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WWWOE Rules

No 1:  Don’t be noticed–but if you are, create a lasting impression 

No 2: When you’re the boss, you can write your own rules

No 3: There are no rules–as long as you don’t get caught
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Part I – Once Bitten 
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•1• The Offer
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Lilly glanced behind as a black car with heavily-tinted windows turned the corner – the thud of pop music on its stereo turned up too loud to ignore. 

The vehicle screeched to a stop and began following her with a slow deliberateness. The thud thud thud of her heart began to war with the syncopated drum-track. 

A terrible wailing of synthesized voice blasted from the car’s stereo, as the vehicle drove up onto the curb in front of her. 

Bullies from school?

Lilly gnawed the inside of her cheek with a familiar anticipation. Someone was about to get seriously hurt – and it was going to be very hard to explain later. 

Expecting the usual taunts, Miss lah de dah Professor thinks she’s sooo special, swanning around at the looni-versity, and, look, it’s the mutant freak, Lilly was surprised when two thugs in black leathers jumped out without saying a word. With their shaved heads, meaty palms and identical bulldog expressions, the pair were almost indistinguishable – except the first glowed an unhealthy radioactive greyish brown, and the second was so pale his blue veins stood out under his skin. Odd.

Concentrate. What else? 

They were young, in their twenties at most, and plastered with crime syndicate patches, including the internationally feared WorldWideWebOfEvil.com

Definitely not from school then. 

Lilly breathed deeply. The first thing she learnt in spy school was, don’t show them you’re afraid. And the best way to do that was not to be afraid. 

She took half a step toward the two boys, kicked off a rather expensive pair of heels, and ran. Not because she was frightened – of course not – if these guys were trying to kill her, she’d already be dead. It was the soul-destroying thought of having to listen to the whine of the singer from the car’s stereo for a moment longer. That, and she abhorred their leathers. Not just for the lack of dress sense, but because animals looked so much better in their own skins. 

The two thugs walked after her unhurriedly. Good, there was no way they could catch her at that speed. They started jogging, still far too slow.

She had her escape plan mapped out (through a nearby garden and over the fence) when the car revved. It reversed past, with a screech of tires, and once again blocked the path in front of her.

She spun around. Seriously? How many people were after her? Three? Four? She tried to race past the two thugs, onto the empty road.

They pushed her back with surprising strength, their hands burning cold.

Lilly’s stomach lurched. Those hands were too cold to be alive. Her brain rebelled. Undead? Impossible. But they had to be.

She should be doing something clever to escape, but couldn’t think of any good options. She couldn’t even pretend she wasn’t frightened any more. Instead of figuring out a plan, her brain was stuck on the undead question.

From inside the car someone growled, “Mr Big has a job for you.”

“Mr Big?” Lilly echoed, trying to give herself more time to think. As head of Global Killing Systems (GKS) Laboratories he was one of the least important crime lords – and the most dangerously unpredictable.

One of the half-frozen thugs grabbed her arm in a chil­lingly vice-like grip and yanked her toward the car. 

Folded into the back seat was a cauliflower-eared brute, squashed into a pinstripe suit, his tiny pin-sized head incon­gruous with the rest of his bulk. “It will only take a moment.”

“I’m a bit busy,” she replied, trying to extricate herself from the thug’s iron grip by breaking his fingers. A couple of short sharp snaps and...nothing. He didn’t even seem to notice.

The oaf in the pinstripes smiled. “Miss Lionheart. Miss Lilliana Lionheart. Please don’t damage my two colleagues here. They’re rather expensive. Besides, I don’t think you understand. Mr Big wants you to be an integral part of the GKS laboratory’s biological division.” 

“Yeah, and what Mr Big wants, Mr Big gets,” sneered the blue-veined boy.

“Hush Veins,” the oaf in pinstripes said. “Talking’s my job, remember?” 

Heart hammering, Lilly shook her head. “You’ve made a mistake. I’m just a school kid. Whoever it is you’re after, it’s not me.”

Pinhead​[1] pulled out a plastic folder with Miss Lilliana Lionheart on the cover. He smiled as he flourished her grades, a passport, and a picture of Embraldo, the pet lizard-gecko hybrid she’d created when she was younger. 

