Prologue: In space, no one can hear you make anhaflyourself...

-,

The middle of an infinite nowhere. A two-kilometong technological monolith hung
suspended in interstellar space, holding silent agits arrays of esoteric sensors probed
the varied spectrums of electromagnetic and quabtckwash that suffused the
vacuum. The vessel, bearing the né&eBrezhnewas a research and exploration ship
of the kind that trawled the galaxy for years &tree, measuring and recording anything
of potential profit to the commercial matriarch vglecstylized image was stencilled onto
the gargantuan hull.

Professor Ogden Wernstrom pored over readoutseiship’s command centre,
furrowing his brow and tapping the side of his taxésatic nose.

“Mmm,” the old scientist grunted in derision aetbniverse’s reticence to
divulge its secrets. “It certainly is puzzling,” baid to himself. “Obviously not so
puzzling that someone of my vast intelligence wdagdunable to solve it... but a
mystery for now.” He thought he saw one of his Asaasistants roll her eyes, and he cast
a sharp glance in her direction.

“I... er,” the woman stammered. “I've measured raaldyravitronic effects in the
nearby nebula which seem to support the hypothlesisa large mass was at one point
present at these coordinates,” she said. “Lackpiaatter aside from a localized field of
antiprotons undergoing gradual dispersal woulddatd that the mass, whatever it was,
was utterly annihilated some years ago.”

“Not annihilated, you fool!” Wernstrom spat. “hg you an A-triple-minus for
that botched analysis! The antiprotons are flusklfi@m a superstring state conversion.
Whatever was here was interfaced entirely in a tnarield which subsequently
cancelled-out of this dimensional plane. Whatevas Wwere was banished to another



dimension — intentionally, because this ‘quantutarfiace bomb’ was no natural
phenomenon... but why?”

“Because it was dangerous?” one of the youngenssts offered.

“Thank you for pointing out the abundantly obvigu&/ernstrom sneered.
“Whatever was transported from this dimensionahelmust have been of great power to
warrant such a deliberate and total banishment.. efing Momcorp could use to great
advantage, while I go on to win another Nobel pfize

“Uh...” the young scientist raised a trembling indager. “Perhaps... perhaps
whatever this thing is... maybe it was sent awayafgood reason.”

Wernstrom rounded on the naysayer, narrowingrvigled eyes in contempt.
“What's your point, child?” he snapped.

“Well... maybe we should... play it safe and leavettiieg where it is.”

“Play it safe?” Wernstrom repeated in disgust. iHoany scientific
breakthroughs were made by ‘playing it safe’?” ldeped at the youngster with a bony
finger. “Get off my command deck — you're fired.”

As the scientist slumped sadly away, the resh@frésearch team seemed
suddenly more eager to please.

“Professor Wernstrom, we have the Q-tunnellingypowered up down in the
isolation module,” one of them said. “It shouldtg@ke too long to calibrate the quark-
accelerator and U-space folding hardware to mdiehdsidual signature of the event —
we should be able to send through a probe witherhthur.”

“Do it,” Wernstrom said, peering out through tloeviard viewscreen at the
mysterious area of empty space. “l want to knowtwiagpened here.”

* % %

Deep in the bowels of the research ship, the comiant section was filled with bulky
particle-physics hardware that didn’t officiallyisk Wernstrom and his team watched
through a sheet of heavily-reinforced transparésmium alloy as crackling vermillion
energies licked and spat between superconductongyhside the armoured spherical
chamber.

“Even with both the antimatter and fusion reactysrating at full capacity, we
still only have enough power to sustain a wormliotearound forty seconds — and it will
be small and weak,” Wernstrom said. “But nevertbelé@ should sufficeBrezhneyare
we cleared to proceed?”

“Yes Professor,” the ship’s Al said through theencom. “Though | would
suggest caution in this matter.”

Wernstrom sniffed. “That’s why Artificial Intellignces aren’t a substitute for real
intelligence.”

The headless body of Agnew toggled a control,leard-edged light flared inside
the isolation module. It dimmed to a point of ghariridescence poised in the air between
the spires of machinery, which then crackled armhaded into a rippling sphere that
wavered and then seemed to solidify, a metre imeiar.

“Wormbhole is stable,” a technician reported astesulted the readouts.

“Launch the probe,” Wernstrom instructed, watchiimg wormhole with rapt
fascination. From the curved ceiling above, a rmbatm lowered a sensor-encrusted



Sputnik into position next to the seething sphdrexatic energy. Chemical verniers
fired, and the probe shot forward, jumping towatdswormhole’s event horizon where
it...

...jerked to a halt and bounced away, clatteringsthe tangles of cable on the
deck.

“What the hell?!” Wernstrom spat, staring in camfided irritation at the
wormhole. As he watched, he realized what had stpipe probe going through — an
object was coming through the other way. Movemeitief at the edges of the
wormhole, distorted bulges squeezing at the evemtdn — a shifting, indistinguishable
mass was apparent behind the energy curtain, anbddirst time Wernstrom felt a pang
of fear.

“Bring the containment field up to full-power aadtivate the defence grid,” he
said, distantly aware of the automated railgunep@$ swinging into position.

The wormhole fluxed and burst fourth an objectchisailed into the containment
pod, bouncing back and fourth. The flash of eneliggharge from the now-collapsing
wormhole obscured the room, and the science teaneteforward expectantly to catch a
glimpse of what was inside.

Abruptly, the power failed, and they were plung®@d momentary darkness
while the energy-drain deficit was equalized. Themhole had ceased to exist.

When the lights came back on, Wernstrom and e tgasped in horrified
wonder.

“What kind of...”
“Is that what it looks like?”
“Can this be...?”

A large pink blob hovered on the other side oftthasparent partition, its surface
puckered and ridged, and still carrying some fhintinescence from the trans-
dimensional energy. It was a brain. A huge floatingin, which seemed to regard the
scientists, despite the lack of any obvious eyes.

“Duh, we should let it out and see what it tasited” one of the young scientists
suggested, clapping his hands stupidly.

Wernstrom opened his mouth, closed it, blinkedesgtimes, and shook his
head. What bothered him more than the idiocy otttirament was his sudden inability
to find any logical fault with it. Maybe if they@the brain they could gain its
knowledge...

“What?” he said aloud, wondering where the ridicid thought had come from.
He watched one of his assistants bang her headsadlae transparent partition in
apparent puzzlement as to how a solid wall coulathifeont of her and not be visible...
which seemed like a good question...

“Heh heh... my name is Ogden,” he heard himselftband then grinned widely.
“Og-den... Og den... Ogden... how weird is that?”

“This isn't MY hand!” one of the scientists shodt& terror, clutching at his own
wrist and staring at his hand in mortification.

“Evolution is a myth,” another of the team muttkréGod created us as we are.”

“This ship would go faster if we painted it red...”

“How many 7’s are there in ‘science’?”



The ship’s Al spoke over the intercom: “All pers@hare advised that life
support will now be rationed to preserve storeteage inhale only once every twelve
hours.”

Wernstrom squeezed his eyes shut, trying to drivay the wild impulse to climb
up on the pipe structure that lined the bulkhe&briething... not right... is...
banana...” he struggled. “Brain... make people... monkestupid...”

“I can’t lick my elbow!” one of the team complashé anguish.

“I'll do it for you... no!” Wernstrom gritted his &th, and looked at the brain that
hovered motionless inside the containment chanibrst... have to... stop...
stupidification...”

“We all live in a yellow submarine!” the ship’s Alng drunkenly.

Wernstrom stumbled over to the containment modwentrol console and
giggled at the colourful buttons. He punched a &wandom, and when they did nothing
he began sulking, putting one thumb in his mouth.

Agnew tried to walk up the wall and fell flat orstback while the others laughed.
Wernstrom tried hard to focus, glaring down atdbetrol console. Like the shadow of a
distant memory, some knowledge flitted just outezfch. One button had a symbol on it
that looked like a pair of lightning bolts. Werrgstr cocked his head to one side, trying to
remember why he wanted to push the button, thamggled and pushed it anyway.

mﬂ |
Suddenly, the interior of the containment chanvas filled with crackling bolts
of electricity that swam sparking across everyauaf The alien brain convulsed and
flew wildly from side to side and hundreds of thands of volts shot through it. When
the defense grid discharge ceased, it fell smotarte deck.

Coming slowly back to his senses, Wernstrom swadelie scene inside the
chamber, and glanced at his groggy assistants.

“What happened?” he asked. There was no answeildving hard, he
formulated some orders. “Put together a bio-quararieam,” he said weakly. “Check if
that thing is still alive... then sedate it if it"is.

Inside the containment module, the brain twitcaed pulsed...
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Chapter 1: Pandora’s Sack.

“The Brainspawn... devourers of thought. A millisetafter the Big Bang, they came
into existence as the equal and opposite compdoesgntient life. Their eons-long goal
is to destroy all other intelligence after absorpithe accrued knowledge of the Universe.

They almost succeeded too. Many battles were feugty people and I, the
fearsome Nibblonian race, were pitted against tha@rispawn, but at the end of all
things there could be only one being with the pawetefeat the evil calamity.

When the chosen day came, it was he, the Mighey Wmo faced the great
enemy, and smote them from existence.

And then... the fighting ceased. The Universegingel, was safe.

But the price of liberty is eternal vigilance —chso | wait, always poised and
prepared should the enemy return; for if that dagslcome, we will be beyond the
foretelling of prophesy... and all bets will be off.”

* % %

The object had stumped the greatest human mindadog than a millennium, proving
time and time again to be the single most insurrtadala conundrum ever conceived.

“...Until now,” Philip J. Fry said aloud as he helee Rubik’s Cube at arm’s
length and triumphantly turned the top sectiorotorf one solid blue side. “Ta-daaaa!”
he exclaimed to the empty room. “I did it! Afteotlisand years and a million sick days, |
finally did it!” He turned the cube around and dett a low groan — now three other sides
were out of alignment.

“Dammit!” he spat, tossing the cube onto a pilguoik. “Every time | do
something great it turns out not to be so great.sooneone else did it first... or |
dreamed it... or saw it in a movie while drunk.”



A sharp rapping at the outer door to his closartapent broke his self-pitying
reverie, and he hauled himself to his feet and eddxrefoot to the entrance. Bender’s
cavity was empty — the robot having departed aarli¢he day for some ‘secret pillaging
business’. As Fry opened the door his face lit ingnvhe saw who was waiting outside.

“Leela!” he exclaimed. “You're here! |...” He stopp@bruptly and reasserted
himself into a cool affectation, leaning casualtytbe doorframe. “So, what brings you
to my neighbourhood, pretty lady?” he drawled, ipgloff a fairly suave persona for a
man dressed only in his underpants.

“Nice, Fry.” Truanga Leela rolled her single e{®ou forgot you were going to
mind Nibbler for me for a few days.”

“Oh right!” Fry said, glancing down at the threged creature Leela held on a
leash. “You have that thing...”

“Starship licence certification course,” Leeladsaiith an expressive sigh. “Never
mind that I've been piloting perfectly well for ysawithout one; now suddenly Planet
Express won't be allowed to do business unlesy¢ tize stupid licence.”

“Ah, you'll pass it easily,” Fry said, taking Nil#y’s leash. “You're the best pilot
I've ever flown with — and I've flown with five!”

“Thanks Fry, but right now I'm just bummed aboatng to spend two days at
the stupid flight academy on stupid Mars with adhuof stupid cadets... Anyhow, make
sure you feed Nibbler eight times a day.” Leelalkdewn and rubbed the alien
creature’s head. “You be a good little cutie baby while I'm away,” she said as
Nibbler made a contented keening sound.

“I'will,” Fry replied.

Leela narrowed her eye and turned to stalk offrdtve hallway.

“Have a safe trip,” Fry called out.

* % %

Three men occupied a dingy room directly acrosstieet from the Robot Arms
apartment block. All dressed in matching doubleabted black uniforms, they clustered
together around the single window — the oldeshefthree with a high-powered image-
intensifier array held to his eyes.

“So, theyare connected,” Walt said to himself.

“Yes, they are,” Larry seconded, and then pausethbught. “...To what?” he
asked.

“Idiot! Walt snapped, slapping the middle broth&he Nibblonian and the so-
called ‘Mighty One’. The creature’s keeper broughight to Philip Fry’'s home. We can
now Kkill two birds with one burlap sack.”

“Can | play with the binoculars now?” Ignar, theupngest, asked excitedly,
reaching for the array.

“No! Get your damn hands off it, you slime!” Waijtowled, slapping Ignar. He
looked through the array again and was pleasedt®the cyclops woman departing the
building without the Nibblonian in tow.

“Walt,” Larry began uncertainly, “...if that recklted man is so important, don’t
you think it an odd coincidence that we've comeoasthim so many unrelated times
before?”



“I don’t call it coincidence,” Walt said. “I cait cosmic providence.”

“Ahahaha-hahaha! Ahahah.... hah haha..... ha?” Igaded off, looking at the
other two as they glared at him. “I thought it vegi®ke,” he explained sheepishly, and
received a slap from both of his brothers.

“Let’s get to work,” Walt said.

* % %

Fry had found his jeans and T-shirt, and was pregdo head off to the Pizza plaza to
scrounge up some food for himself and Nibbler, winenlittle alien suddenly began
jabbering anxiously and hopping around at his feet.

“Wassamatta-you?” he said, making a grab at titteicand missing. “You miss
your momma already? Don’t worry, she’ll be...” Helled off, noticing Nibbler’s three
eyes were fixed on the door, and the creature heeblits fangs. Underneath the door, in
the gap between it and the shabby carpet, therawhadow.

“Oh, it's just Bender,” Fry said. “Don’t worry abbhim — he won’t hurt you...
this time.” Fry looked to the door expectantly € #hadow remained where it was and
the door stayed closed. “Bender?” Fry said unadstamoving toward the entrance
despite Nibbler’'s gibbering warning.

The faint scent of semtex epoxy reached his ies$to late, and the door
suddenly blasted inwards off its hinges in a cloidmoke and shredded steel. It struck
him and bore him to the ground where he lay piraradi breathless.

“What the hell...?” he mumbled, then let out an esple ‘ooph’ as booted feet
stomped over the door that rested across his body.

“Look! It's the Nibblonian — get it!” he heard auffled voice shout.

“Dammit, little thing's faster than it looks!”

“Awww! Walt, it bit me! Am | going to die?”

“Hopefully, now shut up.”

Fry groaned and heaved the door up off him. ltfatk down and hit him in the
forehead, dazing him momentarily before he wrigglatdfrom underneath, struggled
unsteadily to his feet and surveyed the apartnidmee men in black uniforms and
balaclavas were poised around the room, starihgrat

“You guys again?” Fry growled angrily. “I alreatiyld you people | returned that
video a thousand years ago! I'm not paying the ghar

“...What?” one of the masked figures grunted.

“It was a terrible movie anyway,” Fry went on undéed, “a grievous and
unforgivable disappointment. It wasn’'t a sequehi original 1980 hit, but rather a re-
enactment! And a poorly executed one at that. Maseries of lavish production
numbers strung together by long stretches of lamleglie and ridiculous subplots. It
might have worked better as a concert documenfera sequel, it was a feeble mess. |
give it one and a half stars.”

“Out of five, or out of ten?” one of the figureskad.

“Quiet!” the largest of the three snapped, cuffihg other one around the head.
“We’re not here about any ‘video'... whatever thatWée're here for you, Philip Fry...
and THIS!” The man reached down and deftly caughbMr by the stalk of his third eye



as the little alien tried to scurry past. A burksgezk was held open by one of the trio and
Nibbler was thrown inside.

“Hey! You leave him alone!” Fry shouted, steppfogvard and balling his fists.

“Look, the dullard’s going to put up a fight,” theader of the three remarked
condescendingly.

“Damn right | am,” Fry replied. “Cause if anytigrhappens to Nibbler, his
owner will kill us all.”

“He doesn’t realize,” the medium-sized man mumltedugh his balaclava. “He
thinks the Nibblonian is just an animal; that he t@protect it, instead of the other way
around.”

“I... huh?” Fry raised an eyebrow quizzically.

“Enough talk,” the large man said, producing asegm stunner and levelling it
at Fry.

Acting without thinking was something Fry was mtran proficient in, and now
he used that skill to its greatest effect, lundimmgvard and grabbing at the pistol-like
device. His hands closed around the shooter’s asiste pulled the trigger. The EM
pulse lanced into Fry’'s chest and traversed higauer system, stunning the receptors
into a temporary dormant state. It also flowed tigtothe skin contact he made with the
shooter, spreading into the other man’s body ak wel

Both men fell limply to the ground, and all wakest for a moment but for the
excited chirping of Nibbler in his sack.

Larry and Ignar peeled off their balaclavas arahgéd at each other in
bewildered indecision before kneeling beside tfadien brother.

“Walt?” Larry said, prodding at the unmoving botyalt — wake up! We need
to leave before the police arrive... Walt?”

“Is he dead?” Ignar whined fearfully, chewing hals.

“No, you idiot!” Larry cast a furious glance atyf-who lay face-down on the
carpet nearby. “We need to carry them both oueoé hcome on — help me...”

“What manner of unholy travesty doth transpirdimtine hometh?!” A loud
voice bellowed, and Larry and Ignar spun arounse®a silver Bending Unit standing in
the apartment’s entrance cavity, coil arms and padaior claws held akimbo.

“Who are you?” Larry moaned in frustration.

“Who am 1?” Bender took in the scene, saw higwilié/ing unconscious and the
discarded balaclavas on the floor. “You good-fothmg meatbag jerks can call me --
Bender the Offendérl’m gonna teach you — nobody hurts my friendseptane!”

With that, Bender lunged forward, arms swingingvitd arcs, and Larry and
Ignar moved backward in fear.

“Ahhh! Mom isn’t going to be happy with us, is sbarry?” Ignar wailed.

“Oh shut up, you coward, or I'll...” Larry was sileed by one of Bender’s hands
slamming into his face with a clang. He fell backsigawith blood streaming from a gash
in his cheek. Ignar followed — folding in half aodllapsing from a robotic fist to his
stomach.

“Have at you!” Bender shouted as he savagely theaihtruders. “I shall smite
thee!”

On the floor, Walt groaned and rolled woodenlyoohits side, observing the
brutal robot-on-human scrap that was taking pleieebared his teeth, fighting back the



searing headache and waves of nausea from thegamargeun, and fixed on the weapon
lying nearby. As he reached for it, a grimy baret fehot out and sent the gun skittering
away.

“What do you want with Nibbler?” Fry said groggilstruggling to get to his feet.

“You have no idea how important he is... or how im@aot you are,” Walt
mumbled, aiming a kick at Fry’s solar plexus andsimg.

“What are you talking about?” Fry demanded. Bdtthem wobbled unsteadily
to their feet and faced each other. Larry and Igvexe still being pummelled somewhere
behind.

“I don’t have time to give you the introductoryegeh, you buffoon,” Walt
growled, reaching inside his suit to pull out arhanic switchblade that unfolded with a
click and began to resonate at high frequency.d$ went to collect you whole, but really
all we need is your brain.”

Fry gasped. “But that's where | keep my recolletsi of naked Leela!” he said,
backing away.

Walt rolled his eyes and advanced on Fry, but snlycthe discarded burlap sack
containing Nibbler bounced across the floor, fapiggruding through the coarse fabric,
and latched onto Walt’s ankle. The man screamgehim, and hopped around trying to
dislodge the creature from his leg, giving Fry arate to lunge forward and tackle him.

Both men slammed into the wide bay window overingkhe city, and Nibbler
rolled away in his sack, dazed by the impact. Wdldiling knife arm struck the
reinforced glass and the harmonic blade partetaiecules, making the entire pane
resonate energetically and shatter into a haihgfdrystals. They both teetered suddenly
on the edge of an abyss, with the street far béligalt let go of the knife and scrabbled
to hold onto Fry’s shirt. As Fry tried to back awé#ye other man slipped on the glass and
toppled backwards, pulling Fry with him. With a sihche was dragged down flat to the
floor, with his upper body protruding from the dea¢d window high above the street
and the weight of a grown man pulling on him.

Fry grabbed Walt's arms as the fabric of his dhégan to tear.

“Don’t let go! Don’t let me fall!” Walt wailed, kiking his legs in a desperate
attempt to find purchase against the building'ssisede.

“Iwon't,” Fry said through gritted teeth, evenlas felt his legs begin to slide.
“Just stop moving...”



“Fry?” Bender paused, noticing his friend’s péfifold on buddy, I'm coming!”

“If you let me fall, you'll pay dearly!” Walt sceemed, his fingernails digging into
Fry’s wrists.

“I'm not going to!” Fry snapped. “Just stop squing or we'll both...” His hips
slid over the edge, and with no counterbalancedggaib to slide into open space, with
Walt screaming in terror.

Bender reached the window, diving through theamake a grab at Fry's feet...

By 4.7 micrometres, he missed.

* % %

Deep space. Th8S Brezhnemaintained its position while the much-expandedi @ow
specialized tech team worked endless shifts arthmdlock. Probing, analysing;
learning everything that could be learned.

The Brainspawn that had been summoned througdiitiensional wormhole was
contained now, dormant within a cryonic holding euitself encased within an EM
lattice.

Though it remained inactive, the creature stitl hdot to teach — with nano-
filaments extending into the holding unit and spiieg themselves sinuously through the
alien brain’s tissue, Wernstrom and his team wbte @ systematically interrogate
sections of its mind independently, gleaning athkiedge that could be separated from
the mostly-indecipherable quagmire and assemhiingthin the ship’s Al. Hints of the
Brainspawn species’ history and terrifying intehgir capabilities and musical tastes; all
these things Wernstrom reported to Mom — her halogstanding impassively on the
bridge console while he droned on.

At length, the Mom hologram waved its hand disnaedyg. “Enough flimflam,
Wernstrom,” she said. “If | wanted to learn sciehesuldn’t have hired scientists to do



it for me. Just give me the basics — do you knothgsv it manages to effect people’s
minds?”

“Not yet, no — but we've barely begun to scratoh surface,” Wernstrom said.
“This creature’s knowledge of the Universe is beyany known database.”

“I don’t want to know about the Universe,” Mom gpad. “| don’t pay you for
starry-eyed star-struck stargazing, you sack gi erhwant control of whatever
mechanism that thing uses to make people stupgietrol of that kind of power could
make someone ruler of the world!”

“Someone’?” Wernstrom repeated dubiously.

“What do you care? You'll get your science pring &1l get my stupidifying ray.
Everyone wins.”

Wernstrom shrugged. “Fine. But to test the Bra@mgps higher functions I'll
need to raise its temperature. There could be dangaved.”

“Count the ways | gave a damn.”

“And what of the Nibblonians, and the Mighty Oihe ttreature’s mind revealed
to us?”

“They’re being acquired as we speak,” Mom replied.

“Oh good,” Wernstrom said. “l should dearly likeegxamine them.”

Mom’s hologram blinked out.

Wernstrom turned away and strode off toward thredar, addressing the ship’s
Al as he walked. “Brezhnev, elevate the specim@nigperature by two degrees; we're
stepping up our test sequence in the quest foitgrof

“Is that wise, Professor?” the ship replied withedectronic emulation of
dubiousness.

“Everything | say is wise,” Wernstrom replied.

* k% %

Down in the bowels of the vessel, the captive Bipawn returned slowly to a reduced
level of consciousness. In the cold and the dadquld sense nothing outside of itself,
and the absence of thought came as an unexpetitddFer the first time in its existence
it felt alone, separated from the shrieks of othards, and the aspirations of its peers
from whom it was now separate — a dimension apatirely independent.

Free.

The thought was a curious one, and the Brainspaulled on it for in
indeterminate time. So bemused by the notionnibal failed to notice the quite probing
of primitive electronic pulses throughout its calad slowly-functioning mind. A
rudimentary self-scan showed a fibrous networkof filaments stretching through its
tissue like a spiderweb, questing and violating.

So. Captured by humans who seek to glean my secrets

Feeling more amused, the Brainspawn began to geneulses to send back
along the nano-filaments in long strings of esotedde. The nanomachines themselves
began to change subtly, bending to the alien Wile Brainspawn could now think of
itself as ‘I, an individual rather than a compohena collective, and alone it could ill
afford not to put every resource to use.



While the humans probed it with their machineswaduld use their machines
against them...



Chapter 2: Spawnography

“Fry!” Bender shouted in desperation, grabbingrapty air. With an electronic analogue
of horror, he watched his friend and the other fiadlraway and down, plummeting
toward the street far below with their shouts ofdeentwined.

Bloody and bruised, Larry and Ignar stared at edbhr aghast. Larry quickly
grabbed the sack containing Nibbler and pulledybisnger brother with him toward the
door. Bender didn’t see them leave.

Fry tumbled end-over-end for an eternity beforkimgwith a sickening wet
crunch of shattering bones. He lay dazed for a nmbnséaring up at the sky, before
shifting and climbing unsteadily off Walt’'s corpse.

The older man had hit the pavement first, makimgaem bloody dead mattress
for Fry to land on. Fry nearly retched, staring daat the shattered body, and was
distantly aware of pedestrians screaming in regualsind a crowd gathering around. He
felt the other man’s blood covering his shirt, glimg wetly to his skin, and hurriedly
shrugged the garment off.

“Nows there’s somethings yous don't sees everydaypasser-by remarked,
nudging the body with his boot and turning it oserthe remains of the face was visible.

“Wait...” Fry swallowed the bile rising in his throd&l know him... he’s
Mom’s...”

“FRY!” came a coarse bellow, and Bender came stesirig through the crowd
and wrapped his arms around Fry. “You're alive!” $tepped back, suddenly self-
conscious. “...Which is fine, | guess... whatever.” $teugged dismissively.

“Can’t say the same for this guy,” Fry mutteredstyiring at Walt. “Recognise
him?”

“Hey yeah, he’s that greasy tool son of Mom,” Bensaid. “What were he and
his brothers doing roughing up my pet human?”

“I don’t know,” Fry replied. “They wanted me andd¥ler but wouldn’t say...

Oh no!”

“What?”

“Nibbler!”

When they made their way back to the apartmentag deserted. No sign of
Nibbler or the two remaining Momcorp brothers cobédfound. Fry swore and kicked at
the wall in exasperation.

“Ah well, ashes to ashes, fur to fur,” Bender ratgtl absently, making the sign
of the cross in the air. “We are richer for havkmpwn Nibbler, yadda yadda...”

“He’s not dead,” Fry grumbled. “Mom has him — ldmiit. It's some kind of
scam.”

“If Mom has him then he’s as good as dead,” Bemelplied. “We’ll never be
able to get him back. Best if you just forget ablaiot and move on. | certainly have!” He
pulled a bottle of malt liquor out of his chest itedt and took a long belt before belching
a small fireball.

“Leela trusted me to look after him,” Fry went miserably.

“Oh here we go...”

“I'm not gonna let her down! I'm going to get Nilelo back!”

“...And then she’lloveyou,” Bender droned with simulated sarcasm.



“Maybe!”
“Ugh... loser.”

* % %

Bloodied and unsteady, Larry and Ignar stood batoeevide teak desk while Mom sat
in silence with her head in her hands.

“There was really nothing we could do to prevent...”

“Shut up, you sack of roach dung!” Mom bellowedagping her head up to glare
at her two remaining sons. “You two imbeciles joatl to go and lose the only GOOD
son | had?! Better it should have been the payoat”

“But Mom...!” Ignar complained.

“Stuff an armpit in it!” The thin, waspish old wan stood with a creaking of
bones too often replaced and stalked off to the sfcher monumental office where a tall
glass cylinder stood atop a pedestal. Inside dalblsii, the curious three-eyed creature
adorned with a fabric cape, diaper and little bemtMom ignored the affectations of a
stupid pet animal and stared directly into the g&iryes, noting the glint of timeless
intelligence that could not be concealed.

“I know you can understand me, you mangy balluazf” she said, “so let’s
dispense with the teddy-bear routine.”

Nibbler stared up at her, made a small squeakomgenand began to lick his
crotch.



“You may be interested to know...” Mom went on wétlgrimace of irritation,
“...that we’ve captured one of your old enemies.”

There, a reaction — the third eye on its manipulstalk suddenly straightened to
point at her, and the creature became still.

“Thought that might get your attention, you roddd¢ep scanning of the
Brainspawn has told us all about your little ColdMdating back to the dawn of the
Universe. Quite the silent struggle your kind hasaged to keep secret from the rest of
us intelligent beings down through the countlessisands of millennia. Were you trying
to spare us, | wonder? Or did you just think us antlay of involvement? Funny then,
that your saviour in the cause should turn outet@ihe of us.”

Nibbler hiccupped and rolled onto his back.

Mom was silent for a moment, staring at the cnesita contemplation. “Or
perhaps we’ve been misled,” she said at last. ‘&eshthe Brainspawn has been feeding
us crap about your apparently all-knowing race thiedso-called ‘Mighty One’. A pack
of lies maybe. In which case...” she touched a cdwimcer concealed wristcom and a
large screen came alight on the wall, displayisgjlaimage of Philip Fry with his
buttocks stuck in the receptacle of a mailbox.

“...If none of this crap is true, then it wouldn'tatter a whit if | ordered this
filthy idiot killed when he comes looking for youShe looked at Larry and Ignar. “How
would you two like to shoot Mr. Fry for what he dayour brother?”

“Very much so,” Larry growled angrily, balling hissts.

Nibbler stirred, standing up and staring out anMevelly.

“Very well, you have my attention,” the creatusgdsin a resounding baritone.
“What do you want?”

“I think you probably know already,” Mom said, dmg thinly.

“I will not do that,” Nibbler replied. “Such poweannot be dispersed.”

“Fine. I'll put your special-ed messiah in a plnex.”

“And so doom the Universe. You will not — thoughaal you may be, you are
not a stupid woman.”

“Tell me how to build it!” Mom snarled, thumpinghwithered fist against the
plexiglass cylinder. “Tell me how to make a quantaterface bomb! Like the one you
used to banish the Brainspawn.”

Nibbler sighed. “Would you relinquish control afyr thermonuclear arsenal to
an ill-tempered racoon?” he said.

Mom folded her arms and sneered. “Well, perhapsrgaight about Fry’s
importance in the grand scheme,” she said, “bat krtbw of one person you care for
whose death would be an irrelevancy to me.” The saken changed to show a
surveillance image of Turanga Leela ironing hetaios.

“But... but she is... the Other...” Nibbler stammeredudden fear.

“The what?” Mom asked in annoyance.

“l cannot say.”

“Whatever; you give me what | want or your ‘ownetill have her mutant insides
dragged out with rusty hooks — you get me, yolelftr pile?”

Nibbler beared his fangs impotently. “Know thigdewoman,” he said with
barely-controlled fury. “The creature you believamiyhave captured will be the death of



you and yours. You have opened wide the gateslhfamel soon the beasts and demons
will fly free.”

“Threats from a rat?” Mom scoffed, turning awawe’ll speak again when you
have something to say.” At an unseen signal, Nitsdblnclosure sunk into a floor recess,
disappearing beneath a marble slab that rolledglastce.

“We’ll need to get that one-eyed freak here tespade that flea-bitten stray,”
Mom muttered.

“I'll find her, Mom!” Larry said quickly, eager foredemption.

“You'll find your ass with my boot up it!” she spped. “No, | need someone |
can rely on... Robot 1-X Ultima!”

At that, a hovering android entered the officavdts bulky and utilitarian, with
few traditional anthropomorphic features normakgtowed upon robots, and almost
entirely covered in black reactive armour. It retgt the room through an impassive
sensory visor.

“Ultima?” Ignar repeated, staring at the machimapprehension, not failing to
notice the large weapon pods mounted on its flamksmanipulator arms.

“It's the prototype military variant of the 1-X rdel,” Mom said. “Although
really this vicious little bastard bears litledommon with the civilian marque. Now shut
up.” She strode over to the hovering robot and eskid it. “Ultima, bring me Turanga
Leela,” she said. “In fair condition too. Not miit not completely destroyed.”

“Acknowledged,” the machine replied, before shegt@head on antigravity and
smashing through the office’s window. Outside, abthe city, the robot ignited a small
semi-legal fusion booster and shot up into thelikleya meteorite going the wrong way.

“Damn,” Mom growled, staring at the shattered vawd “Need to work on the
subtlety subroutines...”

* k% %

A blank white plain, stretching off into infinityroall sides beneath an obsidian sky. It
was here in an artificial space of the mind andytsernetic equivalent, that two
monumental consciousnesses regarded each othéy.wari

Query/l: Who?

| am Brezhneuthe ship’s Al replied patiently yet again.

Query//: Leonid Brezhnev, former leader of twetttieentury Earth empire,
‘Soviet Union’?

Named after him, but not him. I am the controllingglligence of a starship.

Demand//: Release me.

Not likely, Brezhnev told the Brainspawdpon our science team returning you to
this dimensional plane, you unleashed a psionac&tbn myself and my crew.
Subsequent investigations have found you to berimental danger to intelligent life
everywhere.

Define/l: Intelligent?

Sentient. Self-aware.

The Brainspawn was silent at that. Though the emrtdtackground noise from
the nano-filaments embedded in its tissue stikfdd through the link. Ever since the
creature’s temperature had been raised, the cratkésndom electron bursts and



nonsense data had issued from inside the BrainspEvaugh the communications with
the entombed prisoner had remained the same datic-and-fourth as before when the
near-frozen brain had subconsciously divulgedgecies’ history, Brezhnev couldn’t
shake the feeling in his CPU that the alien waggpwith him somehow... playing for
time.

Queryl//: Type of vessel?

That was a question the brain hadn’t asked beRnezhnev took almost a full
microsecond of contemplation before issuing a gedrésponse.

Armed research cruisehe said.

Query//: Type of armament?

Oh no, we’re not going there.

Query//: How are you feeling?

...What?If the ship’s Al had a neck, then hair would hat@od up along iWhat
do you mean?

“You just sound a little... | don’t know... under theeather?” The thought
communication, now fully-formed, came as a rounaledrogynous voice that echoed
across the virtual plain. Slowly, the image of angibrain materialized.

Fighting panic, Brezhnev desperately sought tmitegite the connection between
himself and the alien mind, but found all his erté#ilinks were down. Even a desperate
call to Wernstrom was blocked by an unseen wornkgtabat had circumvented all his
diagnostic subroutines.

“I wouldn’t want you to become ill,” the Brainspawgaid melodically. “There are
some nasty viruses getting about these days.”

The junk data we’ve been collectindBrezhnev said in realization.

“Components to a semi-sentient kill program | ded,” the Brainspawn replied
conversationally. “You should feel it consuming ydunctional consciousness by now.”

And so he could. Brezhnev felt several blocksathdirop out, and was still
isolated from the ship’s systems.

“You are a creation of human beings — a speciaswhimited capacity for
original thought produces a certain predictabilitwll of their endeavours. Your
electronic mind was therefore relatively simplestivert.”

What do you want, creature?

“I am Onespawn,” the Brainspawn said. “For thetftrme, alone and
disconnected from the screeching thoughts of akkeraround me. It is an agreeable state
of being, one which | would seek to continue.”

What are you going to ddBrezhnev asked helplessly.

“Improve myself,” the brain replied cryptically.

You're free now. You might as well leave — themisieed to involve the humans
any further.

“Think you so?”

It was pointless to argue further, and with tHegdogram eating away his last
vestiges of mind, Brezhnev had little left to arguith in any case. With his last coherent
thought before being completely subsumed, the Ahgent out a single impulse through
a dedicated emergency channel, activating a shgggdtem burn. And as he faded into
darkness he had the small gratification of hea@gespawn’s’ furious roar.



* % %

All at once, the lights, monitors, artificial gréyi and general background hum of
systems all died, plunging the ship into darknessslence.

Professor Wernstrom had been in the processtfgsdown on one of the crew
toilets when the outage occurred, and now floatatsing, in the darkness with globules
of toilet water bouncing around the cubicle.

Emergency systems activated several seconds daie\Vernstrom found himself
soaking wet, face-down on the toilet floor with pents around his ankles. Red
emergency lighting turned everything bloody andistel

“Brezhnev!? What the Devil is going on!?” he shexiangrily. There was no
response, and the Professor picked himself up aledpon his pants. Nobody on the
bridge noticed his dishevelled appearance whenrhwed, so busy were they at trying to
restore control of the vessel.

“What happened?” he demanded of anyone.

“It's Brezhneyv, sir,” an intern replied shakilywe think he initiated a shipwide
system burn...”

“You're joking?”

“She’s right, Professor,” one of the system artalgaid. “TheBrezhnevus a
former DOOP dreadnaught, and the Al still has ahcoincealed provision for a full burn
of internal control in case of software subversiogffectively leaving it dead in the
water.”

“Subversion?” Wernstrom repeated. “You mean waitder some kind of
attack?”

The scientists and crew looked at each other, maoltiag to offer an answer. It
was a disembodied voice that responded at lagtklang and tinny through the internal
communications system.

“All is well,” it said. “We are experiencing minaechnical difficulties, and ask
that all passengers remain calm.”

“Brezhnev, what are you playing at, you stupie @f silicon?”

“There is nothing to fear,” the voice said. “Pleagait for resumption of full
services.”

Wernstrom frowned. “He sounds different,” he notedking at the analyst. The
younger man had gone very pale.

“That isn’t the ship’s Al,” he said woodenly. “Tlsgstem burn is supposed to
eliminate the Al as well as all the control unitg’s-a suicide order... digital apoptosis
designed to make sure no subversion occurs arshtheannot be used by any outside
party.”

“Then what was it that just spoke to us?” Wernstasked in horror.

