

[image: Cover]



PLEASE DON’T TELL MY PARENTS YOU BELIEVE HER

Book Five of the Please Don’t Tell My Parents Series

By Richard Roberts


[image: ]



A Mystique Press Production

Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press


Crossroad Press Digital Edition 2019

Original publication by Curiosity Quills Press

Cover Art by Eugene Teplitsky


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author


[image: ]



Richard Roberts is drawn to dark, strange fairy tales, which of course is why he got famous for his perky middle-school supervillain stories instead.

That presents the two halves of his work, the fun and crazy, and the dark and weird. In both cases, he does his best to entertain, to look at old ideas to see how strange they are if you think them through, and to make a story where his characters earn their happy endings.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Please Don’t Tell My Parents Series

Book 1: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’m a Supervillain

Book 2: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Blew Up the Moon

Book 3: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’ve Got Henchmen

Book 4: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Have a Nemesis

Book 5: Please Don’t Tell My Parents You Believe Her

Quite Contrary

Sweet Dreams are Made of Teeth

Wild Children


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook

Find and follow us on Facebook


[image: cp]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.

 


Table of Contents

 

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Epilogue

 

MESSAGE FROM THE WRITER



[image: ]



Chapter One

Setting forth to battle super-powered evil, it is important to remember not to be trapped in a robot body missing one arm.

So, yeah, I failed that one already, but by the steel heart beating in my otherwise hollow chest, Penelope Akk would not give up. Right now, the parasite that had taken over my body was in my home, confessing just enough to my parents to make them think she was me.

Going home and confronting her was not going to work. I would do it anyway. Step by step, I would beat her and take back my life.

Literally step by step. The parasite left the teleportation bracelets on my robot body. In the courtyard of Upper High, I tried to use them and walked smack into a wall. They still worked, but using arm-mounted technology when I was carrying one arm in the other hand… I couldn’t aim. I could teleport, but couldn’t control where I ended up. After my third attempt landed me on top of the fence behind the school, I decided not to risk it again.

Also, I fell off the fence and landed on cobblestones so hard I worried for a second that my mechanical body might break some more. It really stung, too.

Pushing myself back up, I found that no, I was in no worse shape than before. The stuff my shell was made of might look and feel like porcelain, but it was tough. Grim satisfaction, that, but any satisfaction in a storm.

So, step by step, I walked home, up the street to the base of the hills, then along Los Feliz to the cozy little side street where my family lived.

Nobody bothered the broken robot girl marching irritably up the sidewalk. Hardly any cars were on the street, and no pedestrians. Fine by me.

As I passed the house next to us, Mom stepped out of the kitchen door, and walked up the driveway to meet me.

I couldn’t help it. I rushed up to give her a hug.

To my lack of surprise, I didn’t get to. She caught my outstretched hand, still holding my broken arm. Her other hand reached out to lay on top of my head, stroking my hair back to the base of my pigtails.

That gesture gave no comfort. Her face and voice set in The Audit’s carefully crafted blankness, she said, “Of course. The copy would be convincing.”

I’d expected this, but it still hurt. A lot. My metal heart ached, and my eyes stung from phantom tears I couldn’t shed. “You believe her.”

“The probability of her super power being as strong as it is gave me some trouble, until she shunted the kitchen table into hyperspace. Sometimes the million to one chance happens.”

Glaring at my mother, I shot back, “You know what I mean. You believe that she’s me.”

Mom crouched down in front of me, balanced on the balls of her feet so that she could meet me more or less eye to eye. “I believe that my daughter Penelope is inside with her father right now, and I am talking to a robot double that sincerely believes it is the real Penny Akk. Taking this conversation as slowly as possible makes it less painful for both of us. If you are willing to keep your voice down, I will give you a chance to convince me otherwise.”

Frowning, eyebrows pulled in tight, I asked suspiciously, “Why keep my voice down?”

“Because Brian hasn’t figured it out yet, and this will break his heart when he does.” Was that a hint of tightness in The Audit’s impenetrable emotionless mask? A hint of wobble in her voice?

If Mom was hurting this bad… I couldn’t shout and do that to Dad. I wanted to—wanted to drag this out in front of everyone—but I couldn’t do it. What good would it do? Ultimately, Mom was the parent I had to convince.

So I looked her in the eye. “She must have told you I’ve been trying to confess to being Bad Penny for half a year. To make myself confess, I built a robot and copied my mind into it.”

Mom nodded. “That is the story she told. What happened today, after the public confrontation? This is your chance to tell me in your own words.”

The words came rushing out. It took all my effort to not yell them! “The robot betrayed me. She wanted to be me. I messed up, making her so moral she went crazy. She tried to use the mind transfer machine to switch our bodies, but something went wrong. My body woke up without me in it, and instead she was… like an evil twin. She blew me up with a bomb, and left me to die, but I’m not going to.” Those last few words came out in a snarl, but I managed a quiet snarl.

With a nod, her own voice quiet but still detached, my mother said, “The physical events you described match closely with the story she told us.”

That was the last thing I expected to hear. “What? She admitted it?” Her mouth twitched, and again, she took my hand, this time clasping it between both of hers. “What sounds more likely to you, Penelope? That your empty body betrayed and attacked you after a transfer you don’t clearly remember, or that you made a fresh copy of yourself by accident, and your memories are so clear, you feel so you, that the original seems like a fake?”

…

I knew that my parents would be more likely to believe the parasite, but I hadn’t expected the truth to betray me. Her explanation made so much sense. What if—

No. I was me. The original Penelope Akk. “She admitted that I was the original when she woke up. She blew me up with a bomb. She tried to kill the copy that betrayed me. Look! I would never do that!” Leaving Mom holding my broken arm, I pulled out the heavily dented Heart of Gold.

She looked at the Heart, but her continued impassive expression told me she was not sold, before she even spoke. “Penny’s confession held a few surprises for me, but it was no shock to learn that she loves the drama of a villainous rant. You have her memories. Understandably angry with each other, you fought. You know about eye witness testimony.”

I did. This wasn’t just an Audit thing. Any police officer, lawyer, or psychologist would tell you the same thing. Begrudgingly, I recited, “No two people describe any event the same way, especially a fight. The evidence will tell a different story than either of them.” That led to an inevitable follow-up. “You think I’m lying to myself.”

“I think that reading expressions and tone differently, missing a few words or remembering them wrong because you were so emotional at the time, can make a situation seem the exact opposite of what it really is.”