Much younger, she thought, biting at the inside of her cheeks to stop herself from saying something that would make the man angry. Angrier. He seemed pretty angry already. 

“Mr Big has organized a meeting, so come along nice, or say goodbye to that pretty face of yours.” 

Lilly tried to tell herself it was an empty threat. She tried to barge past the two thugs – and failed as they blocked her escape, again.

She hit out and screamed, for all the good it did. Nobody could possibly hear her over the high-pitched music.

This time, when Pinhead spoke, he wasn’t laughing or smiling, or even asking nicely. “Hurry up and get in,” he growled. “We’ve wasted enough time here.”

“What?” Lilly said, pretending not to hear him. “Um, I don’t suppose I could grab my shoes?”

“These?” Basher said, picking a shoe up with his thumb and forefinger, and tearing it apart. 

Crying wasn’t an option, so slowly, carefully, she slipped her hand into her pocket and began to text home. She needed to keep talking to distract these idiots. “I have to go, I’m late for Biochemistry, it’s a fascinating lecture on the interactions of messenger RNA.”

“Get in now!” he thundered. “Or you won’t like the consequences.” 

“I tell you what I don’t like,” Lilly said, giving up on deaf and trying for a bravado she didn’t quite feel. “People telling me what to do.” 

She’d almost finished typing a message with the car’s license number, M1N1NSRUS, into her phone. Knowing she wasn’t the fastest stealth texter, she kept talking. “Besides, I hate your choice of musak. Isn’t there some­thing else you could harass me with? Mr Goodie’s Band and his Bad Time Hits? Top Dog and the Strangled Cats?”

Veins smacked his near transparent fist against his meaty palm.

His grey-brown double snapped, “Come on, let’s just bash her over the head and shove her in the boot.”

“Nah, Basher,” growled Pinhead. “You know what Mr Big said. Shut up, while I try to do this proper-like.”

“How about we do the other usual?” Veins growled. He clenched his fists so hard his veins popped into stark blue-green relief. “This is boring.”

Having completed typing what Lilly hoped was, Help! M1N1NSRUS Mr Big, she tried to hit the send button.

Basher ripped her hand from her pocket. “Keep those hands where I can see them,” he growled.

Lilly tried not to groan. She could hit send later – hopefully. Right now, the cold barrel of a gun pushed against her head was taking all her attention. 

“Get into the car, or I’ll blow your brains out,” Pinhead snapped.

Smiling meekly, (despite a horde of brutal, if imaginary, butterflies, tearing her stomach apart) Lilly raised her hands and stepped into the car. After all, what else could she do? The offer had been made with such eloquence and conviction, she couldn’t exactly refuse.
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•2• Mr Big’s Hideout
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Lilly was blindfolded and driven a short way, then led through a convoluted underground maze at gunpoint. It felt surreal, as if she’d been captured by an amateur drama production. Or as if she wasn’t trudging through an underground bunker at all, but listening from far away. Still, she did manage to send her text message (M1N1NSRUS Mr Big) and stay focused, the way her endless spy training had reinforced. Carefully counting every step, Lilly took note of the shhh of automatic doors, the whoosh of walls sliding open, and the grating sound of rotating fireplaces. She heard strange cracks and pops, and a loud hum like electricity, which stopped abruptly as they raced over a cold metal floor that clanged with the guards’ footsteps. Weird.

Not long after, the blindfold was lifted and she found herself face to face with a puffed up man in an expensive suit. He was surrounded by guards, and holding tightly to the collar of a giant Rottweiler. 

Presumably this was Mr Big, the man who’d ordered her capture. She wanted to say the exact right thing to get herself out of this mess. But now she’d seen him that was impossible. Either she was useful, or she was dead. Best to just relax and not think at all. Be calm, be ready, don’t over-think it and smile, just like she’d been taught. Only this was life or death.

She was shoved forward. “Mr Big, this is Miss Lionheart.”