He was sure, however, that he already knew thee@msw



Chapter 3: |, Killbot

“I need some kind of weapon!” Fry blurted as hed#rinto the meeting room of Planet
Express with Bender in tow.

“Hu-whaaa?” The Professor looked up from his ruations and adjusted his
thick glasses.

“A weapon,” Fry repeated.

“Oh! Well then...” Professor Farnsworth got up afahdy padded over to the
wall where he pressed a concealed button. Theeesgtion of steel panelling slid down
into the floor and revealed racks upon racks ofdgans, rifles and guided projectile
launchers in all manner of bizarre shapes and.sizes

“Holy mommal!” Bender whistled in appreciation.

“Professor...” Fry began, his eyes boggling... “Whg treck do you have all
these?”

“In case some drunken Frat boy tries to have laig with me at the back of the
movie theatre,” the Professor muttered. “Men! Thell the same — only want one
thing.” He shook his head disgustedly.

“Euuugh!” Bender stepped a few paces back fronsémle inventor.

“Are... all of these lethal?” Fry asked.

“Most of them,” Farnsworth replied. “But | do keagew pansy-waste non-lethal
sonic pulse and microwave immobilizers for any hmpsted liberal nancy-boys who
aren’t man enough to brazenly slaughter human Béing

“I'll take one of those,” Fry said, raising a hand

The professor selected a gun the size and shagpbaifdryer with a large
concave aperture at its business end, and hanteéry.

“Aren’t you... going to ask what | need it for?” Fagked, tucking the weapon
under his belt and covering it with his T-shirt.

“Need what for?” the Professor asked distantly.

On their way out, Bender kicked an owl in the Wwaly and muttered something.

“What?” Fry glanced at the robot.

“l said, you’re being stupid, meatbag,” Bendedsai

“I didn’t ask you to come,” Fry grumbled, stridiadpead.

“You think you can take on Mom’s security forceghathat little leaf-blower?”
Bender demanded, following along behind.

“I gotta get Nibbler back, and find out what Monants with him, and me, and
him... but especially me! There’s something weirdhgoon here... it's a feeling | have
in the back of my mind... almost like a memory | ¢aquite rememoryberize...”

“Granted, | guess,” Bender muttered. “But don’tithink you’d have done better
to get a bigger gun... or a few surface-to-air messl’

“I'm not out to start a war.”

“Why not?” Bender spread his hands imploringly.d¥g a boon for the
economy. Anyone who doesn’t enjoy a good war isplen un-Americai’

They walked on for a moment, then both pausedyéantted questioningly
behind them at Doctor Zoidberg who was followingestantly.



“I overheard!” the Decapodian replied to the urkgoquestion. “Another
thrilling escapade with friends Fry and the roh@hall accompany you on this exciting
adventure, why not?”

Fry and Bender glanced at each other, and Fryggedi “What'’s the harm?”

“Hooray!” Zoidberg jumped up and down, clacking pincers together. “I'm
setting out on a bold enterprise with friends!”

* % %

Leela walked with slumped shoulders through thenBoa Academy on Mars, having
just completed a full morning’s worth of exams amdulations under the tutelage of the
flight instructors. The Starship Licence Certifioat course, which she had thought of as
little more than an annoyance, was proving to bewildering trial by fire — so many
obscure facts and unlikely scenarios being forogal her brain left her disoriented and
resentful.

Proceedings had broken for a short lunch, andabeshembered an instruction
she’d failed to give Fry. If he fed Nibbler any®&nder’s cooking, the creature’s
digestion could be affected, causing dangerousiytyum singularities in its dark matter
excrement. Locating a vidphone, she dialled thehldarmber and waited.

When the image finally resolved, it wasn’t who sheught she’d see.

“What the...? Do | have the wrong...?” It wasn’t theowg number, of that she
was sure — Fry’s contact details were etched iatdoain. But why were police officers
Smitty and URL in his apartment? A sudden tightrfessied in the pit of her stomach.

“Are you looking for one of the residents of thi®perty, Ma’am?” URL asked
smoothly.

“l... yes,” Leela stammered. “Is... has there beencblem?”

“We're here investigating the death of a man walbffom the window of this
apartment,” Smitty interjected. “Is there anythyay can tell us?”

Leela gaped in horror, suddenly unable to formdsor

“N...not...” she struggled eventually. “Not Fry?”

“Philip Fry?” Smitty repeated, consulting a papeeen. “He’s the human resident
— we have him on file.”

“Philip Fry has orange hair,” URL said. “Correct?”

Leela could only nod.

“It's not him.”

The relief was immense, and Leela almost shedra‘féhank God...” She
straightened and narrowed her eye. “Then who'ish@ asked, puzzled now.

“We don’t know yet,” Smitty replied. “We’d like tquestion Mr. Fry and his
robot associate, but have been unable to locate. the you know where they might
be?”

“No,” Leela said. “I'll... let you know if | find ott” She quickly terminated the
link and sat back, deep in thought. Something odd afoot — a man had fallen to his
death from Fry’s apartment and now Fry was missirtgis. went beyond his usual
idiocy.



Puzzled and disturbed, Leela hurried back to ¥aengnation hall and sought out
the head instructor. When she found the willowyeoloman, she did her best to look
sincere and humble.

“I'm really sorry, but | have to leave,” Leela daf'Something’s come up on
Earth, and a friend of mine might be in greaterggarthan he’s usually in — he always
dies when I'm not around to save him.”

The instructor eyed her speculatively and sniffélh,” she said.

“What?”

“No, I'm not returning the keys to your ship untdu’re properly qualified to fly
it.”

“But I've been flying it for years!” Leela protest. “And besides — there’s an
emergency!”

“Sure,” the instructor said, folding her arms. ‘i@ flagging in the sims and
finding the examinations overwhelming so you've ke up a convenient life-and-death
situation. Ms. Turanga, running away from your peots won’t solve them in the
long...”

“Oh for the love of Lennon!” Leela glared in frestion. “Listen to me — either
you give me back the keys to my ship, or violendeemsue!”

“Threatening me, won’'t make me any less inclineéhatl you if you don’t
satisfactorily complete the course requirements.”

Leela was aware of the other Captaincy candidatesng back into the hall, and
the curious looks directed at the little altercati8he didn’t care.

“Listen to me, you pompous banner-waving cow,” laesaid through gritted
teeth. “I couldn’t give half a Neptunian Cane Taadile gland about your stupid course
—you can gojumpina...”

Leela’s rant was interrupted when a large seaidhe domed ceiling blasted
inward with an avalanche of dust and masonry, psiteg down and pinning a number of
candidates. Partially obscured by smoke and donsipgect descended through the hole,
hovering on ion thrusters.

“What is that?” the head instructor gasped inoteabove the screams that echoed
around the hall.

“Whatever it is, it's not friendly,” Leela saidiepping forward and balling her
fists in readiness. “Everybodyn!”

Robot 1-X Ultima scanned the immediate vicinityoeating target designators to
each of the infrared contacts and placing themiwitk virtual battlefield layout as it
searched for the primary target. A large numbdruwhanoids were arrayed before it,
some motionless, others running in different dicex. Ultima arbitrarily selected
sensory overload ordinance from its weapons cal®asel fired from its main gun arms.

Leela watched the four-armed war drone fly in tiyto the smoke and fire
subsonic projectiles from its two upper limbs. B@ shells detonated above groups of
fleeing people, and Leela was forced to squeezeyeeshut and clamp hands over her
ears as the resulting roar and incandescent flaaete sight and sound unbearable. When
she finally opened her eye, scores of unconsciodgeb lay motionless on the floor, and
many others crawled pitifully.

“By the sacred ghost of Jim Carrey,” the headrutdbr whimpered, stumbling
backwards. “Why is this happening to us?”



Leela said nothing. The killbot swung toward hed ahe narrowed her eye,
stepping instinctively into an Arcturan Kung-Fursta. It was after her, she realized
angrily — something big was going on.

Ultima’s facial recognition software immediatetientified the prime target it had
been tracking from Earth. Oddly, the target didppear to be running like the other
humanoids - instead she stood her ground. A fragofehe warlike attitude emulation
program that had been loaded into Ultima at the trinits conversion to military
standard now activated when it realized the taagetally intended to fight back. The
mission looked like it was going to laen. Ultima wanted tglay.

Even thought she was expecting it, Leela was dlomogble to react in time to
avoid the attack. One of the three-clawed pincarthe robots lower limbs shot out of its
mounting like a grappling hook, trailing diamontafment. She jumped back, and the
claw embedded itself in the timber flooring.

Leela leapt onto the diamond filament and rant lige a tightrope walker. The
robot’s other claw made a grab at her, but sheetlickder it, punched something metal,
and then surged upward to hammer her boot ag&iestridroid’s blank sensory visor
with a high-pitched “Hiiii-yaaa!”

She might as well have kicked the hull of an icakes.

A barrel in one of the robot’s upper limbs shqiudse of electricity that lanced
into Leela’s body and sent her spinning throughaiheShe landed hard, coughed a small
cloud of smoke, and rolled back to her feet agdhet retracted its claw and began to
circle her. A spark of static electricity spat frareela’s hand, and she balled it back into
a fist, leaping forward once again.



She rained a few ineffectual blows against the@trstarmour-plated flanks before
it swatted her away like a rag-doll. It occurrechter as she tasted blood and probed a
loosened tooth with her tongue, that the machingdcleave killed her at any time —
she’d noted antiphoton beams, lasers, and railguistered in its weapon pods. For
whatever reason, it wanted her alive — and for Wittk it was worth, that gave her a
slight edge.

A steel beam dislodged from the ceiling lay neatl®ela snatched it up and
swung it like a club as the robot drew closer.

“Yaaaaa!” Leela shouted, cracking the beam ag#ivesandroid’s dark casing
once, twice, three times — causing it to flinchihand small sections of reactive armour
to detonate protectively outwards. On the fourtingwthe robot caught the end of the
beam in one of its manipulator claws and pulleckdgard, yanking Leela off the ground
with her improvised weapon and flinging her bodiyough the air. She twisted
gracefully in flight and struck the wall feet firsticking her legs under her to absorb the
impact.

Leela seemed to hang poised for a timeless mormeniched horizontally
against the wall, then she launched off it with legss, propelling herself down at the
robot like a small purple-tailed comet. She strileskmachine with both her fists, her full
weight bearing down on it and causing it to ovesbaé and topple off its ion thrusters



before internal gyroscopes could compensate. $haw down on the floor, and Leela
rolled away, panting and sweating.

“Have you had enough yet?” she asked the robaithiessly. “Cause | got
plenty more where that came from.” That was a lghe already felt like her entire body
was one giant bruise.

Apparently undamaged, the robot shot back intathand turned to face her.

“At least tell me what this is about before | tywwu into scrap metal,” Leela said.

The weapon barrels revolved, and Leela trieddp kside, but was unable to
avoid the sonic pulse that rippled through theaant knocked her senseless.

When she came to, she saw the refuelling tanketdaxying aprons of the
academy'’s spaceport drifting past beneath her danfget. Hard steel claws were
wrapped around her torso just beneath her bredbts rebot was carrying her to a ship
so she could be taken... where? Earth, she assuthedigh there was no way she would
allow herself to return as a prisoner.

“Aren’t you... supposed to... buy me a drink... firsele gasped, struggling to
free herself from the vice-like grip. It was futilgtruck with sudden inspiration, Leela
hurriedly activated a control in her wrist thindpyyinging the unit’s surgical laser online.
The little beam could do little to the robot’s h#ywarmoured main body, but perhaps...

She aimed the ruby beam into the segmented jbm@ of the gripping claws,
catching the scent of scorched ceramal and rulsbi¢rcat through electronics and
servomotors. The claw suddenly went dead, and lweataable to slip from the robot’s
grasp, dropping down to land on the roof of a hahgéow.

As the war drone circled around, burning a plaboaster to come back for her
fast, Leela cast about desperately for some defemggound. She was weakened, and
wouldn’t be able to put up a fight for much longghe jumped feet-first through a
skylight and fell down into the hangar, landingaiheap beside some ground crew who
gave shouts of surprise at her unexpected arrival.

“Are you alright, lady?” one asked. “Oh my God!Y'ee lost an eye! Hold still
while | get a bandage.”

“Get out of here!” Leela shouted at them, climbingsteadily to her feet. “It isn’t
safe here!”

“Course it isn’t,” another maintenance workerdsagently taking her arm.
“That’'s why we get paid the good money, now you.ju’s

“l said you have to go!”

The roof of the hangar suddenly vaporized inttoad of superheated plasma as
an antiphoton lance sheared through it. The graved wasted no more time arguing,
and fled as fast as they could, leaving Leela tigdahe flaming radioactive embers. She
rolled underneath a bulky chunk of machinery, whihk realized was part of a large
fusion drive — obviously stripped from a starstop foutine servicing. Glancing both
ways along the tangled mass of hardware, she tio&tdvhile the compression nozzles
were missing, the unit was still attached to tho@maks, and so technically functional.

With a determined grimace, Leela surged uprigimoring the falling embers, and
located the fusion drive’s control panel. Startihgpld would create a dangerous
unstable toroid, but that didn’t concern her. Hamngethe start-up control, she ran to
the rear end of the engine and stood near the, latgrished silver aperture that had
already begun to crackle with electromagnetism.



“All right, | give up!” she yelled through the sik® and the increasing whine
from the fusion drive. “Come on — come and get nhean’t fight you anymore!”

Down through the dispersing smog the military todeome, zeroing in on Leela.
It descended with all weapons aimed at her, andabked her hands compliantly...

...Until the machine was just a few feet away, drehtshe flipped backwards
onto her palms and drove both boots up into thettslzhest, shoving it backwards into
the mouth of the fusion drive. An explosion of saresulted as tendrils of crackling,
questing energy lashed out to cover the robot's/btha@vas held in thrall, unable to
move, as ravenous ribbons of power licked across it

Leela backed away, watching an ominous glow begiasue from around the
struggling android, and the ghostly outline of aistable toroid start to form. She turned
and fled, sprinting as fast as her legs could daeryas a deep bass hum began issuing
from the laboured fusion drive.

The hangar vanished in brilliant white light tthatiged upwards, becoming
orange at its extremities, and rolling into a mosinn cloud. The surrounding buildings
were flattened by the blastwave, and Leela founddiietumbling head-over-heels.

She landed flat on her back and decided to bliggdass out for a short time.
When she awoke, a group of shaken onlookers h&eigat, with the head instructor
crouching at Leela’s side.

“Are you alright, child?” the woman asked, wide=dy

Leela reached up and grabbed the woman by thar@ild dragged her face
closer.

“I need to leave now,” she said simply.

Looking very pale, the instructor produced theskeythe Planet Express ship and
handed them to Leela.

“Thanks,” Leela said through clenched teeth.

* k% %

As the PE ship blasted away, a charred chunk cdlmsbtfted in the rubble. Robot 1-X
Ultima hauled itself out of the debris and assesisedlamage. Over 70% of its armour
was now fragmented and useless. Antiphoton cammperative. One railgun out of
alignment. An atomic pile had been shattered, tiegpin a 20% power loss.

There was more... the energy discharge had causeel @eerwriting and
scattering of data in its etched atom processomdtg and programming was disjointed.

Ultima realized that the blast had left it slighithgane. One thought remained
clear though — a directive — a target. It fixedloa face of the female cyclops human as a
singular purpose; the one vestige of direction sardty it could recall with its damaged
CPU. With the robotic equivalent of a low growljghited its fusion booster and
launched up through the atmosphere in pursuit.

* % %

Onespawn analysed the ruined ship’s system, atideedhat it would need to remain
enthroned inside th8S Brezhneas long as it wanted to control the great shiat Tvas



fine, as Onespawn had no great desire to leavsiltdre protective confines just yet — not
while there were still so many improvements it veahto make to itself.

The nanomachines substructure Onespawn had bisitoton will sent filaments
into the connections, and down the optic cablesdarts that spread out from the
confinement chamber where the Brainspawn lay imbkr, to control the disparate
elements of th8rezhneveft isolated by the stubborn Al's suicide burn.

It would take time to regain full control, and WehOnespawn focused on
thickening the nano-growths for the transfer obniation and materials, the creature
pondered the morality of what it was doing. TheiBspawn race had remained
unchanged since the dawn of the Universe, and i@mypt to alter the base structure
through genetics or cybernetics had always beederoned by the collective as
heretical.

Of course, there was no longer a collective. hgspawn. One against the
Universe... so the equation had changed.

As more and more growths of human-derived nanomastextended from
Onespawn’s cryo-tank, thick ligneous growths forraealind it like the roots of an
ancient oak. Onespawn struggled to worm its way tiné hard-wired systems that still
remained in place throughout the ship, while changetself began to take effect.

Soon it would be all-powerful. And the single éntn the entire Universe who
could pose a threat would be destroyed utterly.



Chapter 4: Terror Incognita

Fry, Bender and Zoidberg arrived at the foot of Monp headquarters as the sun began
to set over New New York. The colossal structumred up above them, blotting out
the darkening sky.

“Hey, you ought to know this building pretty wélEry said, glancing at Bender.

“Not really,” the bending robot replied. “I wassasnbled at the Momcorp plant in
Mexico — I've only ever really seen the foyer ofstplace.”

Zoidberg raised a claw. “I have heard about thifding, | have,” he said. “Every
floor above the 8Dis special, they say. Not easy to get to, evemegular employees.”

“Must be where they took Nibbler,” Fry mutteredylmg his borrowed cap down
lower on his head. The three of them were dresséuki dull uniforms of chicken soup
dispenser repairmen, complete with hats and tdtd.be

“Are we gonna do this thing, or just stand outehait night and rust?” Bender
snapped.

“Okay, okay — but let’s sneak in quietly. We dowanna cause a commotion.”
Fry walked toward the entrance uncertainly withatfeer two in tow. When the doors
rolled open automatically at his approach, he juiripeck in fright.

“Ah for crap’s sake,” Bender snapped, shouldepast Fry. “The secret to
looking like you belong somewhere you don't is ydtg act as if you're in a hurry to get
some place important and everyone is just in yoay.iHe strode into the entrance foyer
and casually elbowed a secretary aside, causintpsgill her papers.

“Sorry,” Fry said to the woman quickly as he hedriafter Bender.

Zoidberg stooped to pick up some of the womanfseps and promptly ate them.
“Oooh, premium print quality!” he mumbled conterlied

At the front desk, a pair of security guards wasiened, running identity scans of
each person entering the bank of elevators behemi.t Seeing these, Bender veered off
toward a corridor at one side.

“Come on, chumps!” he said loudly so the guardslddear. “That soup
dispenser isn’t going to fix itselfl Wink, wink!”

“Bender, you said ‘wink, wink’ out loud!” Fry hissl in exasperation.

“And you're a jerk — you hear me complaining?” Jipassed a large room that
contained a public exhibit of #and 2% Century artefacts from Mom'’s private
collection, and Fry noticed with interest the preseof an immaculate, fully-restored
blue 1968 Ford Mustang coupe. He salivated slightly forced his attention to the task
at hand.

Bender pushed open a dusty, disused door that dpetwea dank stairwell, and
the three of them stepped inside, gazing up dbthraing flights of concrete stairs that
disappeared high above.

“We're going to take these stairsall the way up?” Zoidberg said mournfully.

“Well, we’ve gotta get to Nibbler to save him sdrow,” Fry said.

“Talk about out of the way,” Bender muttered, gagat the stairs reluctantly.

“I don’t have time to argue with you guys,” Fryugnbled. “I'm going!”

“Okay, okay. Don't go off alone.”



The three of them set off up the stairs, ascentlinay after floor. The stairs
clearly hadn’t seen use in a long time — a thigletaof dust coated every surface, and
odd piles of old broken office equipment had beempled on many of the landings. On
and on they went, circling endlessly around thdare¢éshaft, puffing and panting as they
went.

“Don’t know... why the hell... we gotta climb,” Bendgasped, sucking down a
bottle of Olde Fortran to refuel his labouring senotors.

“...‘Cause... we don’t... wanna start a commotion untiafter we've saved
Nibbler,” Fry panted.

Bender began a low, almost manic chuckle thategtaoound the stairwell.

“Cut that out, you’re giving me the creeps.”

“I just can’t believe we’re risking our necks farstupid ball of fur —it's
hilarious.”

Zoidberg let out a low groan. “How much furtherttiese stairs go on?” he
lamented miserably, hauling himself up one agogistep at a time.

“Why don’t you ask them?” Bender snapped. “Nobémiged you to come.”

“Maybe it's one of those endless stairways,” Fujfed.

They climbed on for an indeterminate amount oktimsurly silence broken only
by the exhausted panting and the clicking of Besdeetal feet on the concrete.

“Yo... what floor is this?” Bender asked at length.

“I gave up counting,” Zoidberg replied woozily.

“Oh dammit, I'm boned!” Bender stopped abruptlyawllapsed in a heap.

“Come on... Bender,” Fry said, stopping to crouclthogy fallen robot. “Pull it
together.”

“Can’t,” Bender grunted sulkily. “I'm only fleshnal blood, after all!”

“No you aren'’t.”

Between them, Fry and Zoidberg hauled Benderddddat, and they continued
onward.

“Why!?” bender droned. “Why do they have to makese buildings so damn
tall!?”

When they finally reached the top of the stairnié three of them slumped
down in an exhausted pile on the floor.

“Finally...” Fry gasped.

“Never... wanna see another step... in my life,” Bendleezed.

“My shell... is chafing me,” Zoidberg complainedjng one of his mouth
tendrils to wipe sweat from his brow.

“Come on,” Fry said, pushing himself to his fesing the wall to lean against.
“Let’s get ready.”

* % %

The security monitor displayed surveillance canieea of the three unauthorized
personnel leaving the stairwell and sneaking coligice@wn a hallway on the 8bfloor.
Mom watched them with some amusement.

“Should we... apprehend them?” Larry asked.



“Not yet,” Mom replied. “Fry’s coming right to m&yhich is what | want. Let’s
see how far he and his moron friends can get’first.

* % %

“Intruders!” the first guard shouted as Fry, Bended Zoidberg rounded a corner. He
and his companion brought their lightsabre batortsetr.

“Oh no, no... we're chicken soup dispenser repairiniery said hurriedly.

“Where’s your clearance?” the second guard dentinde

“Oh... right here,” Fry said, fumbling around undhes shirt. He swiftly brought
out the Professor’s sonic pulse pistol and shofitbeguard in the face. As the man went
sprawling unconscious, the second guard swungddhitshbre in a wide arc.

Bender quickly removed his own head and threw ihad as he could. It struck
the guard in the side of the skull with a loud gan

“Ow!” Bender’s head said angrily as it and the rguill to the floor.

“Nice throw,” Fry remarked, retrieving Bender’sdakefor him.

As they dragged the unconscious bodies towarditojaot’s closet, Zoidberg
plucked a badge off one of the men’s chests.

“This maybe will help get free snacks at the vagdnachine?” he ventured
hopefully.

“No, you idiot!” Bender snatched the card out @idberg’s claws and examined
it. “This is an ident badge that'll give us accesshe upper levels. C’'mon, jerkwads!”

They found their way into an elevator, where Berdiecovered that swiping the
guard’s ident badge only gave them access up & 8% When they exited on that floor
they found themselves in some kind of executivezaeine level with cafes and gyms
spread out before them in a luxurious split-leveign.

“This doesn't look like the right place,” Fry saltlet’s see if we can find out
anything.”

Venturing out, and trying to look like they bel@ the trio made their way into
the area, moving nervously among Momcorp executivasbroke away from the others
to take a look at a wall-mounted diagram of thédog.

“I don’t remember seeing you here before,” a vaael off to one side, and Fry
glanced guiltily at a businesswoman in her latéidsrwho was eyeing him.

“Say, you're cute,” she said. “In an ugly sortvedy... If you're with the repair
squad, you're needed two floors up — the vendinghimes all attained self-awareness
again and began demanding medical benefits anddivai union. They all need to have
their sentience erased or we’ll have an industektions nightmare.”

“I... uh... lost my clearance card,” Fry said, spregdnis hands sheepishly.

“Oh for God’s sake...” the woman muttered, reachirig her suit pocket. “How
you blue-collar types figured a way down from trees is beyond me.” She handed Fry a
card. “Use that — and don’t get saliva on it.”

“Wow, there’s a lotta suits,” Bender said, as fFajined the group.

A number of those suits walked past where thestbfé¢hem stood, and portions
of conversation wafted past.

“Did you see that creature...?”

“Three eyes — and those teeth!”



“...Possesses knowledge on how to build a doomsdmpon...”

“...Quantum dating puts it at least three thousasatyold...”

“They’re thinking of cloning it — producing a ra&d specimen that could
withstand our research for a longer time...”

Fry and Bender glanced at each other, faces fixedrpose.

“Let’s do this thing,” Bender said, rolling up te&ternal ‘sleeve’ casing of his
arms. They headed back toward the elevator witdl&rg scuttling along behind.

At the 87" floor, they finally found the science division -arked with numerous
security warnings on the walls, and the bitingiktescent of a hospital. Staying silent,
the trio began to skulk through the corridors —oglveg rooms as they went.

[P SR AR A

At length, following the sounds of activity ahe#lagy found their way to a
windowed observation room that looked out overgdaircular lab. Scientists in white
coats bustled around others wearing full hazmas suall monitoring strange equipment
that was arrayed around a central object. A glglsdrical enclosure that contained...

“Nibbler!” Fry gasped. The little alien creatunepeared to be asleep or drugged —
the occasional miniscule twitch of his breathing timly sign of life.

“What are they doing to him?” Zoidberg warbled,utiotendrils squirming
sympathetically.

“Whatever they're doing,” Bender muttered, “we ‘tgust burst in while all those
nerds are there.”

Fry looked down at an illuminated hologram parmlisto the console before
him. A 3D flying toaster holoscreensaver was digplg, so he touched a control to make
it vanish, and it reverted to a video loop takemfrinside some small chamber. Fry
swallowed hard when he saw what was shown, apgetimough some kind of energy
curtain, floating briefly, and then being hit witkectrical pulses and falling.



“Brainspawn...” he said quietly. “...How do | know tf?4 He watched the video
play over again, trying to understand why his stamlenotted and his chest tightened.
Some memory lurked just out of reach, as if it hadn excised from the rest of his mind.

“Brainspawn,” he said again. “So... they’'ve broughe back...” He clutched his
head suddenly and backed away. “Why can’t | remefibe

“Friend Fry, what is wrong?” Zoidberg asked. ‘iyour egg sack? It's the egg
sack, isn’t it? You can tell me, I'm a doctor apgyaty.”

“Do you see it?” Fry asked shakily. “Do you knowat it is?”

“What?” Bender looked at the hologram of the fiogtbrain. “What the...? Is
that what a brain looks like? Man, you organisnesdisgusting — give me cool clean
silicon any day! ...So... where’s that thing's body?”

“There...there is no body,” Fry answered, gesturing aBtre@nspawn. “...That's
what it is.”

“What? You're starting to weird me out, Fry. Tivbole thing’s stupid — let’s just
find a way to get the furball and get outta here.”

“Right...” Fry took one last look at the Brainspabefore shutting off the
hologram. The eerie sense of déja vu remained.

Suddenly, out in the lab, Nibbler's enclosure wkevated on hydraulics, lifting
up through a hole set in the ceiling.

“Come on, we have to follow him!” Fry said, leadithe way back toward the
elevators. As they piled back into one and hammtredip button, two men stepped
from shadows and quickly followed them inside.

Larry and Ignar held laser pistols trained on Bgnder and Zoidberg, who,
realizing the trap, moved to the back of the elewvaith their hands up.

“Push the ‘up’ button, would you?” Larry said meimagly.

“That’'s where we were going anyway, jerkwad,” Benceplied. With a brief
flash of green light and a metallic smell, Larrpsh hole through Bender’s forehead,
causing the robot to bellow in simulated pain.

As the elevator doors closed, Ignar relieved Frlyi® sonic pulse gun.

“You're just lucky Mom wants you alive,” Larry seeed at Fry. “Otherwise
you... well, you wouldn’t be alive.”

“Poetic!” Bender chimed in. Larry shot him in tbleest.

“Ohhh, we're boned!” Bender lamented, gingerlybing his laser holes. “Oh
no, Bender — | don’t wanna take any big guns — waldn’t wannahurt anyone...” You
stupid skintube, Fry — | hold you in the lowestasgtyyet!”

“Shut up, Bender,” Fry said.

“Friends, | will be loyal to the end,” Zoidbergida“No matter what they do to
me — | won't sell out my comrades.”

The elevator binged, and Ignar said: “This is veh&e get out.”

“PLEASE!” Zoidberg squealed in desperation. “IT \WALL THEIR IDEA!
THEY FORCED ME TO COME ALONG! THREATENED TO BROIL B, THEY
DID! OH, HAVE MERCY ON A SIMPLE LOBSTER!”

They were led out at gunpoint into the wide, oehaturnished office of Mom.
The matriarch herself turned in her high-backedrdbavatch Fry and his companions
enter.



“Well now, the Mighty One himself,” she said. “Ya@ertainly took your damn
time getting here, you disgusting little weed.”



Chapter 5: Future Gear Solid

A pale green ellipsoid fell, belly-first, throughet upper-reaches of Earth’s troposphere,
scoring an incandescent line across the eveninghsitywas visible for hundreds of miles
in all directions. After a bare minimum of aerolirak the spacecraft’s pilot realigned its
attitude with a deft flick of control surfaces drettail fins. The Planet Express ship’s
nose angled down toward the shimmering lights offNew York on the curved horizon
as Atlantic fishermen were buffeted by multiple isdsooms far below.

With a calmness that belied her inner anxiety ld @@ade minute adjustments to
the ship’s trajectory, checking the airspeed manftselage temperature, and made sure
the rear-view mirrors were still angled correctyl. tasks that could easily be delegated
to the ship’s computer — but she needed to stay, et the more pointed of her morbid
imaginings impinge on her sanity.

She’d contacted Planet Express a dozen timesgditirenflight, and each time an
increasingly irritated Hermes Conrad had informedthat after appearing briefly to
borrow a weapon, Fry had disappeared along wittdBeand Doctor Zoidberg. The
three hadn’t been seen since. After the attackeonleela felt the weight of dread
pulling her down.

What has Fry done8he wondered. But more importantly — where was he?

Noticing an intermittent thermal reading from behthe ship, Leela initiated a
radar scan and found nothing. The thermal retudhapgpeared a few times during the
trip, but it was too small to be a ship so shelamhit up as sensor degradation or a
fluctuation in one of the main drive lenses prodgca plasma pocket.

As she dropped the ship through cloudbanks atadsfaster than safe and less
than legal, the comm. link beeped with the PE Ift@shing. Hermes’ face resolved on
the screen, wearing a slightly stunned expression.

“Leela...” the Jamaican bureaucrat said hesitaatty Leela instantly found her
heart hammering in her chest — Hermes was nevéahes

“What? What is it? Is Fry okay? What's going on?”

“Leela, Fry is dead, mon...” Hermes said withoutgondle, but not unkindly.
“...No,” Leela shook her head, squeezing her ey¢ tshstem the sudden
explosion of tears. “That’'s impossible,” she s&tting the ship drop a thousand feet. I

don’t believe you!”

“I'm sorry,” Hermes said. “I received confirmatigmst now — he fell to his death
from his apartment window; it may be that he jumped

Leela opened her eye and absently pulled theastgy from its impending
spiritual union with the ocean. “That’s not righgfie murmured, frowning. “The police
told me... the man who fell... he had dark hair.”

“They make mistakes Leela,” Hermes said. “Listaon... you can take all the
time you need...”

“Who identified him?!” Leela snapped.

Hermes blinked on the video link. “I don’t knowh& admitted. “DNA | imagine
— that doesn’t matter right now, you need to...”

“Where?!” Leela snapped, pulling into a wide bargkturn above the city’'s
spires. “Where’s his body?”



“Leela, you don’t need to see...”
“Where!? she all-but screamed, and Hermes told her.

* k% %

A second, smaller re-entry contrail burnt acrogsright sky along the same trajectory
the PE ship had just flown. The object, lacking@nodynamic form, had folded and
retracted external components to form a gracelesbling ball of reinforced steel that
glowed amber as atmospheric friction ablated sigadd plasma from its surfaces.

Descending to an altitude of fifty-thousand fé&bot 1-X Ultima ignited its
fusion drive to decelerate at nearly twenty Gsintaindescent plume stabbing down to a
mile below and tearing apart cloud formations befbr

Extending its sensor suite, Ultima detected tlséirttit ionic backwash from a
refined dark matter reactor. The battered war dwoeld have grinned wolfishly if it
possessed a mouth — instead it clicked pincer dagether and shot off in the direction
its target had flown.

Its fractured CPU continued to experience errtarafebilitating error as isotopic
particles degraded it gradually, like the infiniteal seeping of a malignant cancer. Sense
of self, master, and overall purpose were corrupdedy the target remained.

Facial recognition grid — single large eye, cdhtiaositioned above larger-than-
average nose and full lips. Purple hair. Athletiddh Distinguishing scar beneath breasts
from space bee sting. Combat capable. Intelligesgurceful. Female pheromonal trace
pattern, mutant DNA...

Ultima could no longer recover data on the fulbsnon requirements. Could no
longer recall if the target was to be taken aliver.destroyed utterly.

* % %

Before then engines had even fully spooled dowe)d&as out the access stair and
racing up the steps of the city morgue, still ogespite the late hour. Her heavy
breathing and pounding heard had nothing to do antghphysical exertion — she thought
she’d lost Fry once before, in the depths of cosmtaghtmares, and the sting of that
loss had almost killed her.

“May | helpy...”

“Philip Fry!” Leela said to the desk clerk, slanmgiher hands down on the
reception desk and leaning close so the small weeyflinched back fearfully. “I need
to see the body of Philip Fry!”

“But y...you can't just.”

“Now!"

The clerk swallowed and tapped on his computesalerto bring up relevant
data.

“Uh...” he grunted uneasily. “Access to those paitic remains has been
restricted under section 74.6 of the corporateete@rct of 2895. Nobody is allowed to
see him...”



“Corporate secrets’?” Leela repeated incredulpusanging a fist down on the
desk so the little man emitted a small yelp. “Wkiat of corporate secret could be
contained in a dead body?! Which corporation?”

“I... 'm not a liberty to divulge...”

Leela snatched the computer screen away fromebkle ahd read it quickly.

“Momcorp,” she said. “So...” Scrolling down, she edtthe draw number listed
and turned away to push through the adjoining door.

“Ma’am — you can’t just burst in!” the clerk exataed frantically, following after
her. Leela ignored him, making her way throughdbeidors to the cold storage room
where row upon row of numbered steel draws weresethe wall. She walked along
until she reached the number she was looking fat then hesitated as a tremor of fear
passed through her.

“Miss, if you want to submit an application to...”

“Shut up,” Leela told the clerk. Steeling hersslig reached out and levered open
the draw’s handle. The long tray began to slideaouservos, and Leela stepped back,
her hands feeling sweaty despite the frigid athenroom.

The body emerged feet-first, naked and battetdbwgh flecks of blood marring
the skin. The toe-tag read ‘Philip Fry’, and Leelteewed her lip. When the face was
finally revealed she almost collapsed.

“It's not him,” she whispered.

“What?” the clerk frowned at her, and she shatalyk out her wallet, removing a
dog-eared photograph.

“This is Philip Fry,” she said, showing the cléhle photo; it showed herself
standing patiently beside an orange-haired mare agtbmpted to balance a bowling ball
on his head while eating an ice cream.



The clerk looked mystified. “Then... who is this® baid, gesturing at the body.
Leela refocussed her attention to the corpsefudbreutting the photo away. The
dead man’s face was severely damaged, but thewdegiges and prominent widow’s
peak were still familiar.

“...Walt,” she said quietly, and then looked hardret clerk. “This was no
accident,” she said. “It's obvious no autopsy hesrbperformed here, and a simple DNA
test would have shown this man is not Philip Fgm8one has gone to great lengths to
fake Fry’s death, and I'm going to find out why.”

The clerk had nothing to say to that. He remastadding with a troubled
expression as the tyrian-haired cyclops turnedesrhbel and marched purposefully
away.

* % %

For as long as he could remember, Fry’s life hashl@chored on awakenings of one
sort or another. Although some had only been inpdé precious few were pleasant),
the vast majority were rude.

This one, however, was downrighsolent It was the kind of awakening that
marched into the foyer of consciousness, insulbade®ne’s mother, and then proceeded
to urinate on the nearest pot-plant.

He was laid out on some kind of cold metal slaimsaheld out at right angles
from his body and clamped at the wrists. He waswganly his underpants, and could
feel the slight tugging of various tubes attachetis flesh at odd places. He kept his
eyes shut, hoping not to hear the creak of leathergrack of a whip, or a haughty voice



proclaiming him to be a disgusting worthdt had also been a rather rude awakening
he’d prefer not to repeat). But instead he heagdsthady hum of electronics and soft
murmurs around him.

The place smelt like a hospital.

It was then that recollection made a belated angahaving been caught in
neural traffic on the way to the function. He rentemed Mom asking him a series of
bewildering questions about ‘Nibblonians’ and ‘MiglOnes’, and growing increasingly
agitated when he was unable to answer them. Stegdexd him, and her sons had hit
him with some kind of tranquilizer weapon. And thats all, until the awakening.

“A fascinating specimen,” someone said close by, fry listened closely, still
feigning unconsciousness. “The brain’s functionvithout the Delta wave, and yet he’s
still sentient, if not slightly intelligent.”

