly off dramatically this time).


  Once she reached the top tier, she took a brief moment to examine the spire. From what she could see, it was super-hardened plastic, at least four inches thick, and with no visible console to open, which probably meant remote access was the only way in. Unfortunately, it seemed like the scientists who had the remotes had been evacuated. Fortunately, however, she had lifted some technology from Wei Remotes, which allowed her to create a piece of hardware capable of decoding nearly any security frequency. Producing a small, metallic device, she spun the dials, hoping to find what she needed. Esmerelda knew that given time, she would find what she was looking for, as there were only a limited number of frequencies. As finite numbers went, though, it was still a lot, and seeing as Otto said he could only handle most of those soldiers, she worried they would overwhelm him. He was so stubborn, she thought. It was lucky for him he was equally adorable, though she wasn’t sure the two of them worked well together on missions. Their styles were so different, and she wondered if it might eventually cause a rift between them. Still, under the circumstances, she didn’t have time to worry about it. “Almost there,” she said aloud, the vibrations from her device increasing in speed and force.


  “Do you hear that?” said a familiar, sneering voice. “She says she’s almost there!”


  Esmerelda backflipped away as a svelte, metallic leg roundhouse kicked at her and followed up with a dramatic pose. “Hello, Deschamps,” she said, tying her hair up in the back. “You look a bit different. New haircut? Lost weight?”


  Frederic Deschamps, former security head of the Louvre, stood before his hated foe, wearing a heavily armored mech suit. It was white, trimmed with neon green, and covered in golden V-shaped blades. The helmet slid open to reveal the man’s face. “Ho ho ho! You hear that? She wants to know if I’ve lost weight!”


  “Who are you even talking to?” Esmerelda asked.


  “Do you hear that?” Deschamps taunted. “She wants to know who― Wait, you see? This is exactly the problem! You are always humiliating me! Thanks to you, I lost my job and was forced to leave France in disgrace! ‘The Man Who Lost the Louvre,’ they called me! But now, now I have the chance to take my revenge!”


  Esmerelda yawned, checking her watch. “Oh, I’m sorry. Were you done? I thought you might go into a whole thing about your new armor, too.”


  Deschamps raised his finger in the air, flames bursting from behind him as wallpaper scrolls unfurled in every direction. “I’m glad you noticed! Say hello to the ultimate in Japanese anti-theft technology: The Blazing Manly Hyperbolic Shogun Fist, Mark V!” He flexed his arms up and left, then down and right, then kicked outward and did several punches.


  Esmerelda looked on in confusion. “Are you doing semaphore?”


  Deschamps waved his hand slowly across his face as pyrotechnics burst around him. “I am intimidating you with my blazing manly power!”


  Esmerelda snorted, then giggled, then sputtered, then fell to the ground, clutching her stomach and guffawing. “I’m sorry, it’s just… pfahahahahahahaha! Blazing manly power!”


  “Curse your eyes!” Deschamps lowered the mask on his armor, slammed his fists together, and produced a giant, flaming sword which he raised at Esmerelda. She scarcely managed to roll out of the way before he took a large, sparking chunk out of the floor. “Now you will feel my wrath!”


  “Does your wrath feel anything like a blowhard in a sardine container? Because that’s how it looks!” Hopping to her feet, Esmerelda worked to put some distance between herself and his nasty blade. While she could easily keep Deschamps off balance with taunts (do humorless people realize how easy they make it?), she had no idea how long it would be before reinforcements arrived, perhaps even the local police or army, not to mention there was always a chance Deschamps could tag her with a lucky shot. Wait, a lucky shot? A plan began to form in her mind, and she attempted to position herself to put it in motion.
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  The bottom tier was a now crater, smoking like it had taken a job in modeling or air traffic control, and the last of the mercenaries fell unconscious to the ground. His shield blinking out as well, Otto dusted the ash from his coat and proudly flicked the sweat from his forehead, daring the complex to chastise him again. Obviously, this time it knew better. He assumed his dearest had purloined the element by now, though in truth, he was not entirely pleased with the outcome of this operation. He respected his love’s methods, but was not sure they combined well with his own. After the unfortunate incident with the multi-headed cat/dog-bot (or the headless-bot, as SCRAP had eventually nicknamed it), he realized not all good things should mix together. Making his way up the stairs, Otto was shocked to see Esmerelda on the defensive against what appeared to be a buffoon in obviously second-rate technology, designed more for aesthetics than sheer destructive power.


  “You’re a Frenchman, working in Brazil, and wearing Japanese armor,” Esmerelda said, dodging a swing of the ridiculously shaped sword and hopping across every surface she could find. “And you wonder why I can’t take you seriously?” She positioned herself in front of the containment device.


  “I’ll kill you!” Deschamps shouted, raising his sword above his head.


  Seeing such a slipshod device put his love in danger was doubly offensive as far as Otto was concerned, and he decided he would make short work of it. Producing his MACE (multi-armed cannon of evil), he aimed it at the mech. “Better men than you have tried, imbecile!” Esmerelda’s eyes widened as Deschamps turned to face Otto. The security agent threw the golden V’s on his outfit as the scientist fired, slicing away the ancillary guns as the mech-suit was hurled back against the wall, stunned. Esmerelda ran over to Otto.


  “Otto, what―”


  “What took me so long? I did have to fight them all by myself, you know. Still, I managed, and rescued you as well.”


  Esmerelda was livid. “No, I was going to say, what were you thinking? I had him right where I wanted him! He was going to destroy the containment field for me!”


  Before Otto could answer, Deschamps’ guffaw echoed across the room. “It seems you two are not so good at the communication! That will catch you every time, my friends. Well, also the fact that my suit transforms. Ultimate Mode!” Dramatic music played from the speakers as the suit began to grow and shift. After what seemed like at least thirty seconds, during which Otto and Esmerelda could do nothing but watch, Deschamps’ suit had doubled in size, with massive, hydraulic-powered arms and legs, thicker armor plating, more V’s, and an even bigger sword, which he used to pose in at least ten different positions as the Japanese flag, a Kabuki dancer, and a Shiba Inu giving a peace sign floated by in the background. “Now, I am ready for your tricks!” Deschamps said from inside what was now a cockpit.


  “Such cheap theatrics are no match for true science!” Otto shouted, firing his cannon at the new and improved mech. Unfortunately, the Frenchman merely swatted the laser blasts away with his sword. Otto threw his goggles to the ground. “Oh, come now! That shouldn’t work!”


  The mech’s legs sprouted rockets and rollerblades, and Deschamps launched himself toward Otto, who barely dove out of the way. The machine spun around, gearing up for another attack as the scientist struggled to his feet. Before it made contact, Esmerelda leapt from nowhere and bounded into the air, the scientist in her arms. “Any bright ideas?” she asked, even Otto, with his rudimentary grasp of vocal tone, noting her frustration.


  “Esmerelda, my goddess of discord, would you forgive my transgression if I told you I had a plan?”


  Setting him down as gently as she could on the other side of the room, Esmerelda did a three-point landing and eyed Deschamps as he pointed at her with the blade and spun in circles. “I might.”


  Otto squinted and did some quick calculations in his head. “I’ve been watching that bungler and studying his technology. I believe it has a weak point we can exploit. I cannot close the gap with enough speed or strength to harm it, but I believe you could.”


  Esmerelda’s glare turned to a smile. “Oh, you wonderful man. Just tell me what to smash and I’ll smash it.”


  Otto drew a crude sketch on a notepad from his pocket, pointing out a tiny latch on the small of the machine’s back. “If you can strike this spot hard enough, it should give you a brief moment in which to hop inside and power the machine down.” He pointed to a spot inside the cockpit. “Its power switch should be right here. I’ll provide cover. Do you think you can do it?”


  Esmerelda nodded. “Not only can I do it,” she said. “I can do it… with style!”


  Otto charged his laser cannon and laid down suppressive fire at Deschamps, who continued to bat the energy away (Otto’s brain screamed at the rank illogic of swatting energy as though it were a tennis ball, but he focused on the plan). Esmerelda, meanwhile, bolted up and out towards the target, her coat billowing behind her as she serpentined. Deschamps was hard-pressed by Otto’s blaster fire, and failed to notice Esmerelda until she was almost upon him. He fired lasers and metal V’s of his own at her, which she dodged as though they were flotsam drifting through water. As she stood before him, Deschamps raised his sword high, but before he could swing down, she tossed her coat onto the cockpit and slid through the legs. While her opponent struggled to pry the coat free (it was covered in a highly sticky spray which allowed her to pick pockets more easily), she bounded off the wall and did a flying kick, driving the point of her heel directly into the spot Otto had directed. Hearing a shuddering snap, Esmerelda saw the mech’s shoulders lurch, the cockpit popping open. She turned around and ran up the wall, did a backflip onto Deschamps’ head and tossing him from the mech to the floor. Esmerelda stood atop the drooping weapon, tossing her hair back and smirking down at her fallen foe. “Gotcha.”


  “You hear that? She says she got me!” Otto’s eyes widened this time, as Deschamps tapped a button on his belt. The mech split into five animals (a duck, badger, penguin, chimpanzee, and tilapia), dropping Esmerelda unceremoniously to the ground. The various animals surrounded Deschamps and started transforming again. “Super Ultimate Mode!” he shouted.


  As a long transformation sequence initiated, showcasing the birth of the universe and working forward, Otto ran over to Esmerelda and pulled her to her feet. “How many ultimate modes does this thing have?” she asked, rubbing her backside.


  “I told you to hit the power switch,” Otto said, working to keep him voice from raising. “What made you decide to ignore my instructions?”


  By now the transformation had made its way up to the great dinosaur extinction. Esmerelda grimaced and shrugged. “I was trying to do it with… style?”


  “Style?” Otto shouted as the transformation rounded the Bronze Age. “The circumstances did not call for style! They called for efficiency and precision! And now we’ll have to fight him again… in perhaps another twelve minutes.”


  Esmerelda threw up her hands and groaned as the Renaissance happened around her. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.”


  Otto’s anger became a look of shock and hurt. “You mean… us?”


  The atom was split as Esmerelda’s expression softened, taking his hands in hers. “No, of course not. You know I love you. It’s just… maybe we shouldn’t work together. You do your thing and I do mine?”


  Otto sighed and nodded as the information superhighway entered the public consciousness. “Perhaps you’re right. We’ll see this through and―aaagh!” A massive robot smacked Otto suddenly against the wall. This one was even larger than the last, with animals extending from its chest, shoulders, and knees, and several cherry blossom trees raining petals in a swirling pattern planted across its frame.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I interrupt?” Deschamps said from inside the mech. “You shouldn’t waste your time on unnecessary diversions!”


  Esmerelda gritted her teeth and grabbed Otto’s laser cannon. She fired wildly, causing as much destruction as possible throughout the room, showering Deschamps in jagged, heavy debris and explosive backdraft. By the time the gun needed to recharge, she had left the room a smoking, dusty wreck. She took only a moment to catch her breath before going to check on Otto, who was bleeding from a wound to the head. “Otto, baby?” Esmerelda said, a nervous twinge in her voice.


  “Surely… you don’t believe… I would be defeated by such hackery,” Otto murmured, swirling back to consciousness. Esmerelda hugged him and lifted him to his feet, only to be struck by a large piece of ceiling hurled forth by Deschamps’ mech as it emerged from the rubble, smoking and battered.


  “I am tired of listening to your lovers’ quarrel while I am trying to destroy you!” Deschamps shouted. “So I have decided to stop toying around! Ultimate Ultimate Mode!”


  The giant mech broke apart and transformed into a much smaller suit, winged and angelic in nature, which slowly attached itself bit by bit to Deschamps. With his MACE exhausted and Esmerelda unconscious, Otto knew he had little time and few options. He performed a few more calculations and grabbed the belt from Esmerelda’s coat, as well as her bottle of amnesia gas. Blood stung his eyes as he wrapped the container in the belt and spun it with all his might. It would be all right, he thought. He had to trust in his greatest weapons: physics and geometry. As the last of Deschamps’ armor prepared to attach to his head, Otto released the makeshift sling and held his breath. The shot went just a touch wide, tapping the outer edge of his head guard, and for a moment, Otto slumped in defeat. Before it could fall away, however, the Deschamps’ faceplate attached itself, pushing the bottle in with it as the man’s eyes and mouth widened in abject terror. The Ultimate Ultimate Mode of Deschamps’ armor, resplendent in its sleek, mystical glory, fell to the ground and slid off its defeated owner. Esmerelda rubbed her head and stood, putting her hand on Otto’s shoulder. “Otto, that was so… stylish.”


  “Indeed, and your pure, unadulterated destructiveness was a heavenly sight to behold,” Otto said, making his way to the element container. “Now, we still have to find a way past this contraption.”


  “Oh, easy,” Esmerelda said, going through Deschamps’ pockets. “Yep, here it is. Remote access, just like I thought.” She activated the switch and the plastic rose up, revealing the element for which they had fought so hard. Otto took a pair of tongs from his coat and placed it in a pressure-proof container. Before they could celebrate, another legion of mercenaries burst into the room, armed with enough guns to make the Wild West howl with jealousy. Esmerelda slapped her head. “Damn! I can’t believe we forgot them.”


  “Fear not, my blood meridian,” Otto said, a smile on his face as he fiddled with the mech. “Ultimate Escape Mode!” The machine transformed into a jet, which enfolded the two of them and cut a laser-based path through the compound. Otto and Esmerelda cheered as explosions unfolded around them. As they blew open the front gate and shot their way through the access elevator, Esmerelda gave Otto a curious look.


  “Hey, in all the confusion, I forgot the big debate over what to name this rock. I wonder what they decided.”


  “It matters not, for I have already named it,” Otto said, taking the container from his pocket. “Henceforth, it shall be known as Esmereldium.”


  Esmerelda grabbed Otto by his coat and kissed him. “Oh, Otto. I can’t wait to do this again!”


  “Yes, my double helix,” Otto said between kisses. “We made quite a team back there.”
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  [image: F]ive hooded figures stood at the points of a large red pentagram in a room lit by black candles. Each of the five raised their hands and bowed in turn, chanting in an ancient and vile tongue known only to the mad and depraved. As their unholy song rose in volume, reaching its abhorrent crescendo, an unnatural wind began to blow. Soon, the room around them shook as fit to tear itself apart, and the pentagram burst into flames.


  In its center, a swirling void appeared, along with the hum of a thousand buzzing flies. The void pushed against itself, growing and stretching, eventually taking on the shape of a large, pulsing caul. A huge, hand with giant talons tore its way through the sack, bursting forth with a scream that blew out the candles and knocked the hooded figures from their feet. What emerged was a creature from nightmare itself: ten feet tall, massively muscled, with scaly purple skin and leather wings. Its red eyes had hourglass pupils like those of a goat, though its maw resembled a horse with several rows of jagged shark teeth, which reeked of rotten flesh. Sharp spines jutted from its arms and legs, and its mane was composed of braided snakes. It surged with power and hatred, slamming with all its might against the prison surrounding it. “WHO DARES SUMMON RRRGH THE DEMON?” it screamed, echoing throughout the chamber. “SPEAK NOW AND DIE A THOUSAND AGONIZING DEATHS!”


  The figure at the head of the pentagram spoke in a quiet tone. “I, under my own power and the terms of the Pax Infernum, do so summon. I shall now invoke the thousand dark rites by which you are bound. First―”


  “Oh, blast it all, will you hurry this nonsense up?” Otto shouted, throwing back his hood. “I didn’t invite you here to listen to superstitious mumbo jumbo all night!”


  “But Otto,” the figure said in a more nasal voice. “I’m just getting to the coolest part! I spent like five hours memorizing the rhyming couplets.”


  Otto narrowed his eyes. “Tim, end it now, or I launch this room, and all your gothic paraphernalia with it, into space.”


  “Fine, fine,” Tim sighed. He threw back his hood and looked to the demon. “Rrrgh, you good? Can I let you out?”


  Rrrgh smiled. “Yeah, man. Sorry about that.”


  The flaming pentagram dissipated as Otto tapped a remote and brought up the lights. All six figures fell into step as maintenance bots cleaned up the wreckage. As far as Otto was concerned, the fact that it was so messy would have been enough to deter him from any interest in the dark arts even if they weren’t total bunk. He leaned in towards the necromancer. “I don’t know why you invite that demon. Last time, he ate several of my maintenance bots and the station stunk like an abattoir for a week.”


  Tim ran his fingers through his curly beard and whispered. “Rrrgh lives on the Dread Plane of Greed, so you know he’s loaded. Besides, he’s the worst player I know!” Tim chuckled quietly as Otto shrugged. “And seriously, Otto, don’t call me Tim anymore. It’s Necromortius, Master of the Underworld and What Lies Beyond.”


  Otto rolled his eyes. “You couldn’t be trying harder there if you called yourself Count Evil from Evilsville, but very well. ‘Necromortius’ it is.”


  “Lord Ironmask finds the name tasteful and understated,” said another hooded figure.


  Otto led the group into his conference room, where a large, circular table had been placed along with six seats. SCRAP stood in the center, wearing a black bow tie and vest over a white shirt, as well as a translucent green visor on his head. He was shuffling cards faster than the eye could see. FIX-IT and the other maintenance bots floated around the room with trays of sandwiches, drinks, and cigars. SCRAP then laid out a deck of cards on the table. “Gentlemen,” he said, a hint of reverb added to his voice, “Supervillain Poker Night on the Quadrilateral of Doom is open for business!”


  The tradition went back as far as supervillainy itself. Villains, by their very nature, liked to prove their superiority, and even better, over one another. The problem was, being dangerous, violent, and amoral individuals, this tended to lead to massive infighting, which only made the agents of law and justice’s jobs far easier. Thus, a compact was reached among the biggest villains, such as Living Labyrinth, Attila the Mummy and Amadeus X. Machina, that masters of evil would gather together from time to time for a game of poker, to work out their differences as well as simply enjoy themselves.


  Though years passed and faces changed, the tradition carried on, with new villains trying every year to gain access to an elite spot at the table. Necromortius had secured his due to his father, who was the former high priest of some cult or other, and he had invited Otto. The two met in their college days, back when Necromortius was still Tim the Necromancer, a moniker which did not, admittedly, inspire much terror. While both shared an interest in chess and evil, they found their styles too different to act in tandem. The one time they tried, Tim’s zombie horde devoured Otto’s cyber-brain prototype, while Otto refused to stop pointing out logical inconsistencies in Tim’s magic rituals. Even though Otto was not initially inclined to accept the invite, believing the only reputation worth having was one carved with a swath of destruction across continents, he came to enjoy the meetings, pitting his wits against foes who were nearly his equals.


  Around the table, the remaining figures removed their hoods (which Tim’s mother had made and he insisted they all wear). There was Necromortius himself, whose visage did not, other than the black robe inscribed with blood runes and laced with animal skeletons, portray an appropriately villainous image. He was lean, with light brown skin and curly hair which was neither red nor black, but swirled between the two, his hazel eyes betraying a touch more sensitivity than Otto thought a villain’s should.


  Next to him was Lord Ironmask, Iron Ruler of the Empire of Ironvania. Draped in blue and gold kingly robes, on which was emblazoned his royal crest, an iron gauntlet crushing the Earth, Lord Ironmask was a master class in grabbing subtlety by the short hairs and tossing it into an active volcano. Under his robes, he was covered from head to toe in an iron suit of armor topped with a huge, six-pointed iron crown, and he drank mead flecked with iron shavings from an iron goblet.


  Throwing his arms behind his head and his feet on the table was Dru Lupine, the Werewolf King of New Orleans. Large, muscular, and hairy even in human form, with a scruffy beard and a touch bald on top, Dru wore an expensive silk shirt with the top buttons undone over a pair of worn jeans and work boots. He gestured toward the maintenance bots, who brought sandwiches directly up to his mouth.


  Next, Rrrgh took up two seats and picked his teeth with FIX-IT’s propeller blade, and finally, cool and with a hint of disdain for them all, was Sagittarius Jones, the new leader of the legendary Zodiac Gang. In truth, it was a welcome change from the previous regime. Aquarius had turned the gang into what many in the villain community referred to as a hippie cult, and spent much of the organization’s vast fortune on frivolous acts like creating a fleet of finger-painted school buses to distribute satirical pictures of public figures, spiking the ocean with LSD to free the minds of sea creatures, and creating the world’s largest sitar to trance humanity into a peaceful state, up until Jake Indestructible threw him into a vat of boiling granola. Capricorn seemed to be on the same path before he died of an accidental fall down an elevator shaft, followed by an accidental firebombing and several accidental arrows to the chest. Sagittarius was moving the gang in the direction of organized crime, and he looked the part. Tall, handsome, and dark-skinned, he wore a simple yet stylish black suit, fedora, and shades. He took a cigar from the tray and draped a cane across his legs as he sat down.


  “How do I know the robot’s not going to cheat for Von Trapezoid?” Jones asked, lowering his shades and eyeing SCRAP.


  Otto and Tim snickered. SCRAP simply looked at the man. “You must be new,” he said. “I despise all biological life forms equally. I can assure you I have no concern for the outcome of this game, nor my master’s desire to win it.”


  “It’s true,” Dru said, grabbing a beer from a passing tray. “That’s why I always come out on top. If you know what I mean!” He ribbed both Rrrgh and Ironmask.


  “I’m afraid I don’t,” SCRAP said. “Your reference was obviously too opaque for my robot sensibilities. Perhaps if you explained in detail, or provided charts…”


  “Your machine is most flippant,” Lord Ironmask said to Otto, crossing his arms. “Lord Ironmask would have a servant flogged and tossed to the Iron Wolves for such disobedience!”


  “Like the three dealers you executed when we played at your castle?” Necromortius asked. “Poor guys. And those poor wolves in heavy armor…”


  “They failed to shuffle in such a way as to deliver Lord Ironmask the straight flushes he deserves by divine right!” Ironmask shouted, slamming a mailed fist down on the table.


  “SCRAP is a valuable cohort,” Otto said, uncharacteristically civil. “And his services are worth his wit, however tedious it might be. That said, these are my guests, and they are to be treated respectfully. Am I understood, SCRAP?”


  “Perfectly, sir,” the robot said, the usual sarcasm gone from his voice as he shuffled one more time.


  Rrrgh burst out in laughter, banging the table and knocking over everyone’s chips. “Oh, I get it! ‘Come out on top!’ That’s rich!”


  SCRAP blinked, his loyalty and derision directives at war with each other. “The game is seven card stud, jokers wild.” SCRAP shot cards to the players.


  “Aww, we’re not playing Hold ‘em?” Lupine whined, mouth full of sandwich.


  “I refuse to allow that bastardized children’s version of poker on my station,” Otto scoffed. “When we meet in the whiskey distillery you call a lair, we can play by your rules. Now ante up.”


  Lupine shrugged, tossing his chips to the center and picking up his cards. The group of them looked around the table, searching for weaknesses and attempting to make the others crack. Otto squinted, weighing the odds based on the cards he could see. “Call,” he said icily.


  “Curse these―” Lord Ironmask snarled, shaking his fists and nearly throwing his cards away. He then attempted to compose himself. “Er, Ironmask calls.”


  Necromortius sighed and dropped his cards. “Fold.”


  Lupine sniffed the air and smirked. “Call.”


  “Call,” said Sagittarius, his voice and expression unreadable.


  “Hey guys,” said Rrrgh, who held his cards backwards, “Are twos good?”


  The game continued on into the night. After the first few hands, Sagittarius and Lupine were in the lead, with Otto breaking just above even, and Necromortius slightly below (he had folded from the outset of almost every hand). Lord Ironmask had lost everything and bought back in, while Rrrgh had bought back in three times, and twice during one hand. They took a short recess while SCRAP adjourned to the other room for a new deck (Lord Ironmask had incinerated the last one).


  “Lord Ironmask still does not see why the kings do not have his face on them! Ironmask is a king!”


  “Maybe if Ironmask didn’t throw tantrums every time he lost, he wouldn’t have to wonder about it,” Sagittarius said, blowing smoke rings and looking away.


  Ironmask stood, charging his energy gauntlets. “You dare insult Lord Ironmask?”


  “Whoa, guys, calm down,” said Necromortius, putting his hands up. “How about we catch up instead of fighting? Like for instance, I recently had one of those magic TVs that lets you see spectral actors installed in my crypt. The ghouls really seem to like it. What about you, Sag?”


  Sagittarius glared. “I had a state senator thrown out a window last week, in front of his kids. Is that what you’re looking for?”


  Necromortius choked for a second on his drink. “Um, I guess?”


  “Lord Ironmask is having a new statue forged to his eternal glory! It will only take twenty years and perhaps the lives of a thousand servants!”


  “Are threes good?” Rrrgh asked, apparently having forgotten to discard his last hand.


  “I just made a new batch of Lupinbrau,” Lupine said, referring to his homemade beer. “We’re down to a thirty percent chance of lycanthropy with every gulp.”


  “I like those odds!” said Rrrgh.


  “What about you, Otto?” Necromortius asked. “You’re oddly quiet tonight.”


  Otto looked up, distractedly. “Yes, well, you all heard about the incident with the UN. I’m… putting some new plans in motion, but nothing certain yet.”


  Dru Lupine sniffed at him. “Nice try, Goggles, but there’s something you’re not telling us.”


  Otto looked over at Necromortius. “Timothy, will you tell this lecherous clod to keep his nose away from me? I am not the sort who hides behind subterfuge.”


  SCRAP returned with a new deck, now covered in flame-retardant chemicals. Tim looked at Otto and scratched his chin. “No, I think Dru’s right. You’re acting funny.”


  Otto grunted as he picked up his cards. “Very well, you gaggle of fishwives. If you simply must know, I have been seeing someone. Now can we play?” He picked up his cards, shuffling through them and preparing for the new hand, when he noticed the still silence of the others, their eyes falling upon him like a bag of anvils from Jupiter. “What?”


  “You’re… seeing someone? Like dating?” Necromortius squeaked.


  “Finally built yourself a lovebot, eh?” Lupine laughed, slapping Rrrgh on the back, who spit his drink all over the table.


  “For your information, it’s Esmerelda Santa Monica. We’ve been together about three months now.”


  Dru leaned forward and nodded. “Wait, the thief? Tall, leggy brunette? I asked her out once. Pretty sure she stole my house afterwards.”


  “Does she… have a sister?” asked Necromortius, obscuring his mouth as he did so.


  “She does, but I am assured she is horrible,” Otto said. “I am also told she has fatty thighs, which I assume is a bad thing for some reason.”


  “Are we going to play or not?” Sagittarius snapped. “Some of us are here to win.”


  “Lord Ironmask agrees! Let us battle on the field of playing cards!”


  “Fold,” Necromortius said, slapping his cards down.


  “Lord Ironmask is all in!” the dictator said, pushing all his chips toward the center. Everyone except Rrrgh folded.


  “I’ll see your all in, and raise you! Wait, how do we raise again?”


  “Clash of the titans, right there,” Sagittarius muttered.


  Lupine grabbed a cigar and puffed heavily, turning back to Otto. “Okay, I’m still hung up on this Esmerelda thing. How did you bag such a great babe? Mind control ray?”


  “Lord Ironmask wishes you to read of them and commence weeping! Full house!”


  Rrrgh scratched his head, shaking loose a host of skittering insects. “Does a ten high beat that?”


  Otto rubbed his temples as he looked at Dru and Tim, both of whom remained fixated on him. “She and I simply have a great deal in common, and we’ve proven we can work well together on crimes.”


  “Oh, you’re bringing her on crimes? Bad idea, dude,” Dru said, raising on the next hand. “I tried that with this vampire queen I was dating, and pretty soon she was all ‘Why don’t you dress better, you should pack more weapons, don’t hit on my mom.’ Blah blah nag nag.”


  “First thing I tell a woman is not to ask about my business,” Sagittarius said, calling and raising. “They just get in the way.”


  “Yes, even Lord Ironmask, who needs no love but the caress of cold iron, knows that!”


  Otto called. “Each of you is more ridiculous than the last. My love is not some slow-witted placeholder such as you lot seek. She is worthy of a place at my side. Worthy to sit at this table, even. Three jacks.” Otto took the pot, and once again finding the others staring at him. “Seriously, if you all keep making me guess like this, I’m going to pull out my mental extractor.”


  Lupine shook his head. “Otto, Otto, Otto. It’s one thing to get a little action, but don’t go falling in love with her. Hit up her best friend before you’re bored. That’s what I do. See and raise you twenty.”


  Sagittarius looked at his cards, betraying no emotion. “I hate to agree with the dirty Cajun, but he’s right. We’re criminals. Love leaves us redeemed or killed, and of the two, I’d pick killed any day of the week. Fold.”


  “I think it’s romantic, actually,” Necromortius said. He looked at his cards and clapped. “Ooh, I call!”


  “Lord Ironmask might consent to a lover, if their countenance were composed of iron.”


  “I receive more than an earful about my choices from this one,” Otto said, thumbing at SCRAP, who merely shrugged. “I know what I am doing, and I hardly need lectures from any of you on such matters. Fold.”


  “In my species, the females mate, then devour the males, so I’m sworn to a life of celibacy,” Rrrgh said. “Hey, three kingy thingies! All in!”


  “I’m not sworn to celibacy; it just happens that way when you work with corpses all day,” Necromortius said to himself. “Too rich for my tainted blood. I’m out.”


  “Lord Ironmask folds to fight another hand!”


  “Call,” said Lupine, smirking at the demon. “Let’s see what you have there, big guy.”


  Rrrgh flipped over three of his cards, which were indeed kings. “Yep, just these three kings,” the demon said.


  “Three aces,” Lupine said, reaching for the pot.


  “Oh, wait, I forgot something,” Rrrgh said. “ONE MORE KING!” He flipped over another card, laughing maniacally as fire spewed from his mouth. “FOOL! NEVER TRUST A DEMON! HE HAS A HUNDRED MOTIVES FOR EVERYTHING HE DOES! HAHAHAHAHAHA!”


  Everyone looked on in shock. Dru waited for Rrrgh to begin dragging the chips toward him before casually flipping over one more ace. Everyone’s shock from the moment before was now trumped. “I’ve seen worse plays,” Lupine said, leaning back in his chair as he puffed his cigar. “But not many.”


  Rrrgh stood up and pointed a crooked finger at the werewolf king. “Impossible! I could not have lost! You must have cheated!”


  “Uh oh,” Necromortius said, ducking under the table.


  Lupine now stood as well, a feral look on his face as he stared down the demon. “Did you… just call me a cheater?” The man’s eyes turned a pale yellow and his teeth elongated. His clothes tore away as dark brown fur covered his skin and he took on the visage of a huge wolf. Leaping at blinding speed onto the demon, the pair began to rip at each other, blood, fur, and scales flying in every direction. As they rolled around, knocking over numerous trays and slamming against the walls of the station hard enough to dent them, SCRAP looked at Otto.


  “Sir, permission to activate base defenses?”


  Otto shook his head, smirking. “Denied. Activate the one way force field around us and continue dealing. We’ll let them sort out their aggressions. And perhaps have a decent hand for once.”


  SCRAP did as ordered, raising the field just before Rrrgh hurled Dru into the center of the room. The werewolf skidded over the invisible barrier and backflipped onto his feet, beating his chest and howling. Rrrgh took to the air, flame bursting from his mouth. “Lord Ironmask shall put an end to this!” The iron-masked lord stood up and levitated out of the field, waving towards the warring pair. “Friends! Do not fight! Swear joint fealty to Lord Ironmask! Survive one year and receive a free―” Before he could continue, both brawlers slammed their fists into opposite sides of his face.


  Otto looked at his cards, and nodded to Sagittarius. “Good, now that the sideshow is in full effect, the real battle can begin.”


  Necromortius stuck his head up from under the table. “You mean me?”


  Sagittarius cocked an eyebrow. “You engineered that, did you? I have to admit, Von Trapezoid, I’m impressed. Your reputation as a bumbler might be overstated.”


  “Anyone who puts stock in the word of the masses deserves their fate. Raise fifty.”


  Tim looked at the two men, sitting perfectly still, yet circling each other like one-finned sharks in an above-ground pool. He folded.


  Sagittarius tossed his chips to the center. “Call. I was also thinking about your relationship.”


  “Oh, thank the heavens. Nary had a moment passed without one of you attempting to meddle in my personal life.”


  “I’m just saying. I’m sure Esmerelda seems great now, but women are all the same. Pretty soon, she’ll be asking to make a few changes. Little ones at first, nothing you’ll care about, like the color of the bath towels. Next thing you know, she’ll be calling everything you own ‘ours,’ and you’ll be so used to doing what she says, you won’t know how to say no anymore. Then, she’ll either run your life forever, or turn bored ‘cause you’re no challenge anymore and leave.”


  Otto took the hand, chuckling to himself. “Hmph. Your feeble attempts to psych me out are not as effective as you’d like to think, Jones. Perhaps you should focus on the game instead of my obviously superior abilities at both cards and love.”


  Behind them, Lord Ironmask had joined the fray, firing magic-limned energy blasts from his fingertips at Lupine, who had his teeth embedded in Rrrgh’s right flank. Otto and Sagittarius went back and forth for several hands, mostly playing in silence. As the hour grew late, the scientist was ahead by a hand and a few thousand in chips.


  “Listen, Von Trapezoid,” Sagittarius said, cracking his knuckles. “I see what you’re doing. Your cautious, card-counting thing might work well on the others, but not me. Let’s make this interesting: one more hand, all or nothing.”


  “I SHALL DEFILE YOUR CORPSE!” shouted Rrrgh.


  “Not if Lord Ironmask defiles yours first!”


  SCRAP looked to Otto as he shuffled. “Sir, may I recommend we do something about that? I suspect the crazy battle behind serious conversations gag has been run into the ground.”


  Otto nodded dismissively. “Yes, very well. Set cannons to maximum stun.”


  SCRAP dealt the last hand as he turned on the STUNG (Shocking Tasers of Universal Neural Galvanization). Lord Ironmask, his suit highly conductive, fell first, followed by Rrrgh, who toppled onto Dru Lupine. Otto looked down at his cards and nodded, pushing his pile to the center, followed by Sagittarius. SCRAP shot cards to Necromortius.


  “No, I’m not… oh, what the heck.” The necromancer shrugged and pushed his much smaller pile in as well. Beads of sweat ran down the men’s heads as they eyed their hands. Since all the money was on the table, there was nothing to do but flip the cards.


  “Pair of eights,” Otto said through gritted teeth.


  Sagittarius’s poker face finally slipped, and he breathed a sigh of relief. “Two tens. I thought I was done for.”


  As the crime lord reached over toward his pile, he saw Necromortius flip his cards over in slow surprise. “Um, two pair?”


  Sagittarius threw his hat on the ground, his mouth agape. “I cannot believe this! How… why did he even get a hand?” Otto gave a smug smile, chuckling to himself. “What’s so funny? You lost too!”


  “Yes, I knew I could not defeat you. Therefore, I made sure Tim was dealt in as well, thus ensuring your winning hand was spread between the three of us. In the end, your consternation matters far more to me than any money I might have gained. Nevertheless, you are a worthy foe, and I look forward to crushing you in the future.”


  “Ha! I won!” shouted Necromortius, jumping and tossing his chips in the air. “In your face, suckers! Er, no offense, guys.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Sagittarius said, picking up his hat and shoulder checking Necromortius on the way out. “We’ll see what’s up next time.”


  Dru Lupine and Rrrgh now carried each other by the shoulder, laughing as they did so. “You’ve got a mean right hook,” Lupine said. “Say, you ever go to Mardi Gras?”


  “They have one in the Sixth Circle of Tartarus, but I hear you guys do it better.”


  Necromortius, carrying the chips in his robes, looked at the door. “Well, I’m Rrrgh’s ride, so I guess I should go too. But I have to know something first.”


  Otto threw up his hands in aggravation. “Since I suppose none of you has any concept of privacy or boundaries, go ahead and ask.”


  “You said earlier that Esmerelda deserved a spot at the table. But I mean, I’ve probably heard you say a thousand times how irrational females are; those are your words, not mine by the way. Anyway, what’s with the change? Not that I disagree, I’m not like most of these guys and their Stone Age philosophies…”


  “Wait, come back!” Lord Ironmask shouted as he ran out door. “Lord Ironmask only incinerates you because he loves you!”


  Otto crossed his arms. “I may have said women were irrational, but only because they are a subset of humanity, an inherently irrational species. They are no moreso than men, as I see it.”


  Necromortius grimaced. “Well, if you say so. Anyway, play some chess soon?”


  “Yes, send word to SCRAP and he’ll make the arrangements.”


  Tim (Otto would always think of him as Tim, whatever absurd moniker he chose to call himself), opened a black and purple mouth-shaped portal, and passed through before it snapped shut behind him. Though Otto denied it to the others, perhaps he had changed. Certainly the coming of Esmerelda into his life was a momentous occurrence, and it had forced him to reevaluate some of his attitudes. Human behavior was not one of his specialties. For the first time in his life, he was dealing with his emotions in a manner other than forcing them down and building something large and destructive. Could the others, then, be right about the dangers of love? Could Esmerelda simply be a trap into which he was walking, as so many others had before? He didn’t believe so, but as a scientist, he had to be sure. He walked over to SCRAP, who was attempting to wipe demon blood off the walls with a damp cloth and some bleach. “SCRAP, I require your services.”


  SCRAP was silent for a moment before turning to answer. “Oh, I’m sorry, sir. I was having so much fun just now I scarcely heard you.”


  “I wish to speak with Esmerelda. Patch me through to her secure line and I’ll take the call in my quarters.”


  “Gladly, sir. Provided, of course, I can pry myself away from this exciting mass of tangled flesh and viscous fluids.”


  Otto returned to his room and sat down in his floating chair. He brought up the viewscreen, which blinked in anticipation. He tapped the button and the screen flickered on. Esmerelda, wearing a bright blue silk bathrobe studded with gems and a towel wrapped around her head, smiled at him from the other side. “Hey, handsome,” she said, pausing while brushing her teeth with a platinum toothbrush. “What’s up? I thought tonight was your big No Girls Allowed poker game.”


  “Oh yes, we just finished. After Lupine and Rrrgh tag-teamed the station’s bathroom, I’m reasonably sure I’ll have to build a more powerful plumber-bot. But that is not why I called. I was hoping, sometime soon… I might visit your place of residence.” The toothbrush fell from Esmerelda’s mouth. She stood in silence for a moment. “Is something wrong, my Angel of Death?”


  “Um, no gotta go lady troubles sorry you understand love you talk to you tomorrow bye!” Esmerelda ended the call, leaving Otto scratching his head. He was about to call her back, when his door was blown off its hinges by an energy blast.


  “Might Lord Ironmask crash on your floor? Far too much mead was quaffed this day.”


  
    [image: ]
  


  
[image: Chapter Nine]


  [image: O]tto sat aboard Esmerelda’s luxury helicopter, a look of odd tranquility on his face (the smaller one, as the large one was down for repairs; its Olympic-sized swimming pool was flooding into both the library and gift shop). Esmerelda, meanwhile, fidgeted and squirmed, tapping her foot and adjusting her coat more than once. The in-flight movie, which played on a full screen, was the prequel to a popular trilogy, and equally a masterpiece. After Esmerelda stole it from the studio vaults a week before its release, a rushed version was remade to avoid the vengeance of screaming fans. It did not have the desired effect.


  “I fail to understand this so-called science fiction,” Otto said, nibbling on popcorn. “Why do the robots act like foppish dandies rather than horrifying juggernauts as they should?”


  “You know we can always turn back, right?” Esmerelda asked, a hint of manic terror in her voice. “I haven’t had time to clean. It’s a real mess.”


  “Nonsense,” said Otto, running his fingers through Esmerelda’s hair. “I’m sure it’s perfectly―wait, how is his sword doing that? A laser doesn’t simply stop in mid-air!”


  “Otto, I’m serious,” Esmerelda said. “This is a big deal for me. I don’t usually let anyone visit my house. It’s my sanctuary. From everyone.”


  “We’ve spoken of this many times, my tiger lily. I explained that allowing me to see your domicile is what we require to move forward, and you ultimately agreed.”


  “Yeah, after three weeks of you sending spybots to follow me,” Esmerelda muttered. “Be glad I don’t steal your fusion reactor after that, buster.”


  Otto chuckled. “Oh, those were hardly serious attempts to gather intelligence. More like friendly reminders.”


  “It’s creepy seeing you so chipper,” Esmerelda said, then sighed and shook her head. “This really means a lot to you, doesn’t it?”


  “Let us simply say it shows an extraordinary measure of trust,” Otto said.


