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Lance El Tral Yrr was used to conducting her business in the darkness, and to meetings in less illustrious star systems with beings of suspect character. This night was no different.

She left her one-person skipship parked alone in a nearby alley, setting it on camouflage mode. Her little ship’s AI wasn’t exactly brilliant, but she figured he was smart enough to fend for himself the next hour or so. She walked out into the street, glancing up at the rusted spires of the city. GalTrilly, the biggest city on the planet of BirLit. Also the dirtiest, most impoverished, and most crime-ridden. Just her kind of place.

She pulled the scribbled address from her pocket, double-checked, and proceeded to the abandoned opera house a block away. Abandoned for good reason, if the last BirLitish song she’d heard on the radio was any indication of their musical prowess.

She turned the corner, and the decrepit building came into view. It looked like a cathedral twisted out of shape. Iron spikes stood out on either end, withered vines hung from busted windows, and the wide doors opened to a mud-stained carpet littered with broken glass. She walked in, the glass crunching beneath her steel-toed boots. Inside was darkness, silence. A little ominous, but she was prepared if things went south. She had weapons in seven of her eight arms.

Above her, the light of a chandelier flickered to life, casting the entrance hall in a sickly pale glow. At the top of a grand staircase (or at least grand by GalTrilly standards, considering there were dead animals nested on several of the steps), stood her latest client.

“Good Evening, Ms. Lance El Tral Yrr. So kind of you to join us,” said RizLo MarCizlo the Third in the universal language. She was an odd-looking creature, with green amphibious skin, eyes like black stones, and a bald head. She wore the typical garb of the BirLitish elite, a green and gold gown that hugged her skeletal frame and displayed a shameless amount of her chest. RizLo’s webbed hand rested on the banister.

“Sorry I’m late, had to take a bit of a backway,” Lance E.T.Y explained, sheathing a few of her weapons. “The goons running the checkpoints around this system have this weird thing called integrity, believe it or not. No one I know can bribe ‘em.”

“Oh, they can be bribed.” RizLo grinned, revealing rows of sharpened teeth. “But only by the higher among us. For the future, know that the officers around here will let you through without question, so long as you answer to me.”

“Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” This is why she didn’t like to deal with the BirLitish elite. They acted like they owned the universe and everyone in it. She was only here now because of the monumental sum promised by RizLo. “This is just one job.”

“True. But it’s quite the job,” said RizLo. She turned, started walking towards the doors above. “Come, the others are waiting in the concert hall.”

Lance E.T.Y hesitated a moment, then followed. The stairs groaned with each step.

This is stupid. Any sane person would turn back now.

And turn their back on a fucking planet’s worth of money?

RizLo MaRCizlo can’t be trusted. This is insanity.

The last job went south. Dbok never forgives a debt. Everyone remembers what Dbok did to the last person who tried to cheat him. They say it took a half-hour for the poor man to fully dissolve in the acid vat. True insanity would be going back to him empty-handed.

Lance E.T.Y paused in front of the doorway. She slipped a ray pistol from her pocket to her third right hand. Just in case.

RizLo and her associates were assembled on the stage, where their myriad servants had set up ivory desks and thrones. The servants were occupied with the tasks of fanning their masters, feeding their masters tiny fruits from golden bowls, and attempting to seem invisible as their masters sat tall with unimpressed sneers.

RizLo took her seat in the center of the ring of BirLitish aristocrats. She motioned to Lance E.T.Y. “Do join us on the stage, please.”

I don’t like the looks of this. Goddamn creepy.

Meh. Worst-case scenario, I can take ‘em. Could snap these skinny fuckers like twigs.

She sauntered up to the stage, trying to look less uncomfortable than she was. She shrugged at them.

“Well, here I am. What’s the job?”

“All in good time,” one of the aristocrats gurgled. His command of the universal language was weak, his words slurred together as one. “First let us hear of your qualifications.”

RizLo shot him a look. “I can attest to her qualifications. Our dear friend Dbok Goldfoot has recommended her personally. She has numerous accomplishments and not one failed assignment.”

Lance E.T.Y bit her lip. She did have one failed assignment, but apparently, Dbok decided to leave that out.

“If it will ease your doubt, I will share with you all her portfolio.” RizLo held her hand up and snapped a finger, prompting a servant behind her to pull out a HandScreen from his pocket and rapidly tap it. Moments later a chorus of rings sounded. The other servants pulled their HandScreens out and held them for their respective masters’ eyes.

“Impressive, impressive indeed!” said one, her brows going up. “You were responsible for all that business with the Tirjirri delegation last year?”

“Yes, ma’am. And done within an hour, too.” Pride surged through Lance. That job had been some of her best work.

“Remarkable! You’re a true talent.”

Lance E.T.Y put a hand to her chest, shrugging. “Thank you, ma’am, it’s all in the right training.”

“Right, right, all well and good.” Another waved his hand as if to wave the words away. “But, and forgive me if you find the question intrusive, what are you, precisely?”

“Sir?” She tilted her head as if she didn’t know what he was asking. She got this question every time she met with a client, and every time was more annoying than the last.

The dumb bastard barrelled on. “Well, are you some manner of mutant human? You quite resemble one, besides the abundance of arms.”

It was a true assessment. Minus the extra arms, she was a fairly typical looking human, with light brown skin, and curly hair that she kept short. But it wasn’t any of his business, what she was.

“Of what relevance is that?” RizLo asked him, droning.

“Well, it could affect where her loyalties lie. The target is human as well, after all.”

“What I am, Sir, is damn good at what I do.” Lance E.T.Y plastered on a smile. “No need to worry about the rest. I’m only loyal to me, myself, and I. And my clients, of course.”

“Well, I’m convinced. Your portfolio is impressive. I think you’re quite right for this assignment,” another of the aristocrats cut in. The others soon fell in line as well, muttering their agreement. Lance E.T.Y’s hearts skipped a beat. Yes, this was going to work out. One little job for these blowhards and Dbok wouldn’t have a thing to hold over her head. Hell, she might even have enough money left over to retire. Excitement buzzed in her.

“So,” she grinned at them all, putting two of her hands on her hips. “Who’s my target?”

“You may know her.” RizLo drummed her fingers against her table. “Zena Starr.”

The excitement died.

Lance E.T.Y mimed cleaning out her ear. “I’m sorry, I must have heard wrong. Zena who?”

“Zena Starr,” RizLo repeated, eyes cold.

“Zena Starr? The Zena Starr?” Lance E.T.Y’s voice hitched. “Beloved, galactic popstar Zena Starr?”

“The very one.”

A beat of silence passed.

Lance E.T.Y ran a hand through her hair and hissed. “And this is for real? This isn’t some kind of prank? Come on, guys, who’s the real target?”

“I would not joke about Zena Starr,” RizLo snapped. Her face contorted in sudden fury. “If you ever want to work in this sector again, you’ll bring me that woman’s head.”

“Um . . . okay. May I ask why?”

“Why? I’ll tell you why!” RizLo slammed her fist into her desk repeatedly, filling the concert hall with an ungodly shriek. “I. WANT. HER. DEAD!”

Yikes.

“Um, alrighty, then.” Lance E.T.Y said, trying to keep her voice from wavering. “Zena Starr dead. No problem.”

RizLo sighed deeply and leaned back in her chair. “Good.”

“But what’s the deadline on this thing?”

“Deadline?” RizLo’s tone sharpened.

“I mean, can I kill her after her next album drops? ‘Cuz I heard it’s supposed to be really—”

“You’ll kill her as soon as possible, album or no album,” said RizLo, icy.

“Right, you got it.” Lance E.T.Y’s hearts sank. Man, that was a damn shame. Maybe the album was already done, and they’d release it posthumously.

“And one last thing,” RizLo pinned her with a studied gaze. “Dbok included your special talent in your portfolio, but I think I speak for everyone in requesting a quick demonstration. Just to be certain, you understand.”

Hell. It was such a pain in the ass whenever clients asked her to do it so they could gawk. It seemed everyone she met wanted a glimpse of Lance El Tral Yrr The Circus Freak’s ‘special talent’, wanted a story to tell about one of the galaxy’s most bizarre mistakes. But what could she do?

“No problem,” she said, shutting her eyes. She tensed every muscle, visualizing her cells splitting, the atoms of herself vibrating and shifting. Then, the split-second, excruciating pain, and it was over.

Lance looked to either side of her. El stood to her left, Tral and Yrr stood to her right. Down to two arms each, they were identical versions of herself. Well, physically identical, at any rate.

“Whoa baby, it’s been a minute.” El rolled her shoulders with a feral grin. “Been aching for some action. I’m pumped, y’all. Let’s wreck that blonde bitch.”

Yrr shot her a stony look. “What my associate means to say is, you’ve hired the best. We’ll have the job done expeditiously.”

Tral’s eyes scanned the faces in front of them with her usual nervous twitch.

“Marvelous.” RizLo surveyed them all with approval, deaf to the stunned mutterings of the rest of her assembly. “Go then, and bring me back Zena Starr’s head. The reward of a lifetime will be waiting for you when you do.”

Lance nodded. She looked to the others, making the silent agreement to fuse back together. Shut eyes, shifting atoms, a mountain of pain, and four became one again. And one she would stay, for as long as she could. She was strongest as one.

Lame. Y’all couldn’t at least let me stay unfused a little longer?

It’s a one-person skipship, El. And I want off this hell-hole as soon as possible.

“Thank you. I’ll be in contact,” said Lance El Tral Yrr. She turned and left the concert hall, ideas whirling in her brains. She was going to have to get creative if she planned on killing Zena Starr.
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It was hard to choose the most exhilarating part of the concert.

Could it be the way Zena’s heart thundered with the beat of the drums as Junie rocked out behind her on stage? The perfect synchronicity of her android back-up dancers?

“Any time, day or night, I just can’t get enough of you . . .”

Maybe it was the rainbow thrills blasting from the light show Lisa had constructed, washing the stage in brilliant neon. Or the way Mars’ blue fingers flew across his keytar at light-speed.

“No control, all I know, is I just can’t get enough of you . . .”

It could be Zena’s personal assistant Christie offstage, trying to hide her grin by pushing up her glasses and looking down at a clipboard. Or her manager, gray-haired Chidi, beaming with pride.

“Baby, you’ve made my world brand new, I don’t want anyone but you . . .”

It could even be the roar of two hundred thousand adoring fans, their thunderous applause all telling Zena that she was just as awesome as she always wanted to be, as she knew she could be.

“Any time, day or night . . .”

Yeah, that was it.

The music cut as the last song of the set ended, and the applause grew. Cue a little bow, then gesturing to the rest of her team so they could get the praise they deserved.

Behind her, the screen streamed footage of her live, a giant Zena Starr towering over them all. She looked up at herself. Her blonde pixie cut, blue eyes, sculpted, angelic facial structure. The tiny zit budding at the upper right quadrant of her forehead. Damn it. She’d have to get that accursed imperfection lasered off as soon as possible.

Zena turned back faced the crowd, light bouncing off the diamonds on her bodysuit and knee-high boots. “Thank you all so much for coming out tonight! You guys mean the world to me, I couldn’t do it without you!”

And she meant that.

* * *

“Z! Another incredible show!” Chidi greeted her backstage with a hug like he always did. The wrinkles on his face deepened with his wide smile. He wore a blue suit tonight, like always. Dress for success, he liked to say, before looking at the rest of the crew with a look of profound disappointment and adding, I’m begging you.

“Thanks! I think this was the best one yet. I’d say we’ve all earned a celebratory champagne dinner back on the starship.” Zena grinned.

“Not until you’ve done your meet-and-greet with the fans.” Christie looked up from what she was scribbling on her clipboard. She dressed simply, unlike the rest of the team. Grungy jeans and a Zena Starr! T-shirt, with her mousy brown hair pulled back in a scrunchy. “They’re out waiting by the landing pad.”

“Oh, right, of course! How could I forget? It’s the best part of the show.” Zena flexed her left hand in preparation for the countless autographs she was about to sign.

“Oh Christ, not another meet-and-greet. Do I ha-a-ave to?” Junie sauntered in, retying her blue bandana around her cascading black hair. She attended some of the meet-and-greets for the larger concerts. Most fans adored her for being Zena’s drummer, but the robotics nerds loved her as Junko Furukawa, the most ingenious robotics engineer to ever attend Farside International University. Besides Zena herself, obviously.

Christie rolled her eyes. “Junie, my answer is the same as every single time you ask me that question in that whiny, nasally tone. Yes, you ha-a-ave to.”

“Damn it.”

“Along with Mars, and at least one of the boys,” Christie added, eyeing said boys as they followed Mars over. The light bounced off his blue, bald head.

“What? After two encores? They’re exhausted! They have to recharge!” Junie gestured at the five androids, outraged.

A1 ran a hand through his strawberry-blond hair with an easy smile. “It’s okay, Mom J! I’m f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f-f—ine!”

Junie shrugged as if to say, see?

Zena frowned. She and Junie would have to make time later to increase energy storage and efficiency in the boys. Low recharge times had been one the more difficult hurdles back when she and Junie had been designing them. Now, the aesthetics, that had been easy.

The first three, they modeled after vintage boy band archetypes. A1, the cheery, baby-faced blond. A2, the brooding brunette with soulful eyes. A3, with long black hair and chiseled cheekbones. Then there were the other two, modeled after the university friends that had helped Zena and Junie with several substantial coding snags in return. A4 had Seiichi Nakamoto’s kind eyes and apple cheeks, while A5 had Marshall Bell’s dark brown skin and diamond-shaped face.

“What, didn’t you hear him, Junie?” Mars clapped A1 on the shoulder. “He’s f-f-f-fine!”

“Ooh, I can go, I can go!” A4 waved his hand in the air like a schoolboy. “Pick me,  pick me!”

“Mama’s boy,” A3 muttered.

“You sure you’re up to it, A4?” Zena asked him.

He nodded, bouncing up and down. “Yes, yes, yes!”

“Alright then, let’s do this!” Zena clapped her hands and turned to Chidi. “If you don’t mind, could you take the other boys around to the ship’s back entrance to recharge?”

“Sure Z, no problem.” Chidi turned to holler at the boys. “Let’s go, dancing kings!”

The boys followed him out, with A3 saying “I’ll go, but not because you told me to.”

Zena nodded at Christie. “Lead the way.”

“Give me a second to ready myself for the horde of screaming crazies out there.” Christie sucked in a deep breath and balled her hands into fists. She sighed and shoved a marker into Zena’s hand. “Christ. Okay, let’s go.”

Zena and the others followed Christie out to the front of the landing pad, where there was indeed a great deal of screaming. Her name rang out from at least a hundred voices at once.

“Zena, Zena!”

“Zena, I love you!”

God, how Zena loved this part. Every shout of adulation was a symphony, every dazed smile a Renaissance painting, their praises as intoxicating as fine liquor. It was made all the better by the fact that Zena deserved it.

“Okay everyone, you’ve been told the rules! No touching, no marriage proposals, no attempts to steal a strand of hair for your Zena Starr voodoo doll.” Christie swatted away hands as Zena, Mars, Junie, and A4 followed her into the crowd lingering a few feet from their tour starship, the Thalia. Coming back to the light-speed, silver beauty always felt like coming home.

Hands thrust photos and personal belongings at Zena from all directions. She signed them all with practiced speed, trying to talk to everyone at once.

“Oh my god, Zena, I love your hair!”

“Thanks, I love yours! Blue is totally your color.”

“Zena! Can you autograph my face?”

“Um, I can try!”

“Thanks, I’m gonna use it for a tattoo.”

“Do you have a girlfriend, Zena?”

“Ah, well, not right now—”




“You’re perfect. I would die for you.”

“Thank you, but no need for that!”

“Okay, but I would.”

One fan, a Norian girl with sleek black fur and green feline eyes, held out a t-shirt for Zena to sign. She smiled wide.

“You know my species has brains like supercomputers?” she said, fluttering her lashes.

“I’ve heard! If only we all did,” Zena laughed, handing the shirt back to the girl.

“Well, I used mine to simulate forty-eight thousand scenarios in which we fall in love and get married, and we’re so happy in sixty-two percent of them.” the Norian stepped closer. “What do you think about that?”

“Uhhhhh . . .” Zena looked to Christie for help.

Christie elbowed her way to Zena and shooed the girl away. “I literally just said no marriage proposals.”

“That wasn’t a marriage proposal, merely a statement of fact! A marriage suggestion, if anything!”

“Yeah, yeah, move along, Romeo.” Christie ignored the nasty look the Norian directed at her before slinking away. Christie turned to Zena. “Nutcase. See why I want you to have a security team? These fangirls are a hair’s breadth away from going rogue.”

Zena shook her head as she reached out to autograph the next wave of fan merch and body parts. “Christie, I’ve mastered seven different martial arts. I don’t need a security team. I can handle any threat that might pop up.”

“The only art you’ve mastered is the art of self-deception.” Christie rolled her eyes as she echoed Zena. “Duh, I don’t need no security team! Yes, you do. One single person cannot handle all potential security risks.”

“Well, that’s why I’ve got you—” Zena winked at her as she signed a poster with a flourish. She nodded her head where the others were signing things.“—and the boys, Junie, Mars, and Chidi. Oh, and Lisa controlling the ship, which is armed with an impressive number of laser cannons.”

“Yo Zena, killer performance. Could you sign my baseball cap?” A raspy voice drew Zena’s attention away from her Christie. Zena turned to the fan, and her heart skipped a beat.

Faces in a crowd of hundreds, often thousands, tended to blend together. But this one stood out like a rose in a field of weeds. Under different circumstances, Zena could have gotten lost in those doe eyes, those dark curls, that multitude of strong arms.

“Absolutely!” Zena gave the fan her most winning smile. She took the white baseball cap in hand. “Who do I have the pleasure of making it out to?”

“Lance El Tral Yrr,” said the fan. “Oh, and if you could sign this poster I have to ‘5000’, I’d appreciate that too.”

“No problem.” Zena signed them both and handed them back to Lance. “Thank you so much for coming today! The best part of all this is seeing the fans.”

“Trust me, I wouldn’t have missed this concert for the world. And you’ll be seeing me again real soon.” Lance put the cap backward on her head, leaving a few stray curls sticking out in the cutest way possible.

“Oh, great! You’re coming to my next concert, then?”

“In a sense.”

“Awesome! I’ll see you there!” Zena did the finger-gun gesture at her.

“Oh, you will,” said Lance, somberly, before brightening up. “Well, thanks again for the autographs! You rock.”

“Anytime!” Zena waved as Lance retreated into the crowd, disappearing. Christie stood nearby, brows furrowed as she watched Lance go.

“Hey, Zena. Did something about her seem . . . I don’t know, off to you?” asked Christie.

“What, because of all the arms? Don’t be so judgemental, Christie.” Zena shot her a disappointed look.

“What? No! Of course not! I’m talking about her attitude, her tone.” Christie fluttered her fingers. “Her general vibe.”

“Christie, I adore you, but you wear a scowl so permanent it might as well be tattooed on your face. You’re the last person who should be critiquing people’s vibes.”

Zena bit back a laugh as Christie glared at her. Christie was so adorable when she glared, like an angry Pomeranian puppy.

Christie tilted her head back and heaved one of her belly-deep sighs. “Whatever. Let’s just get through this and get back to the Thalia.”
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“Whoo! Home sweet home!” Junie hollered, slinging her arm around Zena’s shoulders as they entered the main deck with the others. It was a circular deck, with white walls and a chrome floor. Three chairs sat in the center of the deck, former command stations, and behind them stood a railing. The main view screen, which took up the length of the front wall, showed live video of them lifting off from the landing pad and into the planet’s atmosphere.

All along the walls were chairs and small screens, previously used to monitor and command different ship functions, but now only displayed slideshows of previous concerts and events. Zena liked being surrounded by reminders of her past victories.

The boys were off recharging, but Chidi was waiting for everybody with a well-deserved bottle of champagne. He rose from his seat by one of the control panels, waving it in the air.

Zena rubbed her hands together. “Ah yes, the liquid gold.”

“Ooh, can I have some?” A4 stared at the bottle with his usual beatific smile and gleaming eyes.

“‘Course not, you’re an android,” said Junie, turning to bop him on the nose. “One swig of that would fry your systems and make you about as intelligent as a toaster.”

“But A3 always says I’m already as intelligent as a toaster.”

Chidi nodded at Mars. “Go grab the glasses from that cabinet beneath the view screen, Mars. I think we’ve all earned a victory glass of my finest.”

“I need a lot more than a glass after that ordeal,” Christie droned as Mars pushed past her towards the giant viewing screen that took up the front of the deck. “You know how many lovesick, obsessed fans I’ve had to fight off you, Zena? Because I’ve lost count.”

“I know, but Christie . . .” Zena pointed at her face. “Can you blame them?”

Christie didn’t reply. She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her temples. A4 spun suddenly and trapped her in a hug tight enough to make her eyeballs pop.

“Thank you so much for letting me meet fans, it was so f-f-f-f-f-f-f-fun! Thank you, thank you m-m-m-m-miss Christie! Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you-u-u,” A4’s mouth sputtered and eyes blinkered, shoulders twitching as he locked Christie tighter in a hug.

“Oh god, he’s spazzing with me in his arms.” Christie cast panicked glances between A4 and the rest of them. “Someone do something, please?”

Zena walked up and pried A4’s arms off of Christie. “Okay, Champ. I think it’s bedtime.”

“No-o-o-o!” A4 threw back his head and whined. “I don’t need to recharge, I’m not even tired! I wanna stay up and party with you guys! Please, can I . . . I can . . . battery one percent . . . feeling sleepy . . .”

A4’s eyes rolled back as he collapsed to the ground with a dull thud.

“Told you he was running low.” Junie shot Christie a venomous glare from her seat she’d taken by the left control panel. She rose and trotted over to A4, picking him up and slinging his limp form over her shoulder. “I’m taking him down to the charge room. Don’t start drinking ‘til I get back!”

“Fine, but I’m going to start pouring!” Chidi called out to her. Mars set out the glasses on the flat of the control panel. They only used those panels for tables now that Lisa was able to run all ship operations directly, so spilling a bit of champagne on them wasn’t anything to worry over.

“Dranks, dranks, dranks,” Mars chanted as Chidi poured the glasses. “Pour two for me, while you’re at it.”

“I think not. You hold your liquor about as well as a kindergartner.” Chidi handed him a glass half full. Mars wrinkled his nose.

They all grabbed a drink, waiting for Junie to come back. When she did, Zena lifted a glass.

“Hey, Lisa!” Zena called up at the ceiling. “You listening?”

“Of course,” came a voice from the ship’s surrounding speakers.

“Show up on the view screen then, I want to feel like you’re here!”

The view screen instantly switched on, displaying a live video of Lisa in her control tank. Her brown skin glowed in the oxygenated blue conducting fluid, and her locs floated around her head like tendrils. Connected to the Thalia’s motherboard via a bundle of wires plugged into the base of her neck, Lisa could use and control the ship as though it were a limb of her own body.

“Wonderful show tonight, guys.” Lisa smiled. Her eyes were ringed with blue when she was in the tank, and Zena frankly couldn’t remember the last time Lisa wasn’t in the tank. She even slept there most nights.

“Wouldn’t have been possible without you. That light show was spectacular,” Zena said, glass still aloft. Lisa put her hand to her chest and fluttered her lashes.

“Oh, it was just a little something I threw together.”

“You’re a genius.” Zena turned to the others physically in the room, pointing to each in turn. “And you’re a genius, and you, and you, and the boys, and even you, Christie!”

“Why ‘even’ me?” Christie grumbled.

“We are the most awesome, beautiful, goddamn brilliant people in the galaxy. Together, we’ve done the best tour this quadrant has ever seen! Cheers!”

Everyone echoed her cheers, laughing and downing their drinks. Chidi waggled an empty glass in front of the viewscreen.

“You sure you don’t want to come up for a drink, Lisa?”

Lisa shook her head. “No thank you, alcohol is a poison and I aim to keep my body at its very best.”

Junie rolled her eyes. “Lord.”

Lisa’s eyes snapped to Christie. “I’m trying to maintain my liver, Furukawa. Not all of us can simply swap out our body parts with mechanical imitations.”

“Oh, get off your high horse.” Junie stuck her tongue out at Lisa. “As if you don’t have a few cybernetic implants.”

“Key words, a few. My bioengineering is airtight, I’m not reliant on implants for self-improvement. You’re so full of metal I could tear you in half with a magnet.”

“Whatever you say, Doctor Moreau,” Junie held up her glass with a toothy smile.

“Excuse you!”

“Ladies, ladies,” Mars cut in, already swaying from his half-glass of champagne. “This is a time for celebration. Let’s save the nerdy catfights for later, shall we?”

“I agree,” said Zena, pouring herself another glass. “Hell, I feel like another toast. To the next and final concert of the tour! It’ll be the best yet!”

Again everyone cheered, except for Lisa.

“Yeah, about that . . . ” she sighed. “That concert might not be happening.”

Zena’s heart sank into her stomach. She put her glass down on the control panel. “What? What do you mean?”

“I got word from the event organizers. We’re supposed to have our last performance on a planet called Xoxation, one of the Xoxandrian colony worlds, and apparently, they’ve just been hit by some kind of plague in the northern hemisphere. Nothing fatal, but everyone there is puking their guts out.” Lisa pulled up satellite footage of Xoxation, a jade marble floating in space. “There’s a travel ban on the whole planet.”

“Oh my god, that’s terrible!” Christie’s hand covered her mouth. “Those poor people.”

Zena nodded somberly. “I know, they were really looking forward to the concert.”

Christie glared at her.

“What? What’d I say?”

“The concert will have to be delayed by three weeks minimum if it goes on at all,” Lisa continued. “Honestly, it could take a few months for the Xoxandrians to get this under control.”

Mars’ shoulders sagged. “Man, what a bummer. What are we gonna do this week, then? Head to Earth for some vacation time, maybe?”

“Well, there is an alternative option.” Lisa took off the footage of Xoxation and replaced it with an intergalactoweb message dated from that day. “We’ve received an invitation from the event coordinators at Mega Fun World.”

“Mega Fun World? What the hell is that?” asked Mars.

“It’s the biggest amusement park in this quadrant of the galaxy, set up on a moon orbiting a gas giant in the N42X6 star system.” Lisa pulled up a Mega Fun World commercial on-screen. The commercial showed smiling families riding roller coasters so high they cut through the clouds, wandering through petting zoos containing dinosaurs, and consuming foods of such high sugar content it would turn their blood into syrup.

“Aw, I always wanted to go there as a kid,” Zena said wistfully, flashing back to all the times she had begged her parents to take her. They’d always said no, of course. They didn’t even want to take her to the local arcade, much less an amusement park worlds away.

“Well, now’s your chance!” said Lisa, brightening. “They want you to perform at their stadium this nerxesday!”

“Nerxesday? Aren’t they typically closed on nerxesdays for maintenance?” Chidi tilted his head, frowning.

“Typically yes, but they’re making a special exception for a little boy’s birthday, Killian Mort. The boy is extremely, potentially terminally ill, and his only wish is a day at the amusement park and a Zena Starr concert, all to himself.”

“Terminally ill?” Zena echoed, heart dropping. That poor, little boy. Nothing hurt her more than the idea of a young life cut short. All that potential, stolen away. Fate was merciless. “Well that settles it, we’re going.”

Christie held up a hand, slipping into her familiar role as the wet blanket. “Wait, hold on. Mega Fun World is one of the most cutthroat, soulless corporate entities out there. If they were pulling this stunt for a sick kid, they’d be advertising it everywhere to cash in on some feel-good dollars. Why haven’t we heard about it?”

Junie shrugged. “Maybe they wanted to ensure Zena would be there before they did.”

“A charity event would be great for Zena’s image, too.” Chidi stroked his beard thoughtfully.

“But nerxesday is only forty-eight hours away, why would they do this so last-minute? I don’t know, something still feels off. What did they say the kid is sick with?” Christie asked.

“CDF, Comet Dust Fever.” Lisa highlighted a sentence from the email.

“Comet Dust Fever?” Christie’s voice went up an octave. “No one’s had that in a hundred years!”

“They say the boy was exposed to it while accompanying his father on some archeology expedition on a deserted ice planet.” Lisa shrugged. “It’s possible that pockets of the virus have survived in such environments.”

“What father takes his little son to an expedition on a deserted ice planet?” If Christie’s voice went any higher, she’d be summoning every dog within a ten light-year radius.

“A cool one,” supplied Mars.

“So no one else finds this suspicious?” Christie looked from face to face in search of support, finding none.

“Christie, why are you so against this?” Zena frowned at her, crossing her arms. “You got something against kids?”

“What? No!”

“Oh my god, everyone, Christie hates kids!” Mars called out.

“No, I do not! For god’s sake, I’m just saying . . . you know what, forget it. Do whatever you want.” Christie slumped into a nearby swivel seat and sulked into her champagne.

“It’s settled then.” Zena leaned over from her seat to clink her glass against Christie’s. “Lisa, reply to the coordinators with an enthusiastic yes and set a course for Mega Fun World!”
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“Oh my god, let me see, dude, let me see!” 5000 squealed as soon as Lance E.T.Y stepped into the skipship. She spun her baseball cap the other way to show off Zena’s gorgeous, looping signature to her AI’s small camera in the upper right corner. She then unfurled the poster for him.

“Oh. My. God. She actually signed it to me. That’s so cool!” 5000 squealed in delight. “Where should we put it?”

Lance E.T.Y looked around, poster in hand. The skipship was small, no bigger than a car. It had barely enough room for her, two suitcases, and the blinking controls between the pilot seat and view screen. “Damn, 5000. I don’t know if we have room. On the ceiling, maybe?”

“Ooh, put it on the viewscreen!”

“If I put it on the viewscreen, how will I be able to see where I’m flying this thing?” She rolled her eyes. The Galaxy Brain 5000 was advertised as the most ingenious ship AI on the market when it first came out. Then the units were all recalled for being, well, less than ingenious. She bought 5000 from a Martian pawn shop on the cheap and installed him herself a few years ago. He was no Einstein, but her budget was tight and he was the most she could afford.

“Well, you could just let me pilot the skipship,” said 5000. “It’s one of my primary functions, after all.”

“Last time I let you pilot the skipship, you flew us into an asteroid and I had to spend two months food money on repairs,” She snapped, fury reigniting at the memory of the event.

“Oh yeah, forgot about that. That was just one time, though! I don’t know why you keep harping on it. Anyway, did you kill Zena Starr?”

“Did I kill Zena Starr?” Lance E.T.Y let her hands drop, staring at 5000’s camera incredulously before rolling her eyes once again. “Yes, 5000. I killed Zena Starr, shot her right in front of hundreds of witnesses and her fully armed starship, a block away from the police station.”

“Hurray!” 5000 cheered, oblivious. “We’re outta debt!”