Jovial as Father Christmas, Mr Big grinned and stretched out the hand that wasn’t holding back the overgrown Rott­weiler. “Hello, Miss Lionheart, pleased to meet you. I’m Mr Big.” He shook her hand until her whole arm hurt. 

When she was young, she’d imagined all super-villains to be much the same – a penchant for dangerous animals and an ego big enough to collapse a white star. It was somewhat of a disappointment to discover her younger self had been right. 

He finally released her aching arm. “And this, is Annie. She’s wonderful, isn’t she?” 

Annie growled. Scarred, distempered and very toothy – she was the type of Rottweiler that would eat your babies for breakfast, and come back for a second helping of postman.

“Delightful,” Lilly said, trying to pet Annie while sizing up the guards. Annie snapped at her hand and growled more fiercely than ever. 

“Good girl.” Mr Big patted Annie genially, oblivious of the froth dripping from her agitated jaw. “Miss Lionheart, I see you have a way with animals. Fantastic. And what a wonderful co-incidence: here you are, when I just happen to desperately need a head genetic engineer to lead the team designing the mutant animal section of my Spring Catalogue of Evil. You’ll be the perfect fit.”

“But...” Lilly tried to object. Fists clenched with a mix of terror and barely restrained anger.

“Of course it’s a great honor. I do so hope you’ll say yes.” He smiled in a way that was probably meant to be reassuring. “I’m sure that you understand the lack of ceremony. I had to fill this auspicious position at the last possible moment because, unfortunately, my previous head of department died of mange.”

A guard even larger than Pinhead frowned. “I thought you shot him, sir.”

Mr Big scowled and tugged Annie’s collar before releasing it. Quick as lightning, Annie leapt up and took the guard by the jugular. Blood gushed, bones cracked, and his body hit the floor with the force of a small atom bomb. 

“Is he dead?” Lilly asked, shock overwhelming any sense of decorum. 

“Not yet.” Mr Big looked at his watch. “In three, two...one...now.”

Lilly almost gagged as Annie crunched into the man’s cervical vertebrae – or neck bones if you prefer the non-scientific term. Lilly always preferred science when con­sid­ering prodigious quantities of gore. 

Mr Big looked up from the carnage.

“You did say yes, didn’t you, young lady?”

Lilly didn’t move.

He waved his hand in annoyance. “I’ll take that as a yes. Pat, Miss Lionheart needs to get to her lab.” He raised his voice over the sound of crunching, slobbering dog. “And little Miss, I want my dreadbeast last week, understand?”

Pinhead nodded, and Lilly barely had time to register the man she thought of as Pinhead was called Pat, before he, Veins and Basher pushed her out of the room, down a corridor and through a set of double doors labelled, Super Evil Genius’ Laboratory. Inside, amongst very expensive equip­ment, a boy rocked back and forth on a lab stool. All of about twelve, he had curly hair, glasses, and a serious expression. 

He looked up at her. “Hi, I am Squidge.” 

Lilly could have sworn his eyes were focused at a point just over her shoulder. Maybe Pinhead was freaking him out. 

She smiled and stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Lilly.”

He ignored it. “No, you are Miss Lionheart. Mr Big said so.”

“Um,” Lilly shrugged. “I guess I am. Aren’t you a little young to be—?”

He flinched away. “I am fourteen tomorrow. Besides, Prof could not have run this lab without me. It is a shame he died. The man was absolutely brilliant, you know. He always said so. Besides, his plans are the most fantastic things you will ever see.” He shoved a large sketchbook up to Lilly’s nose. “This is the dreadbeast we are going to make! It is brilliant! Absolutely brilliant!”

“Lovely.” Lilly cringed, the sketches looked more like notes from a graphic novel than a scientific document – plenty of human corpses in full gory detail, but no under­standing about the clash between arachnid and reptilian physiology. And most damningly, no sense of balance. The creature, with its enormous abdomen and overlarge jaws, would struggle to walk. If indeed, it could live at all. 

Lilly’s phone rang – and she jumped. Why hadn’t she turned it to vibrate?

“You’d better answer that,” Pinhead said. Was he smirking?

She glanced at her phone: GKS security division: Regards your previous message, may we be of assistance?