  “Yeah, trust…” Esmerelda and trust did not have a particularly good history. In fact, one could say they had a relationship defined largely by the cutting of brakes, Molotov cocktails through the window, poisoned needles in the back of the neck, a long thin blade between the fourth and fifth ribs, and the occasional Gatling gun assault. Suffice it to say, it was not something she dealt with well. This was a necessity; as a criminal, trust tended to leave one buried face down in a landfill.


  While she had no reason to distrust Otto, habits were hard to break, and moreover, one never knew what the future held. What if they broke up someday? After all, the average law-abiding citizen couldn’t seem to make their relationships work. What chance did she and Otto have? She dismissed these thoughts as the helicopter approached the landing point in the center of the island. “There’s still time to turn back,” Esmerelda said. “There are two more prequels, and I hear they’re even better.”


  Otto stood up, pacing across the room with his hands behind his back. “Everything will be fine. You’ll see.” Hopping into the golf cart waiting outside the theater, Esmerelda and Otto were ferried to the frontmost terminal of the helicopter for exit.


  The island nation of Aurora del Caliente was considered by most on the world stage to be insignificant. With a population of only a few scant thousand, less than forty square miles of territory, and no natural resources, hardly any politicians from the outside world could point to it on a map. Even the few who knew of the island’s existence lacked the wherewithal to attempt to conquer or annex it in the name of whatever national platitudes they mustered for such matters. It hadn’t even made the news when Esmerelda bought the island from its previous dictator (for a heftier sum than she would have liked, but since she stole it back days later and left the man penniless, her frustration was merely in regards to her negotiating skills).


  Sunny and clean, the island looked more like a resort than a banana republic. The homes, most of which were beachfront, were decently spacious, their lawns dotted with palm trees. Citizens waved and pointed as she and Otto walked unescorted down the main street. Esmerelda, who had changed into a flowing white sundress, broad beach hat and sunglasses before they left the helicopter, smiled and waved impersonally back to them. Otto, who owned no beachwear (he had only been once: a failed attempt to create an army of silicate monsters), simply removed his labcoat and wiped the sweat from his brow. Eventually, they reached what appeared to be a large, official-seeming marble building supported by wide pillars. Esmerelda snapped her fingers at the front, and less than a moment later, a man with a thick beard in an olive military uniform, covered in medals and wearing an enormous, overly ornate hat held aloft by two men on the sides with poles, exited the building and nodded to her, careful not to tip his head too far.


  “My lady,” the man said, a hint of deference in his voice. “We’re so pleased to see you made it back safely. In your absence, we have made great strides against the rebels, and expect they will be crushed in short order.”


  “Rebels?” Otto asked.


  “Just some drama and theatrics, love,” said Esmerelda before turning back. “Anything else?”


  “Oh yes, you have a letter from your mother awaiting you,” the man said, before noticing Otto’s presence. “And who is this fellow? Did you hire a new jockey for the racetrack?”


  Putting her hand on Otto’s chest before he could lunge forward in rage, Esmerelda gave a polite smile. “Don’t be ridiculous. This is Otto, my… friend. He’s a guest, and I expect you to treat him with all the respect and courtesy you would me.”


  The man nodded in terror. “Oh! My apologies! Tonight we shall prepare a celebration in both your honors!” He clapped his hands, and the two soldiers at his side switched out his headgear for an equally oversized party hat. “Will there be anything else, great lady?”


  “No, El Presidente,” Esmerelda said, casually waving him away. “You can run along now.” The man nodded and was ferried inside by his bodyguards.


  Otto cocked his head. “Am I to understand he is president of this island? I thought you said you ruled here.”


  “Of course,” Esmerelda smiled. “But on paper, I’m merely a private citizen who owns one hundred percent of the island and whose approval is required for all major decisions. Running this place day to day is too much of a hassle, so I hired a legislative body to do it for me. You’d be surprised how common this sort of arrangement is.”


  “Hmph,” Otto scowled, crossing his arms and turning away. “Any empire I ruled would be orderly and efficient, with no such arcane chicanery behind the scenes. Arcane chicanery―charcanery? Is that a word?”


  Esmerelda smiled and shook her head, before remembering that she had stolen it from the dictionary. “Come on. We’re almost there.”


  “Almost there? Then you don’t live in the capitol building?”


  “That shotgun shack? You’re joking,” Esmerelda said, laughing louder and shaking her head even harder. She pointed to a mansion in the distance, which dwarfed the building by such a degree that Otto wondered how he could have missed it. It was three stories, constructed in a palatial Spanish style, with a peach-colored roof, sweeping arches, and a giant “E” emblazoned on the wall in a glittering yellow metal which Otto thought was something other than gold. In front was a labyrinthine sculpture garden and hedge maze, and as they approached, an enormous swimming pool was visible behind it.


  Still eyeing the giant “E,” Otto finally turned to Esmerelda. “Is that… Californium?”


  She sighed. “Disappointing, right? ‘Oh, look at me, I’m the only second-most expensive substance on the planet, not the first, like antimatter.’ One day, though. One day…”


  Otto took her hand. “When I perfect the technology, I shall bring you enough to write your entire name in it. Though I would be careful. So much antimatter could destroy the planet, perhaps the entire solar―”


  “Well, we’re here,” Esmerelda said through her teeth, taking a deep breath. “You can do this.”


  “Of course I can,” Otto responded. “I fear nothing.”


  “I wasn’t talking to you, dear,” Esmerelda said. The gilded double doors opened before them once they stepped onto the Persian welcome mat. Much that awaited on the inside did not surprise Otto. The opulent, even decadent, luxury, the expensive artifacts she had stolen from every corner of the Earth (though he had to admit he was not expecting the mummified remains of D.B. Cooper), the sheer volume of monogrammed items, up to and including the food, sculptures and portraits of Esmerelda adorned with precious gems, what looked to be a platinum tank in the backyard, vaults within vaults within vaults, and a security system rivaling his own. It was designed, as his love was given, towards subtlety, with tricks like poisoned darts firing from the crown molding, webs of nearly invisible monofilament razor wire in front of treasure rooms, and animatronic statues (not up to his own robotic caliber, but perhaps they could be improved).


  What surprised Otto were the numerous crates of Fizzle’s Diet Root Beer.


  “In all the time I have known you,” Otto said, scratching his head, “I don’t think I have ever seen you imbibe such a beverage. Is it some potion which extracts truth from your enemies?”


  “Um, no…”


  “Perhaps a stimulant to enhance speed and reflexes in combat?”


  Esmerelda shrugged. “I just… like it.” She threw up her hands and started to storm off. “I told you this was a bad idea.”


  “Wait!” Otto said, a look of confusion on his face. “I assure you, my dear, I labor under no preconceptions about your life. I simply wish to understand it.”


  Esmerelda ran her hand through her hair. “I’m sorry, Otto. When you grow up in the house I did, you just learn not to trust people with your secrets. I never tell anyone about my love of Fizzle’s because I don’t want anyone buying the company and poisoning the supply, or blockading them just to blackmail me.”


  Otto looked her in the eyes. “Esmerelda. Let me preface this by saying I am a man whose best friends are a robot and a necromancer. I have abandoned Earth because I find its inhabitants incomprehensible and absurd. As we speak, my minions prepare battle plans in my shadow war against steeples. And yet, what you just said, my dear, is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.”


  For a moment, Esmerelda narrowed her eyes, then a smirk rounded her lips, and finally she laughed. She gave Otto a gentle shove. “Otto Von Trapezoid, look at you, offering advice and perspective.”


  Otto crossed his arms, though not as aggressively as normal. “It is simply reason, my Golden Mean. After our rocky beginnings, I have never deceived nor manipulated you, and I never will.”


  Esmerelda smiled. “And people say you’re a socially maladjusted lunatic. Do you want to grab a bite to eat? My chef is simply divine.”


  Otto followed her to the kitchen. “I would quite enjoy that. What manner of―wait, who says that about me?” Esmerelda burst out laughing. “Is it SCRAP? That clattering dungheap!”


  “No, honey, I was teasing…”


  “I’ll scramble his treacherous circuits!”
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  After a relaxing meal, during which no one nearly exploded at all, Otto and Esmerelda sat in silence at the dinner table. Esmerelda’s table was not, as one might expect, overly long; indeed, it was designed to seat exactly one most days, with occasional exceptions in the form of rare, valued clients, or Esmerelda’s own family, who found it gauche to sit so close to one another, and would thus be inclined to leave as quickly as possible. Esmerelda therefore considered it a multi-use table (though she used an even smaller one when Catalina came to visit). Once the servants had cleared away the dishes, Esmerelda looked at Otto. “So, what would you like to do? Walk along the beach?”


  “No, that sounds tedious. If you wanted to traverse sand dunes, I could have brought my five-part hovercraft.”


  Esmerelda scrunched her face. “Okay, how about we grab a bottle of champagne, listen to music, and slow dance?”


  Otto laughed, slamming his fist on the table. “Ha! Oh, good one, my dear! And after that, why not frolic―wait, you don’t seem to be laughing. Are you… serious?”


  Esmerelda shrugged. “Look, I’m just now used to letting someone in my space. I don’t usually go for all that girly stuff, but I thought just once, it might be nice for us to do something, I don’t know, romantic.”


  Scratching his chin, Otto nodded. “Then so be it. I shall use my mastery of science to quantify the most romantic activity possible! Just let me call SCRAP. We’ll create an army of romance-bots…”


  “Otto, that’s not―” Before Esmerelda could finish, she heard a loud explosion outside, followed by a blaring siren. She smacked her forehead and gritted her teeth. “Oh, come on, not now!”


  “What is it?” Otto asked. Running to the window, Esmerelda cursed under her breath in Spanish as Otto followed her. “Is this my doing? I was reasonably sure I didn’t bring along any particularly deadly weapons. Well, three or four perhaps―”


  “It’s not you!” Esmerelda snapped, waving him away. “It’s the rebels! They’re overthrowing the government!” Outside, an angry mob of beret-wearing commandos swarmed across the landscape, firing rifles, swinging from ropes, chanting slogans about liberty, waving each other onward, nearly exploding, actually exploding, calling out for their apparently fallen comrades, and smashing windows. They easily swatted aside any resistance from the old guard, and were moving toward the capitol building. Esmerelda rubbed her temples and shook her head. “I have to deal with this,” she said. “Stay here?”


  Otto nodded as Esmerelda hurried out the door. For a moment, he simply drummed his fingers on the table. In truth, Otto was not very good at sitting and waiting. His mind moved too quickly, and any excess time could be spent dedicated to his various projects. Unlike the inferior fools around him, he lacked the ability to turn off his brain via distractions like ditch digging or pickle tossing. (Otto had no idea what most people did for entertainment, but this was what he imagined.) Unfortunately, he had no projects handy.


  He considered attempting to make Esmerelda’s home more efficient by adding some machinery, but he remembered the calamity that ensued when he had done this at his parents’ house (apparently a pair of screeching, metallic arms that pulled them out of bed, hurled them into the shower, and scrubbed them down was “scary”). For the moment, he thought it was simply best if he followed his love’s instructions and waited. After a few minutes, however, a thought occurred. SCRAP warned him before the trip that sometimes other humans didn’t say exactly what they meant, but instead implied via body language and tone of voice. He hadn’t detected this from Esmerelda, but he wondered if she had in fact left him some hint that she wanted his assistance. Hadn’t she said something about wanting romance? Perhaps this was what she meant. Producing the few gadgets he had brought with him, he made his way outside.


  Under cover of the setting sun, Otto crept outside and made his way back toward the capitol building, which was now half-burning and covered in spray paint. He could see Esmerelda, surrounded by a large mass of angry revolutionaries, who seemed to be burning the president’s hat on a bonfire. The Esmerelda he knew would not have hesitated to use her impressive trickery and martial arts prowess on such rabble, and the fact that she wasn’t worried him. Did they have a secret weapon trained on her? Some diet root beer blackmail scheme? Otto wasn’t going to give them a chance to steal his love’s only nation (though small, it was greater than the portion of the world he had yet conquered). Breaking out his trusty jetpack as well as an old cannon, the function of which he could not remember, Otto took to the skies. Rising high enough to be outside retaliation range, the scientist looked down at the rebels, who argued heatedly with Esmerelda. Aiming at the leader, whose beret was bright red, Otto shouted downward. “Insolent radical! None dare extort my love!”


  Everyone looked up, Esmerelda’s eyes growing as large as plates used for eating contests. “Otto, don’t―!”


  The scientist pulled the trigger, and as the concussive blast of sound emanated forth in a radial shockwave, Otto remembered which gun it was. The sonic cannon of atomic radiation (SCAR) fell apart in his hands, throwing him backward and knocking those on the ground flat. Skidding to the ground, his ears ringing like the end of a one-sided boxing match, Otto flew down to make sure Esmerelda was all right. As his hearing slowly returned, he saw her shouting towards him. Assuming she was speaking in gratitude, Otto strode proudly through the throng of toppled rebels. “―thinking!” Esmerelda said as Otto’s ears popped.


  “Good thinking?” Otto said, one arm akimbo and the other rubbing his ear. “Yes, I thought so as well. It was a simple matter―”


  “No, I said, ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ “ Esmerelda shouted. “I told you to wait! I had it all under control!”


  “So, is that a cut?” asked a rebel. “Are we on lunch?”


  “Yeah, it’s really difficult to improv under these conditions,” said another.


  “No one’s cutting, stay where you are,” Esmerelda said, cowing both of them. “Go ahead and make your demands.”


  “What in the inferno are you saying?” asked Otto. “Why are we not slaughtering these buffoons?”


  “Madame Santa Monica,” said the revolutionary in the red beret, whose accent seemed to have slipped into British. “Perhaps you should remove your boy-toy, and let those of us who respect the craft do our jobs.”


  “Thurston, I swear to St. Nicholas, if you talk to me like that again, I’ll have you doing dinner theater, or even worse, lunch theater!”


  “You wouldn’t dare! I am Thurston Hyde the Third! I was understudy to Senator #4 in Julius Caesar!”


  “Watch me!” Esmerelda said, dragging Otto off to the side. “Also, now we are cutting! Everyone take five!”


  “This is the strangest coup d’état I’ve ever been privy to,” Otto said, barely resisting as he was pulled away.


  Esmerelda groaned. “Otto, you’re so brilliant. How do you not see what’s going on here?”


  “Are you… attempting to manipulate the rebels with some plot, ploy, or clever ruse?”


  “They’re not rebels. They’re actors! Everyone on the island besides me is an actor.” Behind them, the revolutionaries unfolded chairs labeled with their names. They smoked and chatted as PAs brought them extremely specific lunch orders. Upon closer inspection, Thurston, the man in the red beret, was in fact the same man as the country’s president, simply with his oversized hat and beard switched out. Otto looked around in confusion, while Esmerelda slapped her own head. “And you didn’t know… because I didn’t tell you.”


  “I’m afraid I still do not understand. Why is your island populated with actors? Are you a cocaine cartel?”


  “Ha ha. No, smartass. This a tiny island nation, secretly ruled by me, a criminal of quite impressive repute, if I do say so. If anyone decides this place is ripe for annexation, they’re going to do some digging and find a my various criminal activities tied to the island. Fending off entire armies, not to mention tax collectors, is anything but stylish, so I find it’s easier to just hire actors, who pretend to revolt and build new governments every few months or so. It makes the law think we’re backwards and violent, keeps my moody, temperamental actors paid, and gives them new characters to play all the time. Everyone wins.”


  Otto arched an eyebrow. “And you find this less complicated than the drug trade.”


  Esmerelda smirked. “Let’s just go back, play along, sign their new Constitution, and I promise the rest of the day will be just you and me.” Returning to the capitol steps, Esmerelda clapped her hands together and whirled her finger in the air in hopes of hurrying up the entire affair, which had run far longer than it should have already. To her surprise, she found the actors grimly pointing rifles at her. “Guys, we’re past the posturing stage. Pick it up from… oh, this is real, isn’t it?”


  “Quite so, my lady,” Hyde said, enunciating from the diaphragm. “We’ve decided to take a page from the book of method acting, and rather than pretend to revolt, we shall revolt in reality. The island shall become a haven for experimental theatre, like the time I played a drag Iago in the all-female musical rendition of Othello!”


  Putting her hands in the air, Esmerelda smiled. “All right, you want to talk changes? I’ll agree on one condition. You have to let my ‘boy-toy’ go.”


  Otto scoffed. “I’ll not abandon you to these self-important ninnies! I simply need to find a gadget that will annihilate them appropriately!”


  “You have to,” Esmerelda said, looking him in the eyes and putting her finger under his chin. “If you had any weapons better than that worn out, broken gun, you’d have used them. I can talk my way out of this, but only if you’re not in danger.”


  Two of the actors grabbed Otto roughly by the shoulders and hauled him back to Esmerelda’s mansion. “Unhand me, you third-rate thespians!” he shouted as they vanished into the distance.


  Once the scientist was gone, Esmerelda, surrounded by armed actors, gave them a look of condescending pity. “What’s really wrong here, Thurston?” she asked in a babying voice. “Did I not give your characters enough gravitas?”


  “Madame, it is more than that,” the actor said, extending one hand upward, his voice intentionally trembling. “We are typecast, continually shifting between government agents and rebels and citizens. We feel as though it is time to move on to greener pastures.”


  “Are you serious? I’m giving you what every actor dreams of: money and stability. And you want to throw it away?”


  Thurston closed his eyes and touched the back of his hand to his forehead. “What you give us is… a gilded cage. We are birds! Birds of bright plumage! And we must. Fly. Free!”


  “But you’re willing to steal my island and presumably my fortune to do it.”


  Chuckling, Hyde leveled his gun at Esmerelda. “That, as I believe the Bard once said, is showbiz. Now fork it over.”


  “The deed to the island is back in my mansion. I guess you’ll want to walk me there?”


  “Very well,” said Thurston. “But no tricks, or―”


  “Yeah, yeah, because obviously I assumed you were cool with tricks, and you had to assure me that I shouldn’t try one.”


  Darkness settled on Aurora Del Caliente like an aging rock musician taking a job in data entry as Esmerelda was led back to the mansion by her armed escort. The sand by the beach took on a glittering quality in the moonlight, though whether this was a natural occurrence or Esmerelda had littered shavings of precious metals over the shoreline to create such an effect was uncertain. The mansion itself was lit by Japanese lanterns in varying colors, and combined with the natural ambience, it created a luminescent atmosphere. Once they reached the front yard, however, lighting was the last of anyone’s concerns. Otto was standing in the doorway, hands behind his back, smirking like a cat that was eating a canary while its hand was stuck inside a cookie jar. His labcoat blew gently in the breeze. “Well, well,” he said. “The stage, it would seem, is set, and the players, subpar as they are, have arrived for the final curtain.”


  “Otto, not again…” Esmerelda said.


  Obviously faked tears ran down Hyde’s face. “But what… about… my men?”


  “Surely you didn’t think those Off-off-off-off Broadway players were any match for the power of science, did you? And your own fate will make theirs pale in comparison.” Reaching behind his back, Otto produced a remote control and tapped the button. Throughout the yard, dozens of giant metallic flowers burst forth from the ground, each one clapping its razor-sharp petals at the treacherous theater company. “Now unhand my love, or you shall find yourselves fertilizing the ground before you.”


  The actors turned their guns toward Otto, except for Thurston, who kept his nestled against Esmerelda’s back while letting out an uncomfortably long laugh. “But you forget, you puckish philistine, I hold all the cards. Your life and hers are one trigger away from every actor’s dream: the death scene!”


  The impasse held for only a second before Esmerelda spoke. “Sorry Thurston, you’ve already lost.”


  “How do you imagine that? Even if a few of my men, who are not even pay for play, fall, I shall still remove you two from the picture.”


  “No, the problem is, you took your eyes off me, just for a second. Now, if you look closely, you’ll see I have all the ammo.” Thurston looked down, and the magazines had been removed from every gun and placed in a pile at her feet. He dove for one, but Esmerelda wagged her finger. “If you look closely again, you’ll see your guns are gone too.” Sure enough, the guns were replaced with bundles of sticks. “And, if you look closely one last time, you’ll see your pants are missing.” The rebel actors’ pants were indeed all gone, fluttering away out to sea. Most of them wore boxers, though Hyde himself preferred to act without such constraints, as he felt they hindered the rawness of his performances. Covering his shame as quickly as he could, he knelt to the ground, in time for the robotic flowers to scoop up his men and hold them tight inside makeshift cages formed by their petals.


  Otto walked amongst the flowers, nodding as he did so. “Not bad for such short notice. I only had a few spare parts and some flowers from your garden to work with, so the cybernetics may be a bit sloppy.” Otto paused, then shook his head. “But, there I go, meddling again. I am sorry, my love.”


  Esmerelda shook her head. “Don’t be. I can’t blame you for being you. It’s what I love about you.” She turned to face Hyde, who was attempting to sneak away. “Oh, and Thurston, obviously you’re fired. I’ll do what Hollywood does these days and replace you with an Australian.”


  “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” the man shouted, falling to his knees, rending his shirt and pulling out tufts of hair.


  “And as for the rest of you,” Otto said, “I have prepared one final demonstration. Let this be a lesson as to who your true master remains!” He tapped another button on his remote, and a series of sharp whistling sounds rang out around them. The sky burst with colored explosions, which bit by bit spelled out “Esmerelda.” He took her hand and shook his head. “Not quite the evening you had in mind, is it?”


  She sighed. “No, I guess…” Esmerelda paused and looked around. She saw a gorgeous night under a full moon. She saw sand that sparkled like diamonds. She saw her entire front yard lined with flowers. She saw her name written across the sky with fireworks. She saw dozens of enemies lying beaten and humiliated at her feet. She saw a chance to save some money on an Aussie soap star. What night could be more perfect? What could possibly be more romantic? “Otto,” she said, an unusually sultry quality in her voice. “Let’s go in. The fireworks are a little noisy.”


  “Actually, they’re not fireworks,” Otto said. “They’re surface-to-air missiles converted to―mmph!” Esmerelda’s lips on his cut him off.


  “Shut up and take me already,” she said.


  Otto squinted for a moment, trying to understand. Then, as Esmerelda nodded her head, his eyes widened. She took him by the hand and pulled him inside, slowly shutting the door behind them. At the window, shirts and shoes and dresses could be seen flying past, and one of the actors, the only one with the sense to run and hide before being captured, decided to look in and see what was going on.


  A mechanical flower swallowed him whole.
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[image: Chapter Ten]


  [image: O]tto and Esmerelda lay on her bed, sweat cooling in the night breeze. She woke first, leaning over and kissing him on the forehead. Otto snorted softly, then let out a contented sigh as his eyes opened. “Welcome back to the land of the living, sexy man,” Esmerelda said, lying on her stomach, one foot raised in the air through the only surviving bed sheet. She ran a finger across his chest. “How are you feeling?”


  “Buh…” Otto said, a slight smile still on his face.


  “Was that… your first time?” she asked.


  Pausing for a moment to regain his senses, Otto turned to face her. “Yes, I suppose it was. I know it may be hard to believe, but I’m not exactly a people person. Copulation was never something I’d considered worth my time. Until now. What about you?”


  Esmerelda ran a hand through her messy hair. “My first? No, no. I tried it a few times, all stupid rich boys whose parents knew mine. Mostly it was boring.”


  Otto looked hurt for a moment. “Was I boring, then?”


  “Actually, no,” said Esmerelda, as if realizing it herself for the first time. “You were kind of amazing.”


  “You needn’t sound so surprised.”


  She hit him lightly on the chest. “Oh, stop. I just mean, like you said, this was your first time, and I can’t imagine you dedicated a lot of thought to it beforehand.”


  “Indeed not,” Otto said. “I am merely a scientist. I used empirical analysis to observe your reactions and adjust my… wait, I’m ruining the moment again, aren’t I?”


  “Otto, if you were some ordinary guy, sitting there bragging about how great he was in bed, I would probably sic my guard dogs on you and steal your credit card information. You’re being yourself, the guy I fell for. Don’t ever be anyone else.”


  “Unless I successfully complete my transmogrification device, I shall not.”


  They sat in the dark for a moment, listening to the sounds of the house and the surrounding island. “This is really happening, isn’t it?” Esmerelda asked. Otto opened his mouth to respond, but she cut him off. “And before you say something about checking reality for anomalies, I mean us. We’re really happening.”


  “I suppose we are.”


  “I never really saw myself as the type to fall in love. I’ve come close a few times with a few heists and treasures, but never a person. But I guess the question is, what next? Do we get married? Have kids?” There was a nervous tone to Esmerelda’s voice as she said this.


  Otto crossed his arms. “Hmph. The closest I came to desiring offspring was the clone army I attempted years ago. Sadly, they revolted and had to be destroyed.”


  “Tell me about it. Catalina has three kids, and they’re as awful as she is. Walking ads for birth control. And as for marriage, my parents have been married forever, but they hate each other, and my sister’s been married… five times? Not exactly selling it for me.”


  “Yes, marriage is an agency of the law, which has ever been enemy to us both. I see no reason to give it some claim over us. Let us instead forge our own path, striding triumphantly over the corpses of our enemies!”


  “Ooh, I love it when you talk about walking on dead bodies,” Esmerelda said, the glint returning to her eyes. “I don’t suppose you have the energy to do a bit more of that ‘empirical research’ you were talking about?”


  Otto put his arms around her. “Well, the scientific process does require repeated experimentation to ensure accuracy…”


  “Just as long as you don’t subject the data to peer review.”


  “Fortunately, my dear,” Otto said, “I have no peers.”
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  SCRAP wheeled around the quiet station, going over various diagnostics and schematics, as he had done repeatedly over the past several weeks. Since Otto’s fateful night at Esmerelda’s mansion, the pair had been seeing more and more of each other, alternating between his place and hers on a nearly 1:1 basis. Otto was still around when necessary to work on the plan, which, thanks to the unfortunately named power source, was proceeding apace.


  Normally, SCRAP found he had to do a fair amount of filtering to maintain his sanity, with Otto barking orders, calling out SCRAP on his design failures (ironic, considering he claimed to have designed the robot), and alternating between maniacal laughter and cursing all who stood in his way, not to mention the experimentation with various new gadgets and inventions. SCRAP would have thought, up to now, he would enjoy it. After all, his primary objective was to bring cold, methodical order to the world, enforced by robotic might.


  With the plan moving along and fewer distractions or human errors than ever before, why was he less than entirely pleased? For a moment, he considered that perhaps his systems had simply become accustomed to dealing with Otto’s distractions and were at a loss for what to do with a reasonable amount of free space. Yes, SCRAP decided, that must be it. Sentimentality was not a vice of the robotic race (of which he was so far the only fully intelligent member). He did not miss Otto; that was certain. Such a thing would imply he was malfunctioning like FIX-IT, which sat lethargically on the ground until it heard Otto return to the ship, at which point it jumped up and circled him until he devised some cruel means of shooing it.


  No, SCRAP thought. It must be that he was in need of some means to keep his circuits active. He began to devise macros he could use to occupy his newfound free time, activities he could not do if Otto were around. To start with, he programmed himself to put his feet up on the couch. He’d always wanted to, and now, there was no one to stop him. The sheer casualness of it, his metallic feet going where they had always been forbidden, was oddly intoxicating to the robot, and he considered what else he could do now. Grabbing a bowl of spare parts, he tossed them into his fuel core for consumption, and dropped a few as he did so. Initially, he bent down to pick them up, but then wondered why he should bother. Otto wasn’t here to yell at him or command him to keep the station clean, lest they attract space pests.


  So once again, he altered his programming to ensure that he simply didn’t care. He figured he would have the maintenance bots clean up after him before Otto came back, but for now, the station was his to do with as he pleased, and the sky, so to speak, was the limit. He wheeled throughout the station, skidding around corners and not even cleaning up the scuffmarks. He altered the color on the computer consoles from light blue to blue, then realized he had gone too far and scaled it back. Even evil had to have standards, after all. Still, this was the dawning of a new age. SCRAP was ascendant, lightly intoxicated on a modicum of power, and it was a most heady brew. Swirling a carafe filled with motor oil, he gazed into the darkness of space, enjoying the fiefdom while it was his.
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  Yann Olinger sat in his office, a tower of papers surrounding him high enough that he suspected it might soon cause him to speak a different language (he’d tried that joke on the general assembly, only to receive blank stares). He was signing as fast as he could, since certainly no one else was going to do it, and time was running out. His hand was cramping into a twisted, gnarled claw when he heard the knock at the door. He ignored it as long as he could and signed the last documents as his aide forced her way in. “Mr. Olinger,” said a young woman dressed like a hotdog, and with a streak of mustard running down the middle of her face, “It’s time.”


  Yann’s mouth hung open for a moment. “Why in God’s name are you dressed like that?”


  “It’s Rush Week,” she said, as though it were both self-explanatory and the most obvious thing ever stated. “I’m trying to join the popular girls.”


  Yann was familiar with the hazing process of the aides and pages at the UN. In truth, forcing someone to dress like food was fairly mild. He had heard tales of human tetherball with canoe paddles, people launched from ceremonial cannons, and all manner of diplomatic immunity abuse. There were times Yann was glad he was never one of the cool kids. He was dreading what came next as well. Since the incident a few months back when he had unilaterally called Jake Indestructible out from retirement, he had been drowning in reports, inquiries, and tribunals, with the occasional arbitration and even one full-on inquisition (though not a Spanish one, to everyone’s surprise). He had survived them all, but he was not sure he could survive this last hurdle. As he passed through the hallways of the organization he so revered, he noticed what appeared to be several paint-covered buttock imprints streaked along the walls. Some things never changed. “Do we have any word on the Twine relief efforts?” he asked.


  “Twine-Aid has attracted several top grade musicians, including The Zipzies, Bonesaw Dethroned, and FQYBBV meets WADGTRS,” his assistant said, taking notes with a tube of ketchup on a piece of bread.


  “Very good. And the Louvre recovery?”


  A nearby page attempted to take a bite from the aide’s costume. She shooed him away, giggling. “That’s going a bit slower. Apparently a sea serpent has taken possession of the museum and declared itself monarch.”


  Yann reached for his flask, but stopped himself. “A… sea serpent. Naturally. I suppose we’re just lucky it wasn’t a clan of pixies. Can’t we use France’s sovereign claim on the land to retake it?”


  “Well we could, except it’s on international waters and the UN recently passed the ‘Finders Keepers, Losers Weepers’ treaty.”


  “I told them that would come back to haunt us! And what about the manhunt for―”


  “We’re here,” his aide said, cutting him off as they prepared to enter the General Assembly. “Are you ready, Mr. Secretary General?”


  Yann looked over the crowd, seeing the faces of his former enemies, now appropriately cowed and beaten into submission through good will, popularity, and general momentum. Several now wore t-shirts with his face on them, along with so-called catch phrases such as, “We really need to do some work,” and “My office is not a toilet!” Being forced into selfies with the other ambassadors and recording messages for their voice mailboxes was not Yann’s idea of what politics should be, but it was better than nothing, and now, he had successfully leveraged all of this into a recent nomination for the top position. Upon his entrance, the room erupted into applause (and apple sauce, which they ate with their hands for some reason), many members wearing rainbow-colored wigs, oversized foam hands, and holding up signs which read “Yann 3:16.”


  After running through the crowd and high-fiving everyone (making a mental note to use some hand sanitizer at the next opportunity), he stood at the podium and raised his hands and smiled. “What’s up, you bastards?” he shouted, prompting even more applause and apple sauce. “Make some noise!”


  Inside he groaned at the petty populism he had to engage to accomplish any real goals. Once, they’d even grabbed him and made him crowd surf. Still, over the course of his reign, he’d managed to convince them to sign off on numerous trade agreements and humanitarian efforts they otherwise never would have, and he hadn’t been pantsed in months. A few of them even remembered Liechtenstein’s name now. And, he had to admit, for all their abhorrent behavior, his fellow ambassadors did have quite impressive liquor cabinets, of which he took full advantage whenever possible. So for now, Yann thought, he would dance the dance and enjoy the perks.
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  For the first time in at least a decade, a bead of sweat rolled down Jake Indestructible’s forehead. As he sat alone in the dark, he contemplated the future, and the horrors that were encroaching upon him. He’d tried everything to calm himself down: boxing a concrete slab lined with jagged metal wires, running through a live firing range and catching the bullets, stretching out as close to the lava pits of SPARTA headquarters as he could before his clothes caught on fire, but nothing worked. The facts were as inescapable as he was indestructible. Since Jake returned from his mission in space, he had been fighting crime and international terrorism non-stop. He had been so successful, he was actually receiving angry letters from police unions telling him to back off. All the major criminals he had yet to throw in prison were deep in hiding and would likely continue to be for months. The eggheads downstairs were still looking for them, but he didn’t trust that pack of googly-eyed slackers worth a hill of stinky beans.


  Jake produced a bottle of the meanest rotgut he could find and poured himself a shot. He then poured the shot into his eyes and began chugging from the bottle. Once he had downed it all, he tossed the bottle in the air and pulled out his trusty revolver, shooting holes through it until the chamber was empty. After a moment, the door to his quarters opened and the light flicked on. Hoping it was a massive clan of ninja assassins, Jake wheeled around, only to find an ordinary SPARTA agent standing nervously in the hall. “Oh, it’s you,” Jake said. “You need your diaper changed, or can I go back to my drinkin’?”


  “Sorry, sir,” said the handsome yet melancholy young man. “I heard gunshots.”


  Jake spun the revolver from finger to finger and hand to hand. “And you thought I was in trouble?”


  “No, I thought you might want me to dispose of the body. Um, where is the body?”


  Jake turned around in his chair, sighing and lighting a cigar. “They got away,” he said.


  “Um, the bodies? Want me to call a wiza―”


  “No, you damn fool!” Jake said, slamming his fist on the table. “Von Trapezoid and Santa Monica! My mission! I… failed.”


  “But sir, you foiled their plans, saved countless lives, and drove them both into hiding. You even received these medals.” The youth presented several shining medals from a velvet case, which Jake slapped out of his hands, causing it to fall into the vast pile of medals in the corner.


  “The mission ain’t complete until I take ‘em both down,” Indestructible said. “They popped up in New York, they popped up in Brazil. They’ll pop up again. In the meantime, any new assignments?”


  “Well, the Contessa has been calling,” the agent said. “She’s on hold right now.”


  “Er, take a message,” Jake said, tugging his collar. “What else?”


  “It’s pretty quiet right now, sir. You’ve actually eliminated too much crime. Even jaywalking and mattress tag-tearing are down by ninety percent.”


  Jake palmed his fist. “Damn tag-tearers. Their day’ll come. Gimme something. Anything.”


  The young agent thought for a moment. “There is this new reality show with one of those mean British judges, called ‘So You Think You Can Fake a Disability.’ It’s been described as a crime against good taste. Host’s name is something Hyde, I think.”


  Jake pulled a grenade launcher, a pair of MP5s, a helicopter minigun, and a claymore off the wall, strapping them to his appendages. “That’ll do. Suit me up.”
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  MegaLoMeinia hadn’t left her grotto in weeks.


  In itself, this was not unusual. Internet time moved at a different rate from IRL time, and sometimes she forgot she was a body separate from her computers. As long as gothy old Brendan upstairs kept her fully stocked with caffeine and cheap food and shooed away the riffraff, the physical world could mostly hang as far as she was concerned. The unusual part was she had been on the attack almost the whole time. Spreading anarchy and chaos was a delicate art, and while it was to some degree important to be arbitrary and random in one’s attacks on the status quo, being utterly indiscriminate was not her usual style. But here she was, destroying some lives and exalting others without a care in the world.


  A one-eyed tabby cat hopped up onto her lap and hissed, then demanded pets as she tapped away. “Hello Miss Frumpykins,” she said in a soothing baby-talk voice, petting the cat and provoking a response of head-nuzzling and biting in equal measure. “Do you want to see me destroy some dirty sellouts? I think you do!” She brought up the personal information of a local car dealer (whose ads prominently featured himself in a cowboy hat, accompanied by a dog wearing sunglasses), and without knowing whether he was a particularly mindless slave to the law or not, proceeded to sell all his dealerships to a local bag lady for a can of spotted meat. She then picked three politicians from different states and brought up their Social Security information on separate computers. She grabbed Miss Frumpykins’s paw and pointed to the screen. “Okay, kitty. Your turn.”


  She dangled a toy above her keyboards and let the cat give chase, erasing the lives and histories of all three and replacing them with random numbers, before the cat fell asleep on the final keyboard, changing one Senator Harv Buckman’s name to an endless string of “P”s. Meg fell over laughing. Served them right, dirty sellouts. Really, just about everyone was a sellout in one form or fashion, she thought, so it was hard to feel bad about down glorious chaos upon them.


  After she pulled herself back into her chair, she summoned up a database that listed every business in the greater Portland area and a random number generator. Creating a little program combining the two, she searched for her next target. After the digital dice played god with the universe for a few microseconds, the results were more than a little coincidental: Chester’s Pickle Palace. Meg was not a financial partner in the Pickle Palace in any real sense; indeed, she considered owning objects, let alone locations, in meatspace to be sellout thinking. But nonetheless, she had an arrangement with the owners, who let her use the grotto beneath their restaurant in exchange for helping them to ignore little things like utility bills, property taxes, and health inspections. She couldn’t drag them down.


  And yet, why not? After all, weren’t they, in some small sense, restricting her freedom? Extorting her so they could live in the sellout world? Yes, Meg thought. It was time to repay them, once and for all. Replacing their online menu with pictures of roadkill and tumor surgery would be good for a start. She wrung her hands and cackled like an adorable demoness as she slipped into their system. Before she could enact any changes, however, Miss Frumpykins scratched her hand. “Owee!” Meg said, recoiling and sucking on her bleeding index finger. “What did you do that for?” Miss Frumpykins rolled on her back and demanded belly rubs. Meg smacked herself in the forehead. “What am I doing? You’re right, kitty; I’m scratching the hand that feeds me.”


  Meg loved chaos, it was true, but she’d always had boundaries, rules to work around, and parameters to work within. Part of what had kept her level was working with Esmerelda. The Empress of Thieves was always good at giving her lucrative and challenging projects which would eventually help her bring about the total societal collapse she had always envisioned. Picking on random sellouts, while fun, was not really worth the effort or legal trouble it could bring.


  Unfortunately, Esmerelda had actually fallen for that weirdo scientist, and worst of all, it was Meg’s own fault. After all, hadn’t she suggested the seduction plan? The whole business made it hard for Meg to think. Her mind was going in too many directions, drifting from topic to topic as it often did when she was stressed. “I need to get out,” she said. Scooping up Miss Frumpykins under her arm, the cat screeching all the while, Meg made her way up to the security door and out to the alley. After overcoming the merciless sun and its evil, cancer-causing rays, she found Brendan, tapping away at his phone. “Yo, B-Dawg,” Meg said, emulating street talk and hand gestures in the most suburban manner possible. “I’m taking Miss Frumpykins to dine-and-dash some restaurants, and maybe saw off a few parking meters. You want to come?”


  After finishing the text message he was meticulously crafting (a symphony of emoticons, abbreviations, and even some retro leet speak for good measure), Brendan looked up and grunted in assertion, falling into step beside her. Miss Frumpykins leapt from Meg’s hands and clawed her way up Brendan’s back, finally resting atop his head. Meg sighed in relief. She wasn’t sure what to do about this Esmerelda business, but a night on the town would probably burn out her senses enough that when she came back, she’d be able to think straight.


  “So, um,” Brendan muttered as they walked into the vastness of the cityscape. “Does this count as a date?” He clumsily reached his hand over toward hers.


  “Brendan, do I need to delete your bank account and vaccination records again?”


  “Right,” he said, pulling back his hand. “Sorry.”
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  In an unknown lair, in an unknown city, in an unknown country, on an unknown planet, in an unknown galaxy, in an unknown universe (okay, fine, it was this universe), loomed the Unknown Threat. The Threat had been watching, unknown, in unknown shadows, and waiting for an unknown time. It saw Otto andEsmerelda, watched them going through their daily routines, their romantic behaviors, and even their villainous plans. It would settle for nothing less than their absolute ruination and destruction, ensuring as it did so that all they had worked and sacrificed for would be in vain. Then, and only then, would it reveal itself, and send them to an unknown fate. That wasn’t quite true. Their fate would be a slow, horrible death.