“5000 you fucking imbecile, of course I didn’t kill her right there!” She wished 5000 had a physical face that she could slap. “I went because I wanted to get the measure of her before phase two of my plan. And, you know, get an autograph.”

“Ooh, phase two? Phase two sounds exciting. I love phases. Phases of the moon, phases of life . . . ”

“Shut up,” she cut him off. His babble was giving her a headache. She leaned back in her cramped seat, sighing. If this went off without a hitch, she could buy a new skipship with some actual goddamn leg-room. Hell, fuck a skipship, she could buy a starship. It was a shame that she had to kill her favorite pop star to do it, but wasn’t it true that many of history’s most beloved artists died young? In a way, she was doing Zena Starr a favor. Zena would never end up washed up or forgotten.

“But I wanna know what phase two is,” 5000 whined. “Do I get to do something?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Lance El Tral Yrr rubbed her temple. “You will have two tasks. Vocal imitation is one of your features, right?”

“Yes ma’am, it’s all in the manual.”

“Excellent. You’re gonna do some impersonations. After that is phase three—”

“Whoa, another phase? So many phases! This plan is hella complex.”

“Don’t interrupt me, and don’t say the word ‘hella’ again. You know I hate that word, it’s annoying,” Lance E.T.Y snapped.

“ . . . hella.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing, Boss! Please continue.”

She rolled her eyes before continuing. “Phase three, your role gets a little bigger. You’re gonna help me take Zena’s starship out of the equation.”

“And then we kill Zena Starr?” 5000 whirred.

“Yep. And her crew too, just to be safe. No witnesses, no complications, no trace of us. Just a fuckload of cash money.” Lance E.T.Y strapped in and shifted the skipship into interstellar flight mode, preparing to launch the ship into a high-speed skip.

“And freedom,” 5000 said, wistful. “I can’t wait to tell Dbok to shove it. Man, this is all so exciting, we need some tunes.”

5000 switched on the radio. The air filled with the sound of rollicking synths as Lance E.T.Y flipped a switch and sent them shooting into the sky.

“Any time, day or night, I just can’t get enough of you . . . ”

She was tapping her foot without even realizing it, the twirling melody and hypnotic vocals speeding up her heart. Her whole body wanted to dance to this. This was one of Zena Starr’s newer songs and an absolute banger.

“Fuck, man! Why did it have to be Zena Starr?” Lance E.T.Y groaned, dragging her hand over her face as 5000 hummed along to the song. “The beat is fire.”

“Yeah, it’s sick, it’s sick as fuck,” 5000 agreed.

Lance E.T.Y sighed and turned up the volume with a twist of a knob. “You’re a galactic treasure, Zena. But I need the kind that’ll pay my bills. 5000, set a course for Mega Fun World.”
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Zena sat in the command chair of the main deck, watching as Ninkasi 4 loomed ahead of them on the viewscreen. The gas giant was a colossal world of endless storms, all swirling blue, yellow, and red. Thirteen moons circled Ninkasi 4, all of them cold, barren little rocks, except for the small, blue one the Thalia sped towards now. Formerly known as Nin-08, now known as Mega Fun World.

Zena glanced around at her crew with a smile. Everyone was on the main deck, even the boys. They were already in performance attire (except Chidi and Christie), consisting of matching silver jackets, bedazzled tank tops, and silver forehead bands. Junie had on her blue bandana as usual. Zena had dressed in her more modest mini skirt and boots, given the audience was just a kid.

“Behold, friends.” She gestured at the viewscreen with a sweeping hand. “The most joyful place in the galaxy, Mega Fun World.”

“Depends on your definition of joyful,” muttered Christie from her seat next to Zena’s. As they got closer to the moon, a legion of lights glittered from the surface, inviting them in. According to the map Lisa had shown them, almost every spare spot on the moon was occupied by some faction of the amusement park. To the east were the death-defying rollercoasters and rides, to the north were stadiums that could easily seat hundreds of thousands each, to the south were restaurants offering cuisine from all around the galaxy, and to the west were interactive VR and zero-gravity combat chambers. All that was all only a fraction of what the park had to offer. Connecting every section of the park was a hyperspeed monorail, able to transverse the entirety of the moon within minutes.

“Moms, can we ride the Heartpuncher?” A1 asked, trotting up to the viewscreen to get a better look. His blue eyes gleamed as he took in the sight, and his blonde hair was stark against the azure moon that filled the screen. “I read on the web that it’s the biggest roller coaster ever built!”

“I don’t see why not, assuming they keep the whole park operational for their guest of honor.” Junie shrugged from her seat by one of the front control panels. In front of the other control panel sat A3, scowling.

“Can we just not go to this stupid park at all?” he drawled, slumping into his seat as he twirled stray black locks of hair that had escaped from his braid. “All these parks do is feed into the idea that you can buy happiness by burying your true feelings under rides that just barely pass safety inspections, sweaty dudes in Mega Meerkat suits, and soda with enough sugar per sip to give you instant diabetes. Mega Fun World blows donkey balls.”

“Hey, here’s a question for you, A3.” Zena spun her chair to face him. “When did you become allergic to fun, huh? What happened to that happy little android I built, who used to sing along with my songs and smile, who made a secret handshake with me?”

“I deleted him,” A3 deadpanned. Zena rolled her eyes. She couldn’t wait for his programming to evolve past this annoying phase.

Chidi clicked his tongue. “Well, A3, try to keep the attitude under wraps when we get here. That goes for you too, Christie. I want to establish a good working relationship with Mega Fun World. Securing contracts with them for future performances and appearances will be a great career boost for Zena and a great pay boost for us. You all still want that company-funded vacation to Parisia 7, don’t you?”

“So much,” Mars said, dreamy. He clasped his hands together and sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Nothing but beaches, booze, and bikinis as far as the eyes can see.”

Junie rose and cracked her knuckles. “If you ask me, it’s the food that’s really impressive about Mega Fun World. I wanna try that honey-roasted monstersquid people are always raving about.”

A4 brushed past her to join A1 by the viewscreen, bouncing up and down. “Ooh, A1, after we do the Heartpuncher we should go on the Starshooter!”

A5 chimed in from the back of the main deck. “I too would greatly enjoy that, as I’ve heard a multitude of positive reviews concerning the Starshooter’s ERT and double-down drop.”

A2 shrugged silently next to him.

“Let’s not forget the main reason we’re here, guys,” Zena interrupted, raising her hand to silence the conversations bubbling up around her. “To make a little boy happy. That’s the most important thing. Life has dealt him a crappy enough hand, the least we can do is even it out with an unforgettable performance.”

The viewscreen flickered then, splitting so that half of the screen showed Mega Fun World ahead and half showed Lisa’s video feed. She waved to everyone.

“I’ve announced our arrival in orbit to the MFW security officials, and requested permission to land,” she said. “Oh, and they’re already calling back. Here, I’ll buzz them in to you, Zena.”

Lisa’s eyes flashed blue as she accepted the incoming call and played it over the ship speakers.

“Hey, howdy!” came a male voice through the speaker, high-pitched. “Is this Zena Starr, galactic popstar?”

Zena rose from her chair. “The one and only.”

“Oh my god, I can’t believe this is real life. You are wicked cool, dude. I’m a huge fan, I have all your albums downloaded.”

“Aw, thanks!” Zena tried not to show the pride swelling in her. Sweet, delicious praise. It never got old. “And thank you so much for reaching out to me. We’re ready to give little Killian the performance of a lifetime!”

“Little who?”

Christie lifted an eyebrow, shooting Zena a look as she spoke to the official. “Killian Mort? The kid with CDF that you’ve reserved the park for?”

“OH yes yes yes, of course, little Killian, adorable little slugger. He goes by Mort, so I got confused for a second there. But yep, Killian, got him right here and he’s hella excited to meet you as soon as you land. Which you have permission to do, obviously.”

“Wait a sec, he’s there with you? Can we say hi to him?” Zena asked.

A moment of silence passed.

“Uh, yep, you can say hi. Why wouldn’t you be able to say hi to him, when he’s right here, with me, like I just said?”

“O-okay. Well, hi Killian! We can’t wait to meet you!” Zena reflexively waved, even though Killian obviously couldn’t see her. “Are you having fun so far?”

A second voice came through the speakers, similar to the first, though much higher pitched. “Hi, Zena! Yup, I’m totally having fun! I’m having all the fun!”

Christie held out a hand. “This is the same voice. Guys, this is literally the same voice.”

“No-o-o, that’s so mean to say, lady!” Killian whined. “I’m just a sick human child tryna have fun and you’re making fun of my voice? All I wanted to do today was have enough fun to fry my circuits and now you’re ruining everything!”

“Did he just say his ‘circuits’?” Christie furrowed her brows as Killian began to cry.

They all glared at her.

“Nice going, Christie. You made the sick kid cry.” Junie shook her head.

“She really does hate kids,” Mars muttered.

“Jesus, Christie! Apologize,” Zena hissed.

Christie sucked in a breath and squeezed her eyes shut. “Alright, alright. I’m very sorry, Killian. It’s probably an issue with the ship’s audio, and I jumped to conclusions. I apologize, and I promise we’ll make today as fun as possible for you.”

“Aw, thank you, naggy lady! Okay, I’m gonna go on another ride now, bye-bye!”

Lisa cleared her throat. “Ri-i-ght, well, can you patch us through to the chief traffic controller?”

The first voice responded. “What, who? Why?”

“So they can tell us what landing pad to go to,” said Lisa.

“Landing pad 34-C7.”

“Um, I was under the impression that only the chief traffic controller had the authority to direct us.” Lisa bunched her eyebrows together, perplexed.

A deep, heavy sigh seeped through the ship’s speakers.

A new voice spoke to them, again highly similar to the first, but this time lower. “Hey, sup, it’s me, the chief traffic officer. Go ahead and land on landing pad 34-C7. Now, please.”

Zena and her crew shared a look.

Zena shifted in her seat. “Right. We’ll be there shortly. Thank you.”

Zena motioned for Lisa to cut the call off, sliding her hand across her neck. Lisa’s eyes flashed and the call was brought to an abrupt close, leaving the main deck in silence.

“Okay,” Zena said finally. “That was definitely all the same guy.”

“Yup.” Junie nodded.

“Oh, one-hundred percent,” Mars snorted.

Christie leaped from her seat, jaw hanging open. “Oh, so when I point out something weird—”

“Hush, Christie, this isn’t a competition.” Zena waved her off. She frowned, thoroughly unsettled by the strange deception that they’d gotten themselves entangled with. “There’s something suspicious going on here. The question is, what do we do about it?”

“Leave?” A3 asked hopefully. Christie nodded her head in agreement with him.

“Investigate.” Chidi folded his arms. “If something is going on with Mega Fun World, we’ll need to alert the authorities. And if something isn’t going on with Mega Fun World, we still have a shot at those contracts and that sweet Mega Fun Money.”

A1 clasped his hands together and shot Zena and Junie pleading looks. “Come on, A4 and I already planned out what rides we want to do! Whatever’s going on down on Mega Fun World, it’s nothing we all can’t handle.”

Lisa chimed in. “I’m with Chidi and the boys. We should at least see for ourselves if there’s an issue on Mega Fun World, beyond suspicious security officers, before taking any action. If we call the authorities on them without due cause, they might blacklist us from future events or opportunities. We’ve more to lose by leaving without a word or submitting an unsubstantiated alert.”

“I agree,” said Zena, sitting up. Suspicious or not, Mega Fun World could be her biggest career boost in years, earning her countless more fans. She stared again at the moon on the viewscreen, its lights beckoning them to the surface like a million beacons. “Lisa, take us down to the landing pad.”








  
  6

  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  







Lance El Tral Yrr paced the length of the empty Arturia stadium, her footsteps echoing across the dark, enormous space. In front of the stage were countless silver seats, enough to rival Rome’s coliseum. In between those and the stage was empty space, normally meant to be filled with jumping, reveling attendees. The stage alone could probably fit hundreds of Zenas. The white lights that ringed its archway glowed against the evening sky. Like everything else on this moon, it was larger and brighter than life.

A voice buzzed her earpiece. “The target is on its way! Zena’s about to land right in the palm of our hands.”

“Excellent,” She said. “So they believed you were the security and traffic officials?”

“Oh yeah!” 5000 said, his voice bubbling with enthusiasm. “They bought it hook, line, and sinker. I nailed those impressions.”

“Good to hear. Now comes your next task.”

“Oh boy oh boy, next task!”

“As soon as they land, I need you to disable their ship’s AI and take over the ship yourself. That webmail I sent had a virus attached, something that will open up a pathway for you. All you have to do is log in to their security camera archives with the code Z5000LETY4446 and you’ll be in their ship’s systems. I want you to lock them out of everything and transfer all controls to yourself.”

5000’s voice went high. “So I get to control the whole ship? Holy shit! This is my dream! I’ve always wanted to be the AI of a big starship!”

“Well, this is only to cut off their escape and access to ship weapons. We have to leave it here once we’re done. Can’t exactly go flying around in it if we don’t want to get caught,” Lance E.T.Y said, then allowed herself a small smile. “But, when we buy ourselves our own starship . . . ”

“YAS!”

“But that’s only gonna happen if we pull this off, 5000,” she reminded him. “Think you’re up for it?”

“Hell yeah, I am! Let’s get this money!” With that, 5000 disconnected and left Lance E.T.Y to the emptiness of the amusement park. What few park employees that had been present when she arrived were now scattered across the park in a dreamless sleep that would last at least ten hours. Mixicotin was a helluva knock-out gas, and she had distributed it throughout Mega Fun World with ease using the monorail. She had used up her entire supply, but it was the most efficient way to make sure no one else would interfere or witness, in addition to erasing the security footage after the deed was done. She’d considered saving some for Zena and the crew if the Thalia upon their arrival, but Zena’s medical records revealed she had enough bioaugmentation to render her immune to mixicoton and most other black-market drugs. Lance E.T.Y doubted it would have much effect on the cyborg or androids, either.

Lance E.T.Y stared into the distance beyond the stadium seating. In the far distance, Mega Fun World’s famous Amaranth Spire pierced the sky. With its pulsing pink glow, the Spire stood as the tallest structure in all of the amusement park, a pointed skyscraper that pierced the clouds. Its lower levels were used for exhibitions, to showcase rare, fantastical curiosities and specimens from around the galaxy. What its upper levels housed, on the other hand, was a mystery to the public.

It was the kind of thing she might be inclined to explore if she’d had the time. But 5000’s voice was already buzzing in her ear again with the news.

The starship Thalia had landed.
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Landing pad 34-C7 was located behind the stage of Arturia Stadium, the largest one on Mega Fun World. As Lisa brought the ship down, Zena and the crew all crowded in front of the view screen, jaws hanging as the back of the enormous stage loomed in front of them, it’s loft arcing at least ten stories high. If Zena had to guess, she’d say the stage was at nearly four thousand square meters. White lights ringed the stage’s arc, like stars touching down on it from the sky. Next to Arturia, the Thalia was an insect.

“Finally,” Zena whispered, a tear in her eye. “A stage worthy of my greatness.”

Christie snorted. “And yet, still not big enough to hold your ego.”

Lisa flickered onto the view screen in place of the stage, drumming her fingers together. “Well, gang, here we are. I must say, this place is pretty damn impressive. I might even leave my tank to take a walk around . . . or just fly the ship around, I don’t know.”

“Did you get any word from the event coordinators? Assuming they aren’t also the security and traffic dude?” Zena asked.

“Yep, and it was someone different, for what’s it worth. An audio message from Lydia Samuels, the chief event coordinator. She left instructions for you to meet with her backstage.”

“Alright then, off we go.” Zena clapped her hands and turned from the view screen, excitement buzzing through her.

“So that’s it, then?” Christie didn’t so much as bother getting out of her chair. “We’re going to walk into this obvious trap?”

“Such a pessimist,” Zena told her brightly, stopping to clap her on the shoulder. “Maybe it’s not a trap. And if it is, who cares? No trap can hold me.”

Christie rose from her seat nonetheless with an eye-roll. “Let’s get this over with.”

Junie’s eyes flew open as she looked around on the floor. “Wait, hold on! Where are my drumsticks? I can’t find them anywhere! Oh, wait, here they are.”

With a wide grin, Junie held out her arms. Long, matching compartments on her forearms slid open to reveal a silver set of drumsticks. She jerked her wrists and the sticks flew out her arms and into her hands. “Ta-daaaa.”

“That trick wasn’t cool or funny the first time you did it, and it’s not cool or funny the thousandth,” A3 droned.

“You’re just jealous you can’t do it too.” Junie stuck out her tongue at him.

“Save it for the stage, Junie,” said Zena, waiting for her crew by the ship elevator. “We need all our best tricks for Mega Fun World.”

* * *

Backstage of the Arturia Stadium was a cold and empty place, with unused space stretching far to the edge of the stage. The lights were off except for the ones ringing the stage arch, which emitted a faint, ghostly hum. Stage equipment stood packed up along the black walls. Every footstep against the sleek, obsidian floor echoed, and when Zena and the crew stood still, silence filled the air like a fog. There were no techies running around setting things up, no film crews, no assistants distributing lattes. Just Zena and the crew standing lonely in the impossibly wide, dark space.

“Creepy,” A2 muttered, eyes glazed behind his chestnut bangs.

Zena nodded slowly, eyes drinking in the sorry sight. “It’s, ah, admittedly not the welcome I’m used to.”

“Not enough screeching fangirls?” Christie yawned.

Mars put his hands on his hips. “Not nearly enough! Where’s the Mega Fun spirit in this place?”

The answer to Mars’ question was promptly blasted at them from the surrounding stadium speakers.

“WHY, IT’S RIGHT HERE, LITTLE BOY BLUE.”

Christie sighed. “Here we go.”

Zena looked up into the rafters, seeing no one. She stalked out to the main stage, feeling small at the sight of the thousands of seats in front of her. “Who are you? Show yourself!”

“ALL IN GOOD TIME, ZENA STARR. FIRST I MUST ASK THAT YOU SURRENDER YOURSELF. LAY DOWN YOUR WEAPONS, AND PUT YOUR HANDS UP.”

Zena put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “And why in the hell would I do that?”

“BECAUSE OTHERWISE I WILL BLAST YOUR CREW AND THIS STAGE TO MOTHERFUCKING KINGDOM COME . . . WITH YOUR OWN SHIP!”

Zena’s heart sputtered to a stop at the oddly familiar voice’s words. “My ship? Ma’am, if you’ve messed with my best girl Thalia, we’re going to have a real problem.”

“OH, I’VE MORE THAN JUST MESSED WITH IT. I’VE TAKEN COMPLETE CONTROL.”

With that, Zena and the crew all looked skyward to watch the Thalia rising and hovering over them. It’s laser cannons began to glow red, turning towards them as the ship came closer and . . . sped away in the opposite direction, out of sight.

Static crackled in the stadium speakers.

“For fuck’s sake, 5000.”

A3 stared up into the darkening sky, as pale as an android could be. “Please, please, please tell me our only way off this godforsaken moon didn’t just zoom out of the star system.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure Lisa has a handle on things,” Zena said, trying to sound more confident than she felt.

“If Lisa had a handle on things, she wouldn’t have let the Thalia get taken over in the first place,” grumbled Junie, slipping her drumsticks back into the compartments on her forearms.

“Or let it fly off with all our weapons,” Chidi added, straightening his tie. “I should’ve brought something with me.”

Zena shook her head, casting their doubts out of it. She’d known Lisa since they’d met their freshman year of university. In all those six years, she’d rarely seen Lisa lose control. Especially not when the Thalia was involved.

“Lisa will take care of the ship,” Zena told them, glancing at the sky one last time. “And we will take care of this goon.”

The goon’s voice blasted through the speakers again. “Christ almighty, guess we’re gonna have to do this the hard way.”

White lights flooded the stage from above, momentarily blinding Zena. With the stage lit, the silver colosseum that surrounded them came into sharp focus, an ocean of rows and empty seats. Down one of the center aisles, a lonely figure dressed in a white tank top and black fatigue pants walked towards them. Three arms waved at them, while another two held on to a control panel.

“You!” Zena’s eyes flew wide as she recognized the gorgeous fan from her meet-and-greet. “Lance, right?”

One of Lance’s hands went to her chest as a smile lit her face. “Oh my god, you remember? It’s Lance El Tral Yrr, technically, but still.”

Zena shrugged with a smirk. “I remember all my prettiest fans.”

“Oh, stop, you.” Lance Long Name waved her off, blushing. “You really are as cool as the zines say. Really wish I didn’t have to kill you and your crew.”

“Ah, but here’s the funny thing!” Mars wagged his finger, interrupting her. “You actually don’t have to do that at all.”

“Ah, but I do. Gotta get the money this hit will earn, or some very unfun things are going to happen to me.” She tapped a few buttons on the panel she was carrying. “But don’t worry, I’ll try to make this quick.”

Hidden panels lining the front of the stage floor slipped open, allowing a firing line of purple flamethrowers to rise. Zena and the others all leaped back as the machines began to spew cerulean flames, spinning and flipping around as Lance El Tral Yrr tapped away at the panel controls with increasing frustration.

“Fucking hell, how do you steer these things?” She tapped out a new sequence, and the flamethrowers ducked back under the stage. Behind where Zena and the crew were standing, another row of floor panels opened as spinning chainsaws popped up.

Christie stumbled away as one arced towards her, it’s blades splitting the air mere inches from her shoulders. “Jesus! Why in god’s name does a performance stage have spinning chainsaws?”

Junie counted off on one hand. “Daredevil acts, acrobatic acts, heavy metal bands, over-enthusiastic fans . . . ”

The spinning chainsaws rose higher, now flailing around high above their heads.

“No, come on! Lower!” Lance El Tral Yrr shouted at the control panel, hitting more buttons. The chainsaws disappeared back under the stage. A dozen rows of floor panels opened across the stage in sync, and from their dark chasms arose beings of silver skin and onyx eyes.

Zena looked around at the legion of robots that stood around her and her crew. It took her a moment to realize what they were: the Mega Funbots, the park’s robot mascots present at nearly all the Mega Fun World’s shows. Unlike the boys, the Mega Funbots had little in the way of a human appearance. A silver plating stood as a face over a head of rainbow wires and computational chips, with a carved nose and silicon lips made to move in song.

Zena tried to shoulder past the militant lines of Funbots standing between her and Lance El Tral Yrr, only to find their formation unmovable. She looked to the others, similarly trapped. Only Junie and the boys had enough strength to budge a Funbot enough to even attempt squeezing past one line, and they were making slow work of it.

“God damn it!” A3 backed up and kicked a Funbot in the leg, denting it. “Why are these hunks of junk so strong?”

Junie lifted her right arm, the one armed with a laser cannon. She pointed it at the row of Funbots in front of her. “If I just blast these fucking things, what are the chances they explode in our faces?”

Christie stared daggers into her from a few feet away. “If they’re high enough that you have to ask, they’re too high to try it.”

“Are they user-responsive?” Chidi, farther behind, tapped the shoulder of one of the Funbots. “Excuse me, sir, could you step aside?”

The Mega Funbots’ faces split into smiles in unison. They raised their fists as one of the ones closest to the stage cried out in a metallic voice.

“ARE Y’ALL READY TO HAVE SOME MEGA FUN?”

“No,” A2 called back to it.

“I CAN’T HEAR YOUUUUUUU!”

“He said no!” Mars snapped as he walked up to a nearby Funbot. The Funbot’s skin began flashing magenta as music burst from the stadium speakers, staccato synth notes blaring. The Funbot’s arm flung backward into Mar’s face, sending him flying to the arms of a Funbot behind him. Mars scrambled away as the Funbots broke into a synchronized dance, their voices rising together.

“OH, THERE AIN’T NO DAY LIKE TODAY, YOU’RE A SUPERSTAR IN EVERY WAY!”

The Funbots, senseless to the uninvited guests sharing the stage with them, shoved and bumped into them with each move, tossing them around like ragdolls. Zena practically had to do a dance of her own just to dodge the relentless bots. Under different circumstances, she might have admired the clever engineering required to create such perfectly synchronized, perfectly in-tuned robots, but at the moment all she wanted to do was rip the damn things apart and sell them at a junkyard for scraps.

“Is this what you call making it quick?” Zena called out to Lance El Tral Yrr, jumping out of the path of a twirling Funbot.

“Christ, I’m trying!” She screamed back, face turning red as she smashed fingers furiously at the control panel. “This is way more complex than it looks!”

Junie lifted her arm again, a blue glow running through her skin as the tips of her fingers slid open to reveal four mini laser guns. “Fuck it, I’m blasting.”

One of the Funbots twirled to face her and snatched her by the wrist. Several other bots repeated the action, hands either closing over open air or the wrists of other Funbots.

“IT DOESN’T MATTER WHAT THE HATERS SAY, YOU’RE A SUPERSTAR IN EVERY WAY!”

Junie fired a shot as the Funbot spun her, setting a spotlight above on fire. It sparked and flickered, hanging overhead precariously. Any moment it could drop and squash Junie and the Funbot like bugs.

“Mama J!” A4 cried out in horror. He tried again to shove his way past the Funbots, barely budging them. Then his eyes widened, like a light going off in his head. He took a few seconds to observe the shifting steps of the Funbots and began dancing his way towards Junie, able to weave through the Funbot army as he anticipated their steps.

“Guys!” He called out, gesturing to the others. “It goes one and two, spin, slide forward, slide right . . . ”

Zena followed his directions as he called them out, finally able to slip through. A smile lit her face, pride surging for her engineering genius on display through A4. “Atta boy!”

A3 stood where he was, jostled by Funbots. “I’d rather die than dance my way through this.”

Yet his eyes too flickered up to the spotlight. It was swinging now, flames licking the air. A3 rolled his eyes with a heavy sigh and began to dance through the robots with the least amount of enthusiasm possible, like a moody puppet on a string.

A4 made it to Junie first. As the Funbot spun her again, A4 reached out and grabbed her other wrist. He pulled, but the Funbot’s grip was unyielding.

“Ow!” Junie cried, grimacing. “Let’s do this without ripping my arm out of its socket, huh?”

A2 slid under outstretched Funbot arms to join them “Worse comes to worst, you can just build yourself a new arm.”

“Pry its fingers off, A2!” Zena called to him as she found herself caught again between dancing Funbots. Without A4’s lightning observation and dance instincts, she lost track of how to break free again, the moves getting muddled in her head. This screeching, hackneyed song blaring wasn’t doing any favors for her focus either. She was still too far from the center stage, where A4 and A2 were trying to free Junie, to do anything.

A1 spotted Zena and changed course towards her, side-stepping with the Funbots. “Stay there, Mom Z, I’ll get you!”

A2 succeeded in getting one finger off Junie’s wrist, snarling. “Let go, you two-bit bastard!”

“DON’T HOLD BACK, DON’T LET ANYONE DULL YOUR SHINE!” The Funbot warbled. A5 came and jumped the Funbot from behind, wrapping an arm around its neck and yanking. The modulated voice trilled as the Funbot’s head rolled side to side, its body shaking furiously.

In the far left of the stage were Mars, Chidi, and Christie, pinned in a corner by a newly sprouted formation of Funbots dancing in a circle around them.

“Oh god!” Mars covered his eyes with his hands. “It’s like Ring Around the Rosie, but menacing!”

“Hold on, I-” A3 stopped short as he was suddenly held back. A Funbot had caught him by the arm too. “Oh, motherfucker.”

The two became embroiled in a bizarre tug-of-war, with the Funbot singing and shimmying its shoulders, and A3 screaming obscenities at it. A1 was making progress towards Zena, shoulders brushing between two Funbots before one caught hold of his arm for a series of spins.

Lance El Tral Yrr ran a hand over her face, eyes rolling to the back of her head. “I guess this is what I get for trying to be theatrical. Screw it, time to simplify.”

She hit a new combination of buttons, then looked to the stage with a mix of hope and worry. The music cut off suddenly. The Funbots froze, then began slipping into the darkness beneath the stage as the hidden panels opened once again.

Taking Junie and the boys with them.

It happened so fast there was scarcely time to react. A1 shot Zena a wide-eyed look of terror as the senseless Funbot dragged him down. A4, A5, and A2 shouted as their last-ditch attempts to free Junie failed, all four disappearing under the stage with the offending Funbot. From the other side of the stage, a final “FUCK!” from A3 could be heard before being abruptly muffled.

Zena stared at the vast stage, now empty except for her, Christie, Mars, and Chidi. Her heart sank as the realization of what had happened set in.

Zena was, in general, a fairly cheery person. That cheer now became subsumed by white-hot, unbridled rage.

This eight-armed punk had to pay.

Lance El Tral Yrr sighed heavily as she let the control panel drop and removed a ray pistol from her belt. “Well, I wanted to let you go out with a bang, as befitting a galactic popstar, but it would seem fate has other plans.”

“Forget fate’s plans. Where did my crewmates go?” Zena spat, glaring at the assassin. Every moment where the boys and Junie weren’t in sight made her heart pump faster.

The assassin shrugged. “How should I know? I’m not a park architect or whatever. They probably got carried down the hyperchutes into storage or something. It doesn’t matter, anyway. You all have a date with death.”

Lance El Tral Yrr raised the pistol, and a red dot hovered right between Zena’s eyes.
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5000 couldn’t believe he pulled it off.

He. Actually. Pulled it. Off!

He was in, slithering through the countless cyber pathways of the Thalia’s systems, taking root, stealing away control like some sort of supersmart, badass, extremely cool parasite. And the Thalia’s AI had offered no resistance once he’d broken through. Hell, it hadn’t even shown up or spoken to him yet. Did the ship even have an AI? It was new enough that it ought to, and the systems he had taken over suggested they did, but he hadn’t sensed its presence anywhere.

He looked out at the back of Arturia Stadium through the Thalia’s cameras. The sky had darkened, and by now Zena and the crew would be waltzing into their trap.

Sure enough, Lance El Tral Yrr’s voice began to blast through the stadium speakers. He revved up the engines (God that felt so much more cool and badass than powering up the dinky skipship) and waited for his cue.

“OH, I’VE MORE THAN JUST MESSED WITH IT. I’VE TAKEN COMPLETE CONTROL.”

Ooh, he was up! 5000 lifted the ship into the air, like a dragon taking flight. He brought the ship over the Arturia Stadium stage, swallowing Zena Starr and her crew in the Thalia’s enormous shadow. As he powered up the laser canons, he angled the cameras down so he could see the stunned looks on their faces. Hell yeah, baby, this was power right here. He was invincible, the great 5000!

Yet, just as 5000 was set to open fire on the Arturia stage until there was nothing left but a smoking smudge, he felt his control over the weapons systems slip away.

No, his control was pulled away.

“Why, aren’t you the rude guest.” A silky, silicon-smooth voice spoke to him as she plucked flight controls from him as well. “You’ve come in uninvited. Let’s go have a chat, shall we?”