My shoulders twitched, sharply, because my whole upper torso had to move to do that. Putting the Heart of Gold away, I held up my wrist. “The Machine obeys me, not her. That’s proof which of us is real.”

“That is, by far, the best argument you have, but no one knows how The Machine takes orders, and the history of other particularly mysterious inventions suggests it’s as likely it would find a robot version of its master more convincing as it is that it would only follow the true Penelope Akk.”

She kept her cool, professional Audit demeanor through all of that. Then, suddenly, it disintegrated. Mom leaned forward, wrapping her arms around my head and pulling it to her chest. Her voice sounded only a touch hoarse, but that was… unprecedented. “Penny should never have made you, but not for the reason you think. A perfect copy means that there are two of you, now. You deserve to be taken into my home, raised and loved as my daughter, but I can’t—not unless you accept that she’s the real Penny.”

My fist clenched so hard, it trembled. “I’m the real Penny. I want my body back. I want my parents back. I want my life back.”

Her hands tightened on my shoulder. “It would be a poor copy of my daughter indeed that would say anything else. You know where that leaves me, and you know the results of accepting you into our lives while you believe that.”

She was right there. I could not live in peace with the thing that stole my life, even if she let me. The parasite was evil, even if Mom hadn’t seen that yet.

She would. Eventually. I couldn’t wait for that, or trust it.

When I remained silent, Mom loosened her hug and leaned back, merely resting her hands on my shoulders. Oh, Tesla. Her eyes were bloodshot. She really was crying. Crying or not, her voice had gone steady again. “You enjoy being Bad Penny. You are the smartest, most sophisticated and yes, responsible fourteen-year-old I’ve ever met. You have made friends on the villain side, and maybe on the hero side. Go be Bad Penny, and when you’ve worked out that the Penny inside is the original, come back to us. And until then, don’t trust Spider.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, either, so I stood there as she put my broken arm back in my hand, straightened up, and walked back inside the house.

The only good news was, that had hurt so much I couldn’t feel it yet. It also wasn’t a surprise. Okay, the details were different, but I’d known it wouldn’t be as easy as convincing my parents. They had a flesh and blood kid and a robot duplicate. Who were they expected to believe? And the better the AI, the more likely it goes nuts, right?

I’d expected this defeat, but I had to try.

So… now what?

Charging in and trying to fight would only make things worse. My only home was right in front of me, and I couldn’t get into it. I needed a base. Allies. Some place to start my campaign to get my life back.

Some place alone and safe when the emotions from this conversation hit.

If it had been the weekend, I would have gone to Chinatown. Now, the only villain I could expect to find there was Spider, who would love to help me—for a price. Mom was right about that.

If I stood on the driveway long enough, Dad would see me through a window. I couldn’t do that to him. Not if he still wouldn’t believe that I was the real Penny.

Back to my lair. That was at least a place I could scavenge equipment, and think of something. The parasite had my phone. Maybe I could shut myself off until Friday.

I walked back up the sidewalk thinking gloomy thoughts like that, and as soon as the hedges blocked the view of my home, The Minx dropped off of a telephone pole in front of me.

She actually fell only the last ten feet or so, with her grappling hook reeling back in to its wrist holster. Landing in a deep crouch, one hand on the crooked pavement, she looked up at me with an amused smile. “I used to be able to do this in high heels, but it takes constant practice to keep ankles that strong.”

If the heels on the boots she had on didn’t count as “high,” I didn’t want to know what did. Not that she had on one of her flashy, skimpy Minx costumes, but Misty Lutra—aka Claire’s mom—had the figure and natural grace that made a business suit look like a catsuit.

“You believe me?” I asked. Maybe I’d predicted the conversation with my mom would go badly, but this was the last thing I’d expected.

She shook her head, not in denial, but with amusement to match her naturally playful smirk. Rising smoothly to her feet, she gave my cheek the pinch she had a thousand times before, when that cheek was made of flesh. “I don’t have to. Unlike poor Beebee, I don’t have a daughter to protect. Don’t expect me to take sides, Penny honey, but I don’t see how a mechanical body makes you any less real than you were when there was only one Penny Akk. I hope you always believed I’d be here for you in a pinch.”

“The question never occurred to me,” I admitted honestly.

She waved a hand, tracing liquid designs in the air. All the old folks were showing off their costumed identities today. With Misty Lutra, it was the grace of the world’s best cat burglar. “There are practical issues that I’ll have to figure out. I only just found out about this situation, and haven’t had time to work out the details, but with Claire out of town there’s plenty of time. Thank goodness I have your parents bugged, that’s all I can say.”

I goggled. “You what now?!”

Miss Lutra laughed, long and relaxed and playful. “Penny, putting tracers and microphones on your parents has been my hobby for two decades. It’s a game we play, and I wasn’t going to stop just because we retired. Brian has your house rigged so they don’t work inside, but Beebee hasn’t found the latest set. When it all hit the fan, I heard. Come on. Let’s head back to my place. Reattaching that arm has to be our first priority, don’t you agree?”

I followed along after her. My feet knew the way to Claire’s house and could walk it in my sleep. That left my entire attention free for the sudden explosion of even-by-Lutra-standards weirdness. “Okay, wait. You bug my parents. Putting aside the sheer creepiness” —she laughed, but I bulled on—“of that statement, you did it during your professional careers. Doesn’t that count as ‘getting personal’?”

She fuzzled the top of my head. “If you ever doubt yourself, sweetie, that was a very Penny Akk question to ask. Spying on other supers is a grey area. You can break into someone’s base, plant a camera on every square inch, and that’s just the job. Tracking an enemy to their base is tacky, but allowed. For tech thieves, it’s an important tool. Officially, you can bug someone’s home if they carry it back on their costume or weapons, and you can spy on civilians all you want and it’s a super-powered crime to be fought like any other. Technically, then, you can spy on their private life and their super-powered life, as long as you keep them separate—but by that point, honey, you’re juggling dynamite. If the community decides you’re mixing the two, there are no second chances or appeals. First offense—” She drew a finger along her throat and made the spitty decapitation noise.

Hmmm. So the population of people crazy enough to take that risk would thin itself out quickly. I nodded to indicate I understood.

She took that as her signal to continue, her voice fluttering with a hint of laughter. “Not that that was ever a worry with Beebee and Brian. You can do to friends what you would never consider doing to an enemy. There has always been a giant exception in the rules for if the victim thinks it’s all in good fun.”

We walked down Los Feliz some more. Ahead, I could see the Lutra home, fancier than ours, because Mom and Dad just weren’t showy people.