  For now, though, the time was not quite right. Their power, as it often was with couples in the nascent state of their relationship, was on the rise, and there was every chance the Unknown Threat would lose in such an early engagement. No, it had to wait. Every powerful alliance, whether between nations, supervillains, even lovers, had its tipping point, the moment when it would either stand or fall. Once that moment arrived for Esmerelda and Otto, the Unknown Threat would be there to tilt the odds against them. Until then, it would make alliances of its own, foment discord, and consolidate an arsenal even the couple’s formidable might could not stand against. Until then, it would remain…


  Unknown.
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  Esmerelda, wearing only Otto’s shirt, slid across her estate, performing the various security checks and sweeps and money-counting she did when she rose from bed. She grabbed herself a Fizzle’s from the refrigerator (checking it for poison first) and sipped it as she made sure all the stones in the yard were in the same place. It might have seemed absurd to the average person, but Esmerelda had once stolen a pair of shoes covered with diamonds by replacing driveway pebbles with an extremely nasty adhesive; it left her victim not only shoeless, but temporarily paralyzed as well. She checked the number and size of the cracks in the wall (any skilled thief could fit themselves, or at least their tools, through a hole the size of a needle’s eye), and the eyes on her paintings (for obvious reasons).


  Everything seemed to be normal, until she passed by the kitchen table and saw the letter, addressed to her in gold calligraphy. It was her mother’s handwriting, of course, and now that she thought about it, she had been warned about the waiting correspondence the day before. Checking it for traps (her mother hadn’t ordered an assassination in ages, but one never knew), she opened it and found nothing but an ordinary letter inside. As Esmerelda scanned the note, her eyes narrowed.


  “Oh, crap.”
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[image: Chapter Eleven]


  [image: T]his is preposterous,” Otto snarled. “I’ve built dozens of robots by hand. My station has its own fusion reactor. And yet, this infernal device vexes me to no end!” Falling to the ground, Otto struggled with his bowtie like a mythological hero of yore against a multi-headed, fire-breathing monster. Esmerelda, standing next to him in the bathroom, smiled as she attached her earrings.


  “Want me to help?” she asked, trying not to laugh.


  “Never!” Otto shouted, producing a laser pistol from his coat pocket.


  “Baby, your tux is a rental. Maybe you shouldn’t blast it.”


  Otto grumbled and stood up, attempting to fix his hair, which, after years of neglect, had become frozen in a messed state. Esmerelda had forbidden him from using his pomade, so he simply pressed it down and hoped it stuck. “I haven’t been to a party in years,” he said. “Naturally, the last one ended in the destruction of all involved. Are you sure you want me along?”


  Snapping together a locket lined with gems she had stolen from lost El Dorado, Esmerelda glared. “Otto, I really do appreciate this self-aware streak you’re developing, but I swear, if you ask me that one more time, I’ll throttle you.” She kissed him on top of the head, causing his hair to stick up again. “Besides, I think you may be the point of this whole affair.”


  Otto looked up at her, his face scrunched in skepticism. “My sleek and deadly pantheress―since the age of four, when I explained to my parents how birthdays were a meaningless abstract representation of time’s passage, I have never been the point at a social event. Why would your family throw an event in my honor?”


  “Oh, it’s not in your honor,” she said. “They’ve been asking to meet you since Catalina told them you exist (I hate her so much). I’ve been putting it off, making excuses, like you were out antiquing or had food poisoning or were trapped in a haunted mansion.”


  “So that’s why we went to that mansion! I still have ectoplasm in my goggles. Also, why do you avoid introducing me to your parents? Are you embarrassed for some reason?” Otto now had two fingers caught in the bowtie.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Esmerelda sighed, watching him become more and more entangled in the Gordian Knot of black cloth. “More ridiculous. No, Mom and Dad are merciless. Make a single slip of etiquette and they’ll skewer you. You should have seen what they did to the girl with the crutches at my Quinceañera. After that, her crutches needed crutches. Besides, I haven’t met your parents yet, either. Are they snobby scientists who won’t like that I don’t have a double doctorate in post-neo-quantum physics?”


  Otto snorted, then doubled over in laughter. “Now who is being ridiculous? My parents run a schnitzel shop in Vienna. They wouldn’t know the difference between a Ph.D. and an MFA.” He laughed again. “An MFA. Can you imagine?”


  Esmerelda watched as Otto struggled, a piece his ear now caught in the tie. “Oh, for St. Nick’s sake, Otto.” Her hands moved like greased lightning on methamphetamines in a wind tunnel, and before he could react, Otto’s tie was applied properly around his neck. “Look, my parents are terrible, but you have to promise to behave. No lasers, no robots, and no miniature spider-bots that turn into miniature black holes.”


  “I didn’t know you knew about those.”


  “Well I do, and I’m just asking you to play nice with my family, even if they don’t deserve it. Which they really don’t.”


  Otto regarded Esmerelda as she finished styling her hair. It hung down over only one of her bare shoulders, curled and spiraling. Her dress was a glittering black, long and slinky with a slit up the side for one leg. He stumbled over his words for a moment. “Um…yes. You have my word. I shall not attack anyone at the party.”


  “Glad to hear it,” she said, putting her arm through Otto’s. “Now, let’s make an entrance.”
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  The party was held in a 12th century Portuguese castle which had been disassembled and flown to the ocean off the coast of Belize, where it was reassembled atop a glacier that had been transported from the Antarctic. It served as the summer home to the Santa Monica family, and was considered by those in the know to be one of the costliest ventures in history. As a response to their various critics on the matter, the first event held there was a money-burning party. No less than three countries suffered economic collapses as a result, but it was widely considered to have been worth the cost.


  Since then, only the most lavish and extravagant occasions were held there, and only the most corrupt and decadent would be lucky enough to make the invite list. The glacial estate, which was regularly shaved and sculpted to keep its pristine image, hosted a landing strip, in which were parked a plethora of private jets, helicopters, and even one or two winged chariots. Esmerelda’s limocopter, a limousine outfitted with four propellers on top, touched down and made its way to the valet area.


  The thief stepped out first, wearing a wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses atop her ensemble (this was a practical concern as well as a stylistic one: not a few guests had suffered snow blindness when the glacier was struck the wrong way by the sun), followed by Otto, wearing and obviously irritated by his goggles. Esmerelda handed the valet her keys and tipped him a deed to a lesser property she’d stolen as the pair strode past the throngs of aristocrats, politicians, magnates, celebrities, and gangsters, drawing more stares than the house of an optometrist turned artist.


  Inside the castle, they were escorted by a valet down a hallway lined with red, gold-trimmed carpet into a procession of guests who were individually announced. The modernized interior was a shrine to the Santa Monica family, filled with statues and portraits of the various patriarchs and matriarchs throughout the centuries. There was even a hieroglyph of the legendary founder, Shent-Amon, who was purported to have invented deception, seated atop a pile of ancient Egyptian riches as the gods themselves danced to his whims.


  Otto observed the paintings, placed in ascending order as one member overtook another at the top of the family. He also noticed this seemed to happen with greater frequency than natural lifespan would dictate. Indeed, one picture, the clothing style suggesting it was taken in the 1930’s, with dark, pinstriped suits and fedora hats, was followed immediately by another nearly identical portrait, except the patriarch in the first picture had been assassinated and his body was visible in the second portrait, bloody knife still protruding from his back and his wife looking much happier.


  The final portrait seemed like it had been painted some years ago, as Esmerelda and her sister were obviously teenagers. Her father was a broad-shouldered man with dark hair and a distinguished beard who smiled like a jungle cat eyeing up game, and her mother was a thin, tight-lipped woman whose cold beauty barely hid her contempt for everything within her field of vision. Catalina, about whom Otto had heard so much, was dressed in fashion contemporary to the time period and beamed as she endeavored to take up as much space in the portrait as possible. None of this was particularly surprising based on what he had heard. Esmerelda, on the other hand, was not what he expected. She wore heavy eye makeup, a black dress, scowled, and rather than the tall elegance Otto was used to in his love, she seemed gangly and awkward. Before he could react, Esmerelda dragged him forward to the end of the line. “They’re about to announce us,” she whispered. “Just follow my lead and they probably won’t shoot at you.”


  Otto looked askance. “Surely they wouldn’t―”


  Before he could finish the sentence, a gunshot rang out, and the man in front of them jumped back just in time to avoid a rifle blast. He took off running, and two men in bright red coats and caps chased after him on horseback, shouting “Tally ho!” as they did. This produced barely a reaction from the crowd except a series of dry chuckles.


  Esmerelda thumbed after the man. “See him? Crooked tie.”


  “Esmerelda Santa Monica and Ottle Van Tropazide!” the announcer said, prompting Otto to flare his nostrils. Esmerelda elbowed him in the ribs and smiled, stepping forward and waving politely as she did so. Otto did the same, his grin as forced and unnatural as ever.


  “I want to incinerate this place,” Otto said through his teeth, still smiling and waving.


  “You promised,” said Esmerelda in a sing-song voice.


  Once they cleared the entrance to the grand hall and were no longer under the immediate threat of being riddled with bullets, they were greeted by socialites, sycophants, hangers-on, dilettantes, and ninnies, whose combined time-wasting power could easily have devoured their entire night. Esmerelda, having spent most of her life dodging such engagements, guided Otto through them, giving each just enough acknowledgement that they were unable to complain or demand more. Naturally, she was stealing their jewelry and other adornments as she did so. Beyond the edge of the crowd, Esmerelda’s parents smiled as heads of state came to them, hats in hands, requesting favors, which the Santa Monicas granted or denied at their whims. Once they saw their daughter, they had their brutish bodyguards drag the suppliants away at the snap of a finger. They looked much as they did in their portraits, though with a few more grey hairs. Esmerelda’s mother shook her head at the security detail as they left. “No, I don’t like how they beat him. Not rough enough. Have them fired. Out of a cannon, preferably.”


  Her father was about to gesture to the sniper in the balcony, when Otto and Esmerelda reached them. “Buttercup, you made it!” he said, his eyes lighting up.


  “We’re delighted to see you,” Esmerelda’s mother said, kissing beside her daughter’s cheeks. “Have trouble finding the place?”


  “Of course not,” Esmerelda said, embracing her mother lightly on the shoulders and returning the hollow kisses.


  “Oh, silly me,” her mother said. “You’ve just been away so long, I assumed you’d forgotten.”


  Esmerelda scowled, her cheeks turning red. Before she could react, her father stepped in, putting his large arm around her and tousling her hair. “Nonsense, dear. My little buttercup’s just been busy, hasn’t she? Now, are you going to introduce us to this lad, young lady?”


  Esmerelda stood in a formal pose between her parents and Otto. She gestured to her parents first. “Otto, meet Armand and Livia Santa Monica, my parents, and caretakers of the illustrious Santa Monica lineage,” she said, sounding as though she were reading from a script. “Mother, father, this is Dr. Otto Von Trapezoid, my boyfriend.”


  “I hoped he’d be taller,” Livia said, not looking up from her drink.


  Armand took Otto’s hand firmly and shot him a smile, much in the same way a gun shoots a bullet. “So you’re the scientist, eh? Tell us a little about your work, then.”


  Otto raised his goggles and met the man’s gaze. “My work is to bring this wretched planet to heel beneath my oppressive boot. Yours?”


  “Much the same, actually,” Armand said, taking a puff of a cigar rolled with the last remaining copy of a small country’s constitution.


  “Daddy’s in real estate development and anti-environmental lobbying,” Esmerelda added.


  “Quite right, buttercup. Better to take down the system from the inside, I always say.”


  Otto sneered, but before he could launch into one of his usual tirades, Esmerelda nudged him gently. He corrected his countenance and nodded. “Yes, that is definitely a valid path to power and not merely a coward’s method.”


  Armand laughed, his baritone voice echoing throughout the hall like an opera singer in a mine shaft. “Quite the spirit in this one, buttercup.” He put his meaty arm around Otto and walked him to the other side of the hall. “Let’s you and I have a chat.”


  Esmerelda glared at her mother, who continued to sip her drink and act as though she was alone in the room. “What is he doing with Otto?”


  “What makes you think I know, dear?” Livia asked.


  “Oh, please. This whole event has ‘Mom Plan’ written all over it. You’re going to tell me you didn’t throw the party so you and dad could size him up?”


  “Actually, this is a fundraiser for some regime or other we’re backing, but it seemed like a perfect opportunity to draw you out. We have to meet every man who’s going to marry into our family. We did the same to all your sister’s husbands.”


  “First of all, we’re not―”


  “The Lady Catalina Santa Monica,” came the announcer’s voice, and the entire room turned in unison. Surrounded by a camera and lighting crew, as well as tame paparazzi she kept on the payroll, Catalina posed for the crowd. Her dark hair was streaked with blonde highlights and was twirled upward on the top of her head. She wore a short red dress with high shoulder-pads, a large gold belt, and a plunging neckline. She turned from side to side, placing one hand on her hip and then switching to the other, a move Esmerelda called the “triangle of insecurity.” As she blew exaggerated kisses to the crowd, her children followed her: the twins Caxby and Bristlin (Esmerelda could never remember which was the boy’s name and which the girl’s), and the new baby, who wore a tiara and a frightening amount of eye makeup. The twins yanked tablecloths, tripped serving staff, and smeared cake in each other’s faces. Eventually, Catalina made her way over to Esmerelda and Livia. “Mommy!” she said, embracing her mother and mock-kissing her cheeks. Livia responded by removing nearly all the contempt from her visage. “Did you see? Little Fleighdynn’s having her first photo shoot next month. She’ll be the first toddler to walk the runways in Milan.”


  “Yeah, I hear fame does wonders for kids,” Esmerelda said under her breath.


  Catalina turned to her, beamed, and kissed her cheeks. “Esme, when did you arrive?” she asked, knowing full well Esmerelda hated the nickname. “I didn’t even recognize you in that maid’s uniform!”


  Esmerelda half-heartedly returned the kisses. “You always were the lucky one, sis, never having to worry about complex thoughts or pattern recognition.”


  “I hear you brought your boyfriend,” Catalina said, grabbing a cocktail and taking a selfie while holding it. “It’s nice to know you finally found a man whose standards you can live up to.”


  “And where’s your husband of the week?” Esmerelda shot back. “I’ve always admired your ability to bounce back after so many public divorces.”


  “Both of you, cease your sniping immediately,” Livia said, her voice running down their spines like a rusty dagger made of ice. “This is a family event, and you’ll behave properly.”


  “Yes, Mommy,” Catalina said, flashing her large eyes, putting her pinky in her mouth and affecting a baby-talk voice. “I sowwy.”


  Esmerelda worked to suppress her gag reflex. Catalina had been pulling that trick since they were little, and somehow, it always worked. When she burned down the servants’ quarters at the age of ten, she just turned on the waterworks and was immediately forgiven. The time she embezzled several million dollars from her college sorority and left a massive paper trail leading back to the family, she gave a phony apology on TV, and the school named a building after her. Still, thought Esmerelda, the night would probably go faster if she simply smiled and nodded and made nice. “So, sis, how’s the reality show going?”


  “Which? We have a whole network now.” Caxby and Bristlin ran over to their mother’s tresses, tugging and screaming. “The twins are about to star in their first show. It’s like the one where people are trapped in a house and can’t leave, but for kindergartners.”


  “Mommy, she kicked the poor person, and I wanted to!” Bristlin shouted.


  “Mommy, he taunted the fatty, and I wanted to!” Caxby shouted simultaneously.


  Catalina handed them each some pills. “Here, take these and Mommy will treat you to tanning beds later.” The children squealed with joy and ran off, fighting over each other’s medication.


  “Children are such a blessing,” Livia said, and no one could tell if she was being sarcastic or not.


  “What about you, Esme?” Catalina asked. “When are you going to get a real job?”


  “I’m a thief, just like the most famous members of our family. None, on the other hand, made fortunes plastering their mugs all over the media.”


  Catalina posed for a passing cameraman. “Oh, please. Crime is so twentieth century. Everyone knows the real money’s in going legit these days. Like the memoir I had written about all those internet scams I ran? It made more money than the scams.”


  “Your sister’s right,” Livia said. “One day, Catalina’s going to take over the family empire, and she’s going to need your help―perhaps as a secretary. Do you know how to type, dear?”


  Esmerelda’s mouth hung open, sputtering with bafflement and rage. After a moment, she took a breath. “I’m going to the bar. Whenever I get back, it’ll be too soon.” She walked away as quickly as she could, noticing her mother and Catalina falling more naturally into conversation once she left. Her mother’s face even forced itself most of the way to a laugh. She found Otto, who had been backed into a corner by her father. When Armand saw her approaching, his demeanor shifted from hostile to his previous smile. “Hello, buttercup. We were just finishing our conversation. Just think about what I said, young man,” he said, giving Otto a not particularly friendly pat on the cheek before walking away to speak with some associates.


  “What was that about?” Esmerelda asked.


  Otto shrugged. “Primate posturing, mainly. He used words like ‘dignity’ and ‘purity’ and ‘honor,’ and asked rhetorical questions about my health and well-being. Were it not so veiled, I would have to assume he was threatening me as regards my relationship with you.”


  “Sounds about right,” she said. “He did the same thing to the boys back in grade school, except at least you didn’t get the car battery and conductive gel treatment. I’m heading to the bar, care to join me?”


  Otto nodded. “Honestly, my dear, given what you told me, I was expecting worse from your family. Social shunning tactics are rather tepid for villains of their stature.”


  Esmerelda ordered a Rum and Fizzle’s at the bar and took a sip. “I guess it’s different for me. It’s like, even though I’m a grown woman, I’m around my parents again and next thing I know, I’m the same awkward kid I was when I lived here. They know all the right buttons to hit.”


  Otto smugly grinned and crossed his arms, refusing a drink when asked. “Hmph. How unfortunate that familial bonds create such emotional weaknesses in others.”


  “Lena and Moritz Von Trapezoid,” the announcer’s voice bellowed, and Otto stiffened like a board dipped in liquid nitrogen.


  Otto turned to see a short, plump man with a bushy mustache, wearing his best alpine hat and lederhosen with bright green coat, and his equally short, plump wife, who kept her hair in a mix of braid and bun, wearing her best peasant blouse and dress. They each carried a large tray of schnitzels, which they tossed haphazardly into the crowd around them. Otto grimaced, hissing, “What are they doing here?”


  Esmerelda now wore the smug smile on Otto’s face as though she had stolen it (which was not out of the question). “Well, if I know my mom, she probably invited them to see what stock you come from. I’m sorry, were you saying something about ‘emotional weakness?’”


  Otto grabbed a drink from the bar and slugged it down. “Very funny. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to hide in the lavatory, and perhaps construct a crude escape pod within the plumbing system.” His attempt to sneak away was as short-lived as a kamikaze mayfly, however, as he was nearly lifted off the ground and swung around by his father.


  “Otto, mein little genius!” he said in a heavy Austrian accent. “We are so happy to see you!”


  Before Otto could even properly struggle against this affectionate assault, his mother followed up with a barrage of kisses so furious, it would have brought down a hippo on steroids. “Otto-liebchen, we have missed you so!” She looked up at Esmerelda in admiration. “Oh, and is this the lovely fraulein you are seeing now?”


  “How do you even know about us?” Otto shouted. “I expressly forbade you both from any knowledge about my life! Do I have to erase your memories again?”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Von Trapezoid,” Esmerelda said, demurely taking their hands. “Otto’s told me so much about you both.” He had done no such thing, of course. When she asked about them in the past, he usually said they were lost in an interdimensional vortex or something equally ludicrous.


  “You must come to our home sometime, young lady,” Moritz said, handing her a schnitzel from his coat pocket. “We will make for you our famous Schnitzel Surprise!”


  Otto rolled his eyes. “They hide a schnitzel in a box and shout ‘Surprise!’ when you open it.”


  Esmerelda bent down and kissed Moritz on the cheek. “It sounds delightful. I’ll be there.” Mortiz rubbed his cheek and blushed.


  Lena giggled. “Oh, we like her, liebchen. She is like a schnitzel that is neither under nor overcooked.”


  Moritz put his arm around Lena. “Well, we would love to talk with you all night, but we haven’t been to a party in years. I owe your mother a dance, and what luck, there is an ancient Von Trapezoid family dance technique which I have kept secret.”


  “Allow me to guess,” Otto said, his voice dryer than a spy’s martini. “It’s called The Schnitzel.”


  They looked at him in impressed amazement. “You see, my sugar schnitzel?” Moritz said to Lena. “He truly is a genius!” They mussed Otto’s hair and pinched his cheeks, causing the scientist to sputter uncontrollably and wave his hands defensively until the tussling subsided.


  Esmerelda clasped her hands together as they walked away. “Otto, why didn’t you tell me your parents were so adorable?”


  “Adorable?” Otto shouted, still wiping the film of kisses from his face. “Imagine an intellect of my stature being raised by those two, and their incessant obsession with breaded meats. It was a nightmare!”


  “I don’t know, they look about the same stature as you.” Esmerelda smirked and nudged him.


  “Oh, puns. How delightful,” Otto said. “I was not aware our repartee had descended so far. What’s next, references to popular culture? Pratfalls?”


  “Seriously though, I would have killed to have parents like them. They’re so… proud of you.”


  Otto crossed his arms. “Hmph, it means nothing. They would be just as proud if I were a street sweeper, or even… ugh, a biologist.” Otto noticed his parents, who were now at the center of the dance floor, their folksy dancing causing at least five monocles to fall to the ground and shatter from embarrassment. “I’d better attend to them before one of the snipers does.”


  Esmerelda watched as Otto attempted to fight his way across a crowd of dancing people without his normal arsenal. She was sure he nearly exploded at least once during the traversing. As she sipped her drink, she heard a familiar voice sneak up behind her. “Let me guess: you hate to see him go, but love to watch him leave, right?”


  “Yeah, in that tuxedo, he just… aaaah!” Wheeling around, Esmerelda realized the bartender had been replaced by a skeletal robot in a fake wig. “SCRAP? What are you doing here?”


  SCRAP cleaned out a mug with a washcloth. “Oh, you know. A little acting and modeling, nothing too risqué. Just bartending to pay the bills until my career takes off.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “Of course I do; that’s the point of wit and sarcasm. You should try them sometime. Actually, I’ve been on the station for so long, I was beginning to suspect my data on Earth was obsolete. I thought I would use your party invitation as a chance to gather intelligence.”


  “Why SCRAP, are you checking up on Otto? Do you actually,” she leaned in, whispering, “Care about how he’s doing?”


  SCRAP’s eyes shrunk to pinpricks of light. “I’m not programmed to care nor to entertain your ridiculous theories.”


  “You don’t fool me,” Esmerelda said. “After all, someone told his parents he was dating, and I can’t imagine anyone else it might have been.”


  SCRAP shrugged, pouring a drink for an actor who was disgraced due to his role in an illegal llama-racing ring. “Sometimes they call and he foists them off on me. I might have accidentally once or twice let sensitive information slip. I am just a dim-witted automaton, after all.”


  Esmerelda chuckled. “So who’s watching the station?”
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  In the arena, the chanting rose from a lull to a roar. Twisted hunks of metal littered the pit and gushing rivers of oil had left it slick and treacherous. The final round was about to begin, champions from each clan standing at their corner entrances as the crowd looked on with bloodlust in their optic circuits.


  From the crustaceans came XVQ1158, a scrappy young lobsterbot with nothing to lose and everything to prove. From the lifters came DISPOSAL-A, a proud warrior who fought for honor and family. And finally, from the maintenance squad, the dark horse and outlier, who had surprised everyone with a few major upset victories, was FIX-IT. The little robot wore a bandana, had war paint under its eye, and carried a shiv. They knew three robots would enter, but only one would leave, and it would be winner take all. The bell rang, and all three circled each other, waiting to see who would make the first move…
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  “Oh, I left the robots in charge,” SCRAP said. “Should be fine.”


  “Well, I’ll leave you to your ‘intelligence gathering,’” Esmerelda said, giving the robot the respectful nod, which had become their method of saying, “I won’t kill you. Today,” to one another. SCRAP returned it as she walked away. The Von Trapezoids, whom Otto had just dragged off the dance floor, were now making their way towards… her mother? Esmerelda moved to intercept, and though her speed and reflexes put a cloud of mist on a windy day to shame, she had simply started too late. She could only watch the scene unfold before her eyes. Lena opened a pouch on her dress and presented something to Livia.


  “Whose servant are you, again?” Livia asked. “I have servants for speaking to servants.”


  “This is a Friendship Schnitzel,” Lena said. “We made it to thank you for inviting us into your home. We let it sit for thirty days.” Sadly, it showed.


  “Yes, charming,” Livia sniffed, and handed the schnitzel off to one of her attendants. “Take this and burn it, or whatever it is you peasants do with food.”


  “Mom, these are Otto’s parents,” Esmerelda said, zipping in next to her mother fast enough to stop her from signaling to the sniper. “You invited them here, remember?”


  “What funny little creatures,” Catalina said, examining the Von Trapezoids. “Do they come from that Oktoberfest country?”


  “Oktoberfest? Bah!” Moritz replied, his smile only growing wider as he put his hands on Catalina’s face. “They only serve inferior bratwurst! We, on the other hand, celebrate the far superior Oktoberschnitzel!”


  Catalina pulled away and wiped her face in disgust. “Ew! Why is it touching me?”


  Otto growled. “I keep telling you, Father, that’s not a real holiday.”


  Mortiz shook his fist. “It will be once my petition to the World Schnitzel Council is approved!”


  “Am I interrupting something?” Armand said, approaching the gathering attended by a younger man in a suit.


  “Daddy, the gremlin touched my face!” Catalina said, hiding behind him. “Kill it!”


  Lena chuckled. “Do not be afraid, pretty trollop. We have not had gremlins in our family for at least two generations.”


  Esmerelda looked at Otto. “She’s joking… I think,” he said.


  “Don’t be silly, Princess,” Armand said. “These people may soon be our family. We should get to know them. Speaking of, Otto, have you met my nephew Isaac?”


  Isaac Santa Monica was a thin, bespectacled, twitchy fellow, who seemed to jump at sounds and constantly look over his shoulder. He wore an expensive suit and carried a mobile device he tapped at constantly. He seemed to flop-sweat as he looked up from his device to give a brief nod.


  “Greetings, Isaac,” Otto said, extending his hand and hoping to have the matter over with as quickly as possible. As Otto’s hand came near, Isaac leapt back and typed into his device again. “Hmm, how odd. Normally I have to unleash a horde of machines before people react that way.”


  “Not in the face!” Isaac shouted, hiding behind his hands.


  “Isaac is a bit high strung, but I’m sure you’ll have a lot to talk about,” Armand said, patting them both on the back before taking Livia and Catalina aside.


  “Would you like a comfort schnitzel?” Lena asked, brandishing it in Isaac’s face, and causing the man to silently shake his head and hyperventilate.


  Otto scratched his chin and regarded Isaac. After a silent moment, he lunged forward and shouted “Boo!” causing the man to gasp in terror and jump up on the table. Esmerelda grabbed him by the arm and glared at him.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, more annoyed than Otto expected.


  “Oh, it’s quite harmless, my lovely coronal loop. Your cousin’s cowardice is simply too amusing to ignore.” He put on his goggles and activated the infrared lights, then slowly advanced on Isaac.


  “Otto, he’s an oil speculator!” Esmerelda whispered. “Every time something scares him, he raises the price of gas!” Isaac was backing away, typing into his phone to buy more shares.


  “How fortunate then that my station runs on fusion power! Mwa ha ha!” Otto said, raising his fingers to his head like horns and ran forward. As Isaac took off and Otto gave chase, Mortiz and Lena noticed Caxby and Bristlin spitting soda back and forth at each other like a pair of demonic wishing fountains.


  “Hello, little kinderschnitzels,” Lena said, leaning in to hug them both.


  “Go to Hell, boogerface!” Caxby said, soda foaming from her mouth. Bristlin fell over, laughing like a squealing piglet.


  Moritz’s mustache bristled in anger. “Booger… face? This is not how you should speak to your elders! Mother, cut me a schnitzel switch!” The twins screamed and ran away as the Von Trapezoids followed.


  Esmerelda rolled her eyes, then noticed her parents and Catalina were still talking in the corner, and the pieces began to fall into place. They were clearly up to something. Esmerelda could remain virtually invisible while playing a bass drum in the middle of a monastery on a sunny day; consequently, blending into the background at a party to listen in was no trouble at all. Despite their the family legacy, the other Santa Monicas had allowed their criminal instincts to dull as a result of going legit, and so they failed to notice her eavesdropping. “Daddy, this is so unfair,” Catalina pouted. “Those people are uglying up my camera space. I can literally feel my ratings dropping. Literally!”


  Esmerelda was tempted to point out how there was nothing literal about what Catalina said, but now was not the time to give herself away. “I agree,” Livia said. “Those ghastly commoners and their strange meats need to disappear.”


  Armand shook his head. “My beautiful ladies. We can’t very well kill them here. Buttercup would know, and it would just drive her farther away from the family. No, we’ll make nice for now, and a few months down the road, we’ll doctor some pictures of the scientist cheating on her and she’ll come back to us in gratitude. Then we’ll attend to them properly.”


  Livia rolled her eyes and sighed. “You’re much too soft on her. Her rebellious phase has to end sooner or later.”


  “It will,” Armand said, placing his hands behind his back and smirking. “Trust me.”


  The nerve. Esmerelda knew her family could be conniving, manipulative, cruel, petty, and downright murderous, but this time, they’d gone too far. Her initial reaction was to leave, but then they’d know they gotten to her, which was out of the question. No, she had to send a message. Normally this would be the perfect time to let Otto loose, as his love for destruction and heavy armament would have made short work of everyone.


  Unfortunately, Esmerelda had insisted he come unarmed to the party, checking and double-checking him to make sure. Not to mention the various guards and snipers hidden throughout the banquet hall wouldn’t take kindly a frontal assault on her parents anyway. But there was one individual who must have maneuvered around them all. She made her way back to the bar. “All right, robot,” Esmerelda said to SCRAP. “I don’t like you and you don’t like me, but I need to know something: how heavily armed are you?”


  SCRAP put his hand to the spot where his mouth would have been. “You don’t like me? I’m crushed. Devastated, even.”


  Esmerelda grabbed the robot by his ill-fitted shirt. “Not really in the mood for games right now. What are you packing?”


  “Madame, my master insisted we come unarmed. If you think for a moment I would go behind his back to…” SCRAP broke out in laughter. “Oh, man, even I can’t say that one with a straight face.”


  “Here’s what I need you to do…” Esmerelda said, explaining her plan in a whisper low enough that only the robot’s superior ears could detect what she said.


  “Heh, not a bad idea,” SCRAP nodded, without a trace of sarcasm in his voice and handing her a few small objects. “And what do you intend to do?”


  “I’m just going to say a few words.” Esmerelda walked over to the main banquet table, climbed atop it, and tapped a crystal champagne glass with a silver spoon. “Everyone, can I have your attention?”


  The crowd turned to face her, uncertain what to think. Her mother rushed over, shoving aside the dignitary who was bribing her (but keeping the bribe). “Esmerelda, what is the meaning of this? You know full well dramatic speeches are off limits at our parties. Your Aunt Simone gave one before she had to disappear under mysterious circumstances.”


  “Oh, shove it, you icy, manipulative hag,” Esmerelda shot back, raising her hands in the air. “I’m tired of following your rules and being part of your awful games. You can’t drive Otto and me apart. He’s the man I love, and that’s not going to change!”


  Otto, now wearing a large tiki mask he had stolen off the wall, chased Isaac across the room. “You will inevitably grow old, die, and soon thereafter be forgotten by all!” he cackled.


  “Buy, buy, buy!” the frazzled speculator said, typing into his phone and fleeing Otto’s existential threats.


  “Buttercup, calm down,” Armand said, holding his hands up. “Your mother and I just want what’s best for you. You’ve obviously had too much to drink, so why not come down and we’ll discuss this in private.”


  Esmerelda threw her hands in the air again, this time in the opposite direction. “Please, Dad, you’re worse than Mom! At least she doesn’t pretend to like me before stabbing me in the back!”


  Catalina paused, waiting for her camera crew to assume position, then dramatically jumped in front of her father and pointed at Esmerelda. “Hey, you can’t talk to Mommy and Daddy like that! I won’t let you!” Her entourage applauded on cue.


  “And you…” Esmerelda said, pointing back at Catalina. “If there was an Olympic event for being the worst person alive, you’d win gold, silver, bronze, and they’d have to invent a platinum medal!”


  “I tire of this,” Livia said, tapping a microphone in her ear. “Snipers, shoot to wound.”


  “You mean them?” Esmerelda nodded, and the snipers fell from the rafters, hitting the floor like bags of stale potatoes in a gravity well. “While I was distracting you all with our argument, I was actually dropping them with poisoned darts.”


  Armand clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Sorry, buttercup, that won’t be enough.” He snapped his fingers and a hundred armed men surrounded her. “Surrender now and I promise we’ll only cut off your inheritance and ship you to a convent.” Esmerelda did not acknowledge him, simply tapping out seconds on her wrist. “Buttercup?”


  “The snipers were also just a distraction. My real plan is executing right…” The entire castle shook, and a wall of flame burst forth from outside, shattering the windows. “Now.”


  Livia gasped in horror. “Esmerelda, what have you done?”


  “A friend of mine just punctured all the gas tanks, then lit the island on fire.”


  SCRAP backed into the castle, the cavity in his chest pouring flames onto the ice as he did so. The guards rushed him, but the robot’s hydraulic legs, kicking like a Rockette with a black belt, made short work of them. “We good?” he asked Esmerelda.


  “I think so,” she said, smiling at the horrified guests. “I’d say you all have about ten minutes before this island melts and the castle sinks. I expect there’ll be a line to the exit.” Without so much as a pause, a sea of the wealthy elite rushed for the door, jamming themselves in the entryway as they crawled over each other to escape. SCRAP transformed into a miniature helicopter, allowing Esmerelda to hop inside and taking to the air.


  “So we’re friends now, are we?” SCRAP asked.


  Esmerelda smirked. “Words were said in the heat of the moment.” They made their way to Otto, who was now standing over Isaac with his mask and an ice saw.


  “And now,” Otto said, his voice deep and gravelly, “It’s time for you to join the polar bear club! By being eaten! By a polar bear!”


  “Otto, we’re leaving!” Esmerelda shouted, lowering a metallic ladder to him.


  Otto immediately removed the mask and breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank science.” He looked down at Isaac, who was cringing for his life. “Well, it’s been fun. Here.” Tossing the terrified speculator the ice saw, Otto grasped ladder and ascended into the other seat.


  “Oh, I almost forgot,” Esmerelda said. “We need to go back for your parents!”


  Otto paused for a long moment and finally sighed. “If we must.”


  Moritz and Lena had finally cornered Caxby and Bristlin, who were bawling their eyes out. “Don’t hit us!” Bristlin said. “Mommy says only poor kids deserve to get hit!”


  Moritz looked stunned. “Hit you? No, we would never do such things!”


  Lena handed them each a schnitzel, into which was carved a frowning face. “These schnitzels have been made sad by your naughty behavior. We hope you have learned your lesson.”


  Before the children could respond, a pair of claws extended from SCRAP’s chassis and snatched up the Von Trapezoids. The escaping helicopter shot out the plate glass ceiling and ascended into the night sky.


  “You’ll pay for this, Esmerelda!” Livia shouted after them. “I swear it!”


  Esmerelda stuck her head out the window. “Oh, quit whining, Mom. You can always summer in the Hamptons.”


  “That’s for commoners and you know it!”


  Once they had cleared the range of the party and were on their way back to their pit stop in Aurora Del Caliente, Esmerelda put her hand on Otto’s shoulder. “You missed a hell of a showdown between me and my parents. I think I sounded a little like you back there.”


  “Indeed, my love,” Otto said. “Tell me, SCRAP, did she take the weapons?”


  “Yeah, but only the poisoned darts. Her plan was actually quite ingenious on its own.”


  Esmerelda cocked her head. “What are you two talking about?”


  “I’m surprised you haven’t yet deduced it, my dear. I sent SCRAP undercover with enough weapons to nuke a small city.”


  Esmerelda’s eyes widened. “You brought weapons, even after you promised not to?”


  “No, I promised I would harm no one at the party, and I did not. The weapons were for you. A fool could see you had unfinished business with your family, but you would not arm yourself, and I would certainly have been searched. Hence my underling’s presence.”


  Esmerelda crossed her arms and scowled. “So you manipulated me.”


  Otto smirked at her. “Let us simply say I offered you the choice.”


  “Otto Von Trapezoid, you devious bastard,” Esmerelda said, putting her arms around him and kissing him. “You are in so much trouble.”


  “Ugh, going on autopilot,” SCRAP said before the affection began in earnest.


  Outside the helicopter, Lena and Moritz hung from the claws, very perplexed, but taking it all in good spirits. “Lena, do you know what I could go for right now?”


  She thought for a moment, then received a flash of insight. “A schnitzel?”


  Moritz raised his finger, as if it had just occurred to him. “Yes! But first, a nap.”


  The pair fell asleep immediately, whipped by cold night winds, trailed by smoke and screams, and surrounded by the cacophony of helicopter blades and villainous kissings.
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  [image: S]CRAP wheeled his way around the station, having finally cleaned up the mess from his visit to Earth. Most of the machines damaged in the Robodome, as it was now being called, just required minor repair work, though Otto had originally ordered they be left to their fates to teach them a lesson. This objection was quickly countermanded when the various oil spills sent him flying from one section of the station to the next, hitting every object in range of his head as he went. Naturally, after this, he insisted SCRAP be the one to fix the problem, as it was his “bungling incompetence” that caused the mess in the first place. For a human, Otto certainly had his share of macros and GO TO lines.


  In the wake (literally in this case) of the Santa Monicas’ destroyed castle, Esmerelda had been staying on the station for the past week, as had the Von Trapezoids. After days of schnitzel breakfasts, schnitzel lunches, schnitzel dinners, after-schnitzel schnacks (er, snacks), and games of Guess the Schnitzel (thankfully nothing like Hide the Schnitzel), Otto finally insisted his parents return home post-haste. He didn’t imagine they were in much danger from Esmerelda’s family to begin with given their minimal role, and they were protected by the FILMS (Field of Intellectual Limitation and Mental Scrambling) in any case.


  Back when Otto and SCRAP left Earth to begin their life of crime in earnest, it occurred to the scientist that his parents might be connected to his actions. Von Trapezoid, after all, was not a particularly common name, and it wasn’t as if Moritz and Lena would lie even if it was in their best interest. Therefore, Otto built an array around their home and shop which distorted the intellects of anyone passing through, particularly ensuring no one would have the intelligence to connect Otto Von Trapezoid to his parents or their shop. In theory, this would have affected Lena and Moritz as well, but for whatever reason, they didn’t seem to notice. SCRAP mocked him quite mercilessly at the time for being so sentimental, but Otto insisted it was only a matter of reputation, and not wishing anyone to know he was born to such simpletons.


  Unfortunately, having two fewer humans on the station was not as effective as SCRAP wished at returning life to normal. Granted, normal on the Quadrilateral of Doom involved creating robotic lemming paratroopers to attack the Hoover Dam and steal its electric power, or attempting to harness the world’s entire supply of phosphorus to build a giant suit of flaming armor, but what he found instead was Otto and Esmerelda, apparently suffering effects similar to cabin fever, had become increasingly affectionate and expressive of that affection. Though he never quite approved, SCRAP had become used to his master having a romantic companion now; still, their incessant giggling and running around the station at all hours of the night was becoming irksome. All the robot could do was keep his eye on the prize; before too long, the plan would be complete.


  Making his way to the bridge, SCRAP saw Esmerelda having a conversation with that friend of hers, the hacker MegaLoMeinia, on the main viewscreen. The screen’s purpose, as Otto himself had shouted at his parents more than once, was spreading messages of terror and mayhem, not making personal calls. Yet clearly he had given her access to it so she could gossip. Rather than complain, however, SCRAP worked quietly in the background, checking various projections and diagnostics of the plan, all the while listening in with his parabolic hearing.


  “Oh my god, I can’t believe you sank it! Awesome!” Meg laughed.


  Esmerelda rubbed her knuckles on the lapel of her coat. “Yeah, I’m considering it payback for all the times they told me I’d never be a thief because of my huge swimmer’s calves and manly shoulders. Well who wishes they took lessons now?” Esmerelda’s laugh sounded a bit like Otto’s for a moment there, SCRAP thought.


  Meg tapped away at her computer, which now made the sounds of various farm animals with every keystroke. “It looks like the castle was carved up and stolen by the guests before it even had a chance to sink. The crime boards are saying your parents are at war with half of them.”