Lilly did her best to ignore the roars of laughter coming from Pinhead. Served her right for not sending it earlier. It was time to get her head in the game. “And how do you know your Prof was – er brilliant?” she asked, flicking through pages of increasingly bizarre creatures before stopping at a drawing of a fire-breathing dragon – with handwritten notes scrawled over every spare inch.

Squidge blinked owlishly behind his glasses. “Because that is what he told me.”

“Well, I’m even more brilliant. I’m the most brilliant biologist that’s ever been in this base. Far cleverer than your old Prof – just ask—” she looked around “—any of my teachers,” she finished lamely. “Anyway, your Prof? What was he a professor in? Biology, Physics, Chemistry?”

The boy smiled. “Philosophy.”

“Philosophy? Surely you mean philosophy of science?” she asked. 

Squidge looked at her as if she was stupider than a common household brick. “Philosophical philosophy,” he said, and glanced away.

“Great,” Lilly replied, with a grin more false than a fat-free label on a candy bar. She flicked back to the page labelled, Dreadbeast. It didn’t fill her with any hope. However scary this dreadbeast might be – in its giant mutant spider way, with hundreds of eyes, oversized claws, and forked tongue – the probability, the near certainty of not creating it scared her far more. The fear of informing her new Super-villain boss that she couldn’t make his dreadbeast, weighed like a stone in water, like a church bell at an intimate concrete funeral. Or, more precisely, like the thought of becoming part of an all-you-can-eat Rottweiler buffet.

Anxious to avoid such a fate, she looked carefully at Prof’s scrawled notes. And, considering failure was not an option, the more she looked, the more possibilities she saw. She just had to think outside the box – or more precisely figure out how to get outside the box she was in. Yes, while the creature she was looking at had to be ninety-nine tenths of impossible, maybe she could make a different type of lethal animal while she was figuring out how to escape.

Squidge interrupted her thoughts. “Miss Lionheart, the dreadbeast is going to be our biggest and best creature yet. The greatest mutant evil companion a supervillain has ever had.”

“Our?” she asked, ignoring the whole supervillain mutant companion bit. “Our? And what do you do?”

“Most everything,” Squidge replied. 

“But you’re—”

“I have a Doctorate in Biochemical Genetics.” He waved at his Oxford, Doctor of Philosophy certificate hanging on the wall. 

“Great.” Lilly smiled through gritted teeth, trying to figure out if she was angry because Squidge was a little bit stupid, or because he had a doctorate and she didn’t. “Is there anything else I should know? For a start, when do I get to go home? Mr Big seems to have missed that little detail.” 

“Home?” Squidge said. “Nobody goes home.” 

Behind them, Pinhead laughed. She turned around and stepped right up to his chin. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing, Miss Lionheart. It’s just – the boss had very strict instructions. He said, ‘the only way that Miss Lionheart is getting out of this bunker is in a body bag.’” 

Veins, Basher and Pinhead were all laughing now.

“Hmmm,” Lilly said, seeing an opportunity to escape. She knew some drugs that could fake death quite nicely. 

“Ha ha. Good joke. The boss has not used a body bag since I arrived,” Squidge said, oblivious that her newly hatched dream of escape was being crushed. “How silly to throw dead people out on the street when we have all these animals that need feeding.”

Lilly tried not to wince. She couldn’t help but think this was all her fault. If only she hadn’t chosen to study Biology, believing it would be a much safer career path than becoming a spy. (Much to the disgust of her school counsellor and parents, who’d insisted she complete Spy Survival 320). 

Squidge picked up the picture of the dreadbeast again. “See how beautiful it is. And dangerous. Mr Big wants it to be his new company emblem.”

She blinked. “I’ll draw a nice picture for him.”

“Do not be silly. Mr Big likes his emblems to be real. He is going to christen the New Year by letting it loose in Professor Horrible’s lair.”

“What?” Lilly grabbed the picture and tried to soak in its stupendous lack of practicality. “He wants us to make this thing before the New Year? This is a joke, right? I mean Christmas is only weeks away.”

Nobody smiled.