For a moment, my hand tightened on my broken arm, until I loosened my grip again and gave Miss Lutra an awkward half-smile. “Thank you for trying to distract me.”

Hey, I’d lived with my mom for fourteen years. I knew how people manipulated each other to help, rather than hurt.

Leaning down, she pulled me into a sudden, tight embrace. If I’d still been made of mere flesh, it would have hurt. Sad, gentle, and encouraging, she said, “You are strong, Penny, and you will get through this. Your parents feel trapped and unable to help you, but I promise they still love you. I may not be able to get involved in what’s brewing between you and your twin professionally, but in your private life, I will always be on your side. You’re not alone.”

My metal heart relaxed. Tension I shouldn’t have been able to feel melted away, all over my body. She was right. “Thank you. That helps more than I would have believed possible.”

It really did. The stakes might be high, but I hadn’t lost everything. What I faced now was a supervillain rivalry, and I was very, very good at supervillainy.

Letting go and resuming our walk, she smiled down at me. “If this gets overwhelming, come to me. If you need a place to stay, I’ll make sure you have one. If you can’t take care of yourself, I’ll do it.”

What a difference it made, just knowing I had someone to catch me! I tried to crack my knuckles, only to be reminded that gesture doesn’t work with only one arm. Still, that just made the point further. “I don’t need a bedroom. I need a base. I am going to win this. Like you said, first step, get my arm fixed.”

Tilting up the broken end, Miss Lutra peered down into my hollow arm. Her eyebrows went up, with a smirk both amused and impressed. “If we can find someone who can fix this technology.”

Smirking back, I said, “If there’s one benefit of six months of sin and criminality, it’s that I know lots of mad scientists.”

Miss Lutra laughed, and shook her head, platinum blonde curls bouncing around. “You never did get just how outrageous your super power is, did you? Look at this arm. No motors, no support structures, but you obviously have a full range of motion, plus a human sense of touch, provided by metal circuits printed on fabric. If you didn’t have the arm to reattach, I guarantee no one in LA, even Brian or The Expert, could reproduce it—and Penny honey, there is no way I would let you walk into The Expert’s clutches with robotics like this to tempt him.”

Before despair could even begin to hit, she raised a finger. “Fortunately, Misty Lutra knows about an expert in neural circuitry whose work looks a great deal like this.”

I pursed my lips. She was right, at least, that this was pretty exotic. Nobody I knew did anything quite like this. “Who?”

She grinned. She had the whitest teeth. Was it fair to the rest of us girls that the Lutras not only had a psychic power to bind men to their desires, but also physical perfection, so they hardly needed to use it? Sheesh.

Used to the jealous fuming of us less aesthetically gifted women, Miss Lutra proceeded unperturbed. “That’s what makes this complicated. Officially, I don’t know who he is, where he lives, or that he’s even alive. Getting personal can be complicated that way. Bugging your parents? Perfectly acceptable. Introducing you to someone I found out about by accident? We might as well put guns to our heads. Ah, but I have a plan. Climb in.”

We had reached Claire’s house at last, and Miss Lutra held open her car’s passenger door for me.

Putting one foot inside, I paused before sliding in the rest of the way to give her a searching look. “What’s the trick?”

“We sucker someone who does officially know where he is into making introductions. Besides, you’ll love Pong, and she’ll love to meet you.”
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Chapter Two

We drove up the winding roads into the hills, where the really rich people live. The roads didn’t just twist because it’s hard to get up a hill. Everyone who could afford to live up here would be simply aghast to have a real street with real traffic going past their mansion. Along one of those bends, we pulled into the driveway of a house that remarkably had neither fence nor gate to protect it.

Miss Lutra demonstrated the necessity of such things by pointing down the slope and declaring, “Look, that’s Jamil’s house! You would not believe how much money I stole from him during my professional days. The hard part was convincing him to leave it lying around his home in cash.”

That raised a separate question. These houses could afford to pay for super-powered private security. Was that a thing? And would it count as a hero or a villain?

Dismissive of any security of any kind, Misty Lutra half-led, half-dragged me to the front door, and gave it a knock.

An older woman in shorts and a loose sweatshirt (which had to be boiling her in the middle of summer) opened the door. On the short side, pear-shaped, white-haired, she looked classically grandmotherly, rather than a supervillain of any kind. Supervillain she had to be, though. Silver tattoos, like loosely spaced Celtic knotwork or maybe circuitry, covered her legs, the backs of her wrists and hands, and ran up her throat and cheeks. That was all the skin her outfit showed, but no doubt the tattoos went everywhere else.

I had seen markings like this before. In fact, I’d seen them earlier today, on two bikini-clad werewolves called Rage and Ruin. Ray and Claire called it “the Upgrade.”

Exasperated and a touch sarcastic, the woman said, “Misty, this had better—”

It took her that long to register me, and particularly my broken-off arm. The tattooed grandma’s mouth formed an “O,” and she lunged forward, pushing Miss Lutra aside. “You poor dear. Who did this to you?” Senior Super Citizen asked, sweeping me first into a hug (I was getting a lot of those today), then backing off to grip my chin in one hand and wave the index finger of her other hand in front of my eyes, like a vision test. I put up with it. We’d come here for this lady’s help, and I could use all the hugs I could get right now.

All elegance and aplomb, Miss Lutra introduced, “Pong, this is… Bad Penny, I suppose, officially. Bad Penny, this is Pong.”

“Come in, please,” Pong urged me, pulling me into a front room as big as my house, with white walls that caught the sun blazing in from every window. Glancing up past me to Miss Lutra, she added, “And you too, I suppose.” The dismissive contempt in those words was much too affected to be convincing.

Leaning forward into my peripheral vision, Miss Lutra explained, “Pong is one of the most successful supervillains of all time.”

The old woman with the funny villain name let out a bark of laughter. “Most successful at holding onto my money, anyway, but that’s not why Misty brought you to me. I’m a widely known sucker for transhumans.”

Still over my shoulder, Miss Lutra told me, “That’s someone who left their human body behind. It’s taken from the word ‘transhumanism.’”

Putting on my own “jadedly amused” face, I answered, “Yes, I read science fiction, thanks.” While both of the older women chuckled, I looked around at a second giant room, with huge, comfy pink furniture and wall-sized windows. There’s no privacy like being a mile away from anyone on that side of your house. “This is definitely an expensive place.”

Straightening up, Pong shouted, “ALABASTER! A broom!” The house tended to a lot of white as it was, but something the color of snow moved in the hall past the kitchen. It threw a plain, non-rich-people broom across the house, which Pong caught in one hand.