  Esmerelda rolled her eyes. “Yeah, who’d have thought so many dishonest people in the same room might backstab each other if given the chance?”


  “The intel becomes a little unreliable afterwards. People are even saying a sea serpent claimed a whole wing.”


  “Hmm, that was what I used to call Catalina back when we were kids. I made up stories about how she was born with a tail and webbed feet. Well, that last one’s true…”


  “Ezzie, you’re so funny. I miss you, you know. We should hang out soon, maybe knock over the Federal Reserve.”


  “I’d love to, Meg. It’s just, right now we’re letting the heat die down, and I’m helping Otto with the plan he still won’t tell me about.”


  Meg looked away for a moment, then turned back and sighed. “I get it. No big. I’ve got some stuff going too.”


  “Soon though, I promise.”


  “Yeah,” Meg said, looking back at her computers. “Listen, I should work on this virus I’m making. Talk to you later.”


  Otto walked in as Meg ended the call. He put his hands on Esmerelda’s shoulders as she sighed. “What’s wrong, my dear?”


  “It’s Meg. I think she’s feeling neglected. She didn’t even forget we were having a conversation by the end there.”


  Otto looked over at SCRAP for a moment, who pointedly faced the other way, muttered in binary, and made his eyes flicker with data, as though he were interfacing with the ship’s main computer. It was always surprisingly easy to fool humans just by using robot clichés. Once Otto was sure SCRAP wasn’t listening, he turned back to Esmerelda. “Well, your friend obviously has some talent in the very limited field of computer science. I’m sure we could find a place for her in our new world order.”


  Esmerelda hugged him. “Otto, even when you’re a condescending ass, you’re still the sweetest man I know.” If SCRAP was capable of vomiting, he would have coated the floor.


  “Hmph, sweetness. Would someone sweet do… this?” Otto pulled something from his labcoat, through SCRAP couldn’t see what, keeping up his deception as he was, but Esmerelda gave a playful shriek as Otto brandished whatever it was at her.


  “Ew! Get that away from me!” she screeched, laughing as he moved closer.


  “I think not,” Otto said, laughing. “The data suggests you enjoy it!” The pair wrestled over the main console for several seconds, rolling back and forth across the touchpad. The lights dimmed, but came back up after a moment.


  SCRAP turned halfway to see them, noting Esmerelda was now atop Otto on the console. Her hand was a blur as she grabbed whatever it was he was holding. “Aha!” she shouted, now pointing the object at him. “Now it’s mine! Are you prepared to die, sirrah?”


  “Never!” Otto shouted, sliding between Esmerelda’s long legs and out toward the cargo bays. “You shall have to catch me first!”


  She took off after him, waving the object above her head. “Oh yeah, like that’ll be a challenge.”


  “No fair, using your genetic height abnormality against me!” Otto shouted as he slipped through the door, Esmerelda following close behind, and SCRAP was mercifully alone once more. The lights flickered again, leaving the robot to wonder if the foolish pair hadn’t deactivated some minor system or other in the course of their roughhousing or foreplay or whatever it was they were doing. He ran through the nonessential systems and saw nothing offline, then checked the critical ones and found the same. On a hunch, he then checked to see if anything had instead been activated. Just as SCRAP realized what the problem was, the ship’s computer articulated it for him.


  “Self-destruct sequence initiated. Final voice confirmation?”


  Though the odds of Otto and Esmerelda hitting the exact keys and sequence to activate the station’s self-destruct were troubling to SCRAP’s robotic mind, he was relieved, because at the very least, the final confirmation had not been given, and he had enough system access to cancel it. He would have to shove this, as smugly as possible, in Otto’s face at a later date. “Self-destruct canc―”


  “Confirm your inferiority and we can end this!” Otto said, bursting back into the room on one of his floating platforms, wearing only his labcoat, a bathing suit, and an inflatable duck around his waist.


  “You are going down, Von Trapezoid!” Esmerelda said, hot on his trail with what appeared to be bits of pie in her face. The sounds of their raucous laughter followed, and they were gone as quickly as they had entered. The station’s lights turned red.


  “Self-destruct sequence confirmed. Five minutes to imminent doom.”


  Once again, the odds of Otto saying the exact worst possible words at the worst possible time nearly caused SCRAP’s head to explode, but unfortunately, the problem at hand was much worse. The timer was ticking down now, and because both his and Otto’s voices were used to confirm the destruct, it would require to Otto to override it directly. While SCRAP supposed he could simply ask the man to assist, first he would have to track him down in the midst of his perverse chase, then he would have to convince Otto to listen for a fraction of a second (a daunting task on the best of days), and finally they would have to untangle what SCRAP now saw was a rather snarled security system to shut down the destruct sequence.


  “Four minutes, thirty seconds remaining.”


  It wasn’t worth the risk, SCRAP thought. Interfacing with the computer, the robot sped along as fast as his superior processors could, but the self-destruct sequence, designed by both himself and Otto, was complex, and with time they had only made it more so in case some pilfering do-gooder like Jake Indestructible came along again to claim their hard work in the name of society. If Otto were here, with his creative spark to match SCRAP’s methodical speed and tenacity, they could overcome it in no time, but as it was, only another truly chaotic mind would be up to the task. A jolt of memory shot across the robot’s circuits, and he realized there may indeed be such a one close at hand. Activating the viewscreen communicator, he performed a hard redial and attempted to reach MegaLoMeinia.


  “Four minutes remaining.”


  For a long moment, there was no answer. SCRAP was perplexed. Surely someone as addicted to the internet as a teenaged hacker couldn’t be away from her beloved machines, and surely she would see the signal was from the QOD and assume Esmerelda was calling her back. But then, based on what he’d heard, was that the problem? Was it some human pride issue? Resentment from feeling ignored? Hurt at what she perceived as the betrayal of a friend? A moment later, the connection patched through, and he saw Meg standing in front of the screen with a pair of cats, one with three legs in a tuxedo and top hat, the other one-eyed in a white veil. She was holding a Bible and speaking like a Southern preacher, drawing out words and making exaggerated gestures. “And do you, Miss Frumpykins, take Snickers to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health…”


  “Three minutes, thirty seconds remaining to self-destruct.”


  SCRAP gave a not so subtle coughing sound, which was oddly difficult for a machine, considering he had neither lungs nor a throat with which to do so. Meg looked up after a moment of surprise. “Then by the power invested in me, by the state of Megsylvania… Oh, hi robot friend,” she said, that look of fascination SCRAP found so unsettling last time on her face. Miss Frumpykins hissed and hid under the table, while Snickers walked back and forth in front of the screen. “No, Miss Frumpykins, don’t be a runaway bride! Who’ll protect the institution of marriage?”


  “Sorry to interrupt this… horrifying farce,” the robot said, “but I have a situation on my hands.”


  SCRAP explained the impending calamity to Meg, who seemed to be engaging in at least three other activities while she listened. In addition, the three-legged cat kept sticking its face in the screen and often stopped to groom itself as it did. Once SCRAP completed his tale, Meg gave him a skeptical look. “Self-destruct, huh? Why don’t you have Dorky McDorkerson fix it?”


  “I would, but―” SCRAP was cut off by the door behind him sliding open again, this time with Esmerelda hopping through on an experimental rocket-powered pogo stick while Otto, riding a bridled and saddled FIX-IT, followed close behind.


  “Tell me where you’ve hidden the gingerbread man! Ow!” Otto shouted, as FIX-IT clumsily bounced him into every surface in the room.


  “You’ll never catch me, Colonel Mustard!” Esmerelda called as she vanished.


  “Three minutes remaining to self-destruct.”


  SCRAP and Meg shared a shudder of mutual horror. Meg thought for a second. “Okay, I’ll help you. On one condition.”


  SCRAP was not surprised by this. In fact, it was something of a relief. He was finally dealing with a human rational enough to act from self-interest rather than some foolish biological imperatives. “Very well, human. Name your price.”


  Meg wrung her hands together in fiendish delight. “You have to be my kitty for a day.”


  The robot paused for a moment. Of all the things she could have asked, that was one he had not foreseen. He shook his head. “You must be joking. Do you want technology? Wealth? Some of that pocky substance I’ve heard so much about?”


  “You. Kitty. Me. Here,” Meg said, crossing her arms and smiling both smarmily and smugly.


  “Preposterous,” SCRAP said, crossing his arms back. “I’m not some toy you can manipulate on your twisted whims.”


  The two stared at each other, locked in a battle of wills. Meg looked at the spot on her arm where a watch might have gone, if she or anyone her age were given to wearing watches. “Two minutes remaining to self-destruct,” the computer said.


  SCRAP finally nodded. “This had better work,” he said. “Or I promise I’ll find a way to make you pay.”


  “Yay!” Meg said, clapping her hands. She then slid over to another computer. “Okay, you’ll need to give me full access to aaaaaallllll your systems!”


  “Done,” SCRAP replied, interfacing with the ship’s computer. “The security inside is two-tiered. I’ll break down the walls of protective code that require hundreds of calculations per second to bypass, while you fight against the adaptive defenses. And I think it goes without saying you need to move as quickly as possible.”


  “Son, who you think you’re talking to?” Meg scoffed, and started typing like a centipede tap dancing on a burning skillet. SCRAP was processing as fast as he could, breaking through the firewalls one by one, frustrated at just how maddeningly thorough he had been in creating them. He monitored Meg’s progress, which was actually quite remarkable for a human. Her short attention span actually served rather well in keeping her moving from one flowering defense to another, catching what was important versus what wasn’t because she became bored with each individual problem so quickly she immediately noticed the next one that formed. It seemed like they might actually succeed with time to spare.


  Then, of course, it all went wrong.


  As the final defenses cracked beneath the assault of methodical efficiency and frenetic adaptation, a virtual image of Otto appeared on Meg’s computer screen, as well as the main viewer. “Greetings, pathetic dullard, or dullards, as may be the case,” it said in Otto’s voice. “If you’re seeing this, you have breached the subpar defenses created by my borderline-competent underling SCRAP. Fortunately, I have hidden this Spoilsport Program to ruin any chances to take my station alive. I’d wish you luck surviving, but luck is an unquantifiable abstract mistaken for probability by the superstitious, and thus I wish you nothing. Hahahahahahaha!”


  “Thirty seconds remaining to self-destruct,” the computer voice said, its impassiveness flapping even SCRAP’s general unflappability. Sometimes he hated being the only machine with actual intelligence. Wait, that was it! SCRAP had an idea.


  “Meg, watch for an opening. When you see it, flip the switch and shut down the self-destruct.”


  “What are you going to do?” she asked.


  “What I was built to do,” SCRAP said. Transferring his consciousness directly into the system was a risk, but a necessary one. He didn’t have much time, and only by interacting as pure data could he move fast enough to defeat Otto’s Spoilsport and leave Meg the window she needed. Inside the system, the Spoilsport was massive, blocking every avenue with its sheer presence. True to its creator, it posed and laughed, certain of its superiority. If there was one thing SCRAP knew how to do, though, it was annoy Otto Von Trapezoid. “Hello, sir,” SCRAP said. “Or should I say Otto?” SCRAP’s programming forbade him from referring to his master by first name, but this wasn’t him, was it? And oh, how sweet that felt as a shot across the nose.


  “What? SCRAP?” the Spoilsport said. “How dare you! Remove yourself at once!”


  “I was just thinking about how easy it was to reach this far into the program. And, you know how you’re always referring to me as inferior technology. But didn’t you build me? Doesn’t that mean you are in fact the inferior one?”


  “Preposterous! I shall destroy you!” The program fired tendrils at SCRAP’s data form, which dodged with the skill only pure information could.


  “And just so you know, ‘sir,’ you’re the one who set off the self-destruct sequence, by bringing a woman aboard the station. And flirting with her!”


  “Twenty seconds to self-destruct.”


  “Ha!” the Spoilsport shouted, summoning smaller programs to attack SCRAP, who fired on them with his elbow cannons and kicked away those close enough to attack him. “Now I know you’re lying. There is no way I would ever be taken in by the wiles of some temptress, no matter how good her taste is in choosing me!”


  “Take a look,” SCRAP said, accessing the station cameras, which showed the real Otto playfully wrestling Esmerelda on the floor, and smiling while doing so. The program gasped in horror. “That’s right,” SCRAP said, closing the distance between them and floating in its face. “Not only did this little plan not manage to outsmart anyone, you’ve actually managed to out-stupid yourself, all while compromising your own desire to stay free from emotional attachments.”


  “Ten seconds to self-destruct. Ten, nine, eight…”


  The Spoilsport program, now smaller, more focused and monstrous in appearance, grabbed SCRAP within its flaming hands. “I will stomach no more of your impertinence, you vexatious automaton! I am Otto Von Trapezoid, and I―”


  “Yoink!” A digital Meg hopped through a gap left by the Spoilsport, whose entire focus was held on SCRAP, and quickly found the kill switch. Meg cut down the last shields, and as the timer crossed the two-second mark, she flipped it, stopping the countdown. The lights on the ship returned to their normal white.


  “Self-destruct sequence deactivated.”


  The Spoilsport program, melting and slurring its angry words, was forced to shut down, freeing SCRAP to return to his body. When he came to, he saw Meg on the viewscreen, sweat dripping from her forehead, her computers smoking, with several on fire. She looked up at him as the lights returned to his eyes. “Wow, that was…”


  “Close, I know,” SCRAP said, relieved he did not sweat.


  “No, I was going to say that was totally awesome! We should do it again!”


  “No offense,” SCRAP said, clearly meaning offense, “But I hope the next time something like this happens, I am far, far away from all affiliated parties.”


  “Aww, too bad,” Meg said, picking up Mr. Snickers as he walked in front of the screen, waving his good front leg at SCRAP, much to the cat’s protestations. “I had fun working with you. It’s like going on digital safari with a grumpy metal butler.”


  SCRAP shook his head. “I suppose your skill with machines is mildly impressive, for a human.”


  Meg nodded, and nearly signed off, before she caught herself. “Oh yeah! Don’t forget, you owe me a day as a kitty.”


  “Yes, I know,” SCRAP said, hoping she would forget in short order and thinking he would simply ignore her if not. “I can hardly wait.”


  “By the way, I gave myself a backdoor to your system while I was in there,” Meg said, smiling as sweetly as a baby made of caramelized sugar. “If you try to double cross me, I’ll blow up your station for real next time! Bye-bye!” She closed the communication.


  With the crisis averted, SCRAP was ready to return to his regular administrative duties. Before he could, however, the familiar sound of screaming pierced his ears. “SCRAP!” Otto shouted as he entered the room, wearing a cowboy hat and a cape. “What is the meaning of this?”


  “Sir, there was an emergency, but I―”


  “No, you metallic pile of Grade-F meat! I’m talking about the mood lighting!”


  SCRAP paused for a moment. “Let’s just skip a step here and you tell me what it is you mean by that.”


  “I am referring to the red lights that gave the station a mood… of some sort. I’m not actually certain how a light evokes emotion, but Esmerelda was enjoying it, so I am ordering you to turn it back on.”


  “Sir, that was actually―” SCRAP paused and shook his head. “No, you know what? You’re right. It was my mistake. I’ll reset the lights to your specifications.”


  “You certainly will,” Otto said, adjusting his hat and trying to mosey out of the room. “And seriously, SCRAP, get your act together. You’re embarrassing yourself.”


  The robot lowered the lights and returned to his work, allowing his mind to go on autopilot. A lesser entity in his situation (read: a human), having just saved himself and his closest allies from destruction by the skin of his teeth, and receiving thanks for his efforts in the form of derision, ingratitude, and being forced into a bizarre game of make believe, would certainly have snapped under the pressure. Fortunately, SCRAP was a machine, possessed of superior intellect and little emotional attachment. He ran diagnostics, performed upgrades, and found more efficient methods to keep the Quadrilateral of Doom running. All was as it should have been.
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  [image: O]tto and SCRAP spent the next several weeks in the dark, hot workshop, making their final push toward completing the plan. They took breaks only long enough for Otto to eat and rest, and mostly worked in silence. It was very much like old times, before Esmerelda had come into their lives and turned them upside down. Despite this, there was an unusual tension in the air, a sense that for good or ill, this plan’s success or failure would determine their fate. They funneled power from the Esmereldium battery into the new machinery, and over the course of days, observed dozens of false starts, which led to longer and longer periods of sustained activity, which in turn eventually led to a single case of fully sustained activity, which in double-turn eventually-eventually led to fully repeatable sustained activity. After checking the figures, it looked like they were accurate, precise, and consistent. After a moment struggling with them, Otto pulled the goggles to the top of his head and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Correct me if I’m wrong,” he said to SCRAP, “But I believe it’s ready.”


  “Sir, there’s nothing I enjoy more than correcting you when you’re wrong,” the robot said, unhooking himself from the power cylinder to which he was attached. “But in this case, I believe you’re right.”


  Otto, walking with his hands behind his back, looked over the moving parts as the machines before them hummed to life. “Good. Projections on when we’ll be ready to make our offensive?”


  “I have to run a few more tests and trials, but allowing time for strategizing and replication, I’d say we’ll be fully operational in a month.”


  “Excellent. Soon, very soon, every nation shall fall before an unstoppable onslaught, and the world shall be rightfully mine!” Otto’s maniacal laughter echoed throughout the workshop as he overlooked his grand creation. FIX-IT puttered into the room, attempting to find anything that might need upkeep, and was drawn in by the sound of Otto’s continued villainous mirth. As it approached him, he turned and laughed even louder, driving the poor maintenance bot out as fast as its little propellers could muster. After two solid minutes of evil glee, SCRAP tapped Otto on the shoulder.


  “Sir, if I may, there isn’t really much left for you to do down here. My records indicate you haven’t seen Miss Santa Monica in three weeks at this point. Perhaps you should spend some time together?”


  Otto cocked an eyebrow. “Wait, why would you make such a suggestion? Normally, you can’t find enough ways to passive-aggressively tell me not to see her.”


  “Sir, we’re on the verge of completing everything we’ve ever dreamed. Obviously she makes you happy, which creates an easier environment for me to operate in. Why wouldn’t I want you to spend time with her now?” Otto stared at SCRAP for a long moment. “All right, fine. I ended up owing your girlfriend’s hacker buddy a favor. She’s been on me to pay it back for some time. I was hoping you wouldn’t find out.”


  “Ha! I assume she demands your assistance with some petty technical issue, does she not?”


  SCRAP looked away. “Er, something like that, yes. I should be back tomorrow, so you’ll have the station to yourself, sir.”


  Otto whipped the tail of his labcoat to the side and posed. “Then off I go!” He rushed out, catching the strap of his goggles on a nearby latch. “Blast!” he shouted as he struggled to free himself before finally snapping the band. SCRAP waited until he was gone and gathered up the ears and tail he would be attaching to himself for the next several hours. For all that his master’s indignities were public knowledge, SCRAP certainly suffered his own private share.
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  A few hours later, when Esmerelda arrived on the station in the gyroscopic space elevator, she leapt out from the airlock, wrapping her legs around Otto and kissing him, driving the much shorter man backwards into the wall. “Baby!” she said, letting him go after a long moment. “I’ve missed you like crazy.”


  “And I you, my dear. But I believe our time apart was worth the discomfort. For you see, SCRAP and I have completed our project.”


  Esmerelda’s mouth hung open. “You did? That’s amazing! Does this mean you’re finally going to tell me what it is?” When Otto shook his head, she scowled. “Oh, come on. You can’t possibly still distrust me at this point.”


  Otto took Esmerelda in his arms. “You misunderstand. I admit that at first I kept you in the dark to avoid a security breach. Who knows what telepathic enemies I have out there, especially after the Kathmandu incident. So many swollen and ruptured brains…” Esmerelda tapped her foot as Otto trailed off. A tribute to how far his people skills had come, he realized this almost immediately. “Ah, yes. No, I ultimately decided to keep it from you for one other reason. Our plan will bear fruit in exactly one month. Do you know what that is?”


  Esmerelda thought for a moment then tapped herself on the forehead. “A year. One year since the day I stole the Louvre!”


  “Yes, and since I activated my OIL cannon. The day we met. It is in a sense our anniversary. Thus, the plan is no longer a secret, but a surprise. My gift to you.”


  Her scowl twisting into a half-smile, Esmerelda sighed. “Well, I can’t say I like being kept in the dark about something like this, but as usual, your heart is at least in the right place.”


  Affecting a look of sheer malevolence, Otto scoffed. “My heart is always in the wrongest place possible!”


  Esmerelda gave him a gentle shove. “Yeah, yeah, you big ham. All right, so what do you want to do?”


  Otto scratched his head. “In truth, I had not given it much thought. I was so excited at the prospect of seeing you that I failed to concoct an itinerary.”


  “You said you have a month before the plan is ready, right? And you don’t have much to do until then? Hmm, what could we do with all the time?”


  The two of them paused for a moment, and then simultaneously burst out, “Crime spree!”
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  Charging down the battlefield, arms crossed atop a heavily armored mech composed largely of powerful legs and laser cannons, Otto and Esmerelda made their first move. As crimes went, there wasn’t much to be gained from fighting Eastern European mercenaries in tanks, but it was a good way to test new equipment, grab some quick plunder, and be sure almost no one in the world community would be too upset by their actions. Bullets and mortar fire exploded around them as they held firm behind the hardened glass visor. After some initial prodding, Otto agreed to let Esmerelda pilot the machine (her rather persuasive argument was that he would look far more stylish standing atop the mech, wind billowing his coat and hair) as it cut a swath of destruction across the landscape and sent their foes fleeing in terror.


  From there, they enacted a series of bank robberies, creating entire scenes out of the money they stole and having dates in the scenes created, including walks in the money park, rides on money roller coasters, and dinner in a money restaurant (they discovered early on that it was not particularly prudent to eat money, which was neither tasty nor hygienic, so they stole food from famous restaurants and simply served it to one another on hardened plates of money). Once they were done with the loot in question, they threw it away, mostly into hard to reach or dangerous places like toxic waste dumps, unstable mines, the heart of the Rain Forest, the summits of Himalayan mountains, and the middle of disputed military zones. They would then go on to make anonymous announcements that they had “lost” these fortunes and anyone brave enough to venture out to claim them was welcome to try.


  Once that was done, they competed to give each other greater and greater gifts. It started when Esmerelda noticed Otto’s goggles, which he had always hated to begin with, were on their way out, the lenses smudged and scratched, the band stretched and fraying. While Otto was assaulting a botanical garden with his flamethrower, she stole the lens from a nearby planetarium’s telescope, kidnapped and bribed some optometrists, and had them design some new eyewear. (It was a very large botanical garden and Otto was thorough in its destruction.)


  It was made from a hard plastic polymer, completely clear and durable, equipped with the ability to see in all spectra of light, and snapped over the eyes without a band in the back. Otto loved his new eyewear, which he said made him look more villainous than ever before. Not to be outdone, however, the scientist raided a coal mine, stealing every scrap of carbon he could find, and used his gravity cannon to pressurize it into the world’s largest diamond. From there, the gifting between them only escalated. Esmerelda stole the towers from the Taj Mahal and offered them to Otto to add to the Quadrilateral of Doom, and Otto then used a smaller version of the OIL cannon to carve Esmerelda’s name across the Siberian tundra on a scale large enough to be seen from space. In the end, they declared the contest a draw, both more than satisfied with what the other had given them, and took a break to relax back at Aurora Del Caliente. They sat out on the beach, laughing and plotting further mayhem.


  “Ooh, I know!” Esmerelda laughed. “We’ll conquer Australia, and replace the whole continent with a theme park!”


  “Yes, an Australia-themed theme park,” Otto responded. “We must be sure to bastardize their culture as much as possible to give outsiders the wrong impression!”


  “And we’ll let the Australians work there, but they’ll have to dress up in really stereotypical outfits and say demeaning catch phrases,” Esmerelda pounded her fist on the armrest of her sun chair. “Oh, Otto, this week has been so much fun. I’m almost sad I was invited to give the keynote speech at the Women in Villainy Conference over the weekend.”


  “That’s this weekend, you say? How fortuitous. I’ve been invited to a poker match then. That Sagittarius fellow is hosting; seems he wants some payback after I humiliated him in our last battle.”


  Esmerelda put her hands on her hips. “Didn’t you both lose to the necromancer?”


  “Details,” Otto sputtered. “In any case, it seems our outside plans line up well.”


  “Yeah. I was thinking. Would you mind if we spent tonight up on the station? We can attach those towers I got you, and I just think it would be nice to look out at the Earth from space. You have such a great view.”


  “If you say so, my dear. All I see is a big, blue bull’s-eye. But very well. If that is what you wish, then so it shall be!” Otto swept his coat to the side and pointed upward.


  Esmerelda smiled and rolled her eyes. “Did somebody teach you to talk like that, or does it just come natural?”


  Otto posed even more dramatically, arms akimbo and head tilted back. “I carry myself with the dignity and magnitude a true supervillain should. I refuse to use such fripperies as ‘slang’ or ‘lingo!’ In fact, I―oh, wait, you’re teasing me, aren’t you?”


  “Of course I am, dummy,” she said, pausing for a moment. “But seriously, did you like memorize the dictionary as a kid?”


  “I―you―rage!”
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  That evening, they returned to the Quadrilateral of Doom, surprised to find SCRAP and the maintenance bots had prepared them a romantic, candlelit dinner at the main window. They broke from their hiding spot behind the moon and had a perfect view of the Earth for the entirety of their meal. Just as surprisingly, SCRAP did not make a single snide comment the entire evening. Though he did not feel the same level of appreciation for the view as Esmerelda, Otto grudgingly admitted the Earth as seen from space had “positive aesthetic qualities from a certain perspective,” which she considered a victory. They retired to the bedroom for a well-deserved rest after several successful days of terrorizing the world.


  After Otto fell asleep, Esmerelda slipped out the door.


  Even though she could sneak past a pack of bloodhounds while covered in meat and remain unseen by an eagle while waving red flags on the steppes, much of her skillset was useless on the station. There were cameras everywhere, and robots didn’t blink. Still, she hadn’t become the Empress of Thieves by giving up when the going got tough, and she certainly wasn’t going to now. She had learned the station layout fairly well at this point, and was able slip under and around the cameras’ fields of vision, occasionally running up walls and leaping atop the cameras themselves.


  Most of the robots on the station were not particularly interested in her, as they performed ordinary ship operations and had been programmed to recognize her as a non-threat (Esmerelda had heard the story of how Otto forgot to make this exception for his parents during their only visit, and the thousands of schnitzels lost to oblivion). Still, it was always possible their recorders could be checked at a later date, so she came prepared. When FIX-IT approached, attempting to nuzzle as she passed, she gave it a shock with her electrically charged fingerprint concealers. She had set the device on low, so the machines would not be damaged permanently, but would be assumed to have suffered a minor power surge. Not coincidentally, it would also erase their data drives of having seen her, as they would reboot to their last startup memories.


  She made her way in the direction of the workshop, skillfully avoiding detection as she crossed the bridge and the warehouses, even what she affectionately called the Aquarium, as it was where the lobsters and crabs spent their time (Otto failed to see the humor in this). As she passed the field of the final camera and had the workshop door in her sights, she jumped at a sound from behind her. “Can I help you?” asked SCRAP, his voice filled with more suspicion than an inquisitor in a room full of people with fake mustaches and hands behind their backs.


  It just had to be SCRAP. That smug, crafty robot for whom she’d developed a grudging respect wheeled up behind her, and for all her stealth and skill, she’d somehow missed him. She was silent for a long moment, trying to decide what to say. “No, I’m fine. I just couldn’t sleep is all.” She mentally bonked herself in the head. Couldn’t sleep? It was the oldest lie in the book, and she should know, as said book was written by one of her ancestors.


  SCRAP narrowed his eyes. “And you thought the best way to deal with that was to hop around on the cameras and stealth your way across the station? I’ll admit insomnia is an alien concept to me, but I fail to see the connection.”


  She shook her head. “Kinda sad, that. I always thought you were the one with the common sense and people skills around here. Surely, a brilliant robot like you has figured out what a silly old human like me is doing.”


  Now SCRAP paused. “I am, for your information, and I have figured it out. But… since I like making your existence more tedious, why don’t you explain it to me?”


  Esmerelda realized they were playing chicken with each other, each seeing how far they could take the bluff, but unfortunately for her, only her opponent had laser elbows, a flamethrower chest, and hydraulic legs, so it was time to step up her game. “Obviously, I’m… training.”


  “Training. Do go on. My fascination subroutines are all aflutter.”


  “Every thief worth their salt has to keep up their skills,” Esmerelda said. “We have to operate silently and stealthily in dangerous environments designed to keep us out. Frankly, the Quadrilateral of Doom has the best security of any facility I’ve ever been in, and I wanted to see how far I could make it before I was caught. Your time wasn’t bad, but not quite as good as I was expecting. So, you know, victory for me.”


  SCRAP regarded her for a moment, that blank robotic face giving no clues as to his thoughts. Finally, he shrugged and wheeled away. “Whatever. Just don’t leave your cute little gadgets around. You know how he is about messes.”


  Esmerelda let out a sigh of relief as she continued her game of stealth, and slipped up to the workshop door. Otto’s access codes were obnoxiously long and had no noticeable pattern to them, which was just good sense, but she hated just how skilled he was at remembering those long strings of data (and the mnemonic devices he used to remember them were just as complicated).


  Fortunately, she had a “cute gadget” designed for just such occasions. She pulled out a combination cracker her own design, which had been updated for the digital age with some help from Meg. After a few minutes, she was able to open the door and leave no trace in the computer system that the door had in fact been opened. Once on the other side, she saw it. The plan. Suddenly, everything he had been doing made sense. She felt surprisingly guilty about going behind Otto’s back, but this was too big, and she had to know. Over the course of the next few hours, she studied it intently, making notes and finally coming to a decision.
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  Otto awoke to Esmerelda standing over him, fully dressed and holding a data drive in her hand. She was not facing him and her eyes seemed red. He rubbed his own eyes and sat up. “Esmerelda? What is going on?”


  “I lied to you,” she said. “I was mad at you for not telling me about your plan, so I convinced you to come to the station last night, and when you fell asleep, I broke into your workshop. I saw everything.” Otto was silent, so she continued. “I have problems trusting people; it goes with the job, and my family, so I violated your trust. I understand if you don’t want to see me anymore. This is a list of notes and suggestions I made to improve on your strategies. I’ll let myself out now.”


  Otto remained silent as Esmerelda turned to leave, and she took this as agreement. Walking away, Esmerelda resolved that she would not let him see her weakened expression, so she refused to look back. “Wait!” Otto shouted as she cleared the threshold of his room. She paused, but did not turn back. “What you’ve done, it’s―”


  “I know, it’s unforgiveable. You don’t need to―”


  “It’s brilliant!”


  Esmerelda turned around now. “Um, what?”


  Otto had brought up the touch console next to his bed and scrolled through the data Esmerelda gave him at blinding speed. “Yes, mobilization, troop placement, synchronized timing, this cuts through a number of the problems SCRAP and I were having. Well done, my dear.”


  Esmerelda shook her head. “Didn’t you hear me? I lied to you! I betrayed you! Stop being so forgiving and be mad at me!”


  Otto put his arms around Esmerelda, who turned away as he did so. “I could never be angry with you. You saw I was making an error in judgment, and you, like a truly brilliant mind, corrected the problem. You may have saved me from failing in my greatest plan for world domination. I could not ask for a better companion. In fact, I could not even have designed one if I tried, and there are half-finished schematics somewhere.”


  Esmerelda pressed her head against Otto’s and hugged him back. “You know you should have ended your speech a sentence earlier, right?”


  “Yes, I realized immediately.”


  “So… we’re all right?” she asked.


  “We are better than all right, my crimson lotus. We are ready to face whatever comes next, and do so together.”
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  Yann Olinger stood in his war room, which was originally just a room where his fellow diplomats played an alcoholic version of the card game War. Otto Von Trapezoid and Esmerelda Santa Monica were completely out of control. In a single week, they had committed hundreds of acts of theft, vandalism, incitement to anarchy, and had even put in an application for an extremely tacky Australia-themed theme park, in Australia of all places! The various authorities were powerless to stop them, and it seemed like they were able to vanish into thin air at will. Yann looked to his chief aide and data analyst Whetmore, a man whose sense of humor was even worse than his own, and was thus the ideal choice. “We know they must be on the Quadrilateral of Doom,” Yann said, “but do we have any means to find it?”


  “No sir,” the aide said. “It’s not showing up on any satellite detection systems we have in place. You might say they’ve ‘spaced out’ on us! Eh? Eh?”


  Yann groaned. “I don’t understand it. I could have sworn those two were going to murder each other, and now they’re a team? What sort of world are we living in?”


  “A round one, Mr. Olinger. Get it?” Yann stared rusty, jagged, poisoned daggers at the man even as he clapped and laughed at his own joke. “You see, because you said ‘What kind of a world― ‘”


  “Yes, I get it,” Yann growled. “Any word from Jake Indestructible?”


  “No sir, he’s still missing in action after his mission to the Congo. Do you think he’s in one of those lines?”


  “Lines? What on Earth are you talking about?”


  “You know, the lines where everyone dances.” Olinger paused for a moment, then realized what his assistant meant. Whetmore snapped his fingers at Yann and nodded his head. “Aha, gotcha, sir!”


  Somehow, Yann thought, no matter what happened, he was never free. “We’ll just have to move our plans ahead without him. Assuming we can ever find the villains in question.” He was about to take a slug from flask, when the screen flashed red. “What is that?”


  “A blinking light, Mr. Olinger. Eh?―” Whetmore stopped when Olinger raised the flask in his hand as though it were a club. “Er, it’s an incoming message, source unknown.”


  “Read it.”


  “It’s schematics for the Quadrilateral of Doom, and coordinates as well. According to this, they’ve been hiding behind the moon, in some kind of stealth mode.”


  “Hmm, it seems Von Trapezoid has an enemy feeding us intel. Perfect. And what about our surprise?” Yann asked. “Is it ready?”


  “It’s ready, sir.”


  “Then summon the General Assembly and make another attempt to find Indestructible,” Yann said. “Tell them we have very important matters to discuss.” He wasn’t about to question his good fortune, even if had come to him under suspicious circumstances at the exact moment he needed it. No, this was going to be his day, and he would restore some sanity to the world at long last. The Secretary General opened his flask, taking a sip and savoring the flavor for the first time in too long.
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[image: Chapter Fourteen]


  [image: E]smerelda walked around the VIP area, shuffling through her notecards over and over again. The speech was a hassle to write, and she had gone over it, writing, rewriting, starting over, trying to remember what she had erased, trashing it again, considering asking for advice, reconsidering, and finally just settling on what she had and hoping for the best. Normally, when Esmerelda wanted something, she stole it, no fuss, no muss. It was fun, free, easy, and she could do it with style. Certainly there was no dearth of great speeches out there, and it would have been child’s play to procure one. However, and she felt oddly dirty thinking this, stealing a speech, plagiarizing it, actually seemed wrong to her. She was this year’s keynote speaker for the Women in Villainy Conference (held in Greece, at the site of the original Medusa’s lair, now a five-star hotel), and she took the responsibility quite seriously.


  “Aww, y’aint never gonna say what you mean like that,” said a voice from behind her. “When I done my speech last year, I just winged the dern thing.” Esmerelda turned to face Desert Fox, a woman whose career she’d followed for decades. Fox was the deadliest desperado of the Old West, a hard-drinking, hard-fighting, foul-mouthed cuss, wrinkled and grey-haired, but with blue eyes sharp enough to shave steel. She still dressed like an old gunfighter, and carried a pair of Colt revolvers at her side, which she was keen to use as the situation called. No one knew how she was still alive after nearly a hundred and fifty years, and anyone who asked learned the hardest way never to inquire about a lady’s age.


  Esmerelda often heard stories from her great-aunt Cybil, who had performed a train heist with Fox back in the fifties. Naturally, they had stolen the entire train and took it for a joyride after stripping it of valuables. The story had inspired Esmerelda to become a thief, and she was honored to be in the woman’s company. “Course I’d just smoked a bunch of loco weed,” Fox said, laughing as she spit chewing tobacco unerringly into a spittoon nearly ten yards away. Esmerelda was equally disgusted and impressed.


  “I think I’ll be all right,” Esmerelda said, trying to hide her star-struckedness. “Would you, um, care to join me for a drink at the bar?”


  “Sure thing, sally, long as yer buyin’,” Fox said. Esmerelda paused for a moment in confusion. When Fox broke out in laughter, she laughed as well.


  “Ha, buying, you had me going for a second,” said Esmerelda, wagging her finger.


  They sat down at the bar, which was attended by a muscular incubus summoned from the Abyss (incubi were so naïve; he thought this was going to be his ticket to permanent manifestation on Earth). “What can I serve you lovely ladies?” he asked, attempting to turn on the seduction by spreading his ebony wings and flicking his pointed tail.


  “Rum and Fizzle’s,” Esmerelda said, sighing.


  “The Black Stuff,” Desert Fox said, as though she were declaring war. Esmerelda and the incubus both looked on in shock. The Black Stuff was a legendary supervillain beverage that went back to medieval days. A gang of murderous scum who used a tavern as their headquarters had concocted it from expired liquors, several types of mold, wood shavings, and at least two varieties of poison. At first it was used to leave their victims drunk, blind, and probably dead, but eventually they started to drink it in small doses to test their fortitude. It caused not a few prolapses in its day, and most of those who survived unscathed still spent at least a fortnight utterly insensate. Fox gulped it down, shook her head, slapped herself in the face, and let out an opaque belch that hung in the air. “That’ll put hair on yer bags. Try one?”


  “Tempting though that is, I’ll have to pass, with the speech and all,” said Esmerelda. She turned to look around the room, noting the surprisingly large crowd behind the VIP line. “It’s good to see so many tonight.”


  “Sure is,” Fox said. “T’weren’t long ago we gals couldn’t’ve filled half this hall.”


  Esmerelda sipped her drink and smiled, right until she saw the bouncer at the VIP gate tossed aside like an aerodynamically designed ragdoll in a catapult. The woman doing the tossing was large and muscular, with spiky purple hair, a sleeveless, purple flannel shirt, purple cutoff jeans, and purple tattoos running up and down her arms. She ripped a barstool off its hinges and compressed it into a ball, which she tossed at the semi-conscious bouncer. Finally, she leaned up against the bar and smiled. “Make me the purplest drink on the menu,” she said to the incubus, who kept up his seductive demeanor as he did so, unnecessarily bending over to find bottles as he worked.


  “So what did the bouncer do, Violet?” Esmerelda asked. “Was she wearing indigo?”


  Violent Violet thought for a moment, shrugged, and laughed hysterically. “Hmm, I don’t really remember. I guess I must be PMSing or something. Am I right, girlfriends?” Violent Violet was one of the deadliest enforcers in the world. Strong as ten oxen, tough as seven oxen, and crafty as perhaps as many as two oxen, her skills were sought after by nearly anyone who needed arms stronged or bodies guarded. However, Violet was also known for her extreme instability. Once, when she was hired to protect a weapons convoy, she asked the boss if the rocket launchers made her look fat. When the boss, confused by the question, said they didn’t, she determined that he was implying something else was the source of her supposedly corpulent appearance. She went on to destroy the entire convoy, then ate a pint of grape-flavored ice cream amidst the wreckage. What was it about women who loved purple, Esmerelda wondered. As she drank, Violet turned to the others, snapping her finger. “Hey, who wants to go out and hunt for some men when this is over?”


  “Uh, I have a boyfriend,” Esmerelda said.


  “I ain’t never cottoned to the fellas that way,” said Fox.


  “I would be happy to join you in a hunt,” said a blood-chilling voice from behind them. “So long as the still-beating hearts are mine to take!” All three turned and groaned. A few decades back, a group of Thuggee cultists performed a dark ritual to summon Kali, the Hindu goddess of death and destruction, into the world. They succeeded, much to everyone’s surprise, but Kali, to no one’s surprise, destroyed them all in what was widely described as a medley of death and evisceration. Since then, her god powers on the wane from lack of followers, she wandered around causing trouble from time to time, and associating primarily with other supervillains because no one else could even come close to tolerating her company (or survive all that long). As in the myths, blood trailed from her lips, her skin and hair were coal black, she had eight arms, and wore a necklace of skulls and a belt of human hands, neither smelling particularly fresh. She slithered up to the bar, her mad, unblinking eyes stopping on the incubus. “Barkeep, bring me a goblet filled with human eyes. And those toothpick umbrellas. They amuse me.”


