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      Despite a distinct lack of pants, the machine wore a massive gold belt around its waist that declared the champ was both undefeated and not the least bit humble. Clorso the Destroyer was seven feet tall, constructed of burnished metal, and wore a large white cape trimmed with the fur of a none-too-quick snow leopard. This elaborate costume and unprecedented feat had been achieved through fortitude, skill and blatant cheating. The machine had won more matches through subterfuge and loopholes than legitimate pins, but that didn't mean it wasn't formidable.

      The champ’s piston punch was legendary. Its dynamo duplex was devastating. And to this date, no contender had escaped Clorso’s dreaded finishing hold—the lock nuts. But, as feared as these maneuvers were, it was the champ's stage presence that had truly made it a star in the Robotic Wrestling League. The first superstar designed with the Personality First protocol, Clorso was more charismatic than any other wrestler, man or machine, that had come before it.

      It worked the mic like a concert violinist who was just as good at talking shit as they were at playing the violin. Mayhem Family Entertainment held several patents on the machine’s strut alone. The motion was a delicate mix of a fashion model walking the runway and an outlaw cowboy kicking in the doors of the local saloon before proceeding to mock anyone drinking anything other than whiskey. It was captivating, hypnotizing, and always preceded by a disclaimer warning sensitive viewers to avert their eyes if they were susceptible to seizures or feelings of euphoria. The HEEL 6.0 protocols may have won the matches, but it was this complex charisma matrix that made it a star.

      Glitch would never admit it—there'd be no end to the teasing from Mason—but he was a fan. He'd grown up watching Monday Night Mayhem. He never missed Total Carnage Tuesdays. And Effed Up Friday Night was how he began every weekend. He knew the wrestlers' names. He knew their gimmicks. And he knew the Champ liked to start each match with a big boot. So he should have seen it coming.

      The giant cyborg was still all fan-eyed when Clorso put his big burnished boot in Glitch’s chest and sent the man flying across the room into a row of metal lockers. The metal crumpled around him as his bulk settled into the twisted wreck and he emitted a sound that was half ouch and half wow.

      Clorso the Destroyer rushed forward and twisted the metal lockers further until they formed restraints around the man. The machine took a step back and raised its hand in front of its face. There was a whir and a couple of clicks as fingers flipped, knuckles shuffled and the hand transformed into an MFE branded microphone. The Champ's raucous voice was condescending in tone and begged an audience that wasn't there to join him in the mockery of his foe. "It looks like I've put you in lockdown, half-man."

      A drone slid in behind the Champ's shoulder. Four rotors kept it airborne, and a large black lens served as its eye. The lens twisted to get a better shot of Glitch trapped in the lockers.

      Clorso spotted the drone and turned to address the camera. "Let this be a lesson to all comers. When you square off against the champ, you're not only going to get hurt, you're going to get humiliated. People will laugh at you. Your friends. Your family. Your loved ones. Your soulmate. And they'll be right to laugh at you, because you were a fool to think you could challenge me.” Clorso snapped its wrist and the microphone disappeared back into the machinations of its hand.

      The Destroyer gave Glitch one last look that was something like pity but more patronizing, turned and then strutted out of the room with a swagger that was impossible not to admire.

      The drone followed the wrestler with the lens until the last snow leopard spot disappeared out the door and around the corner. The camera swooped back across the room and hovered in front of the trapped cyborg.

      A tinny voice whispered from the drone's tiny speaker. "Glitch, are you all right?"

      "Wow," Glitch beamed. "That was awesome!” He grabbed the sheet metal with his augmented arm and peeled it away with little effort. The upgrade to his limb had been worth every penny. As he struggled free he spoke to the rest of the team over the comm unit installed in his ear. "I found him, you guys. He was here. Clorso was here."

      The team’s mechanic was the first to respond. Her voice was serious. Kat was always serious and her question was quick and to the point. "Where?"

      "In the locker room,” Glitch answered.

      "Keep him there," Jake's voice hissed on top of a faint trace of static. "We're on the way."

      "It's too late, boss.” Glitch pulled another piece of the locker away with little effort. “He's gone."