Like a magician reciting their favorite patter, the tattooed villainess said, “There are three ways to retire rich as a supervillain. The first is to make lots of friends on both sides. The second is to move far away, where no regular people knew you personally, and no one with powers knew you professionally. The third…”

Plucking a straw from the end of the broom, Pong held it out between thumb and forefinger. Pink light flashed, the straw disappeared, and a bang like a gunshot rattled my hollow body.

“… is for everyone to be afraid of you,” she finished.

Following the line from her fingers, I saw a little round hole in one of her windows. No cracks, just a neat hole the width of a straw, like the damage you sometimes got in the vortex of a tornado.

I had to admit, I would not want to fight that. If I absolutely had to, stealth would be critical. Even giving her a chance to aim could be disastrous, and what about the other powers, the ones I knew nothing about? This soft, wrinkle-faced little old lady was one of the powerhouses of Los Angeles, years—probably decades—after retirement.

The Upgrade might have something to do with that.

Pulling me over to a worn, pink armchair, she said, “Have a seat, please, Bad Penny. Relax. You are welcome in my home. How long has it been?”

“A few hours,” answered Miss Lutra, leaning on the back of the chair as I settled into it. Criminy, this thing was comfortable, like falling into a huge, pink marshmallow.

“She can answer for herself, Misty. Turning into a robot didn’t make her mindless,” Pong scolded.

Setting my detached arm in my lap, I held up a hand, wagging it from side to side in commitment to not committing. “I can, but she’s also being nice. The day I’ve had is not… easy to talk about.”

The old woman’s eyes widened, tattoos pulling away from the center of her face. Voice suddenly soft, she said, “Against your will. I’m so sorry. I should have guessed, with the damage. Don’t worry, it will be okay. Misty brought you to me because my son, Emmett, had to be transferred into a robot when he was nine. His power was rotting him from the inside, and it was the only solution we could find before it spread to his brain. I know the transhuman experience as well as anyone flesh and blood can. How are you feeling? Not emotionally, and not the arm. Physically.”

“Uh…” Truthfully, I’d been so busy with the first two issues, I’d barely paid attention to the robot body itself. I reported the one thing that leaped out at me. “I don’t have phantom limb syndrome, but I’ve got a bad case of phantom entrails syndrome.”

Pong smiled. “Hold onto that. It’s a good thing. Alabaster! Robot refreshments, please!”

Something moved into the kitchen, easily visible from here. “Something” was the best I could do. It was a white, more-or-less human silhouette. That was it. The changing shape as it moved around suggested three dimensionality, but all I could see was featureless white, immune to shadow.

Pong took my staring as a cue to keep talking. “You’re a robot, so this wasn’t a body-switching spell that will wear off in twenty-four hours.”

“No. I have to take my body back,” I answered.

She winced. “You’re too young for a feud like this.”

“It came to me anyway.”

The white shape, Alabaster, walked silently up to us, setting a silver tray on a coffee table between my chair and the couch. It poured what looked like a cup of tea in a china cup, and set next to the cup a plate of three of the waxiest, flattest, most mass-produced-looking chocolate chip cookies I’d ever seen.

I waved a hand in negation. “I don’t have a stomach.”

“Try them. Trust me,” Pong urged.

Well, she did have a robot son, and seemed to know what to do. I picked up the cup, and took a sip.

TESLA’S TASTE BUDS!

The flavor hit me so hard, I barely kept hold of the cup. I hadn’t noticed until now that I didn’t have a sense of taste, and my sense of smell was vague, muted, and wrong, like in the middle of a really bad cold. The taste of tea crashed into that emptiness, and I swallowed automatically. That was another thing I couldn’t do, lacking a throat, or even the muscles to fake it, but by reflex I tried, and the liquid disappeared from my mouth. It must have evaporated, but it felt like I had actually swallowed.

Reeling, suddenly desperately hungry and thirsty, I finished the cup and stuffed a cookie into my mouth. It might taste like a cheap cookie from a grocery store pack, but I could still make out the sugar and butter and chocolate. I chewed awkwardly, because my face might mimic human expressions beautifully, but my jaw didn’t have a full range of emotion. Like the tea, the cookie disappeared into nothingness just in time for me to try to swallow.

Leaning back into the chair, I panted for breath, hand over my belly. “I can feel it in my stomach.”

Pong gave me a warm and encouraging smile. “Your mind remembers. It wants to believe, and plays the sensations by habit. Do you know if this body can sleep?”

Still dizzy from the wonderful, warm feeling of having food inside me, I stammered, “Uh… I’m sure it doesn’t need to.”

“It doesn’t, but you do. Make sure to keep sleeping. If you have to, have an off button installed and rig it to a timer so you deactivate for eight hours every night. Nothing will help you hold onto your humanity better, and the longer you feel human, the easier it will be to stay sane. Losing that human identity wrecks people.”

I nodded. “You’ve got that right. The first time I woke up in this body, when I was just a copy and knew it, I… I… Sorry. My memories are… confused.”

“Confused” did not begin to describe it. I remembered activating the Heart of Steel, watching it go maniacally insane, and having Ray pin it in place until it could be shut off. But I also remembered being pinned by Ray, the giddy laughter of knowing I wasn’t like the flesh and blood people who’d made me.

For a moment I trembled, trying to put my face in my hands, and only succeeding with one. My gorge rose, and the nausea washed away the confusion, giving me peace again and curing itself. That Penny hadn’t felt human, didn’t believe it was the original. This one did.

But did that mean I was wrong? I had memories I shouldn’t have.

No. Heart of Gold transferred me into the Heart of Steel, and that already held a copy of me. We’d merged, since we were the same person anyway. I picked up a few memories, and a sense of self that the copy didn’t have.

Miss Lutra and Pong were both watching me with evident concern, but I lifted my head and held out a hand to reassure them. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

The old woman regarded me with sober admiration. “You’re a strong girl, Bad Penny. The rumors said so, but I never trust them. You made it through your first identity crisis better than anyone I’ve seen or heard of.”

“The refreshments helped,” I replied honestly.

She chuckled. “That’s what they’re for. That, and enjoyment. I’ll see if my provider can handle another customer. If not, you can visit any time for more. You can stay here, if you want.”

Above me, Miss Lutra propped an elbow on the chair’s back, and her chin on her fist. “I tried, but she’s determined to get started on her quest for revenge.”