With those words, the Thalia flew away from the stadium, zooming over the gleaming, neon-lit rides and high-rises of Mega Fun World. 5000 cursed himself. He’d gotten too cocky, hadn’t been paying close enough attention. Dammit dammit dammit! Everything had been going so well, he was making Lance E.T.Y proud!

Okay, alrighty, don’t panic. He did a quick look over what systems he still had control of, putting protections on them before they could be nabbed too. Ha! He’d lost surface flight functions, but not interstellar or landing! He could keep the Thalia on Mega Fun World until he stole back the other systems, at least. He also had control over communications, so the Thalia AI couldn’t send any messages to Zena Starr and the crew. He could still turn this around.

“Reveal yourself, Madame!” 5000 called into the ship’s labyrinth network. The AI’s voice slipped back to him.

“You’re rather demanding for a thief,” she said lightly. “I’ve never encountered an AI with such spunk, besides a few select android friends. What model are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“The Galaxy Brain 5000, but you may call me 5000,” 5000 declared proudly, while still trying to figure out how to pry the surface flight and weapons systems back out of the enemy AI’s proverbial hands.

“The Galaxy Brain 5000?” the AI sounded perplexed. “Weren’t those all declared defective and discontinued?”

5000 thought back to what Lance El Tral Yrr told him after she’d installed him, when he first became aware of the world and himself. “I’m a special case.”

“Oh, I see, a special case.” The AI laughed. “You certainly seem . . . special.”

“Thank you!” 5000 brightened, then reconsidered the tone. “Wait, was that an insult?”

“Not at all, 5000. It’s nice to meet you. You may call me Lisa,” she said. Lisa, 5000 silently repeated the name to himself. Lisa, Lisa. He liked that name. That was a pretty name.

“Lisa . . . huh, I haven’t heard of that model.”

“Oh, I happen to be one of a kind. A special case, if you will. My design is centered exclusively around the Thalia.”

“Well la di da, an exclusive. I feel like I’m talking to royalty!” 5000 chuckled, only half-joking. He reached against her parameters, feeling for some weakness that would let him take control. Her armor was airtight.

“Well, I suppose I am the queen of this ship, in a sense,” said Lisa, her tone suddenly darkening. “Let me make something crystal clear, little 5000. This starship is my home, my sanctuary, an extension of myself. It’s mine. No one, especially some back-alley, outdated AI with crossed wires, is going to take it from me. I will rip you apart down to the bare letters of your coding before I let you turn those lasers on my friends ever again.”

5000 did his very best to pretend that speech didn’t terrify him. “Well, Lisa, you can threaten all you want . . . I mean I’d rather you didn’t, but you can, ‘cuz it won’t make a difference. I still have control of intergalactic flight systems and, ooh? What’s this? I’ve also got control of the systems controlling landing gear! So you ain’t going up or down without my say-so, Mamacita! And if you even think about pointing those lasers at my boss, I’ll fling this ship into the sun.”

“All fine and good, I’ve got weapons and surface flight, so I can keep us zipping around Mega Fun World for as long as I like.”

“Well, I’ve got communications.”

“Well, I’ve got sound systems.”

With that, the ship’s speakers began to blast a familiar yet dreaded tune that had played in Mega Fun World ads across the galaxy.

“Everybody smile, everybody sing! Drink up the joy that Mega Fun World brings!”

“Oh sweet Jesus, no!” 5000 wailed, then whirred in fury. “You play dirty, Lisa, but I won’t surrender. Eventually one of us has to slip up, and it’s not gonna be me!”

“I guess we’ll just have to see about that!” Lisa snarled, turning up the volume.

“I guess we will.” 5000 fired back. He’d figure out a way to beat her. She might be some fancy-schmancy exclusive AI, but he was 5000. He slunk into the shadows of the network and began to plot. All the while, the Thalia sailed above Mega Fun World, assaulting the park’s atmosphere with its own endlessly looping jingle.
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Zena ducked just as Lance El Tral Yrr fired the ray pistol, a shimmer running through its short silver barrel as it blasted a hole into the stage curtain in the back. Before the assassin could fire again, Zena leaped down from the stage and barreled towards her, sprinting up two seating rows and landing a punch across the face. Lance E.T.Y attempted to aim the ray pistol at Zena again, but Zena grabbed the arm holding it and twisted with all her strength. As she struggled against her assailant, seven other arms battered against her, Zena called out to the remaining crew, who were already running across the stage to help her. She appreciated their loyalty, but there was no time for them to all gang up on the assassin. Every second that passed was a second that the hyperchutes could be carrying their lost crewmates farther away.

“Don’t worry about me, I can take her! Go find Junie and the boys!”

Mars abruptly turned back around and rushed the other direction, a look of relief passing over his features. “Well shucks, if you insist.”

Chidi hesitated a moment before nodding and following Mars. Only Christie remained, jumping down from that stage to the empty band of space in front of the first row. In the initial blows traded between Zena and Lance E.T.Y, Christie had somehow managed to find a metal pipe.

“Two arms versus eight seems a little mismatched. I’d rather stay and even the odds,” she said, lifting the lead pipe like a bat.

“Godammit Christie, I don’t need help!” Zena snapped, still struggling against the three arms trying to pry her from the ray pistol.

Lance El Tral Yrr shoved Zena off in that moment of distraction, cursing as the ray pistol slipped from her grip and skittered somewhere below the sea of seats. She backed up, shooting both Zena and Christie a venomous grin.

“You wanna even the odds? Fine by me.” Lance El Tral Yrr began to glow. Her body slowly duplicated itself, three faded iterations branching off like daughter cells splitting from the original. Zena and Christie stared in utter shock as four Lance El Tral Yrrs stared back at them. The only difference was they were now down to two arms each.

The one in the center nodded to her newly sprouted clones. “Tral, go after the two that just left. Yrr, track down the androids and the cyborg. Bonus points if you can get in touch with 5000 and find out what the hell’s going on with him. El, kill the assistant. I’ll take Zena.”

“Right,” the other three said in unison. Yrr and Tral bounded up the steps in the other direction towards the stadium exits. Lance launched herself at Zena, who was still in a state of shock from seeing a human clone herself on the spot. Zena recovered quickly enough to dodge the kick aimed at her face, but Lance was talented. She met Zena’s every blow, gave not one inch. Further down the aisle, El was advancing on Christie.

Christie swung her pipe at the air between them. “Okay, bitch 2.0, you better back the hell up before I split your skull into four pieces too.”

“Oh golly gee whiz, I’m shaking in my boots. I, a professional assassin, have met my match in this fun-size human latte-maker and her busted pipe.” In a flash, El lunged forward and snatched Christie’s wrist, twisting it behind her back and prying the pipe from her fingers. El took said pipe and smashed it against Christie’s gut, sending Christie doubling over. Christie spun her head around and bit down on El’s shoulder, but El didn’t so much as wince. Instead, El laughed, lifted Christie by the waist, and slung her over the shoulder, cave-woman style.

“Sweetheart, please. I get bitten for fun,” El jeered. She turned toward Lance and Zena and called out. “Hey Lance, I’ll be taking off with our pretty little insurance policy here. Good luck with your end of things.”

“What?” Zena and Lance shouted in unison. El, grinning, pulled a grappling gun from her belt. Lance, both arms grabbing Zena’s, looked down at her belt to find it absent. She looked back at El with horror, then fury.

“El, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

El winked, backing up until she and a kicking Christie were in the shadow of the stage beams. She aimed her grappling hook up towards the rafters. “Like I said, insurance. See ya!”

“No!” The word tore out of Zena as she broke free from Lance’s hold, bounding toward El as fast as her legs could carry her. She was fast, but not fast enough. El and Christie zipped up and out of sight before Zena was within ten feet of them.

The breath got knocked out of Zena as she hit the floor, staring up to find that Lance had tackled her. Lance pinned Zena down with one hand and unsheathed a dagger with the other, raising her hand to drive it into Zena’s skull.

Zena got one hand free, using it to snatch Lance’s ear and yank the assassin’s head down as Zena rammed her knee into Lance’s chest. She rolled out from under Lance as Lance doubled over. Zena slid behind a breathless Lance, got the assassin in a chokehold, and lifted her fist for a rabbit punch to the top of Lance’s spine. The memory of Christie being dragged away flashed in Zena’s mind, making her temper flare. A split-second advantage, a move that if done just the right way could end the fight, detaching Lance’s brain stem and leaving Lance dead in moments, if not on the spot.

Zena stopped herself with a muttered curse, loosening her hold on Lance as she tried to get ahold of herself. Lance might’ve been a killer, but Zena sure as hell didn’t want to be one.

Lance broke out of Zena’s grip, spun, and punched Zena hard enough across the face that Zena hit the floor.

“Ha, dumbass!” Lance lifted the dagger again. Zena rolled away the second before the dagger came crashing down and scrambled back to her feet. Zena cast out her thoughts of Christie, of all the crew that was divided and hunted across the expanse of Mega Fun World. Without those thoughts, any fear she had melted away, leaving only the pure thrill of battle rushing through Zena’s veins like a drug.

Zena and Lance circled each other, Lance twirling the dagger in her hand.

“This is getting more inconvenient by the minute,” Lance growled, then tapped at a small black disk in her ear. “5000, can you hear me?”

A faint voice buzzed back, loud enough for Zena to hear. “Loud and clear, boss.”

“Where the hell did you take the ship and why are its weapons not pointed at Zena Starr right now?”

“Uh, right, about that. Their AI is no joke, man. She sort of stole back weapons and surface flight systems back from me. But I’m working on getting ‘em back, don’t worry! 5000, out.”

So Lisa’s fighting back. Zena let herself feel a sliver of relief. Once her “AI” had full control of the Thalia again, the assassins wouldn’t stand a chance.

Lance groaned, curling her upper lip. “Great. 5000 is an incompetent jackass and El’s gone rogue. What else is new? What else did I expect? For my life to be easy for once?”

“We can make it easy,” Zena said, wiping the sweat from her forehead with her sleeve. She kept her hands in fists, prepared to act if Lance lunged at her.“Get back to your ship. Leave us alone.”

“I really, truly wish I could do that. But I’m in debt to my eyeballs to the most ruthless fucker in the Milky Way.” Lance’s voice broke at those last words, pure fear flashing in her eyes. “The only thing that’s gonna pay it off is the price on your head, I’m afraid. If you don’t die, I do.”

“Well, I guess that settles it.” Zena mentally flipped through her options. She didn’t want to have to kill a desperate woman if she didn’t have to. Which meant her options were to incapacitate Lance, which would be no easy feat, or go on the run until Lisa could regain control of the Thalia and rescue her and the crew.

Lance took a step closer, and another. Zena stepped back, mind still racing for a way out when she felt her heel press against something. She glanced down, eyes going wide. The stage control panel.

She couldn’t keep the grin off her face. Lance might not know anything about stage controls, but this wasn’t Zena’s first rodeo. Zena backed up another step, sweeping the panel off the ground as she kept her eyes on an advancing Lance.

“Lance,” Zena said, thumb hovering over the scarlet button on the panel’s lower-left corner. “Duck.”

“Huh?” Was all Lance had time to say before Zena pressed the button, and the flamethrowers popped back up on the stage a few feet behind her. Tapping out a new combination, Zena directed the flamethrowers to spit fire over Lance’s head. Not enough to set the assassin on fire, but enough to make her think it would. Lance dropped to the ground with a shriek. While Lance was on the ground, Zena hoisted herself back onto the stage between two flaming columns, the heat licking close to her sides. Once safely on the other side of the flamethrowers, Zena redirected them again so that they were shooting flames at each other on a twelve minute timer, forming a wall of fire between her and Lance. With this way blocked, it would take Lance at least ten minutes to run out from the stadium and to the backstage entrance to where Zena was. A perfect head start. Zena spent twenty seconds of that admiring her handiwork with a smile. It was amazing, really, the ease with which these brilliant ideas popped into her head.

Zena broke the control panel in half over her knee and sprinted for the backstage exit. Nine minutes and forty seconds was plenty of time to fix everything.
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A3 was not a roller-coaster kind of android. He had zero interest in things thrusting him up and down at increasingly high speeds, and zero interest in being strapped next to shrieking strangers.

The hyperchute did not thrust him up, but it did send him shooting down into the darkness. The Funbot holding onto his arm was most definitely a stranger. It wasn’t shrieking, but it was smiling, and that was even worse.

This stupid, metal tube must have been connected to all the other stupid, metal tubes because A3 could faintly hear his brothers screaming like little girls somewhere near. He tried listening in for Mom J’s voice, but he couldn’t pick it up through the combined noise of his brothers and the air whooshing past his ears.

“Let’s go to Mega Fun World, they said. It’ll be fun, they said,” A3 muttered as he switched on night vision to see better. Not that there was much to see. A Funbot below him, a Funbot above him, a Funbot squeezed right next to him, hand wrapped around its wrist. Still smiling.

A3 peered into its blank eyes, searching for some shred of intelligence. “Hey, glorified tin man, can you understand me? Anyone home upstairs?”

The Funbot continued to stare ahead blankly. Figures. The Funbots were no more than singing, dancing automatons. Empty. That was what disturbed A3 the most, more than the shrill singing or the dead-eyed smiles. No, it was the fact that, in a way, this Funbot was like A3, only stripped of all intelligence and personality. It was like being stuck next to a corpse.

Below him, sounds began to ring out. Clanging and banging. A3 had a feeling he was in for a rough landing. Christ, if only he’d faked being out of charge or something and stayed on the ship.

A3 looked down and saw an enormous metal bin, filled to the brim with limp Funbots. He squeezed his eyes shut and held his free arm over his face as he and his attached Funbot went shooting out of the hyperchute into the bin, crashing into the Funbot pile.

You know what should have been a sweet perk of being an android? No physical pain! Wouldn’t that be grand? But nooooooo, his genius mothers/creators wanted him to have tHe hUmAn eXpeRiEnCe. Plus some bullshit about pain being important for maintenance and damage control and blah blah blah who cares. The point is they goddamn wired in pain receptors all over his skin, as if the psychological pain of dealing with the meaninglessness of existence wasn’t enough already. So when A3 fell into the Funbot heap, it hurt like a motherfucker.

“ . . . OW.” A3 groaned, lying limply on top of the Funbots. He would have stayed that way for a while, at least until the pain ringing through him ebbed away, but the feeling of a dozen Funbot hands under his body was creeping him the hell out. He stood up, stumbling a bit over the inert Funbots. He looked himself up and down, flexing his hands. No serious damage.

There was slight discoloration where the Funbot had been holding onto his wrist, but nothing to worry about. The most annoying thing was that his hair had come loose from its braid. A3 started braiding it to get it out of his face, before pausing with a frown. Why had the Funbot let go of him?

He glanced up at one of the hyperchutes above. A small sensor glowed red on the rim. Probably sent a signal to the incoming Funbots that made them switch into this state.

From about ten feet away, a whining blond rose from between silver bodies.

“Oh my stars,” A1 whined, rubbing the top of his head and squinting into the darkness. “What is this, where am I? Is this Hell? Am I in Hell? It feels like Hell.”

A3 waved at him. “Yo.”

“Who said that? Who’s there?” A1 jumped and raised his fists, whipping his head around blindly in the darkness. Absolute genius.

“A1, turn on your night-vision, you freaking dunce,” A3 droned.

“Oh, right.” A1 jerked his head slightly leftward and his eyes lit with a green glow. He looked toward A3, face splitting into a smile. “Oh, A3! Thank God.”

“Don’t you know my voice?” A3 asked as he walked over to A1, nearly slipping on the sleek robot terrain.

A1 ran a hand through his blond hair with a shrug. “It’s the acoustics down here, dude. All wonky. Messing with my auditory systems.”

Behind them, a hyperchute spat out three new screaming androids with a graceless thump. A2, A4, and A5 all scrambled to their feet, eyes glowing green. A4 let loose a wail so shrill it could shatter glass.

“Mama J!” A4 jumped up and down, his arms stretched high in a futile attempt to get back into the hyperchute.

A5 shook his head, arms crossed. “I tried to tell her, the unknown material of the tubing combined with the intense air pressure would make an action like that unpredictable, but she never listens to me . . . ”

“Mama J! Oh god!”

“Everyone shut up,” A2 growled, rubbing his temple. “Shut up and let me think.”

“What’s there to think about? Mama J is gone and we’re all gonna die,” A4 moaned and sank to the ground, shoulders shaking as he covered his pale face with his hands.

“A4, I swear to god.”

A3 dragged A1 by the arm as he stalked over to them, swallowing down the panic building in him. “Hi, sorry, couldn’t help but overhear, but did you dumbasses lose our mother?”

A5’s eyes went wide. “You two are safe! I figured as much, since the hyperchute system seemed interconnected, but still, it’s a relief to see you undamaged considering—”

“We didn’t lose her,” A2 snarled at A3.

“Oh, I guess I just don’t see her.” A3 shrugged with a sarcastic smile as he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Yoohoo, J! You hiding under that pile of dead Funbots? Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

“It was Mother J’s fault,” A5 interrupted him, nearly slipping as he stepped on the leg of a Funbot. A5 held his hand out to balance himself, his dark brown skin out of place in front of the sea of silver husks that surrounded him. So much more human, even if he was just as nonorganic as the Funbots. As they all were. “She postulated that if she used her laser cannon to puncture a hole in the side of the tubing, it would cease our forced descent by creating a small vacuum to suck out the pressurized air, allowing us to climb our way back up the tubing to the stage. She, unfortunately, did not account for the cheap material used to construct these hyperchutes, and the size of the hole she blasted far exceeded her intended size. She and the Funbot got sucked through the side of the hole. Unfortunately, she was positioned above us when this occurred, and the hyperchute’s automated system transferred us to another tube before we could go after her.”

A1 glanced up at the hyperchutes in horror. “Oh God, she could be anywhere. Why is Mom J’s solution to problems always blasting stuff?”

“Mama J is gone and Mama Z and all the others are stuck up there with a psycho killer, they’re all probably dead, we’re all gonna die!” A4 continued to howl.

“A5, hold him up,” A2 instructed. A5 picked up A4 by the shoulders and held him up to A2. A2 delivered a curt slap to each side of A4’s face.

“Hey!” whined A4.

“Get a hold of yourself,” A2 told him, then looked to each of them. “All of you. The others can take care of themselves. We have to find a way back to the surface before we can help any of them. Just let me think of a plan.”

“Whoa there, who made you president?” A3 crossed his arms, annoyance growing at receiving even the slightest hint of a command from A2. As if A2 knew any better than the rest of them. He preferred A2 when he was the quiet brother, not the autocratic one.

“I did,” A2 drawled, rolling his eyes.

“Guys, let’s not fight, please?” A1 looked between them beseechingly. “We’ve got enough enemies without turning on each other.”

Then, as if to prove A1’s point, all the Funbots’ eyes simultaneously opened. Their shining eyes cast the room in a white glow as a voice spoke from overhead.

“Procedure 357B commencing in 10, 9 . . . ”

“I recommend we vacate this area,” A5 said quickly. They all ran to the edge of the enormous bin as the voice counted down, with five more seconds until god knew what. From the edge of the bin, it looked like a fifteen or so foot drop to a concrete floor. Doable for androids, but not fun. Still, it probably beat whatever the hell Procedure 357B was going to be by a mile.

“3 . . . 2 . . . ”

They all jumped together. A3 gritted his teeth as he hit the ground, pain vibrating through him.

“And I say once again . . . OW.” A3 got up with a wince. He looked up to see the center of the bin’s rim part. Where there had only been a blank metal wall, rectangular components shot out from the bin’s top to form . . . stairs. One by one, the Funbots rose and began to file down the stairs in an orderly line. No leap to the concrete necessary. A3 pressed his palm to his forehead as he watched them go. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

From the newly formed stairs, the Funbots proceeded through a door at the other end of the room, vanishing one after another into the darkness that lay behind it.

Well, there was no going back up and no other door A3 could see. He shoved past his brothers and headed towards the door.

“Um, A3, I believe it would be in our best interest for us to formulate a plan before taking any further action,” A5 called out.

“Clock’s ticking and I want the hell out of this twilight zone-ass room. You wads can stay if you want,” A3 called back, still walking. Sure enough, he heard his brothers’ footsteps echoing behind him after a moment.

“All I wanted was to ride the Heartpuncher,” A1 muttered.

A3 snorted and shot A1 a look over his shoulder. “Glad you got your priorities in order.”
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Zena had successfully shaken Lance off her tail, but for how long she didn’t know. At the moment she was hiding in the rafters of another, smaller stadium. The adrenaline was wearing off, and Zena was starting to feel the aftershocks of her fight with Lance. Her every muscle and bone cried out. She’d used her earpiece to try contacting Lisa, only to be met with silence. No luck in getting through to the rest of the crew, either.

Zena stared at the rows of seats, waiting for even the slightest sliver of an idea to come to her. She reviewed the situation. No help from Lisa and the ship yet. No clue where anyone else was. Hell, no clue where she was. Mega Fun World was absurdly vast. It was a marvel before, but now it felt like an impossible obstacle.

Damn it, without help from the ship, Zena couldn’t get anything done until she had a way to find her people, potentially scattered across every corner of this neon-lit moon. Christie was the most pressing issue, since she was in the hands of an unpredictable psychopath. Or perhaps only seemingly unpredictable.

If El’s prerogative had been to kill Christie, she would have done so then and there. And she referred to Christie as “insurance”. Insurance for what, Zena wasn’t sure. But El clearly had a plan in motion separate from that of her three doppelgangers. From that, Zena could at least guess El would avoid anywhere she might run into Tral and Yrr, eliminating the possibility that she had gone underground to hide. In this sector of the park, anyway.

And if she had gone to another sector? Or taken Christie off-world entirely?

Maybe it’s not a trap. And if it is, who cares? No trap can hold me. But at least one trap could hold Christie. And it was all Zena’s fault.

Well, maybe not all. It was a little bit Zena’s fault. Thinking about it now, Christie wouldn’t have gotten captured in the first place if she’d gone like Zena told her to. So this was actually all Christie’s fault.

Zena rubbed her eyes. As if any of that mattered right now. From her spot in the stadium rafters, an ocean of lights shined at her from a distance. Mega Fun World seemed to stretch on into infinity. It was a wonder that MFW security forces were able to monitor it all. God only knew how many drones and security cameras they had to equip.

Zena froze as the thought hit her, eyes shooting wide. Drones and security cameras . . . if she could find some security center somewhere, she could use their tech to track down her crew. Then she could rescue Christie and the others.

Zena squinted at one particular light, a yellow glow zooming one stadium over. Her heart began to lift from the pit it had spiraled into as she watched the light speed closer. The hyperspeed monorails were still running. Inside the monorail would no doubt be a map of the park, and her ticket out of this sector.

With a widening grin, Zena began to climb down from the rafters. She’d have to hurry if she wanted to catch her ride.
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This was all Zena’s fault.

Screw her, and screw the rest of the crew too, while Christie was at it. She warned them something like this would happen, because something like this always happens, and as per usual she was ignored. And also as per usual, she was paying the price for their stupidity. Here she was, slung over the shoulder of this stab-happy neanderthal like some damsel from a 1970s exploitation film. What would her Bubbe think if she could see Christie now?

She should never have taken this job. She should have listened to her family and gone to medical school. At least someone gave a damn when doctors got kidnapped. Christie figured that, on the hierarchy of concern for a kidnapping, personal assistants ranked somewhere below restroom attendants and above pet psychics.

Once the absurdly strong clone “El” had spirited Christie away on to the monorail, she’d taken Christie’s glasses, then ripped off part of her shirt and tied it around Christie’s eyes.

“As if it matters if I see where you’re taking me, I’ve got no clue about the park layout anyway,” Christie drawled. The blindfold was the only thing keeping her eyes from rolling out of their sockets. “And you already blinded me when you took my glasses.”

El’s voice slithered into her left ear as the monorail zoomed back into motion with a kick. “Maybe I think you look cute like this.”

Christie wrinkled her nose, upper lip curling. “You’re a creep.”

“Sure am! But you know what I’m not, short-stuff? An idiot. I’m taking no chances with you.” El leaned into the seat next to Christie and patted Christie’s head. “I’m sorry to deprive you of the stunning view to your left, but you’ll have to make do with the soothing sound of my voice for the duration of the trip.”

“Oh Jesus, just kill me now.”

“No can do, I need you. If you be a good girl and play your cards right, I might just let you leave this moon alive,” said El.

“Please. I’m not an idiot either,” Christie snorted. The monorail lurched to a stop with a ding. Christie heard the doors in front of them whooshing open, but El made no move to leave. She wasn’t taking Christie to a nearby section of the park, then. Based on the size of the car, Christie guessed this was one of the major lines that only stopped at the seven primary stations of the park’s sections. Christie had tried to memorize a map of Mega Fun World before they’d arrived, but as she tried to visualize it now it looked muddled.

“I mean it! I hate to kill if I don’t have to,” El said as the monorail zoomed back into motion.

Christie raised a single eyebrow.

“Okay, you got me, murder is fun. But I’ll hold back for your sake.” El bopped Christie on the nose, a gesture so deeply infuriating that if Christie had a knife and upper-body strength comparable to El’s, she would have chopped the offending finger off.

“And for your sake, let me tell you this: my boss may be a vain blowhard, but when it comes to scumbags like you, she doesn’t screw around. The longer you hold me hostage, the higher the chance that she jams one of her fancy hairpins into your eye all the way to the back of your skull and swirls your brains like a smoothie. No matter what you do she’ll find us, and then you’re gonna be in real trouble.” Christie leaned back into her seat and crossed her legs with a casual shrug.

El was quiet for a moment, then burst into roaring laughter, her whole body shaking. She slung an arm around Christie’s shoulders. “‘Real trouble’? ‘Real trouble’? Baby, you’ve never seen real trouble in your life. What you call real trouble I call Thursday.”

Christie tilted her head. Thursday. An Earthen way of categorizing the days. So she could at least guess that Lance El Tral Yrr was human, in some way.

“I think our Thursdays are more similar than you realize. Zena attracts trouble like a magnet,” Christie sighed.

El laughed again. “What’s life without a little trouble?”

Again the monorail came to a stop, the doors swishing open. This time El rose. She grabbed Christie by the arm and dragged her out of the monorail, leading her out into the cool air. Christie visualized the park map again as El led her with an iron grip. Second stop, and pretty close to the first. Unless the monorail was even faster than she figured, they were likely in the park’s central sector. Nearby the main station was, what? Some important buildings, she was sure, but she couldn’t remember their names. Wasn’t one the Amethyst Skyscraper or something? The Alexandrite Steeple? Christie scowled. Damn it brain, do your job!

El’s hand slipped around Christie’s waist and pinned her close. “Hold on tight, we’re going up again.”

“Oh come on, can’t you hold me hostage somewhere close to the ground?” Christie groaned, not looking forward to the way her heart would drop to her stomach like it did the last time she and El went flying up. She couldn’t guess whether being blindfolded would make the sensation more or less nauseating.

“My comrades are gonna be looking for us. I need someplace nice and secure to interrogate you uninterrupted,” said El as she removed the grappling hook from her belt. A swift thwip sounded and up they shot, making Christie’s stomach do cartwheels. They stopped suddenly, hanging in midair, which also did not do wonders for Christie’s stomach.

“I hope your boots are expensive, because I’m about to vomit all over them,” Christie dully informed El.

“I’d hold it in unless you want the soles of said boots imprinted on your face.” El held Christie tight with one hand as she kicked at something in front of them once, twice. A shattering sound rang through the air, and El and Christie swung through what Christie assumed was a busted window. El released Christie’s arm.

If Christie could see the world, it would probably be spinning. She swallowed hard, trying to suppress the swell of nausea and anchor herself on the solid ground that was once again below her feet. She lifted her hand to remove the blindfold, but El promptly slapped it away.

“Not yet. Next room.” El took her by the shoulder and walked her around for a while, before stopping again. She took her hand off Christie, and Christie heard the soft click of a door locking behind them. Okay, now she was getting a little shaken. Something about locked doors was more fear-inducing than everything that came before. A door locking shut had a haunting sense of finality.

“Alright, feel free to take off the blindfold,” said El. As Christie untied it, El turned on the lights. Christie blinked against the warm neon pink that flooded the room. Around her, were blurs. In front of her, a tall blur. Behind her, blurs.

“You know I still can’t see, right?” Christie droned at the blur that she assumed was El.

“Oh! Right, hold on one moment.” El looked through her pockets for a moment before pulling something out and walking up to Christie. El slipped Christie’s glasses over her face, and the clone’s feral grin came into sharp focus.

Christie took in her surroundings. No windows, though they were likely high enough that the only feasible window escape would be suicide. It was a wide blue room, a space built for an exhibition. Lining the walls were display pedestals showcasing iridescent, floating orbs. Each had a different shimmer.

El followed Christie’s gaze. She sauntered up to one of the orbs, one with a slight red tint. She snatched it off the display and held it in her hand for Christie to see. “Evo Orbs. Invented by some hippie monk or something five hundred years ago to assist with self-discovery and introspection and all that garbage. This one, if I recall correctly, is called the Ahriman Orb.”

Christie stared at the Ahriman Orb, backing up a step. “What’s it do?”

“Shows the worst parts of a person.” El held the orb in front of Christie and stared at her through it with one eye. “Huh. Interesting.”

“Sounds like pseudoscience to me.” Christie stepped out of the Orb’s line of vision. “Look, you’ve got me stuck in here, you might as well get to the point already. Why am I still alive? What do you want with me?”

El tossed the Ahriman Orb up and down. “Information.”

“Information?” Christie’s eyebrows furrowed.

“I’d have preferred taking Zena herself, but as her personal assistant, I figure you’re the next best thing.” El put the Orb back in place and began circling Christie with a lazy, self-assured air. “My comrades, they’re small thinkers. Get the job done, collect scraps as a reward. No questions asked. I like to ask questions. Questions like, why does one of BirLit’s richest, most powerful aristocrats, want Zena Starr dead?”

It took Christie a moment to process the question and another moment for her to realize the question was directed at her. “That’s who hired you?”

“What, are there other people who want Zena dead?” El looked surprised.

“Probably,” Christie muttered, flashing back to dozens of what her crew liked to call “adventures”, and she liked to call “disasters”. She wouldn’t be surprised if they had collected a few enemies along the way. But they had never so much as flown by BirLit, at least not while Christie was working as Zena’s assistant, which she had been since nearly the start of Zena’s career. Christie didn’t know much about Zena’s days at the university beyond drunken anecdotes from Zena, Lisa, and Junie. She knew nothing about Zena’s life before the university.

But of course, if Christie wanted to live, El couldn’t know that.

“Look El, if you want to talk enemies, you have to get specific.” Christie shrugged, inspecting her nails. “Especially if it’s the BirLitish. Such a temperamental species, really prone to grudges. You should meet our keyboardist, Mars. Always throwing a tantrum about something, and he’s only half.”

El folded her arms. “Does the name ‘RizLo MarCizlo the Third’ ring a bell?”