      "Why didn't you stop him, big guy?" Mason asked. The engineer’s voice was anything but serious. Ever. Sarcastic. Acidic. Cranky. But never serious. “I thought you said you were unstoppable with that new arm of yours.”

      Glitch twisted away the last piece of metal and stood. "He got the drop on me."

      "On you? No! With your cat-like reflexes? How is that even possible?"

      "Shut up, Mason."

      "I'm just saying it may be time to upgrade the ole firmware. You know, to something that doesn't suck."

      "I hate you, Mason.” Glitch said.

      "Both of you stop,” Hailey broke into the banter. “Which way did it go, Mitchell?”

      Glitch stepped into the hallway and scanned for his prey. The champ was gone but the big red arrow painted on the wall made it clear where the machine was going. "He's headed to the arena.”

       

      The building sat eighteen thousand people and, though the audience had fled, their presence lingered in the air. The air in the arena reeked of spilled beer and questionable hygiene. The capacity crowd had apparently lacked the coordination to properly hold their beverages or work a stick of deodorant.

      Jake kicked a plastic cup down the stairs as he rushed toward the arena floor. The cup rattled down several rows before disappearing under one of the seats. The sound it produced was slight but it bounced around the cavernous stadium, off the bare concrete walls more than he would have expected.

      The only other sound in the empty stadium was the whir of the drone hovering behind him. It followed him down the stairs and over the safety rail as he made his way to the center of it all.

      Mason had been searching the mezzanine and appeared near the middle of the stadium. Hailey and Kat had been checking the catwalks and appeared a moment later higher up on the opposite side.

      "Where is it?" Mason asked over the comm.

      "I can't see it," Jake said. "The ring is in the way."

      "Well, I guess you're on the card now,” Mason said. “Get up there, Killer.”

      A burst of static filled the comm. Glitch's voice popped in and out but nothing sensible came through except for some heavy panting.

      Jake tossed his disrupter into the ring and slid under the bottom rope onto the canvas. He picked up his disruptor, walked to the middle of the ring and stood in the center of the graphic explosion that was the MFE logo.

      Mason’s voice took over the airwaves once more. “Making his way to the center of the ring, Jake ‘the Jackhammer’ Ashley, the Grappler with a Girl’s Name, The Hellion of Green Hills, the Big Boss of the Business⁠—”

      “Knock it off, Mason.”

      “The Pooper of Parties,” Mason finished. “What do you see, champ?" 

      Jake stared into the entrance tunnel leading back to the locker rooms and didn’t see much. It was dark. There was no movement. No rogue wrestling champion. Nothing. Jake shook his head. "I don't see a thing."

      Glitch's voice came across the comm once more. This time it was clear of static. "Don't get in the ring!"

      Before Jake could ask why, the lights went out and the entire area was cloaked in darkness.

      "Savant?” Jake spoke into the comm. "We just lost the lights in here. Are you getting anything out there?"

      "Oh, am I part of the team again?" Savant asked. “Because sitting out here in the truck, I wasn’t really feeling it.”

      "Not now, Savant."

      "Oh, so I'm not. I just get to sit in the truck, watching the screens, getting like zero screen time."

      "You never complained about being in the truck before, you diva," Mason said.

      A buzz filled the arena. It was low at first but it built somewhere in the darkness.

      "Well, now maybe I don't want to be in the truck–"

      "Dammit, Savant!" Hailey shouted. "You can bitch later. What is going on with the lights?"

      "Nothing!" Savant snapped. "Everything looks normal. All the programs are running right. Everything is… Jake, you didn't step in the ring, did you?”

      Jake hesitated and then answered slowly. “I did.”

      Savant groaned, “I told you not to step in the ring.”

      The buzz grew louder. The stadium seats rattled. The buzz took on a familiar sound.

      “No, you didn’t!”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “No, you didn’t! You bitched about the truck. You whined about your role. You pissed and moaned about money but you didn’t say a damn thing about the ring.”

      “Well, I meant to!”

      “Fine,” Jake walked to the edge of the ring and grabbed the rope. “I’ll get out.”

      “Well, obviously, it’s too late now,” Savant said. “You should’ve listened to me. If I was there, you would have listened to me.”