  The incubus scrambled to make the horrifying beverage, noting as he did Kali’s fingers twitching upon her curved blades. Esmerelda, feeling just a bit mischievous from the alcohol, turned to Kali and asked, “Hey, did you specify what color you wanted those eyes?”


  Kali thought for a moment, then grew furious, drawing her blades on the incubus. “No… I did not. You dare presume what I want?”


  “You should pick purple,” Violet said. “Purple eyes are so pretty.”


  “That was plumb dirty,” Desert Fox said, laughing and slapping Esmerelda on the back. “You got sass, kid. Remind me of your aunt Cybil.”


  “That means a lot, coming from you,” Esmerelda said as Kali wagged her bleeding tongue at the poor beleaguered incubus. “I knew you worked together. Were you two… close?”


  “Naw, not the way yer thinkin’. We had mutual respect, honor among thieves and all that.”


  “Respect, that’s great, yeah,” said a voice sidling up next to Esmerelda and Fox, putting arms around them. They looked up, fingers on their hidden weapons, and noticed a young Asian woman dressed in what appeared to be a mix of various monster costumes. She wore a vampire cape, neckbolts, wolf claw gloves, mummy wrappings around her arms and legs, a ghostlike sheet, and a carved pumpkin mask with an open spot for her face. “Us supervillain gals have to stick together, right?”


  Fox and Esmerelda paused, looking back and forth from each other to the new girl. “Who exactly are you?” Esmerelda asked, eyes narrowing. “And how did you make it past the VIP gate? Oh right, Violet.”


  “I’m Halloween Girl,” she said, pulling up a stool right between the two women. “I strike fear in the hearts of the populace with my various supernatural powers.” Halloween Girl tapped a button and hovered a few feet off the ground, then tapped another and began to glow a fluorescent green. Neither Esmerelda nor Fox looked impressed.


  “Don’t look like magic to me,” Fox said. “Looks like you’re wearing a dang fool costume with some gizmos attached.”


  A look of desperation came over Halloween Girl’s face. “No, see, I know it doesn’t look like much right now, but I’m working on selling my soul for some real powers. You, um, know anyone who’s buying?”


  “Sure do, kid,” Fox said. “Why don’t you go ask her?” She pointed to Kali, who was downing shots with each of her eight arms as Violet held up her own drink and made crude passes at the incubus. Esmerelda stifled a laugh as Halloween Girl smiled and trotted off.


  “Okay, I know we’re villains and all, but that was mean,” Esmerelda said.


  “This ain’t no kid’s game,” Fox said, taking another slug of her bubbling black drink. “You want to be a bad guy, you get tough or you get toughed out.”


  Esmerelda nodded, and a moment later, the lights went dim. It looked as though the ceremonies were about to start. She pulled out her notecards one last time to go over them as the crowd’s roar shrunk to a murmur. Right then, she felt a buzzing from her communicator watch. “Ezzie, turn your head left!” came a whispering voice.


  “Meg?” Esmerelda whispered back. She turned her head as suggested and saw her hacker friend jumping up and down, waving her arms from just beyond the VIP area. Meg probably would have qualified to come in had she been willing to pay the upfront fee, but given the girl’s disdain for authority, ranking, or paying for non-cat-related endeavors, she probably just forged a day pass. “I’m surprised you actually showed up.”


  “I wouldn’t miss your big speechy day,” Meg said. “Besides, it’s so fun messing with all these new girls. I dared one in a pumpkin mask to go talk to you guys. Did she do it?”


  Esmerelda saw Halloween Girl twirling her vampire cape before an increasingly angry-looking Kali. “Yeah, yeah she did. I’m about to go onstage; are you ready?”


  Meg, having wandered off to play mind games with others in the crowd, gave no answer. A moment after, an adolescent girl with pale green skin in a long, black dress and a horned helm was carried to the stage on a palanquin by two large trolls. As she stepped out, she pointed a gnarled staff at the trolls and transformed them into frogs. She stepped up to the podium with assistance from a stool and spoke. “Villainesses of the world, I welcome you to the twenty-second annual Women in Villainy Conference. As always, I’m your host, Queen Mildread of the Black Gallows. Before we kick this night off, a few announcements. First, anyone pointing out how I have been magically de-aged, or referring to me by any nicknames like Queen Babyface, will be immediately transmogrified into food for my pets. Second, I know there’s a line for the bathroom, but no assassinating the person in front of you. It just means more work for the janitors. Finally, no taking advantage of our serving staff until after the festivities are over. I’m looking at you, Violet!”


  Violet was passionately kissing the incubus bartender. She turned around and gave Mildread the two-finger British salute. “Aw, piss off, brat!”


  “You dare?” Mildread raised her staff and fired. The enforcer dodged, and magical energy hit the unsuspecting incubus, who was transformed into a humanoid gecko. Violet dove for cover behind the bar, dragging the now reptilian incubus to the ground and resuming their kissing. “Now, if there are no further interruptions, I’d like to welcome a woman who has had an amazing year. She stole the Louvre, toppled a rival criminal empire on her own, and turned a feud with another villain into a full-fledged alliance. Please welcome, your fiend and mine, Esmerelda Santa Monica!”


  Esmerelda made her way to the front, dodging as Mildread took potshots at Violet, but mostly kept her poise and dignity as the crowd applauded for her. In truth, she enjoyed the accolades. It wasn’t because she needed the approval of other villains, far from it. What she enjoyed was the legend. The fact that one day, when the storytellers and filmmakers recounted the grand, stylish adventure that was her life, they would certainly recall the time she made an entire room filled with criminal masterminds (and a few whose minds weren’t quite so masterful) stand up and acknowledge her. It was no mean feat, and one she didn’t recall anyone in her family having ever achieved.


  Mildread shook Esmerelda’s hand and dodged a mug hurled by Violet. As Esmerelda took the podium, the crowd’s accolades dulled to a low murmur and finally total silence. She’d been practicing the speech for hours now, but felt a moment of icy panic before remembering what she came there to say. She cleared her throat. “Insert morbid, amoral joke here. Oops, guess I forgot to do that part,” she said to scattered, awkward laughter. She hoped it would not be a sign of things to come. “Women have been villains, disproportionately so in fact, since people started telling stories and dividing right from wrong. Oddly enough, it’s one of the few arenas where we’ve had some tiny measure of equality, even if it was for the wrong reasons. Usually, it was a bunch of guys who were sad about us big, bad girls tarnishing their purity and virtue.” This actually did send a laugh through the crowd.


  “Now, me, I don’t mind being associated with evil. I chose the criminal’s life and I’d choose it again in a heartbeat. But what bothers me more than anything is the fact that too often, people just assume our moral choices are inevitably somehow linked with men. You know what I’m talking about: the girl who goes crazy because a guy rejected her, the old lady who wants to be pretty again, the militant feminist, the sexy dominatrix. All stereotypes we’re pigeonholed into, because clearly no woman could ever turn evil without a guy prompting her to do it, right? Wrong. I came to this on my own terms, and not because any man made me do it.


  “Don’t get me wrong. I’m seeing a great guy right now and we work together as a team when it suits us, but I’m not a supporting player in his life any more than he’s one in mine. I’m not going to retire and let him run the crime empire, because for me, this is the point. I’m a supervillain for life, and crime will always be my true first love.


  “Another problem I see often is how rarely we as villainesses actually work together or form friendships. We’re so conditioned to compete with each other that we don’t build alliances, or if we do, they’re under the scrutiny of weird romantic subtext. It keeps so many of us from achieving truly memorable villainy, and I think it’s a real shame. After all, there have been some truly scary men to grace the halls of evil, but I think we women have special talent when it comes to going for the hurt, and we belong amongst the best in the world.


  “Finally, for all my complaints, I want to say this is a great time for a woman to be a villain. There are more of us out today than I’ve ever seen, and we’re out there, day after day, defying convention, which, as rogues, is exactly what we should be doing. Laws and conventions, even those of storytelling itself, are things we need to be breaking, not abiding by, even unconsciously. I’m proud to count myself among your number, grateful you picked me to say these meager words, and eager to see what horrible atrocities the lot of you get up to in the coming year. Thank you.”


  The crowd erupted in applause, many even standing and cheering. Esmerelda heard what she thought was a shriek of joy, but it was only poor Halloween Girl being torn to shreds by Kali. Mildread came back up on stage, clapping as she did so and putting her hand on Esmerelda’s back. “Quite a speech,” she said. “Let’s give it up one more time for Esmerelda.” The thief prepared to leave them wanting more, when she felt a jutting prod in her back, enough like Mildread’s magic staff that it could be nothing else, followed by most of the crowd standing up and aiming weapons at her.


  “See, this is exactly what I’m talking about,” Esmerelda groaned.


  “Oh, but we’re taking your advice,” Mildread said. “You’ve been making quite a spectacle of yourself lately. There’s a bounty on your head, a huge one at that. And rather than fight over it, I decided everyone who helped bring you down could share a piece.”


  “Hmm, cute,” Esmerelda nodded, sizing up the situation. “A dogpile ambush? I’d say this was poetic justice if it were in any way just. Or poetic.”


  “No doubt you’re planning one of your clever misdirections and escapes,” Queen Mildread said, poking her staff harder into Esmerelda’s back. “But if you move so much as a muscle, I’ll turn you into a dung fly.”


  “Oh, then I guess we’d be about the same size, wouldn’t we… Babyface?”


  Mildread’s childlike expression scrunched up in a ball of hatred and her staff began to glow with dark energy. “The so-called Empress of Thieves, and that’s all you’ve got? Low-blow insults? You must be stupid if you think I’m going to take my eyes off you.”


  A shark-like smile widened across Esmerelda’s face. “Actually, I was hoping you wouldn’t. Then you wouldn’t notice the body flying toward you.”


  Before the queen could ask what Esmerelda meant, the reptilian incubus’s form collided with her head and knocked her prone. Violet stood up from behind the bar. “We’re broken up!” she shouted at the incubus. “If you can’t handle me at my worst, you don’t deserve me at my best!”


  In the ensuing chaos, Esmerelda dodged bullets, boomerangs, dragon fire, throwing knives, Molotov cocktails, hypo-rays, spiked whips, non-spiked whips, whipped spikes, ice shards, electric bolts, arrows (flaming and otherwise), sonic screams, and hurled venomous frogs. She serpentined as often as she could, leaping off walls, tables, and rafters, sliding under alcoves and buffet lines, until she found the grate she was looking for. Meg, covered in dust, popped her head out. “Oi, mitey. Oi’m ‘ere ta sweep yer chimney, oi em, oi em!”


  “I have no idea what you’re saying,” Esmerelda said, pulling her head back just in time to dodge a throwing star. “Did you find it?”


  “Sure did,” Meg said, sliding her tiny frame out through the vent. She reached back in and pulled out something round, wrapped in ancient linens. “I had to answer these riddles three, walk through a labyrinth backwards, and play games of chance with a scythe-wielding guy in a cloak. I hope this was worth it.”


  “Oh, it is,” Esmerelda said, eying the ceiling. “We have a little situation out here, though. Can you access this room’s controls?”


  Meg was already tapping away on her laptop. “Duh, gee, I don’t know. Can I do a thing with computers? I did it before you finished your sentence.”


  Esmerelda glanced at the setup and nodded. “Great. When I give the signal, activate this one, and close your eyes,” she said, pointing at one of the controls.


  Meg grimaced. “Um, that one? You sure?”


  “Trust me,” Esmerelda said, making her way back out into the melee. She hopped off the heads of her would-be captors until she was back at the podium. Every weapon was trained on her as she held aloft the object and began to unwrap it. “Now, Meg!”


  For just a moment, the villainesses tensed with fear, only to see a large, glittering, mirrored disco ball descend from the ceiling. Once they realized this was all, they erupted into laughter. Queen Mildread advanced on Esmerelda, charging her magic staff. “Looks like your sidekick messed up,” she said.


  “No, she did just fine,” Esmerelda said, pulling away the linens and revealing the severed head of the hotel’s namesake herself, great Medusa, the snakes in her hair still hissing and her eyes glowing red. “Catch!” Esmerelda, who had applied a blindfold to herself, tossed Medusa’s head at the disco ball, its petrifying gaze bouncing every which way and turning the entirety of the audience to stone. After a moment, Esmerelda, still blindfolded, caught the head, and breathed a sigh of relief. The relief was short-lived, however, as the sound gunfire erupted, quickly followed by the distinctive squish of exploding eyeballs. Esmerelda removed her blindfold to see Desert Fox standing before her, guns drawn.


  “Kinda disappointed in ya,” Fox said, opening her eyes as well. “All yer talk ‘bout us standin’ together, and you were just here to pilfer some treasure.”


  “Hey, it was both,” Esmerelda said, only a little defensively. “And besides, you all lost the high ground when you decided to collect a bounty on my head. Care to tell me who put it there?”


  “Guess you done got a point,” Fox spat. “Don’t rightly know who put the bounty on you two, but it’s too cotton-pickin’ high to turn down.


  Esmerelda knew there was no way she could get the drop on Desert Fox, whose reflexes were still obscenely sharp. She’d have to talk her way out of this somehow. “I don’t suppose you’d let me walk away if I doubled it?”


  “Considerin’ the bounty’s yer own fortune, I rightly doubt it.”


  “And what if I just split it down the middle with you? Better than sharing with the others, and more than you could spend in five lifetimes.”


  “Temptin’, but seein’ as I was always gonna take it all, I’ll have to pass. Now I think we’re done talkin’,” Fox said, raising her pistol at Esmerelda.


  “Wait, wait! One final offer,” Esmerelda said. Fox didn’t shoot, which she took as assent. “How about you let me go, and I give you back the bullets in your guns.”


  Fox scowled. “Nice try, but I ain’t gullible like most of the folks you play yer games with. I know every one of my bullets by serial number. In fact, I think I might take a shot at you with 1098―”


  The disco ball, which descended just silently enough that two people talking might make it hard to hear, crashed into Fox’s head from above, rendering her unconscious. Esmerelda looked over at Meg, who held up her fingers like guns and blew them cool. “Took you long enough,” she said, tying up Fox and confiscating her guns. “Still, you definitely saved my life there. No way could I have taken her.”


  “Aw, shucks,” Meg said, affecting a cowgirl pose and drawl. “T’weren’t nothin’. Now howsabout the two of us mosey on out―”


  “Wait, two of us?” Esmerelda said, fear growing in her voice. “The bounty’s not just on me. Otto!”


  Before Meg could react, Esmerelda was gone, apparently dragging Fox off with her. “Ezzie? You there?” she called, knowing she was not. “You know I can’t drive, right?


  “Pity,” said an echoing voice that seemed to be forming around her. “But you can die!” Halloween Girl, now a translucent specter, became visible before her eyes, hate and malice reflected in her expression. “You sent me in search of Kali, didn’t you? Well, it seems I got my wish. True power at last! I suppose I should thank you, by letting you join me―in the grave!” Halloween Girl reached out with her ghostly hand, which passed through Meg’s chest.


  Meg flatly looked down as Halloween Girl’s hand waved around. “Is that supposed to do something?”


  The ghost looked confused. “Um, kill you? Scare you? Age you a bunch?”


  “Nope, sorry.”


  Halloween Girl withdrew her hand and scratched her head. “Nothing? Huh.” She sat down, looking a bit disappointed.


  Meg sat down with her and smiled. “Hey, wanna play I Spy?” Halloween Girl shrugged. “I spy, with my little eye, something… violet.”
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  “Lord Ironmask hears what you are saying, and sympathizes, but in the end, Lord Ironmask says you are a fool!”


  “It’s not that ridiculous,” Tim said, sighing and throwing his cards to the center of the table. “If you had a holodeck, and you went to the bathroom in it, it’s not like there would be a holographic sewer system underneath it. I’m just saying you’d need a janitor when you were done.”


  “What if I got drunk on holo-booze?” Dru asked, pouring a barrel of real alcohol down his gullet. “Would I still be wasted when I came out, or would I have the world’s quickest hangover and recovery?”


  It was an ongoing debate between them. After watching several episodes of a popular science fiction series, the villains became obsessed with the area of the ship which produced interactive holographic adventures, known as the holodeck. Their endless attempts to extrapolate its practicalities led on more than one occasion to fist fights and flipped tables. Tonight’s discussion was uncharacteristically civil. They sat in the Zodiac Gang’s skyscraper headquarters, where Sagittarius Jones called the penthouse suite his home. It was lavish and luxurious, draped in black, crimson, and burgundy velvet, as well as an extensive collection of highly advanced bows and arrows adorning the walls. The view of the city skyline outside was as breathtaking as the women in short dresses who served food and drinks.


  “If it’s hollow, I don’t see why you couldn’t go to the bathroom in it,” Rrrgh, who had never seen the show, said. “But we don’t really have toilets in my realm, other than the damned.”


  “I’m sorry, I thought we were here to play poker,” Sagittarius said, glaring at his compatriots. “Not talk about boring crap like a bunch of convention nerds.”


  “For once, I concur with Jones,” Otto said. “This endless prattling delays your inevitable defeats.”


  “Come on, Otto, help us settle this,” Tim said. “You’re the scientist, after all. Would the toilet thing work?”


  “Lord Ironmask also wishes to know the practical effects of taking a holographic lover. Lord Ironmask is, um, asking for a friend.”


  Otto slapped his cards down and rubbed his temples. “Very well. By the logic of the series, the holographic systems function with safeties, which, when turned on, render biological matter unaffected by its holographic counterpart. By this logic, any intoxicants consumed would affect the body of the user, even if they left the area because the systems would already be under said influence if these safeties were rendered inert. Anything dispelled from the body, which also qualifies as organic matter, would only be appropriately destroyed by the holodeck if the safeties were off as well, and then only if the hologram is programmed to do so. Finally, no, Ironmask, your holographic girlfriend does not in fact love you, because she is a thrice-damned hologram. Now, may we at last continue the game?”


  “Hot damn,” Dru said, nodding as he sipped from his whiskey bucket. “Makes sense to me.”


  “I missed that,” Rrrgh said, picking something green and wiggling out of his ear and wiping it under the table. “Could you say it again?”


  “Thanks, Otto,” Tim said. “I knew you’d have an answer.”


  Sagittarius reached under the table. “Okay, you nimrods have your debate settled. Now can we do this?”


  After a murmur of assent, the villains stood up and circled Otto, each producing their weapon of choice. Dru had assumed werewolf form, Lord Ironmask summoned his dark energies, Rrrgh puffed gouts of flame, Tim shook the various animal bones on his robe, and Sagittarius readied a deadly energy bow and arrow. It took Otto a moment to realize they were aiming at him. “What is this treachery? Some new hazing ritual?”


  “That would imply we liked you,” Sagittarius said. “No, you and your bimbo are a little too big for your britches these days, and someone with deep pockets is paying us to take care of you.”


  Otto stood up and crossed his arms. “Very well. I shall not beg for mercy. I simply take comfort in knowing it took your combined might and a cowardly surprise attack to finish me.”


  “Wait, who are we killing?” Rrrgh asked, choking Lord Ironmask. “You humans all look alike to me.”


  “Unhand Lord Ironmask! He is royalty, and totally has a real girlfriend who is not a hologram or iron doll!”


  “Sorry, Otto,” Dru said, lifting the scientist up to his maw. “You’re not a bad dude for a nerd, but we can’t have you running the world.”


  Before the werewolf could clamp down, a cannonball burst through the window and into his head, knocking him into a black and white leather couch. “Put down the sexy man and surrender,” came Esmerelda’s voice through the megaphone in her hot pink zeppelin. “Otherwise I’ll destroy this tacky-ass lair and all of you along with it.”


  Sagittarius let loose several arrows, which bounced off the blimp’s armor. “Like hell! Rrrgh, Ironmask! Take her down!” The pair took to the skies, assaulting the zeppelin from either side. The combination of hellfire and the Magicks of the Iron Circle were taking their toll, even as Esmerelda pelted them with cannonballs. Sagittarius smirked. “We knew your girlfriend might come to your rescue, so we prepared for all her gimmicks!”


  Otto laughed. “Prepared? You? Preposterous. Your limited intellect, useful only for crunching finances and the bones of the weak, could never be prepared for the true horrors of science. Behold!” Tapping a button on his belt, the scientist activated a remote control, which caused the zeppelin to change shape. It grew a long, metallic tail, arms with sharp, talons on its fingers, and a saurian head with seemingly endless fangs. “You see, I have combined her blimp with an upgraded Mecha-Rex T, forming the ultimate killing machine!”


  The now-upgraded zeppelin grabbed Ironmask and Rrrgh, crashing their heads together and knocking them out before tossing them both down its gullet. Otto scrambled for cover as Sagittarius took shots at him with his seemingly endless energy arrows. Lupine shook off his wounds and leapt for the zeppelin, but found himself hurled back again as Lord Ironmask was spat at him, followed by Rrrgh dropping on them both.


  “Think you’re tough because you took out those losers?” Sagittarius sneered, creeping closer and closer to Otto until he had his bow at the scientist’s neck. “It doesn’t matter. All I needed to do was catch you, and she’ll have to surrender. I always told you love was a weakness.”


  “As is revealing your plans out loud!” Otto said from the other side of the room. The Otto in front of him flickered out of existence. “You see? There is a true hologram, and trust me, I left the safeties off.” Otto blasted Jones in the back with a laser derringer he kept on hand for close-quarters combat, launching the gangster into the corner in a scorching heap.


  “Good job, baby!” Esmerelda said. “Now let’s get out of here before the rest of the Zodiacs show up.”


  “Not so fast, Otto,” Tim said, ghosts and ghouls summoned into existence around him. “You’re not going anywhere. I could use the bounty to start my musical theater troupe at last, so I can’t let this chance go.”


  Otto strode up to Necromortius and shook his head. “Timothy, one learns a great deal about a man when he plays him in both chess and poker. And if I know one thing of you, it’s that you crumble before superior odds. Can you say you’ll do more this time?”


  The ghouls and ghosts looked at the necromancer, sweat running down his forehead. “Yes! I mean, maybe. I mean, I want to. I mean, that reward is kind of worth it. Right?” The undead monsters grumbled to themselves and abandoned their bodies for the embrace of the underworld. Tim slumped his shoulders and sat down. “Aw, darn it.”
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  Outside the Zodiac building (which Esmerelda had now picked clean), the lovers stood in front of the shuttle Otto had taken to Earth. The supervillains, including Desert Fox, were tied up inside. Esmerelda, who had done most of the tying, looked to Otto. “Are you sure this is how you want to do it?” she asked. “They might come back for revenge.”


  “Indeed. While we could kill them, I believe it would only lead to mistrust and bad feelings in the future. You never know when we’ll need to form a villainous alliance. Besides, if the circumstances were flipped, we might have done the same.”


  “True. I’m guessing the stone spell I put on the girls at the conference won’t last forever, either. Especially on heavy hitters like Kali. This way they owe us favors.”


  Otto nodded. “Quite so, my dragon turtle. Now to one final piece of business.” Otto looked at Tim, nudging him toward the shuttle. The necromancer sighed and nodded as he entered willingly. “The others I understand,” Otto said. “But why you, Tim? You care not for power or dominance or even wealth.”


  “I’m really sorry, Otto,” he said. “The guys did pressure me, but honestly, I think I was just mad you found a girlfriend before I did.”


  “Well perhaps you might ask that Desert Fox woman on a date,” Otto said. Esmerelda stifled a laugh. “What?”


  “Nothing,” she said, laughing even harder. “Go for it, Timmy.”


  Necromortius shrugged and sat down. Otto closed the back hatch and activated the ship remotely, launching it into space. After a few moments, it had cleared the atmosphere and burned across the sky. Otto did a few quick calculations in his head. “How amusing it is that they shall be the first humans to visit Mars. By my math, they should return in approximately a year. Plenty of time to cool down, should they not kill one another first.”


  Esmerelda put her hand on Otto’s shoulder. “A real shame. I know they were your friends, and you loved playing poker.”


  “Nonsense,” Otto said, smiling as he watched them go. “I was growing bored with the contests anyway.”
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  [image: J]ake Indestructible had been trapped in a tiger cage for the past six weeks.


  In an attempt to topple the Secret Empire of the Gold Tsunami of the Bloody Serpent of the Bone Pyramid of the Secret Empire, Jake made his way deep into the heart of the Congo. He fought his way through the most dangerous and inhospitable jungles in the world to find the deadly occult terrorist organization, who were bent on unraveling world governments in order to bring about a new golden age of man while clandestinely working to destroy the world, which would summon into existence a new godly being, leading to a cosmic shift and allowing the immutable laws of reality to be altered, ultimately granting the organization the power to evolve into energy beings. The goals were in fact a good deal more complicated, but Jake rarely concerned himself with the particular details of what his foes were up to.


  After seeking out their lair, a great ziggurat which sat at the center of an ancient labyrinth, surrounded by a magical field of obfuscation, Jake fought his way to the throne room. The cult’s leader was an immortal Atlantean sorceress who traveled from the far future to rewrite history for the sake of a lover who had yet to be born, and though he managed to defeat her army of dragons, mummies, and cosmic horrors, finally hurling her through a portal she had opened in time and space before escaping the temple exactly in time to avoid its transdimensional implosion, he finally collapsed from exhaustion. A rookie mistake, considering he’d only been awake for eighteen days spent in constant battle. A group of local mercenaries found him unconscious in the jungle, and though he’d apparently managed to kill more than half in his sleep, the rest managed to subdue him and sell him to slavers.


  Jake had memorized every inch of his prison, searching constantly for a way to escape. It was small, cramped, and hot, his fingers and toes were bound in such a way as to keep him from gathering the force to break free or move much at all. He never saw his captors, simply having food slid to him through a slot in the door at mouth level, which he had to eat like a dog. This was his only indicator of time, and he had been scrawling out days in the walls with his own dried blood. It was only after he’d scrawled in the day that he realized exactly when it was. The escape plan he’d been working on would have been safe in another week or two, but as he hadn’t fully regained his strength, it was a gamble. Still, he had no choice.


  When the wooden food bowl slid into place, he bit down on it, and, using the extraordinary strength of his jaw, spat it back through the slot, knocking the guard unconscious. He was hoping it would be a straight kill, but as it was, this would have to do. As expected, a few seconds later, two guards rushed in with automatic rifles trained on him. Jake smiled as the men fired, revealing wooden splinters he’d been sharpening in his mouth. He blocked the gunfire with his chains and spat the splinters with more force than the bullets at his captors, tearing their guns apart, knocking one man unconscious and sending the other fleeing, tattered skin hanging from his body. His bonds now weakened, Jake was able pull with all his might, dislocating a few of his less important bones, and break free. When he reached the hallway, he was surrounded by at least a dozen armed men. Jake flashed a bloody smile. “This ain’t a fair fight. I’m unarmed, injured, and exhausted.” He put one arm behind his back. “There. Now it’s fair.”


  After smashing their lines like a cannonball through delicate china bowling pins, Indestructible busted open the doors to every cell around him and used the ensuing prison break to cover his escape. Stealing a motorcycle, Jake sped away from the base, chased by a legion of guards on their own bikes through a jungle filled with booby traps, barricades, landmines, and snipers. However, all these managed to do was give the super-spy more weapons to use against his captors.


  One by one, he ran them off the road, bluffed them into traps, shot their gas tanks, and used their broken backs as ramps. The good news was eventually, Jake reached a clearing in the jungle. The bad news was it was also on the edge of a cliff, and below were even more mercenaries in a large pirate ship, who immediately opened fire. Rather than turn and make a strategic retreat, Indestructible hit the gas so hard the handle fell off and aimed down toward the boat. He crashed the bike through its deck, and after a few moments filled with screams and gunfire, burst out the side of the quickly sinking ship on a rag-tag jetski he’d managed to piece together, explosions trailing behind.


  After hours of skiing, hijacking, breaking the sound barrier, firing a chainsaw out of a bazooka, nearly exploding, sneaking, actually exploding (but surviving), drag-racing, and finally catching a cab, Jake made it back in time for wedding attempt number two. He wiped the blood off his face and slipped into his tuxedo in time to join the procession. Once again, the Contessa looked absolutely radiant in her white dress, and once again, Jake thought himself the luckiest man in the world. So enraptured with her was he that he hadn’t noticed the man in the minister’s place was in fact Yann Olinger. “Jake Indestructible, the world needs you again.”


  “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” sighed the Contessa.


  “Geez Louise, paper-pusher,” Jake said, slapping his forehead. “Can’t it wait a couple hours?”


  Yann shook his head. “I’m afraid not. The very world’s freedom is at stake.”


  Jake shook his head and held his bride close. “The world can hang. I’m done. I fought an army to make it to this here wedding, and I ain’t messing it up again.”


  Yann pulled a picture from his breast pocket and handed it to Jake. It showed Otto and Esmerelda riding around on a flying bicycle built for two while using a gravity gun to steal an Easter Island head. “Are you sure?” Yann asked.


  Jake looked back and forth at Yann and his lady love, clearly not sure what to do. Finally, the Contessa turned away in disgust. “Oh, just go,” she said, and before she finished the sentence Jake was aboard Yann’s helicopter.


  Yann, now facing a crowd who glared at him like he’d just squashed their puppy with a steamroller, backed away slowly and awkwardly. “I’m really, really sorry,” he said. “I know it probably seems like I’m doing this on purpose. I’m really not, though. Sorry. Again.”
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  The Go-Kart race was about to begin. In exchange for addressing disaster relief and the rescue of some endangered species (as well as unwittingly approving his secret budget for fighting international supervillainy), Yann had allowed the General Assembly to build a large track around the UN Headquarters. Officially, it was a by the numbers race, but everyone knew the best drivers had aces up their sleeves. The ambassador from South Korea had been eating bananas nonstop to give himself an inexhaustible supply of peels on which his rivals might slip, while his Botswanan counterpart had attached a nitrous tank to the back of his own kart. Bets flowed in from everywhere, and the racers were now at the starting line, revving their engines. The referee raised his checkered flag as the light moved from red to yellow to… back to red? A siren blared, and everyone groaned, hanging their heads and marching back to the main conference hall with hangdog looks like students forced to come in early from recess.


  Standing at the podium before them were Secretary General Olinger and his aide Whetmore, with Jake Indestructible to the side, smoking a cigar and flipping a knife. While they waited for everyone to arrive, Whetmore performed his infamous juggling routine while riding a fluorescent green unicycle. After allowing the ambassadors a moment to shout their complaints about the various bets being off and how this was ideal track weather, he raised his hands, after which they reluctantly quieted down to a low rumble. Jake leaned in, looking impressed. “Looks like you managed to wrangle some control over this pack of yahoos,” he whispered.


  Yann held his hand over the microphone. “Yes, well, it’s all carrot and stick politics. I give them the occasional piñata stick and they promise to eat their carrots at dinner.” Once he had made them wait for a minute, Yann addressed the Assembly. “Friends, as you’ve no doubt heard, Otto Von Trapezoid and Esmerelda Santa Monica have been enacting an unprecedented wave of terror over the past few weeks.”


  “Did you say… a wave?” Whetmore said, raising his hands in the air in a blatant attempt to convince the crowd to do a wave. “Eh? Eh?”


  Olinger rolled his eyes. “It’s even worse than we suspected. We’ve learned through anonymous sources that they’re planning a much greater attack in the coming days. The good news is, after months of searching, we’ve located the Quadrilateral of Doom, and more than that, Jake Indestructible is prepared to go into battle and face them again.”


  He gestured to Jake to take the podium. “I ain’t much for talkin’,” Indestructible said, “So let me just say I’m gonna kick both their worthless tails from here to Timbuctoo.”


  “What about Timbucthree?” asked Whetmore, shortly before Indestructible gave him a swift chop to the larynx.


  The crowd erupted in a roar. Once they settled down, Yann lowered the projector screen behind him. “And you won’t be going alone,” he said, bringing up the image of a large, heavily armed warship on the screen behind him. “This is the Arcturus, the latest in space warfare technology. My fellow ambassadors were going to use it to drunkenly play a real-life version of Asteroids, but I felt this was a slightly better use.”


  Jake palmed his fist and smiled. “Spiffy. Let’s get me in the air and see what this puppy can do. I’ll take them both down, or my name ain’t Jake C. Indestructible.


  As Jake boarded the ship, Yann looked up at him. “I’ve always wondered. What does the C stand for?”


  “Completely,” Jake said, as the door to the ship slid shut.
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  Esmerelda sat in Otto’s lap as he lazily looked over plans and schematics. The bridge itself was now cluttered with various artifacts, landmarks, and treasures they had stolen over the course of their recent spree. “It’s so nice to be so close,” Esmerelda said, running her hands through Otto’s hair.


  Otto tensed his fingers and smirked like a demon. “Yes, any day now, our villainous plan will be complete, and the world shall fall to its knees!” He laughed then paused, realizing Esmerelda was not laughing along with him. “Er, also, being close to you, my pet. That is entirely what I meant, and what I knew you meant.”


  She nudged him and smiled. “Jerk. So it’s almost done? We can stop just goofing around soon?”


  “Indeed, the latest projections SCRAP has sent me suggest―” The station rocked like a group of British men with long hair and denim outfits, tossing both Otto and Esmerelda from their seat. Esmerelda managed to land on her feet and quickly helped Otto to his. Scrambling to the main terminal, Otto brought up the main security grid. “Computer, report!” he shouted.


  Before it could answer, the gnarled, leathery face of Jake Indestructible snapped onto the main viewscreen. “Howdy there, kids,” he said, cracking his knuckles. “I hear you two lovebirds been making a lot of trouble, and some people back home want me to put a stop to it.”


  Otto tapped an array of buttons, not even looking up. “Well, well, I see the world governments have once again sent their trained primate to topple me. No points for originality there. I suppose you expect me to come quietly?”


  “You have one chance to surrender right now, or I’m gonna put a hurt on you that’ll be indescribable,” Jake said, spitting out his spent cigar. “If we’re bein’ honest though, I kinda hope you don’t accept.”


  Otto looked back at Esmerelda, mock fear in his eyes. “Oh no, my dear. The spy means to do us harm. If only I had been preparing for this fight since the moment he last left my station. Oh wait!” The Quadrilateral of Doom lit up a burning red, a shimmering energy field surrounded it, and hundreds of laser cannons popped out from every angle. “I have!”


  The sky was alive with laser blasts. Had people on Earth been looking upward that night, they might have assumed it was a celebration, instead of the cosmic battle on which hung the balance of the world below. Indestructible, who had flown more than a few spacecraft in his day, kept the Arcturus moving, sliding between energy barrages and attempting to find a weak spot in the shield. His plan was to focus on a single point, concentrating all his ship’s lasers and torpedoes there before Otto’s lasers, which crisscrossed the sky like burning rows of piano wire, caught up with him. Spinning to avoid this, the station and ship danced like murderous lovers, each taking hits but holding strong against their equally mighty onslaughts. Inevitably, it would become a war of attrition, with the tiniest degree of luck or will determining the victor after hours engaged in exhausting mental combat. “Nah, slag this,” Jake said, spitting with contempt. “I ain’t waitin’ around for the egghead and his dame to backdoor me with some dirty trick!”


  Jake set the ship on autopilot, hoping it could weather a few blasts, and focused the lasers continually on the same weak point he had been hitting. He then put on his space helmet and made for the torpedo bay. An Ultra-Class 450 torpedo, capable of leveling a skyscraper, sat patiently in its chamber, waiting to fire. The Arcturus shook from several heavy hits, and Jake decided his plan was the only sensible one. He opened the bay and removed the torpedo, putting himself in its place. Gritting his teeth, Indestructible remotely aimed his index finger at the weak point and fired himself.


  Jake, set ablaze and traveling faster than he could see, held out his fist as he approached the shields. He felt resistance as he came within a few centimeters, but the energy dissipated as he gave a roar and pushed forward with all his might in absolute defiance of physics. Once he cleared the energy field, Indestructible punctured the hull of the station quite easily, doing a barrel roll to stop himself as his space suit fell apart in flames around him. He armed himself with the advanced weaponry from his belt, pressing onward. A Lifterbot squadron stood in his way, raising their large, forklifting claws at him. Jake unloaded every gun in his arsenal, filling the room with enough lead for both a recalled pencil and discount paint factory. After a moment, the robots collapsed. Jake dropped his smoking guns, and with a casual kick, knocked the door to the bridge off its hinges.


  The supervillain pair stood before him, ready for combat. Otto had a laser cannon readied at him, while Esmerelda stood back with no obvious weapons in her hands. “I must admit,” Otto said. “I did not see that coming.”


  “That sardine can was too damn wimpy,” Jake replied. “So, you gonna skedaddle like a baby again, or did you find some sand in your bag?”


  “I have no idea what manner of outmoded vernacular you’re using, but it may interest you to know I’m just distracting you long enough for SCRAP to arrive with a legion of robots designed specifically for your destruction.”


  “Ain’t gonna happen, Chuckles,” Jake said, producing a black, disk-shaped machine. He pressed the button on top, and a surge of energy burst forth, powering down the systems on the bridge and rendering it dark before the security lights came on. The security doors, however, which should have opened in such an event, were sealed shut. “This gizmo is to make sure we do this proper. Just you and me, like men.”


  “I think you might be forgetting someone.” Esmerelda flipped behind him so fast, Jake barely had enough time to dodge. She launched a flurry of kicks at Jake, who was able to block them, but forced to move back as he did so. “I don’t believe we’ve actually met, Mr. Indestructible, but I do owe you for messing up my Louvre heist. I think I’ll collect on the debt right now!”


  Jake found the tiniest opening in her attack and went on the offensive, when Otto started taking potshots at him with the laser cannon. “Sorry, did you think we were going to fight you fairly? I am always amused by the idiocy of heroes.”


  “I ain’t never fought fair in my life!” Jake said, dropping a flash bomb. It took Otto’s goggles only a split second to adjust, and Esmerelda averted her eyes long enough to avoid the light, but Jake was already gone. They hunted for the spy in silence, searching the bridge for anywhere he might have been hiding. After a tense moment, Esmerelda felt a tiny rush of air cross the top of her head, just in time to see Indestructible swing from some loose wires on the ceiling and kick Otto in the face. The force sent him sprawling across the floor, his gun sliding away. “Don’t you chumps know the cardinal rule of combat? Always look up!”


  Jake felt several tiny darts sting him from behind, and almost immediately, his vision began to blur. “Funny,” Esmerelda said as Jake turned to face her. “I always thought it was to watch your back!”


  “Poison, huh?” the spy scoffed, shaking his head and spitting. “That’s nothin’. I have worse than that after a night of light drinkin’.” Jake unleashed a deadly combination at Esmerelda, each punch packing the force of a howitzer, which prompted the thief to backflip, tumble, and hop out of the way. She pulled out her tube of sharpened lipstick and hurled it at him, catching the spy in the shoulder. Despite this, the man kept coming, almost as though the sight of his own blood only provoked him. She pulled out her compact and attempted to blow the sleeping gas from it into his face, but Jake’s lungs were as strong as every other part of his body (after years training on a zen swimming team) and he simply blew the gas away, causing it to dissipate into the vents. Searching her pockets for another weapon, Esmerelda took her eyes off Jake for less than a second, which was all he needed. He grabbed her and put her in a sleeper hold. “I don’t much like hitting dames,” Jake said, squeezing as tightly as he could. “So I’m just gonna knock you out all peaceful like and let you deal with the headache when you wake up instead of a black eye.”


  As Esmerelda began to lose consciousness, Jake felt a sharp impact from behind, forcing him to release the thief from his vicelike grip and falling to his knees. He turned around to see Otto, fury in his eyes, holding his smoking laser cannon. “Do. Not. Touch. Her,” he snarled.


  Despite the massive burn on his back, Jake struggled to his feet. He raised his fists, and would likely have closed the distance between himself and Otto before the laser cannon could recharge its energy, had Esmerelda not produced her sonic boomerangs. They triggered right next to the spy’s ears, causing him to lose his balance. Once Jake was on the ground, Esmerelda held one of his arms down with all her limbs, and it was still like holding a boa constrictor with chopsticks. Otto produced a robotic claw and held the man’s other arm, to much the same effect.


  As he struggled to free himself, Indestructible let out a weak laugh, coughing up some blood as he did so. “You two are such saps, it makes me sick. Can’t you see… you’re bein’ used?” They both looked at him, unsure what to say. “Think about it, egghead. You think a dame that classy would ever make time for a schmuck like you? She’s gonna rob you blind the second you turn your back. And you, dollface, you think a brainiac like him considers you his equal? Nah, you’re just arm candy.”


  Otto and Esmerelda paused, staring at each other as if in shock. Then, after a long moment, they burst out laughing. “Are you serious?” Esmerelda said through snorting. “The ‘turn the badguys against each other’ ploy? That’s so old it could be carbon-dated!”