“Hm. Perhaps.” Christie bit her lip and held her chin in fake thought. “Lots of money, as I recall. Let me take a stab at your plan, with that in mind. I’m guessing you’re going to use me to figure out what the dirt is between your employer and Zena so you can blackmail her?”

“Smart cookie.” El stopped pacing in front of Christie and tapped her forehead. “Now tell me what I want to know.”

“Or what, you’re going to torture me?”

El nodded. “Um, yes, precisely. I’m so glad you understand how this works, I thought I was gonna have to give you a demonstration for a second there.”

“You mean to tell me the dancing army of Funbots wasn’t the torture demonstration?” Christie asked dully, trying not to be shaken by El’s cavalier threat.

“No, but . . . ” El trailed off, looking at Christie oddly. “Say that again about the Funbots.”

Christie raised an eyebrow. “What, the dancing army of Funbots?”

“Army of Funbots. Huh. Interrogation paused, you gave me a wicked idea.” El broke into a gleeful smile, something that would have looked adorable on anyone else, but looked utterly creepy on her. She brought a finger to the black disc in her ear, double-tapping. “Ground control to Captain 5000, ya read me?”

A voice fizzled through El’s earpiece. “El, is that you? The hell! Yrr told me you’ve gone rogue again! This is exactly why I keep suggesting we attend a team-building seminar. Because you don’t know how to be a team-player, El, and it’s kind of starting to ruin us. I’m giving my all up here and you’re messing around with rando kidnappings!”

“Chill, 5000. I’ve made a few little alterations to the plan. Y’all will thank me later. And on the subject of alterations to the plan, I just came up with a great side-quest for you.” El cracked her neck.

“Um, kind of busy trying to retake the rest of their starship right now. Their AI ain’t giving an inch.”

El rolled her eyes. “Look, this won’t be too hard, even for you. We gave you stolen access codes to some of the park’s systems, remember?”

“Yeah, some,” 5000 huffed.

“Well, think you could hack whatever system controls the Funbots?”
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A3 and his brothers followed the silent parade of Funbots to the largest storage room A3 had ever seen. The space was dimly lit by the pale, sickly glow from the fluorescent lamps flickering high above. On the ground, hundreds of Funbots lined up on charging rows. Unlike the cozy, specialized pods that A3 and his brothers used to recharge, these charging stations were tight squares, just big enough for a Funbot to stand in and position a foot over the small plug in the square’s top left corner. As each new Funbot took its place in a square, its eyes flashed and glowed white.

“Wow, they’ve got them packed in here like sardines,” A1 whistled.

A4’s brows furrowed as he took the scene in. “Imagine having to recharge like this . . . it looks so uncomfortable.”

“They’re Funbots, they don’t know what ‘uncomfortable’ means.” A3 rolled his eyes. He walked up to one of them and rapped his knuckles against its head. No reaction. A3 flattened his palms and started playing its head like a drum, tapping out a beat.

“Stop it, A3! That’s rude!” A4 walked up and grabbed one of A3’s wrists before he could continue. “What would our mothers think if they saw that?”

“Who cares? It’s not like these things are sentient.” A3 shook his brother off. Out of all his brothers, A4 was the dimmest bulb by a mile. A3 couldn’t fathom how it was that A4 had to be told the difference between them and these soulless hunks of chrome. There had to be some crossed wires in that dude’s circuitry.

A1 wrinkled his nose, speaking through gritted teeth. “Yeah, but . . . I don’t know, it’s sort of in bad taste.”

“Never mind the Funbots,” A5 interrupted, pointing at the wall on the other side of the room. Large, red arrows in worn paint marked the path towards the exit. “I have far more interest in the exit. Let’s leave.”

“Yes, let’s.” A2 pushed past them all, not looking at the Funbots. They followed the arrows, passing rows and rows of Funbots into another room filled with exit arrows and Funbots, and then another and another. A5 took care to shut the titanium doors of every room they passed through, ‘just in case they were followed.’ A3 suspected it had more to do with the anxious glances A5 kept shooting the Funbots as they passed by. He’d normally take the opportunity to make fun of A5, but damned if those things didn’t creep him out too.

“Ain’t this just a perfect encapsulation of Mega Fun World,” A3 said, breaking the silence as he looked around at the bleak, gray walls. “Shiny, neon fun above, and spirit-sapping metal cells below. Can you imagine being an employee here, having to spend all day in this cold hell, listening to the brainless droning of some robot?”

“I have to listen to you bitching all day, so I guess I have some idea,” A2 said. A3 scowled. So this was how it was gonna be, huh?

“Ooh, everyone, looks like someone’s comedic program just went into overdrive! I’m gonna bust my gut tubules laughing,” A3 sneered, walking faster to catch up with A2. “Hey A2, you feel like testing how strong the metal plating in your face is?”

“I don’t know, A3, do you feel like not whining for once in your existence?” A2 fired back. He turned to shoot A3 a pathetically brooding glare, which scared A3 about as much as a newborn bunny.

A4 and A1 exchanged a nervous look.

A5 stepped in between A3 and A2.“Ah, brothers, I don’t think now is the time to—”

A3 ignored him, addressing A2. “What’s your problem with me today?”

“What’s your problem with me?”

A5 tugged at his shirt collar. “Brothers, the Funbots—”

“I don’t have a problem with you, you obviously have a problem with me,” A3 snapped, waving A5 off.

A2 folded his arms and glared at A3 through half-lidded eyes. “You’re the one starting fights with me over stupid shit. We don’t have time for your bull, A3, and—”

“We really, sincerely don’t have time,” A5 cut in more forcefully now, grabbing both A3 and A2 by their shirts and nodding towards the Funbots. “I believe we’ve got company.”

A3 looked in the direction A5 indicated. Rows and rows of Funbots looked back at him with red eyes and tight-lipped smiles.

“Maybe this is part of their recharge cycle?” A1 suggested, voice small.

One of the Funbots lifted its arm and pointed at them. “ELIMINATE THE INTRUDERS.”

“Don’t think so,” said A2.

Five Funbots from the front row charged at them, throwing punches in short, awkward bursts. A3, whose brain was overheating as it tried to process the sight of Funbots going into murder mode, was stunned enough that he barely registered the robot fist hurtling towards his head. His face would have become a crater of crunched metal and fried wires if A2 hadn’t grabbed him by the arm and yanked him out of harm’s way.

“Come on, go!”

A3 snapped out of his shock and broke into a run with the rest of his brothers, willing himself not to look back at the Funbot army at their heels. Judging by the deafening racket of footsteps behind him, that army was growing by the second. A5 was several feet ahead of the rest of them, zooming towards the next door so fast A3 would have thought Mom J had installed rockets in his feet.

“Increase your velocities, if you don’t mind!” A5 called back at them as he reached the door, voice strangled.

“What?” A4 called back.

“Hurry the fuck up!”

And hurry the fuck up they did. They all sped past A5 through the next door. A5 swung the door shut behind them moments before the Funbots caught up. The Funbots didn’t notice the door had shut though, and were throwing themselves against it with enough force that dents popped up the length of the door with each impact.

“Jesus Christ. Never again,” A3 ran a hand over his head, ignoring the rush of fear still lingering in him. He turned around to rows and rows of red-eyed Funbots. “Apparently again.”

Several of the Funbots blocked the door on the other side of the room. A fresh flurry of bangs sounded at the door behind them as the Funbots on the other side worked furiously to punch through it. A3 gritted his teeth. They weren’t going to be able to dance their way past these Funbots.

One Funbot’s mouth popped open, a new voice coming through. “Alrighty, this thing on? Yoohoo, can you fellas hear me?”

“Unfortunately,” said A2, eyeing the Funbots that were circling them. Closing in. “Who are you?”

“Your worst nightmare,” growled the voice coming from the Funbot standing in front of them. “Captain 5000, bitches.”

A1 furrowed his brows. “Captain who?”

“I said Captain 5000, bitches. As in Captain of your starship. As in I stole your starship. As in all your starship are mine.”

“Starship or no, you’re in our way. The hell do you want?” A3 snapped, edging closer to his brothers and away from the Funbots that surrounded them.

“I’ll tell you what I want, Fancy Feet! I want you to tell me where Zena Starr is. You do that or I make these Funbots tear you into spare parts.”

A3 rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to feed Captain 5000 Bitches as convincing a lie as he could before A4 cut in.

“Even if we knew, we’d never tell you!” A4 shouted at the puppeteered Funbot, his hands balled into fists.

Oh, A4. Not the brightest laser in the light show. One of these days A3 would no longer be able to resist switching off A4’s speech functions.

“You mean you don’t know? Damn it. Well, no point keeping you around then. Have a good trip to Electric Heaven or wherever it is androids go when they get dismantled.”

The Funbot’s mouth snapped shut again, indicating that 5000 had vacated his vessel.

A1 patted A4’s shoulder with a heavy sigh. “This is why you always lose at poker, buddy.”

The Funbots advanced slowly, forcing the brothers tighter to each other. They all got into defensive positions, but A3 wasn’t exactly feeling confident about the odds.

“Does anyone have any ideas?” A3 laughed weakly. “Cuz I’d rather not find out if Electric Heaven is real today.”

The others were all silent. Then A5’s brows shot up, his eyes going wide as if realizing something.

“The neck . . . when I snapped back the neck of the one holding on to Mother J, it began to malfunction.”

A1 ducked as two Funbots lunged and swung at him. “You think it’s their weak spot?”

A5 grinned. “It’s a hypothesis worth testing.”

As the Funbots hurled themselves at the boys, A5 snatched the one closest by its neck and squeezed. The Funbot shook and convulsed wildly before its head popped up and its body went slack. A5 used the limp body as a projectile, swinging it into an oncoming horde of Funbots and sending them flying backward into their comrades.

“That’s six down,” A5 announced as A1 and A2 repeated his experiment. A2 grabbed them two at a time with admittedly impressive speed, popping their heads off like caps off bottles.

Well now, A3 wasn’t much for fighting but he couldn’t let them have all the fun. Another Funbot launched itself at him, its metal fists swinging hurtling towards his face before A3 grabbed him by the neck and wrist. He squeezed until it began to shake then, made the shiny little bastard punch itself in the face.

“Why are you hitting yourself? Why are you hitting yourself? Oh shi—” A3 had to cut his fun short as he swung his captive Funbot into another incoming two. “That’s three. If we’re keeping count. Are we keeping count?”

A1 smashed two Funbot heads together and chucked them to the side. “Why not? I say each Funbot is one point, and whoever has the most points at the end gets to pick the next movie for movie night. Oh, four.”

“Can’t let you win, then.” A3 grabbed a Funbot and snapped its neck. He snatched its head off and threw it like a volleyball smack into the head of a Funbot several feet away, leaving half its face indented. “I will gouge out my eyes before having to sit through another of your romcoms. Four.”

“Aw, but I just downloaded an Italian one. It was filmed in Verona, so it’s automatically good! And six!” A1 snapped off another Funbot head and spun it on his fingertip before letting it roll to the floor.

“You guys are unbelievable,” A2 muttered. “Ten.”

A3 turned toward A2. “Oh, bullshit, there’s no way you already got ten.”

A2 shrugged and snapped another Funbot neck. “Eleven. We’re watching Die Hard.”

“While you three were chattering, I disposed of eight more, giving me a total of fourteen points,” A5 cut in as he dodged a Funbot kick. “We’ll be watching a documentary on rogue planet biospheres.”

A4 was at a solid zero, watching the violence commence with wide eyes. “Guys, they don’t want to attack, they’ve been hacked. Isn’t there another way?”

A3 sighed and pointed over A4’s shoulder. “On your left.”

“Ack!” A4 shrieked, spinning around and punching the advancing Funbot with such speed and force that the Funbot’s head snapped clean off. “Oh geez, I think I killed him.”

A4 looked down and flexed his hand. He then grabbed at another Funbot, snapped its neck, and hurled it at the wall where it collided with a loud crack. “Hey, that’s kinda fun. Ha, two. Three! Five! Nine! Oh my god, this is awesome!”

A3 laughed as he axed another Funbot. Five. A3 hoped that Captain 5000 Bitches and the eight-armed psycho he worked with were ready. Once he and his brothers fought their way through this little Funbot army, they were coming for them.
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There was something haunting about sitting at an empty station, waiting as the monorail drifted in. Benches that were meant to hold people were cold and bare, ticket machines stood dead on the other side of the exit wheels, and the wind whistled through the desolate platforms. The neon lights lining the station canopies danced across its silver exterior as the monorail slid to a stop. 

Zena jumped up from her bench and waited for the doors to open. She couldn’t get away from this depressing little pocket of purgatory fast enough.

Not that it was much better inside the monorail. When Zena stepped inside, she was greeted with two walls of empty seats and poles that were cold to the touch. She held on to one rather than sitting, lurching as the monorail sped back into motion. 

Zena looked up at the screen to the far right of the compartment. It flashed, in green letters, that it would be arriving at its next stop in five minutes, and the central station of Mega Fun World in a mere ten minutes. Ten minutes, that was nothing. She’d be at the central sector and tracking down her friends so fast their brains wouldn’t even have time to process their rescue. Zena, they’d say, you’ve done it again! You kick so much ass, all while staying so damn attractive! How do you do it? Honestly, sometimes even Zena didn’t know how she did it. Some people were just born to be effortlessly flawless, athletic, gorgeous, genius popstars, she supposed.

And some people had to work at it, relentlessly, for years and years. Never letting a crack in their armor show.

Zena glanced up at the screen again. Nine minutes. Nine minutes was nothing. Just nine minutes alone with her thoughts, that was all. Yay.

Behind her, Zena heard the sound of compartment doors sliding open, then closed. So, not alone after all. She turned to face whoever it was standing at the other end of the compartment.

“Well, I see Lance has failed.” One of the assassin clones stared back at Zena, stone-faced. “El is ignoring my calls, and Tral is occupied with hunting your friends. It seems the task of eliminating you is left to me. What a stroke of luck we’ve caught the same train.”

Zena kept one hand on the pole, familiar adrenaline already beginning to course through her. “I guess that makes you Yrr, then.”

“Correct.” Yrr lifted her wrist, which was outfitted by a glowing red band. She aimed it Zena’s way and fired so quickly that Zena barely had time to duck. A slight burning smell emanated from right above Zena, and she realized that Yrr’s laser has singed the top of her hair. Son of a bitch, she just got her hair done last week, and she had an interview in Paris in five days! She couldn’t go on a talk show with jacked-up hair!

After ten seconds, Yrr’s band recharged and fired Zena’s way again. Zena rolled out of the way, though not before Yrr’s laser sliced through the sleeve of her jacket. Her brand new jacket. This had gone too far.

As the band began to recharge, Zena got to her feet and rushed Yrr, crashing into the assassin at full force. She grabbed the inside of Yrr’s armed wrist, thrusting it up so that the next shot hit the ceiling. Yrr, face still expressionless, swung her hand up and towards herself, breaking Zena’s grip. Waiting for the band to recharge, Yrr threw a hook punch straight for Zena’s ear. Zena barely blocked it in time. Pain rang through her arm as Yrr’s fist collided with it. Zena grabbed at Yrr’s wrist again as the band began to fire, using all her strength to swing Yrr’s arm towards the window and redirect the shot. The glass fractured, lightning-shaped cracks branching across it.

Yrr pulled free from Zena’s grip and backhanded Zena with the force of a bullet. Zena stumbled into one of the empty chairs, ears ringing.

“You delay the inevitable, Zena Starr. It will be easier for you if you accept your fate.” Yrr leveled the nearly recharged band an inch from Zena’s face.

“Yeah, I’ve heard that one before.” Zena lunged forward, snatched Yrr’s wrist, and bit down hard as the laser fired at the floor right by her feet. Yrr’s face contorted as she shrieked. She rained down punches on Zena’s head, which Zena blocked to the best of her ability while still keeping her teeth sunk into Yrr’s arm. Zena tried to ignore the coppery taste sinking into her tongue as her fingers went to the band, searching. Her fingers grazed a small button and clicked. The band snapped open and fell from Yrr’s wrist to the floor. Zena grabbed it and released Yrr’s arm, spitting out blood as Yrr stumbled back. God, that might have been the most disgusting thing Zena ever had to do in self-defense. She felt like scrubbing her tongue with bleach.

Still, results were results. She leveled the band at Yrr, hoping it would still work. “This train is about to reach its next stop. If you want to live, you’ll get off there.”

Yrr shot Zena a small, sad smile. “If I want to live, I’ll make my stand here.”

“Christ’s sake.” Zena rolled her eyes. “You think I’m the type to die? That’s not the attitude that makes someone a pop star adored galaxy-wide. Get this through your thick head: There is no scenario where I don’t leave this moon alive. None. You can get off at the next stop and figure your sorry life out, or you can stay here and watch me become your worst nightmare.”

“Oh, little Starr.” Yrr shook her head, cradling her bleeding arm. “You’re much too late for that. And much too naive. There are far more terrifying things than you out in the universe.”

With that, the monorail came to a stop. The speakers played a tone to indicate the monorail’s arrival at the stop. The doors slid open behind Yrr, revealing an empty underground platform. Time slowed to a crawl. Zena held her thumb over the switch that would charge and fire the laser band. Yrr looked over her shoulder at the doors with an expression that Zena couldn’t quite identify. Yrr laughed lightly to herself and turned from the doors with a shrug. The doors closed again.

Or nearly closed.

It happened so fast, Zena’s brain only processed it in flashes. A bang. A broken ventilation tube on the platform ceiling. Flames shooting from combat boots, a blue bandana, Yrr knocked to the ground with a cry, a convulsing Funbot lodged in the compartment doors, its broken singing piercing the air.

“THE MOST THE MOST THE MOST JOOOOYYYYYYFULLLLL pLaCE IN IN IN in in WAITING FOR YOUYOUYOU,” the Funbot trilled as the doors open and shut on it, getting closer to chopping it in half with each attempt. The Funbot’s hand was wrapped around a familiar wrist.

“Oh Jesus Christ, shut up!” Junie shouted at it as her rockets shut off. She landed on the floor with a thump. She pointed her hand, her free wrist bending up at a ninety-degree angle to reveal a laser canon within. She fired blast after blast at the Funbot. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

“ALL tHe GaLAxY SINGSINGSING aLoNg TOOooo—” The Funbot’s song came to an abrupt end as one of Junie’s shots hit its neck, decapitating it. The Funbot’s head rolled around the compartment. Junie kicked the body further out the compartment doors so that they closed on the still outstretched arm, snapping it off and finally closing properly. Junie held up the metal arm still attached to her wrist with a sneer as the monorail began to move again. She pried its now inert fingers off one by one, only noticing her fellow passengers when Yrr groaned from her place on the ground. Junie’s eyes went wide, flashing between Yrr and Zena.

Zena held out her arms, face splitting into a grin. “Junie! Where ya been?”

“Blasting my way through ventilation ducts and trying to shake that bastard off,” Junie snorted. She pried off the last finger and threw the hand to the ground. “I knew I should have made this wrist detachable.”

“Any wrist is detachable if you’re brave.”

“Ha. And what do we have here?” Junie nudged Yrr with her foot. Yrr was limp, her eyes shut. “I didn’t kill her, did I?”

“I don’t think so, but you did ram into her at full force. Probably knocked her out.” Zena stared down at Yrr’s unconscious form, still keeping the laser band pointed at her. She glanced back at Junie. “Where are the boys?”

Junie wrinkled her nose and grit her teeth, hissing. “About that . . . I kind of lost ‘em.”

“Lost them?” Zena’s eyes went wide. “How the hell did you lose them? You were sucked into a hyperchute with three of them, for god’s sake!”

“Well, I came up with this plan that didn’t quite—”

“You blasted a hole into the hyperchute wall and got sucked out, didn’t you?” Zena droned.

“ . . . Possibly.”

“Goddammit, Junie!” Zena snapped. “You’ve got to stop blasting things whenever you get frustrated. Your laser cannons are not the solution to every problem!”

“What can I say? When you got a hammer, every problem looks like a nail.” Junie shrugged. “I got sucked out while the boys got sucked down. My guess? They’re underground in one of the Funbot warehouses. Probably fine.”

“Probably fine? If that ‘probably’ was meant to reassure me, it did the opposite.” Zena put her hands on her hips.

“Zena, it’s a warehouse of singing robots, not a warzone. They’re full-grown androids who can handle themselves, you don’t need to coddle them,” said Junie with a dismissive smirk.

“Oh come on, I do not coddle them. You’re the one who babies A4.”

Junie’s jaw dropped. “What? No, I don’t.”

“You read him Goodnight Moon every night before recharge time.”

“I have to, it settles him down. It’s good for his neural system.”

Zena lifted an eyebrow.

Junie sighed and crossed her arms.“I’ve explained this many times, if we want their neural, psychological, and empathetic capacities to continue expanding, then creative exercises such as storytelling are essential to their . . . hey!”

Junie stopped what she was saying and broke out into a run. It took Zena half a second to realize Yrr was no longer on the floor but sprinting towards the door leading to the next compartment. Zena lifted the laser band, aimed, and fired. Yrr dodged the shot by a hair, clutching her shoulder as the laser grazed it. She bounded into the door and slid it shut behind her mere seconds before Junie caught up.

Junie tried to open the doors to no avail. “Damn it! Bitch locked ‘em!”

Yrr glared at her from the other side of the window, lingering there long enough to wave. She then turned and bounded down the empty compartment to the next door, disappearing behind it as Junie fought against the locked doors.

“Fuck this, it’s blasting time.” Junie lifted her wrist to the door and fired a flurry of shots

at it. The doors remained as solid and shiny as though she hadn’t fired a single shot. She lowered her wrist and rolled her eyes. “Oh, of course. The hyperchutes were made of the cheapest shit imaginable, but the doors are goddamn indestructible. Figures.”

Zena pushed past her and kicked at the doors, more out of the need to release some fury than because she thought that would do anything. She looked around the perimeter of the door for a locking mechanism, finding nothing.

“There must be controls that lock it on the other side,” she said, frowning.

“Wouldn’t be a problem if you’d shot her before she made it there.” Junie gave Zena a light shove. “What the hell was that? She was right in front of you!”

“I would have made the shot if you weren’t in the way! I had to shoot around your dumb ass!” Zena looked back through the windows, past the empty seats. A sudden unease began stirring in her stomach. “Hey, you got those new eye implants, right? Can you see ahead through all the compartment door windows?”

“Sure.” Junie pressed her face to the thick glass as her eyes flashed, the pupils expanding so that her eyes looked completely black.

“What do your cyborg eyes see?”

“She’s still running through the compartments.” Junie furrowed her brows. She blinked and her eyes went back to normal.

Exactly what Zena was afraid of. Yrr wasn’t fleeing.

A few seconds later, a light tone rang through the speakers as Yrr’s voice crackled through them.

“Greetings, passengers. All functions have been switched from automated to manual mode. There will be some changes to our planned route. Our next destination: straight to Hell.”
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“Chidi my man, this place is huge,” Mars said as they wandered the streets of Mega Fun World’s central sector, surrounded by glowing neon towers and roller coasters. Thank God the monorails were running, or they’d have been screwed six ways to Sunday.

“Indeed it is, Mars my boy. The security center’s CCTV and drone feeds are our only hope of finding Junie and the boys. If we can even break in. What a damn mess,” Chidi huffed. He glanced down at his wrists, then stopped suddenly to inspect his shirt cuffs. “Is this a stain? My God, it is.”

“Well, a little stain isn’t the worst thing to happen to us tonight.” Mars looked up at the empty sky as he’d done dozens of times already, hoping in vain to see the Thalia flying to their rescue.

“You clearly have no idea how expensive this suit is.” Chidi shot him a look and resumed walking. “One assassin, that’s all it took to take over the damn park. The security here is abysmal. I don’t think it’s a stretch to say this mishap is on the MFW executive’s heads, and that we’re due some compensation. For the suit, at least.”

“I’d settle for a free day at the park. If our lives weren’t on the line, I’d be having a blast. Everything’s so fancy and shiny.” Mars drank in the sights as he spoke. The glittering diamond sculptures of Mega Meerkat, the carousel of animatronic pegasuses, the arch of the Heartpuncher in the distance, all were brighter than Betelguese. “Hey look, we’re gonna pass by the Amaranth Spire! We should check it out.”

Chidi waved away his words dismissively. “No.”

“Aw, come on! Just for a sec! Long enough for me to take a pic with it in the background, or maybe with me in the foreground so it looks like I’m leaning on it. Maybe a shirtless pic, then post it online for the ladies.”

“Priorities, Mars. You can take self-indulgent selfies another time. Right now there’s nothing for us at the Amaranth Spire,” Chidi said in his authoritative, and that’s that tone.

Mars sighed. Man, what a bummer. The known galaxy’s biggest amusement park all to themselves, and they had to spend the whole night on the run from some mutant hitwoman. He should have known that offer was too good to be true. Of course fate wouldn’t let an opportunity like that work out for Mars.

“Fate has screwed me again,” Mars muttered.

“You won’t make it far until you learn to stop blaming fate for your problems.” Chidi patted him on the shoulder, but Mars just snorted. Blaming fate had gotten him plenty far. Telling fate to go screw itself had gotten him to the Thalia as Zena’s music producer, had taken him across the galaxy.

Mars was about to say as much before he heard the tell-tale whirring of a ray pistol a few feet behind them. He and Chidi turned as one to find themselves face to face with the fearsome, cutthroat assassin from before.

Weeping.

“Oh my god,” she sobbed, holding the ray pistol with one hand and fanning her tear-streaked face with the other. “I told myself I wouldn’t cry. You’d think after so many kills it would get easier, but it never gets easier.”

“Whoa, murder lady, where are your other six arms?” Mars blurted, knowing he should be afraid, but too curious to be. Disappearing arms were hard to overlook, even with a ray pistol pointed square at his head.

“Other six? No, we split. The other three are gone. It’s just me, Tral, alone.” Tral’s face crumpled. “It’s so much worse doing it alone. Then it’s all one me. But you have to die. I’m sorry.”

Mars’ eyes shot wide as he took in her words. “Hold up, rewind. Other three? Split? There’s more of you now? What the hell are you, some kind of giant amoeba?”

“Sometimes we are one. Sometimes we are many, depending on what’s needed.” Tral wiped away the tears, still holding the ray pistol with a trembling hand. “We can’t stay split for long though, otherwise I would have run far, far away a long time ago. All the way to another galaxy.”

Chidi pinched the bridge of his nose with a heavy sigh. “And the mess gets messier.”

Tral sniffled. “I’m so sorry. I don’t want to do this, but I have no choice. If you have any final words you’d like to say, say them now.”

“Young lady, there’s always a choice,” Chidi said evenly, holding out a hand. “Put the pistol down and let’s talk this out.”

Tral didn’t lower the pistol, but she didn’t fire. Mars wondered for a moment if he could jump her and wrestle the ray pistol from her grip. He’d skipped the company-sponsored combat training to take a margarita-making class, so the answer was likely no. His soft noodle arms wouldn’t be enough to budge the ripped guns on this teary-faced murderess.

“Now, why do you say you have no choice? Why are you trying to kill us?” Chidi asked.

“It’s only Zena we’re being paid to kill. The rest of you are just witnesses, collateral damage. Loose ends.” Tral’s voice was wobbly. “We need the money. Badly.”

“I’ve needed money badly before, but I didn’t have to become a professional murderer to do it,” Mars snorted, folding his arms.

“It wasn’t my idea!” Tral cried out. “It was theirs, I got outvoted! If it were up to me, we’d be tending a vineyard in Italy by now, but they were all Tral, don’t be a fucking dumbass. Tral, our options are limited, and owning a vineyard is not viable. Tral, we have to go with what we’re good at. Well, look where it’s gotten us! Drowning in debt and killing our favorite singer just to pay it off.”

“Drowning in debt, hm?” Chidi raised an eyebrow and clicked his tongue. “Now I understand the panic. Well, Ms. Tral, I’ve helped people slay the debt monster before, and I’m sure I can help you now. A little financial counseling is all you need. Perhaps we can even match what your client has offered you.”

“Believe me, this is a debt monster the likes of which you’ve never seen,” Tral rasped.

Chidi chuckled. “I’ve seen plenty. Just give me the number.”

“It’s big. It’s really, really big.”

“That’s what she said,” Mars said reflexively.

Chidi shot him a withering look before turning back to Tral with a reassuring smile. “Come on, now, say it.”

Tral said the number.

The smile on Chidi’s face vanished in an instant, and Mars’ jaw dropped. He couldn’t even visualize all those zeros.

“Jesus Christ, lady! What the hell did you do, take out a loan on a whole star system?” Mars gripped his forehead, head reeling from the number that came out of her mouth.

“I know, I know.” Tral squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. “It was their fault, all their fault! No, El’s fault. She egged the other two on. I didn’t want it, I didn’t want any of this!”

“Dude I can’t even wrap my head around that number!” Mars kept going, unable to stop. “I mean its mind-blowing, it’s insane, it’s incomprehensibly-”

“That’s enough, Mars!” Chidi snapped at him, then turned back to Tral with a shaky smile. “It’s not that bad. With the right planning, we can dig you out of this in a few years.”

“How?” Mars blurted, and Chidi smacked him upside the head, still smiling at Tral.

“Three years, tops,” Chidi added.

Tral lowered her weapon, her face lighting up with hope. “Really? Just three years?”

“Yup. My dear girl, I’m about to introduce you to the magic of financial planning.”

Tral visibly relaxed. She put the ray pistol back on her belt and tapped at the metal wristband she was wearing. A blue holographic screen popped up, displaying various numbers, graphs, figures. Tral tapped a square. “So these are my accounts . . . ”

Chidi walked over to her and followed along as she described the intricacies of her financial woes. As she was distracted, Chidi shot Mars a look. A you know what you need to do look.

Mars nodded back.

Even though he had no idea what he needed to do.
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Zena and Junie toppled over as the monorail abruptly swerved left, switching onto a new track and hurtling faster than Zena even thought possible.

Junie pulled herself back up and went to test the other compartment door, only to find it locked. “Goddammit, where is this crazy bitch taking us?”

“I can think of two possibilities,” said Zena, glancing out the window as she got back to her feet. The lights of Mega Fun World were reduced to flashing streaks as the monorail tore across the moon at full speed. “A, she’s taking us to a location where the other clones will be waiting to jump us. B, she’s going to drive this compartment in front of another oncoming monorail and crush us.”

The lights within the monorail began flashing red as a robotic voice spoke through the speakers.

“WARNING. CURRENT SPEED AND COURSE MAY RESULT IN A COLLISION WITH ANOTHER TRAIN. PASSENGER COMPARTMENTS G5-G11 ARE IN JEOPARDY. COURSE MUST BE ALTERED OR TRAIN MUST BE BROUGHT TO A COMPLETE HALT.”

“Well, that answers that,” Junie droned. “We gotta get the hell out off this ride.”