She coughed, trying to clear her rapidly constricting throat. Somehow, she had to escape an impregnable fortress, make an impossible creature – or die. 

This could not be happening.

As a child she’d learnt early that screaming could often get you what you want. It hadn’t worked earlier that day, but there was no harm in trying again. Lilly opened her mouth to make a scene – when something screeched, but not her. It seemed to be coming from a room further down the corridor. More animals joined in the cacophony.

In sheer frustration, Lilly decided to scream anyway.

Nobody noticed. Squidge was already running down the corridor, and the guards were pushing her to do the same. 

Sometimes there are no good options. She sighed, and ran toward the terrible sound. 

§

To: Flynn@MrBig.net.www.e

From: Untraceable

Subject: Urgent

Time: Dec 3, 16:27

Send the note: “Are you Schrodinger’s Cat?” 
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•3• The Menagerie
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Dozens of enormous eyes, decorated with silvery electronics and flashing diodes, floated down the corridor. Each was balanced on top of some kind of helium bag, with a tiny fan on the rear, swishing back and forth like a malformed tail. They brushed past Lilly as if she wasn’t there, and flocked toward a cacophony of distressed animals behind a double door with Mena stenciled on one side, and gerie on the other. 

As Squidge opened the doors, Lilly gagged and pressed her hand across her mouth. It was as if the gates of hell had opened to disgorge the reek of death, chemicals, feces, and wet animal fur in an overwhelming miasma. She stood horrified­ – and yet the scene before her was also a revelation in amazing. 

Blinking, Lilly tried to take it all in. 

Hundreds of creatures, packed into cages lining the walls, were kicking up a fuss. An unhappy lion, his fur falling off in hanks, roared fit to wake the dead – and kill them again. Elephants, monkeys, hyenas, monitor lizards, snakes and more, all terrified by two idiots in overlarge yellow parkas and gloves, squirting a hose haphazardly about. 

Lilly strained to see through the spray. She ran forward to get a closer look­ – were those rare hybrids? Yes – ligers, cabbits, Simian rat monkeys and genetically-engineered giant mice car­rying human arms and legs and other appendages on their backs.

Squidge ran beside her through the chaos, yelling as the two workers continued to jet streams of frothy water into the animals’ cages. A feathered creature screamed, clattering an oversized claw against the bars of its cage. Strangely familiar, it was as much bird as dinosaur. Velociraptor? 

There were more dinosaurs up ahead. And giant insects scraping their legs and rasping their mandibles in fear. 

Lilly couldn’t follow what Squidge was saying over the racket. But she did hear one thing. “...mites....”

The Prof’s mange! Of course. The fools in yellow coats were squirting insect­icide into a room full of insects and other sensitive creatures. “Stop!” she screamed, trying to be heard over the racket. “Stop right now. That spray’s lethal. You’re killing them!”

“What?” Squidge yelled back. 

The two minions mustn’t have heard either. Oblivious as they moved closer and closer to the giant insects, wreaking havoc. 

Miniature pink and blue ponies were picked up by the spray and sent tumbling into the back of their cage. 

Frantic, Lilly grabbed a small empty cage, and threw it. 

The cage bounced and skittered into the legs of the two sprayers. They turned off their hoses and swung around, stom­ping toward her like aliens from a horror movie – their heavy coats belling, and their faces in WWWOE black-tinted face masks designed to hide every recognizable feature. 

Lilly took a small step back. 

Run? Never. Her feet were getting rather sore, and besides, animals’ lives were at stake.

Heart thumping, she stood her ground until the pair stood toe to toe with her – and ripped off their masks.

The illusion of aliens was shattered. The faces glaring back at her were young. One was a girl, probably not much older than her. Seventeen? Eighteen? It was hard to tell – her pale face was cast in jaundice-yellow from her coat. The other, a boy, pushed back his hood to reveal a healthier looking skin tone. “What the hell!” he yelled, a mop of tousled blond hair flopping over his eyes.

Lilly wasn’t about to back down. Lives depended on it. She stepped right up to him, until she was an inch away from his face. “What the hell, yourself? What exactly do you think you’re doing?”