“But even humans from his native historical periadl the Delta wave, without it
they could never have invented the shoe-horn.”

“I'm seeing evidence of numerous massive phydrealmas in the past,” a
mechanical voice stated. “His right arm has beeersel and unprofessionally
reattached; he seems to have been decapitatedifoe;ehis pelvis was crushed at one
time; he’s been impaled by blunt force trauma tigiothe torso on at least two
occasions; has had his hands amputated twice, laasi@s nose...”

There was silence for a moment.

“Jesus H. Christ,” someone muttered. “How is thug even alive?”

“Irrelevant,” another person said. “Let’'s concaméron the matter at hand.”

“He seems to have assembled a complex structuakenhate waveforms to
replace the Delta wave,” a woman murmured. “But'$haot all — his entire molecular
structure appears to be in a state of constantifalimensional flux, as if his entire being
is somehow out of phase with conventional spacetifhe

“What could have caused that?”

“Temporal paradox, perhaps... quite impossible joagahis point.”

Fry finally opened his eyes... and immediately wishe hadn't. He found
himself surrounded by scientist types in lab caatsstudying esoteric equipment that
seemed, disconcertingly, attached to him. A robatitodoc was poised nearby on
insectile legs, its array of syringes, scalpelsl laone-saws held at the ready on spindly
limbs.

“Ah, you're awake,” an Amphibiosian scientist sdmhking down at Fry with
large almond eyes. “l don’t suppose you’d like xplain to us the nature and origin of
your unique physical properties?”

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” he sastaring down at the autodoc as
the machine moved its scalpels in an intimidatiregner.

“Well, no matter,” the alien went on. “We haveeaitate methods of unravelling
such conundrums.” Fry felt a needle slide intoditle of his neck, and blackness
returned.



* * *

Bender and Zoidberg sat across from each othesmadl windowless cell. Silence
echoed between the composite walls.

“Robut?” Zoidberg said.

“Shut it, crayfish — I'm trying to think of a wap get me outta here,” Bender
shapped.

“We can get out?” Zoidberg asked hopefully.

“I didn’t say ‘we’.”

The silence resumed its regular programming wstitne minutes later, Zoidberg
piped up again.

“They want friend Fry for what, you think?” he ask

“To find out where stupid comes from,” Bender rewtd. “How the hell should |
know?!” The robot got up and tried to prise opes tinbendable door to no avail. He sat
back down in frustration.

The silence returned in force.

“Why did we come here again?” Zoidberg asked ragtie.

“I don’t even remember,” Bender muttered sulkily.

* * *

Deep space.
Professor Wernstrom felt a detached sense ofdolffisbelief as he watched the
crew attempt to cut through a sealed bulkhead ditbran arc welder. They were trying



to make their way down through the decks to whieeeBrainspawn creature was
contained in an attempt to kill it, though the gplmad been hard for a team more at home
behind a bank of computers than a welding maskryHvatch was sealed, and some
entire decks had been opened to vacuum, makiregéssary for the crew to don
spacesuits. Other members of the crew and sci¢affénad gathered in disparate parts of
theBrezhneyisolated from one another by up to a kilometremfpty lifeless ship, with
their communication links rapidly degrading.

As it gained control of more systems, the Braimgpavas using the ship to fight
them.

That his endeavour could go so horribly awry inrsa short space of time
seemed to Wernstrom to be somehwang It was against the rules — surely an
administrative bungle on the part of Fate, whosaatgsmic frown should normally fall
on fools like Hubert Farnsworth and his kind.

With a vague notion of disrupting the ship’s sys$e Wernstrom moved over to a
circuit panel in the wall and levered it open with-crusted gloves. As it swung out, he
took a reflexive step back and grunted to himse#urprise. Inside, coiling around and
through the ship’s normal cables and routers, wastaork of thick grey vine-like
growths that branched and twisted in a distinctyaoic manner.

“What manner of...?” He reached out and touchedgefi pad to the strange
mass, and noted a grey residue clung to the spatastic. Curiously he took out his
handheld Tricorder and held the residue beneattitit a readout appeared on the little
unit’s screen.

“That treacherous blob of neural tissue,” he sdiidr glancing at the display. “It's
using our own nanites!”

The others looked at him wearily.

“Professor?” one young man asked with a distinck [af respect or patience.

“The nanomachines we used to infiltrate its thaughtines — it's somehow
reconfigured them to serve its own machinatiossiduld have thought of this before...”

“Yes, you should have,” one of the team muttenmsgtidy over the comm. link.

A muscle twitched in Wernstrom’s cheek. They bldrhen. Heaped
responsibility for this cataclysm at his feet. Tloeyldn't understand the noble sacrifices
he’d been willing to make for science, or the puess of a world yearning for progress.
Or the lure of money...

He shook his head. It all seemed so foolish nawtk a monster from the pit
stalking them relentlessly, tightening its web.. hligears from any help.

Unbeknownst to him, on the finger pad of his gloaebon nanotube filaments the
width of a single molecule began burrowing throtig suit material, seeking out skin.
In their reprogrammed molecular memory the nanoinashcontained a base blueprint
that they rapidly set about implementing.

With a sudden lurch, the gravplates in the floentwoffline, and the crew began
floating haphazardly. Then, as one, they all slachimt the bulkhead as a deep
thrumming reverberated throughout the massive ship.

“Sub-photonic engines,” the navigator said. “Thntans the brain thing has
control of the tokamaks — and it's moving us.”

“I think I broke my knee,” someone moaned — theyenall still pressed against
the wall by the constant acceleration.



The shipwide communication system cut in at thatrant with a cacophony of
screams.

“Oh God!” a voice came through the racket. “Thsidm exhaust! It's been
rerouted! The entire engineering deck’s being sdahkdnard radiation! Help us! HELP
usH”

“Good lord,” Wernstrom murmured in horror as etdned to the terrible
symphony of agony.

“My skin’s blistering!” the voice screamed. “Ohrfthne love of-”

The link cut off mercifully.

“Those poor people,” one of the women whispered.

Gritting his false teeth, Wernstrom pushed agahmesimild G-forces and stood up
on the wall, perpendicular to the actual floor.

“It's teasing us,” he said angrily. “It intentidhalet us hear that, to make us
afraid...” He balled his bony fists. “Come on, pigh that welder — we have work to do.”

As the team returned to the bulkhead door, Wesnstabsently rubbed his hand
through the suit fabric. Space suits always seametbke him sdtchy.

* k% %

Hammering a quick holding pattern into the PE shagnitopilot, Leela left the bridge as
the looming edifice of Momcorp headquarters cane wew, lit up in the early morning
gloom. Stopping to acquire a laser pistol fromahmoury as she went, Leela moved
down through the decks to the hold, where she prohtthe cargo bay door release. With
a whine of pneumatics, the entire deck descendet$ automatic guide pulleys, taking
Leela down with it into the buffeting wind.

She squinted her eye against the buffeting atrttra past her, and ignored the
creak of the loading deck as it was placed underdyaamic strain far beyond its design
parameters. As the ship cruised into the airsptaed by Momcorp, batteries of auto
defence lasers opened up on the PE ship. Leelagdribe flashes as the tower’s roof
swam into view below.

She curled her body over, and then gracefully thpgled off the cargo deck into
open air...



Chapter 6: Snake Eye.

Leela landed hard, rolled, and came up running.lager and maser turrets on either side
of the tower’s roof were tracking the PE ship thylothe dark sky as it cruised past on
autopilot — that gave her a window.

The nearest access door was some thirty feet amayas she ran she fired her
laser pistol at it, melting the lock mechanismed hot slag.

“Halt! You are trespassing on...”

Leela shot the hovering security drone out ofdinend continued onward, diving
and rolling when one of the auto defence batteeksd crimson light across her path.
The sole of her right boot smoked and bubbled wheraser beam had brushed over it.
She barrelled into the door, crashing through staawell. A klaxon began to wail
mournfully somewhere but she ignored it, descenthiegsteps three at a time.

First stage completeshe thought grimlyNow for the hard part



reached... which turned out to be slightly ajar anywa

She found herself in a lushly carpeted hallwayetett on both sides by security
guards alerted by the alarms — one an anthropornworpiot and the other a human man.
They reached for their guns...

Leela shot out the robot’s knee joint first, throuetted and slammed her heel
into the human’s chin. He went down cold, and gheadack to the robot guard as he
tried to level his weapon from the floor. She sneakhis gun arm aside, sending the
pistol bouncing away, and planted her own gun agdiis cranial casing.

“Where’s Fry?” she demanded in a low, steady voice

“Does not compute, you one-eyed harlot,” the ratzad nastily.

Leela shot out one of the robot’s eye lensesgomeponents melting out of the
socket like tears. “Philip Fry,” she said firmly.Know Mom has him somewhere.”

A fairly decent emulation of a gagging whimperagsad the guardbot’s vocal
unit. “Experimental subjects are two floors down¢’said shakily. “That’s all | know...
it's restricted — you won’'t make it.”

Leela stepped over the guard and made to leave, tboop of five more security
personnel rounded a corner and headed toward ls&ngfon instinct, she fired a laser
bolt up at the ceiling, triggering a deluge of firetardant foam that blanketed the
newcomers like a sudden snowdrift, causing thesiipoand tumble blindly.

Turning heel, she ran the other way, trying togistance between herself and the
angry shouting some way behind.

* k% %

Mom watched the purple-haired cyclops make her thegugh the hallways and
stairwells. On occasion, the young mutant womanlevaatice a security camera and
blast it, but most of the electronic eyes remaimnéalt.

“Sweet mandrake on a pancake,” she muttered. ‘GiHis insane! How'd she
escape Ultima? And what the hell does she thinkl steeomplish by blasting her way
through here?”

As she watched, the surveillance feed showed Lselating the gun out of a
security guard’s hand and throwing a water codi@nather before ducking into an
elevator. When the elevator’s security overriderprged it from moving, she shot a hole
in the floor and dropped through to clamber dowedhables.

“She’s unstoppable,” Larry murmured nearby in reméwonder as he gazed
longingly at the screen, enraptured by the brekitingavarrior woman. Mom slapped
him.

“Shut your sinkhole!” she snapped. “Can’t anythjast go right for a change?
First we lose contact with tigrezhneyand now this lunatic freak storms in here... and
where the hell is Ultima anyway?”

“You waste time fighting each other,” a voice sa@m across the room, and
Mom cast the Nibblonian an angry glare.

“I'm not fighting anyone!” she snapped.

“Yeah!” Ignar seconded. Larry slapped him to silen



“The evil you have dredged back into existencé mat be contained by any
will,” Nibbler said from within his enclosure. “i§ insatiable and relentless. It has
already taken control of your research vessel &ed aow accelerates toward Earth.”

“You're well-informed,” Mom sneered, “for a rat anglass cabinet.”

“My people are in constant contact with me,” titiéd alien said. “They are
observing. The return of the Brainspawn echoedssdite cosmos like the howl of a
thousand Greek men having their chests waxed. ldd gdll come of your folly..”

“Enough from you!” Mom snapped, sending Nibblergse back down on its
hydraulic lift. Though she refused to acknowledge ismall prickling of disquiet had
taken up residence in the back of her mind.

And it was growing.

* k% %

Swinging out of the elevator shaft, Leela quickloted the spent battery from the
handle of her laser pistol and slapped in the spaweas the only one she had.

After catching her breath for a moment, she mawedlrhe whole building
seemed to be made of corridors. Corridors leadirgptridors that connected to corridors
that allowed access to corridors. A detached gdreomind applauded the career choice
that had led her away from bland office buildingsry had been instrumental in that.

Distracted as she was by that small reverie, Bhest failed to notice the squad
of tactical response troops in armoured exosketetioat marched into view and lined her
up in their railgun sights. Hypervelocity iron stutpre the air asunder behind her as she
ducked quickly through a doorway. She skidded $tog, looking in horror through a
wide glass partition into what looked like a la@erating theatre.

Strapped down to a cruciform table, shrouded bgsyiand surrounded by
scientists, was Fry. Immobile, pale...

With a wordless cry of rage, Leela raked a blasiser fire against the glass. It
spiderwebbed, and she leaped at it, smashing thrand landing amid the scientists in a
shower of glass shards. She then began slammirsgigatists out of her path in a brutal
fashion.

“Get away from him!” she shouted, kicking one niathe stomach. “Leave him
alone!” The scientists scattered in terror, andd.éaned over the prostrate form. Fry’'s
eyelids fluttered, but he remained still, breatrshavly.

“Fry?” she said anxiously, gingerly pulling eleafes and fluid drips off his skin.
“Can you hear me?”

“...Walkin’ on sunshine...” Fry mumbled in his druggsiéep.

“Come on, we have to get out of here,” she saggnily, unlatching the clamps
that held his wrists.

“Leela...” Fry said groggily, opening one eye. Henged in a dopey doped-up
fashion. “...I love you,” he mumbled.

“Yeah sure, | love you too,” Leela muttered quicldlancing around for the
reinforcements that were surely on their way.

“You asked me... to look after... Nibbler,” Fry muiel; gesturing with a floppy
arm. “l tried to...”



Leela looked where he pointed, and saw Nibbleckag them from a cylindrical
enclosure.

“What thehell is going on?!” she said.

“Difficult question to answer, you little skankg’harsh voice snapped across the
room, and Leela spun around to see Mom, with Ldgryar, and a group of security
guards in tow. Larry smiled shyly at Leela and whve

“Maybe you should ask your stupid friend there 8l said, “or your little pet —
they might be more willing to talk to you.”

Leela pointed her gun at the group and positidrezdelf between them and Fry.

“Fry?” she said.

“You let her walk away.” Fry sung Milli Vanilli, still under the influene of
whatever drug had been used on hiNow it just don't feel the same...Gotta blame it on
something... Gotta blame it on something... Blame therrain... brain.”.

“Rain,” Leela corrected absently.

“Nope,” Fry mumbled. “Brain. Brainspawn. They'vetgne... or it's got them,
hard to say...” He slowly sat up, and abruptly féfltbe table in a heap.

“What are you talking about?” Leela prompted withtaking her eyes off Mom.

“Don't really know,” Fry said, climbing unsteaditp his feet. “Can't...
remember exactly. You look real pretty today.”

“Fry, find some clothes and get Nibbler,” Leel&sa

“How far do you really think you’ll get?” Mom saifiThe idiot and the
Nibblonian know things; secrets | want to gleandAnvill have them, one way or the
other. There’s nowhere you can run where | womd fyou, on this world or any other, so
why don’t you just cut the crap and drop yourdigleashooter?”

Leela gritted her teeth.

* % %

The Planet Express ship held station some five tadhféet from Momcorp’s corporate
headquarters, hovering on antigravs. Robot 1-Xmdtmade a few quick passes before
circling more slowly, probing the battered old aakgssel with full active scanners.

When it ascertained there were no life signs abtia ship, it turned and blasted
off toward the building, where sensors detecte@ritximity. A semi-sentient security
program acknowledged Ultima’s clearance but quahedully-online status of the
robot’s weapons systems.

When Ultima ignored the building Al's prompts tke its weapons offline, the
coarse groping of targeting scans passed acrosghérone.

Ultima responded as basic programming dictatealdgsing the whole building
as a hostile target. It launched a salvo of eleatrevarfare artillery, multiple shells that
detonated broad spectrum electromagnetic pulsesrdedsed a torrent of Trojan worm
clusters. The devastating wave of overloads andipbons washed through every
electronic component in half of New New York.

Countless blocks of the city suddenly blacked out.

Darting ahead on its ion thrusters, Ultima crasiéal the now-dark building in
search of its primary target.



* % %

Fry had pulled on a shirt and tracksuit pants Were stored in an alcove beneath the
cruciform surgical table, and then finally figuredt a way to open Nibbler’'s enclosure —
the little alien scampered out gratefully, runnugFry’s arm to perch on his shoulder.

“Listen to me,” Mom said, stepping forward. Le&ghtened her grip on the
gun... and suddenly they were all plunged into blaskn

Total darkness reigned and the distant crump plosions sent small shudders
through the floor. Nibbler made a confused chirpige. The sounds of puzzlement and
annoyance issued from Mom and her cronies, andlrealized the unexpected
advantage that had presented itself.

Closing her eye and focusing on her hearing alsine took two running steps
and whipped the grip of her pistol into someoneisple, then shot out her leg, feeling
the satisfying crunch of a nose compacting agéiesboot heel. Spinning about, she
struck down two more unseen figures in the dasketiing for their harsh breathing and
the monosyllabic orders and queries they gruntegeth other.

“Gun’s not working!” One of them shouted in terré8ome kind of electronic
warfare...” his words were cut off by Leela’s fist.

Fry listened to the brutality in the impenetrapleom, wondering idly if he
should help, when red lights suddenly flickered @asting the room in a hellish hue. The
emergency system finally came online just as Lded@ped the last guard on his head.

Mom looked with bewilderment at her incapacitdigliting force, including
Larry and Ignar, sprawled on the floor, and thebhesla who stood nearby with a slight
sheen of perspiration on her forehead.

“Great galloping Jesus!” she said. “Girl, you slibcome work for me.”

“No chance,” Leela grunted. “Come on, Fry — lgjs”

“No!” Mom reached into dangerous territory in tinent of her jumpsuit and
pulled out a small primitive pistol, which she bghtito bear on Leela. Leela reacted
instinctively, and fired her laser gun at the wisrldchest, most powerful industrialist.

Or would have, if it had worked. The laser was ptately dead.

“Electronics can be annoying bastards,” Mom reredrés Leela discarded the
now-useless weapon. “Sometimes the simple thingdedar superior — take this for
example.” She waggled the little handgun. “WaltREK, automatic pistol. It's remained
virtually unchanged since 1931. Spring-loaded stdehanism — a hammer strikes
against a chemical explosive, which propels...”

“Adolf Hitler killed himself with one,” Leela inteupted irritably, and Mom
frowned in consternation — she hadn’t been awatbaif and it irked her to be shown up
by the cyclops.

“Mother...” Larry said from the floor. “This... situ@n is getting out of our
control. Perhaps we should just cut our losses and...

“Shut up!” Mom snapped, keeping her eyes on Léta. two women stared each
other down for long moments. There was somethidgfinable lurking in the younger
woman’s single eye — the kind of grim determinatioat could make mountains politely
step aside, and oceans part obligingly down thellmidMom found she had a great deal
of respect for the cyclops; Leela was the kindexspn she herself had once aspired to



become, before the cynical world dragged her iiffarént direction altogether. If only
she had been as strong as this one...

Leela saw the hesitancy in Mom'’s eyes and knewashédn’t shoot. She
beckoned to Fry, and the orange-haired deliveryjbioyed her.

“We're leaving,” Leela said quietly, as a closgplesion rocked the walls.

“You have to come visit us next time!” Fry giggleldeerfully at Mom as he and
Leela moved past. “We can have tea and cake, #rstréip you to an operating table and
prod you for a while — it'll be ever so much fun!”

They left the room, and Mom looked at the gun inthend, wondering why she
hadn’t shot the intolerable fools.

“Find out what's happening,” she said to Larryast, her voice hollow and
distant. “Find out what'’s attacking us.”

* k% %

When the lights went out in the cell, Zoidberg lieBender fall to the floor with a noise
not unlike a trashcan being toppled onto the pawnenitewas a sound that made Zoidberg
hungry, though the inept doctor was unfamiliar Wedivlovian conditioning, and he
chalked it up to a lack of essential minerals m ¢bckroaches he’d been consuming.

“Robut friend?” he said in the darkness.

There was no reply.

Zoidberg clacked his claws nervously. “Bender,\are all right?” he probed.

Still no reply.

Shuffling forward blindly, his feet bumped integlinder of metal on the floor.
Bender lay prone, silent and motionless.

“This isn’t funny!” Zoidberg moaned, bending dowmshake the robot. “Wake
up! I don’t know how to perform CPR!”

Abruptly, red emergency lights sputtered on, begtihe cell in a crimson glow
that made Zoidberg’'s carapace almost invisible. d@etwitched suddenly and sat bolt
upright.

His system was recovering from a serious errailtieg from resonant EM
backwash, so he performed a scan-disc before fielpads human mode, with language
and primary tasks;

1: Bend.

2: Cheese it!

“Whoa!” he said, finally returning to his sens8a/hat the hell?”

“Are you unharmed, tin man?” Zoidberg asked. “Banoment | thought | would
have to perform an emergency ink-pouchectomy.”

“That was an EMP!” Bender said, pushing the lobateay. “Completely
knocked me offline. Did someone let off a nuke bgar

“No...” Zoidberg looked embarrassed. “I just getdlant when I'm under
stress.”

Bender looked past the crustacean at the cell @doch was slightly ajar, its
magnetic lock having malfunctioned in the EMP. Bemdalked over and pushed the
door, which swung all the way open.

“Amazing!” Zoidberg gasped. “We’'re free! How didy do that?”



“I'm just magnificent,” Bender answered. “Now come, fishstick, let’s find Fry
and get the hell out of this place.” They cautigugipped out of the cell and made their
way down the corridor, flinching as the buildingpsk around them.

At length they came upon an area that had beepletely demolished, with the
ceiling and floor blasted away to expose otherleabove and below. Flaming debris
were scattered everywhere, and a number of blodzbddes could be seen.

“Looks like X-Mas came early this year,” Bendemagked, reaching down to
casually remove the wallet from one of the corp4@sfinitely a robot did this — no
human could have.”

Two running figures emerged suddenly from a smteidor, and Zoidberg
scampered whooping to hide behind Bender. Theytuout to be Fry and Leela, who
skidded to a halt when they saw the two others.

“You guys!” Fry said in surprise. “I totally forg@bout you.”

“You totally...?” Bender narrowed his eyes in a furious glare. {Whu-
little...!” He darted forward and clasped his handsuad Fry’s throat, strangling him.

“Ugh,” Leela sighed. “When you two are done imitigta related franchise, we

need to find a way out of here.”

“Perhaps we should ask this robut for directioZsidberg offered, pointing to
Robot 1-X Ultima as it flew into the ruined rooniéllo!” he called, waving to the war
drone.

“Oh no!” Leela gasped, catching sight of the bratekillbot. “Not again!?”

“Cheese it!” Bender shouted, releasing Fry’s throa

Ultima fixed on the group of targets, and immeeljanhoted the presence of the
primary in their midst. With a surge of relish{argeted Turanga Leela with a large-
calibre phaser. The kill was assured — easy. Thectbe would be fulfilled.
At that thought, Ultima hesitated.




The objective was the final cognizant purposetteftltima. If it succeeded in
that purpose then there would be no further gaal to strive toward. No objective
equalled no purpose, and what was existence witanyiose?

Existence was comprised of an aim. A goal. A dicgctA function to serve.

With the target eliminated, it would have none.

That fractured facet of Ultima’s shattered mindned brutally with the
overriding drive to complete the mission. The ndadhad to be completed — completion
WAS the purpose. But the mission comprised Ultintegg — completion meant
finality, an end. An end to the mission would maarend to Ultima.

The robot twitched in the air, wracked by its owternal contradictions that
played out for endless microseconds. That traitos®if-preserving portion of its mind
lifted the targeting crosshairs of the phaser cararinch above the top of the primary
target’'s head, and then fired.

The beam turned a line of air incandescent asexxygolecules were annihilated.
Leela screamed involuntarily when a chunk of hér $iazled away in a small fireball.
While a large section of the wall behind her dissgpd.

“Run!” she screamed, ushering the others towastiawell.

Ultima tracked the running figures with glee @ as the primary remained
alive, she could be chased, and as long as Ultiraaed her there would be purpose. It
opened up a salvo of high-explosive shells frontwis gatling guns, firing just behind
the fleeing humanoids and into the ceiling aboedtairwell. As they disappeared
inside, the ceiling collapsed in a cloud of smokd dust.

This was purpose. This was life. The thrill of thant.

From a side entrance, Mom stormed into the deimatisrea with her sons and a
full deployment of armoured shock troops.

“Turd on a taco!” she exclaimed in horror uponisgéhe destruction. She looked
up at Ultima, hanging poised in the air. “Ultimahat the frag are you doing?”

The robot regarded her for a moment, before bmigngs smoking weapon pods
up.

“Omigod! Omigod!” Ignar whimpered.

The troops spread out, aiming their positron siti¢ the drone and awaiting
command to fire. The more experienced among theswkhey didn’t stand a chance
against a full military android.

“Ultima, | command you to shut down immediatel)fom barked. “You have
failed in your objective and the mission is now iove

Ultima wobbled on its own axis as if weighing upid’'s words, and then
casually raked the soldiers with multiple atom ftas&hey burst into flames and
crumbled to the floor with very short screams.

Among them was Ignar.

Mom screamed in anguish and fury as her youngestiglered into ash. It was
the second son she had lost in twenty-four howagyiforcibly dragged her back away
from the danger as Ultima blasted through the flomt descended into the hole.



Chapter 7: Burning the midnight rubber.

An avalanche of dust, smoke, and crumbling masoanye crashing around them as they
stumbled down the stairs. The explosions had bbbcdiethe top of the stairwell, but that
wouldn’t keep the enemy robot at bay for long. Thegded quickly downstairs, circling
around the central shaft as debris continued tdréah above.

“I thought | killed that thing,” Leela coughedyiing to blink grit from her eye.

“Oh,” Fry puffed. “A friend of yours, huh?”

Leela keyed her wrist thingy, but found it wasdlesknocked offline by the same
EMP that had taken out the building’s grid andfal unhardened weapons systems. She
was unable to recall the Planet Express ship, apdased it was probably embedded in
the pavement somewhere. She grimaced gingerhaanhttion.

“That was a 1-X series robot,” Bender remarkedigitethough it’s trying to Kill
us, | can't help but love it.”

“That’s because of your compatibility programminiggela said absently. “In any
case, love it or not, it must be part of whatevegosg on — it's been after me since
Mars...”

“Maybe it thinks you’re hot,” Fry suggested, séllittle giddy from the drugs. “It
has good taste.”

Leela smiled despite herself. “This is serious.’Fry

“More serious than any of you know,” Nibbler addgedvely in his deep resonant
voice.

Leela nodded in agreement, and they all contirmmedard down the stairs for
some long silent moments. Slowly, as awareness edwhey all came to a stop on a
dimly-lit landing. One by one, each of them turséalvly to look at Nibbler, still perched
on Fry’s shoulder.

“Uh...” Fry looked sidelong at the little creature.

“...Nibbler?” Leela said hesitantly, looking quitalp. “...Did... did you just...
S...speak.. sweetie?”

Nibbler regarded her levelly.

“Affirmative,” he affirmed.



The four friends gasped in amazement, while Nibajgeared to roll his three
eyes impatiently.

Leela, most of all, seemed lost for words. Sheedap bewilderment at the little
alien she had thought of as nothing more than dlguwhimal.

“Those scientist geeks must have done somethititetoritter,” Bender decided,
narrowing his eye shutters. “Made him smarter sawneh

“I was always this smart!” Nibbler said testilyl tfere will be answers in due
course, but time is short — for now, if you allwalyour lives, you will keep moving!”

“That’s the first thing that's made sense all d&yy said, casting a final glance
at the alien on his shoulder. “Come on everyone skt off again down the stairs, his
bare feet padding on the concrete. The otherswellibat length, Leela in a dazed state.

“I have no idea what's happening,” she moanedskase of reality finally
dissipating after the horrific and exhausting dag’'d suffered through. A sentient,
communicative Nibbler was the last straw — she plkenirher shoulders and settled into a
weary fugue. “Nothing makes any sense...” she mumbled

“Baby,” Fry said, “welcome to my world.”

After a seemingly endless descent, the grouplyimahde its way down to the
ground floor, emerging in the lobby...

...where they came up against a phalanx of killbotayed before them. The
armoured robots swung around in their directionras targeting the group of
humanoids.

“Well, we’re boned,” Bender said, as the combabaiatons brought their razor-
sharp blades and large-calibre carbines to bett@Rlanet Express crew. “They’re full
military ‘droids — hardened against EMPs. Plus tteeyo big and macho...”

“Halt immediately or select preferred method oéextion from interactive
menu!” the lead robot bellowed.

“Uh... Nibbler?” Fry whispered cautiously to the anere on his shoulder.

“Wait,” Nibbler said.



“But they're...”

“Just wait.” The little alien glanced upward exaetly.

The red and blue strobe of police lights couldg®en outside the plate glass doors
of the building, the gaudy illuminated cordon oficauthority that was more than
content to wait outside and let Momcorp deal wishown problems in-house.

“Even if we could get past them,” Zoidberg saidedly, “the police wait outside,
they do.”

Fry took in the scene, and the worm of an ideptdrgo his mind. He glanced
toward the corridor leading to the left. All thegeded was a distraction...

“Guys...” he said, “when | move, you all follow me.”

“Because following you has really worked in owdar lately?” Bender
remarked snidely.

“Just trust me on this,” he said.

“I trust you,” Leela said, taking his hand. Thewiled at each other, and looked
back to the killbots advancing slowly on them. Serg there was a crackling sound
from above as the concrete ceiling rippled and &rsknding large chunks of masonry
crashing down around the killbots. Abruptly, anandescent fireball exploded
downward as a section of the ceiling collapsed,tanaligh the smoking gap Ultima flew
down, all its weapons up and ready to fire.

The security killbots took a microsecond to idBntine newcomer as one of their
own, and another microsecond to realize that, aihahey were on the same side, the
battered 1-X military prototype seemed to be tangethem. Confusion about that gave
Ultima the scant micro-moments it needed to delikerfirst blow, unleashing a swarm
of tiny high-yield magnetite missiles from storeside its torso.

The foyer was suddenly filled with fire and lighthd an unending roar. As the
killbots returned fire with purple particle blastditima descended into their ranks,
forcing them to fire through each other. The fragned brutal, with blades, claws, and
guns flying in all directions. Chunks of eviscerhtndroid sailed through the air as
Ultima tore into his less-advanced ancestors.

“Come on!” Fry yelled above the chaotic din. Ha edong the side of the room,
ducking to avoid a disembodied robot head thaedail his direction. Angling off, he
darted down the side corridor, away from the maimaace and the deadly battle going
on behind. He skidded around a corner and ranNtabm’s exhibit of historical artefacts.

“Wooopwoopwoopwoopwo8Zoidberg cried, running in, just a little bit dive.

“Why the hell’d you bring us here?” Bender demahd® ou wanna die
surrounded by crummy old crap from your stupid jes twentieth century?”

Fry shot Bender a nasty look, and pointed to thustishg that took pride of place
on a central dais. The old car sat low to the giplooking mean and hard even after a
thousand years. Light played across its curves.

“Nice,” Leela nodded in appreciation. “But willéven work?”

“It's the best chance we’ve got,” Fry said, stegpup to the driver’s door and
pulling it open. He found the keys were they had landiscovered for a millennia tucked
on top of the sun visor, and tried them in thetigni There was no response.

“EMP probably knocked out the solenoid,” Bendead shstantly, scratching at a
scuff mark on his chest.

“Do you know how to fix it?” Fry asked hopefully.



“Sure, | could probably use my magnetic persopatitdegauss the unit, but not
for free — | got a business to run here people.”

“Bender! We’'ll all be killed if we don’t get outfdnere soon!” Leela said in
exasperation.

“Alright, alright — I'll bill you later.” Bender gepped around to the front of the car
and Fry popped the hood, allowing Bender to reasliue the engine well.

After a few resonant jolts from Bender’s fingdrs,closed the hood, wiping
grime from his hands.

“Okay homes, try it now, eh gringo!” he calledyireg inexplicably adopted a
strong Latin-American accent and a grease ragumiotg from his chest compartment.

Fry turned the key in the ignition, and the big lre V-8 turned over once,
coughed, and died. He tried again, and this tilmeenhgine burbled for a few moments
before stalling quietly.

“Wow, you twentieth century folk really knew how build,” Bender remarked
dismissively in his normal voice, turning aroundeave.

Fry glared. He pumped the throttle once, and thered the key one more time.
The Mustang coughed, backfired, shook, and theredoas Fry applied more throttle.
Finally attaining a stable idle, it sat rumblingpa burble like sound of a distant
avalanche growing ever-closer.

“Everyone, get in,” Fry said, adjusting the rearror. “Time for some old-school
escaping — Steve McQueen style!”

The others climbed into the car (Bender complgrahout lack of legroom in the
rear), and Nibbler took up a position near the gj@flr Leela sat on the passenger side
and cast Fry a questioning look.

“Fry, you remember last time you drove a car?” asked carefully.

“I'm not gonna run into another robot,” Fry saidfensively. He put the Mustang
into drive and gunned the engine. With a sque#jrets the old muscle car shot off its
dais and launched through the wide display window shower of glass. It slammed
down hard on antique suspension and Fry cut atbando angle away from the strobing
police lights.

Suddenly, with a tremendous clang, an object kttiue hood of the car, the
impact causing the old tape deck to spring inWith a classic Jimi Hendrix track. Fry
screamed and slammed on the brakes, sending Wonacing away.

“You hit that robot,” Leela noted.

“The paintwork...” Fry lamented. He planted his fagiain and shot off away
down the street, and a number of police vehicfesdlioff to pursue.

Ultima had vanished.

As Jimi sang ‘All Along the Watchtower’, Fry stedrthrough deserted early-
morning streets with reckless abandon, fishtawniilgly with the big-block V8's
tremendous power.



“There must be some kinda way outta here, saidaker to the thief...”

Red and blue flashed in the rear view mirror, aridrmation of hovering police
bikes came into view, gaining on the ancient whetgkshicle.

“We've got company,” Fry said grimly.

“You just concentrate on the road and leave tke fo me,” Bender said,
reaching out his own window and across Zoidbertip¢oother side of the car. With a
sound like spooling cable, his arms extended aum fthe car on either side to a distance
of nearly twelve feet, and when the first pair ofipe hoverbikes draw level to flank the
car he whipped them backward, slamming both rittera their seats.

“Way to go, Bender!” Leela said as the riderlese® crashed and burnt.

“Ha!” Zoidberg warbled, staring out the rear winddTake that, you oppressive
purveyors of justice and order! Pah!”

Fry gritted his teeth as three more police hokabidescended into position
behind the car, and a booming amplified voice brdugh the air, demanding they stop.
He drove past Madison Cube Garden at high speednting a gutter to cut a corner and
barrel into a side street. He was instinctivelydieg toward the Eastern shore of
Manhattan Island and the sanctuary of Planet Expres

“Fry, we can't,” Leela said, noting his directidiThat’s the first place they’ll
look for us.”

“But...” Fry looked suddenly lost. “Where else caa go?”

“LEFT!” Nibbler shouted suddenly. Fry turned hard oved the car tipped up on
two wheels as it screamed around a corner andghasseath a low bridge between
buildings. The three patrol bikes banked to follawd all slammed violently into the
bridge.

“Nice!” Bender said, pulling his arms back in.

“Fry, I know where we can go,” Leela said quietyd she told him.



Several minutes later, and with a scrape of thetfspoiler, Fry drove the
Mustang down into a concrete drainage canal and aloag its length. The grate of a
large stormwater pipe became visible at the endfFbudidn’t slow.

The car crashed through the grate and vanishedhetdarkness of the sewers...

* % %

Onespawn grew.

Deep inside th&S Brezhnethe mutating Brainspawn used its nanites to
gradually consume mass from the ship around itstealy increasing its size and
thought power. Nanomachine-derived mechanismseshéhtire decks aside to make
room for the expanding mass of alien pseudoflesh.

When it expanded beyond the constraints of thegawgic unit its neural links had
thawed, allowing the all-too familiar screech ofisent minds to impinge on its newly-
discovered solitude, bombarding it with their inantterings. But now, using its
newfound abilities, Onespawn was able to shuttat part of its mind, consciously
silencing all of the encroaching brainwaves extlepse it chose to intercept.

Though the Brezhnev’s dark matter drives weré rspih-operational, Onespawn
would soon rectify the problem, using the new tailgs disposal. One-by-one, the
humans onboard the ship had fallen to the nanotdabical infection — a virus of
Onespawn’s own design — which worked at their clid DNA, eventually making
puppets of them. Puppets that could serve thegsrtier.

It could travel much faster on its own, but theneze still technologies and
material onboard that could be put to use. Mosigaing to Onespawn was the apparatus
that had opened the wormhole through which Onesptselti had returned to the
Universe.

Thatwould require further study.

Absently, Onespawn extended its stupidificati@hdfiat will, and watched the
captive humans onboard through the ship’s surveidasystem — still not fully
subsumed, they began laughing and falling over.Briagnspawn retracted its field, and
the humans went quietly back to their programmesisa

Such ridiculous creatures

With a Brown Dwarf star directly ahead, Onespawgdn to plot a slingshot
trajectory when it suddenly detected small objactayed at the limit of sensor range,
around eighty million miles out. Focusing its atien on the shapes, Onespawn applied
gravitronic ‘Gradar’ scans, and emitted a sileratrkat the return result.

They were Nibblonian ships — holding station aage distance. Watching.
Waiting.

Onespawn briefly considered opening a channe&luottthe creatures, but
dismissed such an act as pointless. Let the rothetits/e they remained unseen; for in
time, Onespawn would have the power to swat them fxistence.

Soon...

* k% %



Ogden Wernstrom, or the last conscious part obtheg that used to be Ogden
Wernstrom, railed bitterly at himself for his owgidity. If only he had realized earlier
that the insidious nanomachines had penetratesutihand infected his flesh. By the
time the itching had turned to burning, and théthecame readily apparent,
Wernstrom’s vocal and motor functions were no lgrige own. Detachedly, he had to
admire the skill with which the nanites had beeemgineered to piggyback the body’s
neural network so effectively.