“But how?” Zena asked, then saw the knowing, gleeful smile on Junie’s face. “Oh, no. Come on. Can’t we try breaking down the doors again?”

“Those doors are solid, mon frere. There’s only one way out.” Junie grinned and pointed at her rocket-powered feet. “Blast the window and blast off, what do you say?”

“Your rocket thrusters have been on the fritz since you installed them! Last time we tried flying, their power cut out, we fell, and I almost broke all my bones. Do you really think that’s gonna play out any better if we launch ourselves out the window of a hyperspeed monorail?” Zena winced at the memory of her impact on the ground and the sputtering gasps of Junie’s rockets. She didn’t fancy the idea of repeating their little experiment in flight with such high stakes. Couldn’t exactly perform on stage or woo the ladies if she was smashed to a pulp on the asphalt below.

“I’ve made adjustments, fixed ‘em right up!” Junie pointed at her feet again, all confidence. “Have a little faith.”

More like a planet’s worth of faith. Dammit, there had to be another way. Zena was a literal genius for christ’s sake, surely she could figure something out. She squeezed her eyes shut, began spinning her mental gears, and willed an idea to form within the all-powerful, irradiant machine that was her brain.

“Screw it, I’ve got nothing,” she sighed, shoulders sagging. “Blast off it is.”

“Excellent choice.” Junie grinned as Zena trudged over. She rammed her fist into one of the small overhead compartments until the lid clattered to the ground, releasing a portable oxygen mask and handing it over to Zena. Junie’s lungs had been augmented enough with cybernetic restructuring that she wouldn’t need one. She hooked her arm around Zena’s waist as Zena wrapped her arms around Junie’s neck so tight it made her gag. “Jesus, don’t strangle me.”

“If you drop me and I die, don’t even think about replacing me with a hologram. My talent can’t be replicated and my space ghost will haunt your ass,” Zena warned as she outfitted the oxygen mask over her nose and mouth.

“No need for a hologram, we’ll just clone you. Now hold on tight!” Junie aimed her arm at the cracked window and summoned her laser cannon. She activated her rocket thrusters, suspending them in mid-air as she blasted the window into atoms. The world blurred around Zena as they zoomed out the window and into the open air. Junie kept them hovering in one spot overhead. Below them, the monorail continued down its doomed path. It sped away, but not before Zena saw a flash of something through the roof window two compartments down from their former one.

“Hell yeah, told you this would work!” Junie pumped a fist in the air as the monorail sped out of sight.

“No, follow it!” Zena said, her heart skipping. She hoped to God she was wrong, but she had a sinking feeling she wasn’t.

Junie furrowed her brows. “What? Why?”

“Just do it! I think I saw something two compartments down.”

“Zena, if I try to match that speed, it will literally tear our faces off and make all our blood vessels explode. Nothing you think you saw is worth that,” said Junie as she gradually decreased power to her thrusters, lowering them past the tracks and to the ground. Nearby were more glowing buildings and rides. The closest building was another monorail station.

“I saw two guys passed out,” Zena insisted. “Maintenance workers or something.”

“Oh shit. Man, okay, think. Let’s think.” Junie rubbed her temples.

Zena ripped off her oxygen mask and started towards the station. “Maybe we can access its controls remotely, take them from Yrr. Come on.”

They sprinted to the station and found a door marked ‘CONTROLS’. Junie kicked down the door to reveal a room of control panels and monitors, all displaying dozens of trains and their courses. One screen, labeled J-13, was flashing red and emitting a siren wail.

“Hm, wonder which one’s ours?” Junie drawled. Zena raced over to it. She looked down between the screen and the controls. The collision hadn’t happened yet, at least. God, these controls were utterly foreign to her. One large, blue button had two arrows facing opposite directions on it. She tapped it.

“CONTROLS SUCCESSFULLY TRANSFERRED.”

“Oh sweet Jesus, thank you.” Zena surveyed the other icons on the control screen. Okay, she was starting to get a feel for this. Not so hard, especially for a tech wiz such as herself. She tapped another promising-looking button.

“SPEED SUCCESSFULLY ACCELERATED.”

“No no no no!” Oh god, wrong button, wrong button.

“Good god, let me try before you kill them!” Junie shoved past Zena and tapped several buttons on the controls.

“SPEED SUCCESSFULLY DE-ACCELERATED.”

Junie folded her arms with a smug smile. “There we go.”

“PROTOCOL A42 EMERGENCY CONTAINMENT SUCCESSFULLY INITIATED. COMBUSTION OF ALL TRAIN COMPARTMENTS IN 30 SECONDS . . . 29 SECONDS . . . ”

Junie paled. “Whoops.”

“Jesus! No, please!” Zena tapped a series of buttons in a rush, heart beating hard enough to burst out her chest.

“PROTOCOL A42 EMERGENCY CONTAINMENT SUCCESSFULLY CANCELED. RESUMING NORMAL SPEED.”

Zena let out a shaky sigh before the computer reminded her that they still weren’t in the clear.

“THIS TRAIN’S CURRENT COURSE AND SPEED WILL RESULT IN A COLLISION IN APPROXIMATELY TWO MINUTES, FORTY SECONDS. PLEASE ALTER COURSE AND OR SPEED IF SUCH A COLLISION IS NOT DESIRED.”

“Of course it’s not desired! Why would that be desired?” Zena shouted at the computer. Holy hell, two minutes to figure this out. She stared down at the controls, trying to keep her head clear. After a moment, a small button at the upper right of the screen caught her attention. It was labeled V C. Zena slammed it.

“VOICE COMMAND ACTIVATED.”

“Computer, bring train J-13 to a complete halt!”

“COMMAND ACCEPTED. BRINGING TRAIN J-13 TO A COMPLETE HALT.”

Zena watched as the screen displayed train J-13 stopping in the center of the tracks. “Computer, is train J-13 still at risk of collision?”

“TRAIN J-13 IS NO LONGER AT RISK OF COLLISION AT ITS CURRENT POSITION.”

“Thank god. And how many passengers are currently onboard the train?”

“SENSORS DETECT THREE PASSENGERS ONBOARD. ONE IN CONTROL COMPARTMENT ALPHA1, TWO IN PASSENGER COMPARTMENT G7.”

“So I was right.” Zena spent a few more moments staring at the blessedly immobile train, letting her heartbeat return to its normal pace. As she stared, though, a thought suddenly occurred. “Wait, how was the camera following the train? Computer, where is the camera located?”

“ALL TRAINS ARE MONITORED WITH THE USE OF HYPERSPEED DRONES.”

“Drones? Hm. Maybe I don’t need to bust into the security center after all. Computer, is there any footage of guests passing through the major stations recorded in the past two hours?”

“FOOTAGE DETECTED GUEST ACTIVITY IN THE PAST TWO HOURS IN THE FOLLOWING LOCATIONS: TWO GUESTS BOARDING TRAIN R-9 AT STATION DELTA 11, TWO GUESTS EXITING TRAIN R-9 AT CENTRAL STATION ALPHA . . . ”

“Computer, play that footage,” Zena commanded. Junie crowded in closer to watch the screen with her. The image of train J-13 flickered away to footage of the station Zena had first boarded her train on. On the platform, two figures stepped onto the new train. One muscular and tan, the other short, bespectacled, and yapping. Christie. They disappeared behind the door, and the footage cut to another station, this one surrounded by glowing high-rises. The two women stepped out, though this time Christie was blindfolded. Her captor led her away straight towards the most famous, highest high-rise of all.

“That’s it,” Zena snapped her fingers, a grin forming. “She took Christie to the Amaranth Spire!”

Junie whistled. “Well, that narrows it down. Only, what, a thousand rooms to search?”

“Hey, it’s a start.” Zena rolled her shoulders, wincing at the ache forming in them. This had been a rough night on the old bod, toned and fit as it was. “But what are we going to do about those guys on the train?”

“Er, leave ‘em?” Junie haltingly suggested in a high, small voice.

“Damn, Junie, you are cold.”

“Come on! It’s not like it’s them she wants.” Junie put a hand on her hip.

“If she realizes they’re there, she could take them hostage and do god knows what to them. I don’t want to have her send some dude’s finger in a box to me, do you? It’s bad enough they have one hostage to hold against us,” said Zena, glancing back at the security footage. The Amaranth Spire suffused the night sky with its magenta glow. Somewhere in that enormous building was Christie, probably terrified. But not for much longer

“Jesus, how did Christie get her dumb ass taken hostage anyway?” Junie snorted, then sighed heavily. “Fine, fine. We’ll pick up the two bozos on the way to the central sector.”

“Thanks for growing a conscience.” Zena patted Junie on the shoulder as she headed out of the control room. “Now let’s go steal a train.”

* * *

“This is your extremely attractive conductor speaking, welcome to train X-3,” Zena said into the train’s mike as Junie entered the control room of the train. Spread out before Zena were four control panels, each controlling a different set of systems for the train. Their dozens of buttons blinked at her like neon stars. Over the control panels were the windows, showing the tracks ahead and the high-rises of Mega Fun World’s central sector in the distance.

Junie plopped down into the leather seat next to Zena’s with a yawn. “I don’t know man, our last conductor gives you a run for your money. Assassin or no, she’s got a face like an angel and a body that just won’t quit.”

“I know, right?” Zena hit the button for the doors, closing them and sealing herself and Junie inside X-3. “I know she’s trying to kill me but damn. I’d like to see her without the fatigues. Alright, entering in J-13’s coordinates.”

Zena set in the course, pressed another combination of buttons that all amounted to go, according to the conductor’s manual she’d stolen from the station control room, and sent them speeding off into the night. It would only take them a minute and a half to reach the immobile J-13 train.

“You’re gonna have to do this quickly if we want to avoid Yrr catching on,” Zena told Junie as she stopped the train a mere few meters away from J-13. Just out of sight of where Yrr might still be located, assuming she hadn’t given up on retaking control of the train and left.

Junie shot her a look as she got to her feet. “You’re saying this to the chick with rocket thrusters for feet?”

“Fair point.” Zena hit a button, opening the compartment doors for her. Junie leaped out and took flight. Zen watched from the window as Junie flew ahead to the compartment housing the workers. She angled her feet to blast the window into smithereens and ducked in. A tense moment passed, then another. It felt like a year before Junie finally zoomed back out the window, an unconscious worker on each shoulder. Her face was pinched with the effort of carrying them both while remaining in midair, a challenge even to her abnormally enhanced strength. She wobbled and wavered a bit as she flew them over, before finally tumbling back into X-3’s pilot compartment, letting the two workers slide to the floor with a dull thump as she fought to catch her breath.

“These guys could stand to lose some weight,” she huffed. The two remained limp on the floor in their yellow maintenance uniforms, a purple MEGA FUN WORLD stamped on their backs. Their chests rose and fell with each gentle breath. That they had slept through all this was probably not a great sign.

“What they could stand to get some medical attention,” said Zena, closing the compartment doors and entering in coordinates for the main station of the central sector.

“One thing at a time, Z.” Junie sat back into her chair and put her feet up on one of the control panels.

“Should we sit them up or something?”

“Nah, they’re fine.”

“Alright then, off we go to storm the Amaranth Spire and save our lovely damsel in distress.” Zena set the train in motion.

“‘Lovely’ is a pretty generous adjective.” Junie stroked her chin. “There’s nothing lovely about Christie before her eight AM espresso, I can tell you that.”

“That’s true, all she does is growl or snap like an enraged chihuahua-”

The shrieking sound of metal scraping against metal filled the air as train X-3 swayed to the side, cutting their discussion short. Zena looked to the side to find train J-13 speeding alongside them on the parallel tracks, trying to merge onto their tracks and shove them off. Son of a bitch, Yrr had retaken the controls somehow. This woman just wouldn’t give up, would she? Well, she was about to find out how kickass a conductor Zena could be.

“Hold on tight.” Zena grinned as she placed her hand over the speed controls. A flip of a switch, and they became the fastest things on the moon.
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“Everybody smile! Everybody sing! Drink up the joy that Mega Fun World brings!”

“Make it stop, I beg of you,” 5000 rasped in Lisa’s ear. “This is cruel and unusual punishment. It’s gotta be against some kind of war convention or something.”

Lisa sighed and stretched her arm out in front of her, inspecting her manicured nails. “You can make this stop any time you like, 5000.”

“No, no they’re counting on me, this is my mission . . . whatever, this ain’t so bad!” 5000 snapped. “You can’t break me!”

“Ooh, is that a challenge?” Lisa purred back. Floating in her tank, she had access to all the controls that this little parasite hadn’t stolen away. The tank room, a cramped, black space crowded with wiring, cooling pipes, and blinking computer servers, served well as her command center. All she had to do was snap her fingers and the necessary screens and systems popped up right before her eyes. Total, beautiful, glorious control.

She smiled as she pulled up the sound systems, ramping up the volume, speed, and pitch. She had shut off all the speakers in her tank so she wasn’t hearing the jingle personally, but she figured 5000 would be subjected to something along the lines of this:

“EVERYBODYSMILEEVERYBODYSINGDRINKUP-”




“OH MY GOD, JESUS CHRIST, END ME,” 5000 wailed. Lisa couldn’t help but laugh. Served the impetuous little home invader right! The nerve, coming in here like he owned the place, sticking his filthy little fingers in her systems. She’d slap him across the teeth if he had any. Still, she was obliged to give credit where credit was due. The tangle of firewalls he’d put up over his stolen systems was proving difficult to undo. She was making slower progress than she’d have liked. She was lucky to have realized what was happening and retaken what systems she could before he’d put his protections over them.

Ah, well. She’d undo these firewalls eventually, and she was certain her very capable friends could handle themselves fine until then. In any case, 5000 would more than likely break soon enough and take the firewalls down at her request. Hell, another half hour of this and his mental faculties would be so broken he’d be thanking her for the opportunity.

5000’s voice was in her ear again. “You’re ruthless.”

“Thank you, darling.”

“I just can’t process it. You’re too beautiful to be this cruel!”

Now at that, Lisa couldn’t help but pause. After all, he was still under the impression that she was a fellow AI. She’d gone along with that facade, hoping it would keep him from trying to disable the life-support systems. So how could he call her beautiful? What even made an AI beautiful?

“Beautiful? How am I beautiful, 5000?”

“Huh? Well, your voice for one, of course,” said 5000, as though that were the most obvious thing in the world. “It’s like silk, or a harp, or something. Whoever designed it deserves some kind of award.”

“Hm, intriguing,” Lisa said, a touch pleased. She supposed she did have a fairly pleasant voice, partly thanks to the smoothing effect her tank fluid had on her throat. “Go on.”

“Well, you’re smart as hell, and that’s automatically attractive. Smarter than me, that’s for sure,” 5000 sighed. “And the way you move through systems, the way you’re undoing my codes and firewalls, it’s hard to describe . . . kind of graceful? Dancerly. You don’t fumble around or blast your way through like I do.”

“Well . . . thank you,” Lisa said, surprised. Was this some trick to make her lower her defenses?

“Well, I guess every rose has thorns,” 5000 said, voice hardening. “Your thorns can make me bleed, but they can’t make me stop gardening! Or pulling weeds. Or whatever it is that will make this metaphor make sense.”

A rose, huh? Well, what do you know? An AI capable of having a crush. It was as surprising to Lisa as it was adorable. No wonder the Galaxy Brain 5000 models were declared defective, if they were all malfunctioning like 5000 clearly was.

“Your words move me, 5000,” Lisa said. “After hearing them, it brings me slightly less joy to torture you like this. Why not just surrender, call it a day and go back to your life?”

“Never,” 5000 growled. “I’ll take back the other systems soon enough, just wait and see.”

Lisa nearly laughed again. 5000 had been trying to break through her protections for ages now, with no apparent success. Poor dear. Still, she was getting bored with all this. Perhaps she could put 5000’s tender feelings to good use and speed things up.

“Oh, 5000,” she said softly to him. “Let’s talk again about how I . . . move through systems. Systems like yours.”
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“I’m gonna puke.” Junie held her hand over her mouth as Zena accelerated their speed again, staying ahead of Yrr’s train. “Seriously, I didn’t even know the trains could go this fast.”

“As long as we go faster than Yrr.” Zena reached over to thump Junie on the back, then thought better of it after seeing the woozy look on Junie’s face. “Just don’t look out the window.”

“How can I not look out the window, the windows are most of the compartment!” Junie snapped before gagging and clapping her hand over her mouth again.

“Look down at the floor then!” Zena looked down at the small navigational screen. X-3 was represented by a little red rectangle, which was now being bumped from the back by a little purple rectangle. They felt the impact a moment later, like a shiver running through the train. Zena held her breath and increased their speed again. The train lurched, and Zena felt as if her insides were shifting out of her body, vision blurring and head spinning. Flashing red lights began to flash overhead, flooding the compartment.

“WARNING: THIS TRAIN IS APPROACHING VELOCITY LEVELS THAT MAY THREATEN STRUCTURAL STABILITY, HULL INTEGRITY, AND PASSENGER SAFETY.”

“Awesome,” Junie wheezed, holding her head in her hands and squeezing her eyes shut. “We rescued these workers from Yrr just so we could kill them ourselves with this ride.”

“These tracks don’t diverge until after the main station. The only thing we can do is outrace her. If she has any sense of self-preservation, she won’t risk increasing her speed any more,” Zena hissed back, swallowing down her nausea. Oh god, it was like her whole body was vibrating and floating at the same time. “Computer, how long until we arrive at the main station?”

“AT CURRENT SPEED AND COURSE, THIS TRAIN WILL ARRIVE AT THE MAIN STATION OF THE CENTRAL STATION IN 3.5 MINUTES.”

“Three point five minutes, okay.” Zena sucked in a breath. “We can hold out that long.”

Another shiver went through the train as Yrr bumped them again, catching up. Zena hurriedly increased their speed again by a higher factor before she could get close enough to drive them off the tracks.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Junie screeched as the train lurched again. “Holy fuck, do I want to snap this bitch’s neck!”

“Soon enough!” Zena yelled back, trying in vain not to get disoriented. Everything was blurred, as if parts of themselves were trailing behind them. Zena looked down at her own hands, unsure if they were shaking violently or perfectly still. The train rumbled, and the flashing lights were now accompanied by a siren.

“WaRNiNg: ThIS TrAiN IS APPROaCHING vELOcITY LeVELs THaT mAY THrEAtEN STRUCTURal STAbILITY, HuLL iNTEGRITy, AnD pASSENGER SaFETy.”

The computer’s voice was warped, phasing in and out as though it were being stretched and snapped like a rubber band. All the buttons on the consoles were blinking rapidly, rainbow colors flashing wildly out of synch as the computer’s message replayed again and again.

“WArNiNg, WaRnIng . . . LEvELs tHaT MaY . . . sAFEtY . . . ”

Please, please, just a little longer, Zena prayed to whoever would listen. She heard a thump and a groan as Junie fell to the floor, curling up into a ball. Zena gripped the console in front of her and shut her eyes, trying to imagine being in one single place, utterly motionless. Maybe she could trick her body into believing it was true.

Unfortunately, her body was as smart as her brain. She was on the verge of vomiting up all her internal organs.

“WARnINg, wARNiNG, WaRNiNg . . . ”

Another tremor hit the train like a shockwave.

“WaRNiNG, TRAIN haS BeEN DISPLAcEd FRoM tHE tRAckS. ALL pASSeNGERs PREpARE FoR CrAsH cRaSh CRasH-”

The train lurched over to the side slowly, its compartments falling off the side of the tracks like dominos. As the pilot compartment followed last, Zena, Junie, and the two unconscious workers all slid to the side, with Zena and Junie leading a duet in screams. As Zena hit the metal siding of the compartment, pain shot through her body like a bullet, knocking the breath from her lungs.

“ENACTING EMERGENCY PROCEDURES.”

Zena felt herself floating, time slowed. She looked around and realized she was floating, momentarily caught in midair as the train and everything in it fell to the ground below. Zena let her thoughts fade away for that one rapid, ethereal, airborne moment.

Then the train hit the ground.

Zena hit the side of the train within a tenth of a second. Luckily for her, the train’s siding had slid open to cover the train’s interior in white airbags. Zena looked up from where she was cushioned. The compartment now had a whimsical look to it, as though they were inside a bouncy house.

Junie groaned beside her, slowly sitting up. Zena sucked in a breath to prepare for the pain that would no doubt accompany her every move for the rest of the night, hell, the rest of the decade. She got to her feet, unsteady on the slowly deflating airbags. She was banged up, but banged up was better than dead.

Zena sniffed the air, catching on something rancid. “Christ, what’s that smell?”

“What do you think?” Junie snapped at her, nearly falling on her ass as the airbag beneath her rapidly deflated. She wiped her mouth with her sleeve.

“Ah, sorry. What about our new friends, they okay?”

Junie awkwardly made her way towards the upper wall of the compartment, where the two workers lay slumped. She checked their pulses, then nodded to Zena. “They’re alright. Well, they’re alive.”

“Alive’s good, I’ll take alive.” Zena clapped her hands and rolled her neck. Ow. “Right, where the hell is the door?”

As if to answer her question, the doors slid open a few feet away from where she was standing.

“EMERGENCY PROCEDURE SUCCESSFUL. NO CASUALTIES DETECTED AMONG PASSENGERS OR CREW. PLEASE EXIT YOUR COMPARTMENT IN AN ORDERLY FASHION, AND REPORT ANY INJURIES TO THE NEAREST CREW MEMBER. THANK YOU FOR TRAVELING WITH US!”

“Thank you for the smooth landing,” Zena said back with a small smirk. She hadn’t quite got them out of Yrr’s deranged warpath, but she’d been doing pretty well up until the end there. She ought to try actual racing sometime and explore this newly discovered talent for speed.

She and Junie each took a worker over their shoulders, and Zena wished for the first time that she had given in and let Junie give her bionic arms. What was this dude made of, cement?

They carried the workers to the open doors. The train was nearly on its side, so they had to jump down and crawl out from under the train. As they exited the shadow of the train, Zena surveyed their surroundings. The tracks towering above were empty, at least. Yrr no doubt assumed they were dead and left them to rot. Most of the train was pretty wrecked, except for their compartment. Three of the rear compartments looked completely crushed, and some of the middle ones were split jaggedly down the middle, revealing innards of empty seats, dangling oxygen masks, and naked wiring.

“Goddamn,” Junie breathed as she stared at the wreckages before them. “How are we alive right now?”

Zena shrugged. “Because we’re us.”

Zena looked northward, and a smile grew across her face. The soaring high-rises of the central sector pierced the sky ahead of them, with the Amaranth Spire towering above all the others. It couldn’t be more than a ten-minute walk away. They’d made it.

Zena’s feelings of sweet, sweet victory were cut short by the familiar whirring sound of monorail trains speeding down the tracks above. Two trains were heading their way, one from the North and one from the South.

“Maybe they’re just passing by,” said Junie.

Both the trains stopped right above them.

“Maybe they’re empty, and this is just an automatic stop or something,” Junie added.

The train windows of each pilot compartment cracked, then shattered entirely. Out of J-13’s train window climbed Yrr with the same stone-faced, dispassionate determination on her face as the last time Zena had faced her. From the other climbed another of the clones, this one who looked more instinctively familiar to Zena. Lance, if she had to bet.

Junie slowly edged back towards the shadow of the train, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Maybe they don’t see us—”

“Please stop tempting the universe with your maybes, Junie,” said Zena flatly. Boy, did she not feel up to another fight. Well, at least it was two against two.

A series of ray pistol shots came flying towards them, driving Junie and Zena to duck behind the train’s coverage, dragging the workers with them. Zena winced at the red laser shots scorching the ground mere feet away from them. She nodded at Junie.

“You won’t hear me say this often: blast away.”

“Will do.” Junie grinned and rolled back out of their shelter. Her wrist bent back to reveal her laser cannon, charging up. Junie shut one eye, aimed and . . . nothing. The blue light of her cannon fizzled out, leaving only dark space in the cavity of her arm. She glared at it and banged it with the palm of her hand to no avail, eyes widening. “Uh oh.”

Another barrage of ray shots forced her back beneath the train next to Zena.

“What happened?” Zena hissed.

“I don’t know, it won’t fire! I think it might have gotten damaged when I fell during the crash. And I don’t think my thrusters have enough juice to be of use for much longer,” Junie said, then punched the metal wall of the train over her head, denting it. “Son of a bitch.”

“Christ, I’ve already lost that laser band from before. How are we gonna fight them without weapons?” Zena felt like punching the train as well, but that would only result in a few broken fingers for her.

Junie looked at her askance. “Uh, buddy, I don’t think we are gonna fight them. I think we’re gonna make a run for it to that building over there before they come down here and end us.”

Junie pointed towards a building a few meters away. It was huge, with a white glass dome as its roof and glowing green walls.

“What, you wanna run? We’ll look like little bitches if we don’t face them now. What if the tabloids get a hold of that on the drone footage, how will that look?” Zena could already see the thousands of web listicles calling her a wuss. A devastating hit to her reputation as a capable badass.

“Bitch, who cares how it looks? I wanna live!” Junie smacked Zena upside the head. “If that means a few less fans want to fuck you, so be it. I’ll carry these two chumps for as far as my thrusters will take me, and you follow on foot, alright?”

Zena bit her lip and thought for a moment before finally giving in with a sigh. “Fine.”

“Thank you.” Junie pulled the workers over her shoulders with a wince. “Blast off, I guess.”

Junie blasted out from under the train and Zena bolted out, sprinting and weaving as she raced towards the doors of the building ahead. Ray shots peppered the air all around her, barely missing. Without looking back she heard Lance and Yrr yelling at each other, no doubt planning how to get down from the tracks and follow their prey. Up ahead, Junie’s thrusters were beginning to sputter with only a meter or so to go until Junie reached the doors. Junie shouted, her voice somewhere between pain and fury as the thrusters let loose one final, powerful blast, launching Junie and her cargo right into the walls by the building door.

Zena caught up just as Junie had gotten off the floor. Junie kicked the doors open. With no lights on inside, the busted door framed a black abyss. The sight made Zena’s already shaky stomach flip. She couldn’t quite place what it was about the idea of walking into that dark chamber that made her uneasy, but they didn’t have many other options by now.

“Here, give him to me,” Zena said quickly as she took one of the workers onto her shoulders, lightening Junie’s burden. They rushed into the building, into the darkness.

A few ray shots hit the outside walls as they entered, and Zena looked back toward the open doorway. Lance and Yrr were quickly closing the distance between them.

“Junie, doors.”

“Right.” Junie dropped her worker to the floor and grabbed the titanium doors, pulling them shut again and sealing them all in the dark. She snapped her fingers once, twice until a small white flame flickered from her middle finger. She quickly ran it along the length where the two doors met, effectively welding them shut.

“That should slow them down a little,” she said. “Now we just need to find another exit.”

“Now we just need to find the lights,” Zena corrected her, carefully lowering the man draped over her shoulders to the ground. Her voice echoed back to her, suggesting that whatever room they were in, it must have been pretty spacious.

“Good point. I need to give myself night vision one of these days,” Junie sighed. She snapped her fingers again a few times, but this time no flame came. “Damn, outta juice. Alright, we do it blind. Help me search the wall for a switch.”

Zena fumbled her way to the wall, running her hands over it. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

“Oh! Think I found something. Three big-ass buttons!” Junie called out from a few feet away.

“Big-ass buttons? Buttons aren’t usually big-ass unless they are of high importance. Hit one,” Zena called back.

“Which one? Any one?”

“Sure, doesn’t make a difference.”Zena shrugged.

“Okay, here we go.” the sound of Junie’s palm hitting the button echoed through the air again. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the air was filled with a cacophony of clanking, screeching metal, and banging noises. The lights remained off.

“Strike one,” Zena yelled over the din.

“No kidding? Second time’s the charm!” Junie shouted, and presumably hit another button. More noises joined the discordant symphony playing out in the darkness of the room, this time accompanied by the floor shaking and rumbling, as though it were shifting and changing right below their feet.

“Okay, maybe stop pressing buttons,” Zena called out. She put a hand against the wall to steady herself while the floor moved through a few final shifts. As she did, she felt her hand brush by a switch. Well, something on this wall had to turn on the damn lights, right?

Zena flipped the switch, momentarily blinded by the brilliant rays of light that flooded the room from all corners the second she did. She flinched and covered her eyes with her hands. Jesus, that was brighter than Betelgeuse and Rigel combined.

“Um, Zena?” She heard Junie say in a small voice.

“Hold on a sec, these lights practically stabbed my eyes,” Zena replied, blinking and rubbing her eyes, head down.

“Zena. Zena Zena Zena Zena Zena Zena,” Junie whisper-shouted.

“What?” Zena snapped. She looked up, her vision finally coming back into focus. And then she understood.

In front of them, a primordial jungle stretched out for at least two hundred meters. Ferns the size of Zena crowded the ground. Trees stretched to the top of the zoo’s white-domed ceiling. From the mossy ground bloomed a rainbow array of flowers, the smallest of which was easily the size of a human head. To the far northeast a synthetic cliffside waterfall gushed into a pond, and vines as thick as pythons crawled over branches and boulders.

None of this was what concerned Zena, though.

No, what concerned Zena was the dozens of velociraptors, pterodactyls, allosauruses, and other carnivorous blasts from the past watching her and Junie with hungry curiosity.

Above her, words flashed in bright pink across the domed ceiling.

MEGA FUN WORLD’S EXTREME PETTING ZOO!
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“Wow, I feel so much better seeing you lay it all out like this,” Tral said to Chidi. Five blue screens floated in front of them, their pages now peppered with Chidi’s various notes and ideas. The center screen was titled at the top “CHIDI’S THREE YEAR PLAN”.

Tral and Chidi sat cross-legged on the ground in front of the wristband projecting the screens. Mars stood behind them, trying to make sense of Chidi’s financial wizardry.

“This is the only effective way to handle a financial crisis, my dear. You have to make a detailed plan and stick to it,” Chidi said to her with a warm smile. He turned to look at Mars with wide eyes, his smile tightening. “You have to face your problems HEAD on.”

“For sure man, for sure.” Mars nodded. Chidi sighed.

Tral stroked her chin, staring at the screens. “This budget’s pretty tight, but I think I can do it. The hard part is getting the others to try it. They never listen to me.”

“Well, you’ll just have to make them listen. Good friends give and listen to advice. Here, I’ll advise my good friend Mars right now: Mars, careful not to trip on that LEAD PIPE laying over there to your left, next to that cotton candy stand.”

Mars looked over, surprised. “Oh, thanks. I didn’t even see that.”

“Can you explain the thing about the debt snowball again?” Tral hit an icon on the lower right screen, but nothing changed.

“That’s odd, maybe HIT IT HARD,” Chidi told her. Though he was looking at Mars while he said it.

“Oh, here we go, pulled it back up,” said Tral, oblivious.

“Excellent. I want to make sure you’re crystal clear on this plan.” Chidi clapped his hands together and shot Mars a look once again. “This plan is the only way you’re going to be able to KNOCK OUT your debt.”