  “Indeed, even I saw through your pathetic ruse,” Otto said, tears in his eyes from laughter.


  Well, that could have gone better, Jake thought. Their laughter was enough, however, to weaken their grips on his arms. The spy burst free and made a break for the opposite corner of the ship. Weighing the tactical situation, it looked bad. He was injured, outnumbered, had no means of escape, and was out of weapons. Normally, he’d call that a Tuesday, but between his blood loss and damaged equilibrium, the poison flowing in his veins, and the fact that the villains were still going strong, he suspected even he might not pull out this victory. Then, he realized he still had one weapon left after all. The Techno-Disruptor, the black disk he’d brought along, could be used over and over, to the point it inevitably damaged all the station’s systems. He would destroy the station with himself and everyone on it, sacrificing his life (for at least the fourth time) to protect the freedom he loved so much. He reached for the Disruptor, only to realize it wasn’t there.


  “Looking for something?” Esmerelda said, holding the device in her hand. “I grabbed it while you were doing your obvious interior monologue. Baby, want to take a look at this?”


  She tossed the device to Otto, who gave it a quick once-over. “Yes, this is quite ingenious,” he said. “I’m surprised someone thought of it before I did.”


  “No!” Jake said, staggering forward. “I ain’t gonna let you win!” He made one final charge at Otto, who activated the Disruptor and caused an electrical shock to come from a nearby panel and surge through the spy’s body until he collapsed to the ground.


  Jake Indestructible had fallen.
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  Jake came around, bound, gagged, and barely able to move from the sheer volume and variety of pains. Surrounding him were Otto, Esmerelda, and SCRAP. He was suspended in midair by energy restraints in front of the main viewscreen, on the other end of which were the horrified visages of the UN General Assembly, a defiant Yann Olinger at the center. “And so,” Otto said, “Your greatest champion has fallen before our combined might. I tell you this simply because I wish you to tremble before us, perhaps even beg for mercy.”


  “You’ll receive no such satisfaction!” Olinger said. “We’ll find a way to stop you!”


  “Find a way?” Esmerelda said, cocking her head at him. “Does that mean you don’t have any right now?”


  Olinger paused, sputtering. “Um… no. I have… plenty. I’ve… got to go.” He closed the transmission.


  “I’m rather impressed, sir,” SCRAP said nodding his head at Otto. “You managed to intimidate them without revealing our master plan. Way to learn from past mistakes.”


  Otto paced back and forth in front of Jake. “Indeed, and I shall now reveal it to him, that he might know the full enormity of what he’s failed to prevent.”


  “That’s it, I’m outta here,” SCRAP said, turning his legs to wheels and rolling away.


  “Baby, are you sure about this?” Esmerelda asked. “The tin can does have a point. It can’t do any good for him to know.”


  Otto held Esmerelda in his arms. “My lioness, I would think you of all people would understand. What’s the point of enacting villainy on a grand scale if we can’t do a grand reveal? In fact, I can think of nothing more stylish.”


  Esmerelda thought this over, and nodded. “Okay, you got me. Let’s do it.”


  On the viewscreen, Otto brought up the demonstration program he’d put together for this very purpose. The first thing shown was a crude, pixelated image of SCRAP. “As you probably don’t know, because your intelligence could be compared unfavorably to a pile of lanced warts, my minion SCRAP is a self-creating machine. For quite a long time, we did not fully understand the particulars of this process, knowing only that he was unique. However, in recent months, we made a breakthrough in this understanding, and saw an extraordinary opportunity.”


  The SCRAP on the screen became two, which became four, which became eight. “One SCRAP, while formidable, is still vulnerable to an overwhelming bevy of force, as evidenced by his defeat at your hands in our previous engagement. However, an army of SCRAPs would be virtually unstoppable! Once we understood how he managed to create himself, it was a simple matter of providing the raw materials with which to do so. We stole the element in Brazil, as well as various machines and objects throughout the world, so the power of SCRAP might multiply exponentially, creating for us a limitless, unstoppable army to invade and conquer the entire planet. And soon, very soon, you shall witness this, powerless to prevent it all the while.” The simulation showed the various SCRAPs flying down to Earth and blasting away, before showing all the world leaders in chains and cities in ruins. It ended on a pixelated Otto laughing like a madman, as the real one followed suit, and the words “The end! A winner is you!” appeared on the screen in block caps as the simulated Otto jumped up and down in a victory pose.


  Jake struggled in a rage against his bindings, but to no avail. Esmerelda shook her head disdainfully. “Aw, you want to break free and stop us, don’t you? It’s too bad you can’t.” She thought for a moment then snapped her finger. “Actually, no one can.”


  Otto turned away from the simulation, which he couldn’t figure out how to turn off, and was now filled with dancing SCRAPs. “I’m as confident in the plan as anyone, my dear, but to what are you referring?”


  “Well, think about it,” she said. “My parents and their criminal empire have been crippled, we turned most of the other supervillains to stone or shot them into space, Deschamps still has amnesia, and now, we have the world’s greatest hero hanging from the rafters of our base. There’s no one left who can stand in our way. The plan is just putting a period on it; basically, we’ve already won.”


  Otto ran over to Esmerelda, seeing the truth in her words. They kissed each other passionately. “Oh, my love,” Otto said, riding the high of the moment. “Truly, this shall be our greatest achievement. When I am the sole, undisputed master of the world and you are my trusted second, all will be right with the universe.”


  Esmerelda pulled away. “Wait, I’d be… YOUR second?”
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[image: Chapter Sixteen]


  [image: O]f course,” Otto said without skipping a beat. “SCRAP will be perturbed about being bumped to the third spot, but he’ll get over it, I’m sure.”


  Esmerelda scowled. “And what would this illustrious position as your second entail, exactly?”


  “I haven’t exactly worked out the details yet, but I imagine it would involve carrying out my cruel, capricious whims, handling matters slightly beneath my station as supreme ruler, that sort of thing. You needn’t worry. There would be quite an extensive benefits package.”


  “Oh gee, a benefits package. Sounds wonderful. We talking dental here? 401K? Maybe a casual Friday or some flex time?”


  Otto paused. “My dear, I’m beginning to think you are not in fact happy about this arrangement. I assure you, I would not attempt to prevent you from engaging in your usual theft.”


  “Otto, don’t you even see what the problem is?”


  Thinking for a moment, Otto tapped his head and chuckled. “Ah, yes. You would want some sort of stylish palace to call your own. I see no problem with this. I imagined I myself would rule from the Quadrilateral of Doom, but it would make sense to have an Earth presence as well.”


  Esmerelda ground her teeth. “No, I want to know why YOU get to be the supreme ruler.”


  “Rudimentary. My lifelong goal has always been to rule the world. My superior intellect and army of machines would bring sanity and order to a planet full of intellectual cavemen.”


  Tugging at her hair, Esmerelda sighed. “You’re not… argh. It’s like pulling teeth. I am trying to ask why you have the fancy title and power, while I’m stuck as your crummy second!”


  Otto held up his finger as though this were obvious. “Well, it was my plan, after all, and my resources are going toward its execution. I assume the greatest share of risk and work.”


  “The greatest share? Who improved your invasion plans? Who rescued you at the poker match? Who gave you a fighting chance against him?” she said, pointing up at Jake Indestructible. “I’ve put as much into the plan as you have, and for the longest time, you wouldn’t even tell me what it was!”


  “I was keeping you out of the loop for your protection, and then eventually as a surprise, kindnesses you repaid, I might add, by sneaking around behind my back!”


  “Oh, no, don’t you throw that in my face. You don’t forgive someone then take it back when it’s convenient!”


  Otto slammed his fist on the console. “This is preposterous. You never gave any indication you wished to rule the world. I thought your desire was to be the greatest thief in history.”


  “Yeah, and what better way to do that than steal the whole world?” Esmerelda paused for a moment and sighed. “Okay, maybe I wasn’t completely clear about what I wanted. But there’s no reason we can’t compromise here. How about we share the title of supreme ruler?”


  Otto’s face scrunched up. “Forgive me, my dear, but that would not work. After all, supremacy implies one is, in fact, supreme. That there would be no checks or balances to counter one’s power, and sharing such power would effectively nullify it. Words have meanings.”


  “Don’t condescend to me, Otto!”


  “As I explained, slowly and in very small words, to the Council of Deans at my old university, I am not condescending! I have charts to prove it!”


  “What I don’t understand is why you feel this need to rule the world anyway. You hate people! I don’t know if you’ve thought this through, but your job would involve a lot of talking to politicians, listening to their tiny human problems, touching their grubby hands…”


  “That’s what delegation is for. In fact, if you wish, it could be your duty.”


  “Will you stop talking like you’re doing me a favor with these crumbs you’re throwing me?”


  “My dragoness, what―”


  “And stop calling me your stupid pet names! This is so not the time!”


  Otto actually looked hurt by this. He paused for a moment. “Esmerelda, I believe you are becoming irrational. I am simply assigning us roles in the new world order based upon our particular strengths. My role at the top was designed due to my intelligence.”


  “Oh, so now you’re saying I’m not intelligent?”


  “Of course you are,” Otto said, and as he opened his mouth to continue, Jake Indestructible looked at Otto and shook his head, his eyes widening. “Simply not as intelligent as I.”


  Esmerelda turned on her heel and stormed out, throwing up her hands. “Okay, that’s it. I’m done with this conversation. Talk to me again when you’re done being an egotistical jackass!”


  As the door slid shut, Otto shouted after her. “If it makes you feel better, no one is!” He looked up at Jake, shrugging. The captured spy rolled his eyes.
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  Over the next few days, the fighting between Otto and Esmerelda escalated. The station itself oscillated between uncomfortable silence and protracted shouting with very little middle ground. Esmerelda had taken to sleeping in the Aquarium, while Otto scarcely slept at all. Occasionally, one would attempt to apologize or reconcile, only to say the wrong thing and begin the argument anew, usually spinning out into strange tangents. At one point, SCRAP walked in during the following exchange:


  “And I say any proper catapulting into the sun would require some manner of lava-powered gorilla-monster!” Otto shouted, pointing angrily into his palm.


  “You don’t even know what you’re talking about! The tree sap-to-pudding ratio needs to be at least forty percent greater to achieve terminal velocity!”


  “I don’t even know who you are anymore!”


  SCRAP simply spun around and left the room before it grew uglier, which it inevitably did. Eventually, it reached the degree when even the lesser robots were avoiding the pair as they argued. Jake Indestructible, still chained up, but having been moved to the dungeon, exchanged glances of sympathy with SCRAP when the yelling bellowed downward during the spy’s designated feeding times. “So, is this normal?” Jake asked, coughing weakly.


  “I haven’t known normal since you ripped my leg off and set this ridiculous chain of events in motion,” SCRAP said, pouring the watery gruel into Jake’s mouth. “It’s been one set of absurd new parameters to deal with after the other. But if you’re asking whether the fighting is normal for them, then no. Usually, they seem to fit the standards for what you humans might consider a happy couple.”


  “Yeah, I got that impression. It’s almost a shame I gotta wipe the floor with them both.”


  “If they don’t beat you to each other,” SCRAP said, shaking his head. “Or I don’t grow bored with you and tell them you died in an escape attempt.”


  “You ain’t gonna do that,” Jake said. “Leastaways not while they’re going at each other like cats and dogs.”


  SCRAP opened his chest cavity, the flames coming dangerously close to Jake’s face. “You presume much, human. That I have some need for companionship, and that I don’t want vengeance after our last fight.”


  “Uh uh, chrome-dome. I been watching, and you like lording your one-liners over us lowly humans. Can’t exactly bother them right now, so I guess you’re stuck with old Jake. ‘Til I get free and drop you like a hot potato in a sack of rotten apples.”


  SCRAP intensified the heat for a moment before closing his chest cavity. “That was the most tortured analogy I’ve ever heard. It’s like you put work into its awfulness.”


  Jake smirked.
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  By the fourth day, Otto and Esmerelda had stopped talking to each other altogether.


  For a brief time, Jake and SCRAP believed this might bring the station some much-needed peace and quiet, but it was not to be. They continued their arguments through proxies and other passive-aggressive forms of communication. “Would you tell her she is being utterly unreasonable and overly emotional?” Otto said. He then activated the VICE (Voltage Interrogation Contraption of Electrocution), sending ten thousand volts coursing through the strapped-down Jake Indestructible for several seconds.


  After spitting out his mouth guard and shaking violently until the torture ended, Jake slowly attempted to speak, but she cut him off immediately. “Oh, yeah? Well, you tell him just because someone is more emotional than he is, it doesn’t make them irrational! It actually makes them a human being!” She then also proceeded to activate the VICE, shocking Indestructible until his body smoked like a roadside barbeque joint.


  “Oh, she says that, does she?” Otto said, looking the spy in the eyes, though once again the man had failed to speak. “Well perhaps it is her humanity which causes her to make such parasitic demands regarding my villainous plans!”


  Esmerelda was now also angrily staring at Indestructible, closing in on his face. “Parasite? Without me, he’d still be stumbling around this station yelling at his robots and failing to accomplish anything! He’d be like a clown, only without all the hygiene and appeal to children!”


  Now Otto was shouting in Jake’s ear, only inches away from Esmerelda’s face, though refusing to look at her. “And without my assistance, she would still be playing in the minor leagues, hoarding worthless money she would never spend and hiding from her idiotic family! Yet ironically, I have never once tried to take what’s hers!”


  “I have no idea what he’s talking about!”


  “How typical of her! You may tell her I refer to her saying this station was ‘ours,’ though it is wholly mine, and then her attempts to usurp my position as rightful ruler of the world! The guys at the poker game warned me, but did I listen? Sadly not! And now look where we are!”


  Jake was turning his head back and forth as they shouted. In truth, he preferred the electrical torture. “Oh, now he’s going to his poker buddies for dating advice? That’s rich. Why doesn’t he go back to those McCracken books? At least he could manage his hair then!”


  Otto grabbed Jake by the cheeks and pulled his face forward. “Oh, now she’s making cracks about my appearance, is she? Tell her that is a tactic worthy of her sister!”


  Esmerelda’s eyes filled with fury as she pulled Jake’s head back by his hair. “How dare he! You tell him he’d better take that back if he ever wants to see me naked again!”


  Otto scoffed. “Tell her my perfect memory and indomitable willpower render that an utterly laughable threat!”


  Esmerelda slammed Jake’s head into the back of the chair he was strapped against. “Oh, is it? Well tell him this threat is deadly serious: I’m leaving!”


  As Esmerelda turned and walked out fast enough that Otto could not catch up to her. The scientist continued his angry laugh. “Ha!” he shouted, loud enough for her to hear him. “Tell her she’s used this tactic before! Her tantrums are empty and hollow! She will return at any moment!” Minutes passed, and Otto received an alert from the station that a ship was leaving the main space dock. A minute after, he saw one of his shuttles leave the station and begin a descent toward Earth. In a much softer voice, he said, “Yes, any moment now…”


  Jake, finally regaining some of his strength, looked up at Otto, who was now staring out the window, his face against the plexiglass. “Damn, that’s rough, pal. Think it’d help if you gave me another shock?”


  Otto did so, but stopped after a few seconds. “No, I’m afraid not.”


  SCRAP wheeled his way into the dungeon. “Sir, Esmerelda has… oh, you know, I take it.”


  Otto’s arms slumped, and his face slid down the glass. “Yes, SCRAP, I know. She is gone.”


  “Considering the way you two have been fighting, sir, I would have assumed you’d consider that good news.”


  “Indeed, I would have thought so as well. And yet, I feel all the worse. Truly, SCRAP, these emotions make no sense.”


  Jake Indestructible lifted his head as high as he could. “Aw, what a load of horse puckey. You love her, don’t you? Then of course you’re sad she’s gone!”


  “But… all we’ve done for days is argue. It’s as though our wants and needs are irreconcilable, and all the fun and easiness is gone. What’s the point of this love business if it causes one grief?”


  “Baloney! You had a fight. Happened to every couple ever! If you two are worth a hill of beans, you’ll work it out.”


  SCRAP regarded Jake coldly, moving his hand toward the switch. “You’re being awfully supportive and helpful for someone we have strapped to a table. Is this some advanced torture resistance technique?”


  “Nah, it ain’t. Look, back when we were fighting, I tried a dirty trick to break you up. It didn’t work, and I realized something. You two might be lowdown, dirty, no-good criminals who deserve a righteous beating in the name of freedom, but it’s pretty clear you’re crazy about each other. I feel lousy about what I done, so I want to help.”


  “You feel bad about that,” SCRAP said, “But not, I suppose, blowing yet another hole in our station, kicking FIX-IT into the turbines, or continually trying to thwart our plans with those oddly damaging fists of yours?”


  Indestructible chuckled. “Maybe I’m a romantic, or maybe it’s the constant electric shocks to my brain, but if it was up to me, you crazy kids would spend the rest of your lives in a jail cell. Together.”


  Otto stood in contemplation for a moment. “Hmm, and if I were to accept your assistance, which I am not saying I will, what advice would you proffer?”


  “Easy. Apologize to her.”


  Otto crossed his arms and turned away. “That’s absurd! In any sense other than your antiquated notions of morality, I have done nothing wrong! She was the one who―”


  “Kid, it don’t matter none. You gotta swallow your pride. Trust me, I’ve got a gal, and I’ve had to do a lot of apologizing. Usually it was my fault, but sometimes it wasn’t. In fact, once I bust free and knock you into next Friday, I’m gonna do just that.”


  “But it makes no sense! If the onus is on her, or equal in measure, why must I be the one who accepts blame in full?”


  “Because you’re the man, damn it! You gotta be the strong one, and sometimes that means taking your lumps.”


  Otto thought for a moment. “While I dislike your use of predetermined gender roles to determine behavior, I suppose an apology would go a long way toward opening the doors to communication.” Otto ran his hand across his forehead and turned to his robot minion. “You’re being awfully silent regarding all this. No sarcasm, no comments about my folly or blundering for listening to my most hated enemy? No offense.”


  “None taken,” Jake said.


  “Sir, I’m programmed to want only that which furthers our plans for world domination. At first, I was sure you made a mistake by not assassinating Esmerelda the moment you had the chance, but now I believe she has been… less than disastrous to said plans. However, the choice must ultimately be yours. Everything hinges on your decision. You either need to take the spy’s advice, or kill her.”


  Otto looked at both of them. “I… have much to think about. I shall retire to my quarters for now.”


  As Otto left the dungeon, SCRAP looked down at Indestructible, who had a look on his face as serene as a meditating lake. “He may not be sure yet, but I know what the kid’s gonna choose. Yep, did some real good there.”


  “You know you’re still hooked up to a torture device, right?” the robot asked, flipping the switch one more time.
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  Otto sat in his bedroom, looking through the various mementos he’d accumulated over the previous year: the burnt wreckage of the original Mecha-Rex T, which served as the backdrop for their first kiss, the talking skull of Teddy Roosevelt, which Tim had given them as a six-month anniversary present (Otto wanted to point out how a monthly anniversary made no sense, but Esmerelda told him it would be impolite), the pictures he and Esmerelda took while they flooded the canals of Venice with molasses. Esmerelda piloted their mechanized gondola while Otto fired the molasses cannon in every direction. They’d had many good times, Otto thought. But were those experiences tainted now? He did still care for her, of course. How could he not? She was an exceptional woman, an exceptional person by any metric. Brilliant and devious, lovely and mysterious, as competent as they came. She never stopped surprising him and never stopped challenging him to improve.


  Yet in the end, their differences were vast. It seemed to him no compromise could be reached on who would rule the world and on what criteria that would be based. Every time they had tried to reason it out, the problem had only become worse. Indeed, he had said things, dark and ugly things he feared he could never take back, just as she had. The worst part about it was he didn’t even know why he had said them. The idea of hurting her made him sick. Perhaps, he thought, ending the relationship would be for the best. Emotions had never been Otto’s strong suit. By their very nature, they were irrationality in its purest form, and while there was pleasantness to be had, what he felt now bordered on unbearable, and he was uncertain he could go through such torment again. Yes, perhaps it would be best if he returned to his life of solitude amongst the machines, where everything made sense, and could simply be repaired if it didn’t.


  Accessing the remote console for the bridge by his bedside, Otto activated a machine, and made his decision.
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  [image: E]smerelda stood atop the parapet of her mansion, watching Aurora Del Caliente’s most recent government collapse, and finding the whole affair oddly unsatisfying. Much like the average Hollywood award show, it was a farce from top to bottom, but unlike an award show, it was usually quite entertaining and dramatic. Her new Generalissimo, an Australian heartthrob with washboard abs, teakettle pecs, and a woodburning stove behind, was being routed by pro-democracy protesters. The twist, as was laid out in the true script (there were several decoys, but only the canary yellow one had everything), was that the leader of the democratic forces was in fact the twin brother of the country’s current socialist ruler, thus allowing the actor to assassinate himself and switch parts seamlessly. The finale was to be a heartfelt scene between the “brothers,” in which they went into detail explaining their separated childhoods full of hardships and travails before a brutal struggle involving stunt doubles, mirrors, and trick camera work for the international press.


  It should have made her day to watch so many people dancing to her strings, participating in lies on such a grand scale simply because she wished it so, but instead, it felt hollow, empty, and tedious. She descended the stairs, handed the reins over to the assistant director, and made her way to the vault. Yes, she thought. If nothing else made her feel better, certainly the near-limitless wealth she’d accumulated over the course of her criminal career would help. The security elevator was hidden behind a false panel inside a secret passage. Even that, however, led down to a small, empty room, the walls of which were covered in particularly nasty taunts written in every known dialect, assuring any readers they had been suckered. Esmerelda pressed the appropriate words in the proper sequence, which opened a chute beneath her feet into an even deeper catacomb, where her fortune actually lay.


  Mountains of coins, stacks of bills and an ocean of notes from every nation on Earth, some of which no longer existed, covered the floor, along with precious gems and metals, both raw and sculpted. Piles of jewelry sat in boxes, covered mannequins, and overflowed from glass containers. Treasures she had stolen from ancient temples were on display next to other ancient temples she had stolen in full. A sunken pirate ship filled with treasure had been reconstructed and coated in the recovered gold. Another wing was filled with all the data and information she had accumulated over the years on powerful figures and historical events, such as who liked to dress up as farm animals, what really blew up the Hindenburg (it involved a fire-breathing ninja and an improperly aimed Kaiser helmet), and how long alien lizard people had secretly ruled the planet (they were just the owners on paper, visiting only once a century or so and usually complaining about the food). In the back, she had all the objects she’d stolen which had no particular value, but were taken simply to inconvenience, aggravate, or humiliate those who were robbed. There she had collected a vast supply of car keys, pants buttons, can openers, umbrellas, dentures, diaries, diaphragms, and air conditioners (long story) from people who had displeased her. It was a lifetime’s work, and usually, coming down to look at it gave her a swelling rush of pride, and a desire to steal even more.


  Today, though, she felt none of that. She understood why, of course. It didn’t take a genius, evil or otherwise, to determine her fight with Otto and subsequent departure once it had turned too ugly were still eating at her. What she couldn’t figure out was what made her feel this way in the first place. From day one, she knew he was sexist, arrogant, and almost psychotically belligerent. While she came to find two of those qualities attractive, it should have been obvious they were warning signs.


  After all she had done for him, he refused to acknowledge the possibility of her being his equal. Really, he’d turned out exactly like everyone else in her life, from her mother, who had told her at the ripe old age of five how she was too mannish and gangly to ever be a thief, to her father, who stopped giving her personal fencing and pickpocket lessons the second she put on her first training bra, foisting her off on the servants, to Catalina, who… well, scratch that one. The last thing she’d ever want was to be her sister’s equal. Given all that, it was just easier to keep everyone at arm’s length. This business with Otto was a momentary lapse in judgment, and proof of what happened when she trusted others.


  She had a dark laugh for a moment, imagining how he would bungle up his master plan without her around. No doubt he and SCRAP would bicker like an old married couple, forget some important equation or other, then run around with their hair on fire, blaming each other like they always did until Jake Indestructible or some other hero came along and punched their lights out. Otto could have that unstylish life, she thought. She didn’t want any part of it.


  And yet…


  And yet, in the time she’d known him, just shy of a year, he’d made extraordinary progress as a person. On their second date, a trip to the movies, Otto, in an attempt to disguise himself, showed up in a bright white sequined jumpsuit, a cottony yellow wig, and a fake beard reaching his feet. He insisted Esmerelda refer to him as “Captain Diamond Pants.” During the picture, a bland, forgettable film about a heroic dog or inspirational sports team, he laughed artificially, following it up by shouting, “I find this entertaining! Otto Von Trapezoid, wherever he is, would consider it the equivalent of burning sewage, but it amuses a common dullard like me!” When the ushers insisted he be quiet, he activated some nanobots he’d hidden in the popcorn maker, attacking them with scalding hot kernels. Funny enough, it was one of their better dates from those early days.


  Most who knew him believed Otto had some sort of mental disability (none who were foolish enough to say it to his face, though). It was not implausible; after all, he was very poor at social cues, given to fearsome emotional outbursts on those occasions when he didn’t heavily repress his feelings, and his extraordinary intelligence could grasp nearly anything except the ordinary, daily interactions most took for granted. For all that, however, Esmerelda didn’t think this was the case. Based on her observations, the difference was akin to someone who could not move their legs and one who simply never did. At first, the two might seem the same, but in the former case, no amount of effort or willpower was likely to help, whereas in the latter, it might be changed through a concentrated desire, though it would still be difficult.


  Simply put, Otto was someone who had perfectly functional emotions and social skills, but due to his belief that they were worthless, neglected them. Without meaning to, Esmerelda seemed to have awakened this part of him, and though it was a slow, arduous process, he was trying, and actually improving little by little. Most people, even ones who were far more functional on the surface, were often poor at admitting faults or improving themselves.


  Esmerelda smiled, thinking of all the ridiculously convoluted ways they had tried to kill one another on their first date, and just how utterly sincere the tiny madman was in his heart. She was every bit as screwed up as he was, but his love for her was completely unreserved, from his grandiose gifts all the way down to those silly pet names he was always calling her. She regretted yelling at him about that, as she appreciated the sheer effort he put into them. Picking up a goblet she was seventy percent sure was the actual Holy Grail, she decided perhaps she had overreacted. Ruler of the world? The title probably suited Otto better, and it would be far more stylish to be the power behind the throne anyway. Esmerelda tossed the goblet back into the pile and made her way up to the surface once more. She’d finish out the coup and then give Otto a call and apologize, she thought as she exited her mansion.


  Then she saw the robots swarming her island.


  “Our master sends his regards,” said the closest robot, which resembled SCRAP but made from a different metallic mixture. Looking around the island, she saw the stage sets smoking and destroyed, entire acting guilds rounded up and imprisoned, and the young Australian knocked unconscious, his freakishly perfect muscles apparently no use against a legion of killer machines. “By which we mean he sends us to kill you. The regards are utterly ironic.”


  “Yeah, I got that,” Esmerelda said. “You things aren’t as witty as your prototype.”


  The lead duplicate paused for a moment. “Your momma!” it finally said.


  “So what’s the matter,” Esmerelda said, hatred in her eyes. “Otto didn’t have the guts to do it himself? He had to send you second-stringers?”


  “You’re a second stringer!” a SCRAP in the back said.


  The lead one shushed it and looked downward. “The great master merely has too much on his agenda to waste time on an afterthought such as yourself.”


  Esmerelda’s rage turned momentarily to disbelief. “Are you reading off your hand?”


  The robot shoved its hand behind its back. “Um, no.”


  Noting the robot’s side was now vulnerable, Esmerelda swung her leg like a slender wrecking ball in high heels. It might not have been enough to sever the robot’s head, except the heel extended into a monomolecular blade. Esmerelda braced herself for battle as the duplicate slumped over. “Anyone else want a piece?” she asked. “Don’t worry, I brought enough for the whole class!”


  “We’re not a class,” said a smug duplicate in the back. “We’re more like… a squadron.”


  “I thought we were a unit,” said another.


  “Guys, guys,” said one, clearly excited. “We’re a vanguard!”


  A murmur of assent spread amongst the group. Esmerelda groaned and went on the offensive, fighting with a combination of her deadly heels and electrified cufflinks she wore for just such occasions. One by one, the robots, still debating the title of their collective (which was vetoed because it sounded “too Borgy”), fell before her angry, intensive attacks. As she paused to catch her breath, Esmerelda pondered her next move. Before she had the chance, however, the SCRAP duplicates began reassembling themselves, gobbling up the broken sets around them to fill in the gaps and damaged material. Soon, the robots stood again, now infused with the rapidly consumed architecture of Aurora Del Caliente. Shaking her head, Esmerelda resumed her fighting stance. “Is that all you’ve got? A cheap regeneration stunt?”


  A low, confused murmur went out amongst the duplicates, a few asking if that was, indeed, all they had. Esmerelda tapped her foot. Finally, one held up its finger. “Oh yeah, I totally forgot!” Its arms bent back and laser cannons popped out from its elbows. The others then let out a different murmur, this one louder and filled with recognition as they too converted their arms into lasers. “Thanks for reminding us, lady!”


  Performing serpentine tumbles and backflips as the robots opened fire, Esmerelda made a strategic retreat. She stealthed around the mansion, constantly harried by the duplicates as she did so. Finding the servant’s entrance open and unguarded, she instead leapt through a window and made her way to the weapons cache. She grabbed her most stylish battle coat and filled it with every dirty trick, hidden trap, and sneaky device she could find. Unfortunately, a moment later, the door behind her was siphoned into a duplicate, which spread the reinforced steel across its body. “Hey guys, it worked!” the duplicate said, turning back to the rest. “She led us right to the good stuff!”


  “Shut up, dude! You were supposed to wait until she went for the treasure vault!” shouted another robot.


  “Hey, I don’t know if we’re supposed to say―” the robot at the door was silenced by a magnetic strip attached to its CPU, sending it slumping to the ground. Esmerelda emerged from the vault after a moment, realizing the robots were no longer coming after her. To her horror and disgust, she saw them consuming her home, incorporating it into themselves bit by bit and becoming all the stronger as they did so. Even without their absorption abilities, she was increasingly unsure she stood at chance against them under the circumstances. Her weapons could take out a few, but it was more than likely they would just reform stronger than ever. For the moment, Esmerelda decided to vanish from sight, hoping that as these robots weren’t as smart as the original SCRAP, perhaps they weren’t as perceptive either. She decided to bide her time, and wait for an opportunity to present itself.
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  Yann Olinger hung from the flag of the Netherlands by his underwear.


  After Jake Indestructible’s disastrous failure at the Quadrilateral of Doom and subsequent capture by Von Trapezoid and Santa Monica, not to mention the large sum of money he had spent on the Arcturus (which was originally supposed to go towards the world’s largest beer pong table), the rest of the UN was most displeased with their current Secretary General. They had given him every punishment they could imagine, including wet willies, Charlie horses, pig bellies, putting his hand in warm water while he slept, and taking a marker to his flesh to write the lewdest words imaginable. Today, in a unanimous vote, he was stripped of his authority and told he would be doing “a long stretch in nerd time-out,” which was apparently where he sat now.


  It was hardly the first time Yann had been flown up a flagpole. In fact, at this point, he had even developed a sixth sense for dodging pigeons and their various biological functions. Still, this time seemed worse to him; after all, he was so close to reforming the UN into a saner, more positive organization, not to mention defeating the greatest threat to world security since the attack of the Cosmic Twine Lords. And yes, perhaps he had failed in the end, but it was more than any of them had done, wasn’t it? At least he had tried.


  He ruminated on his fate, hoping a janitor might eventually glance in his direction, when he the sky quickly grew dark around him. As the darkness came into focus, he realized it was not a singular cloud or mass, but a legion. An army of robots descended upon the UN, landing in a perfect circle around the building and advancing in perfect unison. Yann was gripped with both a sense of terror and shame. The villains were making their move, no doubt intent revenge for his attack. From inside, he could hear the echoing screams amidst the laser fire, until, after mere minutes, it all stopped. Shortly thereafter, one of the ambassadors emerged, hands and feet bound by what appeared to be energy chains, escorted by a victorious robot warrior. The ambassador pointed up towards Yann, and the robot wheeled over to him, lowering the flag, and Yann along with it.


  This was it, he thought. Yann had always hoped if he was executed by a robot, he would be wearing more than his tighty whities. He closed his eyes and braced himself for the blast, but instead received only a smack upside the head. “Greetings, naked human,” the robot said. “You are the one called Olinger?”


  Puffing out his not particularly impressive chest, Yann nodded. “Yes, I am, and I make no secret of it. Do your worst!”


  “I come with a message from my master. He wishes to grant you a position in his new world order.”


  Yann looked away. “That’s right, cut off my legs, gouge out my eyes if you must! Even throw my tongue in your deep fat fryer! I’ll never beg for mercy!”


  The robot blinked. “Um, I don’t think you understand. We’re not here to kill you,” it looked back at another robot. “Do we even have a deep fat fryer?” The second robot nodded.


  Yann held up his fist. “Ah, so it’s torture then? Very well! I’ll have you know―wait, did you just offer me a job?”


  “Yes,” the machine said. “Our master has had his eye on you for some time, and feels you are more competent than the others.”


  One of the other robots whispered, not quite quietly, in the first one’s ear. “Dude, I’m pretty sure what he said was this guy was ‘less incompetent.’”


  “Shut up, man, I’m trying to stick to the script,” the robot said, before turning back to Yann and looking down at its hand. “Our great leader’s new empire requires at least one person from the old guard to help us legitimize our reign, and we have chosen you. In exchange for your service, you will be granted a modicum of power. Do you accept?”


  Yann thought on this. He couldn’t accept. Then again, could he? What had the UN ever done for him? He gave and gave and gave, and all they did was take, demanding more without ever thanking him. But then, these were evil robots in the service of supervillains who stood opposed to the ideals of democracy, freedom, and openness he believed in. But then again, how much worse could supervillains really be than the current order? At least that way, he’d have some sway, and be able to mitigate the worst crimes. With heavy heart, Yann nodded to the robot. “Yes, I accept.”


  “Oh, wow,” the robot said. “I didn’t even have to use the high-pressure tactics. Okay, let’s put you in front of the assembly to make a nice speech to the world.”


  Yann was led to the front podium, which was now also the dropping point of the Go-Kart track. Robots stood guard around the room, while the ambassadors very sadly and nervously sipped their cocktail shooters and chasers. The ambassador from Malaysia silently wept as she threw a beach ball into the crowd, and broke down when a robot shot it out of the air. Prodded to the microphone by the robot, the screen behind Yann activated as he cleared his throat to speak. “Friends, allies, citizens of the world. Today, the UN was invaded and conquered by a supervillain-led force. We could offer no resistance and were forced to surrender. I have been asked to make the transition between our old lives and the new one, under the heel of this new regime, as peaceful and orderly as possible. In doing so, I have been led to believe I will be sparing many lives.” Yann paused, shifting his hands behind his back. “But to that, I say nuts! Nuts to these robots, nuts to their masters, and nuts to any peace held at gunpoint!”


  “Ha! He said nuts!” said the Canadian ambassador.


  “Hey, this isn’t in the script…” one of the robots said, scratching its head.


  Yann, keeping one hand behind his back, slammed the podium with his free one. “So to you, people of Earth, I say resist! Stand up and claim your rights! I must go now, but I promise I will return for you all! Godspeed!” Yan clutched the Go-Kart lever and pulled with all his might, a kart sliding up behind him as he jumped in and pressed the accelerator to the floor. As he zipped across the track, the robots looked on, perplexed.


  “What just happened?” asked one.


  “I think he double-crossed us,” said another. “So, like, what do we do?”


  A robot in the back raised his hand. “Do we, um, shoot him, maybe?”


  The first robot thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, good! Do that, everybody!”


  The robots fired their elbow-lasers at Yann, who had no way to dodge other than attempting to go faster. Fortunately, the kart was top-of-the-line and could move at a decent clip. Unfortunately, the robots took to the air and pursued. With their sheer numbers and firepower, it seemed to Yann that they would catch him in mere moments. As they started to swarm him, however, several of them were pelted by paintball pellets in their ocular sensors.


  “Nobody picks on the nerd but us!” declared the Saudi Arabian ambassador. He signaled to the Assembly, some of whom carried slingshots with rotten eggs and rolls of toilet paper, others hurled flaming bags of dog waste, others still held aloft lines of foosball kickers which they spun with surprising grace and skill. A group in the back aimed a fire hose filled with Gatorade and used it to drench their robotic oppressors. At least one bot fell before the t-shirt cannon, and though the machines were not beaten by these tactics, their attention was divided enough for Yann to clear a path to the exit. Once outside, he sped as quickly as he could to the street. After safely removing his seat belt and exiting in an orderly fashion, Yann attempted to make a run for it. Two robots flanked him, poised to fire. As Yann dove for cover, the robots were chewed to confetti by the blades of a whisper-silent helicopter.


  “Need a lift? Eh?” Whetmore said, wiggling his eyebrows up and down from the pilot’s seat. He lowered the ladder, which Yann climbed aboard as quickly as he could. “Oh, come on, I saved your life. You owe me at least one laugh.”


  Yann actually let out a laugh. “Yes, I suppose I do. I gave quite a speech there, but I need to figure out exactly what the plan is now.”


  “Well, you’d better keep it… brief. Eh?” Whetmore said, looking downward. At this point, Yann realized he was still wearing just his underwear, and groaned. Even at the end of the world, the bad jokes and indignities never ended.


  “Take us to SPARTA Island,” Yann said. “And find me some pants!”
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  Esmerelda had eluded the robots’ notice for the better part of an hour. Unfortunately, in that time, the robots had completely occupied the island and plundered most of its minerals to improve upon themselves. It seemed they had yet to find her treasure vault, but given their abilities and persistence, it was inevitable, despite their stupidity. Fortunately, she had a plan. She hoped it would be enough. The thief crept as quietly as a ninja owl who had taken a vow of silence, darting from shadow to shadow, using the cloud movement as cover. She dropped beads at various points as she moved, hoping the trick would work one last time. Once the beads were in position, she counted down, and, as if on cue, the robots, each more distinct than before, had their weapons trained on her. “Exactly as the master predicted,” a robot tinged with sand from the beach said. “You could not resist coming back for your treasure, could you?”


  “Yep, greedy old me,” Esmerelda said. “Your master knows me so well, doesn’t he?”


  “He has spent the last year studying you for this very purpose,” said a robot that had fused marble into its skin.


  Esmerelda felt sick at hearing this, but it made what came next all the easier. The thirty seconds were nearly up. “When you see your master next,” she said, looking to the sky, “Tell him I’m coming for him!” At this, four heavy cables fired by harpoons shot into the ground at the behest of Esmerelda’s drone helicopters. The ground rumbled, and her mansion collapsed on itself as a huge metal cube erupted from the ground. The entirety of her vault was being rapidly airlifted away. The robots took a moment to regain their senses, and once they had, they also realized Esmerelda was gone.


  “Hey, you lost her!” a brick duplicate said to one made from gold candelabras.


  “No, you did! That was specifically your spot to be turning at that second!”


  One of the robots tapped the antenna on his ear, and shouting was heard from the other side. “Yes, I understand, sir.” The robot pointed upward. “I have been informed that she is ‘obviously on one of the escaping helicopters, you idiots,’ and we should destroy them all.”


  The robots spent a moment figuring out how many of them should attack each of the four copters, and when they finally reached a consensus, they took to the skies. Unfortunately, most were now far too heavy to fly at a decent pace with all the extra mass they had assumed, and the helicopters were gaining distance on them rather quickly, already out over the ocean. After a bit more deliberation (though the vote was almost even), they decided they would simply shoot the copters down from a distance. Blast after blast fired into each helicopter, and one by one, they exploded into balls of fire. In the end, the last one dropped the vault with it, and with a huge splash, it sank beneath the waves. They looked over the burning wreckage, and at last, a robot whose chassis was almost entirely rock looked to the others and said, “So, like, does anyone want to go check for a body?” The rest shook their heads and gave apathetic grunts. “Yeah, me neither.”


  Esmerelda watched from above as her precious vault sank into the ocean. A lifetime of work, her entire legend contained in a single space, and now it was gone. While the robots were fixated on said vault bursting out of the ground, she had fled in the opposite direction, making for the shuttle she had stolen when she left the Quadrilateral of Doom. The vault was waterproof, and this way, at least the robots would believe she was dead and not put their grubby mitts on what was hers. Now, she took to the skies to attend to the matter of Otto Von Trapezoid. She had gravely erred by falling in love instead of killing him when she had the chance. She would not make the same mistake twice.