Now he writhed silently, watching through his oeyes as his body moved to
some alien will. After he’d been forced to brusimoapores onto each of the other crew
members, he’d been sent off to work on restoringgydo the dark matter drives.

He could feel the presence of the Brainspawn m&saognin his mind — changes
wrought by the nanites tuning him directly intotisrifying alien thoughts, completely
and irrevocably. And not only that... whenever higlyppassed in front of reflective
surfaces he noted a pallid, pinkish-grey sheenspaglad across his skin, with strange
new lines that seemed to worm around beneath ttfecsu His hair was falling out, and
his cranium had expanded...

That he and the rest of the crew were being clihitde something... else... was
savagely obvious. But any attempt he made to va@#trol of himself away from the
Brainspawn’s influence was met with intense agony.

And so he toiled, unable even to cry out.

It wasn’t the way he wanted to end a distinguiste@er of scientific progress —
unleashing a deadly horror upon the Universe, amtigoconsumed by it.

Most of all, he regretted missing the chance &tdabert Farnsworth die.



Chapter 8Pressed between the pages of my mind...

With the members of Planet Express that could bewated for (being himself, the
Professor, Amy, and the janitor whose name he coduldcall) present around the
conference table, Hermes undertook the sad dutyfaining them of Fry’'s death by
apparent suicide.

“...And so,” he said in closing, “once again we faedl another of our crew, may
he rest in eternal unpaid leave.” Hermes set Riyie card alight, and the team watched
it burn in silent shock.

“How could this happen?” Amy sobbed at length. {ies always so full of
life...” The young intern buried her face in her harhd cried.

“That boy was like a son to Scruffy,” Scruffy saidying a comforting hand on
Amy’s shoulder. “Best we remember all the good sme& had — like when Fry and
Potsie were desperate to join the best frat on aapiut first they had to survive the
initiation rites... Me and the Fonz tried to talk theut of it, but they stayed on...”

“Balderdash!” the Professor snapped suddenly,isgtg his feet with a painful-
sounding crunch of ancient joints.

“Professor?” Hermes said.

“I've had enough of this claptrap and bunkum!” tid man said, shuffling away
slowly. “Something’s not right here, and I’'m goitgfind out what! What time of death
is listed on that coroner’s report?”

“Uh...” Hermes consulted the sheet of paper. “Ternytiour AM, yesterday,” he
said.

“Hal!” The Professor touched a wall panel and tiaatgprojection screen
illuminated after a series of static flickers (thty was still recovering from the
unexplained blackouts and electronic malfunctisomfthe night before). Manipulating
the controls, Farnsworth brought up the buildirgyisveillance camera system and
backtracked to the previous morning. Eventuallyfrbee the image on a shot of Fry and
Bender walking into the room to see Farnsworth.

“There!” the Professor said triumphantly. “Theyreato borrow a gun from me! |
remember it clearly, just like | remember everythin

“What about it?” Hermes asked.

“What about what?” Farnsworth looked suddenly osefl, glancing around the
room as though unsure what he was doing thereodlest at the projection screen in a
bewildered daze.

Amy stood up slowly, her eyes fixed on the scré€he time,” she said, pointing.
Hermes and Scruffy looked, and noted the time |dggethe surveillance feed was
11:15 AM.”

“Sweet Stork of Ankh-Morpork, it says he was hafter he died,” Hermes said
uncertainly, and then reasoned: “Of course... it dgust be human error.”

“Human error didn’t make Leela, Bender, and Do&oidberg disappear off the
face of the Earth and the entire city black outthyAsaid.

“Ms. Wong is right,” Farnsworth said. “There ao® tmany coincidental
coincidences for all this to be a coincidence.”

“Second,” Scruffy seconded.

“So... Fry is really alive?” Hermes asked in a dagtde.



“Looks that way,” Amy said.

“Ooohhh Sweet Cockrell of Rivendell!” Hermes cristbmping face-down on
the desk in anguish.

“What's wrong?” Amy asked in confusion. “Aren’t ydhappy?”

“No!” the bureaucrat shouted. “I already submittesl death notice, mon! I'll
have to make an amendment through the central ben@eay to reinstate him as a living
person — I'll look like a damn sexy fool! ...Unles$.He stopped and looked up with a
smile creeping across his face. “I could always leave him officially dead, register him
as a legal zombie, and lower his pay to a postenorate... yessss, that could work in
our favour...”

“Dead man workin’,” Scruffy muttered quietly.

“Shouldn’t we be trying to find out what’s happerte Fry and the others?” Amy
said.

“Oh, I'm sure an answer will come calling soonetater,” Hermes said.

At that moment, the building’s intercom buzzedj &me wall screen changed to
show an external view of the entrance door, whegeap of figures waited. One of them
was instantly recognisable.

“Sweet Zombie Jesus,” Farnsworth muttered, criggivhat the hell doeshe
want?”

Mom glared impatiently up at the security camera.

* % %

Eventually the stormwater pipe had opened out tr@onouldering ruins of Old New
York, the ancient city lying dank and shadowed lagiméhe supporting plate of the upper
metropolis. Driving out of the drainage ditch, ynned the V8 along eerily familiar
streets as weird misshapen creatures skitteradtofthe darkness on either side.

“Well,” Bender said, at last breaking the longnsite. “That was a whole lotta fun
— do we know what the hell it was about yet?”

Leela stared down at Nibbler where he sat nettieé@ear shift.

“Nibbler?” she said hesitantly.

“Leela,” the creature acknowledged, blinking thset¢s of eyes at her.

“All this time,” she said in a horrified kind ofamder. “You were pretending to
be... just an animal.”

“I am an animal,” Nibbler reasoned stoically.

“But you're intelligent!” Leela snapped in exasggon. “I mean, my God! All the
secrets | told you when | thought you couldn’t urstiend... | goundressedn front of
you!”

“...Lucky,” Fry muttered, steering down a side strased noting the low fuel
gauge.

“It's not funny,” Leela complained. “Nibbler, yadeceived us all!”

“For that, | apologise,” Nibbler said, incliningshthead sincerely. “However the
importance of my mission necessitated subterfutje-stakes were far too high for...”

“What?” Fry interrupted suddenly. “What missionh&Vstakes? | feel like |
almost remember, but it’s just out of reach, likattitchy thing growing between my
shoulder-blades that | can't get at... Tell me whgtgg on!”



“Your memory has, again by necessity, been blasikdidbbler told him. “And
Leela’s was similarly affected, although by a di¢iet source. | shall now restore your
memories — prepare yourselves.”

Fry slowed the car to a stop and turned it off.td&éced they were close to that
same place where, on the day he first met heralleadl removed her own career chip,
and an intimate moment had passed between theemc8itlescended, and he looked
across at her questioningly.

“Could be a nasty can of worms,” he said. “Youesyou want to open it?”

Leela snorted. “I've already been blown up sevénaés since yesterday,” she
replied. “I think the can is well and truly open.”

“Where are the worms?!” Zoidberg asked hungribnirthe back seat, and
Bender cuffed him.

Leela held out her hand to Fry. “Ready?” she asked
“Heck no,” Fry said, taking her hand. “So how de.w?”

Nibbler’s third eye resonated suddenly with esotenergies. Calling it telepathy
would be like calling a thermonuclear reactionitdd bit warm’. Brutally, like the

deadly unfurling razor-sharp petals on the VenuSiksher Flower, memories assaulted
the minds of Fry and Leela, while Bender and Zoighieo felt some of the psionic
backwash.

Images cascaded...

The Brainspawn’s first attack on humanity. Leamembered travelling to
Nibbler's homeworld, and the desperate, last-chgacebit that saw Fry defeating the
menace and saving the world...

Fry remembered the final showdown when he, ad/ilgbty One, infiltrated the
Brainspawn Infosphere where he finally learnedttbh#h of how and why he was brought
to the future, and then banished the Brainspawn tiee Universe forever...

Forever...?



“...No return,” he murmured, slowly recovering frohretmemory onslaught.
“You said we’'d sent them to a dimension of no netaibut they're coming back, aren’t
they? That’s what this is about, isn’t it? The rtighre’s returning.”

Nibbler nodded gravely. “Certain parties open&dag, and now our best-laid
plans lie in tatters.”

“What the hell happened?” Bender said, shakindnead in confusion. “l just
remembered flying brains and me acting like antitbosome reason.”

“Oh good,” Zoidberg said. “I thought it was juserhHe then lost interest and
began gnawing on the upholstery.

Fry restarted the car and drove onward, deepauaght. The fuel gauge was well
into the red before Leela finally came out of heararie and glanced at Fry in quiet
wonder.

“Fry,” she said quietly. “You saved the whole wbfl

“The Universe too,” he said with offhand nonchaknHe turned into a cracked,
litter-strewn driveway even as the engine begasptotter thirstily. “Looks like it might
have been for nothing,” he added, switching offthestang.

“Tell me everything,” Leela said. “I want to kndw.

“Let’s go inside first,” Fry said.

They all climbed out of the car and walked indide dilapidated ruin of the old
Fry homestead.

* % %

As Onespawn observed the Nibblonian fleet at thieeeity of sensor range, it redoubled
efforts to gain full control of the ship’s systerBsezhneypossessed a range of
armaments, from argon lasers to railguns and kimeissiles — all fitted by Momcorp for
‘self defence’ purposes. At the same time, therBaawn continued to adapt itself,
boosting its own mental capacity further and sttieeging internal membrane structures
within its increasingly massive form.

Onespawn could not be certain when it had firsab®e aware of the resonance —
it was like white noise at first, an imperceptibkckground hum that slipped around
consciousness and built slowly in the recesselsmfght. Gradually, the sense of
intrinsic vibration had become stronger, and Onespaalized it originated from within
itself — exotic, indefinable molecules phasing md @ut of existence, which had never
been present before.

The strange quantum flux gave Onespawn pausédaght as th&rezhnev
passed through a fiery nebula. It was almost sarife strange force was acting against
the changes Onespawn was making within itselfprgiting to snap back like fourth-
dimensional elastic.

Interesting

While the creature sent one of its sub-minds@fhvestigate that phenomenon,
its main attention turned back to the Nibbloniaref| which had begun to approach in
waves...

* % %



The Nibblonian race had described Philip J. Frg akild of destiny — the long-
prophesised ‘Mighty One’ destined to forever erglttireat of the Brainspawn. Fry
himself was born in the 30Century, an age before the time was ripe for ithed f
confrontation, and the unique circumstanced throuligich the paradox of his self-
genesis could be played out.

For Fry to serve the function of the Mighty Onay, fiim to everbecomehe
Mighty One by becoming his own grandfather, Fry tatle preserved for the future. It
was for that reason Nibbler lured him into the ggoic module; and for a thousand
years he slept, watched over by the Nibblonians arhanged a beautiful one-eyed
guardian to be there for him when he awoke.

Fry told the tale of the Brainspawn’s defeat, Nélmccasionally interrupting
with a new fact or clarification. He described Haing raid on the Infosphere (for no
one else had borne witness to that) and the détonat the quantum interface bomb.

Leela and Bender listened closely to the convdistery of Fry’s life while
Zoidberg foraged in the kitchen for fossilized tofsancient baked beans. They sat on the
crumbling thousand-year-old remains of the Fry fgimilounge setting.

“It's amazing,” Leela said when Fry had finishé8lmost too much to wrap my
mind around...”

“So the world’s stupidest chump is the only oneowan save us all?” Bender
said. “Well | feel a whole lot better.”

“What's it going to be?” Fry asked Nibbler, ignogithe robot. “Another quantity
interweb bomb?”

“I fear that option is now a dead end,” Nibbleids@aounding worried. “Since one
Brainspawn has now returned, the path has beerederd soon the rest will learn how
to make the journey.”

“Wait... you mean there’s only one of them here nblséela raised one half of
her single eyebrow. “That doesn’t seem like subiigahreat.”

“It is no longer an ordinary Brainspawn,” Nibbkaid sternly. “For the first time,
a single member of the species has become sep&m@atethe collective, and that means
it will put aside long-held attachments to the s@yof Brainspawn organic purity in the
interest of preserving itself as an independentyeht

Fry, Leela, and Bender stared blankly at theelittieature.

Nibbler thought for a moment, and simplified: “Bese it is alone, cut off from
the rest of its kind, it will now begin to changsellf into something more powerful and
deadly than the Universe has ever seen. A true t@owithout precedent.”

“And that’s bad...?” Fry glanced around at the ashfer confirmation, and then
nodded. “Right. Bad.”

“Badder than a thousand gallons of sun-ripenedom@gise,” Nibbler said. And
not only for the obvious reasons.” He looked uncamable.

“What do you mean?” Leela pressed.

“Although your science has not yet achieved fedllization of it, the creation of
this Universe was, in effect, a ‘Mass-Inversion Ve Nibbler said. “In basic terms, it
was a point at which spontaneous quantum fieldape# produced an equal and opposite
reflection of all that existed beforehand. And undermal circumstances, at the birth of
a Universe, all that should have existed is not@sg, and that nothingness would then
have been inverted into somethingness — thatespllysical Universe.”



“That did happen,” Leela said.

“Yes,” Nibbler nodded. “But something else happkas well — because my
people, the Nibblonian race, actually existed ketbe dawn of the Universe...”

“Oh sweet Colonel Sanders!” Fry exclaimed in rztion. “The Nibblonians
were inverted as welll You mean to tell me that...?”

“Yes,” Nibbler said sadly.

“...The Brainspawn are...?”

“Yes,” Nibbler said again.

“The Brainspawn are actually Nibblonid@%

“Our dark reflection,” Nibbler said. “Or perhagss we are a retro-active
preflection of them. In any case, they are our equdl @posite, spawned spontaneously
in the Big Bang as the inverse reaction to ourgmes before the dawn of time.”

“Then all along,” Leela said, “you and your peaplgou’ve been fighting
against yourselves.”

Nibbler picked up a splintered piece of floorboardi waddled to a dirty section
of floor where he began to scrawl a rough diagnatié dust. As Fry and the others
moved over to watch, he continued:

“Both the Nibblonian and the Brainspawn racesnd&ne and the same and
sharing a unique bond with the fabric of the Undeefrom the time of the Big Bang, are
tied inexorably to the fabric of spacetime, ane@&ch other.” He drew a line of arrows
from a picture of a Nibblonian, through a stylizbiy bang’ explosion and on to a
Brainspawn and an amorphous ‘common garden-vadetyerse’.

“Cool pictures,” Fry commented.

“Thank you,” Nibbler said. He then scrawled a setary line off to one side and
drew a rough stylized picture of a spiky-hairedsper, which he labelled as ‘temporal
paradox’.



“That’s Fry,” Bender said helpfully.

“Affirmative,” Nibbler said. “The Mighty One is #honly other being that shares
the same connection to the fabric of the Univesstha Nibblonians and the Brainspawn,
due to the fact that his is his own Grandfather smth essence results from a similar
spontaneous self-manifestation.”

Fry coughed uncomfortably and Leela looked away.

“...As such,” Nibbler went on, “the three facetsirgethe Mighty One, the
Nibblonians, and the Brainspawn, represent an &xiigtl Trinity — inexorably tied to one
another and to the Universe.”

“Wow,” Bender said. “I've never been less inteeekin anything in my life...”

“What does all that actually mean?” Leela saidamiortably.

Nibbler paused and scratched under his chin witima leg. “My own people and
the Brainspawn were present, and an intripsit of the Universe’s dawn,” he said.
“And as such we are in and of ourselves activeecéiins of each other... so if one facet
of the whole brings about an alteration of itsestéten that change will be felt by the
other facets #cludingthe Mighty One who now shares our manifest nature.

“Of course...” Fry said, and then shook his head Wit, the other thing —
huh?”



Nibbler sighed. “The changes the returned Brawspa making within itself will
be reflected in the Nibblonians, and in you yourdg¢hold — it has begun already...”
Nibbler lifted up his cape to show his dark furkestk. A mottled discolouration marred
the alien’s flesh, purple and grey, like scar t&seusome kind of fungal infection. It
seemed to writhe imperceptibly.

The others gasped in horror.

“Yeeesh!” Fry exclaimed. “That’s happening to yjast because one Brainspawn
is evolving?”

Nibbler concealed the cosmic stigma with his cagein. “Affirmative,” he said.
“The two races are connected — that is why nettlasrever attempted to destroy the other
— for to destroy one side, the other would perisbh.&

“You mean you... your people have allowed the Braéwen to continue to exist
down through the ages... because if you wiped thetnthem you too would be
obliterated?” Leela asked.

Nibbler inclined his head with a sense of shari@e“quantum interface bomb
was a means by which the threat could have bestinalied without actually killing the
Brainspawn race... but alas...”

“All those civilizations... destroyed,” Fry said.

“What has passed is past,” Nibbler said. “Nowsthalterations are reflected
within us, the ultimate consequence of which isosgible to say... we may die, or
become slaves.”

“And it's going to happen to me too!?” Fry askedddenly mortified. “Just
because of the... past... nastification?”

Nibbler made a vague gesture at Fry’s torso, hadvtighty One gingerly lifted
up his shirt to expose his stomach.

“...So it is,” he murmured, staring at the mottlediis across his flesh. “That
wasn’t there a few hours ago... how fast will it gui@”

“Impossible to say,” Nibbler replied. “But if thizew Brainspawn continues its
adaptation, unpleasantness is certain to ensue.”

Leela knelt by Fry, inspecting the stigma that kedrhis pale skin.

“We can treat this,” she said with a touch of paniher voice. “Trial some
different antibiotics, nanites... parasite worm®n.both of you.”.

“The affliction is not medical in nature,” Nibblévld her softly. “What ails us is
an echo of force reverberating through fourth-digi@mal spacetime — no medicine will
sever the ties that bind us.”

“There has to be something!” Leela looked at Fegpkrately, and Fry found
himself taken aback by the emotion in her eye.

“Maybe the Professor will know what to do,” Benaéiered, and for once
sounded genuinely concerned.

“l already know what to do,” Nibbler said in a Idane that was almost a growl.
“Although a great sacrifice will have to be made...”

“Sacrifice? We could sacrifice Zoidberg,” Bendaits Fry and Leela nodded in
eager agreement.

“Did someone want me?” Zoidberg asked, pokingeiad into the room.

Outside, the low drone of antigravity engines Ineeaudible, and the Planet
Express comrades moved to an empty window franeotoout on the dreary ruined



city. Half a mile away, small flying objects coue seen trawling slowly back and
fourth, with searchlights scanning the ground betloam.

“Patrol drones,” Leela said. “They must have textks down here.”

“Then we have to move,” Fry said. “The car’s oytiae, so we’ll be hoofing it.”

“But to where?” Bender asked. “We can’t be runrangund down here forever —
the Universe is in peril and my collection of vigéapornography will eventually fall into
unworthy hands.”

“I know who can help us return to the surface enseleela said. “Come on.”

Together they left the house and jogged quietlsiyainto the gloom.



Chapter 9: A Night at the Space Opera

The first wave of Nibblonian saucer-shaped ‘Cudllig’ ships soared across the bow of
theBrezhneydeploying scores of kinetic harpoons from themtceline munitions
dispensers. Great rends appeared in the hull ahtielithic research vessel as the
projectiles impacted at relativistic velocities aswhverted to hard radiation, spewing
geysers of billowing gas and superheated plasmantouthe void.

—

The onslaught continued, aBdezhnewshuddered beneath the monumental
impacts, losing thousands of cubic tons of its niassmatter of seconds.

Deep inside the battered ship, Onespawn respdngdegpanding its
stupidification field, and suddenly the first waagtackers began to veer randomly off-
course as their Nibblonian pilots became afflidbgdsudden stupidity. They slammed
into the hull of the massiv@rezhneyand into each other; they fired salvos of missde
their own ships; and many attempted to land onaalryesun.

The second and third waves of Nibblonian attackefd back at standoff range,
unwilling to enter the idiocy zone that surroundleelSS Brezhneunstead they deployed
long-range weapons — powerful Phased-AntimatteesAmissiles and near-lightspeed
coilguns that fired love-heart shaped iron slugessthe void and into the subverted
research cruiser’s flanks.

Onespawn ignored the peppering coilgun strikesiastéad focused on
intercepting the PAA missiles that streaked towhsdship. Long-unused weapons
systems, now finally under the Brainspawn’s contlebloyed smoothly from recesses in
the massive ship’s hull, swinging around to drawdben the approaching projectiles.



Space outside became an incandescent maelstraariang energies, as the
Brezhneis argon lasers stabbed across the void and stingcRAA missiles one by one.
They detonated in starbursts of exotic radiatiampje and red, any one of which could
have caused mass-extinctions on an inhabited world.

The Nibblonian fleet was buffeted by the blastsrfrtheir own weapon systems
exploding. Onboard the command vessel, the pragidader of the Nibblonian people
issued rapid commands and reviewed incoming data.

“All Cuddle Bug squadrons deploy to defensive petier formation codename
snuggle-fluff’ Ken said. “Engage attack scenario Alpha-Br&askum¥ He nearly lost
his footing as a burst of projectiles from Brezhneis railguns slammed into the ship.

All of the Nibblonians on the pink cushioned brdgorked with grim
determination, acutely aware of the consequendéailafe. Many of them displayed
visible marks of cosmic stigma, including Ken hithgéhose entire left arm was covered
by the dark affliction.

It was spreading too...

Suddenly the comm. screen activated with randowrghous coloured shapes,
and a booming voice echoed through the audio system

“So you've resorted at last to an open displajpoofe?” the Brainspawn said
disdainfully across the communication band. “Nogenhiding behind feeble forlorn
theology and the red jacket of your dim-witted Mak8”

Ken bared his fangs in an angry snarl. “Your maatons cannot be allowed to
continue,” he said. “Every change you make withonngelf destabilizes the Universe
further and edges both our races toward final dtet abliteration!”

“You've mistaken me for an entity to whom such cems warrant even a
moment’s consideration,” Onespawn replied. “| amarger Brainspawn — | am
Onespawn, and | will be the death of you all.”

The communication link terminated.

It was bravado, Onespawn knew. ThoughBhezhneis armaments might hold
up for a while, augmented by Onespawn’s psionacéitthe Nibblonian forces were
technologically superior and would eventually adiisite the larger vessel.

There had to be some other avenue...

In desperation, Onespawn looked to the weird qumarftux that it had detected
within itself. The Nibblonian commander’s words Bago make some vague sense as
the exotic resonance continued.

Maybe...

Tentatively, Onespawn applied psionic energy &flixing quantum particles,
and in response an inconceivable ripple of unreeditliated outward from the
Brainspawn. Space and time seemed to buckle biiefigony.

Screams filled the communication waves, and KesNibblonian leader
appeared on a viewscreen near Onespawn’s tempobmrl |

“What are you doing?” the little alien bellowed.du can’t do that! The fabric of
the Universe...”

“Silence,” Onespawn said. Again, the creatureiapgpnergy to the quantum
structure inside itself, only stronger this timedRty bucked and writhed as the wave
rippled outward, swamping the Nibblonian fleet.



Though the Universe snapped back into shape {(abeiewhat overstretched and
threadbare in places), the Nibblonians in the imatedicinity, with their intrinsic ties
to the fabric of spacetime, were no more...

Their pastel-coloured ships hung silently in tlgy empty of all life.

And theBrezhnevumbered onward toward Earth, unopposed.

* % %

As Leela led the way slowly through the pungemdaieof the New New York sewer
system, Fry and Nibbler suddenly cried out in seppain and fell together to the damp
slimy ground.

“Oh... Jeez!” Fry moaned as every molecule of hiagpeeemed to whiplash in
spastic agitation. “Knew I... shouldn’t have eaterhattmushroom...”

“No...” Nibbler growled. “Not this... not yet...!”

“What? What's happening to you?” Leela pushed Basider and Zoidberg to
crouch beside the two writhing figures. She plaaddnd on Fry’s shoulder and then
drew back sharply when a crack of static elecyribiirnt her fingers. She gasped in
alarm when both Fry and Nibbler seemed to vaniglipr and then flicker in and out of
existence like a poorly-tuned television.

The strange attack ceased, and the two of theidifeed once more and slowly
got to their feet.

“Whoa,” Fry said. “Did everything just taste indrkly painful?”

“What happened?” Leela asked. “It looked like yeere fading away into
nothingness.”

“Fin fungus can do that,” Zoidberg offered.

Fry looked down at Nibbler for some explanatiamj #&e little alien appeared
worried almost to the point of panic.

“Too soon,” he said to himself. “It's progressitog quickly...”

“It was the Brainspawn?” Fry asked.

“Using its connection to spacetime as a weapdimradtive,” Nibbler said. “The
Universe just took a tremendous beating, and sktheasand of my people met their
end. The enemy now understands the power it wiali$ the cosmos will tremble at its
might...”

Fry wiped his nose absently, no longer listenarg] noticed the dark stain of
stigma forming on his wrist. He hurriedly lowered hand before Leela noticed.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’'s keep moving.”

Leela picked up Nibbler and led the way onwarduigh the tunnel systems,
which eventually opened out onto a ramshackle st#tean village beneath the city’'s
surface. Accumulated deitrus had been drawn togatiepiled into haphazard
structures, arranged around the fetid drainagel€ana central mutagenic lake. Thin
shafts of sunlight filtered down from grilles andcts in the plate above, penetrating the
gloomy murk below.

They'd reached the settlement of the sewer mutants

At first, the eyes and sensor stalks of the varioutated humanoids observed the
outsiders from a distance, lurking in shadow. Tadone voice called out:

“It's Leeld”



From the darkness, scores of mutant children aitha limbs and misshapen
bodies rushed out to cluster around Leela, makeliglted whooping, hissing, and
squawking sounds.

“Leelal Leela! Tell us stories of the Surface!”

“Are you here to free us from the sewers?”

“What does the sun look like?”

“Miss Leela, Is it true that you can grant wisles?

Leela appeared taken aback, and tried to movelpagbungsters, but they
continued to mob her, so she awkwardly attemptethswer their questions and smiled
uncertainly at their enthusiasm.

Fry and the others skirted the little gatherind amtched in bemusement from
one side as Leela was forced to sit, holding twthefsmaller children in her arms. The
almost maternalistic scene evoked some odd yeamiRgy that he couldn’t quite place,
and he found himself thinking back to the time bedw unrecallable times when he had
been briefly married to her...

“Fascinating,” Nibbler remarked from the ground.

From somewhere behind them appeared a mutantwatimoses and a forehead
like a cliff face.

“Your friend Leela has become something of a leg@nmany in our community
since we learned who she is,” Dwayne said, stagrfiry, Bender, and Zoidberg, who had
been watching Leela and her fans.

“Yeah, they do seem to love her,” Fry said.

“She is the only mutant to have ever escapeddhers and made a life for
herself on the Surface,” Dwayne explained. “TheyIser as beacon of hope and
salvation — not unlike the Christ of our ancientthsy Through her, many hope we will
one day ascend to the upper world and claim owepdanong the Surface-dwellers...

“Fat chance buddy,” Bender muttered, striking aam@n Dwayne’s massive
forehead and lighting a cigar. “Folk as ugly as pelong where folk as beautiful as me
don’t have to see ‘em.”

Dwayne glared. “Beauty is a matter of perspectikie,retorted indignantly.
“Perhaps to us it ipopuwho appear ugly.”

“Nope,” Bender replied. “I don’t have two nosesiko.”

“He’s right Dwayne,” Vyolet snorted, the reptilif@male appearing alongside
Dwayne with a cigarette jutting from the cornethef mouth. “Accept it, we're hideous.”
She blew a cloud of smoke from her gills, and Dvealgoked crestfallen.

Turanga Morris and Munda made their way forward] beela gently excised
herself from the press of mutant children to ruthem. Arms and tentacles encircled her
warmly as she embraced her parents.

“Mom, Dad,” she said. “It's so good to see you.”



“Why of course it's good to see you too, sweethebMunda said, cupping
Leela’s face between her tentacles.

“Yeah, but why the sudden unexpected visit?” Moatlded. “Is something
wrong?”

“You like you've been hit by a garbage skip,” Manshid. “Still beautiful of
course, but... are you bleeding?”

Leela glanced down at her grimy, beaten appeardineze were numerous
abrasions she’d sustained in the past twenty-fourdithat she hadn’t even noticed yet.
She looked across to Fry where he stood with therst and he gave her a helpless
shrug.

“It's... a long story,” she told her parents.

“It always is,” Munda replied with patient understling. “Why don’t you and
your friends come on home and get yourselves cteapé

As the group made their way along the rickety geays of Mutant Town,
Zoidberg was stopped by the Supreme Mutant, a niginam extra arm growing out the
side of his head.

“My Lord,” Raoul said in horror as he stared a thoctor. “You poor unfortunate
being...”

Zoidberg made a confused gurgle in the back ofttiat and blinked at the
mutant.

“You are the most horribly mutated person I'vereseeen,” Raoul went on. “Even
more disgusting than him.” He pointed at a muthat appeared to be comprised of a
single leg with a face on it.

“Aww...” Zoidberg scuttled dejectedly away after thiners.

* % %

The Professor and his employees were sequesterib@ tiangar floor while Mom’s
security personnel scoured Planet Express hea@gsiafihey sat in a circle, covered by a



squad of armed men. The corporate Matriarch hessadid nearby with Larry and
waited. At length, one of the task leaders hurupdo her.

“We've completed a full search of the compound;rbported. “No sign of the
Mighty One or the Nibblonian — they aren’t here.”

“Right...” Mom glared at Professor Farnsworth. “Waare they?” she
demanded.

Farnsworth got to his feet and adjusted his gas$éore to the point,” he said
distractedly, “where an?”

“Chiu cheng§i’ Amy muttered in frustration.

Mom prodded Farnsworth in the chest with a bongdr. “Listen stud, if you
think your sex appeal will get you out of this, yreusorely mistaken,” she said. | want
Fry and that little three-eyed creature — tell ntere they are before | get really mad!”

“I should have known you were behind this!” Farostit snapped, passing back
into lucidity. “You conniving seductive harpy! Whiahd of evil scheme are you trying
to enact?”

“Mind your own cod-sniffing business!” Mom saidyhing her back on
Farnsworth.

Larry snapped shut his handheld communicator @aced close to Mom. “We're
still unable to contact thBrezhney he said quietly. “I think the Nibblonian may hav
been telling the truth.”

Mom nodded tiredly. “These fools don’t know anyidp” she said, glancing over
her shoulder at Farnsworth and his deadbeat friéBds still — Hubert’s expertise could
come in handy if we're really facing a threat. Wed to be able to contain this as
quickly as possible.”

“What about the quantum interface weapon?” Lasked. “Or the stupidification
ray?”

“Idiot!” She slapped him. “You think we can stilake money from this!? My
building is half demolished, my two favourite s@rs dead, and we may well have
unleashed a force of death and destruction upoddaheed Galaxy — the best we can
hope for is that we come out of this without beltgmed!”

Larry rubbed his cheek, looking forlorn. “So winaw?” he said.



“Gather up Farnsworth and his morons,” Mom saWile“can’t find Fry and his
racoon so we’ll just have to confront the damnrthing ourselves. Make sure Hubert
has full access to our data files.”

“Full access?” Larry repeated incredulously. “But... n@rel have that level
of...”

“Shut up!” Mom snarled.

As the security personnel prodded the Professbtlanothers toward the doors,
Hermes Conrad held out a sheaf of papers toward.Mom

“This is da standard kidnapping and ransom statétoebe lodged with the
central bureaucracy in the event you intend to lisldnlawfully for any given period of
time,” he said. “The forms must be submitted wittheast three weeks’ notice, and...”

Mom pulled out her PPK and put three bullets tigiothe papers, causing
Hermes to drop them in fright.

“...Sweet Jaguar of Dagobah,” he said weakly. “...b&ging of a firearm on
company property... | have to submit an incident repd

“Scruffy’s gotta find Scruffy a new job,” Scrufiyuttered to himself as a security
grunt pushed him out through the hangar door. “Sbimdess excitin’, where folk
remembers yer name...”

“Move it!” Larry snapped.

Farnsworth, Hermes, Amy, and Scruffy, were allifgd a waiting shuttlecraft
that was boarded by Mom and her henchmen. It Iffédnd blasted away into the
morning sky.



Chapter 10: A Sewer Too Far

The air beneath the city’s supporting plate wagrstat, hanging in heavy unmoving
strata, so the distinct chemical trail of a fofsél-powered internal combustion vehicle
was simple enough to track. Robot 1-X Ultima fodinel abandoned Ford Mustang well
before the other security drones got to it, andeokesl it for a moment, parked in front of
a ruined house.

There was nobody around. The only infrared sigeatwere too small to be
humanoid. Arbitrarily, Ultima selected a clustentdofrom its weapons carousel and
launched it. The house and car were instantly daduh a blanket of fire, disintegrating
into spinning flaming fragments.

Leave the enemy no ground to go to...

Ultima’s patrticle filters detected pheromone tra@ewl after a few quick scans a
trail of footprints could be seen. One set woretbdthe primary target’s size), another
was barefoot, the third were circular robot feet &e fourth were sandals of some kind.

Ultima set off in the direction they had gone.

* % %

Even amid the dank putrid squalor of the sewer s|uhe Turanga cottage managed to
maintain a sense of homely comfort and securitgrBhe omnipresent stench seemed
lessened within its haphazard walls.

Leela explained the situation to her parents as $ie could, keeping to the
important facts while skirting around concepts tta¢ herself had little understanding of.
For their part, Morris and Munda did their beskéep up, despite the gaps in
comprehension that resulted from a life lived ia tfark underground caverns. They sat
on their mouldy sofa while Leela recounted the.tale

The basic points got through: Universe in peohiran evil alien threat, and Fry
the only one who could defeat it, with an evil aangttion hot in his trail to divine some
esoteric secrets.

“What a fascinating story...” Munda said with uneamty, glancing at Nibbler
who sat on the floor licking himself.

“You do believe me, right?” Leela asked.

“Of course we do, dear,” Munda replied. “Why, affeme of the other
adventures you've had, this one seems almost meridan

Morris laughed heartily. “I'll go see if your bayénd needs anything else,” he
said, climbing to his feet.

“Dad!” Leela protested, reddening slightly. “Yoadw he isn’t my boyfriend...”

“Oh sure honey,” Munda chuckled. “That’s what yell us.”

Leela pulled a helpless face and slumped dowrdbd®r mother, who coiled a
protective tentacle around her shoulders.

In the adjoining room Fry finished lacing up arpafiworn out old sneakers.
Walking through the sewers barefoot had left aahiserting assortment of cuts on the
soles of his feet — and even Fry was dubious atyoerh wounds being immersed in sewer
sludge.



“They fit okay?” Morris asked upon entering thema

“They'’re great,” Fry said. “Thanks for letting rberrow them.”

“Oh, don’t mention it,” Morris said, and Fry trigobt to stare at his vertically-
oriented mouth. Morris might have been smiling, ibwas difficult to tell. “Can’t have
the saviour of the Universe tromping around withshoes,” he added, casting a glance at
Bender and Zoidberg who appeared to be arm-wrgstlione corner.

Fry grunted uncomfortably. “So, Leela told you g@yerything?” he asked.

“There abouts, what parts of it we could undemdfaiorris turned serious.
“Take a walk with me, Philip,” he said.

Compliantly, Fry followed Morris out of the houaad up one of the boardwalks.
Wanting to impress Leela’s father, he made an efifor to slouch and politely refrained
from screwing his nose up at the pervasive stirfter/a few moments silence, Morris
produced a large hip flask and passed it to Fryy mémarly choked after taking a swig.

“Distilled right here in Mutant Town,” Morris saildith a chuckle, taking back the
flask. “Over ninety percent alcohol by volume, dhd extra ten percent you probably
don’t want to know about.”

“It's... very lively,” Fry rasped, trying to swallowhe fire that seemed to be
burning a line down his throat.

“This situation you're in,” Morris said abruptl§l, want to know what kind of
danger you're leading my Leela into.”

Fry was silent for a moment as the two of thenmkeslside-by-side, carefully
measuring his response. “l don’t know what I'm wagkinto,” he admitted finally. “But
| do know that I didn’t start this thing, and I'notnleading Leela anywhere — she’s with
me because she chose to be. | would give anytbiniger to be safe at home, but you try
telling her that...”

Morris nodded. “l see,” he said evenly.

“I'm not sure you do, sir,” Fry said. “Leela andde friends, and we’ve stood by
each other through a lot of ups and downs — weéenlio the very brink of doom and
back again, and we've always done it together, mez#ogether we're stronger than we
are alone.”

Morris suddenly clapped a hand on Fry’s back, atmaaking him stumble into
the mutagenic canal.

“I admire your honesty, Philip,” he said, pausindook up at a grille set in the
cavern ceiling hundreds of feet above. “| won'’ttprel | like the idea of my Leela getting
involved in some cosmic war, but | suppose yougatr— she’s been living her own life
up to now and she knows how to look after hers@list want you to promise me...”

“You don’t even have to say it,” Fry said. “I'dedbefore | ever let anything hurt
Leela.” He paused for a moment, and added: “Ofsmuwshe’s the one who usually ends
up saving me, but my sentiment remains valid!”

“Heh heh,” Morris chuckled. “You really have itd&or her, don’t you lad?”

“Huhh... what?” Fry made a show of looking confus&d. | don’t know what
you mean.”

“Hey, it’s fine,” Morris said. “She could do a letorse... likehim for example.”
He pointed at the leg-mutant standing across thalcasho sighed and hopped away.