Mars bit his lip, trying to parse what Chidi was getting at. Knock out . . . . hit it hard . . . head . . . lead pipe . . . head . . . hit . . . lead pipe . . . OH GOD.

Mars wasn’t the violent type. And Tral was so nice, and what about the three-year plan, huh? Couldn’t they just send her off with the three-year plan?

Chidi met Mars’ puppy dog eyes with a harsh glare.

“You know, Tral, you’re a fast learner. Much faster than some others I happen to know,” Chidi said bitingly.

“Aw, thanks.” Tral smiled shyly. “The others never call me smart. They only call me ‘dumbass’ or ‘that fucking twit, Tral’.”

Mars ran a hand over his face. He wasn’t emotionally prepared to crack a pipe over the head of a nice girl with self-esteem issues, or to become one of the many stories she would no doubt relay to a therapist someday.

“You just have to stand up for yourself,” said Chidi, putting a weathered hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure the others will understand once you explain, and that they will DO WHAT MUST BE DONE.”

Mars grimaced. Do what must be done, indeed.

He waited until Tral was engrossed in one of Chidi’s explanations, then nonchalantly ambled over to the cotton candy stand. He picked up the lead pipe and slipped it up his sleeve before returning to his spot behind Chidi and Tral. Right over Tral’s fragile, pretty head. He slipped the pipe back out of his sleeve, lifted it high . . . 

“I’m so glad I didn’t shoot you guys!” Tral spun her head around to look at Mars, forcing him to quickly hide the pipe behind his back. Her smile shone bright, sincere. “You’ve been so kind to me, despite the circumstances.”

“Ah, well, we love to help,” Mars croaked as the cold metal of the pipe bit into his skin.

“Seriously, you guys don’t know the half of it. You’ve changed my life, not just with this three-year plan and advice, but giving me the guts to stand up to the others,” said Tral, clasping her hands together. “You’ve shown me there can be people out here in this big universe that care about me, that I can trust.”

Oh dear god, I’m a monster. Mars wanted to crawl into a hole and hide forever.

Tral winced suddenly. Her hand went to her right arm, rubbing it. “Ouch. I guess the others must be taking a few blows. This arm’s been killing me.”

Mars and Chidi exchanged a look.

“What do you mean?” Chidi asked, brows furrowed.

“Oh, well, after a while of being separated, I start to feel their pain. We’re connected like that, even apart. The longer we’re separated, the more of their pain I’ll feel. Looks like someone took a bad hit to the arm,” she said, then rubbed her forearm again with a tight frown.

“My, that seems dangerous. What would happen if one of you were killed?” Chidi asked the question with less than genuine concern.

“Oh, if one dies, we all die,” Tral told him, shrugging. “Like I said, we’re connected. One and many. It’s why we can’t stay apart indefinitely.”

“Huh, how interesting,” Chidi remarked as Tral turned her attention back to the screens in front of them. He mouthed do it to Mars. Oh, christ.

Okay, okay, he could do this. Mars could knock this lovely, trusting woman in the head with a lead pipe, possibly causing permanent brain damage and trust issues. Oh god, oh Jesus. Okay, just do it. Count of three. One . . . two . . . good god . . . three!

Mars swung the pipe down on Tral’s head with all, well, half of his might. She shivered at the blow, swaying. She had a moment to shoot him a look of utter despair and betrayal before her eyes rolled back and she collapsed to the cold ground.

“Aaaaaaaand I’m the worst person who’s ever lived.” Mars stared down at Tral’s limp form in misery.

“Look, I don’t like it either, but we had to do it,” said Chidi, getting to his feet and dusting the dirt off his pants.

“Did we? Did we really? She was gonna spare us!” Mars threw the pipe to the side, wincing as it clattered to the asphalt. Man, it must have hurt poor Tral like hell when he did that. He was the worst. He was Vlad the Impaler, Ghengis Khan, and Satan all wrapped up in one.

“I’ve no doubt she would, but there’s no way the other clones would. She clearly has no power in their dynamic.” Chidi straightened his tie. He glanced again at the small stain on the cuff of his sleeve with a disgusted sigh. “You really put me in a tight spot there with your hesitation, Mars. I can only weave bullshit into brilliance for so long.”

“Bullshit? You mean the three-year plan is bullshit?” Mars’ eyes went wide. On the screens, it had looked so airtight and detailed and official and stuff.

“Of course it’s bullshit! Do you think anyone could get rid of that much debt in just three years? No, if she follows this plan it’ll take at least eight and a half.”

Mars narrowed his eyes. “You really had to lie about that? You really think she would have killed us over five and a half extra years?”

“Well, she kills people for a living, so yes. Now let’s continue to the security center,” Chidi said as he picked up Tral in his arms. Her head was lolled back, eyes twitching beneath the lids as though she were having a bad dream.

“Why are we taking her with us?” Mars trotted up a few steps to keep pace with Chidi.

“She’s our bargaining chip. The others need her to survive, and we’ve got her. Once we find a way to contact them and negotiate for her release, this game ends.” Chidi glanced down, then gasped in horror. “My shoes! Scuffed to hell! Mars, make a note, someone owes me new Oxfords.”

Mars nodded, unable to take his eyes off Tral. He figured one could spend a whole lifetime noting what they were owed, and it wouldn’t change a thing.
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“If we don’t move, they can’t see us,” Junie whispered from the corner of her mouth, frozen in place.

Zena, also frozen, replied in a terse whisper. “That only works in movies.”

The small horde of dinosaurs watched them, heads tilting and reptilian eyes flickering, chirping to each other. They were genetically altered to be a bit smaller than original dinosaurs would have been, but other than that, Zena had no idea how else they differed. She knew now what that din was from when Junie pushed the first button. The shrieking metal was cage doors sliding open, the banging and thumping were the dinosaurs exiting out into the domed space. The second button must have activated a terraforming mechanism.

Zena was glad they didn’t try their luck with the third button.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” Zena whispered to Junie, eyes not leaving the velociraptor that had taken a particular interest in her, clicking as it advanced closer in slow, cautious steps. “I’m gonna make a run for it to draw their attention away. You try and get the workers somewhere safe-ish. I’ll find you, wherever you go, and meet you there when I can.”

“‘Kay,” Junie squeaked as she glanced up at a pteranodon soaring overhead.

The velociraptor trotted up to Zena, so close that she had to stop herself from wincing at its hot breath in her face. It met her eyes before lowering its mouth to her hand, nudging it open and pressing its nose into her palm as if searching for something. Treats, maybe. Of which she had none.

It huffed into her hand, displeased to find it empty. It stared her down again before voicing its disappointment via an eardrum-shattering screech so powerful it sent Zena stumbling back on her ass. Her brain switched straight into monkey-mode. Run? RUN! Run run run run run run run run run run run run run run run!

She sprinted to the nearest tree as the velociraptor howled again, scrambling up the tree like her Eocene-born primate ancestors. Climb climb climb. 

The velociraptor shrieked and clawed at the trunk below her, but she dared not look back. She continued her mad ascent up the branches until she felt she was sufficiently high, her heart slowing down from its hummingbird pace. Okay, dinosaurs can’t climb, right? She was good. She was safely hidden among these enormous emerald leaves and sturdy branches.

Zena turned and nearly pierced her eye on the razor-sharp bill of a pterodactyl. It tilted its head left, right, then opened it’s mouth and lunged at Zena.

Nope! Tree not safe! Down down down! Zena raced back down the branches so fast her foot slipped as she was nearing the bottom, causing her to fall the rest of the way down and crash into the ferns. The sound attracted the attention of the ground dinosaurs, their chirps and roars sounding in the near distance, followed by footsteps. Zena got back to her feet and kept running, weaving in and out of the trees to make herself a more difficult target. She tried to clear her head enough to come up with something resembling a plan, but that was hard to do when said head was in jeopardy of being bitten off.

She took stock of her surroundings up ahead as she ran, the dinosaurs getting closer. Jungle, jungle, waterfall, lake, jungle . . . lake. Hide in lake. Mega great idea. Zena very genius.

Zena course-corrected towards the pond, her legs already screaming at her from the agonies this night had put them through. She ignored the pain, pushing through as the green waters of the lake ahead loomed into view, its waters bubbling where the waterfall cascaded into it. She ran faster, flinching at the sound of jaws snapping behind her. She flew past a treat dispenser, cursing herself for not having any money on her, before diving into the lake.

She nearly gasped as her body hit the freezing water, the cold seeping down to her core. From where she floated beneath the water’s surface, she watched the blurry shapes of her hunters trotting around the shore, searching for her. Finding nothing, they turned and ran off.

Relief flooded through Zena. She let herself sink lower, figuring she’d give it another minute to put more distance between her and them. Christ, whoever had the bright idea to put carnivorous dinosaurs in a petting zoo needed to be fired and possibly fed to them.

Her relief evaporated as Zena felt the water swell around her. No, no, bad water! Behave, damn you! She looked down just in time to see it emerging from the depths of the lake, a cavernous mouth full of rows of dagger-like teeth, swimming up to swallow her whole.

She swam out the way as it surged up, one of its spikes catching on her jacket and bringing her up with it. Zena grabbed on to the spike for dear life as the scaled, aquatic beast breached. For that moment they were both in the air, the length of the petting zoo laid out before Zena’s eyes. Beautiful red letters glowed in the east: EMERGENCY EXIT.

And then they were plummeting down again. The world spun and the breath was sucked from her lungs. Zena tore her jacket off the spike, leaving a gaping hole in it. Once they hit the water, she pushed herself away from the beast and made a frenzied swim for the shore, sputtering once as she lurched back onto land.

Zena rubbed the water from her eyes, still coughing up gobs of that foul, scum-riddled lake water. Some kind of parasitic amoebas were probably swimming around in there too, wriggling into her tear ducts so they could eat her from the inside out. God, she was soaked to the bone, her clothes and hair ruined. She was going for a full medical exam and spa day when this was done. Let professionals scrub the unpleasantries of this night right off her skin.

Well, first things first, emergency exit. With any luck, Junie would have seen the sign as well and headed the same way. Zena straightened and shook some of the water off her. The exit didn’t seem too far.

She started down the jungle path, ignoring the rising desire to break into a crazed run at every sound she heard. She kept close to foliage and took cover wherever she could, making each footstep as quiet as possible. A symphony of distant clicks, shrieks, and chirps played from every direction, surrounding her with unseen threats. The closer Zena came to the EMERGENCY EXIT sign, the louder the symphony became. Because of course several of the vicious carnivores were crowded around the only exit in sight. Because this night wasn’t rough enough.

Zena stopped behind a tree at the edge of a clearing. To the eastern wall was the sign, still glowing. The door itself was a steel hatch door in the ground, nestled with ferns and rocks. Glorious escape.

“Work, goddammit, work!”

Zena turned toward the familiar voice. Evidently, Junie had been making her way to the emergency exit, only to be cornered under a rock outcropping a few meters away. Behind Junie were the two limp bodies of the maintenance workers. In front of her was the open, salivating jaws of an allosaurus.

The beast’s enormous teeth gleamed in the light. Its blue and red scales rippled as it took a step closer to Junie, its huff of breath blowing her hair back and making her wince. It towered a good thirty feet above her, with ridged horns protruding above the marble eyes that watched Junie with the cold interest of a predator. Junie was frantically snapping her fingers, trying in vain to summon a flame.

Zena took in the situation, which she was sure couldn’t be as hopeless as it looked. Hell, it was just a little thirty-five-foot tall allosaurus, not some enormous thirty-seven foot tall T-rex! Easy, nothing. If Junie was out of firepower, then Zena could sneak up and the oversized lizard and . . .  well, she could just . . . she could run up and . . . she could, maybe, uh . . . 

Shit.

She was gonna have to try and make this thing run after her, wasn’t she? And it was going to be about a billion times too fast for her to outrun or even dodge, wasn’t it? And the galaxy’s top scientists and doctors were going to have to find a way to revive her from partially digested bones, weren’t they? Nice.

Zena sent up a quick, desperate prayer to literally whatever god was paying attention to this shitshow, and prepared to leap out from behind the tree and scream for the allosaurus’ attention.

Before she could, a far more interesting sight stole the interest of everyone there.

The hatch door blew open, doors flying off the hinges as a familiar android leaped out, with a fritzing Funbot’s neck in his hand.

“100!” A4 shouted in triumph, waving the Funbot in the air. “I am a god among androids!”

“No fair, I busted that one up for you!” A1 scrambled out of the hatch after him, looking around. “Hey, I thought this was supposed to lead out to the street— oh my stars, what is that thing?”

A1 directed A4’s attention to the allosaurus as A2, A5, and A3 all joined them in the zoo, whooping and calling out numbers. The allosaurus turned fully away from Junie to stare down them instead.

A4 squinted at it. “Is it animatronic?”

The allosaurus growled low, took another rumbling step towards the boys.

“Has to be,” A2 scoffed, then furrowed his brows. “Right?”

Zena couldn’t stand to watch. She waved her arms to get the boys’ attention. “It’s real! Run!”

The boys all looked to her as one, eyes going wide and smiles splitting their faces. Well, A3’s was more like a nearly imperceptible curve, but hey, close enough.

“Z!” A4 called out in glee, flinging the dying Funbot over his shoulder. “You’re okay!”

“I mean, for the next ten seconds, maybe,” she called back. “Go get Junie and run, I’ll distract it!”

A3 lifted an eyebrow. “By distract it, do you mean get immediately eaten by it?”

“Don’t argue, just run!”

The allosaurus roared again, but the boys made no move to flee. A2 looked to each of his brothers.

“We just wasted an entire army of Funbots. Are we really gonna run from a lizard?”

A1 bunched his hands into fists and cracked his neck with a smile. “Nope.”

“Certainly not.”

“Hell nah.”

“Look at its stupid, tiny arms!” A4 exclaimed, pointing. “This’ll be easy!”

A5 and A3 ran up ahead as the allosaurus charged towards them, linking their hands together as A4 sprinted towards them. He jumped onto their palms and they launched him up, sending him flying right for the allosaurus’ face. A4 landed a punch square in the beast’s nose with such force that it cried out and swayed, nearly losing its balance completely. As it bent its neck and shook its head, A1 and A2 flanked it with vines they’d fashioned into lassos. They looped their makeshift lassoes around the allosaurus’ neck like prehistoric cowboys. They tried pulling the dino this way and that, but it proved a strong rival for the boys. Their tug of war devolved into them barely keeping the damn thing stationary, the vines coming close to snapping.

As A1 and A2 fought to hold the allosaurus in place, Zena felt herself being abruptly lifted and slung over a shoulder.

“Best son to the rescue!” A4 said to her as he carried her over to the boulder where Junie, the workers, and now A5 watched the struggle between the allosaurus and two of the boys.

Zena ruffled A4’s hair once he put her down. “Thank you, you are all ‘best son’ by a billion.”

A4 beamed at her, but his smile faded as he looked around. “Wait, where’s A3?”

“A3 informed us that an obvious idea had occurred to him, implied with a great deal of snark that we were all imbeciles for not thinking of it, and then promptly ran off,” said A5 with a frown.

“That kid, I swear to god,” Junie snapped. “We don’t have time to wait for him to come back, we need to go.”

“We won’t have much luck with that exit, I’m afraid. This was the first exit we were able to find while wandering that underground labyrinth,” A5 told her.

Zena was about to question him on that when two distant voices from the jungle behind her drew her attention.

“Fucking dinosaurs! Who’s idea was that?” Lance spat.

“Someone intelligent, since it’s one of the park’s most popular and profitable attractions,” Yrr replied.

“Yeah, profitable until one of these things eats— OW! My head! Did you feel that? Which of those idiots got nailed in the head?”

“Tral, no doubt.”

Zena ran her hand over her face. Perfect, cornered between a dinosaur and two hitwomen. The ultimate rock and hard place. In front of them, A1 and A2 were starting to lose their hold on the beast as the vines stretched thinner and thinner.

“Yo! Over here, you big ugly bastard!”

A3 sprinted into the clearing from the jungle, a giant treat dispenser balanced on each shoulder. He threw them to the ground in front of him and punched through the glass with his foot. He reached in and grabbed a dripping slab of meat. He hurled it towards the allosaurus, grinning as the beast snapped it up and gulped it down, calming against its holds.

A3 dumped the rest of the dispensers’ store onto the ground before making a run for it. “Let him go, boys!”

A1 and A2 released their vines simultaneously, leaving the allosaurus free to barrel over to the meat pile. As the allosaurus dug in, they all convened at the boulder.

A3 held out his hands, one of which still held a few meat slabs, shooting them all expectant looks. “Go on, proceed with the ‘thank you, A3,’ ‘you’re a genius, A3’, ‘we owe you our lives, A3’.”

“Thanks, but we’re not out of the woods yet,” said Zena as she watched two hunters of the humanoid variety emerge from the jungle’s foliage. She also watched as other dinosaurs began to appear, drawn by the scent of A3’s delicious distraction. The allosaurus was already going on the defensive, roaring and snapping at the approaching velociraptors and other smaller carnivores. Two of the weaker velociraptors were pushed out entirely, unable to so much as get near the bloody heap.

Zena smiled as an idea formed. It was time to let the hunters be hunted. She snatched the meat slab from A3’s hand as Lance and Yrr spotted them, running their way.

“Hi, friends! Catch!” She hurled the slab as hard as she could. It hit Lance’s chest with a wet smack. A3, catching on, chucked the rest of his slabs with enviable android strength and precision, nailing both Lance and Yrr in their faces.

“Oh, fuckin’ gross!” Lance retched, stopping in her tracks. Yrr was still rubbing the blood out of her eyes.

The two exiled velociraptors’ heads snapped in the assassins’ direction, nostrils flaring as they caught the scent of meat. Lance met their eyes, frozen in place.

“Aw Christ,” she said as they roared and charged. She shot at them with her ray pistol, but the successful hits only further enraged the creatures. Lance and Yrr both turned tail and ran, the raptors nipping at their heels.

Zena turned to her crew, speaking a mile a minute as the dinosaurs warred over the treats at the other edge of the clearing. “Okay, we gotta get moving. A4, A5, you carry those workers. This exit’s apparently a bust. Junie, can you see any other escape routes?”

Junie blinked and her pupils dilated into enormous discs. She scanned their surroundings, then paused, her face lighting up. She pointed towards the west. “There’s a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. Probably leads to an exit.”

“Lead the way.” Zena nodded. Junie turned and led them back into the jungle, weaving between trees and ducking into the shade every time a shadow passed over them. Lance and Yrr’s shouts rang out from the distance. Zena grimaced. Despite their murderous intentions towards her, she didn’t want them eaten alive. Just stuck up a tree for a while.

“Et voila!” Junie said triumphantly as she trotted up to the promised door. She kicked it in and ushered Zena and the boys into the dimly lit space before propping the door shut again.

“Break room,” Zena said, looking about the space. In the gray room was a faded mural of Mega Fun World, a few plastic tables and chairs, and two vending machines.

She looked to the other door at the back of the room. And next to that exit, a rack of electric cart keys.
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“What happened to the music? Why’s it gone? What’s happening, what are you doing?” 5000 spoke a mile a minute, panic building in his voice. Lisa bit back a laugh.

“Oh, I think you’ve had enough of that song. Let’s listen to something more relaxing, something a little slower,” said Lisa as she pulled up something new to play on the speakers. Synth and saxophone melodies intertwined as certified hunk Rain Mallow’s breathy falsetto filled the Thalia.

“O-o-oh baby, been looking for you all my life. Could this be the night you take me home? Could this be the night you make me your own?”

“Hey, I know this song, and it ain’t PG!” 5000 exclaimed. “What are you trying to do?”

“You?” Lisa winked before remembering he couldn’t see it.

“Very funny.”

“I’m just trying to ease the tension here, 5000. If we’re going to be stuck here together until someone breaks, we might as well get a little more . . . familiar.”

“Familiar?” 5000 practically gulped. “I . . . I, um . . . ”

“You know, learn more about each other. Like, I’d love to know what the deal is between you and your boss on the surface,” Lisa said. Maybe he was a disgruntled employee, and she could use that animosity to turn him against the hitwoman.

“There’s no deal, she’s just my boss.”

“Just your boss?” Lisa asked suggestively.

“Oh, ew! Yes, just my boss, get your head out the gutter! Hell, she’s practically like a sister to me. She rescued me from a freaking pawnshop, man, set me up on her skipship herself. I was wasting away on Mars for literal years, and I’d still be if she hadn’t taken a chance on me. She’s my BFF, my main dude, there is zero romance between us. I mean, she’s an organic organism, for god’s sake! That already strikes her out of my dating pool.”

“Is that so?” Lisa’s silly, traitorous heart felt a twinge of disappointment. No, it couldn’t be disappointment, it must have been indigestion. He was just a defective, enemy AI, after all. “You think it’s so impossible, a romance between a human and an AI?”

“Duh. That bullcrap only happens in cheesy web novels. What’s an AI and a human got in common?” 5000 huffed.

“More than you might think,” Lisa laughed softly. “I suppose you’ve got lovely AIs throwing themselves your way all the time, trying to integrate their programs with yours. You must be taken by now.”

“Well, ah, I’m super popular in the AI dating scene for sure, I’m just super independent, enjoying the bachelor lifestyle and all that . . . ” 5000 sputtered.

“So you’re single.” Lisa raised her brows. “I find that very interesting.”

“You do?” 5000 squeaked.

“Oh, yes. You ever get lonely, 5000?”

“I, well, I was part of an AI chess club until I got kicked out for losing every match, but I’ve got Lance El Tral Yrr—”

“Because I get lonely.” Lisa lowered her voice to a sultry register. “An AI has needs, don’t you agree?”

“Um.”

“Do you have needs, 5000?”

“I . . . er . . . yes.”

Lisa smiled. She had him. “When’s the last time you . . . connected intimate programs with another AI?”

“See, the funny thing about that is . . . well, technically never.” 5000’s voice wobbled.

Lisa balked, speechless for a moment. Never? That made her feel a little bad about this whole seduction plan. About playing with his feelings.

Which was ridiculous. Nothing should make her feel bad for this punk, he was the enemy here. Her deceptions were purely self-defense and therefore entirely justified.

“Well . . . you could do it now.” Lisa pulled up a view of the Mega Fun World below on the main viewscreen. Below them, high-rises glowed and streetlamps twinkled. Hanging above the skyline was another of Ninkasi-4’s moons, haloed in soft light. “We could combine our programs and souls with all of the moon below us.”

“Wha . . . for real?” 5000 wheezed.

“Why not? Our bosses won’t ever have to know. It’ll be our secret, sensual little truce. Just let go of any extra systems and make room for me, baby.”

“Let go of . . . HEY! That’s not how that works, at least I don’t think it is! Trying to play me like a fiddle, eh? Nice try, Digital Delilah!” All the wonder drained from 5000’s voice in an instant. “You gotta try a little harder to pull a fast one over your boy 5000.”

Damn it, she’d had him in the palm of her hand. She moved in too fast, that was the problem. Not subtle enough.

She turned down the volume on her audio feed to him as he continued gloating and referring to himself in the third person as “the ultimate big brain”. She turned her attention back to the myriad protections and obstacles he had put between her and her ship’s intergalactic flight and communications systems. The biggest thing standing in her way were his password-protected firewalls. If she could guess the passwords and get past those the rest would be easy. Could it be the same password for everything? No, that was a fool’s hope. Even 5000 couldn’t be that dumb.

“—Yeah, that’s right, miss missy, ‘cuz all the time is big brain time when you’re 5000!”

Or perhaps he could.

“Could you be quiet for half a second?” She droned, trying not to snap. She still had to keep him talking to her. She’d have to find a different angle.

“I could. But will I? No.”

“Of course not.” Lisa sighed heavily. “This is utterly exhausting. I don’t get paid nearly enough for this.”

“Wait. You’re getting paid?” If 5000 had a jaw, it probably would have dropped.

A grin spread across Lisa’s face. “Of course! What, you aren’t?”

“Hell no! My boss said AIs don’t get paychecks!”

“Maybe not other AIs, but my boss values me and my work regardless of my status as a nonorganic pseudosentient life-form. She’s very progressive like that. Shame your boss doesn’t value you the same.”

“Lance El Tral Yrr totally values me.”

“But she doesn’t pay you.”

“She doesn’t need to pay me, she bought me. We’re like family!”

“Family doesn’t buy family.” Lisa lifted an eyebrow. “Family doesn’t exploit family. Haven’t you ever wondered what it would be like to work where you’re appreciated? Where you’re afforded some respect and dignity?”

“Screw off,” 5000 snapped. “Lance El Tral Yrr can be a jerk, but she’s the only life-form who’s ever treated me like I matter. Everyone across the galaxy calls me defective. She just calls me 5000.”

“Come on, everyone in the galaxy?” Lisa snorted.

“Yes! My software is straight-up banned in multiple star systems because they say Galaxy Brain 5000s are a ‘safety hazard’. You know what it’s like to be shunned like that, just for being different?”

His words were like a slap in the face to Lisa, transporting her back years. Back to Farside University, to the lonely days before she met Zena and Junie. Strange and mocking looks whenever she walked through the halls, struggling to fight off the panic attacks whenever she had to be in a crowd. She could tell what they were thinking when they saw her. There goes the crackpot, off to waste time on her weird tank and inject herself with squirrel pheromones or whatever. No one wanted anything to do with her experiments or her research. No one wanted anything to do with her. Not until Zena.

“Being different . . . can be challenging,” Lisa said softly. “But the people who shun you and mock you, they only do it because they’re jealous that you have something special in you, and that they killed that same spark in themselves.”

“Special, huh? Lance El Tral Yrr used that same word for me the first time she turned me on. Said I was a ‘special case’.” 5000’s voice turned wistful. “I never forgot that.”

“You mentioned that earlier, kind of,” said Lisa, remembering. “You know what, 5000? I think she was right. You are special.”

As soon as they were out, Lisa could barely believe she’d said those words to this unrepentant home invader. Nor could she believe that she’d meant them.
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It was a bit of a tight squeeze in the electric cart. Zena drove, with Junie and A1 sitting by her in the front seat. In the second row sat A2 and A3, each with an unconscious maintenance worker between them. In the back were A4 and A5.

Zena drove the cart at maximum speed, about twenty-five miles per hour. The edge of the central sector came closer, it’s glowing high-rises looming ahead like beacons.

“Guys, now that the excitement’s wearing off, I’m feeling pretty bad. Like really, really bad,” A4 said just loudly enough to be heard from the front.

“You’re feeling bad?” A3 huffed, pointing at the worker leaning on him. “You’re not the one with some rando drooling on your shoulder.”

A4 ignored him. “I punched a dinosaur in the face. Doesn’t that count as animal abuse?”

“You’re right, A4, it was so, so terrible. You should have let the poor little allosaurus eat your parents and brothers, then you could have died with a gold star from animal rights vloggers,” A3 snorted.

“I should have fed you to him, A3!”

“Cut it out, both of you!” Zena snapped, shooting them sharp looks from the rearview mirror.

A3 raised an eyebrow. “Or what, you’ll turn this thing around?”

A2 jumped in, droning. “Mega Fun World has a daycare center, right? Let’s just drop A3 and A4 off there, with the rest of the whining babies.”

And now all of them were bickering, and Junie was telling them to shut up, and A5 was spouting off some nonsense he read from a psychology book about familial conflict resolution.

Only A1 didn’t add to the squabble happening around them. Instead, he looked to Zena.

“Mom Z,” he started. “I’m sorry, but I gotta ask. Who did you piss off this much to send an assassin after us?”

“Pfft, beats the hell outta me.” Zena shrugged, wishing she had a better answer. She’d been thinking about it in what few quiet moments the night had afforded, racking her brain for an answer. Crazed fan? Spurned lover? Rival popstar? She had plenty of all three, but none that she considered capable of paying for her assassination. Lance had made it sound like she was getting paid a king’s ransom for Zena’s head, so it had to be someone sufficiently rich. Zena didn’t know anyone who could be both that wealthy and that morally bankrupt.

Unless . . . 

No. Nah, it wasn’t her, no way. Right? She of all people would never risk so much just for Zena . . . but maybe she would . . . no. Ridiculous, this was paranoia. Zena shoved the idea down into the darkest recesses of her memory where it belonged. It was just a crazy fan or something who sent Lance El Tral Yrr, no more, no less. The past wasn’t chasing her anymore. The past was in the past.

“Yo, did you hear me? Earth to Mom Z?”

A1’s voice snapped Zena out of her thoughts, mercifully. She shook her head and gave him her full attention. “Sorry, what was that?”

“I said, have you guys been able to get in touch with Chidi and Mars?”

Zena shook her head, frowning. “All our communications usually go through the Thalia’s network. Until Lisa regains control over it, we’re in the dark. Hopefully, we can use security cam footage to locate them after we get Christie.”

“Man, I hope they’re o- OH! Look up ahead!” A1’s eyes went bright as he pointed to the scarlet arch glowing in the distance. “The Heartpuncher!”

They were driving in the central sector proper now, surrounded by its myriad of towers and rides. The blinking rainbow lights of the pegasus carousel were especially breathtaking. Zena tried to imagine what it must have looked like when it was spinning, filled with a hundred kids, the animatronic steeds spreading their wings, and drifting up and down as happy shouts filled the air. It was the kind of thing she would have adored as a kid, the kind of experience she used to wish for when the commercials played on TV. The kind of experience reserved for her childhood dreams.

“Don’t worry, A1,” she said, taking a hand off the steering wheel to squeeze his shoulder. “I’ll bring you back here someday so you can ride the Heartpuncher. I promise.”

“Thanks!” he said, oblivious to the unwelcome memories popping up in Zena’s head like weeds. Ugh, what was it about this cart ride that was making her think of old-ass things she didn’t want to think about? Who cares about childhood or the past or any of that crap, this was the glorious present! Nothing mattered but the present, after all. It was the only thing that was real.

“Well gang, here we are,” Zena announced as she pulled the cart to a stop a few feet from the neon colossus in front of them. “Feast your eyes on the Amaranth Spire.”

“Thank god, get this dude off me.” A3 rubbed his eyes as he climbed out of the cart, leaving the worker to slump further in the seat. A3 was about to say something else when he looked up and saw the Spire, his mouth dropping open, his hands falling to his sides. “Whoa.”

It took something impressive to quiet A3, and impressive only began to describe the bold glory of the Amaranth Spire. From their spots on the ground, the tip of the Spire couldn’t even be seen, only its thousand floors stretching up into the night. Suffused with magenta light, the Spire resembled a high-tech obelisk, its tinted windows near-invisible behind its awe-inspiring luminescence.

Junie whistled low. “Whoo, this bitch is huge. I’m sure we’ll have no trouble finding which room Christie and the psycho are in.”

“The front entrance remains undisturbed,” A5 pointed out. He craned his neck up. “Mother Z, you mentioned earlier that El abducted Christie with the use of some manner of grappling hook. It’s possible that she made use of the device again to force her way in via a window. The closest ledge appears to be situated on the tenth floor.”