      The buzz exploded into a roar of electric guitar. Light burst from the end of the arena as pyrotechnics erupted from the floor. The scent of burning magnesium filled the air as brilliant white fountains produced a shower of sparks. Images filled the jumbotron and lit the stadium as a montage of Clorso the Destroyer images flashed about the screen. The music turned from a roar into a flaming guitar solo. The notes came at a breathless speed as another burst of fireworks lit the arena and revealed that the Champ had entered.

      The algorithm powering its walk was comprised of several struts, swaggers and a single sashay. One subroutine called “Last Call” had the champ surfing slowly down the ramp until it reached the floor. There the algorithm hit another subroutine titled “Be the Man,” and the surf shifted into a strut that was part stomp and part celebratory shuffle. The line of code ended with a “whoo” and a leap that brought Clorso the Destroyer, MFE’s RWE Champion, crashing down into the center of the ring and face-to-face with Jake Ashley of Ashley’s Robot Reclamation of Green Hill.

      Before Jake could react, the champ slapped him across the chest and sent him reeling back into the steel cables. Jake grabbed for the rope, missed and found himself hurtling back toward the wrestler.

      Clorso raised his leg to deliver a big boot to the chin but Jake, less through intent and more through the momentum provided by the slingshot, dropped toward the mat and rolled under the attack. He tumbled back to his feet and spun to face the machine.

      The Champ’s armor plating was for show. It was designed to dent and crack for the spectators’ enjoyment. It had practically no shielding against a sudden charge of electricity, and the disruptor in Jake’s hand could dispense more than enough to drop the machine, if it wasn’t such a piece of crap.

      He raised the pistol and pulled the trigger to unleash a massive electric blast. Instead it released a mighty squeak like that of a mouse. A mouse that was about to be crushed by a piano dropped from a great height.

      Jake gave out a mighty squeak of his own as the Champ loomed over him. The drone buzzing over his shoulder recorded it all.

      Mason rushed down the steps but was still well out of range to be any kind of help. All he could fire was encouragement and moral support. “Shoot it, dumb ass!”

      “The damn thing’s busted!” Jake shouted back as he squeezed the trigger once more. This time there wasn’t even a squeak.

      Clorso turned to grandstand for the absent audience. It lifted its arm and placed a hand against an ear that didn’t exist, begging for a burst of applause. Its hand whirred and clacked as it transformed into a parabolic dish that would amplify the crowd’s praise.

      Savant’s voice cracked through the comm. “Jake, you’re going to have to wrestle it.”

      Kat’s voice came across in huffs as she raced toward the stage. “I told you the Beast had an exhaust leak, Savant. Turn off the engine before you succumb.”

      A long, heavy sigh came from somewhere out in the team’s truck. “Respect the system, Jake. Play his game. It will buy you some time.”

      “Savant’s right,” Glitch said over the radio. “You have to take on Clorso.”

      Jake shed the disruptor pack from his back and let it fall to the canvas. “How much time will it buy me?”

      Jake could hear Savant flicking a pen against his teeth before the man answered. As much as it pained Jake to admit, the man was a mathematical genius and he often fidgeted while his disgusting but brilliant mind worked through complex calculations. The clicking stopped and Savant had his answer.  “Oh, I doubt much.”

      The Champ waved to the absent crowd and turned to face its opponent. The machine unclasped the cape and sent it twirling over the top rope into the overturned seats at ringside. Then it raised one hand out in front of itself and leaned forward.

      “What’s it doing?” Jake asked.

      Glitch’s voice followed a chorus of I don’t knows. “It’s called the test of strength. He wants you to grab his hand, then you both try and twist each other’s arm off. Reach for it.”

      “No,” Jake said. “I’m pretty sure I’ll lose, and I like my arm.”

      “Trust me, Jake,” the cyborg pleaded. “Don’t take the hand. Just reach for it slowly.”

      Jake was certain it was a bad idea but for lack of a better option he reached up and inched toward the machine one hesitant step after another.

      Glitch reached the end of the entrance ramp and the signal grew even stronger. He was coaching Jake through every step. “Now pull your hand back a bit.”