“Following orders,” the boy shrugged. “Doctor Deathless said we needed to spray for mange.”

Lilly took a deep breath. “I’m running this lab now. Not this Doctor whoever. And I’m running it properly. So who are you to tell me what to do?”

The boy looked at Squidge.

Squidge nodded.

“Oh.” The boy smiled ruefully from under his mop of unruly hair and extended his arm. “Hi, I’m Brian, and this is Missy. She’s shy.”

“Her name is Melissa,” Squidge said absently.

“And your name is Esquire Grey, but nobody calls you that.” Brian clapped Squidge on the back. “Not even you.”

Squidge glared.

“I— I— don’t mind,” Missy stammered, looking at the floor. A long twist of midnight black hair escaped her hood. 

“Oh, hi Melissa...Missy...I’m Lilliana Lionheart, but everyone calls me Lilly.” She held out her hand uncertainly. 

“I do not,” Squidge said. “I call her Miss Lionheart. She is taking over from Prof.”

Missy and Brian looked at Lilly’s outstretched hand as if it might bite. She casually dropped it back to the safety of her pockets and pretended not to be annoyed – after all they were just two kids following orders. “So, Missy and Brian. Are you with my lab permanently?”

They nodded.

“Hmmm. I don’t suppose either of you know anything about animals?”

“I like animals,” Missy piped up, her eyes flicking ner­vously toward the door. “That’s why I applied for the job when I saw it advertised at the pet shop.” She pulled a crum­pled piece of paper from her pocket.​[2]
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Lilly shook her head. “You haven’t done any genetic research?”

Missy and Brian looked at each other.

“DNA sequencing? Any lab technician work at all?”

Brian managed to rake his hair out of his eyes. “Er, no, we just started today.” The hair flopped back into place. 

“So this is everyone? There aren’t a few more technicians tucked out the back?” Lilly asked hopefully.

The two shrugged, and shook their heads. 

“So let me see, I have two unqualified assistants who like animals, and a genius who doesn’t like people. Great.” Lilly scowled. “I’ll make things easier and go and kill myself now, shall I?”

Squidge did his best to laugh. “Ha, ha, Miss Lionheart. You are being funny again.” 

“No.” Lilly glared at him, and then sighed as she saw the down­cast faces of her assistants. “Oh never mind.” Just because she was having a bad day was no reason to make their lives even more miserable. She wondered briefly if the big cats she’d seen earlier would make a useful diversion for an escape attempt. No. Not nearly scary enough. A giant gorilla? No. It’d have to be over twenty meters high, and that would be too tall to fit even this enormous building. 

Somehow, Lilly forced a smile. “Let’s get rid of the worst of this mess, shall we? Then we can treat the animals properly tomorrow.”

As Brian and Missy nodded contritely, the door crashed open. In burst a wild-haired man in walk shorts, sandals, long socks, and a wide brown tie. 

“D— D— D— Doctor Deathless,” Squidge said, and hid behind Missy.

§

To: Security@MrBig.net.www.e

From: MrBig@MrBig.net.www.e

Subject: Lion

Time: Dec 3, 16:34

Keep a close eye on our newest employee. In terror gate any won outside her lab that tries to contract her. Be vigilante, she has a known association with WWWOS. 

Mr Big 
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•4• Dr. Deathless
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Lilly looked Dr. Deathless up and down. He couldn’t be half as crazy as he looked, could he? The fact that his fashion sense was over thirty years out of date, was hardly a recommendation. 

“Squidge, you’re going to be for the chop now, boy,” he spat through his straggly beard. “You and your stupid lab. The only reason you’re here is because the boss is crazy enough to think kids barely out of diapers can pull off the scientific breakthrough of a lifetime. But it won’t be long now.” He drew his finger across his beard. “Ggkh.”

Lilly, regretting the loss of her shoes, pulled herself up to her full five foot three inches. “And who are you to order these two to spray insecticide through my lab?” 

He held out his hand. “Dr. John Deathless. Chief research coordinator of this facility.”