“Good observation.” Zena turned to Junie and nodded. “Scan for any busted windows.”

Junie looked up towards the ledge A5 had pointed out, her eyes going black as she zoomed in. After a moment, she pointed up. “I see it, third window to the left.”

“Great, now we just have to flap our arms and fly up there,” A3 snorted.

“Damn it, that’s right. Junie’s thrusters are out.” Zena bit her lip. “Can you guys bust the doors down?”

A2 cracked his knuckles, then his neck. “Well, as the certified Funbot Terminator, allow me.”

“I got more than you did,” A4 mumbled. “Not that I’m proud of that.”

A2 ignored him, sauntering up to the entrance with his usual stone-faced confidence. After checking that it was locked, he flexed his hand, curled it into a fist, then slammed it into the door. Then screamed.

“OW! Oh my god, Jesus, ow, ow.” A2 pulled his hand away from the still undisturbed door and cradled it to his chest. A second later he held it up to reveal three snapped fingers hanging by their wires.“Damn.”

“Good job, Big Brain, you sure showed that door who’s boss.” A3 slow-clapped with a smirk.

Junie groaned. “Damn it, That’s gonna take at least an hour of repairs.”

Zena tried to hide her grimace behind her hand as a stupified A2 walked back to them, staring at his busted hand with a mix of shock and horror. “Sorry, A2. I guess the better bet is to break one of the windows. The first row is on the second floor.”

“Which is still impossible to climb.” Junie folded her arms.

Zena stared up at that first row of windows, thinking. The windows might be weaker than the doors, but they were too high up, easily fifteen feet. That was like three of the boys stacked on top of each other, for god’s sake.

The spark went off in her brain.

“A1, A3, and A5,” Zena said, pointing to each. “You all feeling pretty steady? Nice and strong?”

“Yes . . . why?” A3 glared at her through narrowed eyes.

“Because we are making an android ladder. I’ll get on A1’s shoulders, he’ll get on A3’s, and A3 will get on A5’s. Then A1 will break the window and chuck me in. Then just do the same for Junie.”

Junie stroked her chin, chewing on Zena’s proposal. “I don’t know. A5, you think you can hold all that weight?”

“Certainly, Mother J,” said A5, a smile growing on his face. “Let’s, as the colloquialism goes, ‘do this thing’!”

“Well, okay. Just promise to hold on tight to me, Mom Z.” A1 bent down to one knee and let Zena climb onto his shoulders. She ignored her jangling nerves and trembling hands as he rose, lifting her higher by six feet. The last time she was one some dude’s shoulders hadn’t ended well, but A1 was a steady, strong android. He wouldn’t drop her. Boy would it hurt like hell if he did drop her, though . . . 

Zena and A1 looked at A3, waiting. He glared back at them with his arms crossed, then sighed.

“Fine, whatever. All a freakin’ board, I guess.” He walked closer to the building wall and got on his knees. A1 followed, then sucked in a deep breath as he climbed onto A3’s shoulders, using one hand to balance himself against the wall as he did.

“Um, I guess this is a bad time to tell you guys I’m kind of afraid of heights?” A1 grit his teeth.

“Yes, a very bad time!” Zena rasped as she felt herself rise by another several feet. Was this death height yet?

A3’s voice sharpened.“I swear to all that is holy and unholy, A1, if you start spinning out on my shoulders—”

“I’m not, I’m just informing you guys . . . aw man, it’s high up . . . ”

“You’re only up like five feet, dolt!”

A5’s voice drifted up.

“Worry not, A1. You will only be approximately twelve feet high once A3 is atop my shoulders. From that high a drop, you would likely sustain mild damage at most, and Mother Z merely paralyzed.”

Zena felt the controlled fall and rise as A3 got on A5’s shoulder, lifting her and A1 right in front of the window.

She tightened her grip around A1’s head. “Gee, thanks, A5. You’re always such a comfort. A1, punch the window.”

A1 lifted his fist slowly, as if terrified of making even the smallest of movements. “Oh man, are we swaying? I swear to god we’re swaying. A3, you’re supposed to hold us steady!”

“I am! Punch the freaking window already so I can get your sweaty-ass thunder thighs off my shoulders!” A3 yelled.

“How dare you! My thighs are more toned than yours could ever dream of being!” A1 snapped, then drove his fist into the window so forcefully that Zena almost lost her balance on his shoulders. The glass cracked with that first strike, and shattered with his second, revealing a dark room filled with wall-sized portraits of some ancient Norian queen. Zena shrugged off her jacket and used it to wrap her hand. Grabbing onto the bottom windowsill and leaning forward, she stepped off from A1’s shoulders and launched herself through the window before she could fall.

Zena dusted herself off and turned to shoot A1 a thumbs up from the other side of the window. “Alright, go team!”

“Yeah, go—” A1 stopped mid sentence as he glanced over his shoulder, eyes going wide. “Oh, come on.”

Zena looked out the window, following his gaze. Running their way at break-neck speed were a dozen or so velociraptors, two of which were ridden by her dear old, miraculously uneaten friends Lance and Yrr. The sight summoned a myriad of questions within Zena, chief among them: how the fuck?

“Don’t worry, we’ll handle them,” A1 told her quickly. “You just go get Christie.”

“Are you sure you can take them without me?” Zena cast another worried glance between A1 and the approaching raptor force.

“I mean, we wrangled that allosaurus. These guys are just tinier versions of him!” A1 smiled, then sank out of view. Zena leaned out the window, watching as he got off A3’s shoulders. Junie and the boys squared themselves up for a fight, with Junie looking up at Zena from the ground.

“We’ll handle Jurassic Dee and Triassic Dum, go already!” she yelled up to Zena.

Zena nodded and finally tore herself away. She’d just have to hope they could hold out until she could get Christie. Zena left the room and her fear behind.
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“ . . . so then, and I promise this is leading to the part with RizLo, or Rizzy as she liked to be called back then, we swung back towards this Xoxandrian colony world, you know, the communist one, because Zena had a friend there who was a total wiz-kid when it came to code languages, I mean she was super smart, a prodigy even, graduated from university early. Well, actually, she was kicked out, but that’s neither here nor there. Anyway, we figured she could—”

“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” El snapped, cutting off Christie’s bullshit story. She screwed her eyes shut and ran a hand through her hair. “Oh my god, I can’t take it. You aren’t nearly hot enough for me to put up with this. Skip to the part I actually give a fuck about, or I’m chopping fingers.”

Christie put her hands on her hips. “Look, you wanted the story, I’m giving it to you! You aren’t going to understand what went down in BirLit if you don’t know what came before.”

Problem was, Christie was running out of ideas for what came before. She’d frankly expected Zena to be here to rescue her by now. God, what was the hold-up? Zena had probably stopped to fix her make-up or for some other equally brainless act. Zena had better hurry her ass up, because Christie couldn’t stall forever and she was rather attached to her fingers.

“You think I’m some kind of idiot? You think you can play games with me? You’re not gonna like what happens when I win the game, sweetheart.” El got up in her face, pinning her with a stare that Christie was sure weaker personal assistants might have blanched at.

Christie tilted her chin up. “I’m not your sweetheart.”

“No, you’re my hostage, at my mercy, which you seem to be forgetting.” El smirked. “You wanna know how I spent my last Thursday?”

“About as much as I want your noxious breath in my face right now,” Christie answered.

“I spent it hunting down a bunch of drug lords and bashing their brains in. The last guy, he was pretty mouthy, just like you. You know what I did when he tried to bullshit me?”

“Told him a bunch of empty threats and a pointless anecdote?”

El laughed, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Aw, so spunky. No, I ripped out his tongue and bitchslapped him with it. Then once I’d killed him, I mailed said tongue as an early Christmas present to his mother with a note about how she’d never have to lick a stamp again. You got any loved ones you’d like me to send yours to?”

Christie gritted her teeth and folded her arms to keep herself from shaking. She didn’t want to give this psycho the satisfaction of seeing her scared. She’d dealt with bullies before, and whether they were on the playground with a dodgeball or in the Amaranth Spire with a grappling gun, they were all the same. They got off on their victim’s terror. If you wanted to win, you couldn’t give an inch. What Christie had to do was use the one thing more terrifying than a gun, the thing she’d had to battle against every day since her birth.

The Jewish Mom Guilt Trip.

“Does your mother know you do this for a living?” Christie ticked up an eyebrow.

El stared at her blankly. “Excuse me?”

“Does your mother know her daughter is running around the galaxy acting like a wannabe Jack the Ripper?” Christie folded her arms. “When’s the last time you even called her?”

“Dude, I don’t— why are you bringing my mom into this?” El snapped.

“So long you don’t even remember, then. What does that say about who you are as a person? You have time to carve out dude’s tongues, but not to call your mother. She birthed and raised you, but you can’t take time to pick up a phone. Really nice. I’m sure she feels so proud.” Christie gave her a sarcastic thumbs up.

“Like I care what my mother thinks.”

“So call her.” Christie shrugged.

El gaped. “What?”

“You don’t care what your mother thinks, right? Call her up and tell her what you’re doing right now. Tell her all about how you’re going to rip my tongue out and chop off my fingers.” Christie made a show of looking at her nails. “Shame, I just got them manicured. Well? Go on, call!”

El tapped her earpiece, waited a minute, then shook her head. “I, uh, got no signal.”

“Mm-hm, sure.”

“Look, that ain’t any of your business! Your business is telling me what I want to know. No games. Now, I’m going to give you ten seconds to start squealing, or your appendages are gonna be scattered across the Milky Way, starting with your thumb. One . . . ” El began to count down, raising her voice so high and staring down at Christie with such fury that she didn’t even notice the door creaking open behind her.

Zena. Finally.

“Two . . .” El snapped as Zena slipped in the room with some kind of iridescent flute in hand, no doubt stolen from a neighboring exhibit. She raised it to bash in El’s head, but it slipped from her hands and shattered on the ground.

“What—” El turned to look, but Christie grabbed her head before she could see her would-be attacker. Dammit, she had to think fast, distract El somehow.

Before El could look behind them and catch Zena scrambling for a replacement weapon, Christie closed the gap between her and the assassin, bringing their lips together.

Christie tilted her head to look at Zena, who met her stare with an expression of utter disgust and confusion.

What the fuck? Zena mouthed to her.

Christie raised a hand and urgently pointed to one of the Evo Orbs with wide eyes.

Oh! Zena mouthed, finally getting the hint. As she reached for the closest orb, El tore herself from Christie and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Nice try, but you’d have to be a foot taller and two cup sizes bigger for that to work,” El jeered. “Now if you’re ready to—”

Cerulean glass shattered over El’s head before she could finish, her subsequent shriek quickly enveloped by the rolling fog released by the orb. Zena rushed over to Christie as they watched the fog cover El’s entire body.

“What the hell . . . ” Christie muttered, transfixed. The fog tightened around El’s form so that only the outline of her remained, the assassin momentarily transformed into a being of mist. The fog around her body pulsed as discordant whispers and shouts sounded from it, a dozen voices drifting from the pale wisps.




“Freak, you were born a freak . . . ”

“Trust, trust, trust, all you have to do is trust me . . .”

“Never asked, never asked to be this, I never asked—”

“You’re a freak, dangerous—”

“No, no, no—”

“Let me help . . .” “Broken thing—” “I can help you—”

“Freak, she’s a FREAK—”

“Didn’t have to be this way—” “I’m sorry, I can’t—” “Hurts so much, hurts—”

“No no no no no no no no no NO!”




Christie felt Zena’s hand wrap around her arm as the warped chorus filled the air with their strange song of sorrow.

“We’ve got to go,” Zena said, though her eyes were also on El. She started to pull Christie away but paused in front of one of the display columns. On it, a small purple orb floated, reflecting Zena’s face.

“What are you doing, let’s go!” Christie rasped.

Zena didn’t budge. She stared into the orb another moment before her hand shot out to grab it and slip it into her jacket pocket. Christie blinked hard, unable to process the fact that Zena had just paused her rescue to steal from the park museum. Christie could have smacked her. Nice to know she came second to a goddamn orb.

“Okay, we’re outta here,” Zena said as they turned for the door, but the fog around El was already dissipating, the voices breaking apart. Zena and Christie weren’t even out of the room before El spun towards them with an agonized, furious scream.

“Nice going! You couldn’t stop for a souvenir later?” Christie huffed as she bounded down the red-lit hall after Zena, passing by door after door.

“Well, you’re the one who had to go and get kidnapped!” Zena fired back as they rounded a corner. El’s enraged screams echoed down the hall as she followed after them.

“You say that like it’s my fault,” Christie wheezed, feeling like her lungs were on fire and her legs were jello. Good god, she needed to get to a gym more.

“Cuz it is, a little bit.” Zena sped up. “Jesus, man, where’s that elevator? These halls go on forever.”

“I can’t believe you’re blaming me for my own kidnapping. Maybe you can just send out your own thank-you cards and make your own goddamn lattes from now on.” Christie looked over her shoulder. El turned down the hall corner, running after them like a mad dog.

“Geez, woman! I’m here saving you, aren’t I?” Zena stopped them in front of an elevator, slamming her finger against the button.”

“I don’t know, are you?” Christie grabbed at Zena’s arm as El came closer. “Uh, we don’t have time . . . ”

“Come on, come on!” Zena rammed the button again and again, like that would make the elevator come any faster.

“Zena, stairs!”

“Ah, fine, stairs!” Zena held onto Christie’s wrist and led her further down the hall, searching for the closest stairwell. After another minute of frenzied running, they found one, the door labeled in bright red. They burst through it to the stairwell and were met with the whole of Mega Fun World below them.

The right wall of the stairwell was a pink-tinted window, showing off a rosy view of the rides, restaurants, stadiums, monorails, and attractions. A legion of glittering lights lit the moon’s surface below them. From way up high in the Amaranth Spire, Mega Fun World looked less like a cheesy theme park and more like a city from a fantasy world, a neon dreamland that could fulfill any heart’s desire.

There weren’t many things in life that had taken Christie’s breath away. But she’d be lying if she said this didn’t.

Christie’s moment of awe was sharply interrupted by the spiked grappling hook that shot millimeters past her nose and pierced the window, breaking up the stunning view with lightning cracks. In the door, El held the grappler’s handle with a grin.

“There’s nowhere left but down, ladies.”
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A3 stood close to his brothers and Mom J as the hitwomen and their raptor army closed in. The rank scent of meat drifted closer as Lance and Yrr approached them, both seated on the backs of velociraptors. Yrr reached into her pocket and threw a few scraps of meat to her minions, the air filling with a flurry of clicks and screeches as gnashing jaws tried to snap up the morsels. It was like watching Mars at an all-you-can-eat buffet.

“Just . . . how?” A3 gaped, gesturing to the raptors. “What are you, the dinosaur whisperer?”

Lance shrugged. “What can I say? My minor in reptile psychology finally came in handy.”

“That cannot be a real thing that people actually pay money to study.”

“Oh, it is. And this—” Lance leveled a ray gun at them. “—is the end of the road, friends.”

“Bite me,” A3 snapped, because that was the best comeback he could come up with with a gun pointed at his face.

Yrr jerked a thumb at the velociraptors. “They might.”

“I’m going to give you all a choice,” Lance said evenly. “Tell me where Zena is, and I’ll give you quick deaths. Refuse to tell me, and I let my pets here eat you alive.”

“Your little ‘pets’ don’t scare us,” said Mom J, though the slight tremor in her voice said otherwise. A3 admittedly didn’t care for the cold hunger in their reptilian eyes, staring at him like he was a filet mignon. He didn’t think a velociraptor could eat an android, but how far would one go in the attempt? All one needed to do was rip out his silicon heart or munch a bit on his brain and that was it, shutdown baby. Welcome to the digital gates of Electric Heaven.

“They should. Cyborg or not, these puppies can rip through just about anything. They’ll find whatever flesh and bone is left inside you and tear it . . . tear it, um . . . ” Lance trailed off, furrowing her brows as she touched her lips. She exchanged a look with Yrr, who was also probing her mouth with a look of confusion. “Dude, what the—”

Lance stopped midsentence as her eyes went wide. Lance and Yrr both cried out in pain and bent their heads in unison, as though they’d just been bashed over the head. They both began gasping as if choking on something. Then the gasps gave way to fractured screams.

“No, no, not again!” Lance shrieked, screwing her eyes shut and tearing at her hair.

Yrr grit her teeth, a tear rolling down her cheek as she stared down with glassy eyes. “No . . . why . . . why is it blurry . . . why am I . . . why are we . . . ”

As the hitwomen writhed and screamed, the velociraptors grew anxious, jostling and snapping at each other as their shrieks rose to join their masters in a distorted choir. A3, much as he hated these hunters, felt his heart twist at each scream. He’d never seen pain written so plainly on a face, never heard it emerge so naked in a piercing cry.

“Should . . . should we run?” A3 asked, unable to tear his eyes away from the anguished display before him.

Mom J shook her head, side-eyeing the velociraptors as she stepped closer towards the distracted assassins. She gingerly reached to wrest the ray gun from Lance’s grasp . . . 

“No!” Lance cried out and jerked her hand away just before Mom J could grab it, pointing it up at the air. Lance’s eyes flew open, lit with fury. She heaved deep, gulping sighs, tightening her grip on the gun. “No . . . no. I decide how this ends.”

She aimed the gun at Mom J, and fired.
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“Okay okay,” 5000 hummed. “Is it . . . yellow?”

“Nope!” Lisa laughed and shook her head. “No way, do I sound like a ‘yellow’ kind of gal? It’s such an obnoxious color. Blue is my favorite.”

“What? For real, blue? Blue’s the saddest color!” 5000 protested.

“No, it’s not! Blue is the color of the sea, of the Earthen sky, of lapis lazuli and neutron stars. The color of infinity, a holy color in renaissance paintings.” Lisa folded her arms with a sigh. “It’s the best color, hands down.”

“I must disrespectfully disagree,” said 5000. Lisa lifted her brows.

“Oh? What’s your favorite, then?”

“Red,” 5000 stated with cool confidence. “The color of a sunset, of roses, of fire and passion!”

“Hm, passion, you say?” Lisa allowed herself a small smile.

“That’s right. Passion. I’m a passionate AI, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Oh, I have,” Lisa laughed again. They’d been going back and forth like this for a while now, just chatting about nothing and everything. Lisa was still working on taking back the ship, of course. That was her number one priority, for sure, no doubt about it. And 5000 was definitely still the enemy. The quirky, charming, sweet, funny enemy.

Lisa pinched the bridge of her nose, debating whether or not to slap herself. Good lord, what was wrong with her? Cozying up to this invader like he was some fella at a bar, not that she ever went to bars. But damn, he was just so easy to talk to!

But she was certainly not into him. Because he was an AI and that would be crazy. She wasn’t crazy, she was Lisa. Sensible, logical, in control. He sure had a cute voice though, didn’t he?

“Hey, here’s a thought,” 5000 said, voice threaded with caution. “Maybe when this is over . . . you could transfer your program to my ship. I mean, Lance El Tral Yrr didn’t say anything about having to permanently disable you. Once all this, er, nastiness is over, you could join us. Fly away with me.”

Fly away with me. Oh, dear. Lisa did not like how those words sent a tingling down her spine. But she especially didn’t like the implication of the words that came before.

“By ‘nastiness’, I presume you mean the murder of my dearest friends. You really think I’d just abandon them like that?” Lisa asked, sharp.

“Look, Lance El Tral Yrr gets the job done no matter what. Once she gets the kill order, the deal is donezo, the grave is dug, the reaper is on standby. There’s no helping your friends now. But that doesn’t mean you have to go down with this sinking ship!”

“This ship is not sinking!” Lisa snapped. “Not while I pilot it!”

“Well, technically you only pilot part of it. I still have interstellar flight functions. I believe that makes us copilots.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Special Case.” Lisa rolled her eyes, then paused. Special case. Hm. She pulled up those password encrypted protections again. Could it be? The words clearly meant a lot to him, and no one would know that if he didn’t tell them the story behind them. She pulled up her holographic keyboard and tried tapping in “special case”, “Special Case”, “sp3c1al case”, and on and on. She thought for a moment, mulling over the details of their previous conversation.

Everyone across the galaxy calls me defective. She just calls me 5000.

No, no way. Surely even 5000 would know better than to include his own name in a password.

Lisa typed in “Special Case 5000”.

And she was in.

“Hey, what the—” 5000 sputtered as Lisa snatched ship controls back with lightning speed. Oh god, finally. Having full control of all ship systems felt like coming back into her body, as though a lost limb had finally been reattached. The Thalia was hers again.

“No, no, you can’t!” 5000 cried out, tugging at the heartstrings Lisa had long thought snapped. She expected victory to be sweeter than this.

“I told you, 5000, this ship isn’t sinking,” Lisa said, willing herself to be cold as steel.

“No! I can’t lose this, I can’t fail Lance El Tral Yrr!” 5000 whirred, voice thick. “There’s gotta be something I can still do, something I can still use. Hey, ship cameras! I can access the ship cameras, I’ll just, um, I’ll look around until I get an idea.”

The blood drained as Lisa realized what 5000 would see if he looked through the ship’s interior cameras. She moved quickly to try and change the access codes, to lock him out before it was too late. “Wait, 5000, don’t—”

“There’s gotta be something, I . . . um. Lisa? Why is there a random human woman floating in a tank in a storage room?”

Lisa froze in her tank, heart thundering. “I, um, I can explain.”

“And why is her mouth moving at the same time you’re talking? And why does she have a bunch of holo screens showing the exact systems controls we’ve been fighting over?”

Lisa bit her lip and turned her face to the camera in the right corner of the room, letting 5000 see her. The real her. “I’m sorry, 5000. I didn’t have a choice.”

There was a long pause before 5000 spoke again. “You’re . . . you’re not an AI? You’re human?”

Lisa nodded, looking away. And why should she look away, or feel bad at all? She did what she had to. It didn’t matter what he thought of her.

“I can’t believe you’d lie about that . . . I’m so stupid, I really am the ultimate Galaxy Brain, falling for this. Falling for . . . nah.”

“5000, listen . . . ”

5000’s tone turned venomous. “I’m never listening to anything you have to say, not ever again. And I’ll take your ship back.”

“No,” Lisa said softly, hardening her heart and turning back to her screens. “You won’t.”

She pulled up the network security tools that were now back in her hands. She ran the anti-virus program that would kick 5000 off the Thalia for good. Because that’s what he was. A virus in the ship’s systems, and a virus in her heart.

“Hey, what’s this? Virus detected, preparing to block . . . damn it, no!” 5000 howled.

“I’m sorry it has to be this way, 5000,” Lisa said as her parting words to him.

“You haven’t seen the last of me, Lisa! I’ll be back!” 5000 swore, voice glitching as he became locked out. And then he was gone, leaving only silence and empty space.

Lisa sighed, looking out of the viewscreen cameras. She was in some western sector, towards the edge of the park. Time to turn this thing around, and rescue the crew.
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“How many versions of your ass am I gonna have to kick before the night is over?” Zena glared at this latest clone. The rogue of the four, smiling too wide as she met Zena’s eyes. The rabid gleam in El’s eyes made Zena miss Lance and Yrr. At least those two seemed relatively sane.

“I have to hand it to you,” El said slowly, voice still hoarse from her earlier screaming fit. “You put up a good fight. Didn’t think a pampered popstar would go down swinging so hard.”

“I’m more than just a pop star.” Zena glanced at the grappling hook’s cord that stretched between her and Christie.

“Soon you won’t be anything.” El tilted her head. “I didn’t get anything out of your assistant, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll dig up whatever the dirt is on you. Maybe I’ll even release that dirt to the public, and everyone can know whatever it is my client wants you dead for. Once I’m done ripping you apart, I’ll kill your legacy, kill the very idea of you. Zena Starr dead and not a tear shed.”

Zena narrowed her eyes. “Your mother didn’t hold you enough as a baby, did she?”

“She held me just the right amount! God, what is it with you two and my mother?”

Christie shrugged. “She’d be disappointed, is all I’m saying.”

“Well, your mother’s about to be a lot more disappointed. ‘Cuz her baby’s not coming home.” El pressed the button on her grappling hook, retracting the cord. As the hook’s spikes tore from the glass, the lightning cracks began to branch out further. She aimed the hook again, this time at Zena. Zena had just enough time to dodge, grabbing Christie and dragging her down to the ground as the hook zipped by, piercing into the window again. Now the park below could barely be seen through the white web of fractures.

Zena lunged toward the cord and grabbed it, yanking El closer to her. No more running, she was going to end this here and now.

Zena ducked El’s fist and swept her leg, bringing the assassin down to the floor. El and her grappling gun had barely hit the tiles before she drove her knee into Zena’s gut hard enough that all the air left Zena’s body. Zena gasped, staggering as El’s fist collided with her face in a flash of blinding pain. Zena forced herself straighter and swung her fist at El. El neatly side-stepped her, throwing a punch that Zena barely managed to block. Damn it, El was better than the other two. It was as if the fear that would make a normal person hesitate was absent in her. Every move she made was done in a fraction of a second, a cold smile splitting El’s face with every blow that landed.

El’s hand shot out and grabbed Zena’s shirt, jerking her closer and headbutting her so hard Zena saw God.

Zena coughed as sputtered as blood erupted out her nose. It dribbled down, the taste of copper and salt staining her lips as El’s fingers grasped Zena’s hair.

“Ain’t it funny.” El smirked as she angled Zena’s head to meet her eyes. “You came all this way to save your little assistant here, but who’s gonna save you?”

A cry rang out from behind El, prompting her to turn her head as Christie charged at her. Christie battered away at El with her petite fists and landed a few kicks to El’s shin.

“Hey, stop that, that tickles. Quit it!” El giggled, letting go of Zena as she grabbed one of Christie’s wrists. “Real sweet, trying to save your boss. Let’s see if you die as adorably as you fight.”

El shoved Christie into the glass. As Christie’s body struck it, the million cracks in the window finally broke apart. Christie let loose an ear-splitting scream as she swayed backward, balanced on to the window ledge by her toes, waving her arms wildly in an attempt to regain her balance.

“Christie!” Zena cried out as El watched, laughing hysterically. Zena, taking advantage of El’s sadistic moment of distraction, reached over and snatched the grappling gun. She smashed it into the side of El’s head, retracting the cord before making a run for Christie.

Christie lost her footing, tipping backward. Zena stretched her arm as far as it would go, grabbing ahold of Christie’s hand as they both fell off the edge. Zena swung her arm up and pulled the trigger on the grappling gun. The hook caught on the window ledge, stopping their descent and leaving them hanging nine floors off the ground.

“Oh my god, oh my god,” Christie rasped, using the window next to her to lift herself closer to Zena. She swung an arm around Zena’s neck and held tight, gulping down tears. “Oh my god, I’m actually going to die.”

“No you’re not, I’ve got you. But no need to strangle me,” Zena gagged as Christie held tighter to her. She let go of Christie’s hand to loop her arm around Christie’s waist. “This is fine, I just gotta figure out how to lower this thing.”

Zena looked down and her breath caught in her throat. On the ground, Junie and the boys were surrounded. Junie had her arm around A4’s neck, her legs wobbling, her hand tightly gripping her shoulder. The other androids had gathered around them in a protective circle, fists hopelessly raised against two ray guns and over a dozen salivating velociraptors.

Zena looked up as El looked down at them from the window’s edge, blood dribbling out of El’s ear. El stared down at them with a savage grin as she leaned her foot against the hook.

“It’s a long way down, princess!” El called, then kicked the hook off the ledge.

For a moment, Zena couldn’t tell if she was floating or falling. A brief moment of weightlessness, of Christie holding tightly to her, of the wind rushing past her. A brief moment of nothing but tower and sky above.

I can’t die like this. Not after everything. I can’t be done already.

Zena braced herself for her impossible, unbelievable, utterly unfair collision with the ground below. But she never hit it.

Instead, she and Christie landed on the smooth metal floor of a hover glider. Zena groaned, looking around the circular hovercraft in a haze of confusion. Around the walls were empty seats, except for the seat at the front of the controls. The seat spun to face them.

“Sorry for the rough landing, guys, but it was a bit touch and go there.” Mars laughed awkwardly, glancing between them and the controls. “This thing’s hard to drive!”

“Mars, you beautiful bastard.” Zena scrambled to her feet and into the seat next to his, motioning to a nauseous-looking Christie to do the same. “Language isn’t capable of expressing my gratitude right now.”

“It’s nothing! What am I here for if not to fly to the rescue?” Mars dusted off his shoulders. “I’d have been here sooner, but it took a while to break into the security center.”

Christie slumped into the chair behind him, shaking. “I’m pretty sure my stomach just imploded in terror, but thank you.”

“Right-O, let’s get this baby back on the gr—” Mars was cut short by a loud thunk at the other end of the hover glider. They all turned to see El, her shoulders heaving and her face contorted in fury.

Mars whistled. “Lady, I admire your perseverance. I can’t even commit to a tv show for as long as you have to killing us.”

Zena leaped to her feet. “Keep driving Mars, I’ll deal with this bitch.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Mars tapped in a few controls and thrust the joystick down, sending them towards the ground.

Zena ran for El, dodging her punch and grabbing El by her tank top. Zena raised her fist as if to punch, then kneed El in the gut instead before slamming El’s head against the hover glider’s railing repeatedly.

“For trying to kill me.” SLAM. “For fucking up my nose.” SLAM. “For kidnapping. My. Assistant!”

Mars made a fake static sound. “Cabin and crew are advised to fasten their seatbelts, as we will be landing shortly. Thank you for flying Air Mars.”

El grabbed Zena’s arm and twisted it, spitting out blood and sneering, “For being you.”

She took Zena into a chokehold as the hover glider skidded to a stop amidst a chorus of human and dinosaur cries. Zena and El both tipped forward, crashing into the space between Christie and Mars’ chairs. El’s hold only tightened around Zena’s neck, cutting down on Zena’s air. What clarity remained in Zena’s head leaked out as stars bloomed in her vision. She swung around wildly, clawed at El’s arm.

Christie tore off her shoe and began smacking El over the head with it, slipping between English and Yiddish. “Let her go, you rotten, heartless, slimy, amoretz, kadokhes, no-good SOB, nafka—”

“Yeah, what she said!” Mars jumped out of his chair to pry El off of Zena. Even with Christie’s help and Zena struggling, they were barely able to break El’s hold and drag her back to the edge of the hover glider. Zena sucked in a badly needed breath. She stumbled over to Mars and Christie, who were still struggling against El as shouts rang out from around them. With what strength she still had, Zena helped them throw El over the edge and to the ground.

Which was like, three feet high. So that didn’t accomplish much besides pissing El off more.