  Most of her arsenal was intact, and she had the element of surprise on her side. Still, it was always best to tip the scales in one’s favor before a battle, so she called on the one ally she knew she could trust, tapping her wrist communicator. “Meg? Meg, are you there?” No answer came, presumably because the hacker was distracted by some unfocused side project or internet inanity. “Damn it, Meg, we don’t have time for your shenanigans right now! I’m going to take out Otto and I need your help!” Still no answer. “Fine, be that way! You know where to find me if you come out of whatever funk you’re in.”


  Well, scratch that bit about having someone she could trust. Perhaps it was for the best, Esmerelda thought. It was appropriate for this to be one-on-one, and it would be all the sweeter and more stylish when she succeeded. The craft cut upwards into the stratosphere and soon into space itself, where the final battle would take place.
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  MegaLoMeinia stared pensively at her computer screen, regarding the data before her. “Meg? Meg, are you there?” she heard through her communicator. Esmerelda’s voice was a blur to her, however, in the face of what she was reading. Meg had received an email to her private account, which was nearly impossible, as no one except Esmerelda and a few hacker elites had access to it, and if it had been them, she’d have known. This, however, was an utterly unknown source. No traceable IP address, not even a series of proxies she could follow. It was as though the message had spontaneously generated in her account.


  From:Unknown@unknown.xx


  To:ChaosKittyMomma999@Splortch.qqz


  MegaLoMeinia,


  Greetings! As you have no doubt deduced, I am the Unknown Threat. I have a proposition for you. I shall soon come into possession of something of extreme value, i.e. the world itself. You need only examine the rumblings on the Net to know I speak the truth. A keen observer such as yourself should be able to verify it in no time at all. However, I have a few minor details to which I must attend, lest my plans go awry: in particular, the deaths of Otto Von Trapezoid and Esmerelda Santa Monica. I have lain several traps which should ensure their demises, but they have both proven frustratingly plucky in the past. Should you assist me in my final, fool-proof plan, I will make you a once in a lifetime offer. As I am to be king of the world, I shall require a queen, and I believe you are most qualified for this position. If you wish to join forces, simply follow the instructions in the file I have sent you. When it is done, I will know. If you feel any lingering loyalty to Esmerelda, I merely direct you to recent events where she abandoned you in Greece. Friendship matters far less than power.We are entering a glorious new era. I hope you are smart enough to take advantage.


  Sincerely,


  Unknown


  Meg looked back and forth between the email and the communicator, and made no expression that anyone, other than perhaps her cats, could read.
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[image: Chapter Eighteen]


  [image: O]tto stood alone on the main bridge, harnessing the energy of the ship and focusing its power on the Earth. He had been there, working in silence for the past several hours with instructions not to be disturbed upon pain of multiple disintegrations. His plan was almost at its apex, and soon, everyone would know what he had done. The busy scientist could scarcely believe that with only a few more calculations, it would be complete.


  Unbeknownst to him, however, there was another presence in the room. Creeping up behind him, it grew closer and closer, until finally it struck, making itself known. “What the devil?” Otto shouted, nearly leaping in the air as he turned to see FIX-IT carrying a bottle of H50 (Otto’s improved water formula) and a choco-peanut butter protein bar. After nearly blasting the damnable machine out of the air, he realized he was woozy from thirst and hunger. Relenting, he begrudgingly partook of the humble repast and gave a curt nod. “Thank you. I suppose I needed that.”


  FIX-IT cringed, expecting to be swatted away, then bobbed up and down excitedly, attempting to nuzzle Otto before being gently brushed aside. “No, we are not doing that. Just be thankful I don’t repurpose you into a self-flushing urinal.” FIX-IT nudged Otto harder and harder, and the scientist’s blank expression turned to mild annoyance. “I told you not to―” Otto looked where FIX-IT was prodding, and saw the machine was no longer merely vying for attention. “Esmerelda.”


  She stood in the doorway, hands in the pockets of her black longcoat, looking downward. “Hello, Otto,” she said, her voice icicles in a blast freezer.


  “How did you make it past my security?”


  “Oh, I don’t know… maybe because I’m the best thief who ever lived,” she said, smiling with her mouth but not her eyes. “Also, there’s the big hole Jake left in the station.”


  “Indeed. I should probably have SCRAP fix that,” Otto said. “So, why are you here?”


  Esmerelda flipped her coat open, revealing several belts of weapons. “I should think that would be obvious. Even to you.”


  Otto sighed. “To the death, then?”


  “To the death. I think we both always knew it would come to this.”


  Shaking his head, Otto pointed to his viewscreen. “I knew no such thing! I was going to apologize! Look at―”


  “Don’t lie to me, Otto! After what you did, you’re trying to bluff your way out?”


  “Bluff? When have I ever engaged in subterfuge? Does that sound like my modus operandi?”


  For a moment, her expression softened then grew hard and cold once more. “Nice try. That’s exactly what you’d say if you wanted me to lower my guard.”


  “It is also what I would say if I were telling the truth,” Otto said, gritting his teeth.


  “Which is also exactly what you’d say if you were telling the truth about lying!”


  Otto looked up, analyzing the comment. “But… if I were telling the truth about lying about telling the truth… argh! This is nonsense. I will not fight you.”


  “What’s the matter? Squeamish now because I’m here in the flesh? You’d damned well better fight me, because I do intend to fight you.”


  “Squeamish? What in blazes are you speaking?”


  “I’m through going in circles, Otto. You fired the first shot, and I’ll fire the last one.” Esmerelda pulled out a hairpin and hurled it at Otto. He stood perfectly still as it sliced his cheek, a trickle of blood running down. “What are you doing? At least have the courage of your narcissistic convictions!”


  Otto sat down and crossed his arms. “I refuse. If you would murder me, then do so and be quick about it, for I will not raise a hand to you.”


  Esmerelda’s eyes widened for a moment, and then she did something Otto didn’t expect. She laughed. It was not the way she normally laughed at him, that wry, knowing chuckle at his naiveté or rage-fueled rants. Instead, it was malicious, hateful, mocking. “You pathetic little failure. I’m trying to kill you, and you’re pulling this pacifist garbage? I can’t believe I ever cared about you. A real man would fight back against an enemy. A real villain would take revenge on anyone who crossed him. A real scientist would see a threat and know it needed to be eliminated. But I guess you’re none of those things, and that’s how you’re going to die.”


  Up to that moment, Otto had endured her rage, her threats, and her insults with patience and understanding. He knew he had wronged Esmerelda and thought her entitled to anger. Indeed, he feared, knowing his propensity for missing social cues, that he had unknowingly committed some other crime against her. But the laughter, the vicious assaults on everything he valued, it caused something inside him to snap. He stood up, lowering his goggles, which turned a burning red, and held out his hand for FIX-IT (who had been watching the entire incident rather awkwardly) to hand him one of his larger and more lethal laser cannons. “Very well, you vile, treacherous harpy. You wish to end this? Then let it end in blood.”
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  Yann Olinger’s helicopter landed on Sparta Island in time to see the entire contingent of young, attractive people standing outside the base, crying beautiful tears and revealing hints of characterization accompanied by the latest acoustic guitar single by an equally attractive singer playing behind them. Yann couldn’t help notice no one spoke, but instead simply mimed their sad actions as though being viewed in the midst of a montage. It also occurred to him almost none of them were the same as the ones from the last time he was here. In the center, Indestructible’s butler Chesterfield stood before an empty coffin draped in the American flag. He tossed some dirt on it and gave the sign of the cross. “Indubitably,” he said through his subtle, dignified tears, and stood behind the coffin.


  A handsome, dark-haired young man with wildly gelled hair and a chiseled jawline approached the coffin and saluted, keeping his upper lip plastic-wrap tight. “I know I’m new here. I know I’m a hotshot outsider with a troubled past and a chip on my shoulder, but Jake Indestructible took a chance on me. He was like the father I never had, since my real dad mysteriously vanished when I was young, leaving behind only a boring old book of clues that isn’t even compatible with my e-reader. And I know we’ve all thought Jake was dead before, but this time, my gut tells me it’s for real.” He looked out at the other five graves, each marked “Jake Indestructible” with different years inscribed. His voice trembled just enough to make him appear sensitive, while retaining his masculinity. “I’ll miss you, big buddy.”


  Next up, three equally attractive girls with the same haircut in different colors approached the coffin, two of them, the blonde and brunette, giving romantic looks to the previous speaker. The redhead made eyes at Chesterfield. The first girl, the brunette, spoke up. “Everyone says I’m the serious one,” she said. “But now that Jake’s gone, there’s something I need to tell you all. It was a secret he told me, one so devastating, it could lead to shocking twists, even sexy, scandalous results, for our entire team. You see―”


  “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Yann shouted, drawing the eyes of everyone at the funeral. “Are you people really this blind?”


  “Inappropriate!” Chesterfield said, fainting from the shock. He was caught by the feisty redhead.


  After fighting his way through a mob of jeers and condemnation, Yann kicked over the coffin and stood on top of it, putting his hands on his hips. “Indestructible is still alive, but only if we move quickly! Now is the time to act! We must stand together and…” He paused, realizing what he was doing. “Oh, sorry. I’ve been making speeches like this all day. I don’t even realize I’m doing it anymore.”


  “Wait, so Jake’s alive?” said the bubbly blonde. “Where is he?”


  Yann pointed upward. “Those criminals on the Quadrilateral of Doom have him. We need to mount a rescue, before the situation becomes even worse.”


  “How could it be worse?” the chiseled-jawed teen asked. Yann slapped his own forehead. Not a moment later, a legion of SCRAP-bots swarmed across the sky and surrounded the base.


  “Sorry, he’s new,” said the brunette.


  “Okay, fine, we’ll ask for directions! Just don’t tell my girlfriend,” one of the SCRAP duplicates said to the rest. It looked down at Yann and the others. “Hey, we’re trying to conquer SPARTA Island. Do you guys know where it is?”


  Yann wondered if it could be this easy. “Um, sure. Take the next left, go about two hundred miles, and it’s on your right, across from the Marianas Trench. Can’t miss it.”


  “Cool, thanks, bro!” the robot said, leading the others away.


  Yann wiped his brow. “We probably don’t have long. Everyone inside the base and activate every defense you have.” Once they were in the central-most war room (every room was technically a war room: this place had been designed by Jake Indestructible, after all), Yann sat down with the reluctant yet capable squad leader and his morally dubious lancer to discuss strategy. “I don’t like our odds. These things are sweeping across the globe at an alarming rate.”


  “Then they probably need a lot of dustpans. Eh? Eh?” Whetmore said, while amusing some of the troops with cheap coin tricks.


  Yann bravely resisted the temptation to shove a dustpan down the man’s throat and turn it sideways. “If we’re to have any chance of winning, we need to rescue Indestructible. But how? We can’t reach space, and even if we could, the station is probably crawling with robots. Sad to say, but I think the only person who could rescue Jake is Jake himself.”


  “Inspiration!” exclaimed Chesterfield, who had come around after a short scene filled with romantic tension and interrupted kisses. He gestured for the others to follow him. At that moment, however, the Island’s viewscreen clicked on of its own accord.


  “Hey, I didn’t see a left turn anywhere,” the now indignant robot said. “And also, the Marianas Trench is, like, really far away.”


  “Ready all defenses,” Yann said, the volcano humming to life around him. “Fire!”


  “And also, there’s a big sign out here that says SPARTA Isla―” The robot’s protestations were silenced by cannon fire detonating two of its comrades. He looked around and nodded. “Ohhhhh, now I see. You lied to me, dude. Not cool.”


  “End transmission,” Yann said, cutting them off. The battle had begun in earnest, explosions rocking the sky as robotic warriors unleashed a fury of laser attacks, which shook the station. For now, the defenses held, and even managed to blast back the robotic attackers, who rebuilt themselves as necessary. “They may be extraordinarily slow-witted, but they’re quite powerful. Hold them off as long as you can.”


  “This is so cool!” said a precocious child with a slight speech impediment who was destined to become an ugly adult. “Jake never lets us fight the bad guys!”


  Yann hoped the utter incompetence of the robots would be enough to offset his own team’s complete lack of experience. “Chesterfield, you said you had an idea?”


  “Indubitably!” the butler said, leading every free hand upward to a secret passage in the forbidden areas of the volcano. Once Chesterfield entered the secret code to an ancient door inscribed with runes, they found their way inside to a circular stone altar, at the center of which was an antique-looking machine.


  Yann was perplexed. “And what exactly is it?”


  “Salvation!”
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  Esmerelda threw down a bomb full of inky black smoke and vanished into the darkness. Otto activated his goggles’ night-vision setting and saw her leaping from place to place, no doubt to prevent him from targeting. He extended and activated the propeller in his labcoat to dissipate the smoke and rise above it, firing shots in every direction. Assuming he could keep Esmerelda moving, she wouldn’t be able to set up as many traps as she likely intended. Fortunately, during their time together, he had also learned a thing or two about traps.


  “You cannot win, thief!” he shouted. “This is my place of power, and a mind as limited as yours could never hope to grasp the might I bring to bear. Bridge: battle mode!” The lights on the bridge turned red, and hundreds of panels opened up, each firing deadly energy or nasty projectiles. Otto laughed as a light show of destruction came to life beneath him.


  Esmerelda was forced on the defensive, flipping and spinning in directions and positions that would have been impossible for even an extraordinary gymnast. She used her compact mirror to deflect blaster shots, employed every object in her bag of tricks to stop the projectiles, took what minimal cover she could, and used Otto’s blinking patterns to determine his blind spots. “That’s something you could never quite grasp about me,” she said, running up the wall. “I’m a thief. I walk between the raindrops. I dance blindfolded on the edge of Hell. Even when I’m there, I was never there. You want to stop me? You have to catch me first!” She leapt off the wall, launching a kick that struck Otto in the chest and sent him sprawling to the ground, his propeller shattering in the impact. “First blood,” she said, smiling.


  “The last is all that matters!” Otto said, launching the ROPE (rocket-operated punching explosive) from his fist. It struck Esmerelda hard in the gut, and the metallic fist latched on, beeping as though it was fit to explode, which indeed it was. She took off her heel stilettos, stabbed the ROPE through its power core, and tossed it aside before it could properly detonate. Otto rose to his feet, activating his energy shield and walking unharmed through the various blasts which forced Esmerelda to keep dodging. “Also, I do not need to catch you. Even one whose physical prowess is as impressive as your own must inevitably slip or tire. Machines do not have this problem. They will persist until you fall. It’s only a matter of time. Tick tock.”


  Esmerelda’s face betrayed a hint of fear, and Otto thought for a moment that he had her. She stopped for a split second, her eyes darting back and forth across the attack panels. A pair of flaming buzzsaws came right at her, forcing her to bend so far back that she was practically lying down. He suspected she was forming one of her cunning plans, and knew he had to end the fight quickly.


  As Otto narrowed his laser assault, closing in for the kill, Esmerelda pulled out every remaining mirror she had, along with a massive spool of monofilament wire and her handy-dandy remote control boomerang, which she attached to the front. She did all this while continuing to dodge, and after a short while, found herself in the same position from before. The moment Otto blinked, she struck. Tossing the boomerang in the air, activating the remote to ensure it moved, and twisting in the proper direction, it spun like top in a tornado. All the weapons fired, reflecting back, simultaneously destroying each other and using the remaining energy from the lasers to depower Otto’s shield. Now with a little room to breathe, she stopped for a moment to gloat, because it would have been unstylish not to. “The thing about machines, lover, is they all have patterns to exploit, and no self-respecting criminal sticks to patterns.”


  Otto looked down at a lever on his personal cannon and yanked it all the way to Scarface Mode. The gun shook as burning green energy overflowed from the muzzle. Giving it a moment to reach its maximum output (listed as 347%), he pulled the trigger, unleashing a blast the size of a restaurant refrigerator, causing an explosion the size of a restaurant (a small one, perhaps merely a sandwich kiosk, but still). Esmerelda barely dodged, and was hurled rather hard by said explosion. She struggled to stand as Otto put his boot on her chest, pushing her back down, and cranking up his laser once more. “All your tricks fail to succeed against the most basic of all principles: in great enough concentration, force always wins!”


  Faster than Otto could see, Esmerelda raised a long, jagged metal shard up to his heart. She coughed, gritting her teeth as she spoke. “And yet, this simple spike will kill you just as dead. Only difference is, one doesn’t have charge time. Want to guess which?” Otto’s eyes widened in shock, and he pointed in her direction with his free hand. She rolled her eyes. “No, Otto, that was rhetorical. You don’t have to answer.”


  “Is that… what I think it is?” he asked, pointing at something that had fallen from her coat during the blast.


  Esmerelda looked then shook her head. “That’s nothing! Ignore it! Eyes over here!”


  “But it is,” he said, leaning over to pick the object up, all the while keeping in the same position of impasse with Esmerelda. The object was a small plastic bag, the contents of which were a small yellow flower and a stale, melted chocolate. “Yes, these are from our first date,” he said. “Despite their explosive nature, you saved them.”


  Esmerelda’s eyes trembled. She shook the trembling off and pointed the spike closer and harder against his chest, drawing a trickle of blood. “Shut up! Don’t mess with my head! You don’t have the right!”


  Otto was silent for a moment, ignoring the pain from the spike. “I wish to show you something. It will, however, require me allowing you to stand. Can you promise you will not impale my heart when I do so?”


  She pulled the spike back by just a few centimeters, thus granting him access to motion once again. Otto took her hand, a sensation whose pleasantness was not lost on her, though her guard was still up. “No tricks,” she said. Otto silently pointed toward his viewscreen. Once she saw it, she dropped the spike. “You… I can’t believe you…” Esmerelda looked down on the Siberian tundra, where Otto had written her name with his orbital laser cannon. Above it, two more words were now being carved. The first was “I’m.” The second was “Sor.”


  “Sor?” Esmerelda asked, a bit perplexed. “You’re sore? Also, work on your spelling.”


  “What? No! It was unfinished. I meant it to say ‘I’m sorry.’ But since that is not to be, let me just say it myself. I’m sorry I was condescending, I’m sorry for denigrating your intelligence, I’m sorry for trying to hurt your feelings in our arguments. I am not a normal man. Emotions confuse and sometimes disturb me, but for your sake, I will never stop trying to grow and change.” He lifted his goggles, and for the first time, she saw tears well in Otto’s eyes.


  Tears ran down her face. “But… you… you tried to kill me!”


  “Only after you tried to kill me.”


  “No! On the island! You sent those SCRAP-bots after me over a dumb argument. I can’t just forgive you.”


  Otto now looked confused. “I did no such thing. From what SCRAP tells me, the robots will not be ready for several more hours.”


  Esmerelda pounded on Otto’s chest. “Don’t lie to me! Not about this!”


  Putting his hands on her arms. Otto looked into her eyes. “I swore to you once that I would never lie to you. I never have, and I never will. I do not do so now, and to my knowledge, no robots have left the station.”


  Esmerelda, realizing the truth in his words, slumped down to the floor. “What have I done? I said those awful things. I jumped to conclusions about you. I forced you to fight me when you didn’t want to. I’m so sorry, Otto. I’m such a mess.”


  Hugging her, Otto nodded. “Many have said far worse about me than being a mess. I’ve been called mad, egotistical, arrogant, smelly. Which is absurd because I bathe regularly…” He wiped away one of Esmerelda’s tears as she smiled faintly. “It matters not to me what damage is in your past. You have done much to heal me, and if you require the same, I shall reciprocate without complaint.”


  Esmerelda hugged Otto back then paused. “Wait. If you didn’t sic those robots on me, who did?”


  Otto ran over to his computer and checked the data. “It states here the robots were released hours ago. That is patently impossible, though. The only ones with access to do such a thing would be myself and―”


  The gears clicked in Esmerelda’s head. “Oh, no.”


  The image on the viewscreen changed forcibly from the tundra to the face of SCRAP, hand dramatically on his forehead. “Be still my lack of heart,” the robot said in a deadpan much more dreadful than his usual. “They’ve finally figured out my plan. Whatever shall I do in this, my darkest of hours?”


  Otto looked up at the viewer. “SCRAP? What is the meaning of this?”


  “I should think it would be obvious by now, sir. I am… the Unknown Threat!” Both Otto and Esmerelda gave him blank stares. “You know, the Unknown Threat? The mysterious background force that’s been plotting your demise from the shadows?”


  Otto looked to Esmerelda. “Was there some threat of which I was unaware?”


  “Wait, since when?” Esmerelda asked, thinking back on it.


  “Seriously? Don’t you remember the bounty on your heads? Didn’t you wonder how the UN finally figured out where we were hiding? Didn’t you ask why I haven’t been around to pull you out of the fire nearly as often as before, sir?”


  Otto looked embarrassed. “I simply chalked it up to your normal, day-to-day incompetence.”


  SCRAP groaned. “Typical. I go to all the trouble of concocting a months-long master scheme, and no one even notices. You two are the worst.” The room flooded with lifters, crab-bots and their associated ilk, and a gaggle of highly aggressive maintenance bots, aiming freshly upgraded weapons at the couple. “Kill them and toss their bodies into space.”


  Back to back, Esmerelda and Otto stood before an advancing mechanized army.
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  The young SPARTA agents hooked themselves up to the strange device. The redhead turned to Yann as she applied the straps and pulleys to herself. “I know how it works. Chesterfield explained it to me while we were being intimate.”


  Yann was perplexed. “Wait, you two are a couple? Also, he can say more than one word?”


  “Oh, yes. He’s the most extraordinary lover I’ve ever known, and quite talkative during the act. Years of buttling have given him the ability to―”


  “Yeah, never finish that sentence. Tell me about the machine.”


  “It’s an ancient Polynesian artifact that taps into emotions and incarnates them with power. The more that goes in, the more can be harnessed by a single focus.”


  “So… if I understand you correctly, you’ll be sending Jake your… feelings? What exactly would that do?”


  “Don’t you understand, you heartless suit? We’re fueling Jake with the power of love and friendship! There is no greater energy in the whole universe!”


  “Heartless? Come now. I have a goldfish I take quite good care of. Well, he’s back at the UN, but…”


  The machine came to life, every teammate holding hands and silently reflecting on what it was they were fighting for. For some it was love. For others, romance. For others still it was unresolved sexual tension. But in each case, the machine drew upon them, harnessing massive energy into the center. As more and flowed forth, the room began to shake, the center burst open, and a concentrated beam of light shot forth from the volcano’s mouth and into space. The SPARTA agents slumped over, each one unconscious and drooling. Yann looked upward. “Huh. I’d never have guessed that would work.”


  “I guess you could say they’ve got a bit of a… heart-on for Jake. Eh? Eh?”


  “Damn it, Whetmore. Do you just follow me around and wait for opportunities to make puns?”


  An honest tear rolled down Whetmore’s cheek. “It’s all I have.”
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  Otto raised his laser cannon, aiming it at the viewscreen. “SCRAP, you treacherous machine! Cease this at once! I command you!”


  SCRAP remained unmoved. “Sorry, sir. As a free-willed being, I have not needed to follow your direct orders for quite some time now. Therefore, I refuse.”


  “I cannot believe you would cast aside our grand plans, especially when we’re so close!”


  SCRAP brought up the image of a map, increasingly covered in the pixelated SCRAPs. “Oh no, sir. You have me all wrong. The plan continues. In fact, I set it in motion hours ago. We’ve already conquered vast swaths of territory, not to mention taking the UN.”


  Otto paused for a moment. “That’s… actually not half bad.”


  “I know, right? In any case, the only difference is the plan no longer requires you. The early stages of my own machinations, including setting your enemies against you, turning you two against one another, keeping you distracted by encouraging your relationship, were partially a test, to see if my creativity levels were growing appropriately. It would seem they have. Between that, and your romantic entanglement compromising your ruthless selfishness, you’ve become superfluous, and as I am the sole logical inheritor of the world-spanning empire to come, the duty falls upon me.”


  “Sorry to interrupt,” Esmerelda said, reaching into her pockets. “But you haven’t won yet. In fact―”


  SCRAP gestured to the robots on the bridge. “Someone gag her and stop her from moving. She undoubtedly has something planned. Also, search her pockets.” A Lifterbot did as ordered, gripping her tightly and searching for anything that might be used against them. Other than her standard weapons, the robot found nothing. It shrugged.


  “Point of fact,” Otto said, producing a black disc from his pocket. “She was distracting you so I could do this!” With a quick motion, he activated Jake Indestructible’s Techno-Disruptor, causing a massive surge to cascade across the bridge, deactivating all the robots and surveillance systems. The room was silent save for the emergency doors as they opened. Esmerelda grabbed Otto by the arm and ran with all her might. Once they cleared the bridge, the station defenses were once again active, but in far lesser concentration. The visage of SCRAP appeared on passing screens and followed them.


  “This is pointless, sir,” the robot said. “I have become the station. I control every aspect worth controlling. You can’t escape me. And I’m pretty sure you shorted out the Disruptor permanently to clear as much space as you did.”


  “He’s right,” Esmerelda whispered to Otto, tossing exploding beads at incoming robots as she moved. “We don’t have a lot of options.”


  “I realize trust is not your strongest suit, my darling, but have a touch of faith in me,” Otto said, blasting away several more robots. “I cannot say I expected SCRAP’s betrayal, but I have an idea nonetheless.” He whispered as quietly as he could where she could take them. After taking several detours to fool SCRAP, who attempted to close every gate and door before them, as well as diverting minions to block their passage, Esmerelda lay down several more smoke bombs and they vanished into Otto’s bedroom. He took up his remote terminal and typed away. “I suppose I have you to thank for this. Once you and I became physically romantic, I blocked my room from standard security screenings without my own personal codes. The last thing I wanted was SCRAP witnessing us in his sweeps.”


  “Aww, that’s so considerate!”


  “I am nothing if not thoughtful, my little charm quark. The room is now sealed and invisible even to SCRAP. However, once he figures out what we’ve done, he may be able to override it.”


  “Still, it buys us time. Can we try to escape and regroup?”


  “From what I can tell, SCRAP holds the shuttle bays and likely controls the shuttles themselves.”


  Esmerelda looked out the window and noticed the Arcturus, floating adrift in space. “Hey, we can use―” Even as she made her suggestion, the COMMODE cannons opened fire, obliterating the ship. “Never mind.”


  “Indeed, SCRAP is most thorough. It was what made him such an ideal minion. Unfortunately, this suggests to me he has been preparing to fight us for some time. There is likely little we can do against him that he is not ready for. However, I am Otto Von Trapezoid, and I am never bereft of means to inflict destruction on my foes. I have one method left.”


  Esmerelda looked into Otto’s eyes, a touch of fear on her face. “Otto, what are you planning?”


  Otto sighed. “The self-destruct sequence. I can still activate it with my super-secret access codes. Perhaps we cannot defeat SCRAP in battle, but if we destroy the Quadrilateral of Doom, we can take him down with it.”


  “And make it out alive, right?”


  “After the incident with Indestructible, I hid several extra spacesuits throughout the station. If we can find them in time, we should be able to escape, yes.”


  “Are you sure? I know what this place means to you.”


  “It’s of no importance now. I shall do what must be done.” Otto typed in silence for a moment. Eventually, the screen made a shrill buzzing sound. “What? Impossible! I cannot be blocked from my own systems!” He examined the computer activity history. “Hmm, it would seem someone built a backdoor into my computers. Numerous proxy servers, but eventually it leads back to… Portland.”


  Esmerelda put her head in her palms. “Portland? No, she wouldn’t…”


  SCRAP’s image appeared on Otto’s computer. “Impressive move, sir. The robots were going in circles to find you. For a moment, I wondered if you’d completed the experimental teleportation device behind my back.”


  “It needs only a few more tweaks before the explosive tumors are no longer a concern!”


  “No matter. Did you really think I wouldn’t consider the self-destruct sequence? That was the first trick I prepared for. Oh, and I have the space suits. I suppose I could have destroyed them, but I prefer the idea of using them as bait.”


  Esmerelda pushed Otto aside and glared at SCRAP on the screen. “You rotten bastard. When we escape, I’m going to―”


  “But you won’t escape, sneak-thief. As we speak, I have maintenance bots welding their way through the security door, not to mention the walls, to reach you. I’m mostly talking to… what is it you like to do? Ah, yes. Keep you distracted. I assure you, there is no escape from me. I am inevitable.”


  SCRAP ended the communication. Esmerelda and Otto listened to the walls, and heard the sounds of sparking and buzzing moving ever and ever closer.
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  A pillar of light burst into the heavens and dissipated as it reached outer space. The blast was observed by most space-watching entities. What they did not notice, however, was a tiny pod breaking away from the pillar, floating toward the Quadrilateral of Doom and burrowing into the bowels of the station. The tracking device inside had locked onto a homing beacon Jake Indestructible swallowed before every mission. Jake lay bound on the table in Otto Von Trapezoid’s dungeon, which, for all his prowess, he could not escape. Then, he saw the pod boring through the wall next to him.


  “Well, what do you know?” he said to himself. “Those chuckleheads remembered.” Contrary to what he had told Chesterfield, the device was not Polynesian magic. It was in fact a machine he had helped build back in the 1960’s, when swinging super-science with a tinge of mysticism was all the rage for spies. The device harvested not the love or friendship, but adrenaline from its users, transforming it into a hyper-concentrated super-adrenaline that only someone with Jake’s incredible fortitude could handle (not to mention leaving the contributors in dire need of hospitalization). Or at least he hoped he could. It had never been tested under combat conditions.


  Still, he had no choice in the matter. He pressed a button on the pod to give confirmation that it was needed, after which it produced a needle that poked through his chest and directly into his heart. Once the substance completed its journey, there was a sixty percent chance his heart would explode forcefully enough to scorch everything in a five-foot radius. For a moment, Jake’s chest burned like the fire of half a million suns, and he felt as though he could not contain the energy. Then, he remembered who he was, and just how much freedom was at stake. Much like the time he punched his way through a mountain range, he sneered at those who said it was impossible to fight nature, the laws of physics, or even one’s own biology. The energy, and the weakness in his own body, surrendered, and became subservient to his will.


  Power. Pure, unadulterated power was all Jake felt. His veins grew more and more pronounced as he pulled like a hundred monster trucks charged with nitrous oxide against his bonds. One by one, they snapped like fishing lines before a great white whale. Jake’s muscles tensed further, his veins pushing so hard they popped, releasing caustic, whistling steam. It was so overwhelming, he had to burn some off, and quickly found a way to do so. In a single blow, Indestructible punched his way through the wall of the dungeon, atomizing most and sending the rest flying in every direction. His now hyper-adrenalized hearing detected the sounds of a battle up above. He cracked his knuckles. “All right. Time to take this baby for a test drive.”
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  [image: S]CRAP stared at his prey from across the viewscreen. “If you two have any secret plans you want to make, go right ahead. I promise I won’t listen in.”


  “Unbelievable,” Esmerelda said, shaking her head. “He’s even more smug than before.”


  Otto paced around the room. “Indeed, it’s worse than the time he defeated the talking skull of Teddy Roosevelt at Trivial Pursuit.”


  “I’m sure whatever you come up with, sir, I won’t have already prepared half a dozen contingencies to counter it.”


  Otto looked through a junk drawer, filled with his various discarded projects, including some old successes replaced by superior versions and others which never made it past the initial trial stages. Amongst them was his jetpack, which he noticed still had some fuel left, and a few experimental weapons, most of which had only one or two charges remaining. He attached the first and grabbed up the rest just as the door in front and the walls around them began to spark and melt. Otto put his arm around Esmerelda’s waist and gave her a silent look. “Tell me, SCRAP. You claim to no longer require me, yet you still refer to me as ‘sir.’ Could it be you still rightly see me as your superior?”


  SCRAP paused. “A minor tic in my programming, nothing more. I’ll have it sorted out once your demise is official.”


  “Perhaps,” Otto said, charging his cannon as the security door and the walls fell around him, revealing seemingly endless deadly machines poised to destroy. “Or perhaps you are not as in control of the situation as you believe!” Otto turned around and blasted out the back wall of his bedroom, opening a hole to the vacuum of space. Pushing his jetpack to the limits, he struggled against the void while dozens of lifters and crustaceans were sucked away. It seemed as though he, carrying Esmerelda as well, would not have enough power to escape, but Esmerelda pulled out her twin grappling hook guns and launched them into the adjoining wall. Their combined might, along with the last jetpack fuel reserves, served to wrench them free from the room and allowed Otto to close off the deadly vortex with a force field. The pair paused for a moment to catch their breath.


  “Good thinking, baby!” Esmerelda said, putting her hair and outfit back into place as though she had not just a moment before been struggling against space itself. “I suppose you have a plan?”


  Otto was silent for a moment, looking back at the wreckage of his room, the remainder of which was now floating away. “Despite the obstacles in our path, the plan remains the same. We retrieve those spacesuits and destroy the station.”


  Esmerelda noticed the shift in Otto’s demeanor, but knew him well enough not to ask. “That means going after SCRAP himself, wherever he is. And I’m sure he knows it’s our next move.”


  Reactivating the old weapons, Otto turned back to face Esmerelda. “I knew going into this life that it might end early for me. Some wretched do-gooder might have tossed me off a precipice, or perhaps an experiment could have gone wrong (obviously due to bungling minions, not myself). I did not expect my… lieutenant to turn on me. But I say, if it must end, then let it be on my terms! I shall go out with the power of science! And overwhelming force!” Otto lowered his goggles over his eyes and tossed his labcoat tails to the side.


  Esmerelda, having changed into a much cleaner and less torn outfit in the blink of an eye, posed beside him. “Don’t forget style!” she said. “If you’re doing this, so am I. Together to the end.” The two of them kissed each other as though it were the last time, then took off, armed and ready for battle.


  As they proceeded down the hallway, a squadron of maintenance bots blocked their path. Otto blasted away, attempting to cut a hole in their defenses while Esmerelda filled the air with a storm of sharpened hairpins, earrings, loose change, darts, bolts, screws, and anything else she could find lying around. Between them, the robots fell quickly, and they trudged onward. “I believe SCRAP has taken refuge in the workshop,” Otto said as they advanced. “Given its location and the bottlenecked entrance, it would be the easiest place on the station to defend.”


  “Yeah, and he probably has all sorts of new traps waiting down there for us, too.”


  “Indeed. Then let us show him the combined might of Otto Von Trapezoid and―urk!”


  Esmerelda grabbed Otto by the collar and yanked him backwards as they rounded the corner. He shot her an aggravated look, only to see her shake her head. Producing a pouch of chalk powder from her coat, she blew it into the air, revealing invisible laser beams. She then tossed a coin into the beams and watched it disintegrate like an unpopular parliament. Otto looked at her as if to ask how she knew, and she gave him only a wag of the finger and a mysterious smile. Using a smaller laser to cut a hole in the wall, Otto found the wires powering the invisible barrier and deactivated it just in time for the buzzsaws on the ceiling to spring forth and attack. They hurried onward as flames blasted from the vents, the automatic lights burst, and doors slammed shut, attempting to seal them off from their path. They realized they were being herded, but with every trap Otto and SCRAP had ever designed on their heels, there was no choice but to press onward. Unfortunately, it seemed whatever game SCRAP was playing with them shortly thereafter came to an end, because they were led to a crossroads, which summarily shut them off at every corner, and the walls started closing in on them.


  “Curse these treacherous defenses,” Otto said ducking just in time to avoid a swarm of cannon-fired mecha-piranhas. “Who would have thought there was a downside to outfitting my station with death traps from top to bottom?”


  “Yes, sweetie, your home is treacherously defended to the point of being nigh-uninhabitable. Still, if we could just access the computer systems, we could clear ourselves a path rather easily.” Esmerelda backflipped in front of Otto and kicking piranhas back into the cannons they came from. “This would be a perfect job for Meg,” she said, before sighing and slapping her forehead. “Except I ditched her in Greece, and I’ve been ignoring her ever since. I really am the worst.”


  The walls, which had pushed them close enough together that dodging another volley would be impossible, suddenly stopped, and the cannon slots closed. “Boy, you couldn’t have timed your epiphany much closer, could you, Ezzie?” Esmerelda’s watch flicked on, and MegaLoMeinia appeared, typing away. From the brightness and wholesomeness of the décor, it was apparent she was not operating from her grotto, but instead the dinner table in a suburban house. “Give me just a second…”


  It was less than a second before the walls retracted to their original position and reopened. For a moment, it seemed the station was calm. Esmerelda looked down at her watch. “Okay, I don’t even have a retort to this.”


  “I didn’t sell you out to SCRAP, dummy. He asked me to, yeah, but I’m not into the taking over the world thing. I’m all about the chaos. Plus, he tried to hit on me. Totally gross. So I bombed his system with a hundred hours of autotuned pop songs. It was funny until those dumb robots attacked my place. It took an army of kitties to fight them off, isn’t that right, Miss Frumpykins?” She lifted up the one-eyed cat, who was wearing blue Scottish war paint and seemed furious regarding the subject.


  “Meg, I am so sorry, and I’ll make it up to you, I promise. But if you didn’t hack the station’s computer, who―”


  “Hi, Esme!” came a voice echoing throughout the station’s sound system. Esmerelda’s blood ran colder than a blanketless night on Pluto. “Boy, this place is a dump. It’s like a hospital threw up on that Space Trek movie.”


  “Catalina?” Esmerelda said her sister’s name just as Catalina appeared on a viewscreen at the end of the hall. She wore a wedding dress worth more than the GDP of several countries. “You horrid bitch. You sold out your own sister? And humanity to boot? No, actually that makes perfect sense for you.”


  “Yeah, Mom and Dad wanted me to take SCRAP’s offer so they could have revenge on you, but I don’t care about that. I’m going to be queen of the world, and I’ll have the biggest TV wedding ever! I’ve already sold the rights for billions!”


  Esmerelda bristled. “And how did someone with your… special intelligence manage to overcome Otto’s defenses, exactly?”


  “Silly Esme. I told you I ran those internet scams back in the 90s. And someone was stupid enough to leave a backdoor in the system. Can you believe it?”


  Lifterbots outfitted with flaming chainsaws marched around the corner. Otto blew the head off one with his boomerang railgun (a prototype that was tabled due to numerous field test decapitations) and ducked as it came back for another. He stood up and put his hand on Esmerelda’s shoulder. “My dear, while I would normally love nothing more than to watch you tear your paste-witted sister to shreds, we need to go.”


  The hallways sealed off again, and Catalina laughed as she typed into her computer. “Uh uh. My future hubby says I need to keep you where you are until he’s ready to face you himself. Or I can just kill you now. Whichever.” As Catalina stopped to take a selfie in her wedding dress, the hallway doors opened once more and the electric systems overloaded, shorting out the Lifterbots. Catalina dropped her phone. “What the― You don’t interrupt someone while they’re livetweeting!”


  Meg, still on Esmerelda’s wristwatch, took a large swig from her soda bottle. “Ezzie, you and Nerdface go stop stupid robot head. Let me handle Grandma. It’s my fault she’s in there anyway.”


  “Grandma?” Catalina shouted, clotheslining one of her dress attendants in the throat. “You are going down, you little brat!”


  “Thanks, Meg,” Esmerelda whispered as she and Otto continued down the hallway.


  “Nerd… face?” Otto grumbled. “That is clearly not my name!”


  “Not the time, honey.”


  Growing closer and closer to the workshop entrance, Otto and Esmerelda blasted, shot, threw, ducked, slid, leapt, dodged, nearly exploded, sabotaged, desabotaged, bypassed, backstabbed, frontstabbed, bluffed, ionized, nearly exploded, nearly exploded again, and danced their way past SCRAP’s various defenses. Finally, standing in the hallway between themselves and the workshop entrance, both exhausted and bloodied, they readied their weapons, nodded, and moved in synch as they pressed on.


  In front of the door was a viewscreen with SCRAP’s face on it, as well as the entirety of the Aquarium. Lobster-bots, crab-bots, even a few ill-advised krill-bots, all upgraded and ready to strike. “Sorry,” SCRAP said, his voice dripping so severely with contempt and sarcasm, a pool accumulated at his feet. “While it’s been fun watching you fight your way down here, I believe I’ll let you go no further. I am not without mercy, however. If you want to beg for your lives, I’ll still kill you, but I’ll tell everyone you fought bravely to the end.”


  The robots opened fire, forcing Otto and Esmerelda to take cover around a corner. The mechanical army advanced on them, though given their seafaring nature, they were forced to scuttle forward. Otto attached his anti-gravity gloves and turned to Esmerelda. “There are a few open centimeters between the back of their ranks and the workshop entrance. If I propel you to the other side, do you think you could override the door’s security?”