“I would, in her position. So would you,” the tattooed villainess said with a nod.

“Oh, that reminds me!” announced Miss Lutra. I twisted around to watch as she pulled out a little pink phone, dialed, and after a few seconds spoke into it. “Hi, Lucy! It’s me, Misty.”

She stopped, evidently cut off, and her smile grew even more sly than usual. “Oh, really? Then I’ll make this quick. The Robot Penny situation has taken a turn for the weird. Can—”

Another silence, obviously cut off, and Miss Lutra’s eyebrows rose. “But what will Gabriel say?”

From out of the phone, I could clearly hear Lucyfar yell in a parody of Gabriel’s voice, “I’m not your boyfriend!”

That got both Miss Lutra and Pong laughing, and I managed a little snicker. Airily, Miss Lutra told Lucyfar, “Fine, fine. But contact me later, before you talk to either Penelope, okay?”

Lucyfar must have agreed and hung up, because Miss Lutra turned off the phone, and handed it down to me. Smugly maternal, she said, “This is for you, by the way. It’s one of Claire’s old phones. I cleaned its memory and set it up on my phone plan for your robot double, but now you need it.”

This hadn’t even occurred to me, but it would have, as soon as I was alone again. I used my phone all the time, and the parasite had it.

The perfect—even at the age of forty—Lutra face pinched in concern, and she added, “But take my very strong advice. Don’t call Claire or Ray until they’re back in town, and you can see them in person. I know you’ll miss them and it seems like giving the other Penny an advantage, but contacting them too soon will make it harder to get them on your side. Take it from an old hand at manipulation.”

My fist tightened, until I had to force myself to ease off because I might have the strength now to break the phone. She was right, of course. Mom made it clear all the time that painfully counterintuitive techniques like that were the rule rather than the exception in human psychology.

Sighing, I said, “I’m hoping to have this resolved before they get home anyway.”

Above me, Miss Lutra said, “Speaking of which, I’m glad Bad Penny has you as a transhuman resource, Pong, but that’s not why I wanted to introduce you.”

Leaning back on the couch, the senior villainess gave the merely middle-aged villainess a skeptical stare. “This is going to be about money, isn’t it?” She did not actually sound upset.

“No, it’s about contacts. Bad Penny tends to overdo it on the Tier Three technology, and I was hoping you could put her in touch with someone who could fix that unusual arm of hers.”

Pong just scowled. Her wrinkled old face was unusually expressive, and as much as she had a glowing smile, her frown radiated distaste. “Ridiculous. I don’t know half as many mad scientists as you know in the biblical sense.”

Lutras know no shame, of course. Rather than looking embarrassed at the mention of her romantically enthusiastic career, The Minx preened. “You know one that I don’t. Look at the circuitry inside. Doesn’t that remind you of an Upgrade?”

Pong stared for a while, her expression more troubled than angry. “I got these forty years ago. He could be dead.”

Feeling like I ought to take more of a hand in my own fate, I said, “Rage and Ruin got their Upgrades four years ago. Whoever does them, he’s still alive. Do you know how I could meet him?”

The hard, calculating stare of a supervillainess cut the “plump grandma” image as Pong sat, silently considering my argument. Miss Lutra and I let her.

Finally, the tattooed supercriminal sighed and gave me a nod. “I’ll give you his address. Don’t show it to Misty, and go there alone. Don’t expect him to just let you in, either. He’s as likely to make you pass a test or get past a parade of traps as he is to welcome you. Once you do… well, he has a soft spot for teenagers in trouble, although you may not believe that when you meet him. And you tell no one, ever, who he is or where you met him.”

I nodded, and jumped to my feet. “Fine by me. If he has a test, I’ll pass it.”

Her mysterious mad scientist could bring it on. This was my war. It was wonderful to know I wasn’t alone, but I needed to take charge of fighting it.
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Chapter Three

Miss Lutra pulled up next to the Red Line station. The passenger door flipped open, and I half expected an ejection seat to throw me out of the car, which was totally unfair to Claire’s mom. Instead she leaned over and kissed me right at the top of my bangs, such as they were. “This is as far as I go. Remember, sweetie, I can’t take sides with one Penny against another, but I’ll give you all the personal support your parents wish they could.”

I climbed out, and gave the stairway-lined pit that led down into the subway a resigned stare. “I wish you could support me by driving me the rest of the way. It would save a couple of hours.” Letting out a long sigh that irritated me because these artificial shoulders wouldn’t slump, I added, “But I’m not going to betray Pong’s confidence.”

She laughed, and gave me a fond, impish smile. It was creepy the way she had all the same mannerisms as her daughter. I had a robot double. Maybe Claire didn’t know who her father was because she literally did not have one? Some kind of clone weirdness? Dimensional crossover? Alien shapeshifter that picked Miss Lutra to copy? Aliens did love Claire.

Waving to the older of the identical blondes, I descended into the bowels of the Earth, and faced the dread guardian of its hidden ways. Fortunately, along with my teleport bracers, Parasite Penny forgot to take away my Inscrutable Machine credit card. I didn’t know how much was on it, but enough to buy a TAP card and put enough money into it that I could take public transportation for granted until I got my body back.

I was so getting my body back. What a crazy day, and it was nowhere near over.

Hmmm. Also, Note to Penny: Go back to the lair and loot it as soon as you have a place to put the stuff.

Taking the Red Line as a robot was no different from taking it as a human. I spent the time poking at my new phone, which was a bit slow and limited compared to the ones Dad makes, but fine. It had a good map, and that told me to take the Blue Line next, so I climbed up from the deep pits to the light rail stations.

Nobody noticed or cared about sharing a subway car with a robot, but on the train, three kids a few seats down kept nudging each other and looking at me. Well, “kids.” They were older than me physically, but I was feeling mighty mature and weighted with adult issues about now.

The girl got out her own phone and took a few photos, angling to try and get a shot inside my gaping, hollow shoulder. One of the boys stood up, took a few cautious, halting steps toward me, and asked, “Do you have laser vision?”

With as much mechanical stiffness as I could fake, I turned my head up to look at him, and just… stared. After several seconds, he cringed, and crept back to his seat between the other two.

Ha!

“HA! AH HA HA HA HA!”

Wait, that wasn’t me. I didn’t have a second voice speaker I didn’t know about, did I?

A thump on the roof of the car confirmed that I was not the source of this round of maniacal laughter. A woman’s voice, rich and velvety and mocking, called out, “Your determination is simply adorable, boys, but you must give it up. Your plans are foiled, and Gallus gallus once again rules the day!”