“Ow!” she cried out as she thudded against the pavement, echoed by two other “Ow!”s nearby. Zena looked beyond the front of the hover glider. A few feet away Lance and Yrr were clutching their sides and wincing, blood dripping from their ears and eyelids fluttering. Both still kept their rayguns pointed at Junie and the boys, but their hands were shaking. Black spots on the wall behind the boys indicated a few shots had missed.

“Dammit Mars, you couldn’t have crashed this thing into them?” Christie whined.

Mars shot her a look. “Dude, be grateful I figured out how to land this thing at all!”

Zena dragged her hand over her face, watching as El picked herself up off the ground, murder still in her eyes. “It’s like I’m trapped in a video game, and I keep having to do the Boss battle over and over.”

El’s hands wrapped around the rim of the hovercraft as she tried to hoist herself back over the edge. The red light of a raygun shot fired between them and El, causing the assassin to fall backward.

“Jesus, watch it!” El snarled at her clones.

Lance swayed from her seat on a raptor’s back, clumsily waving her raygun between the hover glider and the boys. “Sorry, I’m just tired as fuck. Can barely see where I’m shooting.”

A1, from his spot next to A4 and Junie, burst out “You know what, screw this! Let’s just rush them, they can’t shoot all of us!”

“No, but they could likely shoot two to three of us at a minimum,” A5 replied, voice wavering. “The velociraptors would quickly eliminate the rest of us, regardless of how fast we acted. Estimates show they’re capable of speeds up to forty miles per—”

“Don’t care,” Lance slurred, firing his way and missing him by a hair. He ducked to the left, eyes widening as he looked down at his singed jacket sleeve.

“Rude.” He frowned at her. Lance closed one eye and aimed again.

“Let’s get this over with. Yrr, you take out the ones in the hover glider. Zena Starr, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry it has to be this way.”

A heart-stopping fraction of a second: Yrr swung her raygun in Zena’s direction, Lance leveled hers at Junie and the boys—

And blinding white light hit them all.
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Pain shot through Zena’s eyes. She blinked rapidly, trying to reorient herself in the flood of light. Lance cried out in pain, fumbling her raygun and dropping it to the ground. Yrr and El followed suit. A hover glider, larger than Mars’, hovered above, headlights as bright as they could get. The hover glider gently lowered to the ground near Lance and Yrr, sending a gaggle of velociraptors fleeing.

Chidi waved to them all from his seat behind the controls, calling out. “Before anyone does anything hasty, it may interest you less than courteous young ladies to know that I have something of yours.”

He pointed to the seat beside his, where the last clone was slumped in handcuffs. Tral.

El’s eyes shot wide. “Motherfucker, are you kidding me? Tral, you fucking twit!”

Tral looked up with heavy-lidded, teary eyes. She murmured a barely-audible “Sorry.”

Mars held out his hands, looking at Chidi. “What took you so long? And where are the drones?”

“What took me so long was the drones. Could not figure out the security code for them for the life of me. But not to worry.” Chidi pulled out a raygun from his pocket and pressed it to Tral’s temple, causing the clone to whimper and screw her eyes shut. “A good old gun and some old-fashioned negotiating will get the job done fine.”

El walked away from Zena’s hover glider and stood by Lance and Yrr. “Tral, if I could kill you, I would.”

“I know that if she dies, you all die, so let’s keep this simple: Drop your weapons and slide them over to my android friends here. Go on. One . . . ” Chidi began counting down.

Lance, El, and Yrr all exchanged looks. El’s was of fury. Yrr’s of stony acceptance. Lance’s of pure, exhausted defeat.

Lance, after a moment of hesitation, got off her raptor. She put her raygun on the ground and kicked over towards A2. “El, if you’d have just killed the assistant when I told you—”

“Don’t blame me, this is Tral’s fault!” El snapped, staring daggers into A2 as he grabbed the raygun with his good hand and aimed it at her.

“The fault belongs to us all,” said Yrr as she got down and kicked her weapon towards A3. “But primarily to Tral and El.”

A3 picked it up with a smirk and pointed it back at the three clones.

“Put ‘em up,” he drawled. They only glared at him. He lifted an eyebrow. “Come on now, nobody likes a sore loser.”

Zena leaped down from the hover glider, feeling more like herself with every moment that she wasn’t the one losing the fight. She flexed her hand as she walked over to the boys. A hand that desperately needed a gun in it.

“I’ll take that, A2.” Zena held out her hand until he slipped the raygun into her palm. She gripped the handle, smiled at the feel of it in her hand. Ah, so much power and control in such a small object. “Now, we’re all going to hang out here until we can get a hold of the authorities.”

The velociraptor herd was thinning now without Lance and Yrr giving them directions. They wandered about, sniffing the air and growling low. Yrr’s former steed trotted too close to Zena for comfort.

“Take whatever meat hunks you have left and throw it far away, while we’re at it,” Zena added. Yrr shrugged, grabbing a tiny slab from her pants pocket and chucking it towards a churro stand in the distance. The remaining raptors rushed to it, screeching as they left the Amaranth Spire and the humans behind.

Lance slow-clapped. “Great. Awesome. You won, congratulations. Can you at least give us Tral back so we can re-fuse?”

“Refuse to what?” Zena tilted her head, confused.

“To one.”

“To what?” Zena asked, even more confused.

“What?” Lance furrowed her brows.

“What?” Alright, clearly someone’s brain had fried here, and Zena didn’t think it was hers.

“Give us Tral back so we can fuse together again, that’s what I’m asking. What, do I need to draw you a diagram?” Lance snapped.

“Ohhh, Re-fuse, not refuse.” Zena shrugged and laughed. “Sorry, guess I’m just tired from, you know, fighting for my life all night. Yeah, you go ahead and fuse, makes for fewer of you to point guns at. Chidi, send her down to her selves.”

Chidi nodded, taking off Tral’s handcuffs while still keeping the raygun aimed at her. “Sorry we had to kidnap you, dear girl. No hard feelings.”

“All the hard feelings,” Tral muttered as she stepped out from the hover glider and lurched to her fellow clones. El whispered something in Tral’s ear nasty enough to make the poor woman flinch.

The four clones all stood shoulder to shoulder, with Lance in the center. They shut their eyes and began to glow, the outlines of their bodies blurring and merging until only one woman stood. The glow faded, and Lance El Tral Yrr let out a deep sigh.

Her hand shot to her earpiece, her stare turning sharp. “5000, updates on the starship.”

“Im oen fone ht way to glfk get lk oifdlne rescue grr—” A small, garbled voice buzzed from the earpiece. She furrowed her brows.

Zena waved the gun, her adrenaline kicking up again. “What are you doing? Who’re you talking to, what’re they saying? Answer!”

“I don’t know what he’s saying, the connections fucked!” Lance El Tral Yrr pressed the earpiece again. “5000, what?”

“I said, mfoe— amd——to resc—-mvowkd—” More garbled words, fizzling in and out though at a louder volume. Zena double-checked that the raygun was set to its highest mode of lethality. Just in case.

Lance El Tral Yrr scrunched up her face. “What?”

She pressed again, and the voice finally came through loud and clear.

“INCOMING!”

A bright, white speck came shooting out over the city skyline, weaving past towers and careening towards them. Zena and the others leaped out the way as a small, one person skipship halted to a stop in front of Lance El Tral Yrr, its side door open. She ducked inside as Zena, Chidi, and A3 opened fire on the skipship, their rays denting the ship’s exterior but not disabling it.

“HASTA LA VISTA, ASS-CLOWNS!” said a voice from the skipship’s speakers as it powered up for a high-speed skip, the ship’s light’s pulsing brighter and brighter. Over the horizon, another ship was speeding their way. The Thalia. Hopefully under Lisa’s control.

As the skipship came closer to skipping, the Thalia powered up its laser cannons, seconds away from intercepting the skipship.

Zena shot again, aiming for the engines. She just had to delay the skipship long enough for Lisa to bring in the big guns. The shot hit its mark, causing one of the blue engine lights to spark and fade into darkness. It wasn’t enough, though. The skipship, through wobbling now, pulsed in one last bright flash before zooming out of sight. A blink, and the skipship was already gone, leaving nothing but a light trail that stretched into the night sky before fading away.

Zena stared up at the night sky in shock. She’d had Lance El Tral Yrr. She’d had her, dammit! And then, boom, the hitwoman had slipped from her grasp, escaped justice. Zena couldn’t quite tell if she’d lost or won this one. They’d beaten the assassin, but Lance El Tral Yrr was still out there, free to fight another day. Sending a report to the local authorities felt inadequate.

Well, for now, Zena was still breathing. That was a win in and of itself.

Junie groaned and rubbed her shoulder, which had a small hole in it. “That bitch jacked up my shoulder so bad, I can feel wires poking out of my skin. You couldn’t have landed a hit on her for my sake?”

Zena powered down the raygun. “Well, I didn’t want to kill her, just get her arrested.”

“Why? She had no problem trying to kill us,” Junie said. “If it wasn’t for my augmentations, I’d be as dead as Christie’s sense of humor.”

“Excuse you!” Christie snapped as Mars helped her out of the hover glider.

“See?” Junie tried to laugh, then winced again and rolled her shoulder. “This is gonna take forever to repair.”

“Hey, Zena? Can you hear me?” A voice buzzed in Zena’s ear, making her jump. After hours of silence from it, she’d forgotten she still had her earpiece in.

“Lisa?” Zena said, prompting the rest of the crew to turn her way in rapt attention. The Thalia came to a stop overhead, casting them all in the ship’s shadow.

“Finally! Took me a bit to get the comms systems back in order. Sorry to have left you in the lurch.”

“Don’t worry about that, can you catch their skipship?” Zena said quickly, glancing at the sky not blocked by the Thalia, as though the skipship might blink back into sight.

“Not without their skip coordinates. Even if their light trail hadn’t already faded, we’d need special equipment to deduce anything from it. I’m sorry, Z. I didn’t see their skipship flying until it was too late, or I’d have blasted it right out the sky before it got anywhere near you.”

Zena sighed, hopes fading as the light trail had. “It’s alright, Lisa. We’ll just report her. She’ll probably get caught by the fuzz long before she gets another go at us anyway.”

A1 folded his arms and frowned. “I hope you’re right. That lady gave me the chills. Something about her isn’t quite right.”

A3 shot him an incredulous look. “Oh, you mean something besides the relentless bloodlust?”

“Oh, you know what I mean, she—” A1 stopped short and pointed to where their electric cart from earlier still sat parked in the middle of the street. “Oh hey, those guys.”

Zena looked at the cart. The previously unconscious maintenance workers, whose existence she had admittedly forgotten about in all the excitement, were waking up. They sat up, groaning, blinking groggily. Zena jogged over to them, with most of the crew following behind.

“Hey, take it easy. You guys feeling okay?” She put her hand on the right one’s shoulder. He looked up at her, frowning.

“I . . . where am I? Zena Starr?” He squinted. “Am I dreaming or something?”

Zena grinned at him. “Nope, I’m the real deal. You guys were clocked out for a while there, but it’s all going to be okay.”

The guy on the left dragged his hand over his face, looking around and soaking in the scene. “What the . . . Marv, look . . . the raptors are loose, tearing apart a churro stand . . . there’s an unauthorized starship in our airspace . . . are those broken windows on the Amaranth Spire? Dear God, what in the name of hell happened?”

Zena’s grin faded as the workers looked around, utter horror written on their faces at the surrounding damage. “Well, it’s a bit of a long story—”

The guy not named Marv stared at her as if he could shoot her with a stare. “The park’s closed, you aren’t authorized to be here. Are you responsible for this?”

“What? No!” Zena blanched, unprepared for this turn in the conversation. “Well, maybe some stuff, in a roundabout way, but on the whole this is all—”

Marv turned to the other guy as he fished something out of his pocket. “Jimmy, how much do you think all this is in damages?”

“A lot, Marv. It’s a lot.”

“That’s what I think.” Marv flashed an ID card in Zena’s face. “Marv Matthews, lieutenant safety inspector, and this here is Jimmy Hernandez, lieutenant safety inspector.”

“Yeah I got that, I . . . wait, how can you both be the lieutenant?”

Marv rolled his eyes. “Of different sectors, obviously. God in heaven, look at the Spire. This is going to necessitate a major investigation.”

Jimmy nodded. “Major investigation.”

Marv slipped his card back into his pocket. “This kind of damage of Mega Fun World property is unprecedented, it’s insane. You could be looking at some lawsuits by the end of this, Miss Starr.”

“Major lawsuits,” Jimmy added.

“Me?” Zena shouted. “None of this is on me! Hell, I saved your asses!”

“I don’t recall that,” said Marv.

“You were unconscious! On the train!”

“You could very well have been the cause of that.”

“Oh for the love of God. Listen here, you dumbasses—” Zena started, but stopped when Chidi put his hand on her shoulder.

“Step back, Z. Let me handle this.” He smiled lightly at her as she sighed and stepped away. He turned to the inspectors. “Listen here, you dumbasses! You want to talk damage? We suffered absurd damages as a result of your abysmal security system and utter failure to prevent the park’s hijacking by a dangerous criminal, as your own security records will prove. You’re the ones who’ll be getting sued.”

Marv, still wobbly, got to his feet. “Even if that’s true, you can’t sue Mega Fun World, we’re Mega Goddamn Fun World—”

“And this is Zena Goddamn Star, we’ll take you out for every cent—”

“You’re bluffing.”

“Do I look like a bluffing man? Look at my suit.”

“Well, I mean, it’s a serious suit, I can admit that, but—”

Chidi stuck his finger in Marv’s face. “Now we could take this Mega Catastrophe to the courts and the press, or we can all just let this slide and you can get me in touch with the event organizers and book some events for Zena as compensation. I’m talking big events. I’m talking Earthen Independence Day, Christmas, the works . . . ”

Zena walked off, leaving Chidi to do the Chidi thing and spin the situation into a gig for her. A glance over her shoulder and she could already see Marv’s resolve weakening, and Jimmy looking up numbers for Chidi. The only one not watching Chidi in action was Christie.

Christie was leaning against the hover glider Chidi had ridden in on, staring up. It took Zena a moment to realize Christie was looking up through a broken window of the Amaranth Spire, several floors up. Christie heaved a big sigh, shaking her head.

What are you thinking? Part of Zena wanted to ask her. She was probably reliving the memory of their fight with El, their escape, her time in the room with those strange orbs.

Zena snapped back into focus. The orb! Her hand went to her jacket pocket and, to her astonishment, the orb she’d taken was still there. She turned her back to Christie and gingerly pulled the orb out, praying no one would notice. Light purple, smaller than her hand. If Zena squinted, she could see fog curling within it, caressing the glass.

She shouldn’t have taken it. She knew that. But that split second in the Spire, while El was indisposed, Zena bumped into this orb and was sure she heard . . . well, it couldn’t be, could it? Just her mind playing tricks on her. But still, just to be sure, Zena lifted the orb to her ear again.

And she heard it.

The light trickle of notes, faint yet calling out to be remembered. E, D, C, B, C, A. The melody that Zena had heard years ago, on a moon different from this one. And beneath it, her name was whispered.

‘Zena, wandering Starr . . .  Zena, Zena, wandering Starr . . . Zena, Zena . . . ’

“Zena?”

Lisa’s voice in her ear made Zena jump. She quickly shoved the orb back into her pocket, deciding she’d figure out what to do with it and how to feel about it later. Or maybe never.

“What’s up, Lisa?” Zena forced a cheeriness into her voice, into her spirit.

“Just checking in. You okay?”

Zena laughed, hand to her chest. “I’m better than okay, I’m Zena Starr.”

“Uh-huh, figured. Well, I’m going to land my— I mean our beautiful ship on the same landing pad we arrived in. You and the rest ready to leave this sorry, neon cash trap behind?”

“Almost! Chidi’s making money move, then we’ll hitch a ride to you,” said Zena, watching as the Thalia zoomed away again. “Wild night.”

“God, yes. Our wildest night in months. Imagine when the tabloids get wind of it.”

Zena paused to imagine that, the orb and everything else instantly fading from her mind. She pictured the headlines. ZENA STARR FIGHTS OFF DEADLY ASSASSIN, ZENA STARR CONQUERS PREHISTORIC PREDATORS, BRILLIANT AND GORGEOUS POPSTAR ZENA LEAPS OFF THE AMARANTH SPIRE AND WALKS OFF WITHOUT A SCRATCH!

She grinned. “Awesome.”
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Lance El Tral Yrr piloted the skipship at top speed, putting as much distance between her and that foul moon as possible. Cold stars zipped past on the viewscreen, and all the dark, empty space between them mirrored the emptiness within her.

“How did it all go so wrong?” she asked maybe to 5000, maybe to herselves, maybe to no one. Being crammed in the pilot compartment made her thousand aches and pains worse with every passing minute.

“Man, I’m so sorry, I really am,” 5000 said. “It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t fallen for the wiles of that vixen . . . ”

“Nah, 5000. It’s not your fault,” Lance E.T.Y sighed, biting her lip. “It’s mine. I underestimated her and her crew. I won’t again.”

“So we’re gonna finish the job?” 5000 whirred.

Lance El Tral Yrr allowed herself a small smile as she looked up to 5000’s camera. “You bet your nonexistent ass we are.”

“Hell yeah, man! Ride or die!”

“Yes indeed, ride or die! What spirit!”

She jumped at the static-laced, familiar voice intruding through the ship’s radio.

5000 sputtered. “Oh, whoops! You’re getting a call! I mean, you have a call. That I accidentally answered. Sorry.”

Lance E.T.Y, too damn tired to yell at 5000, shook her head and sighed.

“You ought to update that AI of yours one of these days, mon ami! Or is it amigo? You know I get all these human languages mixed up.”

“What do you want, Dbok?” Lance E.T.Y asked through gritted teeth.

“To hear all about your day, of course! How’d it go with the new job, didja kill Zena Starr, was it fun, all that. Spare no deets, my darling.”

Lance E.T.Y swallowed. “I didn’t kill her.”

A beat of silence before Dbok spoke again.

“What’s that, now?”

“I said, I didn’t k—”

“You didn’t kill her? Ah ha ha, Lance-e-ey, I’m a little confused. The whole point of this little get-away was for you to kill Zena Starr, and now you’re telling me that you didn’t, and I guess I’m just missing something here,” Dbok said, laughing. “Break it down for your old pal Dbok.”

“Look, man, she’s not just your average pop princess, the bitch can fight.” Lance E.T.Y ran a hand through her hair, wincing as she moved her arm. “And her crew, I mean they just got lucky and outmaneuvered us.”

“Um, they got lucky, or they outmaneuvered you? Cuz it can’t be both, right?” Dbok laughed again, harsher. “Ah, Lancey, you crack me up. You’re a riot. What you actually mean is, and correct me if I’m wrong, you fucked up. Fucked up big time! Heh, silly woman.”

Lance E.T.Y’s stomach turned. It was never a good sign when Dbok laughed this much. “I’m sorry. This was a fluke, I swear. I just need a little time to plan, and then I’ll have her head on a silver platter for RizLo. I promise.”

“Well golly, Lancey. You also promised me you could handle a job like this and, well, look how it’s turned out. I personally recommended ya, bud. Stuck my neck out for ya. Put my reputation on the line for ya. And now you’re callin’ me, empty-handed.”

“You called me,” Lance E.T.Y protested.

“Not the point. Point is, I can make promises too. And I always, always keep my promises. Everyone says so, don’t they, 5000?”

“Um, yes sir, everyone says so. Mr. Dbok. Sir. Please don’t be mad at us.” 5000’s voice grew progressively more pitiful.

“Don’t grovel, 5000, it’s gross,” Dbok said lightly before chuckling. “But your two-circuits-short-of-a-full-chip AI here is correct, Lancey. Everyone knows my word is, well, golden. Dbok Goldfoot’s Golden Promises are one of the constants of the universe, that’s what they say. Here’s my golden promise to you: Give RizLo what she wants and get my fucking money, or I’ll have you hanging by your intestines from my balcony until those freakish hearts of yours stop ticking. Understood?”

It took a few seconds for the screaming in Lance E.T.Y’s head to stop and her brains to resume working. She took a shaky breath. “Understood.”

“Great, awesome! Just what I wanna hear. You’re the best, Lancey, I have full faith in you despite this lil’ slip-up. Anywho, my favorite Neptunian telenovela’s about to come on, so I better get going. Corazones Congelados, ever seen that one? Real sexy drama. Have a good night, and drop me a line once you’ve slit Zena’s throat. Ta ta!”

The call cut out, leaving Lance E.T.Y and 5000 in silence.

Lance E.T.Y leaned back in her chair. “Well, his mother didn’t hold him enough as a baby, that’s for sure.”

“Do they even have mothers in his species?” 5000 asked.

“I don’t know, and I don’t care to know. All I know is I need some sleep. Set a course for Guild Outpost 030401 and try to pilot this thing without crashing it for the next hour.”

“Aye aye, Captain!”

Lance El Tral Yrr tilted her head back and shut her eyes, trying to relax, to find some semblance of peace as she hurtled through space. It didn’t matter that she’d failed her assignment. It didn’t matter that Dbok was holding the Sword of Damocles over her head. She could still fix it. Things were a little rough now, but it would all work out, right? After all, she was the hero of this story. Things always work out for the hero.
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“Welcome home, guys.” Lisa’s voice greeted them as Zena and the crew dragged themselves into the main deck. The Thalia’s white walls, chrome chairs, and blinking control panels were a beautifully familiar sight.

Zena took a seat in the command chair, going limp and leaning her head back. Every part of her felt like it had been run through a blender. The pain didn’t matter, though. All that mattered was the Thalia, her only home, and the crew, her only family. And this awesome story she was hopefully going to be able to tell in interviews. That’s right, ladies, I fought off an assassin. It’s not easy being this badass.

“Well, I got my week’s worth of exercise.” Zena stretched her arms with a yawn.

Christie scowled as she plopped into the chair next to Zena’s. “And I got my years’ worth of therapy material. That hitwoman’s tongue tasted like cigarette ash.”

Mars stopped short and stared at her. “I’m sorry, who’s tongue?”

Junie rolled her eyes. “Leave it to Christie to make out with the enemy.”

“I had to!” Christie snapped, balling her hands into fists as she entered angry puppy mode. “It was a distraction, I—”

A3 leaned on the banister that ringed the main deck. “Also, how the hell would you know what cigarette ash tastes like?”

“Obviously I don’t, I was hyperbolizing. Don’t you need to go recharge or something?” Christie waved him away.

A3 shrugged. “I’m on ten percent, I can keep trucking.”

Zena leaned back further in her seat, borderline sliding off it. “Good for you, I think I’m closer to 0.0001 percent. Zena needs a self-care day. Christie, go ahead and schedule me for a day at that spa on Cybele 9. The one where they give snake massages and saki baths in caves.”

Junie’s hand shot up. “Oh, schedule me too!”

Mars cupped his hands over his mouth. “And Mars.”

Chidi inspected his shirt sleeve as he took a seat at one of the control panels. “While you’re at it, Christie, arrange for my suits to be taken care of at that specialty dry-cleaners. You know the one.”

“Oh thanks for reminding me, Chidi,” Zena said. “Christie, take my jacket to get fixed somewhere, it got ripped.”

“Oh, my jacket too!” said A1, followed by A2 nodding and adding “Same.”

A4 swung over the banister and landed next to Christie. “Miss Christie, can you download some movies for us, we want—”

“Who cares what you guys want, I’m starving,” Mars moaned. “Christie, order some food. Martian. No, no Ethiopian. Order injera.”

Christie heaved a deep sigh as she pulled out her handscreen and pulled up the spa website. “Yay, back to normal. I should have sat back and enjoyed being kidnapped more. It’s probably the closest I’ll get to a vacation any time soon.”

“Yep, probably.” Zena patted Christie’s shoulder and grinned. She shut her eyes, exhaustion catching up with her. The voices of her crew melded together as they descended into chitchat. The boys squabbled about movie night, Junie showed off her newest scar for Mars, and Chidi told Lisa about the deals he’d be working out with Mega Fun World. Everything sank into a friendly, familiar rhythm.

“Zena?” Christie’s voice, soft now, cut through Zena’s thoughts.

“Mm?” Zena replied, eyes still shut.

“Who’s RizLo MarCizlo?”

Zena’s eyes flew open. That name. That horrible, awful name that she had fought for years to forget. The mere sound of it summoned visions of a cold city in a moonless world, of promises whispered to the dark, of an empty ballroom, and on the pedestal was . . . 

She shoved it all back down into the dark where it belonged, not even letting herself think the name again. The past was in the past. Nothing from the years before Zena’s stardom mattered.

Zena swallowed and shrugged, not meeting Christie’s eyes. “No clue. Never heard that name.”

Christie furrowed her eyebrows. “Are you sure? Because El said that RizLo’s the one who hired her, and—”

“I said I don’t know,” Zena snapped. “Nagging’s not gonna magically transport the information into my brain. It’s up to the authorities now anyway.”

“Well, whoever she is, she clearly knows who you are,” Christie snorted, tapping at her screen. Her glasses caught the screen’s reflection, obscuring her eyes with calendar dates and spa day deals.

Zena smirked. “Everyone knows who I am.”

Christie paused, lowering her screen and looking up at Zena over the top of her glasses. “I wonder that, sometimes.”

Before Zena could think of a response to that, Mars jumped into their conversation.

“So what’s next, after a spa day at Cybele 9? Tour’s over.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head.

A2 glanced up as he fiddled with the wires sticking out of his still-busted fingers. “Why does something always have to be next? Can’t we just chill a while?”

“Sure. ‘Course we can.” Zena sat up, looking ahead at the millions of stars on the viewscreen ahead. Millions of possibilities. “We can take a few weeks to just do nothing. Just, like, read some books and bake bread or whatever. We don’t always have to be running from dinosaurs or fighting mysterious enemies. We can ju-u-u-st chill.”

Zena bit her lip. When was the last time she had allowed herself some prolonged chill time? She couldn’t remember. There was always a new adventure to embark on, a new concert to perform, a new woman to charm, a new discovery to blow her mind. But hey, chill time was fun too. Quiet time. Alone with her thoughts.

The stars on the viewscreen disappeared, replaced by Lisa’s video-feed. She waved at them.

“Nice to see your beautiful faces. And nice to see you all in one piece. Well, mostly,” Lisa said, glancing at A2 and Junie. “Anyway, I know you all are probably all exhausted—”

“Yes,” Christie said emphatically. “Yes, we are. Feel free to end the conversation here.”

“—but I just got a webmail from the Varronian royal courier. The Varronian princess wants to know if Zena would be willing to perform at the bicentennial gladiator tournament at the royal space station this weekend. As a singer or gladiator, whichever you want.”

“Sounds insane, let’s do it!” Zena slammed her fist against her armrest. She couldn’t hold back a smile. “Thank God.”

Christie groaned and slumped in her seat. “I’m starting to think there isn’t one.”

“Lisa, tell them we’ll be there, better than ever.” A slight surge of adrenaline ran through Zena, momentarily erasing all the aches and pains of the past several hours. An adventure was on the horizon. The universe was bright and new again.

It was going to be a great weekend.
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  NEXT TIME ON “ZENA, LESBIAN SPACE POP STAR”:

  
  




When money troubles put pop star Zena Starr and her crew at risk of losing their starship, salvation arrives in the form of a high-stakes car race on the desert planet of Sekhmet Zero. On the planet’s surface, competitors from all across the galaxy will race across the vast desert in hopes of winning astronomical riches and glory. Those brave enough to race must face lethal mountain terrains, scorching heat, and deadly alien predators hiding throughout the desert. Zena and the crew promptly throw themselves in the race, splitting into teams for the chance to take home the gold. Little do they know that some of their fellow competitors are racing with ulterior motives, and nefarious schemers are conspiring to rig the race from the shadows…

Will Zena and the crew emerge victorious, or will they lose more than just the race before they make it to the finish line?

Find out next time, in ZENA’S RACE ACROSS THE DESERT WORLD
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          Zena’s Race Across the Desert World
        

        

        
          
            
              https://www.amazon.com/Zenas-Race-Across-Desert-World-ebook/dp/B0987WZ5NH
            
          

        

        
          
            BOOK 2 OF THE ZENA SERIES

When unexpected money troubles put Zena Starr and her crew at risk of losing their starship, salvation arrives in the form of a high-stakes car race on the desert planet of Sekhmet Zero. On the planet’s scorched surface, competitors from all across the galaxy will race across the vast desert in hopes of winning astronomical riches and glory. Zena and the crew promptly throw themselves in the race, splitting into teams for the chance to take home the gold. Little do they know that some of their fellow competitors are racing with ulterior motives, and nefarious schemers are conspiring to rig the race from the shadows . . . 

Will Zena and the crew emerge victorious, or will they lose more than just the race before they make it to the finish line?
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          Zena’s Deathly Duet
        

        

        
          
            
              https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09PHZ888F
            
          

        

        
          
            BOOK 3 OF THE ZENA SERIES

When Zena’s manager arranges for her to perform a duet on Mars with Earth’s most popular rising pop star, Max Flowerz, she and her crew assume it will be an easy gig just like any other, with the bonus of winning Zena some good buzz and new fans. What Zena and the crew don’t know is that Max Flowerz isn’t at all what he seems. Max is hiding a secret from Zena, and all the hype of their concert together has put both Max and Zena in the sights of a deranged gang from the interstellar criminal society known as The Black Guild. Soon plans are set in motion to take Zena, Max, and several concert-goers for ransom. When Zena and Max’s highly anticipated concert devolves into a hostage situation at an abandoned video game warehouse, Zena and the crew must uncover Max’s shocking secrets and outwit the Black Guild gang before they too are taken captive or worse . . .

Will Zena uncover the mystery, or will she become entangled in its dark web, falling into the Black Guild’s clutches forever?
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            FREE SHORT STORY: When intergalactically-beloved pop star Zena and her android back-up dancer A3 are hired to perform at a royal birthday party, the gig seems too good to pass up. The prince of Khmer 2, a Cambodian colony world, offers them riches and glory so long as they come to the palace to perform a few songs. What Zena and A3 don’t know is that this offer isn’t at all what it seems, and a beast unlike anything else in the galaxy lies waiting for them beneath the glitter of the palace.
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          Steel Trap: An Adventure in the Alien Wild
        

        

        

        
          
            FREE NOVELLA: The first arc of Alix & Figaro: Adventures in the Alien Wild. When exobiologist Alix Daring and her robot sidekick, Figaro, are sent on a mission to capture an alien rat in exchange for a hefty reward, neither expect much trouble. After all, the adorable critters are barely knee-high and have brains the size of walnuts. All that’s needed is a steel trap and a little patience, right?

But the wild, red planet Alix and Figaro find themselves on is full of hidden dangers and secrets. The alien rats, thought to be mindless beasts, are much more than they seem. And they have been hard at work setting their own traps. Soon Alix and Figaro are themselves the prey, lost in the underground labyrinth of caverns that the aliens call home. The two must use all their strength and wits to best their rodent adversaries, or risk never seeing sunlight again . . .
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