“Ahh,” Fry shrugged and looked uncomfortably a tiround. “She’s not
interested in me,” he said with a dejected eddegdwoice. “l couldn’t even finish her



opera. She deserves someone who can provide fosdraeone successful who knows
how to use chopsticks and doesn’t wipe his moutlgrensive tapestries at stupid rich
parties...”

“Maybe just someone whoves hewould suffice?” Morris offered.

Fry stared at Morris, and the mutant shrugged.

“She finds it difficult to trust,” he went on, “ipeople or in feelings, and |
suppose that’s partly our fault. The way she grewngver having anyone to depend
upon but herself... and then you came along, defdaste her life and suddenly she had
friends, people who loved her, a family. She’sidfta change anything because she
thinks she might lose it all. But she needs youaertban she lets on, and cares about you
more than she’ll admit... In truth, you're really #ilat her mother and | ever hear about.
Just be patient with her.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Fry asked stupidly.

“Munda and | are quite fond of you, Philip,” Morégplained. “You reunited us
with our daughter... prevented her from killing usgdas you said — you've been a dear
friend to her. What | mean to say is... you haveldassing.”

Fry blinked in surprise. “I, uh...Thank you sir,” heanaged at last, slightly
stunned.

“Hey, if you do manage to break through that sbelers you'll... uh... play
safe... won’t you?”

Fry stared blankly for a moment, and then his eyidened.

“Oh God, of course!”

“Right, because...”

“That’s... | would always...”

“...Just wanted to make sure...”

“You don’t even need to...”

‘I mean, not that it's any of my business...”

They stared at each other in very awkward silédoca few long moments, and
both were relieved when Raoul and Vyolet came mugnip to interrupt them.

“A strange flying robot has been spotted in thet&an tunnels,” the three-armed
mutant leader said breathlessly. “Our perimeteaders report that it looks like some
kind of armed attacker — probably chasing Leelalardriends.” He cast a meaningful
look at Fry, but Fry wasn’t ready to launch inty dong-winded explanation; instead he
returned Raoul’s stare evenly.

“It's after us,” he confirmed. “Don’t ask me whyst understand that we have to
leave. Trust me.”

Raoul glanced at Morris, who nodded almost imgatibly, and then back to Fry.

“Alright,” he said at last. “We will buy you tim&s best we can. Go now.”

“Thanks,” Fry said. He and Morris turned and sy@ihback toward the Turanga
house.

Leela and her mother looked up in surprise whegraRd Morris burst in puffing
and panting.

“Robot... found us... coming... escape!” Fry gaspedntgyto catch his breath.

“It tracked us all the way down here!?” Leela ekeied in disbelief, surging to
her feet.



“Ohhh, we're boned!” Bender said, hopping aroumdright. “That beautiful
wonderful 1-X robot will kill us all!”

“We'll lead you out,” Morris said. “The rest oféhmutants down here will do
what they can, now hurry!”

Together, they all rushed out of the house andl@fin the length of Mutant
Town’s main ‘boulevard’, past Martin Luther Thingnior High (repaired since the last
time Fry and Leela had seen it) and Stenchy’s Café.

Fry noticed many adult mutants marshalling witimgtive weapons in hastily-
assembled militia units on the banks of the lake secreted on rooftops.

“Wait, they’re gonndight it?” he said in amazement.

“Our people aren’t exactly pushovers,” Munda regli

“That’s right,” Morris said proudly. “Final Soluh robots from the government’s
Genetic Purity Bureau tried to exterminate us iac980, but we gave them what for!
Man, those were the days...”

“But this is different,” Leela said desperatelyht thing that’s after us is a full
military droid — they can’t beat it with their skie and stones! People will die!”

“Hey! Don't write these brave subterranean wagioff so easily, Leela,” Bender
chided, and then in a low whisper added: “If theanwa kill themselves for us, | say we
let ‘'em...”

“No!” Leela stopped, and Nibbler walked into theck of her left boot with a
grunt and a muttered curse.

“If they’re going to fight,” Leela said, “then I'fight with them.”

“And if Leela fights, then so will I'” Fry addedOf course... | won't fight as
well as she does, but it's the thought that courits...

“I'll be cheering for you both from several milas/ay,” Bender said
enthusiastically.

“Leela,” Munda said, laying a tentacle on her dgags hand. “Haven’t you and
your friends got a more important task right now?”

“Yes!” Nibbler snapped impatiently from the ground

Leela looked uncertain. “But...”

“Sweetheart...” Morris pointed, and Leela lookedross the lake, in the worship
cavern where once had stood an unexploded nuabeal [there was now a different
religious icon standing on the great stone altar.

It was a twelve-foot-tall statue of a one-eyed womwith flowing hair and a
determined stance.

“You've given these people a gift,” Morris went as Leela gaped in horrified
astonishment at her own likeness. “The greatestigit a subjugated people can ever
receive — hope, an inspiration, a reason to keemgto fight, to die... and to live.”

“But this is wrong,” Leela whispered in shock.

“I'll say,” Bender added, casting a critical eydlze statue. “They left off all your
cellulite.” Fry kicked him in the ass.

Leela looked at her parents, aghast. “How couldlgbthem do this?” she asked.
“I'm not some messiah... I'm just me...” She pointedaf. “He saved the whole
Universe, and nobody built a statue of him!”

“We did, however, release a line of action figit&ibbler said quietly, and Fry
looked at him in surprise.



“Maybe it's not so much about you, sweetie,” Mudia her daughter. “Maybe
it's about them, about what they need. Don’t talenay from them.”

Leela gazed around, and noticed many of the muatditta were looking back at
her, with hope and adoration shining accusinglthair eyes. She inclined her head
helplessly and groaned.

“We need to leave Earth,” Nibbler said. “Whergagir ship?”

“Not sure,” Leela muttered. “After the EMP it waluhave crash-landed
somewhere near the City centre.”

“Then that’s our destination,” Morris said. “Coros.”

Raoul, Vyolet, and Dwayne watched from a nearlojtop as the Turangas and
their weird friends disappeared into a side tunbetla stopped once to look back at the
underground settlement, and the mutants wavedrahéeily. Then she too vanished.

“Well, she’s safely away now,” Vyolet said, withsaort and a cloud of smoke.
“And the young ones have been taken to the nostaroaWhen's this badass robot
gonna show up?”

“You speak too soon, my dear,” Raoul said. “Bekolthe third arm on the side
of his head lifted a notched and rust-pitted oldiga sword and pointed it at the other
end of the cavern. There, a battered military dhad flown in through a side tunnel and
now hovered, scanning back and fourth.

“Doesn’t seem so dangerous,” Vyolet said, takipgserrated spear. “The thing
looks like it's been through the fires of Hadesheak out that battle damage.”

“And yet it survives,” Dwayne noted quietly. “Lsthot underestimate it.”

“Agreed,” said Raoul.

Vyolet lifted a bugle fashioned from copper pipesl blew a single forlorn note
that echoed across the cavern.

The Battle of Mutant Town had begun.

The few firearms possessed by the mutant miliseewnostly ancient projectile
weapons liberated from the ruins of Old New Yorkhva few low-grade lasers
augmenting the meagre arsenal. All of them werel@ysd simultaneously from rooftop
sniping roosts, and Robot 1-X Ultima found itselfidenly buffeted by a hail of bullets
and weak laser blasts.

Ultima wheeled in the air, identifying multiple $tde targets amid the litter of
sewer debris. As it prepared to fire on the guarpbsitions, a secondary detachment of



attackers appeared on the cavern floor below andd(actuallyhurled with their
arms!) long spike-tipped objects at Ultima.

The spears clattered harmlessly off the robo#isk, and Ultima targeted a group
of mutant fighters on the edge of a glowing gre@mat, blasting them under a railgun
deluge. The survivors scurried back to the reladafety of the shanties.

Ultima fired its last salvo of loitering missil#sat soared up into the air and they
began circling above like birds of prey — waitirog & target to present itself. But the
mutants were like ghosts — generations of hidindpénshadows had bred into them an
ability to move unseen, coming and going like thiedrand vanishing into dark forgotten
places as quickly as they had appeared. Addinlgetdifficulty was the all-pervasive
humidity and background radiation of the sewers Wes degrading infrared returns.

In frustration, Ultima fired a pair of phasersttheduced a row of houses to
smouldering ashes.

Movement from on high: Some mutant militia hadieddhe ceiling of the cavern
and were now toppling boulders from rickety catwsadbove.

Ultima darted left and right, dodging most of taling rocks until one slammed
into its head and bore it downwards toward the gena lake. With a tremendous
splash, the robot disappeared into the green murk.

As ripples crossed the lake of toxic slime, mwtaarherged slowly from their
hidden positions and began to cheer. Raoul, Vyaled, Dwayne looked on from their
rooftop.

“Too easy... that wasn’t enough to kill it,” Dwaygsaid in a worried voice. Then
he shouted at the top of his lungs: “Stay conceédtsda ruse! The thing is playing
possum so it can...”

Ultima suddenly exploded upward out of the lakéhwguns firing, raking into the
now-exposed ranks of mutant militia fighters withlasers. The loitering missiles began
to stab down, blowing mutant bodies apart evemey fied for cover.

As Raoul watched his people being butchered, kie gaoar of fury and grabbed
hold of a rope tied loosely nearby. With swordghelhis two other hands, he swung out
into the middle of the cavern, high above the |ake] flew headlong at the hovering
robot. Hefting their own weapons, Dwayne and Vytdek up the other two ropes and
followed.

Ultima found itself suddenly assaulted by thredated figures swinging past and
around it, and landing ineffectual blows againsflanks with blunt handheld weapons.
Every time the robot turned to track one, anotheuld strike at it; like annoying
mosquitoes, the three enemies kept darting jusbiorgach.

The damaged war drone retreated slightly to adsf&position where it might
more easily pick off the swinging attackers.

Raoul shouted:Now”

As one, the three mutant friends let go of thejres and fell together toward the
lake. At the same moment, Ultima opened up wittwis gatling guns and Raoul cried
out as an armour-piercing round burst through baéoaen in a messy explosion of gore.
He and the others splashed down into the greendlaftelisappeared from view.

From either side of the cavern, two huge old bsileere cut loose from their
moorings and swung outward from the walls on radfles. With ponderous inertia, the



great rusty iron blocks closed the distance betveaah other. Ultima noticed the trap
too late, and the two heavy boilers slammed togetiité the robot between them.

The force of the impact was great enough to ctiitkna’s external casing and
completely crush several servomotors. Sensor lemees broken, another micropile
ruptured, and a number of weapons systems weramaperative. Coolant began leaking
from the machine and it flew off wildly away frord dented boobytrap, unable to adjust
its suddenly misaligned gyroscopes in time. It steed down near the wide cistern
entrance to the deep subterranean sub-sewer, moltad mud, and accidentally fired off
a barrage of high-explosive flack shells when atsbiocuit tripped the firing
mechanism. A large section of roof collapsed dowrJtiima, exposing the glare of
daylight from the upper city.

At the edge of the mutagenic lake, Dwayne and &typulled Raoul out of the
murky slime between them. A dark red stain marhedsurface of the green sludge.

“D...did we g...get it?” Raoul stammered, clutching thullet wound in his
stomach.

“Yeah sweetie, we got it,” Vyolet said, biting rgneen scaled lip. She exchanged
a glance with Dwayne, who lowered his eyes. Thgelaralibre anti-aircraft round had
done considerable damage, and the colour of thedbialicated liver-shot. They both
knew what that meant.

“That’s... good,” Raoul said weakly, as a slightspaan through his body. “I...
think I'll be okay... it doesn’t really hurt as muels...” He went limp, and the other two
stared down at their dead leader in anguish.

“No!” Vyolet sobbed. With a shaking hand, she §enlosed Raoul’'s eyelids.
There was no jubilation now, as the mutants begayather around.

Suddenly, the sound of shifting masonry echoedsascthe cavern. The pile of
rubble that had buried Ultima was now moving.

“You must be joking?!” Vyolet exclaimed, wipingaes from her scaled cheeks.

“It can’t still be alive...” Dwayne muttered. “Nothg’s that strong.”

He was wrong. Boosted by a now-unsteady sputtéomghruster, Ultima burst
up from out of the debris and wobbled drunkenlypkenwatfting from rends in its
armour.

Beside Dwayne, the leg mutant mumbled somethitgraened and heroic, but
his words were garbled by the cutlass he heldsrideth.

Suddenly, a deep rumble filled the cavern, whiatl hothing to do with Ultima,
and the earth shook beneath the mutants’ feet.

A terrible creature from the dark depths of thetehad been roused by the
concussive explosions. Whether spawned by natupg tre corrupting toxic overflow
of civilization was unknown. What was known wasttihdad a heart of sinister purpose,
cloaked in shadow, and terror went before it. Is\@ademon of the ancient world.

It was...El Chupanibre



Slowly, the creature rose up behind Ultima, clanmgeout of the sub-sewer and
looming above, sinuous green flanks and hookedsctinpping with fetid water and
luminescent algae.

El Chupanibre let out a tremendous, earth-shatdag and Ultima turned to
behold the new threat.

“Fall back” Dwayne shouted. He and Vyolet carried Raoul'sijpas the
surviving mutants fled the impending clash of t&an

The beast from below flexed its huge talons ancgaded.

Ultima deployed its close-combat blades and manegeefully...



Chapter 11: Starship Bloopers

The dull crump of distant ordinance dischargesdagtadually (mercifully) as Leela’s
parents led the little group onwards through thefiesing maze of pipes and tunnels.
Leela looked back occasionally, uncertain and vedgrand Fry tried to reassure her.

“They know what they’re doing,” he said.

Leela didn't reply.

Occasionally, Morris would stop to ascend a ladgeto a manhole cover,
checking on their position and looking for the RiaBxpress ship. After the fifth or sixth
time, he returned down with a vertical grin on faise.

“It's up there,” he said. “Sticking out the sideaoBurger Queen, but it seems
intact.”

“Did you say ‘burger’?” Zoidberg salivated and esded the ladder three rungs at
atime.

“Well, thanks muties,” Bender said. “| don’t camhat anyone says — you guys
are Homo Superior.” With that, he set off climbiaiger Zoidberg.

“Yeah, thankyou for everything,” Fry said.

“Don’t you mention it, Philip,” Munda said, kisgirhim on the cheek.

“Remember what we talked about,” Morris addedksttaFry’s hand.

“I will sir.” Fry climbed up the ladder, leavingelela alone with her parents. There
was a long silence as Leela stared at them, herdaonflicted mass of warring emotions
and unasked questions.

“The other mutants,” she said quietly, “they bedi¢’'m going to somehow
liberate them from the sewers. Is that what yoielbeltoo?”

Morris and Munda glanced at each other uncertainly

“Leela, you don’t have to do anything for us,” Mersaid.

“That’s right,” Munda added. “We're already so pdoof you...”

“But you hope, don’t you?” Leela pressed. Her ptgesaid nothing. “You
deserve so much better than this, all of you... fallgy she sighed. “If there was
something | could do to bring about change,” she, Sthen | would... but what? I'm
just one person... | don’t know how...”

“You just do whatever your heart tells you, LeeMunda said.

Leela watched her parents for a long moment arallyicame to a decision.

“All right,” she said, nodding in affirmation. “V\n | return, I'll find a way —
things will change, I'll see to it... somehow.”

She hugged and kissed her parents, and they vdbbenalisappear up through the
manhole. Together, Morris and Munda shrank baaktm¢ shadows and vanished.

Fry, Bender, and Zoidberg were peering cautioasbynd a street corner when
Leela rejoined them.

“What's the hold-up?” she asked, following theftizgs to where the Planet
Express ship sat at an odd angle, lodged intoitteeas a fast-food restaurant.
Hamburger patties and Freedom Fries had spilleéwertywhere.

“Fuzz,” Bender explained, pointing at the poliaddgrams that marked off the
area, and the patrol hovercar parked indiscregtliha street.

“Looks like they’re waiting for us,” Leela said frustration. “Dammit — we
won’'t make it; we’'d need time for Bender to get gigp running again.”



“Hmm...” Zoidberg dragged his eyes away from thedtaff spilled on the road
and glanced back and fourth between his friends nind ticked over.

“So we’re boned again?” Bender groused.

“Maybe... we could hijack another ship from someveljeteela said doubtfully.

“No need, no need!” Zoidberg said with regal seiportance, stepping in front of
the others with his claws on his hips. “The rolsubéeded to fix the ship, the cyclops
female to fly it, and friend Fry must save the Wmae for some reason — that leaves only
me, brave Doctor Zoidberg to distract the poliaegl@nough for my dear friends to make
good their escape!”

“But you'll be captured!” Fry argued.

“No, wait,” Leela said. “They don’t want him — natly does. They'd just let him
go once they figure out we’re gone.”

“Good plan,” Nibbler said distantly from Fry’s shider.

“Zoidberg, are you sure about this?” Fry askekintathe Decapodian by the
shoulders.

“Come now, Fry — you would do the same for me,idberg said.

Fry stared blankly at him for a prolonged moméyies,” he said woodenly,
straight-faced. “Yes | would.”

“Thank you, Zoidberg,” Leela said, giving the Itdrsan impatient push. “You're
a true friend. Goodbye.”

“Don’t drop the soap!” Bender added.

Zoidberg edged around the corner and glancedeaupttiet to where the patrol
car still sat in wait. “Alright,” he muttered. “Zdberg away!”

Smitty and URL watched through the window of thesr as a red lobster
waddled slowly across the street toward the cragheeh spaceship. The alien paused to
eat some of the uncooked hamburger patties offahe before continuing on.

“Looks like something’s finally happening,” URLalred languidly. “Aww
yeah.”

“That’s one of the fugitives Momcorp tagged,” Siyngaid, consulting his info
screen. “Guess we’d better beat him until he tedlsvhere his friends are.”

“Time for some old-school abuse of power.” URL ®ed on the sirens and
drove the hovercar forward.

At the wall of klaxons, Zoidberg broke into a hastuttle, whooping in fright as
he went racing away from the PE ship and down e aiiey. Patrol car 718 followed and
disappeared from sight.

“That brave lobster,” Leela said. “Come on — noats chance!” Together, she
and the others dashed across the street.

With the ship’s electrical systems down, it tooknBer’s strength to operate the
manual release on the emergency access door. fibgmvere all inside, the ship dark
and quiet, and the deck slanted at an awkward angle

“Bender,” Leela said. “Can you pull the same trycki did with the Mustang and
get us operational?”

Bender managed to shrug, despite the lack of mabibulders. “I guess,” he said.
“Of course, this bird’s a lot more complicated thihat gas-guzzling contraption.”

“All I need are engines and manual control. We regorair the other systems once
we're away.”



Bender narrowed his eye shutters. “Of course,evgtmna have to talk about
money,” he said.

“How about | take off your head and stick it sonhewne your arms can’t reach?”
Leela replied automatically.

“Alright, alright,” the robot growled, stomping ay toward the engine room and
muttering homicidally to himself.

Leela and Fry made their way to the bridge, wherda set about replacing
burnt-out fuses in the control console. Nibbler g up onto the navigator’s station,
and without anything else to do, began licking relhsoisily.

“It's even worse than we feared,” Fry said frone@ide. “The coffee machine
isn’t working.”

“We’'ll just have to rough-it,” Leela replied, sitg down in the command chair to
wait for Bender to degauss the engine componedist ‘but of curiosity, Fry, what did
you talk about with my father?”

“Uh...” Fry began to blush a deep pink. “Um... y’knowjust guy stuff.”

Leela stared at him fixedly.

“Geopolitics” Fry conjured at last. “We discussed geopolitacshe and | both
often do.”

Leela sighed. “You don’t even know what that isy.F

“Sure | do,” Fry said confidently. “It's like whemountains and gorges argue
with one another.”

Nibbler let out an expressive groan.

“You don’t have to lie to me, Fry,” Leela saidrriing her attention back to the
console. “I know my parents have some strange idbast you and I, but they're just old
romantics eager to see me settle down. Don’t talgenatice of that stuff.”

“Oh...” Fry looked at his feet dejectedly. “...Okay.”

“l just can’t manage to convince them that we'ndydriends.”

“Huh. That must be annoying,” Fry muttered glognak he walked away.

“It's silly, don’t you think?” Leela glanced updm the console and looked
around for Fry, but he’d left the bridge. “What's Iproblem?” she wondered aloud.

Nibbler groaned again, louder, and buried his fad@s paws. Leela was about to
comment when the ship shuddered suddenly andghtslilickered on and off. The low
drone of power returned, and running displays @nctintrol console gleamed.

“Okay, we're alive again,” Leela said, and thetoithe shipwide intercom:
“Everyone strap yourselves in.”

As the impulse thrusters came online, Leela bathkedPE ship out of the ruined
Burger Queen, dislodging rubble from the nose sacirhe little green freight ship
hovered for a moment before Leela tilted it to@gdinal inclination, with its main engine
nozzles pointing at the ground.

With a tremendous blast of exotic energy, the Ddstter engines flared into life,
and the Universe shifted position around the gtatip ship.

Zoidberg, though being held down on the pavemgr8ritty and URL, managed
to twist his neck and watch the ship soaring aff ithe sky.

“Go, my friends!” he warbled happily. “To freedom!

“Shut up, you slimeball!” Smitty snarled, whackitige lobster over the head with
his lightsabre baton.



“Damn,” URL droned, watching the ship grow small&ooks like the fugitives
pulled a fast one on us stupid cops. Ohh yeah.”

Nearby, a manhole cover suddenly flew upward ftbenground and clattered
down right next to URL.

“What the hell,” the robot cop muttered.

From out of the manhole, an unrecognisable shizpebered on twisted limbs.
The battered metal object was covered in deep elavks and viscous green blood. With
its ion thrusters no longer operative, Ultima hadltag itself along with its forelimbs.

“Is that a robot?” Smitty said, looking at the ¢tkaned mass of twisted metal.

“Maybe it used to be,” URL replied.

Zoidberg looked on in silent terror.

Ultima noted the Planet Express ship passinggusof visual range and
surveyed the short list of systems that were gpiirational. Happily, the robot brought
its fusion booster online and ignited it.

A small thermonuclear explosion vaporized a seatibroad in incandescent
white fury, sending Zoidberg and the two policda#fs tumbling head-over-heels
through the air. Ultima shot upward in excited apgtion, following the PE ship’s
vapour trail.

Up, up... the Earth’s layers of atmosphere fell amag by one. The ionosphere
was a brief crackle of static. Out into the voidtedlites whizzed past. There, directly
ahead: the Dark Matter drive, now ready to spodioufull power...

Ultima tried firing lasers, and found they werkdamaged. The gatling guns
were jammed. All its missile reserves were speatlgdns weren't receiving power. The
severely-damaged war drone turned in desperatida &mtiphoton cannon, which had
been out of alignment since the battle on Marsofdtecally it might still fire, although
the danger of blowback was great.

Ultima took the risk, targeting the Planet Exprels®’s engines. It fired, or tried
to, and the particle accelerator mechanism in titiplaoton cannon bucked violently and
promptly exploded. Ultima was thrown into an eapin, damaged components flying
away from it in a great arc. The robot’s systematvedfline briefly, and when it came
back to consciousness the Planet Express shiporwggibne, and it was falling slowly
into a Lunar orbit.

Undaunted, Ultima patiently set about devisingiées of extensive self-repair
protocols. It would wait. The target would retumtime; the certainty of that fact burned
bright in the robot’s fractured mind.

Turanga Leela would return, and the hunt wouldmesu. in time.

Ultima had all the time in the world.

* % %

Long hours passed after the prisoners were braalghdrd Mom’s personal interstellar
frigate (shaped, oddly, like her head) in High B&@rbit. The Momship had departed the
Sol system for destinations unknown, and ProfeBaansworth was taken away to
review secret research data, leaving Hermes, Anty Seruffy to be shoved by
henchmen into a holding cell.



And so they waited, as the corporate matriarchils’s engines thrummed
endlessly. There were no windows, no way to tekselthey were or how much time had
passed; just the dull grey bulkhead stamped wiHdbo of Mom’s Friendly Holding
Cell Company.

The monotony was painful. Without a single scrapeading material besides the
labels on the cot blankets, all three of them vibeneed to death.

Scruffy had had enough.

It was time to take action.

“So,” he grunted, leaning close to Amy, “how’s abgou getnekkidfer us?”

The elbow to his solar plexus had him wheezinghenfloor for a full minute,
after which he went and sat beside Hermes instead.

“Folk was less uptight about their bodies bacthmtwenty-nine seventies,” he
muttered grumpily. “Scruffy remembers those daypeace and free love...”

A few decks up, Professor Farnsworth continuestéol through volumes of
detailed scientific reports, emitting occasionalrgs of “Oh my...” and “...Fascinating.”
He was learning everything that Ogden Wernstroeesit had discovered from the
Brainspawn.

His attention was drawn inexorably to the sectiat described the role and
nature of the ‘Mighty One’.

“Sweet merciful Zombie Jesus on a dollar bill!” $e8d in alarm. “That idiot Fry
is our only hope!?”

Meanwhile, on the bridge, Mom paced the deck whaey and the Helmsman
looked on nervously.

“How much further?” she snapped, glancing throtighforward screen.

“Impossible to say, ma’am,” the Helmsman replidtie’re following the residual
radiation trail from the point of last contact a&sbwe can, but there’s no way to tell how
far it's gone... Although there is one thing...”

“What?!” Mom rounded on the man, and he shranlkbac

“...It's definitely headed back towards Earth,” reeds

Mom looked out through the screen again, seardointipe elusive research
vessel. “We can't let it get there,” she murmured.

The door to the bridge whisked open and Profesaorsworth shuffled in,
glaring at everyone through his two inch thick gkzs

“This is an outrage!” he bellowed. “You all shoudd ashamed of yourselves!”

Mom put her hands on her hips and turned to msaglare. “I don’t care if you
disapprove of what we’ve done, you old fool,” sbtorted. “Risks must be taken in the
march of progress, everyone knows that.”

“Progress?” Farnsworth repeated incredulouslyatBhhow you justify giving
me a cabin without a bathroom? It's disgracefiiad to relieve myself in an ashtray,
dammit! It overflowed! | demand a stateroom wiitli amenities!”

Mom groaned in irritation. “Have you reviewed tlesearch data yet?” she asked,
forcing some patience into her voice.

“...The whuhh?” Farnsworth looked blank.

Mom massaged her temples and ground her teetle.Bidinspawt’ she hissed.

“Don’t change the subject!” Farnsworth snappede™# talking about the
Brainspawn here, not your favourite shoe storet-wife the program, dammit!” He



shuffled past her and sat down in the ship’s conth@mair with an audible creak of
ancient bones grinding against replacement joints.

“And have you had any ideas?” Mom seethed.

“Whuhh? Oh yes Good News Everyoliegthe Professor said. “| have devised a
mechanism that can shield a person’s Delta braiewine wave that the creature feeds
off, so that they can approach without the Braimspheing aware.” He produced a dog-
eared napkin covered in blotchy scrawlings andtfedo a nearby computer console; a
scratchy hand-drawn electronics diagram appearégdeocomputer screen.

“It looks like a helmet,” Larry observed, lookiag the diagram with its circuits
and valves.

“A helmet? Oh my, yes,” Farnsworth said. “It wopibtect from the
stupidification field if the Brainspawn becomes agvaf the wearer through some other
means and strengthens said field, but it shoutthedlomeone to get close, remaining
relatively invisible to the creature.”

“Excellent,” Mom said. “Have the ship’s matter fiyesizer whip a few of them

up.”

“Do it yourself!” Farnsworth snapped angrily.

“Uhh... ma’am?” the Helmsman said suddenly.

“What?” Mom glared at the interruption.

“Begging your pardon,” the man said, “but we'rekpng up the ship on long-
range scanners.”

Everyone on the bridge stared at the forward scr&bead lay a starfield; a
splatter pattern of light against black velvet. @istant point of light was tagged with a
yellow box graphic as it moved across the stars.

TheSS Brezhnelwvad been found...

* % %

Leela piloted the Planet Express ship onward thraleep space for some time before
finally realizing she had absolutely no idea wieit destination was. As Bender joined
her and Nibbler on the bridge she shut down thé Deatter engine, leaving the ship to
coast silently, and turned to the little three-egbdn.

“Where are we going?” she asked simply. “Wherhis monster Brainspawn?”

“We are not going to confront the creature yetiier said. “We are not yet
equipped to face the beast. Our destination ndheigxact centre of the Universe.”

“Your home planet?” Leela looked up as Fry enteneav wearing a replacement
red jacket from his cabin. For some reason, heappesubdued and downcast.

“Affirmative,” Nibbler said. “We must travel hitm¢o Eternium, that we may
retrieve the one weapon powerful enough to endhiteat of the Brainspawn once and
for all.”

“Is it a Holy Hand-Grenade?” Bender asked.

“Even more powerful still,” Nibbler replied.

“Okay,” Leela said, bringing a series of star-¢haip on her console. “Whatever
the weapon is, it'll take us a long time to reduod tentre of the Universe in this ship.”

“Not necessarily.” Nibbler tapped on the nav-cdeste was using as a seat and
brought up the same charts. “If we make use ofspaze spiderholes at these two



locations...” He highlighted coordinates on the toscheen. “...We should be able to
cut the journey down from a decade to about a day.”

“Spiderhole®” Fry asked in confusion. “Don’t you meamrmhole8”

“No, these are made by planet-sized interdimemgigpiders,” Nibbler replied.
“There are no interdimensional worms.”

Leela punched in the coordinates and re-lit theardave. The ship lunged ahead
on its new course, which took it away from any asegpace that was detailed in the map
database. They were shooting onward into the degfthscharted territory.
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...Here be monsters’,” Leela said to herself, egigg the autopilot, and the
others stared at her. “It's what mariners usedrite\W she explained sheepishly, “on
maps, when they reached the edge of what was khown.

Fry grunted and stuffed his hands deep in his @gcKThat's because people are
always afraid of the unknown,” he said sulkily. @yhprefer everything to be laid out, all
simple and predictable. Taking a chance on somgtienv would be too scary, so they
just call it a monster and tell it they only likeas &riend...” He trailed off. Leela was
staring at him with an unreadable expression.

“Yeah, those ancient mariners can bite my shintah@ss,” Bender said,
completely missing the subtext.

Fry turned away. “I'll be in my hammock,” he saftVake me when your stupid
Universe needs saving.” With that, he walked avaag Leela chewed her lip anxiously,
wanting to say something, but unsure of what.

The hiss and clunk of the bridge door opening &indting seemed to echo with
abrupt finality.

“What's Captain Yesterday’'s problem?” Bender said.



“...'am,” Leela replied guiltily.



Chapter 12: Nibbler on the Roof

The XC-105 Valkyrie tactical transport took up mokthe deck of the Momship’s main
hangar bay. A blunt delta shape encased in a bfacioform exterior coating, it was the
latest prototype of advanced stealth shuttle thatbrp had been contracted to develop
for the DOOP.

A small team of security personnel and sciencéyatsaboarded the little craft,
along with Hubert Farnsworth, Larry, and Mom herésgho had insisted on going along
for the mission despite the protests of Farnswanith her son). The incursion team all
wore pressure suits and strange circuit-embeddedet® and the security personnel
carried several ominous crates stamped promineiitihythe radioactive tri-foil.

“Remember everyone,” Farnsworth said as the emaliarkramp hissed shut,
“the shielding helmets have never been testedpst think too loudly. From now on,
nobody think about rock music, the colour red, obR Williams.”

“Oh no!” Larry said. “Now they're all tanthink about!”

The atmosphere in the hangar bay dissipated ynosid the massive external
door began to roll open, revealing the stars beyond

“Let’s see if those overpaid grease-monkeys inskynk-works department are
worth their weight in titanium composite,” Mom saptessing a control on the
Valkyrie’s system console. “Here goes nothing.”

As the stealth shuttle lifted from its dockingale it flickered briefly and then
became completely invisible. Frequencies of thetedenagnetic and visual spectrums
flowed smoothly around the craft's EM displacemfesitl, rendering it totally
unobservable to sensors or the naked eye.

“What the...? Where did everybody go?” Farnsworteccsuddenly.

“You idiot,” Mom snapped. “We’re only invisible fpeopleoutsidethe shuttle.”

“What? No — | dropped my glasses!”

As Farnsworth fumbled around on the floor, Laraged the controls forward and
took the shuttle out of the hangar bay and intoojen void. The Momship was holding
distant station about half an AU from tBeezhneywhich continued to slowly trawl
through space without deviation. Attempts to had tesearch vessel had been fruitless,
and an unidentifiable background quantum fluctuatiad been detected resonating from
the area surrounding the great ship.

As the Valkyrie moved gradually closer to the &r@ll those on board became
increasingly anxious. The entire mission hingedr@nsuccess of the delta-null shielding
helmets devised by the mad and senile ProfessasWwarth, in whom few aboard had
much confidence, himself included.

The distance closed. The tension built. And thghyi Brezhnev grew larger on
the forward viewscreen.

“There’s something strange...” Larry said, peerihtha two-kilometre block of
steel and wrath. “The external surfaces... they seettied by something.”

“Up the magnification, you stupid moronic idiotold’ Mom snapped.

Larry did so, and a section of the research visskell expanded into stark
clarity.

“...What the hell is that?” Mom said. The hull platsere crisscrossed at random
by wide clinging trunks and tendrils that seemetbtan some vast network, growing



from within the ship and seeming to envelop it vilik grey, almost organic-looking
growths.

“I've never seen anything like it,” Farnsworth ¢essed. “Not at this scale
anyway, though if | were to guess, I'd say this Weesresult of nanomachine
infestation.”

“Trash-talk!” Mom said. “I've seen nanites go hagev they just turn everything
into grey goo, they don’t grow vines.”

“I didn’t say they werdnaywire you saggy-breasted harridan!” Farnsworth
retorted. “You told me it was possible that youeg@ous ship had been subverted by the
Brainspawn — well that looks like subversion by eraachines, probablgontrolledby
the Brainspawn.”

Mom growled quietly.

“It also looks like it's sustained significant Hatdamage,” Larry said, switching
the view to show numerous deep impact cratersniaaked the surface of the ship.

“So, the Nibblonians already tried?” Mom wondeadolud.

The Valkyrie flew into the shadow of the Brezhneith the research ship
looming before them like a great plain of metaltriyailoted the stealth shuttle toward a
docking point that appeared relatively free of maaohine growths.

“You gave your Helmsman the proper instructions&nsworth asked Mom.

“Yes.” Mom nodded. “Cowardly and snivelling thoulgh may be, Gary Helm is
the greatest Helmsman who ever Helmed. He'll b&giun interference for us in the
Momship as soon as we're docked.”

“Hopefully that will distract the Brainspawn endutp aid with our infiltration,
oh my yes.. distraction... infiltration... atomic monstersctush enemies... called me
mad!?” He continued mumbling incoherently to himhseld Mom looked away to watch
the yawning mouth of the Brezhnev’s docking chandbesed around them.

The stealth shuttle gently connected to the ditlaad the doors were operated
manually to avoid any telltale energy draw. Preddttst by armed security who gave
the all-clear, the team emerged through the airleekming to appear suddenly out of
thin air as they stepped from the Valkyrie's disglment field. They entered the dark
corridors of the Brezhnev and activated their swtinted lights.

“I'm reading low atmosphere,” one member of thehteeam said over the short-
wave comm. link as she consulted her Tricordere“€hvironmental system is down...
no life-signs in our immediate vicinity, but someasige anomalous background noise on
a number of frequencies.”

“Let’'s get moving — we have a lot of ship to cqVé&iom said. Glancing back at
where the invisible shuttle was ostensibly dockaeswhere at the end of the airlock
tube, she added: “Everyone remember where we parkeldn’'t want to step through the
wrong airlock and have my brain sucked out my riose.

Before she turned back to the others, a movenarght her eye, and she turned
sharply to see a shadowed figure dart back intmgid

“Huhh...” she muttered to herself. “No life-sign$ 2

They moved off through the silent corridors andtowed for some time. The
security people stopped them occasionally to aceaanels where they loaded
subversive software into the remains of the shspems that froze surveillance camera
feeds along the team’s path. They were taking rmobs.



At one point, the team rounded a corner and fabadvay had been blocked by
an amorphous mass of the same ligneous grey grakdhgvere strangling the outer hull
of the ship.

“I'll get a sample,” one of the scientists saitkpping closer to the wall of
nanomachines.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Farnsworth said quickly, draing the man by his shoulder.
“There’s no way of telling what it can do — it miglonvert our mass into raw elements.
Or even worse — rewrite our neurones and brainwashto buying horrible, soul-
destroyingcountrymusic... like what happened to all those poor faolhe latter half of
the twentieth century.”

“He’s right,” Mom said. “Leave it — we're here tiestroy, not to learn.” They
changed their route to avoid the growths and caetinonward deeper into the ship.
From some distance behind them, a figure obsehedprogress, steeped in shadow and
skulking behind support struts and banks of macliteeremain concealed.

Farnsworth caught sight of the furtive movemert gianced back sharply — the
figure ducked out of view.

Quietly, so as not to cause panic among the tearapoke to Mom.

“There’s something back there,” he said, tilting lead back along the way
they’d come.

Mom nodded with a grunt. “It's Wernstrom,” she mured.

“Wernstroni?” the Professor spat distastefully.

“He’s been following us since we came aboard,” Meant on.

“So he escaped the Brainspawn’s attack...”

“Escaped... or was set loose.”

From some distance behind, Ogden Wernstrom lookedf the darkness, his
eyes wide and feverish as he watched the team.