      Jake did.

      “Good,” Glitch said. “Now reach for it slowly again.”

      “Glitch this is⁠—”

      “Just do it or he’ll kill you!”

      Jake reached out slowly. At Glitch’s coaxing, their palms got closer and closer until their fingers were almost intertwined.

      “Now kick him in the balls,” Glitch panted as he raced down the entrance ramp. 

      “It doesn’t have balls.”

      “I said the balls, Jake!”

      Jake jumped at his friend’s sudden outburst and kicked the machine squarely between the legs.

      The machine hopped into the air as the blow connected then dropped to its knees, doubled over and fell to the mat with its hands locked firmly on its crotch.

      Mason witnessed the blow and commented, “Wrestling is stupid.”

      Baffled, Jake turned to ask how the reaction was even possible and found Glitch climbing into the ring. He stripped the belt from the Champ and shoved it into Jake’s hands.

      Jake looked at the ornate and garish golden belt. “What’s this for?”

      “Hit him with it,” Glitch instructed.

      “Just shoot him, Glitch,” Hailey shouted over the comm.

      Glitch ignored her and told Jake, “It will work. He’s never fought a fellow heel before.”

      “Heel?” Mason asked. “Sounds like someone is a fan.”

      “Shut up, Mason,” Glitch responded, and turned back to Jake. “Trust me.”

      Rocking back and forth across the mat, Clorso had both hands between its legs and paid no attention to Jake as the man stepped behind the fallen machine and raised the belt above his head.

      It wasn’t a natural swing but Jake did his best to swing the trophy like a baseball bat. The trophy connected with the back of the Champ’s head with a satisfying clang and Clorso went down.

      The Champ was flat on its face and wasn’t moving.

      “Now pin him!” Glitch cheered.

      Jake rolled his eyes and tossed away the belt. “Just shoot him, Glitch. Please.”

      “You can do it, Jake!” Glitch yelled and raised a one-man chorus of, “Beat the Champ! Beat the Champ!”

      Jake groaned. It would make the big fella so happy. He lay down across the machine.

      “No,” Glitch scolded him. “He’s got to be on his back. Haven’t you ever watched wrestling, Jake?”

      Mason responded through the comm. “Maybe he’s not a loser like you, wrestling boy.”

      “Shut up, Mason,” Glitch snapped. “Roll him over, Jake.”

      Jake grabbed Clorso by the shoulder and pushed. Rolling the machine over was easier than he expected. The Champ didn’t resist at all. In fact, the machine helped.

      “Now, pin him!”

      Jake spread his body across the machine and nothing happened. “Now what, Glitch?”

      Glitch laughed at himself and shook his head. “I’m so stupid. We need a ref.” He dropped to his knees next to the machine as Mason, Kat and Hailey arrived at ringside.

      “Shoot it, Glitch,” Hailey said.

      “No way! Jake’s gonna win the belt.” Glitch slapped out the count. The ring bounced as his cybernetic arm smacked the canvas. “One.”

      The Champ didn’t move. Not even a twitch.

      “Two.” The second slap hit the mat and Glitch raised his arm for the final count.

      By the time it was falling, Jake was airborne. Clorso kicked and sent him into the air. There he hovered for a long moment before crashing against the turnbuckles. Jake groaned and sank to the ground against the corner post.

      Clorso the Destroyer rose on wobbly knees and tried to balance itself as it staggered around the ring.  

      Glitch grabbed the machine’s ankle with both hands and regretted it instantly.

      The Champ picked up the cyborg from the mat with a single arm and hurled him over the top rope. Glitch crashed through the announcer’s table and onto the floor while Clorso strutted. The trademarked step took it around the ring and boomed with each stomp. Then the Champ stopped, pointed to Jake in the corner and charged.

      Winded and wiped out, all Jake could do was collapse to the ground and roll out of the way. It was a pathetically slow maneuver, but it played well on TV.

      The machine continued on and collided shoulder-first with the corner post. It bounced off and wobbled to the center of the ring where it shook the hit off and focused once more on its opponent.

      “Jake!” Hailey shoved her disruptor into his hand.