Thanks to the train itself being in the way, I had no view of our mystery woman, whether she was a hero or a villain, and who she was running from. She did have a proper dramatic flair, and kept her voice loud enough to be heard over the rumble of train and traffic as she asked, “Victory assured—let’s check if our services are needed here, shall we, darlings?”

And then…

Okay, I don’t know what I was expecting after that, but it wasn’t a chicken wearing suction-cup shoes walking down the window opposite me. A chicken I got, however, its head tilting this way and that curiously as it peered at the occupants through tiny metal goggles.

At least the chicken didn’t talk. The woman’s voice still came from above us as she proclaimed, “Oh, my! Aren’t you stylish. I can’t do anything about the arm, but once you’re fixed, if you need a good tailor to help you mend that magnificent steampunk costume, just ask for Diamond Pullet. Thanks to you, this public conveyance passes minimum fabulousness standards. It could still do with a few chickens, but for now, away, my pets!”

The chicken, flapping its wings in the wind—and wearing a small but dapper pinstriped vest—climbed back up onto the roof. Presumably its owner left. I heard nothing else unusual for the rest of the trip. The kids across from me took a lot of photos out through the window, but I was betting more out of hope than because there was anything to see.

Oh, Los Angeles. If anything could cheer me up, it was the reminder that all around me, other super-powered people were having equally weird adventures.

Eventually, I got off at Slauson. This was a busy traffic area, not the kind of place I expected junkyards—but right there across the street I saw the sign of an auto junk lot. Not the one I was looking for, even, which the map said was a couple of blocks down.

So, I crossed the street and walked those couple of blocks. I immediately passed yet another junkyard right across the street from the first one. Neither looked anything like I expected. One at least had a neat stack of brightly colored cars with the wheels taken off. Other than that, no… well, junk.

I was almost at the corner I had to turn when a guy passing me looked up from his phone, saw a one-armed robot in front of him, and jumped a good three inches in the air. He could not be an LA native.

Or maybe he was, because when he recovered from his surprise he didn’t look amazed. He leaned over me, frowning in concern. “Hey, are you okay? I mean, obviously you’re not okay, but do you need help?”

“You want to help me?”

My own surprise must have sounded skeptical, because he winced, and rubbed his shaggy brown hair. “I know I’m probably asking for super-powered trouble, but I can’t let a kid with her arm broken off fend for herself.”

D’aw. I gave him a big, grateful grin. “Thanks, Mister, but I’m going to get the help I need now.”

He sighed in relief, but didn’t actually look much less anxious. “Okay. But if you need anything, you can have my number. Robot or not, a kid your age shouldn’t have to go it alone.”

Tell me about it, but… “I’m not. People are falling all over themselves to help me since this happened. It’s doing wonders for my faith in humanity. Don’t worry about me.”

“You sure?” He gave me a searching look, a little scared, but meaning that question.

“I’m sure,” I answered with a nod.

Another sigh, and he flapped a hand weakly. “Good luck, little girl. Seriously.”

He started walking, and I started walking, and I left the random good Samaritan behind. Just as well—I had reason to believe I’d reached my destination. Instead of a building, at the street corner I passed a tall, chain-link fence with a green tarp behind it, and a not-quite-flat coil of barbed wire across the top. When I actually did turn the corner, the fence went on for quite a ways until it reached a gate, much bigger than the other junkyards. It kept going after the gate, too. This place was the size of a shopping center.

As for the gate, well, it was solid metal, had spikes along the top, a chain and padlock over the handles, and a sign.

CLOSED, Come Back Tomorrow

Nothing indicated actual opening hours. The sign looked reversible, so I slid it out of its display box, and read the back.

Don’t Be A Smart Aleck, Kid

Oh, yeah. This was the place.

How to get in? A small hole I could see through would be enough to teleport, but with my control problems I’d land on my face, possibly behind me across the street.

Eh. I’d take the easy route. Might as well get some use out of my condition.

Tucking my broken arm into my pouch belt, I jumped up and grabbed the top of the fence. The barbed wire probably poked through my leather gloves, but couldn’t do anything to my artificial fingers. The stuff making up my “skin” was more like hardened brick than porcelain. Much stronger and much lighter than I was used to, I easily pulled the rest of me up, and vaulted over the top into the yard itself.

Oh, yeah. This was the stuff. What a mess. Bits of car everywhere. Doors, steering wheels, mufflers, axles, engines. Not just cars, but all kinds of appliances. I spotted the front half and the back half of a washing machine across from each other in different piles. Not only did rusty metal layer the ground, it was built up in big heaps.

A tidy blue building in the back of the lot sported a logo in blue letters: “Junkment Day.”

This was as far as my directions took me. Somewhere in this graveyard of technology, a mad scientist was hiding.

Besides me, I mean.

The actual building was the obvious place to start, and also the least likely. Whoever lived here took being an eccentric seriously. Still, I hiked across the lot, picking my way through the uneven footing, and peeked in one of the big glass windows.

Empty. Seriously empty. Stripped, but not abandoned. The interior wasn’t dusty, and lacked the holes in the walls or sections of uneven paint that suggested refurbishment or disuse. It just contained nothing. Aside from a few (empty) shelves in the big auto-mechanic room, this building contained not a stick of furniture. No tools. No trash or litter. No decorations. Just white walls and gray floor. And yet, shadows in the light fixtures on the ceiling suggested they still held bulbs. The lifting jacks embedded in the floor shone, ready for service. A giant compressor lined one wall, radiating danger. The owner might have seen me coming, stuffed everything into a bag, and hidden under the floor.

I put that as the third likeliest possibility, right behind there being a secret door inside, but more likely than the contents being invisible. Best odds said that the whole building was a decoy, and possibly a trap. Some of the junk piles could easily hide a bus, and the smallest could hide the hatch for an elevator. I went poking around.

One thing became instantly clear: When I got my superpower back, I would buy this lot and build my own lab on it. So. Much. Raw material. Scrap electronics. Pumps. Things with lenses. Huge chunks of steel in the form of car parts, some conveniently shaped into pistons and axles, ready to be used.

Hello. A mad scientist had been here already. Those heavy, pinching clamps ten feet away didn’t belong to any piece of standard technology I could imagine. Too goofy. On the other hand, they could easily have been torn off of a low grade robot. And what was that thing with the lenses and the wires? Telescopes didn’t need that much electronics. Cameras wouldn’t be tube-shaped. Was that a robotic eye? Or the barrel of a beam weapon?