“Ignore him,” Squidge said. “He was the guy in charge, but he has not invented anything for decades. He is a washed up has-been, trading on old glory and re-animating the occasional zombie. Problem is, the boss figured this loser out a long time ago. That is why we are here.”

Dr. Deathless grabbed Squidge by the collar, and shook. “Moronic child, stop repeating that nonsense. You don’t know anything. See, if I die, I’ve wired this place to blow. You clever enough to understand that, genius boy?”

“What?!” Lilly asked. “A bomb?!”

Nobody took any notice of Dr. Deathless’ threat. Or maybe nobody heard over Squidge screaming, “He invaded my personal space! He is touching me!” Squidge batted at the liver-spotted hands wrapped tightly around his neck.

Brian took half a step toward Squidge, as if to rescue him – then stopped.

Missy was not so easily cowed. “Get away from him!” she yelled, trying to push Deathless away. 

“Yeah,” Lilly said. “He’s half your size.”

Turning to the girls, Dr. Deathless yelled back. “You kid geniuses come in thinking you’re the best, but you all go just as fast as you arrive.” 

“I hope so,” Lilly said, walking toward him. 

Dr. Deathless threw back his head and laughed.

“I don’t think anything about this is very funny,” Lilly said, raising her arm for a feint, as if intending to hit him, and readied herself to trip the bully. “Let go of Squidge, and tell me about this bomb.” 

The lab doors crashed open again, and a dragon-tattooed woman burst into the room. Twice as large and muscled as Pat Pinhead, she had the gait and determination of a Sumo wrestler. “What’s going on here, then?” she asked. 

“Hi, Deva,” Dr. Deathless said. “Nice of you to come join us.”

About time, Lilly thought, as Deva kept on walking, the enormous dragon tattoos on her arms rippling with every step. It was a relief to see there was some kind of check being kept on this lunatic. 

Dr. Deathless waited until she was an arm’s length away, and shoved Squidge. 

Released, Squidge fell forward, covering his throat protec­tively with his hands.

“Squidge, you okay?” Lilly whispered. 

Raising his arms above his head in mock surrender, Dr. Deathless turned on his heel, muttering ominous warnings into his beard about bombs and revenge.

Deva stepped aside as he passed, then trailed warily in the man’s wake, as if he was poisonous, or as if his crazy was catching. 

It made Lilly so angry. How could that maniac be allowed anywhere near the menagerie, when he threatened to kill everything he came near? 

Missy ditched her yellow coat. No longer jaundice yellow, her pale skin set off her sad, dark eyes. “It’s alright. It’s alright,” she murmured soothingly to Squidge. “He’s gone now.”

“Personal space!” Squidge yelled at her. Arms curled around his stomach, he rocked back and forth. “I do not like people too close.”

“Never mind that,” Lilly snapped. “Half our critters are about to die.”

Squidge only wrapped his arms about himself tighter.

“What?” Brian asked. “You’re worried about the animals when Dr. Deathless has strangled Squidge and threatened to blow up the menagerie?”

“Of course. Keeping animals is an important responsibility.”

“Um,” Missy said. “Brian, you do know Deathless hasn’t just wired the menagerie – he’s wired the whole bunker. At least that’s what I heard.”

“Evacuating excrement!” Lilly swore. It was another good reason to get out of here. Still, she had a duty to the animals that were under her care – however temporarily. “Look, I know Dr. Deathless is scary, but we can’t let ourselves be distracted. Otherwise some of our critters are going to get very sick, maybe even die.”

Squidge shrugged. “If you are worried about the insecticide, we can turn on the sprinkler system and wash it away.” 

Missy and Brian nodded. 

“No.” Lilly folded her arms. “Even low levels of insecticide could kill every arthropod​[3] in this place.”

Squidge disentangled himself from his huddle on the floor and shrugged. “You are exaggerating. Maybe half of them. And even if we did lose every single one, they do not cost much to replace.”

“What!?” Lilly demanded.

“Yeah...um...what’s an arthropod?” Brian flicked back his hair. “Is that like an insect?” 

“Mostly,” Lilly said with a sigh. “Just try to remember there are all sorts of critters in the world that aren’t mammals, and you’ll do okay.”
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