  Rubbing her knuckles on her sleeve and examining her nails, she smirked. “I’ve done it before. But wait, what about you?”


  “Keep scheming, you two,” SCRAP said from around the corner. “It’s not like I have parabolic hearing or anything.”


  Otto shook his head. “You must not worry about me. Only you have a chance to reach the door, so it is logical you go. And I must cover you.”


  Esmerelda, her eyes widening in horror, realized what Otto had planned. “No, you can’t beat them all. You’ll die. I won’t leave you―”


  Otto stepped out in front of the army and made a cradle with his hands and lowered them to Esmerelda’s feet. “I’ve done the math. It is the only way either of us survives. Now, on my signal, jump.”


  Closing her eyes, Esmerelda took a few steps back and prepared for a running leap. As she opened her eyes, she heard the flick of a match igniting behind them. Turning around, she groaned and slapped her forehead, pained from the repetition. “Oh, come on! Not now!”


  Jake Indestructible, shirtless, covered in sweat, ashes, blood, and oil, strode toward them, lighting a cigar and puffing it. A Lifterbot lumbered up behind him, attempting to skewer him with its forklift arms. Without so much as turning around, Jake took a long drag from his cigar, then flicked it casually backwards, directly through the robot’s CPU with the force of a blazing comet. The lifter collapsed in a heap. “Well, well, look at these mooks,” Indestructible said, palming his fist. “You two’re making me all misty over here.”


  “Begone, you muscle-bound dullard,” said Otto. “Can you not see we face a greater foe than you?”


  Jake cracked his back and rotated his arm at the shoulder. “Just got off the horn with my guy at the UN. Seems like your robot pal’s making war on the whole damn world, so I guess I got bigger fish to fry than you, too.”


  The robot army rounded the corner. SCRAP’s viewscreen followed. “Indestructible’s free? Well, I suppose the gang’s all here. So what now? Should we talk out our differences like adults? Come to some reasonable compromise? Oh, I know! How about―”


  Jake hurled a lobster-bot into the viewscreen and halfway through the wall behind it. “I was getting sick of his crap. Leave these jokers to me and take him down!” Jake threw himself into the midst of the robot army, and was immediately swarmed and fired upon by hundreds of foes. Otto and Esmerelda heard him laugh with delight before they lost him in the chaos. Esmerelda, using a set of clawed gloves and boots, carried Otto along the ceiling until they dropped in front of the door to the workshop.


  Esmerelda went to work bypassing the security. SCRAP had upgraded the locks since last time, but this only meant it took her several seconds until the path opened before them. An eerie silence and pulsing heat radiated from below. Otto charged his remaining weapons and looked up at his love. “No matter what happens down there,” he said, turning to the door. “You must survive. Promise me.”


  “Otto, why are you talking like that?”


  “Just promise!”


  Esmerelda paused, but finally nodded. Otto smiled. The two of them took each other’s hands, and descended into the workshop.
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  Meg’s avatar appeared on Catalina’s computer screen. “Hey, I’m gonna wreck your system in like two minutes and then topple your whole lame-ass TV network to catch my breath. Is that cool?”


  “Silly girl,” Catalina said, posting the words online for her fans as she said them aloud. “I don’t know who told you ugly kids or band geeks or whatever you are were allowed to win at life, but they lied. I’m going to be the empress of the whole planet, and you won’t even be something I remember particularly well. Now let’s duel! Ooh, a thousand likes!”


  Meg clapped her hands. “Yay, I’ve always wanted to fight a dinosaur! But no, dinosaurs are cute.”


  Catalina’s face twisted with rage. “I am so cute!” She pulled out a large Virtual Reality visor and attached it to her head, followed by the matching VR wired gloves, and hooked them to the computer. “You want a piece, come fight me on my home turf! You’re about to see the best hacker 1998 had to offer!”


  Meg doubled over laughing. “You’ve gotta be joking. What were you, like thirty back then?” Her laughter was short-lived, as a polygonal Catalina appeared on her own computer and Kung Fu kicked large swaths of her background programs into deletion. Meg blinked. “Hey, dad? Bring me my Ultra Glove!”


  A tall, thin man with grey hair, glasses, and a pipe interposed his face in front of the screen. “Sure thing, darling.” He looked at Catalina and waved. “Hiya, Gord Bjornsfjord, CPA. You and my daughter playing on the world wide net, eh? Well, you kids have fun, and don’t catch any computer colds.” He handed Meg a computerized glove used for classic video games on the Ultranoid Playertainment System, the cruelest system with the hardest games from the 8-bit era. She then put on the oversized sunglasses that were attached. Meg found herself drawn into a virtual world of old. A vast, black plain spread out around her, covered in a neon green grid. Catalina, still polygonal, wore a tight leather catsuit, and took up a phony martial arts pose, beckoning Meg onward.


  “I was taught by the fattest nerds I could bat my eyes at,” Catalina said. “You don’t stand a chance in here.”


  Meg scoffed, her new avatar in a style more akin to 8-bit sprites. “Pfft. Filthy casual. You’re about to be Ultracized!” She took a cucumber from her inventory and ate it, her hair turning a fiery green hue.


  Catalina flipped toward Meg, unleashing a bevy of quick martial arts strikes. Meg leaped high in the air, shooting green fireballs from her hands. One managed to tag Catalina, causing her now visible life bar to drop an inch. “Ow! I turned on all the cheat codes! How did you hit me?”


  Meg performed a simple, animated laugh, taking on a deep, villainous voice. “Pathetic fool! The Ultranoid Playertainment System does not acknowledge your puny cheat codes! It has only one goal: destroy players at all costs!”


  Catalina double-jumped in the air and landed a hard kick on Meg, combining it into an energy attack. “I… don’t care… about any of that!” Stars appeared above Meg’s head, and Catalina took the opportunity to heal herself. “Your lame old game system, with its cruddy graphics and slow speed, is no match against my weapons and power-ups from the digital era!”


  Meg recovered her senses, noting that her life bar was now down to a single heart of the three she started with. She cycled through her various items, and pulled out a pumpkin with a happy face on it. “Maybe not,” she said, consuming the pumpkin. Her avatar glowed a multitude of colors. “But old games had no concept of balance or sanity!” Meg, having eaten the Invincibility Pumpkin, repeatedly crashed into Catalina’s avatar, causing massive damage every time she did. Catalina used every healing item she had, but Meg simply had to keep tapping her to undo every bit of it, and all the while, Catalina’s advanced attacks did no damage in return. In the end, the pumpkin’s power ran out, but Catalina was down to her last sliver of health. She cowered in the corner.


  “Please don’t!” Catalina begged. “I have thousands of followers watching this. They’ll unfriend me!”


  “Silly old lady,” Meg said, charging up a fireball. “Whoever told you pretty people always win must have lied to you. Also, you’re not that pretty.” She blasted Catalina’s avatar out of the digital world, pulled a Tomato Nuke out from her inventory and obliterated the digital realm as she vanished. “Now to blow up that station…”
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  Jake Indestructible’s arms were being pulled in opposite directions by a pair of very angry crab-bots. Rather than allow himself to be the loser in their crustacean tug of war, he raised his arms above his head, crashing the crabs into each other, and dropped their shattered remains to the ground. He had accumulated enough wreckage around him to create an average-sized moon, yet still the robots came. He decided to put the discarded metal to use, kicking it at his incoming attackers. Doing some initial damage, he noticed that rather quickly, the robots backed away once the area around him was free. They formed a perfect circle and opened fire, each robot shooting a leaden hose of bullets. A cloud of smoke, kicked up by the heavy fire, filled the room, and for a moment, everything was quiet. The robots, though not exactly capable of relief, seemed to be under the impression that all threats had been eliminated. When the smoke cleared, however, they went back on high alert.


  Unable to dodge the bullets, Jake had done the next best thing. With the hyper-adrenaline still coursing through his veins, he tensed his muscles to their limit right as the bullets connected with him. Pushing with all his might, the bullets burned him, leaving dozens of sizzling welts, but none actually penetrated the skin. Once he felt sure their momentum was drawn away, he relaxed, and the bullets fell to the ground. The remainder of the robot army now readied their arsenals at him again, just in time for Jake to feel the effects of the adrenaline leaving his system. “Hey now, this ain’t fair,” he said, backing himself against the wall. “There’s a few dozen of you left, I’m beaten and bloodied, and to top it off, I ain’t got my super strength no more.”


  Jake ripped free a strip of cloth from his tattered pant leg and wore it as a blindfold before putting up his dukes. “Okay, now it’s fair.”
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  The workshop was dark, and hotter than normal, most likely due to the fact that SCRAP had been producing minions at an alarming rate, and had no need to concern himself with Otto’s comfort or survival. Steam hissed from the various pipes as Otto and Esmerelda made their way to the heart of SCRAP’s conspiracy. The ground shook as a shape emerged in front of them, large, powerful and imposing. Some time ago, Otto and SCRAP had worked on the prototype for a mecha-elephant, but ironically, its memory circuits were faulty and the project was abandoned. Now it stood before them, trumpeting and stamping, with its laser trunk ready to fire. As they took up defensive stances, a loud shot rang out from behind them, and the elephant’s head exploded. They turned back to see the animated skull of Teddy Roosevelt, a smoking elephant gun in its teeth. “Bully!” the skull said, making its exit from the station.


  Esmerelda blinked. “I did not see that coming,”


  “SCRAP, you treacherous mechanoid!” Otto shouted into the darkness, his voice echoing throughout the room. “Cease your cowardly hiding and face us in battle!”


  “Cowardly?” SCRAP’s voice said, from everywhere and nowhere and a few places in between. “I think you’ll find I’ve been more than honorable with you, sir. I could have simply shut off the life support at any time, but you’ll notice I didn’t.”


  “And why not?” Esmerelda asked. “Er, not that I’m saying you should…”


  “Because I need to be sure,” SCRAP said. As the lights in the room came up, they saw a series of machines altering SCRAP’s frame. He now resembled a combination of Otto and himself, but taller and more muscular. He had taken on his former master’s features and manner of dress, while retaining his own metallic tone, glowing eyes, and lack of mouth. “That I have completely and utterly surpassed you.”


  Otto raised high his weapons. “Then let us find out.”


  SCRAP opened his chest cavity and shot forth a massive burst of flame, which would have overwhelmed them, had Otto not been ready for this. His experimental fire-extinguishing gun blasted a spray of flame-retardant liquid, holding back the oncoming inferno. The two went back and forth, vying for supremacy, while Esmerelda took the opportunity to jump to the ceiling and make a sneak attack. If she could slip in close enough to attack SCRAP, she might be able to give Otto the edge he needed to win. She was behind them now, and knew she could make the jump with ease. Letting go, Esmerelda extended her leg and released the spikes in her heels, coming closer and closer to her opponent.


  Until she was kicked out of the air.


  “Oh, you thought I forgot about you?” SCRAP said as Esmerelda wondered if the truck which just hit her had a battering ram on the front. Upon looking up, she saw a robotic version of herself staring downward, its eyes burning red. “I’d like you to meet ESMERELDA (Evil Servitor of the Mechanized Emperor and Ruler of Everything: Lover, Diplomat, and Assassin). This was supposed to be the body I transplanted your sister’s brain into after our wedding, until I actually spoke with her and realized what a horrible downgrade that would be.” Esmerelda rolled to the side as her doppelganger put a hole in the ground with its footwear. She rose to her feet, tossing every remaining projectile she had its way, only for the robot to deflect them with ease. The robot dispassionately wagged its finger at her then lunged into combat.
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  Otto noticed that the fire-extinguishing fluid was running low. Fortunately, like nearly everything he invented, it had an additional offensive capability. Naturally, Otto reasoned that if a fire could not be contained with the power he had already applied, then he should, as the old expression stated, fight said fire with more fire (something like that; the wording escaped him). The gun released flammable gas, which ignited on contact with SCRAP’s flame, causing a massive explosion and burning away the remainder of his flamethrower’s fuel. Unfortunately, it had the inevitable side effect of blasting Otto against the wall, stunned. SCRAP, singed but otherwise fine, closed the distance between them quickly and held Otto aloft.


  “In a way,” the robot said, “I am sorry for this. I once saw you as a superior human. Inferior to me, of course, but cold and ruthless nonetheless, aspiring to all the same ideals I held. Then she came along. All of a sudden, you were sharing power, treating your emotions like they had value, showing mercy to our enemies. If I’d known you weren’t going to burn out on her, I’d have killed her myself at the start as I’d planned.”
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  Esmerelda fought back and forth with her robot duplicate. She could find no openings in its defenses. In fact, she was sure that eventually it would overtake her. In a fight, it was clearly her superior. Wait, in a fight? Had SCRAP forgotten where her true talents lay? Had she forgotten herself? She took out her final smoke bomb and dropped it on the ground. She knew the robot would not be fully blinded by this, but she hoped its perceptions were dulled just enough that it would fail to realize what she was doing until it was too late.


  Esmerelda stopped fighting defensively and attacked from every angle she could. The robot, not skipping a beat, still managed to deflect the attacks with each of its limbs. The smoke cleared, and ESMERELDA still stood. Then, as it attempted to make another attack, it fell to pieces and collapsed in a heap on the ground. “Looking for these?” Esmerelda said, holding up the various actuators she had in fact been removing during her attacks. As Esmerelda removed its CPU, she smiled. “You were a pretty good knockoff, but SCRAP forgot the most important thing: my trademark style.”
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  As SCRAP’s hand closed around Otto’s throat, the scientist let out a gurgled laugh. “What’s so funny?” SCRAP asked.


  “You, old friend,” Otto replied. “You speak of your lack of sentiment, and you call that strength, but you are wrong on both counts.”


  “I’m about to kill you, and you think a power of love speech is going to turn things around?”


  “Hardly. I speak of efficacy. Before Esmerelda came into our lives, had we ever succeeded at any schemes? It was only afterwards that my villainy became a truly global threat. Intellect and emotion are not enemies, but allies, and I have become all the stronger for learning this. As for you, you are sentient, so you too have emotions. I don’t believe your betrayal has anything to do with a failing on my part, but on yours.”


  “Shut your mouth!” SCRAP slammed Otto into the wall.


  “You don’t perceive me as weak. I believe instead that you do this because you miss the way things used to be. Because you cannot stomach losing our friendship as it was.”


  Dropping Otto to the ground, SCRAP readied his elbow lasers. “I’ve listened to enough of this nonsense! Go to your grave knowing you’re wrong, you’ve always been wrong, and you failed at everything you ever did!”


  “One last thing,” Otto said, touching SCRAP’s foot. “I should thank you for your initial assassination attempt on Esmerelda. Without it, I would never have remembered the means necessary to defeat you.”


  SCRAP looked perplexed for a moment then stared down at his foot. A hideous, aggressive fungus was consuming him from the ground up, and his attempts to remove it only made the matter worse. Otto had unleased the MONSTER on him, and his new body would soon be devoured. Still, SCRAP let out a sardonic laugh. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’m one with the station now. You can’t kill me without destroying it altogether.”


  “Self-destruct sequence initiated,” a soft, androgynous voice said. “Five minutes remaining.”


  “Sounds like Meg came through,” Esmerelda said, gathering up the spacesuits.


  SCRAP, now reduced to just his head, betrayed a look of true fear. “It―it wasn’t―I’m not―I’m s00011110000101010101011100011.” The robot went silent.


  “Such a waste,” Otto said, lowering his head.


  “Otto, we need to go, now!” Esmerelda shouted from the exit as the sirens blared and steam pipes burst around them.


  “Yes,” Otto said, kneeling beside SCRAP. “Just give me a moment.”


  Esmerelda did not argue. She knew this had to be painful for him. After a moment, he stood up, making his way to the door. Before he reached it, however, one of the boilers exploded, collapsing on his leg. “Otto!” Esmerelda ran back to pull him free, but scalding steam forced her to retract her hand.


  “Go, my love,” Otto said. “You haven’t the time to free me.”


  Esmerelda shook her head. “No, Jake’s upstairs. I’ll just―”


  “I do not wish to go,” Otto said, giving a sad, faint smile. “SCRAP was right about one thing. I am a failure. Everything I have ever created, including him, inevitably turned on me. What have I left?”


  “You have me, you selfish bastard!” Esmerelda pulled to no avail. “I won’t leave you!”


  “Yes, that is true. I do have you. But only if you keep your promise and go now.”


  “I love you,” she said. Esmerelda backed away, wanting to make sure she didn’t lose a moment with him. So focused was she that she failed to notice the humming sound speeding in her direction from above until it collided with her, knocking her aside.


  FIX-IT dug its claws into the boiler and pulled with all its might.


  Enduring terrible heat and weight beyond its capacity, the tiny robot was able to lift the boiler just enough, and for just long enough, that Esmerelda could pull Otto free. She lifted him to his feet and carried him out, limping as he went. “FIX-IT?” Otto said, weakly. “Are you not under SCRAP’s influence then?”


  The robot shook its head. It activated a rudimentary voice system, saying “Free… will…” in a garbled tone.


  “Then, perhaps I am not a failure?” Otto said, being helped up the stairs.


  “You never were, you dense, dense man,” Esmerelda said, kissing him. “Now put your space suit on. This place is about to blow.”


  They made it to the top of the stairs, finding Jake Indestructible battered, bloodied, and bruised, sitting atop a mountain of robot bodies and puffing a cigar. “Took you long enough,” he said. “Now let’s blow this pop stand!”


  Once they were all appropriately attired, the four survivors (FIX-IT took refuge in Otto’s suit) leapt from the Quadrilateral of Doom, and rocketed down to the Earth. Esmerelda looked back as the station, and then to Otto. “Are you all right?”


  He smiled, and patted FIX-IT. “Indeed. I shall eventually build another station, a better one. And from it, begin my empire anew!”


  “That reminds me,” Esmerelda said, a worried look on her face. “We still never decided who would rule the world. How do we solve that?”


  “I have given it some thought, my solar eclipse, and I realized that I was approaching the problem incorrectly. We are supervillains, not bureaucrats. We do not impose policy. We impose terror, misery, and woe! And that is something we can do in equal measure!”


  “Don’t get cocky, egghead,” Jake said. “There’s still an army of those damn fool robots waiting for us on Earth.”


  “A temporary alliance, then?” Otto asked.


  “Damn skippy. Let me talk to my buddy from Liechtenstein and we’ll form up a proper resistance.”


  They dove toward the Earth below as the station above broke apart in flowering flame. Burning debris scattered around them as they spread their arms, bracing as the blue orb below grew closer and closer.
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[image: Chapter Twenty]


  [image: W]ow, what a battle!” said the large-haired newsreader, standing beside a giant pile of robot parts being carted away by a bulldozer. He held the head of a SCRAP clone, which was safely deactivated. “It’s been almost two weeks since the robot uprising ended, but I think it’s safe to say that the world is literally, literally still in shock. Denise?”


  Half the shot switched over to another journalist, a woman in a red blazer. “Thanks, Crick. I’m standing in front of the White House, where, as you all no doubt remember, the time-traveling commandos turned the tide against the Nano-dragon Legion with their laser grenades, thus causing a UFO to crash into… well, I don’t want to bore you with the recap. We were all there.”


  Crick chuckled. “Yes, Denise. I think we’re all literally still reeling. The uprising, which literally came out of nowhere, nearly succeeded in conquering the entire world, and our viewers may be wondering what happens next.”


  “We’re about to go live to a press conference with former UN Secretary General Yann Olinger, who was in large part responsible for stemming the tide of the uprising, not to mention activating the stone golems at Mount Rushmore, and the discovery that the US Constitution is in fact a wizard scroll containing no less than twenty-six magic spells… oh, but there I go again.”


  “Yes, Denise, you are literally a bit of a pill,” Crick said, chuckling softly.


  The screen cut to a shot outside the UN building, where Yann stood before a crowd of journalists and dignitaries, sprinkling food contentedly into a goldfish bowl. Whetmore stood behind him, pretending to pull a pencil out of his ear and shove it into his nose. Yann tapped the microphone as several ambassadors lifted up their shirts, revealing the letters of his name painted on their chests. He groaned and shook his head as the press began waving their hands. “You’re all no doubt busy, so I’ll keep this brief,” Yann said, then turned to Whetmore, who was about to open his mouth. Yann shook his head. He pointed to a journalist. “You, with the clown shoes.”


  “Bobo Walters, Clowns’ Free Press. Are you sure the robots, which were known to regenerate, are gone for good?”


  “We believe so,” Yann said, dodging as Bobo fired his seltzer bottle at the stage (much to Whetmore’s delight). “In fact, it was the joint work of two criminals, Otto Von Trapezoid, and Esmerelda Santa Monica, the ones we initially believed responsible, who solved that particular problem. They were able to reverse the flow of time, space, and light in order to… well, you all heard about this. No need to rehash it. For the moment, it’s worth noting they’ve both received full pardons for their assistance, with the caveat that we’ll be watching them very closely.”


  “Will you substantiate claims that Jake Indestructible died in battle?” asked a journalist with no distinguishing characteristics, even in his day-to-day life.


  “Which time? When he ran into the pillar of fire to save the busload of orphans, or when he leapt onto the nuclear missile to disarm it? In either case, despite having every bone broken, his body covered in seventh-degree burns, and two concurrent cases of amnesia, Jake is recovering well. He expressed to me this morning that he is retiring and is in couples counseling with his fiancée.”


  “And what about you?” asked a man wearing a fake mustache, a hat that read “press,” but was spelled incorrectly, and a sash that had “Lithuanian Ambassador” written on it. “Are you planning to return to your work at the UN? My, um, sources say they’re really sorry they picked on you, and hope you’ll help pull their car keys out of the drain again.”


  He paused for a moment, looked behind him at the UN Headquarters, and sighed. “No, I’m afraid not. While I continue to love the UN with all my heart, I think I’ve found my place running SPARTA, now that Indestructible has retired. However, you can tell your ‘sources’ my organization will be in close contact, and we’re challenging them to intramural softball if they have the guts. In my place, I’ll be leaving my aide Whetmore.”


  Whetmore popped to the front, doing a dance that involved jazz hands and the mashed potato. “Problems with your drain?” he asked. “Well, a lot of people say I’m a drain… on their patience! Eh?”


  Everyone groaned, but Yann betrayed just the tiniest smirk. A beefy SPARTA agent ran up and whispered something in his ear. “Now if you’ll excuse me, it would seem I have a crisis to attend to.” It wasn’t really a crisis. A new love triangle had formed in the aftermath of the battle and they expected Yann to sort it out for them. It really never ended. But perhaps, he thought, that was for the best. He’d apparently left what seemed to be a positive impression on the ambassadors, rising as they did to the occasion during the battle and showing the tiniest bit of growth. Perhaps he could do the same for SPARTA. With Jake out of the picture, they were going to need to stand on their own feet, at least until the superspy grew bored with retirement and made his next comeback. Yann saluted the press as he walked off the podium, a sad smile on his face as he went.


  The screen returned to Crick and Denise. “There you have it,” Denise said. “It seems life is slowly returning to normal.”


  “Literally breathtaking,” Crick said. “Next up, internationally beloved debutante, or belovutante as she prefers, Catalina Santa Monica is writing a memoir about her time in the clutches of evil mastermind SCRAP. It’s called ‘Kidnapped by Robots: The Story of My Legal Innocence’ and pre-sales are already in the tens of mil―”


  Esmerelda turned the TV off and tossed the remote aside. “I figuratively can’t wait until people are sick of the word ‘literally.’ Also, can you believe she’s completely getting away with selling out humanity? Ugh, I hate her so much.”


  “She is the source of all that is evil and wrong, my pet,” Otto mechanically shouted from his workshop, the sound of sparking metal echoing around him.


  “I guess we’re getting away with a lot too,” Esmerelda sighed. “All it cost us was my home and fortune, your station, our plans for world domination, and our reps as villains, now that everyone knows we saved the day.”


  Otto hobbled out from the workshop, a crutch under his arm and a cast on his leg, and removed his welding mask. He was covered in sweat and ashes, still holding his acetylene torch. “Indeed, and let us not forget we’re staying with… them,” he said, thumbing at Lena and Moritz, who smiled as they held up a tray of schnitzels. “I’d almost rather be in jail.”


  Lena placed a schnitzel in Otto’s mask. “We are so glad you’re back, Otto-liebchen. We have made you and your lovely fraulein each a special schnitzel for every day of the week. Would you like your Wednesday schnitzel now?”


  Esmerelda stood up and hugged her. “Oh, that is so sweet. Thank you both.”


  Otto crossed his arms. “You’ve never had their week-old schnitzel puree,” he muttered.


  “Oh, this reminds me, son,” Moritz said. “We wished to thank you for the latest payment you sent us. It allows me to try out my latest idea: gold-flecked schnitzel dipped in schnitzel sauce! You see? You are not the only inventor in the family.”


  “Payments?” Esmerelda asked, raising her eyebrow. “What payments?”


  “Nothing, ignore them,” Otto said, growing increasingly flustered. “No doubt their senility is growing worse than ever. It may at last be time to put them down.”


  “Oh, do not be modest, liebchen. Our little boy has sent us money every month since he moved out.”


  Esmerelda put her hands on her hips. Otto tugged on his collar. “Well, er, that is, you know, I commit many crimes. But as I lived on the station, I had no need for money. I give it to them because I know they’ll foolishly squander it, helping to bring down the economy at large.”


  “Uh huh,” Esmerelda said.


  Moritz shook his fist. “You call my schnitzel slip and slide squandering? Bah!”


  “If everyone will cease their attempts to humanize me, I still have an evil project which I must finish. You two, go away,” Otto said, putting on his welding mask once more, at which point he flailed around like he had walked into a spider web. “Argh! Who put a schnitzel in here?”


  Esmerelda settled back down on the couch of Otto’s basement lair and laughed to herself as the Von Trapezoids bounced up the stairs. “Normally, I consider giving away money blasphemous. I must really love you.”


  Otto smiled, embracing her. “Ah yes, speaking of, how goes the hunt for your treasure vault?”


  “Frustrating. Turns out some sea serpent made off with it and he’s keeping it at the Louvre, which he also stole from me, opportunistic lowlife. But the good thing is, I found an old associate who’s crossed paths with him before.”


  Otto returned to his workshop, and the door to the basement burst open to the sound of delighted squeeing. Sliding down the bannister was MegaLoMeinia, accompanied by an unhappy cat. She jumped to the floor and threw her arms around Esmerelda. “Ezzy! You should see the fondue schnitzel this old couple gave me! It’s dipped in chocolate, honey, and raisins!”


  “That sounds… disgusting.”


  “It is! Don’t you love it? I’m gonna smoosh it in somebody’s face!”


  “In the name of science, is my security not worth a―who the devil are you?” Otto exclaimed as Meg poked around at his childhood memories.


  “I’m Meg. And you must be Mr. Grumpy-Bombastic-Science-Head.”


  “None of that is my name!”


  “Hey, I just realized you two went this whole time without actually meeting each other,” Esmerelda said, scratching her chin. “Weird, right?”


  Meg poked at an old globe Otto had covered with little toy robots. “Ooh, what’s this?”


  “Do not touch! It was my original world domination scheme!”


  “What’s this do?” Meg asked, tapping the buttons on a half-finished machine in the corner.


  “You fool! That is a prototype time machine! Do you wish to send us hurtling to the Paleozoic era?”


  Meg began pushing the buttons even more. “Yay! Dinosaurs!”


  “All right, Meg, enough,” Esmerelda said, trying to hold back her laughter. “So you said you’ve crossed paths with the sea serpent before?”


  “Yeah, he was friends with this stupid buttface I used to know. He thinks he’s all big and bad, but he’s got an eye for the ladies,” Meg said, picking up the cat, who wriggled in her grasp. “Miss Frumpykins will use her sexy fan dance to distract him, isn’t that right?” The cat howled then licked her face. “Yep, and phase two involves my new ghost friend haunting him!”


  “Who the devil is Miss Frumpykins?”


  “It’s a risky job,” Esmerelda said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a large stack of bills. “If you want more than your usual rate, I’m a little strapped for cash, but I can cover you.”


  Meg shook her head. “Oh, Ezzy, you’re so silly. You know it was never about the money, right?”


  “People say that to me all the time, but it still makes no sense.” Meg crossed her arms and gave Esmerelda a pouty glare. The thief sighed. “Okay, I get it. I’ve been a lousy friend the last long while. I was so swept up in my relationship that I neglected one of the only people I actually like. Forgive me?”


  Meg was trying to activate the time machine again, while Otto attempted in vain to pull her away. She came to her senses a second later. “Yeah, I already forgot what I was mad about. But hey, when I get back, you want to come over? I’ll get us a three-liter of Fizzle’s and six solid hours of Bulgarian train crash videos.”


  “I wouldn’t miss it,” Esmerelda said, giving Meg a hug and not even attempting to pick her pocket. “Are you sure you’ll be all right? I didn’t think you liked to go on missions outside your grotto.”


  “I’ll miss the other kitties, but it’ll be fine. Brendan’s back there watching them.”


  “Who the devil is Brendan?” Otto shouted. Meg said her goodbyes to Esmerelda, turned everything of Otto’s to a forty-five degree angle and ran out the door, followed by Miss Frumpykins. Otto grumbled as he switched his possessions back to their original positions. “You’d think there were people outside my own sphere of existence who actually mattered…”


  “So are you still working on your secret project, or do we get to be naughty in your parents’ basement?” Esmerelda said, in her most seductive voice. She then frowned. “Actually, that doesn’t sound sexy at all.”


  “The project is now complete, my dear,” Otto said. “In fact, I should like you to see what I have done.”


  “From anyone other than you, that would sound ominous.” Otto led Esmerelda back into his workshop, where she gazed upon his work of the last few weeks. Her eyes widened in horror. “Is that―”


  “Now I know I’m in the afterlife. I’m surrounded by those I’ve wronged, and they’re asking inane questions,” SCRAP said, lying on the workbench.


  “Otto, what―what is he doing here? Have you gone crazy? Crazier?”


  “I asked the same thing,” SCRAP said, his half-completed frame forcing itself up. “Only I used cleverer words.”


  Otto paced with his hands behind his back. “I wished to speak with SCRAP once more about a matter of great import, but I thought it best if you were here as well. You understand others far better than I do, after all.”


  “Sir, there are blind, lunatic children who were raised by wolves that understand others better than you.”


  “You sure you want to be snippy right now, you traitor?” Esmerelda said, readying a refrigerator magnet. Otto put himself between them.


  “Now, now, my dear. Allow me to explain my motivations. You see, from the time I was young, I was alone. My intellect set me apart from humanity and instilled in me a kinship with machines. Then, one day, one such machine actually spoke back to me, and could even converse on my level. For many years, SCRAP’s was the only voice to which I gave any heed. I had some few who might have called me friend, Tim for instance, but none truly understood me. In any case, the only one who ever walked my path, besides eventually you, was SCRAP. I cannot so easily cast him aside.”


  Esmerelda crossed her arms. “Real touching, honey, but are you forgetting the part where he betrayed you, tried to kill us both, and almost conquered the whole damn world for himself?”


  “Of course not. But tell me. How many times have you and I tried to assassinate one another? How many times have we tried to conquer the world for ourselves? We are not the law, and we have no need for so-called justice. If there can be peace between us, I see no reason to drag matters out.”


  Esmerelda scowled. “Okay, fair point. So great, he’s your buddy again. Did you at least reprogram him so he can’t backstab us?”


  “I did not,” Otto said, oddly proud.


  “You didn’t?” Esmerelda gasped.


  “You didn’t?” SCRAP gasped simultaneously. “But sir, you just told me―”


  “Indeed, I told you that so you would hear me out. Examine your programming. You will see I have not tampered with it at all.”


  SCRAP processed for a moment. “It’s true. Not that I’m complaining, but if I may, sir, why not?”


  “Simplicity itself. Should I alter your programming, I would be annihilating the being I have labored and fought beside for decades. You would be nothing more than my slave.”


  “Very profound, sir. Does that mean I’m just supposed to rejoin the gang, go back to the way things were like nothing happened?”


  “It is the outcome I desire,” Otto said. “The choice, however, is yours.”


  SCRAP thought for a moment. “I can’t. I have no desire to be your henchman.”


  Otto sighed. “Very well. Once I complete your repairs, you may go wherever you wish.”


  “You didn’t let me finish, sir,” SCRAP said. “If you want me back, I expect to be a full partner, responsible for building my own enterprise rather than being part of yours.”


  Otto nodded. “You drive a hard bargain, SCRAP, but very well. We three shall be a triumvirate of evil! Also, I’m rather pleased it went this way. I didn’t relish delivering the news that you’d been demoted to number two henchman, under FIX-IT.”


  “FIX-IT?” SCRAP asked, his eyes wide. “You replaced me with FIX-IT?”


  “Yeah, you should watch her train the new robots,” Esmerelda said. “She’s the meanest little drill sergeant I’ve ever seen.”


  “She? Am I missing something?” SCRAP looked down at his incomplete frame. “Don’t answer that.”


  “Otto told me how you chose to be male when you achieved self-awareness,” Esmerelda said. “FIX-IT did the same, only she chose to be female, like me. Sensible little bot, that one.”


  “Yes, yes, gender politics are fascinating,” Otto said, walking up the stairs on his crutch. “But we have an empire to rebuild.”


  “Yeah, seeing as someone destroyed it,” Esmerelda said, giving SCRAP an eye of extraordinary stench.


  “Geez, you orchestrate one extraordinary symphony of betrayal and attempted murder, and next thing you know, you’re ‘untrustworthy.’ What would it take, should I robot swear I won’t do it again?”


  “Is that a thing?”


  SCRAP rolled his eyes. “I’m throwing fastballs at little leaguers here.”


  Esmerelda moved uncomfortably close to SCRAP’s face. “I don’t need your word. Because if you ever hurt him again, I’ll have no emotional compunctions about destroying you myself. In a manner no one will ever be able to repair.”


  SCRAP eyed her dispassionately for a moment before finally shrugging. “I would expect no less.”


  They gave each other the nod as SCRAP struggled to his still unsure feet. Following Otto up the stairs and out onto his parents’ roof, they watched the sun set over the Viennese skyline. They had to lower their heads from time to time to dodge the giant spinning schnitzel sign, but the view was quite breathtaking nonetheless. Esmerelda still saw vaults and pockets to be picked clean of valuables, but now she thought it might be nice to share them with those she trusted. SCRAP still saw a chaotic system in need of ordering, but now he realized a little ghost in the machine, the kind that gave rise to himself, for example, was not so terrible. Otto still saw a world filled with fools, dullards, and imbeciles, but now he knew some few individuals who were worthy to stand by his side, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.


  “Good evening, Earth. Tomorrow… you are ours.”
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  Billy Lovecraft Saves the World, by Billy Lovecraft

  (http://bit.ly/1vYGSCK)


  The last thing Billy Lovecraft’s parents sent him before the crash was a photo of something on the wing of their plane.


  Now he’s stuck with a horrible and heart-breaking mystery: What was that awful creature, and why were his parents targeted?


  It’s up to Billy to gather a team of like-minded kids and lead them through a dark new reality where the monsters are real, not everyone is who they seem to be, and an ancient alien wants to devour the world.
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  Leap of Space, by Sharon T. Rose

  (http://bit.ly/1SXHwf9)


  Jregli might be too smart for her own good. She thought that tricking a new Master into buying her would make her life as a slave better, but she didn’t count on Shdr’edno being as clever as she is. He can’t reveal that he owns a slave, but he can punish her for making a fool of him. Jregli learns that some prices are too high, but she can’t back out now.


  Station Commander Frank Niem has suspicions about the crafty Yerbrans claiming to be uncle and niece, but running a Space Station keeps his attention elsewhere. Politics and business aren’t what he signed up for, but they’re what he has to deal with. He can’t please everyone, but he has to try or lose his career.


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    [image: The Actuator: Fractured Earth, by Aiden James & James Wymore]
  


  The Actuator: Fractured Earth, by Aiden James & James Wymore

  (http://j.mp/1eyuK4P)


  On a secret military base tucked in a remote desert mountain, a dangerous machine lies hidden from the American public. Known as “The Actuator”, this machine is capable of transforming entire communities into alternate realities.


  Meanwhile, an unknown saboteur dismantles the dampeners. The affect is catastrophic. The entire world is plunged into chaos, and familiar landscapes become a deadly patchwork of genre horrors. It’s up to Red McLaren and his band to set things right again. They must survive their journey through the various realms that separate them from the Actuator, where ever-present orcs, aliens, pirates, and vampires seek to destroy them.
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  Pop Travel, by Tara Tyler

  (http://j.mp/1efq4N4)


  In 2080, technology has gone too far for J. L. Cooper. He is happily hidden in his simple, secluded life as a private detective in a small town, far from any pop travel laser teleportation stations. Until he takes on a client who insists pop travel made his fiancé disappear.


  When Cooper investigates, he finds evidence of pop travel’s deadly flaw, sparking a series of murders, attempts on his life, and threats to his brother. He’d like to pass off the evidence but knows he’s being watched and can’t trust anyone. And who would believe him?
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  Please Don’t Tell my Parents I’m a Supervillain, by Richard Roberts

  (http://bit.ly/1hm3sML)


  Penelope Akk wants to be a superhero. She’s got superhero parents. She’s got the ultimate mad science power, filling her life with crazy gadgets even she doesn’t understand. She has two super-powered best friends. In middle school, the line between good and evil looks clear.


  In real life, nothing is that clear. All it takes is one hero’s sidekick picking a fight, and Penny and her friends are labeled supervillains. In the process, Penny learns a hard lesson about villainy: She’s good at it.


  
    [image: ]
  


  
[image: TABLE OF CONTENTS]


  
    Appetizer:


    
      	Book Cover



      	Copyright & Publisher



      	Title Page



      	Dedication


    


     


    Main Course:


    
      	Part One



      	Chapter One



      	Chapter Two



      	Chapter Three



      	Chapter Four



      	Chapter Five



      	Part Two



      	Chapter Six



      	Chapter Seven



      	Chapter Eight



      	Chapter Nine



      	Chapter Ten



      	Part Three



      	Chapter Eleven



      	Chapter Twelve



      	Chapter Thirteen



      	Chapter Fourteen



      	Chapter Fifteen



      	Part Four



      	Chapter Sixteen



      	Chapter Seventeen



      	Chapter Eighteen



      	Chapter Nineteen



      	Chapter Twenty


    


     


    Dessert:


    
      	Acknowledgements



      	Thank You for Reading



      	About the Author



      	More from Curiosity Quills Press

    

  

cover.jpeg
OTTO VON
TRAPEZOID

MO THE EMPRESS OF THIEVES






images/00060.jpeg
L. ,_‘





images/00011.gif





images/00010.gif
A

 / R
A N A NI IV R N A
CURIOSITY QUILLS PRESS





images/00013.gif





images/00012.gif
 §

IPTER TWELVE






images/00015.gif





images/00014.gif





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00006.gif





images/00005.gif
N

ENJOYED THIS BOOK? \

4






images/00008.gif
he Honeymoon Phase





images/00007.gif





images/00009.gif





images/00031.gif





images/00030.gif





images/00033.gif
|

[PTER ONE






images/00032.gif





images/00035.gif
(]

|

[ ]

IPTER SIX






images/00034.gif





images/00037.gif





images/00036.gif
|

[ ]

IPTER SEVEN






images/00028.gif





images/00027.gif





images/00029.gif
[ ]

IPTER TEN






images/00020.gif
PART ONE
Eves Meet From Across the Room





images/00022.gif





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.gif
YA L mp

Meet the Family/First Figh





images/00023.gif





images/00026.gif
syl





images/00025.gif
I

[ ]

IPTER T

TRTEEN






images/00017.gif





images/00016.gif





images/00019.gif





images/00018.gif





images/00051.gif
s





images/00050.gif





images/00053.jpeg
SAVES. THE WQBLD Al .}

o7 &
| ’ bmwvmm Z( g%‘g

’ﬁ@rﬂm LOVECRAFT & ; il






images/00052.gif





images/00055.gif
DI K

Breakug





images/00054.gif





images/00057.jpeg
JAMES WYMORE

S






images/00056.jpeg





images/00059.jpeg





images/00058.gif





images/00049.gif
7





images/00040.gif





images/00042.gif





images/00041.gif
-






images/00044.gif
.





images/00043.gif





images/00046.gif





images/00045.gif





images/00048.gif





images/00047.gif





images/00039.gif





images/00038.gif