A much bigger cylinder stuck out of a nearby heap. Inside, I could just make out the blades of a fan. Fan, or turbine? Yeah, that was a jet engine.

While scanning the detritus for more treats, I spotted the door. At first, it looked like an upright slab, but pulling away the lawn mower, muffler, and folding table stacked in front of it confirmed: Door. Nicely arched, and set into walls that disappeared back into the heap. I had no clue what the gray-brown stuff it was made of could be, either. Super-smooth stone? Metal with an odd color and wavy, mottled patterns?

And of course, slabs generally did not have keyholes. This door sported three, all big and clunky and positioned as part of the decorations.

Bas-relief carvings covered the arched… uh, stone. I’d go with stone, for now. Divided into quarters, each one depicted a figure, three with their own keyhole. Top left, a guy with the broadest shoulders ever stood with both hands on the hilt of a wide two-handed sword. Okay, technically a suit of armor holding a sword, but presumably someone would wear that armor. Somehow. It wasn’t just wide, but sported thick shoulder, elbow, and knee pads, and spikes jutted out… everywhere. For bonus points, the armor had a bazooka-style weapon strapped to its back, and… yes, the sword blade had jagged edges. A chainsaw two-handed sword. Nice. The keyhole fitted in where the hilt joined the blade.

The upper-right quarter boasted some kind of ghoul. Hunched, clawed hands, stringy hair, skin stretched over a skeleton and not much more. A loincloth protected my virtuous eyes from what would be the grossest nudity ever. Unlike the suit of armor, this character didn’t sport much detail or decoration —a few bugs, which would make zombie-style sense if they were flies. Instead they looked like grasshoppers. The keyhole took up almost the entirety of the ghoul’s shrunken belly.

Lower left I liked. A person of indeterminate gender in what might be a suit of leather armor, wearing a hooded cape and a mask with a huge, pointy raven beak. Between outstretched hands hovered a biohazard symbol, with the keyhole in the center.

Finally, lower right. The Reaper. In case I’d missed that the first three were War, Famine, and Pestilence, this could not be anything but Death, in a robe and carrying a traditional curved scythe. Admittedly, an awfully squat Death. Wearing sneakers. And the robe was kinda more a dress, ending just below the knees, with non-skeletal calves. Death as a little girl.

I knew this one. Whoever carved this door had chosen the super-powered terror Psychopomp to represent Death. Penelope Akk Full Disclosure: I only recognized her because I’d finished a computer game based on her excessively murderous story a few days ago.

She did not get a keyhole, no doubt for some deeply symbolic reason, or maybe because this was an actual person, or maybe the keyhole would appear once the others were unlocked. The whole thing could not more obviously be a puzzle. The War, Famine, Pestilence, Death theme were clues that would lead me to uncover keys in the junkyard to unlock this door.

Fortunately, I didn’t need to do any of that. Thanks to Alexander the Great and his Gordian Knot, I knew the solution to this puzzle already. Scraping my Machine off my wrist with the broken lawnmower, I swung him around until his legs began to wave, set him against the door, and said, “Eat.”

He did just that. Ha! So much for the hard sciences. Those who study history are able to repeat it!

“Just the door,” I told my wonderful little creation when he reached the frame it had been set into. The six-inch-thick door. By the time he finished, my Machine had grown into a pony-sized pillbug. So, I sat on his back, and pointed down the hallway just revealed. “Hyah, mule!”

He hya’d, scuttling on dozens of little metal legs down a featureless arched corridor of the same mystery substance. It must be metal, because the only not-really-features decorating the length were occasional ridges with bolts set in.

As for “length”… Tesla’s Unexplained Distortions. The hallway went well past the length of the heap of junk, without angling down. Glancing back, I made sure we were actually making progress. Yeah.

Wow. You heard about “bigger on the inside than the outside” tech, but I’d never seen it, or heard of any actual examples. Or we might have just passed through a teleportation gate so neatly set across the corridor that I couldn’t spot it. Either way, it was time to revise my opinion of the owner of this lot way, way upward. This person had access to hardcore mad science.

The hallway didn’t stretch on forever, or anything. Just long enough to make it clear we had left normal considerations of space behind. That point made, when we reached the doorway at the end, what lay on the other side didn’t surprise me much.

Fitting neatly into the arched doorway normal to such a building, the hall emptied into a church, of the old-fashioned Gothic cathedral kind. A multi-story empty space rose to complicatedly vaulted ceilings, with walls of gray stone bricks. The cross shape of the building suggested Christianity, but the giant statues lining the nave did not look particularly biblical. Of course, the only one that wasn’t broken off somewhere depicted the big armored chainsaw, two-handed sword guy.

Broken statue rubble filled some of the space, but emptiness filled a lot of the space. Workbenches held small, but obviously high-tech pieces of inventing equipment. One resembling a plastic blender looked suspiciously like a bioengineering device I had known and very thoroughly vaporized. No red alien cloning goo, though. Nowhere did I see a bed, or a kitchen, or anything that wasn’t mad science related. Presumably, there were other rooms. Whether we were under or above ground, I couldn’t tell. Light shone through abstract, stained glass windows from all directions.

A thin, fit, but heavily lined old man stood waiting for me, holding a ball-peen hammer that did not look appropriate for the delicate instruments on display. He wore overalls and a flannel shirt, both clean but worn. Short, white hair stuck out in all directions with the wildness of long-endured cowlicks.

He had quite a scowl on him, too, glaring down on me as I rode in on my own piece of mad science.

“Go away, machine,” he said, nose wrinkled in angry disgust.

It took me a second to realize “machine” meant me. I didn’t let that stop me, although I did try to look and sound respectful as I bowed my head. “I need your help.”

He gave me a sneer, not proud, just disgusted. “Why should I help you?”

“Because I passed your test.”

If anything, he glared harder. “Eating my door doesn’t count.”

Keeping a straight face was getting really, really hard. My synthesized voice definitely sounded a bit amused to me. “Anyone who makes kids take a test to get in appreciates an original answer.”

“Robots aren’t kids. Maybe I was just trying to keep you out.” He was way better at hiding that this was a game.

But a game it was, and verbal banter might be my favorite. My smile had to be breaking through as I struggled to sound serious and intimidated. “You’d have used a different door. Don’t try to tell me that you don’t have better ways to hide your lab ready.”

I won that round. His scowl settled to merely irritable, and he gave me a long stare before asking with guarded caution, “Do you know who I am?”