      The Champ ran back to the corner and climbed to the top turnbuckle. It raised a fist into the air and stripped the elbow pad from its arm to reveal a gleaming spike at the joint. It bent at the knees to leap.

      Jake rolled onto his back, aimed and pulled the trigger.

      The blast arced from the end of the disruptor and spread across Clorso’s entire body.

      Arms twitching, its legs buckled and the Champ collapsed back from the top rope and crashed to the stadium floor outside of the ring.

      Jake slid the disruptor back to Hailey and stumbled to his feet. He draped himself across the top rope and looked at the immobilized machine in the twisted wreckage of the table. Jake hung his head and grunted. “I’m glad that’s done.”

      The camera drone dropped in front of him and the tiny speaker blared. “Dammit. Cut!”

      Jake stared into the black camera lens as the drone continued to shout at him.

      “Who’s the Champ now?” The drone’s tiny speaker couldn’t handle the audio levels the person on the other end was putting out. It popped and crackled and made it difficult to understand.

      “What?” Jake asked.

      “Who’s the Champ now?” It repeated.

      Jake pointed to the wreck. “He is. Still. I think. I don’t really know wrestling.”

      “No, dammit, Jake,” the drone squawked. “That’s your line. ‘Who’s the Champ now?’ That’s your line.”

      “I don’t have lines, Lucas.” Jake walked to the middle of the ring and picked up the championship belt.

      The drone followed him and crackled, “Jake. We talked about this. We agreed that the show needs snappier dialogue.” 

      Jake could picture Lucas rubbing his face in frustration on the other end of the controls.

      “I said it couldn’t hurt, but I wouldn’t call that snappy dialogue. I’d call it trite and expected.”

      The drone whirred in closer. “Say the line, Jake.”

      “No, Lucas.”

      “We need a better sign off than, ‘I’m glad that’s done.’”

      “Get bent.” Jake swung the belt and swatted the drone from the air.

      It crashed into the mat and sparked into silence.

      The team stared at Jake.

      He said nothing. He dropped the belt to the canvas, rolled under the ropes and made his way out of the arena.

      “Actually, I like that,” Savant said over the comm. He lowered his voice to that of an announcer. “Tonight on Scrappers. Get bent.”
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      The room smelled of fresh-cut wood, construction adhesive and cat urine.

      It had cost Jake a fortune to have the place restored to its former lack of glory. Craftsmen had worked from poor reference photos and even poorer descriptions to make an exact replica of his old apartment. They had tracked down the same crappy linoleum, outdated Formica and poorly constructed carpet, and positioned it all as best they could. The cat, however, had found him.

      It wasn’t his cat. Never had been. But it settled right back into its old home and continued making Jake’s life miserable, if not comfortably familiar, right away.

      The Scrappers TV show had been a financial windfall for him and the rest of the team from Ashley’s Robot Reclamation of Green Hill. It was more money than any of them had ever known and they all spent it in their own way. Glitch spent his money upgrading his cybernetic augmentations because he believed they made him a better person, while Mason focused on classic cars and debauchery because he didn’t believe in being a good person at all. Not surprisingly, fame had gone to Savant’s head and he grew obsessed with “the business.” The last time Jake had bothered listening to him, Savant had formed his own production company.

      No one knew what Kat was doing with her share. The team’s mechanic was as quiet as ever. If she was enjoying the money or the attention, she made no show of it. Hailey wisely, sensibly and boringly invested almost every dollar and constantly reminded Jake that he should wisely, sensibly and boringly invest his portion as well. So he did invest it. In time travel.

      The apartment took him back to two years ago. It took him home. Before Project Cupcake had run amok through the streets. Before the fame. Before everything got different and weird.

      The show had changed everything. It was supposed to be no big deal. Scrappers was supposed to be reality TV at its most basic. A couple of cameras would follow the employees of Ashley’s Robot Reclamation of Green Hill as they answered calls from customers concerned their machines had malfunctioned in the most murderous ways.

      Doing what they did every day with a camera drone hovering over their shoulder would have been fine if not a little odd. But that’s not how it worked. There were production meetings. There were suggestions from the network. And now there were lines to read. Jake wasn’t an actor. He wasn’t even a halfway decent liar.