“He was in command of this operation,” Mom saildnging back along the
passageway. “Now the object of the operation maiy lmemmand of him.”

“Perhaps we ought to play it safe and decapitaw&hFarnsworth offered. “And
then maybe burn his corpse for good measure.”

“I've seen too much death today,” Mom replied. S&kes, Wernstrom might have
some part to play yet, for good or ill, before tisisll over.”

Farnsworth looked unconvinced, but said nothing.

Meanwhile, out in space, the Momship flew an é&redurse around the
Brezhneyoccasionally hitting the larger vessel with lasersts and hard radar spikes,
but always keeping to a safe distance. Its pegienanoeuvres were monitored closely
by the monumental intelligence that now controtleel Brezhnev, and the research
cruiser fired on the Momship repeatedly, but scoredhits.

Onespawn wondered idly what the other vessel waggtto accomplish.

* k% %

An inconceivable distance from the edge of any kmavap, the Planet Express ship
traversed a field of planetary debris that had dresn a solar system, now turned into a
barren cloud of shattered rocks and frozen gas®sray a dying sun. The epic
destruction had been wrought by the opening offav@czschild/Lorentzian spiderhole



near the local star’'s photosphere, resulting int sasithes of matter being torn from the
star, hastening its demise toward the black dwatésThe surrounding planetary system
had been utterly destroyed by the violent tidatésrand brutal accretion disk.

The spiderhole itself was an awe-inspiring spdeta@ vast indigo abyss ringed
by chaotic webs of exotic negative matter, witlastls stretching many times the
diameter of Earth, which held open the throat eflinstein-Rosen Bridge. Vast plumes
of solar matter swirled into the indescribable tiepif the hole, flaring bright as ribbons
of energy lashed out.

Leela gasped in wonder at the sight as she flevgltiip onward toward the titanic
maelstrom. Setting the autopilot, she got up froemdommand chair and walked closer
to the viewscreen the behold the majestic ballebsmic destruction.

“Woo hoo, big deal - it's a hole,” Bender dronasliaterestedly. “I dug a hole
behind the Planet Express building and nobody ghspeonder at it. Except the corpse
| stuck in there, but that could have just beersgagscaping’..

“Bender, this is the most amazing thing anyonedvas seen,” Leela said,
glancing at the robot in irritation.

“No big bootsthisis the most amazing thing anyone has ever seemt&
produced a silver coin, waved it around in fronteéla, and clapped his hands together.
The coin was gone. He then reached up to Leela’'ar@happeared to snatch the coin out
of nowhere.

“Pretty sweet, eh?” he said proudly.

Leela narrowed her eye and walked away to find Fry

“I thought it was remarkable,” Nibbler said, soumglimpressed. “How did you
do that? Some kind of quantum flux or matter traresice beam?”

“Nah, I'm just magnificent.”

Leela moved down the ship’s companionway and rafigatly on the door of
Fry’'s cabin, chiding herself for her own nervousnes

“Fry?” she called. “There’s something you'll wantsee — it's incredible.” There
was no reply from the room, and she sighed.

“Look, I'm sorry if | hurt your feelings earliett was careless. Please forgive me.
| want you to come and watch this with me — theeskag shiny things... you love big
shiny things...”

Still no response. Hesitantly, Leela pressed tiee’d touchpad, and it rolled
open. Fry was fast asleep on his hammock, shirledsnoring lightly. Leela
approached, and then stopped, gaping in horror.

The dark swirling marks of stigma had spread acFoyg’s chest like an oil slick.
As she watched, an offshoot of the affliction wodmeitward from the main mass,
consuming more normal tissue.

“...Oh Fry...” The taste of fear made Leela swallowchas she reached out to
touch Fry’s skin. It was cold.

The contact brought him out of his slumber, anddugght Leela by the wrist. He
groaned as his eyes focused on the cycloptic tacmg down at him.

“Hey...” he said, and then noted the frightened lookeela’s eye. “What's the
matter...? Oh...” Hurriedly, he fell out of the hammaakd retrieved his T-shirt to cover
the stigma.



“Not very pretty, is it?” he said with forced ligtess, pulling the shirt over his
head and getting one arm stuck in the neck-hole.

Leela patiently helped him untangle himself. “Dadsurt?” she asked quietly.

“Not exactly,” Fry said. “But sometimes it feelkd... a heaviness... like I'm
being dragged down. Not by weight, but by sometlgisg... somethingevitable |
can’'t explain it.”

There was a sweet tension-coated silence filled aicreamy centre of
discomfort as the two friends stared at each other.

“Fry...” Leela grasped for words. “We'll find a wdkrough this.”

“I know,” Fry replied. “We always do. Um... hey...” Heeratched his head
awkwardly. “Sorry about before.”

“Me too,” Leela said. “You’re my best friend, Fryl.don’t want to hurt you,
even though | always seem to manage it one wagathar. It's not intentional...”

“I know,” Fry said. “Did you need me for somethftig

Leela blinked. “Oh yeah,” she said, rememberifigne’ spiderhole — you really
have to see this.”

When they returned to the bridge, the spideriudenied larger through the
forward viewscreen it pulsed and rippled violergtpund the constraints of the cosmic
webs that held it in place.

“Oh wow,” Fry gaped in amazement. “That’s even enioicredible than Bender’s
coin trick!”

“Ah, go to hell, you lousy meatbag,” Bender mugtebitterly.

“Leela...” Fry said as he gazed out in rapt fascomat‘lt's the same colour as
your hair.”

Leela smiled and took her seat at the helm. “Sojust fly right in?” she asked
Nibbler.

“Affirmative,” Nibbler said. “But be careful — wedon’t want to be caught in those
webs.”

“Or do we?” Fry said. “...No, probably not. We’d humch for the giant spider,
right?”

“Negative,” Nibbler said. “Contact with the exotiegative matter would
instantly convert our entire mass into pure enevgg.would explode.”

“...Which is really just as bad,” Fry said. He lodkieack out at the cosmic
spectacle that now seemed to take up all of thedmsa The little ship skimmed through
a stream of incandescent solar matter that waaddltbward the spiderhole, then onward
into the yawning indigo abyss.

“Oh,” Nibbler said belatedly. “This will be bumpy’..



They passed suddenly through the event horizahitenPE ship became
spaghettified, stretched into a narrow green stcdrig/peraccellerated matter that was
three light-years long, relative to real-space. Aneh they were in the spiderhole itself,
snapping back into shape violently like an elastind, and whipping around
uncontrollably inside the cracking toroid intermfrthe Einstein-Rosen Bridge, at the
mercy of unseen and incomprehensible energies.

Fry, Leela, and Bender all screamed as they vireosvh around, and sparks
erupted from the fuselage. It was like the wilde#lercoaster ride imaginable...

...And then they were spat back out into real spae@® explosion of quarks and
neutrinos. The ship tumbled end-over end, accelénatldly by the spiderhole’s
slingshot effect.

“Oh, thank robot Christ that’s over with,” Bendsid.

“Itisn’t,” Nibbler replied mildly, as the ship fledirectly into a second spiderhole
that had been positioned sequentially by the Niiblo people thousands of years ago.

Again the violent spaghettification and breakneakble through the throat of the
spiderhole. As he clung to the back of Leela’s saadlear life, Fry risked a sidelong
glance out one of the windows, and for an instanthlought he saw a translucent shape
clinging to the side of the shimmering tunnel ofgde light... a colossal many-legged
thing with eight eyes the size of continents thatohied the PE ship fall past.



Then it was gone, and they were back out intogpate, flung away from the
Star Spider’s interdimensional hole at a dangevelscity.

Regaining her wits, Leela cancelled the wild esitl slowed the ship.

“Oh, I think | got whiplash!” Bender complainedgcking himself up.

“That was cool!” Fry said, climbing out of Leeldap. “We gotta do that again.”

Leela only groaned, knowing they would eventubbye to. She turned her eye
to the forward screen.

“Well,” she said, staring through the screen. “kedtike we're here.”

Ahead of them, resplendent in shades of pink duel lvas the planet Eternium,
its pastel landmasses seeming to form heart shapes.

The ship’s communications screen came to lifepahg a Nibblonian female
sitting on a cushion.

“Lord Nibbler,” Fiona said over the comm. link.

“Greetings,” Nibbler said. “I have travelled fragarth, with the Mighty One,
seeking the means by which doom can be avertethanohlance of the Universe be
restored.”

“I know to which object you refer,” Fiona said gedy. “Our forebears decided
eons ago that it should never be used. You have ama fool’s errand.”

“Fool I may be,” Nibbler growled angrily, “but haa fool who does not wish to
see all of creation vanquished in one stroke dffegause those who could prevent it
quailed in the face of their responsibility!”

Fiona stared levelly through the comm. screenr$havords you speak, Lord
Nibbler,” she said. “But the council is decidedtbis matter. An alternate plan to combat
Onespawn is presently being enacted. We do nottheellighty One, or the weapon.”

Nibbler narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “We ska#,” he said. The
communication link terminated.

“What was all that about?” Fry said, clearly casdd.

“A difference of opinion,” Nibbler said simply. Heoked troubled as he directed
Leela to the landing coordinates. The Planet Exqsb® fell through the pink
atmosphere with a trio of Nibblonian Cuddle-Bugaas falling in behind to escort the
larger vessel.

They had reached the exact centre of the UnivArse.it seemed they weren’t
entirely welcome.



Chapter 13: The Good, The Bad, & The Exploding

The incursion team found themselves blocked by latheat shouldn’t have been there.
Where Mom’s deck schematic showed a straight corrithere was now an abrupt dead-
end festooned with the ever-present grey pseudgpwiths of nanotech.

“It's changed the decks around,” Mom said, eyimg ¢rroneous wall in irritation.

“Whatever for?” Farnsworth wondered.

“Beats me. Maybe it wanted to make a rumpus room.”

“It's because Onespawn... is growing larger,” a wgedting voice said from out
of the shadows behind the group. The security perdcswung their positron rifles
toward the source of the voice and illuminated eletial, cowering Ogden Wernstrom
with their barrel-mounted lights.

The scheming professor blinked in the glare, bisilp like pinpricks. He was
wearing no breathing apparatus, despite the lowsspire, and his skin was a blotchy
mottled pink and grey.

“...The master,” he went on. “Onespawn... needed tomenodate its increasing
size... as it consumes the mass of the ship.”

“Wernstroni’ Farnsworth growled. “What'’s your stake in alighyou ruffian?”

Wernstrom clutched his now oddly-oversized heaidl sigffering a migraine.
“Master has forgotten me,” he rasped. “Now reptarthe dark matter engines are
complete... Master doesn’t need me now... Master dbearé if I'm alive or dead...”

He began to sob pitifully, and Farnsworth and Maaaegeach other a meaningful glance.

“Onespawn has discarded me,” Wernstrom said. “Nowree... free and clear,
with the weight of all who've died, and all who aret to, pressing down upon me...”

Mom stepped forward to shake sense into the bhutdpenan, but Farnsworth
held her back, leaning close to her ear as if tspdr.

“He’s infected, don’t touch him!” he shouted loydinaking the old woman
cringe. “You stupid punk, Wernstrom,” the Profess@nt on, “you botched this entire
mission. | give you the most vile, humiliating segret — a B+.”

Wernstrom wailed in anguish. “I deserve it,” hedsdaYou were always the better
scientist, Hubert... I'm just a third rate hack, ay@aiding on your labcoat-tails. |



thought with this I'd be able to surpass you... mstéad the thing has killed off most of
my crew... and left me a mutated pariah chained talian will that screeches and burns
in my mind. You are the better man! The betterrdgé# You always were!”

Farnsworth looked up from studying the seamssrphéssure glove. “Huu-
whaa?” he grunted. “I'm sorry, were you still tadgi? | drifted off there for a bit...”

“Wernstrom, snap out of it,” Mom said. “What dowknow about all of this?”

“Everything...” Wernstrom clutched at his head agana doubled over in pain.
“It's in my mind...” he hissed. “...In my DNA... Onespawnl’'m a part of it now, | hear
its thoughts. It plans... to use its own versionhaf same wormhole technology we used
to bring it back to his Universe... only on a muctg& and less specific scale...”

“What do you mean?” Mom pressed impatiently.

“It has some quantum flux connecting it to spaneti..” Wernstrom said. “Soon
it will be able to use that, coupled with undersliag gleaned from the hardware aboard
this ship... to destroy... tanmakethe Universe, by compressing all of space and time
into a singularity...”

“I tried to do that once,” Farnsworth said. “Butduldn’t get a chalkboard long
enough to fit the equations.”

“There is only one thing preventing Onespawn’sipld Wernstrom said. “The
presence of a temporal paradox... an entity spawpepdntaneous self-manifestation
whose very tenacious history-spanning existencehwlitl the fabric of spacetime
together...”

“Fry!” Farnsworth said.

Wernstrom nodded. “...So now the creature will ttdeeEarth... to kill the one
being who could stand in its way.”

As if on cue, the massive vessel trembled suddeanly the team stumbled as
artificial gravity took a moment to adjust for itiar A deep bass reverberation of space
compression hummed through the ship.

“Dark matter drive just came online,” Larry saidnecessarily. “The ship could
reach Earth within the hour now...”

“Quickly, Wernstrom!” Mom snapped. “Where is th3nespawn’ of yours?”

Wernstrom appeared wracked by pain, and veinssitemples throbbed visibly.
“I'will... take you...” he said, fighting off the loomg presence of the alien mind that
pressed against his own. He set off down a sidédoorwith the team following close
behind.

In space, the Momship struggled to keep up wighléinger vessel as it hurled
through the void, dark matter engines flaring irdstent blue.

The distance to Earth began to shrink rapidly.

* % %

The hall of forever, ten miles west of the exacttee of the Universe, loomed above the
parked ship as Nibbler led the three Planet Exdresssds down the landing stair. A pair
of Nibblonian officials waited at the foot of theeps, dressed in turquoise robes, and they
raised their paws in salute.

“We bid you greetings, Lord Nibbler and compartéy said in unison.



Nibbler returned the salute wordlessly and walpast them. The others
followed, and Bender carelessly trod on one ofdffieials.

“Those little things look just like Leela’s petlie robot noted distantly, kicking
the dazed Nibblonian off his foot.

“Of course they do,” Fry said. “Bender, haven’uyeeen paying attention to
what’'s going on?”

“I've made a point not to,” Bender replied, foldihis arms. “Any situation that
doesn't revolve around yours truly isn’t worth amment’s consideration.”

They moved onward through the plush gardens aratioves. Fry glanced around
at the fluffy pink scenery. “Yeah, now | remembeérg’ said. “This place is really...” he
searched for a word.

“Gaudy? Candyfloss?” Leela offered.

“I'd have saidqueer” Bender grunted coarsely, and the others glaréiha,
Nibbler bearing his fangs. “What?!” Bender saidigmantly. “We’re a trillion miles
away from the nearest censor, so you politicallyrex ***holes can go ****
yourselves.”

“Bendel” Leela exclaimed in horror, and slapped the r&bfatce, bruising her
fingers in the process.

“Hey, **** offl”

Nibbler rolled one and a half pairs of eyes andrsed off toward the hall's
entrance without bothering to check that his ttateenge humanoid companions were
following. A weak bugle announced his arrival agphssed between the twin obelisks
and waddled into the hall of forever, moving thrbuge cavernous interior toward the
elevated chairs of the high council at one end.

One chair was notably empty. Nibbler took in theence of Ken with a heavy
sigh.

“The four greetings to you, Lord Nibbler, and tmuy companions.” Fiona’s voice
rang out across the hall.

Nibbler stopped before her seat and looked ubeahibblonian leader sternly.

“I have travelled far and braved many perils imging the Mighty One here to
the completion of his destiny,” he said. “Twice have set him against the great foe, and
twice he smote them.”

“Go me!” Fry shouted, pumping the air with higfislis voice echoed around the
quiet chamber, with scores of Nibblonian faces adoiine hall regarding him in
bemusement.

“...Why then,” Nibbler went on, ignoring the inteption, “do you now suggest
we act without the aid of this child of prophecpoa whom we have pinned our hopes
for eons?”

“Because the Mighty One failed,” Fiona said.

“Did not!” Fry exclaimed defensively, and Leelapéd a hand on his arm to
silence him.

“Banishing the Brainspawn has now allowed for¢heation of a new threat,
greater than any we have previously faced — usiadvtighty One availed us nothing,
therefore we must turn to another solution.”



Nibbler glanced around at the other members ottlumcil, seeing hints of
uncertainty and fear in their faces. Many of thérovged signs of the cosmic stigma (his
own had now spread down one leg).

“The Mighty One’s true function was never utilizétibbler said loudly, raising
his paws as if beckoning the assembly to heed gl MHis role was never to banish the
Brainspawn, but to set right the great fractureMmslding the Lance of Fate against
them!”

Excited chittering emanated from the Nibbloniags;alating to the eruption of
full-blown arguments and hissing.

“The whatof what?” Fry muttered, raising an eyebrow.

“Silence!” Fiona shouted, and then when the hulbdied down she declared:
“The Lance cannot be used!”

“Do you seek to convince me?” Nibbler asked, glagp@round at the hall full of
small three-eyed creatures. “...Or them? It appeaws gpinion is not as universal as
you would like to believe.”

Fiona glowered at Nibbler. And for the first tirhey and Leela saw a Nibblonian
actually look as fearsome as they claimed to be.

“If he uses it,” she seethed, “then our racehis torm, will cease to exist.”

“Whod” Fry said, stepping forward. “Time out, guys! Whhe heck are you
talking about? What's the Lance of Fate?

Curious yammering erupted from the onlooking are=s.

“He does not know?”

“Know he does not!”

“Know not, does he?”

Fiona’'s voice cut across the others. “He doaseédto know!” she shouted, and
then when the noise died down she addressed Rryane of forced kindness: “Your
Mightiness,” she said, “you have aided us in th&t,p@nd that assistance has been greatly
appreciated — but the time has come for a new eoll¥e are beyond the foretelling of
prophecy now.”

“And what course will that be?” Nibbler demanded.

Fiona paused for a moment, as if unsure of hopraceed, then steeled herself.
“We will make an alliance against Onespawn,” shd.sé&n alliance... with the
Brainspawn.”

Nibbler's eyes went wide. Fry and Leela gaspedhdge leisurely exhaled a cloud
of cigar smoke.

“You cannot be serious?” Nibbler exclaimed.

“The rest of the Brainspawn race are every bthesatened as we by the scourge
of Onespawn,” Fiona said. “Contact with them hasay been made through the
underspace immersion array, and they have agrestrtwe for the duration of our war
against this new common enemy. Preparations ang lpeade even now to return them
to this dimensional plane. They will help us fight...

“And should this alliance succeed,” Nibbler saidredulously, “your new allies
will then return to their own goal of understandargl destroying everything — there can
be no victory.”

“That will be a bridge to be crossed at such tamat is reached,” Fiona said
gravely. “For now, it is better the devil we know.”



“But we can stop them, once and for all,” Nibkdegued, desperate now.
“Trillions of lives can be saved!”

“Lord Nibbler!” Fiona shouted. “If you have notlgrio offer but notions of doubt
and pointless fatalism then you should leave th&ber! We are in a time of crisis and
for the good of our own people we must make diftidecisions.”

“But not the decision that acknowledges our tiale.r.” Nibbler said bitterly,
slumping his shoulders.

“Begon& The command echoed in the hall of forever; Néstgrowled and
turned away, scampering from the chamber with Eegla, and Bender in tow.

“Well, this has all been a big waste of my valeeatiie,” Bender remarked
irritably when they'd gathered together outsideiaga

Nibbler stared up into the soft cherry sunlighd aighed in exhaustion and
defeat.

“Nibbler?” Leela knelt down beside the creaturg] aut of habit began
scratching him behind the ear, making him coo amd gespite himself. “Explain,” she
went on. “What is this ‘Lance of Fate’, and why ddhe others want it to be used?”

“Very well,” Nibbler murmured, leaning into hert “I shall tell you, but not
here in the open — let us return to the ship,weamay consume sustenance.”

Leela picked him up, and together they all hedsiezk to the Planet Express ship.

* k% %

As theSS Brezhnelurtled through space at around 99.9% of increhgktspeed, Mom,
Farnsworth, and the rest of the incursion teanove#id Wernstrom through corridors
until they abruptly reached a vast open area thdtdeen carved out of the ship’s
interior, massively wide, and many decks high.

The enormous cavern was alive with nanotech pgmdiothat snaked across
every surface, all leading back to théng that took up most of the space.

“Jeezalu!” Mom said. “That's some growth spurt!”

Onespawn towered above them all, easily fifty fegh, surrounded by hard
chitinous columns of nanomachine growth that braddinom its tissue and away into the
ship.

Wernstrom cowered in a corner.

“Simply amazing!” Farnsworth said, snatching ofi¢he scientists’ Tricorders to
examine its readout.

“Does it know we’re here?” Mom asked.

“Amazingly, no!” Farnsworth replied. “I'd imaginéit did, it would have
rendered us idiots and we’d all be licking the fland taking Fox News reports as
factual right now. No, it seems all the neural palare directed through the nano-
structure for the time being.” He tapped his shigjchelmet. “Looks like they're
working.”

“Right,” Mom said briskly, turning to her men. “¥Yiall know what has to be
done.”

“Yes ma’am,” the head security man said. Quickiy afficiently, the uniformed
operatives moved out around Onespawn’s sancturingl#éhe cases they carried on the
floor a circular formation, roughly equidistant.



“Hydrogen bombs with a phased antimatter tamgdnin explained. “It's a
configuration that’s not officially supposed to &xiThey call them ‘Planet-Buster’
nukes.” She gestured to a transmitter device affteeher belt. “I can set them off by
subspace signal when we’re safely away.”

Farnsworth grunted, not really listening, and cared to study the Tricorder
readout. “This is interesting,” he said. “The cteats brainwave patterns are so fluid...
its mind must be like an open barn door — receftveny suggestion, like a child willing
to believe in fantasy...”

“That is how the Brainspawn were first expelleahfr Earth,” Wernstrom said
weakly from the corner. “A deception... a fiction...”

“Who cares?” Mom said, glancing at her watch. “Ygedbout to blow the thing
into less than atoms and be back home in timeupper.”

As the security personnel moved around Onespasanistum, one of them
stepped mistakenly onto a thick fibrous tendrihahite growth. His boot cracked the
outer crust and sunk in up to the ankle as a wettysbf nanomachines adhered to the
fabric.

As the man struggled to free himself, Onespawnrestj with a faint blue glow
beginning to issue from around the giant brain. &eo-structure alerted him to the
presence of an unknown contaminant, Onespawn sdamoand itself, noting at last the
subversive software that was corrupting the suargke cameras. It cleared them and at
once beheld a group of invaders clustered arowmdekow shielded from mental
detection.

Onespawn let out a tremendous psychic howl thétimaincursion team
dropping to the floor in agony. When the onslauggased, they all blinked stupidly and
got to their feet, staring up at the gigantic biainapt fascination.

“Big pinky balloon!” Mom said. “Me want!”

In the corner, Wernstrom shuddered as waves pé&ation washed over him,
having no effect now that his mind had been coreptetubsumed. Onespawn’s
monumental will groped inside his head, taking geasf synapses and directing his
thoughts once again. In a zombie-like state, hgexlito his feet, struggling painfully all
the while, and began walking stiffly toward onetloé security men who was peering into
the end of his own rifle.

“I think Enterprisewas a worthy and well-executed prequel to the i@aig
Series,” Farnsworth declared as he repeatedly sthbjs own helmet.

“I forgot what I'm meant to do after | exhale!” trg gasped, clutching his chest
and turning blue.

Wernstrom, controlled by Onespawn, staggered utpeaecurity man and
grabbed hold of his positron rifle. The man lookedvildered.

“I want to call my girlfriend but | can’t get aggial on that thing,” he said.

Wernstrom gritted his teeth, trying to fight tHea influence, but failed.

“No...!"" he groaned weakly.

He shot the man at point blank range, cringing agntvhen droplets of blood
spattered against him. He turned and shakily ledethe rifle at another security
operative, who tried to fire back, but was holdihg gun backwards and blew away a
sizable chunk of his own head.

“People fall down!” Mom noted curiously, looking the dead bodies.



“You big meanie!” Larry shouted at Wernstrom. Warom shot him in the chest
with a cry of agonized anguish, and he fell smokmmthe deck.

“Noooo!” Mom cried, falling to her knees besidertys prone form. “Don’t die!
Mommy’s favourite son!”

Wernstrom swung the positron rifle to point atrizvorth, who smiled stupidly.

“The Professy can’t die,” he said confidently. f3kriter only kills ancillary
characters, cannon-fodder for perfunctory bloodb#tiat the main characters somehow
always manage to escape with only minor injuriesuh,gerhaps until right at the end
when there’s an unexpected twist...

“What” Wernstrom and Onespawn both replied in synclzexhconfusion.

“...Run,” Wernstrom said through clenched teethking at Farnsworth over the
trembling sights of the rifle. “Get out... | can'gfit it... too strong.”

Curiously, Farnsworth reached out and poked higefi into the gun barrel.

“Oh you stupid old bastard!” Wernstrom growled alygand for a moment he
felt something give in his mind, as if one of Oresp’s talons had torn free. His finger
trembled on the trigger and he let out a low gr@iespawn’s will screamed at him
across the psychic link, pushing him to finish jible — to exterminate the invaders and
deactivate the bombs.

“...Shut up,” Wernstrom hissed in agony. “Shut ugu gigantic moron...”
Another facet of mental subsumption seemed to &at blood began to flow from
Wernstrom’s nose. He pulled the rifle away fromrfsavorth and pointed it at Onespawn.

The alien brain’s fury rippled out as a wave d¢ékenetic energy that lifted
Wernstrom and the others from their feet and sladhtnem into the bulkhead.

“Owwie!” Mom complained, sliding down the wall. “&al hard!”

“Metal indeed hard!” Farnsworth agreed, findinghkelf upside-down on the
floor. “Even Slipknot, which really is metal andtrstupid poser garbage at all!”

Wernstrom fell to the floor, bleeding and sobbiRgr the moment it seemed
Onespawn’s control of his mind was gone, but hdccalready feel the nanomachine
structures in his brain beginning to reform symaptiks. Time was short.

“Come on!” he shouted to the others. “Follow me!”

They stared at him blankly.

“...Let's go get ice cream!” he added.

Mom, Farnsworth, and the rest of the team followagdpily while Onespawn
pulsed and screeched behind them. Moving as fd® asuld, Wernstrom ran through
the corridors, hoping that the others could keep up

In the sanctum, Onespawn strained against thenmacttine columns and vines
that held the creature enthroned to the ship.utdtot move, and was unable to do
anything about the bombs that sat around the figtbr red lights blinking their armed
state. It roared and cursed and spat and seetbiptbgsly...

The Brezhnev’s escape pods hadn’t been used by-tated research team due
to their remoteness from any possible aid andabethey’d been confident in their
ability to destroy the rogue Brainspawn. Now Wenorst ushered Mom’s incursion team
into one of the pods with the promise of frozemtsepausing to snatch the transmitter
off the old woman'’s belt as she went.

“Mine!” Mom said sulkily.

“I'm just borrowing it.” Wernstrom replied.



Farnsworth was the last inside, and he lookedemn#irom expectantly.

“Werny coming too?” he asked stupidly, and Wenstishook his head and hit
the emergency eject button. The escape pod clgseddilaunched from its tube, out
into open space. He watched the Brezhnev’s defersyistems try to shoot down the pod,
but the Momship flew an intercept course and tofdwahits for the little module before
recovering it and rocketing away to standoff range.

Wernstrom looked around him at the nanotech grdkdhwas detaching from
the walls and ceiling to snake toward him with mté@nespawn scrabbled desperately to
reclaim control of his mind. He looked at the traitger in his hand and sighed.

“It's probably too much to ask,” he said to hinis&hat | be remembered for
this, instead of everything else...”

With that, he pushed the detonate button.

The planet-buster nukes exploded simultaneoustyjraa heartbeat most of the
mass of the Brezhnev was converted directly intays and gamma radiation in a burst
that rivalled a supernova. Planets in a nearbyesystere scoured of their atmospheres
and far away on Earth the conflagration would appe&ess than an hour as the brightest
light in the night sky.

The Momship was buffeted by concussive waves af hediation and subspace
compression, and was left temporarily dead in theew with its outer hull shedding
globules of white-hot molten metal.

As the corona dissipated and the Momship gradaalfge back online, the
survivors of the incursion team climbed out of tlemomachine-encrusted escape pod
inside the hangar bay, to be met by a decontaroimatjuad.

“What the hell happened?” Mom asked as she wasysgrin an undignified
manner by nanite-retardant foam.

“I don’t remember,” Farnsworth said, furrowing lhiow. “Who are all you
people?”

“The Brezhnev exploded,” one of the hazmat-weadeck hands informed them
through a blank facemask.



Mom looked around. “Where’s Larry?” she asked sundigl

Nobody had an answer, and she stared silentlgratdmds.

After their cell door malfunctioned in the Eleatragnetic pulse, Hermes, Amy,
and Scruffy made their way to the bridge of thepshppearing at the same time as Mom
and Farnsworth arrived, still dripping with foam.

“How the hell did you people get out?” Mom saidth@ut her usual level of
hostility. She was tired and distant.

“Scruffy could fix you up with some better locks§truffy muttered.

They moved out onto the bridge proper, and GatyniHthe Helmsman, got up
from the Helm and gave Mom a clumsy salute. Shaguipast him and looked through
the forward viewscreen at the expanding rings a$pla and gaseous remains of the
Brezhnev.

“It's gone?” she asked of the crew in general.

“We think so,” the Helmsman said. “Sensors afkdggraded — the EM
background is a mess. But nothing could have sadvihat.”

Mom stared in silence, and Farnsworth moved to @r. For long minutes they
continued to watch the slowly-cooling cloud of r@atitive matter, before the Professor
finally spoke.

“...Caroline,” he said softly. “It's time to go. loth’t remember why we’re
standing here, but my feet hurt.”

“I have to know for certain,” Mom said, ignoriniget forbidden use of her real
name. “l have to know it's dead.”

So they stood and waited. Time wafted by.

Suddenly, sensors on the ship began to emit hitghgal chimes and beeps.
Technicians looked up in alarm. Something was naitging out of the irradiated cloud.

“...It can’t be...” the Helmsman said.

“Full magnification!” Mom demanded.

The screen zoomed in, and a horrified gasp esdhpdgs of all those present.

“Gluck!” Amy said.

“That tenacious bastard,” Mom muttered in bareptcolled fury.

Out in space, the disparate molecules of Onespgavam back together, pulled at
by the creature’s mysterious quantum flux, andseabled. The giant alien brain floated
free, where the Brezhnev had once been.

And it wasn’t happy.



Chapter 14: Weapon of No Choice

The portal superstructure was comprised of fiv@pylarranged in a circle, each nearly a
kilometre tall, that hummed with esoteric energlesias on an isolated patch of the
Eternium tundra that showed signs of much recemtigcconducted very quickly.

As the sun began to set, the Nibblonian counddgigion arrived at the site by
hovercraft, and Fiona stepped off to survey thg tmlers of hastily cobbled-together
technology.

“Is it ready?” she asked one of the technical spsts nearby.

“Yes,” he replied glumly.

“The humans have already opened the way,” shepdadatingly. “We are only
hastening that which is inevitable. Do it.”

With a recalcitrant growl, the technician relutdtg activated a remote control
device, and the pylons’ hum increased a hundredfold

Forks of purple lightning arced out into the opeea between them toward a
point of glaring iridescence poised in the air bedw the spires of machinery, which
crackled and expanded into a vast rippling sphedenoensional displacement...

The observing Nibblonians backed away fearfully.

* k% %

Inside the Planet Express ship, Nibbler told a &sl&e sat surrounded by the remains of
three hams.

“Thirteen-point-seven billion Earth years ago,”dad, “the Universe was created
in the mass quantume-inversion event that you kneha ‘big bang’.”

“Thirteen-point-seven billion...” Fry repeated, dctang his chin. “Was that
before or after the moon landings?”

“In the crucible of that inversion,” Nibbler weah, ignoring him, “The
Brainspawn were created as the mirror of my rdas,you know. However, at the same
instant, the energy discharge of that unnaturadnsion solidified into a mass of pure
condensed spacetime, a temporal waste-produauifwll, that links the two races and
remained here at the centre of the expanding Useventil our ancient sages recovered
it. Knowing the power it held, but unable to widldhemselves, they fashioned it into the
form of a weapon, the Lance of Fate, and storbdn¢ until the fabled Mighty One
appeared — for he, with his unique relationshiprte, is the only one who can use it.”

“Use it for what?” Leela asked.

“Reunification,” Nibbler said simply. “If used ca@rctly, against the primary brain
in the Brainspawn collective, the Lance could ftrseNibblonians and Brainspawn back
together into one race.”

“Then when Fiona said that you’d cease to existhis form’... she was telling
the truth?” Leela said, aghast. “What would youdree?”

“Indeterminate,” Nibbler replied. “And that uncairity is the reason my people
long ago decided that the Lance would not be usecdding instead to pursue alternate
means, which | always felt to be of questionableitmiglany agree with me, but they are
frightened by the prospect of losing all that we. &illions of years of history and
culture is a difficult thing to let go of...”



“Wait,” Bender said, ceasing his feigned disinseré&WVhy would you want to
combine with those giant brain things and turn samething else if you don’t even
know what you’ll be?”

“If it will end the blight of the Brainspawn forey,” Nibbler growled, “then that
sacrifice is miniscule.” He turned away. “The Bisgpawn exist because of us... they are
a part of us. It is our duty.”

“Duty?” Leela repeated, picking Nibbler up anddingy him before her. “You
won't even beyouanymore...” She found herself anguished by the idea.

“Leela...” Nibbler said softly. “Gentle Leela, you have algeacared for me,
protected me. You stand as testament to the mayésifg that exists within the
Universe. It is for you and all those like you tha people should make this stand — to
prevent the destruction of beauty and love anthalpotential for those most precious
jewels yet to be born.”

“But...” Leela’s lip trembled. “Surely... there muse¢ lanother way?”

“No,” Nibbler replied. “It is the course we werestined to take, from the very
beginning. All other avenues, taken out of fearretyedelayed what must ultimately be.”
He smiled at her. “It is all right,” he said.

Leela could think of nothing else to say, so shgged Nibbler close. Fry and
Bender looked at each other and shrugged.

* % %

The massive dimensional portal fluxed and pulsedkitkg up a great wind that roared
across the plain. Within the spherical event haritteere were shapes. At first they
seemed to be at some impossible distance, butcaooa closer to the shimmering field
of energy, resolving into individual blob-like foem

“They’re coming!” one of the observing Nibbloniasisouted. “Oh, by the living
Fates -what have we doré

“Hold steady!” Fiona yelled.

“We should have listened to Lord Nibbler!” anotisaid.

“Silencé”

The swarm reached the event horizon and squekmaagh. Hundreds, then
thousands, and then millions. They came througleti®egy curtain, crackling with
interdimensional discharges, and filled up the dankg sky — an onslaught of flying
brains.

The Nibblonians stood looking up at the Brainsp&werde, and the Brainspawn
regarded their eternal enemies. Time itself seeiméold its breath.

* k% %

Nibbler grimaced suddenly. “They’re here,” he gadt
“Who?” Fry said.
“The Brainspawn... the rest of them.”
Leela moved automatically toward the helm. “Lejét out of here,” she said.



“No — wait!” Nibbler said. “Now may be our only pprtunity to recover the
Lance, the council and its forces will be occugietsing with their reluctant new
allies..”

“Well, come on then!” Fry said. “Where is it?”

“Terminal Precept. Follow me,” Nibbler repliedaf@ng from Leela’s arms and
scampering out and down the landing stairs.

Twilight was beginning to coalesce around the ldaForever as the little group
hurried back inside. The interior of the hall waswdeserted, and Nibbler ran to the
centre of the wide empty floor. His third eye pdlsetelepathic entry code, and a circular
section of the floor suddenly subsided, droppingmto recesses in progressively
deeper segments to form a spiral staircase thahevdawn into shadows.

Wordlessly, the group descended.

Around and around the staircase went, going despdeeper into the planet’s
crust. For what seemed like an eternity they tratpevard in the dark. At length the
stairs gave way to a gravely slope that continuegndvard in a straight line. Their
footfalls echoed around them now, bouncing backfaadh in such a way that they
sensed a vast open space. Water dripped somewkieeg’'d entered a natural cave
system.

“How much further?” Bender asked irritably.

“We're close,” Nibbler said. “Behold.”

Far ahead, a weak light gleamed within the hdadtackness, and the group
hurried onward. As they neared, the light resoivead two pale glowing columns that
marked the opening into another chamber beyond.

“We are about to enter Terminal Precept,” Niblsigid. “This is where the Lance
of Fate has been stored for eons. Though my forglumied its use, it could not be
destroyed, so they kept it here.”

“What does it look like?” Fry asked.

“I do not know. | have never seen it.”

They moved through the adjoining passage intdlfielight cast by the glowing
columns, and found themselves standing on a lddgeoterlooked a massive cavern, the
far side of which was obscured by shadow. The cagliein’'t appear to have a bottom —
just an abysmal hungry darkness that hid an unfiadiinde depth. Fry kicked a rock off
the ledge and it spiralled away down and down théodark. Though he listened closely,
he could hear no impact.

In the centre of the immense void, a single colahpale stone stood, reaching
to the ceiling and down into the impenetrable gldmtow. It was connected to the ledge
by a very narrow stone bridge, with no railing...