“Not a clue, but you helped Rage and Ruin.” Technically a lie, but correct in spirit. I was positive somebody had mentioned who gave Rage and Ruin their Upgrades once, but the name wasn’t coming to me now. It would just be a name, anyway.

And this guy definitely gave them their Upgrades. As I mentioned their names, the same thin, silver circuitry tattoos appeared on his skin. A few seconds later, they disappeared, as if receding under the surface, only to be replaced by a different pattern of thicker lines. That kept happening. Whatever he’d given them, he’d given it to himself, squared.

He’d been great at pretending to be angry. He was lousy at pretending to not care. “How are they?”

“Enjoying life,” I promised him. Not a lot of people enjoyed life more than those two villainesses.

“Cassie?” He did keep his tone flat and emotionless. Maybe it was only growing up with my mom that made that wave giant red flags about how important those three were to him.

Trying for my own entry in the totally-not-embarrassed-or-bothered competition, I answered, “Got a crush on me. Don’t ask, it’s too weird.”

He grunted, a tiny little noise in the back of his throat. Then he grabbed my head.

Like Pong, he didn’t lunge. He took my cheeks in both hands with smooth confidence, then gripped my chin. Just exactly like Pong, he tilted it from side to side, then waved a finger in front of my eyes.

Maintaining the minimum frustration in my voice, I asked, “Okay, why do people keep doing that?”

He’d watched my face carefully while he did it, but his focus drifted, and he sounded thoughtful, almost like a teacher giving a lecture. “It’s a test. It shows me that you’re human.”

I hoisted an eyebrow. “What, because I can track motion with my eyes?”

And, finally, he let go of my head and smirked. “No. You reacted to me invading your space. As a human, you care about being touched, and you know you’re supposed to watch my finger. An artificial intelligence has no reason to have emotions about something like that.”

That sounded like the backhanded way psych tests worked. And more importantly… “So you believe I’m human? Will you help me?”

Instead of answering, he said, “You really don’t know who I am?” We had exactly the same disbelieving tone and stare.

Feeling irrationally apologetic, I spread my hands. “I don’t keep track of retired supervillains. I’m only guessing you’re even a villain.”

His scowl and gruffness came back in a snap. “Maybe you should. They’ll keep track of you. Not even many heroes care that there’s a human mind in a piece of technology as temptingly advanced as this.”

Had I actually touched a black and withered old heart, here? Seizing that momentum, I asked, “So, you’ll help me?”

“Against them?” he asked, scowling again.

Pulling my broken arm out of my belt, I held it up. “With this.”

His scowl deepened. The old man pulled his hammer back out of his belt, and gave it a sharp flick. “I’m a cyberneticist. I deal with organic-inorganic interfaces, not pure machines.”

Retreating to the respectful head bow, I continued offering my arm, broken-off end first. “These do look a lot like Upgrade circuits.”

He stood there, silent and grouchy, for a couple of seconds. Then he took my damaged arm in both of his, holding it carefully as he carried it over to one of the work benches.

Guessing that this guy probably did not want me staring over his shoulder, I waited. He kept doing stuff, which I figured meant I hadn’t been rejected.

After a couple of minutes of peering and prodding, the old man stomped back to me and held out my arm in one hand, and a little white tube in the other. The tiny kind, like industrial superglue or thermal paste comes in.

“This ointment regenerates synthetic neurons. Apply it to both ends of the broken circuits, and they’ll reattach. That will restore full control and sensation. Everything else you’ll have to find a roboticist for.”

I took the tube, and delicately tucked it into one of my many pockets. Then I took my arm, and held it all floppy because there wasn’t really any respectful way to carry around a limp arm. He was playing detached and professional, so I tried not to sound gushingly grateful. “Do I owe you anything?”

His expression changed. His face hardened, maybe literally—the suddenly complex network of Upgrade lines making his whole body look stiff and metallic. With his brows set in a line, for the first time he didn’t look an old man playing “get off of my lawn.” He looked like a supervillain, and the serious kind. “Yes. Tell no one where you got this, or who gave it to you, or that I exist, or about this place, or describe anything about me to anyone else. Understand?”

“Yes, sir. Thank—”

“DO. YOU. UNDERSTAND?” Criminy, the guy’s eyes were glowing, little burning coals of red in the back of his pupils.

“Yes, sir!” I barked, at attention.

He pointed at the doorway. “Now get out.” That didn’t sound quite as harsh and threatening, just like I’d completely used up my welcome.

Kicking The Machine with my ankle, I goaded it out and back down the tunnel. Awesome. I’d charmed a crazy powerful but secretive old coot, and had the stuff that would fix what a regular robot doctor couldn’t.

Assuming there was such a thing as a regular robot doctor. But I was on a roll, and felt it. I ought to be utterly exhausted after the day I’d had, but that was the good side of a robot body. Maybe I’d lost my mad science power, but I would exploit this untiring thing to the hilt.

Laying my arm in my lap, I got out the phone Miss Lutra gave me, and punched up “Roboticists near me” in the search browser.

And lo and behold, I found a news article. “Eccentric Robot Designer West Lee Revealed As Mystery Santa.”
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Chapter Four

“Here you go. At least I got my turn before you put me out of a job,” said my taxi driver, marking the sixty-seventh robot joke since I got in the car.

I flicked him my credit card. “I don’t have any cash, so I hope your gross meaty fingers can handle an electronic transaction.”

A minute later, after I’d signed and tipped, and as I shut the car door, he said, “Man, I wish my super power was good enough for crime fighting.”

And then he drove away, leaving me facing the lair of my next conquest, the mysterious man known as West Lee.

He had to be mysterious. In the middle of a Burbank block full of little businesses related to show business, on a street full of boxy concrete towers housing animation studios, he had an Elizabethan mansion. The house was practically a castle, three stories tall and riddled with turrets. The windows were uniformly dark, like they’d been painted with soot on the inside, revealing only hints of curtains and nothing else. Dark gray pointed roofs and purple-tinged gray wooden walls stood out like a sore thumb. Were those even legal in LA?

The building looked dusty, cracked, and abandoned, but when I walked up the steps to the porch, that proved to be an illusion propagated by color. This building was in fine shape. At worst, the wood surfacing might be a bit rough.

West Lee did not make me go through




































































[image: ]












[image: ]


























































OEBPS/Images/image4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image8.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
selling au Ak

o A e B SR s s

$
74

. 5@2 4

e y‘?'aruft; f—"m e

AT
! 7Y

|,





OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg
ST
R&ESE5"





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image7.jpg