      He stepped through the door of his time capsule apartment and tossed his keys on the counter. Then he watched them slide across the countertop and fall to the floor. He frowned. Even his painstakingly reproduced, crappy old countertop wasn’t quite the same. It looked right, but the friction was off. It would take years of spills, neglect and a relaxed attitude toward cleanliness to get it just right. Until then the keys would continue to slide too far too fast, and he would have to pick them up in the morning.

      He left the keys on the floor and pulled a short glass and a tall bottle of whiskey from the kitchen cabinet. A couple of ice cubes bounced around the bottom of the glass to complete the recipe and he moved to the couch with every intent of sinking deep into the cushions for a good, long and therapeutic sit.

      But the couch was a replica too and did not have the sink he had spent countless nights perfecting. He sat but it didn’t sit right. He was just a little too high. A little too balanced. The couch was supposed to have a slight lean toward the right arm. He had been specific about that lean with the contractor but the contractor had apparently ignored him.

      Jake wiggled and forced the lean but it felt unnatural. He was just about to say, “Everything has changed,” when the cat appeared from out of nowhere and sprang into his lap with all 437 of its claws extended.

      The attack was brief but vicious and before Jake could even swat at the beast, the cat was gone again, vanished somewhere into the nether regions from which it was spawned. A decent amount of blood covered his arm but there was a fair amount of comfort to that. It was familiar at least. “Thank you, Hell cat,” Jake said and raised his glass to drink.

      The knock at the door didn’t stop him. He took a swig and savored the taste. The knocking persisted and evolved into a pounding. Jake set the drink down and answered the door to a face that was always smiling. “Hey, pal.”

      “What do you want, Lucas?”

      The producer’s smile never faded. It was most likely drawn on and only varied in degrees of falsity. “Got a few minutes?”

      Jake had nothing planned for the rest of the evening but sitting and drinking. This visit was sure to ruin that. He left the door open and returned to the couch.

      Lucas followed him inside and whistled as he looked around. “Wow. You finally got the place finished. Is it as shitty as you’d hoped?”

      “Homey, Lucas. I said homey.”

      Lucas ran his hand across the Formica counter top and then rubbed his fingers together to wipe off any cheapness he may have contracted. “I really admire you, Jake. I can’t say I know anyone else with your level of success that would want to live in a place like this.”

      “It’s a one of a kind.”

      “And I think that’s great!”

      Jake rolled his eyes and returned to his drink.

      “I do. Really.” Lucas walked into the living area and examined a chair for a long moment before committing to a sit. Even then he more or less squatted on the edge. “You know what makes great entertainment, Jake?”

      Jake raised his glass toward the producer. “Shitty dialogue.”

      Lucas smiled. “Character, Jake. The greatest shows have always been about character. And your insistence on living in the past is a part of great character.”

      “But.”

      “But, nothing. That’s what attracted me to your group in the first place. It wasn’t just the national attention you were getting. It was Glitch and Mason and Kat and Hailey.”

      “And Savant.”

      “Yeah, sure. Why not?” Lucas leaned forward. “Look⁠—”

      The cat fell from the ceiling, or so it seemed, and landed claws-out in the producer’s lap. Some swearing, some hissing, and an awful lot of screaming followed and then the cat was gone.

      Lucas shot up and spun around, trying to determine what exactly had just happened. “What the hell was that?”

      “A cat.”

      Lucas brushed at the cat fur and new holes on his slacks. “He’s delightful.”

      “I figured you’d like him,” Jake refilled his glass. “He’s got character.”

      Lucas forced a laugh that wasn’t intended to fool anyone. “Jake, we need to talk about the show.”

      “There’s a production meeting tomorrow morning. There’s a production meeting every morning.”

      Lucas waved his hand back and forth between them. “We need to talk about the show.”

      “If this is about that line⁠—”

      “Forget the line. You were right. It was a terrible line. A stupid line.” The phony smile faded. “The truth is there are bigger problems with the show. Or smaller, I guess would be the right way to put it.” Lucas pulled his phone from his pocket and opened the projection display. A line graph filled the space between the two men. The trend on the graph was clearly a negative one.