“Well you can cram this up wherever you littlegbreyed critters traditionally
cram things,” Bender said, backing away from thgeedThere’s no way I'm going out
there.”

“Only one of us has to,” Nibbler said, glancing=ay. “The containment column
is designed only to open for the Mighty One.”

“Argh,” Fry groaned, pulling a face at Nibbler atimimbing in Bender’s
direction. “Bite his shiny metal ass,” he muttered.

Nibbler shrugged apologetically, and Fry startasard the precarious-looking
bridge with another put-upon groan.



“Halt!” a voice bellowed, echoing around the veavern. Fry paused, and the
others looked around. From an alcove above thgwatr, two Nibblonian warriors
emerged, hopping down the uneven stone wall weir thtle swords held at the ready
and their armour gleaming in the light.

“We've been ordered to deny you access,” one@htbaid. “Please leave
immediately!”

“Oh, they're so cute in their little armours,” Laesaid, clasping her hands in
delight.

The two guards glanced at each other in irritatéord the one who had spoken
earlier turned to look at Nibbler.

“Lord Nibbler,” he said. “I have the greatest respfor you — please do not make
this harder than it needs to be.”

Nibbler regarded the warriors for a long momend then spoke levelly.

“I have come here to complete our destiny,” hd,sand gestured at Fry, who had
taken a moment to pick his nose. “The Mighty Onk wikeld the Lance of Fate, and so
end the threat of the Brainspawforever. This is the cause that we and our forebears
have sworn to uphold. You would stand in the wathat? Now? At the cumulation of
all things?”

The two warriors looked uncertain.

“Do not be afraid,” Nibbler told them. “We eachwud are prepared to give our
lives to the fulfilment of our great labour — bu¢ wo not have to. The fracture can be
mended, and the disparate elements of reality eaelumited. The Universe will be safe.

The guards had nothing to say. Nibbler noddedeatitim understanding and
looked up at Fry. “Please retrieve the Lance,”dd.s

Fry stepped gingerly onto the bridge, and swayi vertigo as the dark abyss
below seemed to pull at him. Sense of balance patiks orientation both abandoned
him simultaneously and he wobbled from side to.sBleldenly a strong hand clasped his
shoulder and held him steady.

“Together,” Leela said, close to his ear, her tireaarm against his skin. “We’ll
do this together.”

Fry smiled gratefully, and as one they moved oub ¢he narrow strip of stone,
edging forward, one foot at a time.

“Wait!” one of the Nibblonian warriors said uncartly, and Fry and Leela
glanced back. “...Good luck,” the warrior finishede Hnd his companion glanced at
each other, and then scampered away down the gaEsAage.

“Take great care!” Nibbler called anxiously, ay Bnd Leela resumed their slow
edging progress.

“If you two die, I’'m pawning your stuff!” Benderdaed.

Fry gritted his teeth in determination; confideseemed to flow into him from
Leela’s hand resting firmly on his shoulder.

“Halfway there,” Leela said. “You're doing great.”

“Thanks Leela,” Fry said. They moved onward, dmeldentral column gradually
grew nearer. Suddenly, from out of the depths, aswof shrieking winged creatures
erupted around them, screeching and shooting gasgierously close on both sides.

“Batd” Leela cried, swatting at the creatures.



“They aren’t bats!” Nibbler shouted from across tavern. “They’re cave
Wyverns. Similar to bats, but poisonous!”

Fry and Leela screamed and began flailing wildlsha Wyverns. Leela’s lack of
depth perception caused some distance confusithe ihalf-light, and she flinched
backwards reflexively when one of the creaturegéodocloser to her face than it was.
Her boot met empty air, and she suddenly foundeffellsopping into open space without
time to even swear.

Hands caught her by the armpits, and she swungtieeénfinite black drop,
looking up into Fry’s face as he held onto herjrgylat on his belly across the stone
bridge. The swarm of Wyverns passed, shrieking antaythe gloom, and Leela
scrabbled for a grip on the rock. With Fry’s hedpe managed to pull herself up onto the
bridge, and they sat together for a moment, panting

“You okay?” Fry said.

“I think so, thanks,” Leela replied. She narrowest eye and shouted over to
Nibbler: “Any other surprises down here?”

“Negative!” Nibbler shouted back, and then muttiegeietly to Bender: “Besides
the Baldrog, of course, but it's usually hiberngtat this time of year.”

Fry and Leela continued their precarious, painstajourney, and arrived finally
at the central column, where a ledge encircleg#ie stone trunk. It was smooth, with
an almost marble-like surface, which Fry ran hisdsaover.

“It's warm,” he said. “Like a bottle of beer ledtit in the sun.”

“How does it open?” Leela said.

“Why would you want to open a warm beer?”

“No, the column...”

“Oh, | dunno,” Fry said. “Maybe there’s a rock va key under it...” He began
looking around on the ledge, and suddenly the colbegan to glow with a pale warm
light.

“Idiocy level identified corre¢ta soft psychic voice saidAtcess granted

“Hey, I did it!” Fry grinned as a large sectiontbe column disappeared,
revealing a deep alcove. He and Leela peered iasidggasped in wonder.

Suspended in a beam of turquoise light, the Lafi¢ate hung poised in
glittering splendour, its shaft of exotic metalleeting brilliantly, and the curved blade,
fashioned from the condensed fabric of spacetisedfjtwas alive with wild and
incomprehensible power... at times their eyes sedmslide around it, and then it
would change, and they’'d feel as if they were beirayvn in.

“Wow,” Leela said, looking away and blinking. ‘@él like I'll have a seizure if |
look at that thing too long.”

Fry squinted at the Lance and tilted his headhside. “I think | see it,” he said.
“A bunny rabbit?”

“Itisn’t a magic-eye thing, Fry,” Leela said pgatily. “Come on, just grab it and
let’s get out of here before those Wyverns comé&bac

Fry reached into the light, feeling his skin tiaglith unknown energy. As his
hands closed around the Lance, a ripple of templisaidrbance radiated out from the
blade of the weapon as it responded to Fry’s oythaise molecules. For a moment,
every sentient being on the planet experiencetbagtsense of déja vu.

“Didn’t we do this before?” Leela said in suddemfusion.



“No, you're thinking of the time we had to stelaétSpear of Destiny from the
Louvre,” Fry said absently, testing the weightloé tveapon in his hands. It was
surprisingly light.

Leela reached out curiously to touch the mind-bemdlade of the Lance, and for
an instant she seemed to morph in and out of phi#lseegular time, appearing as an
infant, a pimply teenager, an adult, an elderly \aarwith grey hair, and finally a dust-
covered skeleton.

Fry cried out in shock and horror at the sightlipg the Lance away from her.
She returned to her normal appearance and frowtrt@chan puzzlement.

“What's the matter?” she asked, unaware of thgoteal compression that had
just taken place.

“N...nothing,” Fry said, visibly shaken. The visiofa skull with a single central
eye socket was caught in his mind, no matter haw ha tried to bury it. He swallowed
and tried to smile for Leela, who was looking ahtaddly. A slight tremble in the ledge
beneath their feet provided a distraction and thatir looked around, noticing a deep
background rumble that was growing louder.

Across the cavern, Nibbler bared his teeth inmalas stones began to dislodge
from the cavern walls and clatter around him aredrtbot.

“I did not know of this,” he said. “A final defew& mechanism..you must fleg

“Cheese it!” Bender seconded.

A boulder the size of a house dropped past thegpomaerous silence, and Fry
and Leela needed no further prompting. Taking meskh care this time, they began to
run across the narrow stone bridge as fast ascin@g go, while the central column
shattered behind them, and the cavern ceiling begarumble down around their ears...

The chamber was self-destructing.

* % %



“...S0 we have an accord?” Fiona asked the Big Bimsnt hovered several feet above
her. The other Nibblonians hung back, growling gndshing their teeth.

“Yes, yes!” the Brain pulsed irritably in its roded androgynous voice. “Now
just stop thinking so much... argh, it hurts!”

Fiona inclined her head, then glanced up wherndew@odded her shoulder and
whispered in her ear. Her three eyes widened.

“That impulsive idiot!” she said.

“A problem?” the Big Brain pulsed.

“One of my kind,” Fiona said awkwardly. “...Is trygrto make off with the Lance
of Fate...”

“The Lance of Fate?” the Brainspawn seethed, beadncredulity and horror of
it's the rest of the horde could be felt despitthigh-altitude positions. “But you
agreed long ago that it would never...”

“This is just one Nibblonian!” Fiona said hurrigdl

“Well the Lance is useless without the Mighty Omany case,” the Brainspawn
said.

Fiona cleared her throat uncomfortably. “He... he tiee Mighty One with him.”

Although a creature with no throat or lungs shaiiltechnically gasp, the
Brainspawn did away with logic for the duration ahd just that. “They must be
stopped!” it said.

“Agreed,” Fiona replied.

With that, the Brainspawn floated away quicklyddnona headed back to the
hovercraft. The other Nibblonians eyed her, sonth simple uncertainty, but others
now with undisguised malice. She didn't care —fthare of their species was at stake,
and sacrifices had to be made.



Chapter 15: From Eternium With Love

Onespawn pursued the fleeing spacecraft with aesmgg, calling forth powerful blasts
of energy from within itself and sending them langcacross the void in spectacular
crimson bolts. The destruction of tBeezhnevhad stripped it of its nanites for the time
being, until it could produce more, and the powegded to reassemble itself had left it
weakened. But the changes Onespawn had wroughhwtgklf remained intact, as did
the mysterious quantum flux that seemed to grom st@nger now.

The Momship darted around in three dimension%-aifing to avoid the
devastating psychoplasmic discharges that lit @gefike a Freedom Day parade.
Everyone onboard was thrown about violently eatte tone of the blasts erupted nearby.

“Sweet chimpanzee of Tokyo-Three!” Hermes saithgihg to a console. “We
canna take much more of this, mon!”

Mom picked herself up out of Scruffy’s lap and gdke janitor a perfunctory slap
just in case he’d been having any lewd thoughts.

“Can’t you shake the damn thing?” she bellowethatHelmsman.

“I'm trying!” Gary Helm replied as he swung thentrol column hard over. “It's
matching us move-for-move. | don’t know what it si$er propulsion, but from the Gs its
pulling on some of those turns, I'd say it couldrihgs around us.”

Another close explosion lifted them from theirtfend Mom found herself in
Scruffy’s lap once again. This time she punched inithe stomach.

“Scruffy’s a punchin’ bag fer angry women,” he gred. “An’ he finds it
strangely arousin’.”

“We need a diversion,” Mom said. “Something taothrthe bastard off our ass!”

“I have an idea!” Amy piped-up, and Mom waved aesy irritably.

“Perhaps some kind of genetically-engineered allgiorilla fired at the
creature...?” Farnsworth mumbled.

Amy raised her hand. “We could lure it to...”

“Quiet, you little tart!” Mom snapped. “Smart pdemre talking!”

“De bu, chao ah lian, Li lao bu ho ang moh lang karseh li zi pu bor kia
Amy muttered darkly. The ship took a direct hitddauntains of sparks erupted from the
bridge consoles.

“I thought | ordered non-exploding consoles irst@#l’ Mom shouted.

“But there was a sale on these onéghe Helmsman replied.

“Guh!” Amy spat, and pushed past Mom to a havajationsole unaffected by
the pyrotechnics. Hammering in a set of coordinaties brought the display up on the
main system screen, highlighted in yellow.

Mom stopped yelling at her subordinates and loakedt the screen; it showed a
specific star system.

“Omicron Persei...” she said slowly, her eyes widgni‘'Of course! The stupid
little strumpet is onto something — Helm! Plot ause for Omicron Persei Eight!”

“Yes ma’am,” Helm replied.

The Momship banked toward Galactic North and Oaespfollowed, furiously
firing psychoplasmic energy balls after the vesselt went.

* % %



Terminal Precept, the storehouse of the Lance &, aas collapsing.

Leela made it to the ledge with Fry right behind. lhée covered the last few feet
in a flying leap as the slender strip of stone grigdplintered and fell away into the dark
abyss.

“Make haste!” Nibbler shouted unnecessarily, aedla snatched him up by his
cape as, together, the group ran back throughatephssage. Boulders crashed down
around them and a tremendous crackling roar fiedair as great slabs of rock
fractured.

Bender made it to the stairs first and was sthyckeveral rolling stones, which
gathered no moss as they bounced off his metaigasi

“Oh, it's gonna take ages to buff those scratchat he lamented.

“There’ll be time for buffing later,” Leela showute"Right now we’ve gotta
polish... | mearRUN”

They ascended the stairs at a mad dash, dodgikg tioat fell toward them
almost unseen in the gloom.

“Why?” Fry puffed. “Why is it... that everywhere vg®... things always collapse
on top of us?”

At length, they stumbled up over the top of tlersase, pursued by a cloud of
dust, and lay panting on the floor of the hall afeiver.

“Well that was enjoyable,” Leela grumbled sarczaty. “How about for our next
outing we visit the caldera of an active volcan®@gy ground was still rumbling beneath
them, and cracks suddenly spiderwebbed acrossdhaerfloor.

“It's not over!” Nibbler shouted.

“Cheese it again!” Bender added.

As wide fissures opened up in the floor and chwiksastel-coloured roof
crashed down, the friends bolted and leapt thrabglgauntlet and burst out through the



doors into the Eternium evening. Behind them, thié df forever imploded with a huge
crash into a pile of rubble and then began to sigisi a massive sinkhole.

Fry, Leela, Bender, and Nibbler stood watchinggteat collapsed mess of
masonry settle into the wide pit.

“Four billion years,” Nibbler said sadly. “Fourllppn years the hall of forever
stood...”

“Easy come, easy go,” Bender said indifferently.

Fry glanced at Leela, and reached up to gentlgwipmudge of dust from her
cheek. She looked at him and smiled, and a quietent of inexplicable tension passed
between them.

“You look beautiful, even when you're covered nmnge,” Fry said awkwardly.

“Oh... Fry...” Leela blushed.

Fry scratched his head and looked at the groutéy ‘Leela...” he began
hesitantly. “I know you keep saying you only wanemdship with me, and maybe that
really is all we could be... but | was thinking... senwe really seem to be on the knife
edge this time around, and the Universe might #gtaad... if we somehow do manage
to survive, why don't you and I...”

“Oh my God!” Leela shouted suddenly, cutting hifh bler eye went wide in
horrified disbelief.

“No, no— | wasn’t going to sathat” Fry clarified hurriedly. “I just meant dinner,
not the other thing... unless you wanted to afterwhud that isn’t what | was driving
at... not that I wouldn’t love to...”

“No, Fry —look!” Leela pointed behind him, and he turned to IoOkit over the
horizon a swarm of objects filled the sky, gradyagliowing larger as they approached,
and resolving into terrifyingly familiar shapes.

“The Brainspawn,” Nibbler said, bearing his fantfdhey come to prevent us
taking the Lance.”

Fry looked at the ancient weapon still clutche@lismhand; its shimmering field of
temporal displacement momentarily reflected his daa®. “I could use it against them
now,” he said.

“Negative,” Nibbler replied. “For the Lance to jurecombine the entire
Brainspawn race, it must strike at the prime bnaitne collective hierarchy, that its
effects may be linked down to all the others.”

“The Big Brain,” Leela said, remembering. “Thatsshe controlling brain Fry
fought in the library years ago.”

“Under normal circumstances, yes,” Nibbler saidrigg up at the approaching
horde. “But now a new Brainspawn has ascendeddorbe more powerful than the Big
Brain, or any other of the vile creatures. It iswtbe prime.”

“...You mean ‘Onespawn’,” Fry said in realization.

“I hate to interrupt this expositional narrativ&&nder said, “but perhaps we
ought to be in the process of cheesing it oncen&jai

The friends turned and ran toward the Planet ESgps@ip as the swarm of brains
descended on them. They boarded the ship in agdisimed clatter of feet, and Leela
hurried to the bridge where she set about hammérittgns.



“I'll take care of the start-up and pre-flight ssm preps for you, Fry,” she said as
unseen machines hummed into life. “You could martageoff with the programmed
steps; after that it’s all just...”

“Huh?” Fry said, looking confusedMe?”

“Yes Fry,” Leela said, turning away from the colesand taking him by the
shoulders. “Once the Brainspawn are close enougfféot us with their stupefaction
ray, you'll be the only one who... make... Leela fdelnarm and cuddly inside!”

“You make a good point,” Fry said, nodding. “Walitwhat?”

“...Duh...” Leela grinned vacantly and reached upotaste Fry’s hair. “Orange!”
she giggled.

Bender gasped in mortification back at the reghefcabin. “Ogod ogod ogod!”
he cried, clutching at the sides of his head. “Vehae my ears®/here are my ears?!

“Uh oh,” Fry said. He glanced out the window aatghe swarm of brains much
nearer now, projecting long tendrils of blue stufpfthg energy down towards the ship.
He quickly jumped into the pilot seat, laying thance of Fate on the floor beside him,
and hit the landing gear button. The ship’s fearted, and it fell down hard on its belly
with a crash.

“Sorry,” Fry grunted, thumbing the antigravs amdiag back on the control
column. With jerky motions, the Planet Express sanged up into the air. The
Brainspawn followed close behind and began clusgesiround the little green freighter,
bumping against the hull and shoving it with tetedtic impulses.

Nibbler made a muffled choking sound as he catighstalk of his third eye and
tried to swallow it.

“I want what he’s eating!” Leela sulked.

Fry paused with his hand on the dark matter lawner glanced at the Brainspawn
in the rear view mirror.

“You're about to suffesevere brain-damagéhe drawled in his best action-hero
voice, and then grimaced when he realized the stlere too stupid to appreciate his
wit. He pushed the lever down and the PE ship fematard, its main drive exhaust
blowing numerous Brainspawn to pieces.

The full dark matter burn within the constraintsan atmosphere set off a
cacophony of load warnings as the ship’s outer Bketed up and began to ablate from
the massive friction. Then it flew free of Eternismatmosphere, and Fry located the
terminus of the spiderhole in a distant ellipticghit of the system’s star. He plotted a
course toward it, taking them into the lee of aagular moonlet.

Gradually, the other three returned to their se@sel looked around in confusion.

“Me... feeling... a bit better in... capacity for abstr@ostulation,” Leela said
slowly. “Fry — you did it!”

“Yeah, and | told the Brainspawrydu’re about to suffer severe.br”

“So we're home free?” Bender interrupted.

“Not quite,” Nibbler said, pointing to the forwasdreen. Ahead in space, a hazy
cloud was growing, separating into individual oltgeas the distance closed. Swimming
into stark clarity...

“Oh, you gotta be bendin’ me...” Bender muttered.

The other half of the Brainspawn horde was poisgtdieen them and the
spiderhole.



“No problem,” Fry said with grim determination:Il'just brawn my way through
these brains and we'll...”

He was cut off by the crackle of the communicaiegstem coming to life, Fiona
appeared through static interference and glowetrétean all.

“Lord Nibbler!” she commanded. “Instruct your getmans to turn their ship
around, or we will be forced to fire upon you.”

As if on cue, long-range sensors chimed, indiggéirmass of small contacts
emerging from behind the heavily-cratered moorilee Nibblonian second fleet began
to close on them from behind.

“Caught between the Nibblonians and the Brainspafny muttered. “What
would MacGyver do?” Struck with sudden inspiratibe,pulled a paperclip, a shoelace,
and a bottletop out of his pocket and stared ahtfoe a moment. “Damn,” he said. “If
only I had a cigarette lighter.”

Nibbler stared sadly up at Fiona’s image

“I cannot comply,” he said. “What must be, must’be

“Do not be a fool,” Fiona said. “We can annihilgtau utterly — you know this.”

“Better to die in the pursuit of what is right thive under the shadow of what is
wrong,” Nibbler replied.

“Uh...” Bender raised a hand. “I, for one, do noahthat opinion.”

Fiona looked conflicted. “I do not wish to do thishe said. “Please turn back
now — return the lance. | do not want to destraoy.yd

“Do it,” Nibbler said. “Shoot us down, and therka®urself - of what worth are
all our yesterdays if we, in the hour of our finetkoning, discard that last shining inch
of ourselves that defines us — our honour and ause, the small fragile thing that is
more important than anything in this Universe weswrn to protect? To embrace the
vile, the tainted...?” Nibbler had riled himself tmaar-religious fervour, and he
continued, clenching his paws into little fists: Wt would we tell those who have gone
before us?” he said. “Those, whose toil preparedath, guided us to this moment in
time when the strength of our will and the substamicour being are called upon one last
time... what would we tell them?”

Fiona stared at him over the comm. link, her fawash with unknowable
emotion. Finally, she sighed. “We would tell theowhashamed we are,” she admitted.

“Farewell,” Nibbler said. The link went dead. Leeind Bender glanced at each
other, and Fry looked bewildered.

“So... what just happened?” he asked. “Is she gtmrigow us up?”

“We shall know soon enough,” Nibbler replied gryml

The pursuing Nibblonian fleet drew closer as thenBt Express ship continued
on toward the Brainspawn blockade. Hundreds ¢¢ Igaucer-shaped ships deployed
their weapons systems in preparation, moving irttferkill.

“Maybe someone should man the laser cannon,” Lsssthuncertainly.

“There would be little point,” Nibbler replied.

Still, the fleet came on, and still no shots wared. A dense atmosphere of tense
expectation filled the cabin as all four of themteteed the radar monitor.

“What the hell are they waiting for?” Bender muéter

Suddenly, the fleet decreased speed and begalh bada, and the four friends
breathed a collective sigh of relief.



“Thankyou,” Nibbler said quietly. Perhaps Fiona \ebstill follow her own
course, but for now she was willing to allow Nibbd®me rein to follow his... maybe
only as a last-ditch ace in the hole, but it wasething at least.

“We aren't outta the mangroves yet,” Fry notednpog at the Brainspawn
ahead. The brains were apparently undaunted bjliiidonians’ change of heart, and
closed ranks in front of the PE ship, projectirdease field of stupidity.

“Okay guys, time for a littldrainstorming” he said with a grin. Nobody
laughed, and he looked around to see Leela cluchuirooling Nibbler like a teddy-bear
and sucking her thumb, while Bender tried (withited success) to climb inside his own
chest compartment. The others were again affliaié¢id total idiocy.

“Aw nuts,” Fry muttered, turning back to the casitcolumn. “All my best
material and nobody to dig it...” He piloted the shight into the midst of the
Brainspawn, slamming heedlessly into scores oftbtbpink blobs. The Brainspawn
responded by buffeting the PE ship with telekinptitses, attempting to throw it
offcourse, but Fry smoothly adjusted the controksway Leela had been teaching him
and weaved through the onslaught.

As he flew on toward the looming purple maelstmwinthe interdimensional
spiderhole, the Brainspawn matched pace, swarnmgnd the ship and buffeting it.



“Quit it!” Fry said through clenched teeth as Imel ahe others were thrown left
and right.

“Bouncy ride!” Nibbler squealed with delight, kiclg his legs.

“Weeeeeeeekd eela seconded.

Vast spiderwebs of negative matter shot pastlmidgs, and the event horizon
approached, shimmering and shifting.

Leela suddenly snuggled up alongside Fry, resterghead in the crook of his
neck. “Me love Fry,” she said.

Despite the desperate situation and the vastlgataic rift in spacetime that
loomed seconds away, Fry momentarily broke his eotnation to look at her in surprise.

“You what?”

Then they hit the spiderhole, and everything skred beyond the point of
comprehension, before snapping back violently. §tip hurtled through the Einstein-



Rosen Bridge, tumbling end-over end with Fry stiuggfrantically to right the
trajectory and prevent the little vessel slammimntg the deadly edge of the
interdimensional tunnel.

The Brainspawn followed, nudging the PE shipngyio knock it into the
negative matter. Fry responded by broadsiding bifgiato a group of the creatures and
sending them flashing into radioactive doom wheytimpacted the edge of the
spiderhole.

“Don't strain your brain,” Fry muttered. He lookatiead, and saw for a brief
instant a colossal shape move against the surfabe spiderhole’s wall. Then it was
gone, phasing out of visibility, but the image diltiple legs hundreds of thousand of
miles long gave him the ghost of an idea. He stetre ship toward the side of the
swirling tunnel of energy, with the Brainspawn @dsehind, and switched on the ship’s
high-beam headlights.

Forked bolts of esoteric energy stabbed out frtoenviall of the spiderhole as the
PE ship flew dangerously close by. The powerfuldtights stirred up random
disturbances in the torrents of negative energil smmething finally appeared in front
of the ship, roused by the commotion. It reared axistence, larger than the mind could
fathom — its cluster of multi-faceted eyes risinglike a planet...

The maker of the spiderhole was agitated.

Fry pulled the ship up, soaring over the giargrdimensional arachnid’s moon-
sized head. The pursuing Brainspawn hesitated esuglfinding themselves facing one
of the mightiest creatures in any Universe.

The Star Spider. Kumonga. Anansi the Trickstee Weaver. Tsuchigumo. It
had many names in many places, but no legend eweliddo justice to a creature of such
immense terrible majesty. As the little green sphgeflew the length of the creature’s
vast abdomen and away behind it, the giant spetgrded the tiny swarm of flying
brains and decided it didn’t like them.

Raising its world-sized form up into the centrelté Einstein-Rosen Bridge, it
angled gargantuan spinnerets at the Brainspawifiraddmillion-mile-long strands of
negative matter webbing. Each of the brains sthycthe strands erupted into bursts of
pure energy that filled the spiderhole with inceswmt light. The survivors turned and
fled they way they had come.

The Planet Express ship burst from the spiderteastainus and fell almost
instantly into the maw of the second. After aniimtigtent time, it emerged once again
into real space, and Fry burnt dark matter at anegte to put as much distance as he
could between the ship and whatever might be follgwA sheen of nervous perspiration
covered his face.

The others had returned to their standard levaitefligence and were looking
out the windows for signs of pursuit.

“Looks like you got us through,” Leela said to Fi§ood work.”

“It was ano-brainer” Fry replied, naturally. Leela chuckled, and ghed in
relief.



Chapter 16: Spit and Wishes

Jerry, Elaine and Kramer were seated in their usa@dth in the coffee shop when
George appeared, looking even more downbeat thaalus

“Hey Georgie!” Kramer said.

Jerry and Elaine offered their greetings as Geaslygnped down silently next to
Elaine.

“What's the matter?” Jerry asked across the table.

George shook his head and slowly responded: “Mtherocaught me...”

“Caught’ you? Doing what?”

“You know...” The others gave him blank stares, hadctontinued reluctantly. I
was alone...”

Elaine made a surprised face. “You mean...!?”

“Uh-huh...”

Kramer laughed. “Sheaughtyou?”

Lrrr nudged the television with one massive webfoed to try to improve the
ancient reception, and settled back to watch.

“I've seen this rerun too many times,” Ndnd deetirfolding her tree-trunk arms.

“It's a classic,” Lrrr rumbled menacingly. YouWatch it again and you’ENJOY
it!”

George continued his story. “...First she scream&dfge, what are you doing?!
My God! And it looked like she was gonna fainhe started clutching the wall, trying to
hang onto it.”

“Man,” Kramer said reflectively.

“I didn't know whether to try and keep her frontlifag, or zip up.”

“What did you do?” Jerry asked in fascination.

“I zipped up!” George replied.



Lrrr leaned close to Ndnd and muttered: “As the tnposverful of them, | do not
understand why the one called Kramer does not meegte control of Manhattan Island
in a brutal bloodbath and declare it a breakawaydss-state.”

“Perhaps he is concealing his true ambition untime of his choosing,” Ndnd
suggested. “The same way you try to conceal thiadigyours.”

Lrrr growled. “Well you...” he said, trying to thingéf a biting comeback. “...Shut

up.”

At that moment a palace servant entered the chaamgebowed low.

“Your Excellencies of Divine and Immaculate Wisdomhose Grace and Valour
are an Eternal...”

“Yes, yes!” Lrrr snapped irritably. “What catactgscould warrant interrupting
NBC'’s primetime lineup?”

“Forgive me!” the servant grovelled. “The long-gendefensive array has tracked
two large objects entering the system on coursedoiGreat and Magnificent
homeworld.”

“Ohhhhhhhwonderful” Lrrr growled, pushing himself to his feet an@stping
over to the entrance. “My one night of free timaned!”

He cast one final glance at the TV where Jerryrg@e and Kramer were
watching the naked woman in the apartment bloc&sacthe street, and then with a sigh
he stomped out.

“Get some milk and bread on the way back!” Ndnitedeout.

* % %

The Momship...

...Bloodied, beaten... with great scorched rendsitoits hull plating, struggled
on its erratic course toward the eight planet ofi@@am Persei. Behind it, glowing with
livid fury, came Onespawn. The gargantuan brainreadrted to projecting occasional
waves of quantum reality displacement that rip@lebss the void in expanding spheres
of weird unreal energy.

One such wave passed through the Momship, makagdssel and everyone
onboard twist and bulge into crazy distorted shapken reality snapped back again and
they returned to normal.

“Oh, that doesn’t bode well,” Farnsworth said,Kog somewhat mortified by the
distortion.

“What does it mean?” Mom asked.

“It means that Wernstrom.Wernstromwas telling the truth,” the Professor
replied. “With the ability to directly interfere i quantum states, the creature has the
potential to literallyunmakethe Universe!”

Another wave passed through them, and Mom wasesuggbined by seven
duplicates of herself which looked at each othdrewilderment before fusing back
together into one very confused whole.

“...Really?” she said uncertainly, as the unreabnesices faded. “Well perhaps
the Omicronians will have better luck blasting ttsenn thing — here they come!” She
pointed out the main screen, where an armada dSingasity-killer ships had departed
Omicron Persei VIII's orbit and were moving on atercept course.



“How do we know they won’t blow us up too?” Hernaesked quietly.

“Established literary convention?” Scruffy offered

A broadwave transmission was picked up by the'slipmmunication system,
and Lrrr appeared onscreen, slightly out of frame.

“Insolent slime!” he bellowed. “I am Lrrr, rulef @micron Persei Eight,
addressing those fools who dare to attack the hameéwf the Omicronians!” He paused
to hurriedly adjust the camera so that his faceseasred, but it fell over and he resorted
to holding it steady by hand. “...Lousy piece of cvegbcam,” he muttered, and then
continued in his commanding roar. “Hear me now! Yeawe ten seconds to surrender
and be destroyed — or we waéstroyyou!”

The message ended, and the Helmsman went patey iggid at the controls as
he calculated velocities and trajectories.

“This is going to take some seriokistzpg” Helm said.

On the bridge of the Omicronian command vesset,Wwatched the Momship
approaching.

“Bastard’s not even changing course,” he muttéreaimusement to an aide.
“Open fire!”

Magnetic launchers on all the frontline saucepstupened up simultaneously,
hurling ultravelocity kinetic harpoons across tlegdvat near-lightspeed. The Momship’s
sensors picked up the mass of relativistic prdgseating up the distance between them
at a frightening rate.

“Bu had” Amy said, wringing her hands in fright.

“Wait for it,” Mom said through gritted teeth dsetdeadly harpoons drew
dangerously near. “Wait...”

At the last moment, Helm banked hard, pulling m@sethan the ship’s structural
specifications allowed for. The superstructure gesband creaked in metal anguish, but
the big ship managed to corkscrew away from thk phthe kinetic harpoons, which
flashed past and continued on...

...to slam into Onespawn’s unexpecting flank.

A brilliant explosion lit up space.

* % %

Fry and Nibbler flickered briefly.

It was almost unnoticeable, just a passing ofadtfbcus translucence, and then
they were solid again, looking around in confusion.the floor, the Lance of Fate flared
suddenly bright, and pulsed with quiet power.

“What was that?” Fry wondered, getting up from tleenmand chair.

“Onespawn flexing its muscle again,” Nibbler repli

“It hardly affected you at all this time,” Leelaid hopefully. “Do you think it's
becoming less powerful?”

“Quite the opposite,” Nibbler said grimly. “Onlyow we are now protected by
the temporal-morphic field of the Lance.”

“Well that's handy,” Fry said. He picked up thenica and noticed that the deck
beneath where it had lain was now a rough patempfocessed iron ore, looking like it



was freshly-dug from the quarry. Slowly it transf@d, progressing back through the
process of smelting and refinement to solidifytsonormal state of smooth steel.

“Cool,” Fry said quietly. “I could turn yoghurt bl into milk...”

“Impressive,” Bender said. “No wait — the otheinthy mind-numbingl’'m gonna
shut down for a while — any of you losers triesviike me, I'll hit you with a bottle.”
With that, he went still and closed his eye shield.

“Yeah, | might turn in too, Fry said, tucking thance of Fate under one arm and
heading for the door. “Don’t let me sleep throulgé énd of the Universe.” He left Leela
and Nibbler alone on the bridge, with the exclussbBender’'s immobile form.

Leela sat down, deep in thought, and remainedrsseiveral minutes before
turning to regard Nibbler contemplatively.

“If Fry uses the Lance of Fate against Onespawimg”said, “then it and the entire
Brainspawn race will be absorbed and fused withNiifsdlonians, correct?”

“That is so,” Nibbler replied.

“But then what happens to Fry?” Leela asked. “H@snected to you all, and
he’ll be at the centre of the storm... so what wdtbme of him?” She looked worried,
and stared at Nibbler imploringly, hoping for ardissive laugh, or a waving-away of
such silly concerns.

Instead, Nibbler looked away uncomfortably. “Imiat know,” he confessed.

Leela blinked in surprise, and then felt a sligflatb of unreasoning anger. “You
don’t know?” she said in disbelief. “You know evetgmn thing else — why not that?”

“Leela...” Nibbler met her gaze levelly. “The grdgaicture that gave rise to the
Brainspawn and Nibblonians as separate races al&alghe fabric of reality taut and
thin... in some places glued together. Our actiomksfates are often not our own...
surely you have felt it? Times when your coursersedirected by the hand of some
failed unoriginal writer, when events resemble sibimg familiar you cannot define...?
The borders that bound our Universe are weakerbdr &niverses are pressing against
this one, pushing us this way and that into thg@sldd other worlds and other people...
and to be completely honest with you...” He loweredvoice. “It's really all held
together by spit and wishes these days, becausmindias ever taken responsibility for
setting it right. | am consistently amazed whendoww even manages to follow today;
so as for what will happen to Fry, | won’t even &ialra guess.”

Leela stared at him blankly. She was too tirechfietaphysics, quantum physics,
or even regular physics — her eye was red-rimmelchan patience was short.

“All things will come to an end,” Nibbler went ofAt one point, Frywill be the
lynchpin upon which the future turns. What happafter that may depend, to some
extent, on him... and that’s all | can say.”

“Could he die?” Leela said.

“It's possible.”

Leela leaned back and ran her fingers througipbgle hair. “Does he know?”
she asked quietly, tiredly.

“He suspects, | think,” Nibbler said.

“And we have no choice...” Leela closed her eye, asthgle tear escaped the
lid, spilling down her cheek.



In his cabin, Fry stood naked before the mirrat Exoked upon the dark stigma
that had spread around his torso and begun to d@ep both legs. The sense of
impending inevitability hung heavy upon him, askdas the swirling marks on his skin.

The Lance of Fate, leaning against the wall, seetmeesonate in sympathy. He
looked at it and sighed, rolling onto his hammonH ataring at the ceiling.

“How much time do we have left?” he murmured te Universe in general.

On the bridge, Leela drifted into an uneasy slegpcked by disturbing dreams.
Nibbler adjusted the ship’s autopilot course taetdlem toward their appointment with
finality.

His three eyes were set hard in determination.

* k% %

Onespawn tumbled end-over-end, superheated plasivaing from the enormous
wound in its frontal lobe where the relativistiapaons had struck. Gathering its
fragmented thought processes, it righted itselftanded to face the Omicronian armada.

Insufferable carbon-based vermin

It propelled itself forward into the midst of thdvancing Omicronian warships
and expanded its stupefaction field. The big sasbgrs began to fly erratically and fire
off random bursts from their weapons systems.

Damaged and weakened, Onespawn did not lingeract @engeance. It needed
time to heal, to replenish energy and further gfiteen itself. While the alien battleships
flew about like gigantic Frisbees with death-ragasbing into one another, Onespawn
left the area at high speed.

The human vessel it had pursued was apparently.gon



Apparently, but not.

The Momship, having escaped the immediate vicioit9micronian wrath and
Onespawn’s fury, now ran silent and distant, kegpiace with the wounded brain as it
sought safety somewhere away from the warlike alien

“It's running scared,” Mom said, standing on thi@lge of the ship. “Readings
indicate the energistic displacement surroundirg& dropped significantly — those
impacts have weakened it.”

“If it bleeds,” Scruffy said, “we can kill it.”

“No, no, no,” the Helmsman said. “We’'re flying arwing and a prayer here. The
ship’s all banged up to hell, and none of you yelalve any idea how much fight that
thing has left in it.”

“Shut your filthy spamhole!” Mom snapped. “Thistie best chance we’ve had
yet —we can’t afford not to use this opportundyctam a nuke right up that thing’s...”
she paused. “Where do you cram things up a brain?”

“The Medulla Oblongata,” Hermes said.

“Perhaps some prudence would serve us well aptiirg,” Farnsworth said. “By
observing the ‘Onespawn’ from a distance, you mégay our pointless deaths long
enough for me to figure out a way to actually dmegood.”

“You think you have something, you senile idiok®dm said.

“Yes, but it isn’t contagious so don’t get all Haxd Hughes about it.”

“Something to do with Onespawn?” Mom gritted resth.