      “Your popularity rating?”

      Lucas forced a second laugh. “Our ratings, Jake. They’re shit. And getting shittier.”

      Jake nodded slightly and went back to his drink.

      “Look at this. Do you know why we’re failing?”

      “Because robot reclamation is boring. I told you that on day one.”

      "If this continues, they're going to cancel Scrappers."

      "Okay."

      "Okay!? How can you—? Jake, if they take away the show, you’ll lose all of this." Lucas gestured wildly around the room and quickly realized it wasn’t helping his argument.

      Jake followed Lucas’s argument around the room.

      Lucas changed his tactic from threats to shame. “You're being selfish, Jake. It may not be for you. The money. The fame. But what about Hailey? What about Kat? Mason? Glitch? Your entire team is depending on the show."

      “Savant?”

      “Yeah, sure. Why not?”

      Jake had to give the man credit. His new strategy worked. Jake couldn’t care less about the show or the fame. The money was nice, but it wasn’t everything. Scrappers had been a headache since day one. More for him than anyone else. But the rest of the team should have a say as well. It was their livelihood now, too.

      Jake set his drink down and nodded. “Fine.”

      Lucas smiled and started to get all worked up. "Don't worry, I've already got an idea for the show."

      "I’m sure you do. Is it a good idea this time?”

      The producer coughed and drew a hand to his chest. "I’m hurt. All of my ideas are good."

      “Really? Even the time that you suggested we do a crossover with Quilt Warriors?”

      “That tested through the roof.”

      “Or when you suggested we fire Savant and replace him with a, and I quote, ‘Scrappy street urchin from the slums of London.’”

      “People love a scrappy orphan,” Lucas said.

      “Or how about the time you had the former President join our crew for a very ‘special episode.’”

      “That,” Lucas began to protest but he quickly stopped. “Okay, that could have gone better.”

      “I’d say so. Every time we tried to stop the bot’s rampage he said we were killing his friends.”

      “Admittedly, I should have seen that coming. He was fond of drones. He used them all the time when he was in office.”

      “How about when⁠—”

      “I get it, okay,” Lucas said. “But it's different this time. There’s a lot more riding on it. And this idea is different. It's killer."

      Jake stood. "I can’t wait to hear it.”

      "Okay, I⁠—”

      Jake continued. “Tomorrow morning at the meeting.” He waved Lucas to the door.

      “Wait. You’ve got to hear this. It’s brilliant!”

      “And I’m sure the entire team will be excited to hear it. Like you said, they’re as much a part of this as I am and it’s really not fair if I get to make all the insults.”

      Lucas genuinely laughed at this. Jake had never heard a genuine laugh from the man. It was unsettling and seemed to startle both of them.

      Lucas shook it off and turned his faux smile back on. “You sure you want to wait?”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” Jake said and stepped toward the door. “I’m tired of making all the calls. It should be up to all of us.”

      “Fair enough,” Lucas said with a grin as he stepped into the hallway. “You’re going to love it, Jake. It’s killer.”

      “Yep, you said that.” Jake closed the door and returned to his drink and his not-so-comfortable couch.
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      The door to Ashley’s Robot Reclamation of Green Hill still squeaked. The inside of the shop still smelled. They had been told that all of the repairs that had been promised were no longer in the budget, but it was probably more of that character that Lucas loved so much.

      Jake was the last one to arrive and he did it on purpose. It had been his hope that Lucas had grown impatient, sprung whatever stupid idea he had on the team and they had in turn shot it down and everyone could get on with their day. But that wasn’t the case.

      Lucas stood there chatting with Mason and Hailey while Glitch and Kat tinkered under the hood of the truck they affectionately called The Beast. Somewhere in the back of the shop, Savant was smashing away at a keyboard, doing his best to make sure that stupid people knew they were stupid.

      “We all have our purpose,” Savant would say as he called out any user who dared try to form an opinion without his blessing.

      Hailey spotted Jake first and crossed the room.

      “Good morning.” She gave him a hug and kiss before playfully scolding him. “You’re late on purpose.”

      Jake was about to agree with her when Mason crossed the room, gave him a hug and leaned in for a kiss of his own.

      Jake pushed him away.

      “You know what, Jake?” Mason said. “I don’t think it’s right for a boss to play favorites. People might get the wrong idea that you like Hailey more than me.”

      “Mason, I like everyone more than you.”

      “Great. You’re here.” Lucas clapped his hands and rubbed them together slowly for show. “Come on and sit down.”

      Five of the team members sat at a conference table in the middle of the shop. A few good mornings were thrown Jake’s way while Lucas set his phone in the middle of the table and turned on the projection. Rays of light spread quickly in the air, forming a title slide that read, Scrappers: Season Two.

      Lucas put on his presentation voice. The implant raised the base volume slightly and set the auto-tune to serious. “Now that everyone is here, we can get started. And am I excited to show you what I’ve⁠—”

      “What about Savant?” Glitch asked, pointing to the one empty chair.

      “What about him?” Lucas asked.

      The metal chair squeaked as Glitch shifted his weight to face the shop. He yelled to somewhere in the back, “Savant, we’re starting the meeting!”

      “Fine,” the computer scientist responded from the back of the shop. There was some clattering, some swearing, another fit of frantic typing and then Savant stomped his way to the table and dropped into the chair with a scowl on his face.

      “Great,” Lucas said. “Now⁠—”

      “Isn’t anyone going to ask me why I’m upset?” Savant asked.

      “No,” Kat said.

      Mason shook his head. “You’d tell us and no one wants that.”

      Savant pointed a finger to the back of the shop. “Some a-hole on the feed is telling everyone that I’m a total ass.”

      “You are a total ass,” Kat said.

      Mason nodded. “She’s right, it’s like all ass with you.”

      Glitch put a giant hand on Savant’s shoulder and rubbed it slowly. “We thought you knew.”

      Savant bucked the hand off his shoulder. “Yeah. But not for the reasons he’s saying. He’s telling everyone that I showed up to Carmichael’s drunk.”

      Despite a complete lack of response or any indication of interest, Savant continued and incorporated a violent form of air quotes into his story. “He said that I hit on his girlfriend right in front of him like some ‘has-been celebrity milking his unwarranted fame.’”

      “Well, did you?” Glitch asked slowly.

      Savant slammed his fist on the table. “He called me a ‘D-list douchebag!’”

      No one offered an argument.

      “Oh screw you guys!“ he cursed as he crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair. “I’m not a has-been. I’m relevant, dammit.”

      Jake looked at Lucas and gestured to the flickering presentation hovering above the table. “I don’t think you’re going to get a better segue than that.”

      Lucas took the cue and continued the presentation. “Like I was saying. I have some thoughts on how to improve the show that I think you all are going to find quite exciting.”

      Mason leaned forward. “Great. When are we getting the new shop?”

      Lucas was blunt. “We’re not getting a new shop.”

      “I think that’s an interesting twist, Lucas,” Mason said. “Since you promised us a new shop last season and you didn’t give us one then either.”

      “Guys, you don’t want a new shop. Look at this place.” Lucas waved his hand at everything and nothing.

      “It’s shit,” Mason said.

      “Yes,” Lucas agreed. “But this dumpy shop is as much a part of Scrappers as any of you.”

      Hailey smiled. “You say the nicest things, Lucas.”

      Lucas smiled apologetically. “What I mean is that it has character.”

      “The Beast has character, too,” Kat added. “Lots of it. Tons of it. But it doesn’t need character. It needs brakes and shocks and engine work. When are you going to make those happen?”

      "You can't change the Beast!” Lucas protested. “People love it. Beast toys are one of our hottest sellers. It outsells the Savant action figures five-to-one."

      Savant threw up his arms and let them fall. "Seriously, man?”

      “Don’t blame me,” Lucas scolded. “You’re the one that insisted on the crotch chopping action feature.”

      “It’s awesome.” Savant stood and demonstrated the action feature.

      “It’s offensive.”

      “Only to people without…” Savant’s argument trailed off. “…crotches.”

      “What about the rest?” Mason asked. “The disruptors are shit. You saw what happened at the arena.”

      “That was perfect.” Lucas said. “It added drama. It
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