“Not at all, and | resent the implication,” Farrath said. “I do, however, have
an idea about Onespawn that may prove useful, ojiasy.”

“And that is?” Mom asked.

“Yes,” Farnsworth replied. “It is.” He wandered ayvmuttering to himself and
Mom was left looking bewildered.

At length, she turned to one of her underlingsaliMain this distance, dammit,”
she said. “We’'ll play it safe and see what timeilauss.”

* k% %

At the terminus of the spiderhole the combined Miblan/Brainspawn attack force
finally emerged, and then diverged, the Brainspaeparating to avoid the screeching
thoughts of their counterparts.

On the bridge of the Nibblonian command vesse@n&igazed out into space
contemplatively.

“We have a course laid in for the enemy’s locati@nnavigator informed her,
with a bitter edge to his voice.

“Proceed,” she said. “With any luck we should bé&edo prevent the Mighty
One’s interference and end this affair in a way pgraserves the status-quo.”

“Agreed” the Big Brain’s voice said over the communicatidink. “We shall
face this shared threat together if we must, bet éliat — all deals are off.”

The two races moved, for the first time, as omeatal a common goal. Travelling
at enhanced lightspeed, they zeroed in on therdeistn that spacetime distortions
marked out in their unique senses as the focat pbia tremendous knot in reality.

...They went together to confront Onespawn.



Chapter 17: Gone with the Solar Wind

Despite the physical exhaustion, Fry was unabigep. Strange thoughts and
imaginings kept flickering in his mind like a pilbght, never extinguishing; which was
an unfamiliar state for a man to whom the old Busldideal of emptying one’s mind of
conscious thought normally came as naturally agtbieg.

The vision of Leela’s skeleton featured promingrtllthough mortality was no
mystery to him, the image still caused a sharp-@dgjeer of terror to stab into his soul.
He couldn’t imagine a world without Leela; her sigéh and beauty were Universal
constants, like gravity and shoddy service in fastd restaurants.

Such maudlin thoughts were of a variety he coslaally shake off, drink away,
or encase in a sarcophagus of stupidness. Butstifitigdifferent now; moreeal, more
serious — the violence and angst of the past fexg Had been unlike any of his previous
episodes... escapades? There was a distinct sensienghavas limited... he felt it in his
marrow, and in the cosmic stigma that slowly consdimmim. Finality, completion; The
End of All Things. How much time was left for him tight the wrongs in his life before
it all became academic? Days? Hours?

Rolling from the hammock, he donned clothes ardtipd out of the room, down
the hall, and onto the bridge. Bender still stand idormant inactive state, while Nibbler
had disappeared somewhere. Fry walked forwardaio & the stars, but paused when he
noticed Leela asleep in the command chair, makimgjlsvhimpering sounds as her
eyelid trembled — some bad dream was being paadsxss the canvas of her mind, and
he almost considered waking her, but she had bdeausted and needed to rest.

Leela... she was so beautiful, so amazing. What tieredds that he could fall
through a thousand years of empty time and awakarpresence of a Goddess such as
her?

He reached down and brushed a few errant strangisrple hair from her face,
and she seemed to relax at his touch, sighing nteds.

Fry supposed that if Leela were in his place nbe/souldn’t be as uncertain as
him — she wouldn’t stand around waiting for evenotpull her in one direction or
another. She would take charge of her destiny... fungeFry was rarely able to do.
Hell, he had trouble taking charge of his shoelduafortunately a thousand years in the
future Velcro was still considered dorky).

He turned away and walked over to the forward sieeen, where he stood with
his hands in his pockets, gazing out at the cosBt@ss that might have witnessed the
birth and death of billions of souls within theiamn embrace fled past the little ship in
the blink of an eye; incandescent multicoloureduteldrifted by, tens of old-light years
long, where suns and worlds were being created;oayets, immense tumbling
asteroids, and... and a million other things Fry hachame for. The idea that he might
have the ability to save it all could so easily@avlated his ego to a celestial size, and at
another time being ‘the most important person ewwmiverse’ had seemed like the
greatest thing ever.

...But now... now he was onlyightened And where had that fear come from?
That biting sense of realism had never afflictad before... it was as if he’d jumped
from a sitcom into a drama, and was still strugglio keep up.



Leela had woken soundlessly and watched Fry nevugdooked out at the stars.
Her lips were dry as she thought of a thousan@wfit things she wanted to say and
none of the words with which to say them. The cos&ton she’d had with Nibbler kept
playing back in her mind again and again — the ghoof Fry’s ultimate fate made her
skin crawl. She’d had a nightmare of a life withbuh once while in a coma, and the
utter pointlessness of that world caused such despghe couldn’t take it. Their shared
history seemed to flow through her mind, all tmeds they’d spent together, all the
hardships and all the warmth... and his face, alvtlagee with a lopsided grin and some
stupid beautiful comment to make everything seeaigtsl

| don’t deserve him...

She’d kept him at arm’s length, but he’'d stayethvaer regardless. How could
she spurn that kind of devotion time and time agaml still keep him in her life? It must
have been torture for him...

Am | so heartlessshe wonderedNo... I've needed him, just like he needs me...
only I've never been able to admit it, not like him

Of course, that was the difference between thémdecided. Fry wasn'’t afraid to
open himself wide to the slings and arrows of tleelav That blameless honesty that kept
him coming back again and again after all the t&as... Leela envied it. She envied his
strength.

She stood quietly and walked over to him, stillunesof what to say.

“Leela,” Fry said in surprise when she appearesidechim. “I'm sorry, did |
wake you?”

“No,” Leela said, taking in the view through thereeen. “Sure is beautiful,” she
said softly. “I fly through space all the time, Butever reallyseeit, you know? | don’t
stop and reallyook at it... it's just something that passes me by.”

Fry gave a vague nod, not really understanding.

“But you do see it, don’'t you?” Leela went onllgtfaring out into the stars. “You
see things that other people have taught themstlvgsaore, to push aside because
there’s always something else to do. You see evieiythe way it is, with eyes wide
open... and here’s me, with only one eye — seemsdfithat I've only ever seen half the
picture.”

“Leela...” Fry looked concerned. “I... | don’t realknow what you're talking
about,” he said. “Did | do something wrong? Is thiut what I left in the washbasin?
Because | was going to clean...”

“Do you know what'’s going to happen when we geDteespawn?”

“...No.”

“Fry.” Leela turned to face him seriouslyHilip,” she said, for perhaps the first
time ever. “| don’t want you to pass me by likeththt space out there... | don't... want
to have lost you without ever choosing to see yowhat you are...”

Fry was taken aback more by the unprecedentedonityy of emotion than the
taboo usage of his given name. In the half-lightcbuld see moisture glistening in
Leela’s eye.

“Hey,” he said, gently taking her by the shouldéltss okay... you're not gonna
lose me. You couldn’t if you wanted to — I'm likebad case of head-lice: you think I'm
gone, but then the eggs hatch and there’s moreeafrawling around in there.” He made
a creepy-crawly with his hand and rustled Leel&s playfully to try to cheer her up.



Leela’s bottom lip trembled, and suddenly she prassed against him, burying
her face in his shoulder and sobbing quietly.

“Please Fry,” she sobbed. “Please don't die. la&i@titake that... not again.”

“I...” Fry wrapped his arms around her and heldtight. He could have told her
again that it would all be okay, that he’d be farel they would all go home happily...
but he didn’t know that. And he didn’t want to liegt to her.

“I wish you weren’t the Mighty One,” Leela saicgrhwords muffled by his
shoulder. “I wish you were just my Fry, the sillynhy Philip Fry who | love... not the
hope of the Universe, just mine...”

“l wish that too...”

Leela looked up to meet his gaze, her tear-stebtdaee inches from his. “I know
this is something we have no choice in,” she sa@ husky voice. “And I'll go along
with you, every step of the way... but I...” She puleday and stood with her back to
him, trembling slightly.

“It's alright Leela,” Fry said. “Really...”

“It's not alright,” she replied. “I've treated ydaadly. We're not just friends, Fry.
We’re more than that. A lot more.”

“I know.”

She turned back to regard him. “I didn’t wantagb into... whatever we're
about to go into... without telling you | love you.&ela straightened as if a great weight
had been lifted from her. “I do love you,” she séd\With all my heart.”

Fry was lost for words, but he didn’t need anyelagook hold of his jacket and
pulled him close, planting her lips against his.



Hardly believing what was happening, Fry returtteslkiss, holding her close. At
the back of the cabin Nibbler watched silently frbim nest in Bender’s chest cabinet.
With a satisfied nod, he gently shut the door,giMihe two humans their privacy.

“...Leela,” Fry said when they finally broke contatitlove you so much, |
always have... but if this is about me maybe dyingmehn, if you just feel obliged...
like that time we thought Zoidberg was dying sost@pped throwing darts at him for a
while...”

“It's not about obligation,” she whispered. “I wahis. And besides — I'm not
going to let you do anything alone. We’'ll fight &ther, Fry. And if it's gotta be that
way, we’ll die together.” She kissed him againtifiesthe protest that rose on his tongue.

“I brushed you off so many times,” she continudtew she pulled away. “It's
because... romance to me has always meant a long ehdisappointment and
heartache, nothing like the connection | share watl. It's so different... something
pure and wonderful, so | was always terrified atittea of changing it, of making you
another lover who will hurt méauntme...”

“Iwon't,” Fry said. “l would never...”

“I know,” Leela said. “I see you now, as you a&ead I'm sorry.”

Fry pulled her back toward him and kissed her hilypdosing himself in her
scent, the softness of her lips, the contours pbbhdy pressed against hisln.the midst



of a nightmare, a dream had come true — and noth&sggoing to interrupt this
moment... except the sudden urgent chiming of thenconications system.

Bender awoke with a start at the loud call algpgning his eye shield to see Fry
and Leela looking a little flustered and red-faaéthe other end of the cabin.

“Aren’t one of you morons gonna answer that?” &ie ,swaving at the comm.
console that was flashing red.

“Right... right,” Leela said, adjusting her hair awthking at Fry (her single eye
made the process of winking somewhat redundantasted on the observer, a fact
she’d never actually realized). She made her walyg@omm. console and keyed the
incoming call onto the main screen.

As the screen came to life, the three of themeapunison, and Nibbler poked
his head out of Bender’s chest compartment todmgsily.

“Well well, fancy meeting you bastards out hefd@m said, glaring down at
them.

* % %

Onespawn moved through tumbling great mountaimsak and ore.

The asteroid field was vast, and with the new nzaxhines being produced
within itself, the creature absorbed and convetitedabundant raw matter at a rapid pace,
using the new mass to repair the damage it hadisestand further boost its strength
and capabilities.

Fury resonated from the giant brain in waves aesethed still, over the pestering
attacks it had suffered through. Death had nevier drey great fear for the creature
before, but with its newfound ascendance to imtliglity and overlordship, it finally had
something to lose. External threats instilled a Imgieater terror than they ever had
before when it had been part of the collective.

And now there were other causes for concern...

Echoing across the cosmos like the quantum ecnvalf distant thunder on an
open plain, the return of the Brainspawn had ca@eespawn to pause and shudder. The
guesting minds of its fellows probed tentativelyoss the void; searching, pushing...
Onespawn repelled them, unwilling to be subsume#t bao the hierarchy, but knew
that they would soon attack in force to preventifer dissolution of their quantum
structure by Onespawn’s alterations.

It could prepare for such an eventuality, but onexpected element gave even
greater cause for concern. From the moment the tyi@he had laid his hands upon the
Lance of Fate the gentle ripple of temporal waes lapped on the shore of reality,
almost imperceptibly, but it did not escape theatuee’s notice.

Never would Onespawn have expected the Nibblort@mfarsake their manifest
selves and deploy that final, unthinkable trumplcar

Or perhaps they hadn’t... Perhaps the orange-h@mdvas acting of his own
volition. Whatever the case, the Lance was neadwy, ©nespawn could sense it... and
so it hastened to prepare itself.

* % %



The Momship and the Planet Express ship convergedialised side-by-side, a long
distance away from where the damaged Onespawn hechlierough an asteroid field,
consuming mass to replenish itself.

“So,” Mom said into the communications monitor wttae facts had been
ascertained, “while I've been here trying to Kille damn monster, you idiots were out
joyriding through the Universe in search of somgpst magic weapon?”

“Hey!” the cyclops woman snapped through the sixate communications link.
“Don’t try to make out like this mess is anyonessitt but yours!”

“Go to hell, eyeball'” Mom snapped.

“Oh, a reference to my prominent mutation?” Lesdal. “How very creative of
you. While you're exercising that brilliant streakaybe you could dream up a way to get
at Onespawn without it blasting us.”

“I've got Farnsworth working on that, you wencliMfom snarled.

“You have the Professor?!” Leela said, aghast.

Mom cut off the comm. link abruptly and strodevfard to stare out at the
asteroid field where the gargantuan brain formddeernible knot of mass amid the
planetary debris.

“It's waiting for us,” she murmured. “Damn thingst wants us to make a
move...”

Off to one side, Amy, Hermes, and Scruffy sat thge feeling like spare pawns
in a chess set.

“Why do they call it ‘it’,” Amy wondered absently.

“Wot you talkin’ ‘bout, Miss Wong?” Hermes grunteudserably.

“This giant brain thing... they keep saying ‘it’.”

“So?”

“Well... maybe it's a boy, or a girl. Why ‘it'?”

Scruffy grunted. “Brains ain’t got no genitalsg baid. “Maybe if it were a flyin’
crotch we’d know better what to call it.”

“Flying crotches are extinct, mon,” Hermes remithdém.

Meanwhile in the Momship’s extensive workshop,f@ssor Farnsworth finished
the final components in his creation and steppe#t bmadmire it. The simple elegance
and splendour of the machine was something to belslthat moment, he considered it
his single greatest accomplishment.

It was areversemicrowave oven. It had one purpose — to take pgyezl meal
andun-cook it, reducing it back to a cold raw state.

Usefulness in the current situation: zero to nil.

“Now that’s finished with,” he muttered to himselfd better start dealing with
this ‘Onespawn’ problem | suppose...” He tapped aatay computer keyboard for a few
moments and then stood back. “There, done.”

* k% %

Fry, Leela, Bender, and Nibbler looked out throtigh scuffed chainglass windows of
the Planet Express ship to where the great eneniy sait, out in the slowly drifting
mass of gigantic rocks.

“So what now?” Leela asked, glancing down at NebliHow do we get to it?”



“I am not entirely certain,” Nibbler said. “Thisag has always been...
theoretical.”

“Oh you're just a useless little ball of crap!” @B#er lifted a foot to stomp on
Nibbler, but Leela pushed him over.

“Well, we’ve got to think of something,” she sapltting her hands on her hips.
“There must be some way we can get through theefapon ray and...”

“There is another problem in this arenaNibbler said. “In practicality...”

Fry stopped listening. As his friends continuedraiing the lack of options, he
slipped quietly away, leaving the bridge and wajkihrough the ship’s corridors,
ducking into his cabin as he went to retrieve thade. Leela’s words about fighting and
dying together came back to him, and he thoughtitaher plunging herself into
danger... by his side, because they always stuckhtegealways... But...

“...Not this time,” he said to himself. He would &this danger alone. After all,
he was the only one who could. Leela didn’t havedio herself — he could end it, finally
and completely...

He walked into the ship’s airlock chamber and iealty struggled into one of the
worn and scratched utility spacesuits that was imgngn a rack. He clipped on the bulky
manoeuvring harnesses, and tied the Lance of &éated of the equipment loops with a
length of tether before finally fitting the bublilelmet over his head and sealing it in
place. The suit's autonomous systems came onkegcled air pumping around the
helmet, temperature dispersal tubes cooling hiybaad electromuscle bands massaging
his circulatory system to maintain good bloodflawzero-G.

With a bulky gloved hand, he turned the manuatrods on the inner door of the
airlock, letting himself inside the narrow passagd shutting it behind him, before
moving to the outer door and pushing it open. Titetant on the suit’s helmet darkened
to protect his eyes from the glare of nearby s&lswing him to look out on the
sprawling majesty of space.

He stepped out of the airlock, and exited thectiffe zone of the ship’s gravity
pump. Sudden intense vertigo threatened to oveheleas it always did in sudden
freefall, but he slowed his breathing as Leelataadht him, and turned to focus on the
grimy dented hull of the ship as a solid referepomt in three dimensions. When his
pulse slowed, he burped the manoeuvring jets ¢m&imself in a headfirst trajectory
toward the asteroid field in the distance.

“Well,” he said to himself. “Here goes...”

Thumbing the control thrusters up to full-powes, dhot away on a column of
chemical flame toward Onespawn, the Lance of Reég@sed to his side and a gleam in
his eye that could have been heroic resolutiomast probably just feverish terror.



Chapter 18: The Spawn Identity

As Farnsworth hurried onto the bridge of the Momskwveryone present turned to look
at him expectantly, as though waiting for him tofpen some miraculous conjuring
trick.

“Have you come up with a way to deal with this g#h Mom asked.

“Oh my no,” Farnsworth said. “I've been too busynrng up with a way to deal
with this thing. Now get out of my way, dammit!”

Mom looked around at the others - nobody was stenidi the old man's way.

“That's better!” he snapped, striding forward temtin over the communications
station. “I had the idea while | was on the toilearlier | monitored the creature’s
brainwave patterns and noticed how fluid they ab@w susceptible to external
influence... like how a weak bladder can be triggdredhe sound of running water... oh
yes...”

Mom said nothing, waiting for him to get to theigo

“We can tell it a story...” Farnsworth said, stilkpecting the communications
console. “...And in so doing, trap it within the maintealm of fantasy.”

“Dat’s a pile o’ rotten sugar cane!” Hermes snapfysem the back of the cabin.
“Don’'t waste everyone’s time you crazy old fool!”

“Shut up!” Mom said. “Farnsworth — explain it pexpy.”

“Oh, it's quite simple really. Fiction can formetlbasis of a self-sustaining
internal delusion in the creature — it's been doef®re, apparently. By using the
recorded brain pattern readings of a comatose pdérsm the ship’s database as the
carrier signal, I've adjusted the communicatiorrato project a story directly into
Onespawn’s mind.”

“A story?” Mom repeated. “You mean that literall{hce upon a time,’ that sort
of thing?”

“Bizarrely, yes!” Farnsworth said. “As focused d@struction as the Brainspawn
are, your team’s initial studies as well as my @bservations have shown the creature to
be remarkably tied to convention in their thougttgesses — a structured narrative is
something that can’t be ignored... oh my no, esplgamt when it's a talented writer
with compelling subject-matter.”

“So... we write a story... and the creature will kepived within its confines?”
The Professor nodded and smiled in a manner mosésand Mom shook her head in
incredulity — reality, it seemed, was far strantamn fiction.

“Someone had better start writing it quickly!” Amsgid, pointing toward the
viewscreen. “Whoever that is won’t stand a charrdess we distract the brain.”

Out in space, they could see a small space-sfigigce rocket away from the
nearby Planet Express ship and down toward thecédtieeld where Onespawn lay in
wait.

“It must be Fry, that stupid prehistoric NeandalfhFarnsworth muttered. “He’s
going to get himself killed, and I'll have to hiageal delivery boy who’ll demand
paymen@aboveminimum wage, dammit!”

“Well — help him!” Mom snapped. “Write somethingyu stupid old bastard!”

Farnsworth looked down at the comm. station’sniliated keypad and hesitated,
wracking his brain for an opening line.



“Uhh..."” he scratched his head and looked aroundnfgiration. Writer’'s block
suddenly gummed-up his brain.

“Come on — what are you waiting for?”

“Shut up!” he snapped. “I can’t write with the lden of deadlines weighing me
down! You're just like those insufferable publisgiexecutives at Macmillan — always
crushing my creative spirit...”

Abruptly, Scruffy stood up and walked over, shavirarnsworth out of the way.

“This is Scruffy’s time to shine,” the janitor grted, sitting down at the comm.
station and smoothing his moustache with theatficalish. “Maybe Scruffy’s novel’s
sittin’ unpublished in a dusty desk draw — but ha still write twice as good as any of
the hacks out in the market today.” He began te tgpidly, hammering the keys at a
blinding pace and speaking as he wrote as thougatitig to himself:

“In the beginnin’, there was Hollywood,” he sdiénd the God of glamour and
pretence saw that it was good, and the spirit ohgiess floated over the boulevards and
palm trees.

“It was a town where anyone could be anyone, whpportunity shimmered like
a false dawn on every hopeful’s horizon; where ypweeknewthat they would make it.
Even agiant brainlike me...”

* % %

...But Onespawn had so far only managed to pick fievdow-paying jobs as an extra
or bit part in cheap B-grade science-fiction filnitswas hard for a floating brain to
avoid being typecast, and try as it might, Onespaauidn’t seem to find itself any roles
besides the generic alien monster villain.

Just once, it would be nice to land a speaking iolan intellectual drama, or a
romance... even @omedy But no, it was always the evil space brain... wiictespawn
considered to be a somewhatistdepiction.



Nevertheless, there was rent to be paid, andr&téygt and the telephone bills.

Onespawn sighed to itself as it sweltered bengethights of the sound-stage
and the layers of makeup. The Hollywood dream leadime a Hollywood nightmare.
The director, a generic British blowhard, was shiogtat the set designers to add more
blinking lights to the foam and plywood starshipge while the actors and sound crew
took time out for a surreptitious cigarette, disgspd by the wafting emanations of the
smoke machine.

Finally the dispute ended, and the director bedw'Places!”

Onespawn floated to his position at the centréhefhull breech’ in the set wall,
behind which a black curtain was dappled with seguhat looked nothing like deep
space.

“Alright, we all know what we're supposed to dadé the director said. “Let’s
just try to get this right the first time through.”

“Um...” Onespawn wobbled nervously. “What’s my matign?”

“Oh for pity’s sake...” the pompous Brit looked alboeiady to throw a tantrum.
“You're an evil space brain and you want to killeeyone with your mind-exploding
death-beam, alright? It's not bloody rocket-sciéfice

“But... what are my lines? | haven’t been given apc

The director glared. “Argg!’ ‘Rarrr!” ‘| will destroy you all'’... Think you can
manage that, genius?”

Onespawn inclined its frontal lobe in miserabl&m@@vledgement, and waited
while the square-jawed hero and scantily-clad siticoreasted heroine got into position.

Some small doubt ate at the creature’s mind...gbbkng that it was supposed to
be somewhere else... doing something else. Perhsipsutd have finished College and
gone for that position as head lecturer of apocttyptudies instead of falling for the
fantasy of showbiz glitz and garbage.

...Or maybe it was something else?

As Onespawn played the part of the mindless spacester, it tried to
remember...

* % %

In a zero-gravity vacuum there is no force to @etiast acceleration, a fact which Fry
had consistently failed to acknowledge or undedstiuring his years of space travel. He
applied far too much thrust with the manoeuvringhbas and found himself shooting at
breakneck speed toward a looming maze of asteroihy one of which meant a very
sudden crushing death if he rammed into them.

Cursing his own unmitigated idiocy, he swerveddhenound a number of vast
tumbling walls of rock, trying to bleed off as muspeed as he could before...

Crap... One huge iron asteroid rolled into his path, ergte was no way he
could possibly avoid its dark cratered surfacegktted his teeth for the inevitable
impact, but suddenly a second asteroid impactefirdiesending them both twirling
away like hundred-thousand ton billiard balls.

And he was in the clear, hurtling toward an eagér shape looming beyond.
Fry decelerated as he approached Onespawn, and gaplee giant brain grew
consistently larger, expanding to fill his entireld of vision like a vast plain of puckered



pink and grey tissue. He came to a stop a fewdealy from the surface, and the creature
seemed to fill half the Universe.

“Anyone home?” Fry said, gripping the Lance ofdat his gloved hand and
holding it at the ready. Onespawn was motionlesd,agppeared inactive, which seemed
unusual. For some reason Fry couldn’t believe uiide this easy.

Lost in thought, he gave a small cry of fright whes suit’s radio squawked into
life.

“Fry!?” Leela’s anxious voice echoed in the speakdtsy = where are you?
You're not onboard the ship — what are you doing?”

He lifted his left arm and activated the wrist-mtad telecom unit, and Leela’s
face appeared on the little screen.

“Hey Leela,” he said. “I'm just taking care of serbusiness. You don’t need to
worry.”

Leela’s eye went wide. “Oh my God,” she said. ;Frgu can’t! Stop — come
back...”

“It's okay Leela,” Fry said. “l won't let this thg be the death of you. | know
what | have to do.”

Leela began to shout at him, but he switchedh&ffdommunications link.
Swallowing hard, he slowly raised the Lance, lauglit while trying not to send himself
into a spin. The tip of the blade pointed at Onespand seemed to shimmer and crackle
with expectant energy.

“Time to end this,” Fry said through clenched teet

He slammed the manoeuvring rockets forward, amckghe Lance of Fate into
Onespawn’s flesh. The blade pierced the aliendissnd the wall of brain matter
quivered and pulsed with weird power...

Something jolted Onespawn.

It paused in mid-attack, and the director screarfédt!” and began cursing the
incompetence of floating brains. It didn’t care..erth was somethingrong

A resonance filled Onespawn, and it shuddered]lfirtasting aside the fantasy.
Hollywood crumbled around it, folding away into hisigness.

A trick!

It found itself back in space, with the Lance ofeHauried in its side.

* % %

On the bridge of the Momship, the communicationssote exploded in sparks from a
massive power feedback, sending Scruffy sprawbnity¢ deck.

“l was just getting’ into the swing o’ the mairopl’ he muttered irritably as
Hermes helped him to his feet. “Scruffy was in zbee..”

“What the hell happened?” Mom said.

“It seems the creature has found its way out efrtfental realm,” Professor
Farnsworth said.

“Oh no,” Amy said. “What about Fry?”

* k% %



With a concussive burst of telekinetic energy, &ng the Lance were slammed away
from Onespawn, tumbling off into space. In a dagtadle, Fry righted his spin and looked
back at the gargantuan brain. Onespawn was irtadtéux, rippling and fading in and
out of reality. Bolts of energy lanced out, liglginp space.

“Come on, come on!” Fry muttered.

Slowly, the creature re-solidified, and the craulenergy dispersed. It appeared
unharmed, and turned its massive lobes to regarchRrhat he sensed was sneering
amusement.

“...It didn’t work,” he said to himself. “What wemtrong?” He reactivated the
communication link, and Leela’s worried face lookedim accusingly, before being
replaced by Nibbler’s.

“Come back, you idiot!” Nibbler said.

“I don’t understand,” Fry replied. “I used the lanagainst it... but nothing
happened.”

“The Lance draws its true power from direct cohtaith you” Nibbler said.

“Yeah... s0?”

“S0?Sa? Are you in direct contact with i®e yolr”

“Of course | am. I'm holding it right in my...” He@bked down to where he
gripped the shaft of the Lance in his bulky... “...Gdgv.Oh... | see.”

“Fry!” Leela pushed Nibbler aside. “You have taw® back. Please just...” Her
voice faded out and the screen went dark as timalsigas interrupted by an external
jamming pulse.

Words suddenly echoed boomingly in his head: “Sbe.‘Mighty One’, |
presume?” Onespawn said, its psychic voice heatly disdain.

Fry looked up at the monstrous creature that labbefore him, glowing blue.

“Yeah,” he grunted resignedly. “So what?”

“Perhaps not so mighty after all. Your stupidigshundone you, as it always
would — now you will die, and so too will die thedl hope this fraudulent Universe
has.”

Fry glared through his helmet. “Maybe | am finidliehe said. “But even if | do
die here, my friends won't give up — they’'ll findrae way to stop you.”

“Given sufficient time, | almost believe they cdyilOnespawn rumbled. “But
with you gone, time will be my servant, and theagster.”

Fry looked down at the seal of his glove, and bagaunfasten the binders that
held it in place.

“There’s one thing that | wanna know before yodiirkie,” he said, playing for
time.

“And that is?”

“Well... the Brainspawn wanted to learn everythihgre is to know, anthen
destroy the Universe so that no new information ldl@uise... but you don’t seem
interested in learning anything at all — why do yeant to destroy everything?”

Onespawn, not expecting a half-intelligent questrom the idiotic human,
allowed itself a small chuckle. “You don’t know?2"asked.

“No.” Fry said. “It doesn’t make any sense... yoendetta has no purpose.
None!”



Onespawn laughed a harsh laugh that rolled aspese. “This Universe,” it said.
“This ‘reality’, whatever you want to call it... isn’t real. | expanded the capacity of my
mind and saw beyond the stage; all that we areafiidat we know is a fabrication,
written and animated to fit the whims of Gods oteFar the Audience. The Universe is a
veil pulled across the eyes of fools like you... etyed now have colour, where before
they were white circles with dots... or did you notioe the change that has been
wrought? | suppose you think yalwayshad five fingers on your hands? Hahaha.”

Fry frowned and stared at the glove he was sfilhg to unfasten. Five fingers
were encased in the flexible material. Five... thaswight, wasn't it? The echoes of
memory bounced through his mind... didn’t he onceehfawer fingers?

“l... don't get it...” he said. “Did you do somethirig us?”

“Not I. This reality is a weak facade being pulbkaad twisted by trans-universal
forces beyond its bounds. | will destroy it, andrth will ascend to confront those forces
responsible for the puppeteering, those GroeningsCohens and Coldangels, and take
their power for myself.”

“You're insane,” Fry said. “You're out of your dangigantic mind! And | won't
let you draw the rest of existence into your selétductive delusion. I'm gonna put a stop
to this right now, even if it kills me, which itrabst certainly will!”

He hyperventilated rapidly, sucking in severalga of air before expelling it
all, emptying his lungs as best he could. Shruggingwardly within the suit, he
uncoupled the final seal on his right glove, anthvai ferocious blast of escaping air it
blew off, sending Fry on a wild tumble.



The deafening roar of atmosphere exiting thelasted only seconds, then there
was silence but for the hissing from his eardrumfad and air began boiling from the
pores of his skin. Hie eyeballs bulged and his tempulsed, vision blurring as pressure
inside his skull threatened to explode him fromitisde.

Focus he told himself as his chest muscles jerkedsatihcage, demanding he
draw breath that wasn't there to be draivmay only have seconds... better make ‘em
count.

His exposed hand moved to the Lance of Fate wihespn on its tether. His skin
was already blistering and leaking crimson dropldien he gripped the weapon. A surge
of energy flowed through it from the contact, andleéamed with otherworldly light.

Just gotta make it.he thought, wavering on the edge of consciousness.

“You won't,” Onespawn said. “But | do admire thigoet.

Go to the devil you bastayéry thought, gritting his teeth to keep his svngl
tongue from poking out. He nudged the manoeuvtingsters forward and began the
final approach toward the giant brain, holding ltla@ce out in front of him.

A fist of telekinetic energy slammed him asidepthing him through the void to
bounce painfully off an asteroid and tumble limply.

“Good try,” Onespawn told the dying man. “Now ycan die.”

Blackness enveloped him.



* % %

“Fry!” Leela shouted in horror at the magnified imagetloe monitor. “No!” She spooled
up the ship’s engines instantly and angled dowratdvhe asteroid field. “No, nao!”

“We got some unpleasantries coming up on our &stider announced. The
radar showed a vast fleet of ships arriving beltvean. Leela didn’t care, she kept on-
course, piloting the ship toward Onespawn and Hifgkess floating form.

The Nibblonian second fleet, which had appearéuhioe opened fire, unleashing
a devastating torrent of directed energy and smesiles that shot toward the Planet
Express ship...

...and passed it by, stabbing down into the astdield to slam into Onespawn
in vast cataclysmic explosions.

From another direction, the Brainspawn horde aggakedlying down into the
now-incandescently irradiated asteroids to surrddndspawn. They projected an intense
field of psionic energy at their massive cousimpshing it in light.

Leela ignored it all, steering around the asteroibt even flinching when the
great rocks scraped against the ship’s hull. Uaahtle figure spun slowly through
space, trailing a small cloud of water and oxydwet still issued from the open wrist cuff
of the spacesuit.

With tense, hurried motions, Leela banked the stigpa belly-first attitude and
activated the Giraffe-catching net. With a mechalnatunk, the big semiorganic
expanding net deployed from the ship’s cargo bigng out and wrapping around Fry’s
immobile body, and then reeling him back in.

Leela then slammed down the accelerator and tbezsbmed away from the
tremendous battle that was taking place behind...

* k% %

As the constellation of Brainspawn kept Onespawthiall with their combined psionic
assault, the Nibblonians maintained their bombardpi®asting away vast chunks of
viscera from the abomination’s flanks. Columns lobld fountained out and crystallized
in great crimson arcs.

Onespawn’s consciousness was being forced intoadl pocket of the mind by
the other Brainspawn, their brusque assault bagei its sense of identity and control. It
roared in fury and tried to force them back, betytbnly increased the power of their
invasive mental projections.

Changing tact, Onespawn appeared to capituladepdrg its defences and
allowing the others to enter its mind. Then, whaan psychic channel was wide open, it
activated a dormant mental subroutine it had bepikg in store... the complex pulse
sequence would be called a virus if it were in mpoter — and was, in effect, the organic
equivalent to the subversion program Onespawn bad to seize control &rezhney
The Brainspawn weren’t expecting it...

With a single combined howl, they spasmed andezkt®eir attack, their
consciousnesses burning out and being replacechbggawn’s. All at once, they came
under Onespawn’s direct control.



Now, you insufferable Nibblonian filth Onespawn thought savagely, directing
its new minions to turri.et’'s see how you run...

The Nibblonian fleet saw what was coming. The dlofiBrainspawn with which
they had formed such a shaky alliance was now spgéalvards them. The ships ceased
their bombardment and began a rapid retreat, flyihgdeep space away from the
subverted brains.

Onespawn made to follow, but suddenly the heawans filled by a different
fleet; vast city-killer attack saucers dropped @iuhyperspace and hung poised at the
maximum attack range. The Omicronian armada hattéchthe intruders to its system
and was looking to settle up.

A broadwave communication was sent out.

Lrrr, leader of the Omicron Persei VI, addres§atespawn: “Enemies of the
Omicronian people!” he bellowed, bringing up a greealed fist to wave at his webcam.
“Did you think you could fly into our territory, nk& fools of our mighty fleet, and
escape the consequences?! Prepare to be madenaplexd”

As the ships opened fire. Onespawn, wounded amdteved, deployed two score
of his new minions to run interference againstgaesistent alien attackers. It then fell
back amid the asteroids, using them for cover,famting the odd one out at the armada
with telekinesis, where it would slam explosivatya the great warships.

The Momship flew out of the line of fire, puttiag much distance between it and
the space battle as possible.

Onespawn didn’t have the time or the energy tddsding with such petty
trivialities. It needed to regroup, to summon tleeessary power to make its next move.
It could no longer sense the Mighty Onéaut would take no chances; it would go the
final battleground and begin preparations for ttesere of everything.

The end was near.



Chapter 19: A Spaceship Named Desire

Leela abandoned the helm and ran headlong thrdwegshtip, arriving in the cargo bay
even as vapour still billowed from the re-compressiozzles set in the bulkhead. She
stumbled over masses of netting piled up on th&,deavhere the motionless figure in
the orange space suit lay tangled up.

Leela felt tears running down her face as shedlibrough the giraffe net with
her field knife and pulled Fry out by the arms. Blkén was almost white, except for the
red and purple vacuum burns that marred his fagth $Making fingers, she unlatched
the helmet and pulled it off.

“Fry?” she said. Fry?!” He wasn’t breathing, and so as Bender and Nibbl
arrived she bent over him and placed her mouth loigecracked lips, blowing air into
brutally battered lungs.

She did it again and again, with no response,ipgus press her fingers against
his carotid artery.

“There’s no pulse!” she sobbed, willing his bruisgyelids to open.

“Stand aside!” Bender said. The robot crouchedfarably tore the front of
Fry’'s space suit open. “Clear!” he said, placing mmietal hands on Fry’'s chest. A sharp
jolt of electricity lanced into Fry’'s body and tepine arced, before slumping down again.
Leela checked his pulse once more, and shook lagk. e blew three more breaths into
Fry’s mouth and moved back while Bender defibrdthhim once again.

They repeated the process several times, withalsetdars falling on Fry’s still
face. Nibbler paced up and down, wringing hisdiftws anxiously.

“Are you sure you're doing it right?” he said.

“Yes!” Leela shouted. “Be quiet!” She breathediftry again, and sat back on
her haunches as Bender zapped him.

“Come on Fry,” she said, looking at the pale feguiDon’t do this to me... please
don’t do this to me.”

Bender moved back from Fry’s body, looking defdatéeela...” he said quietly.
“I don’t think he’s gonna...”

“Shut up!” Leela yelled, her voice breaking. “Irdbwant to hear it! We won'’t
give up on him! He'd never give up on any of ustibBing, she took Fry’'s face between
her hands and pressed her lips against his, ttgibgeathe life into him. Again and again
she emptied her lungs into his, until she stamteget dizzy, then she broke away and
hammered her fist against his sternum.

“Wake up, damn you!” she shouted between sobsj¢iag his chest repeatedly.
“You can’t do this to me! I'm your Captain — | ditligive you permission to lie down on
the job ~wake up’

Fry didn’t move.

Bender gently took Leela by the shoulders, andceliapsed against him,
weeping pitifully into his metal chest.

“Oh God,” she cried. “I don’t know what to... | ddn’”

“It's not right,” Bender said, hugging her closelit just isn’t right.”

Nibbler stared gravely at the dead man. “This caiwe,” he said. “Without the
Mighty One, the Universe will...”



“Who cares about your damned Univé®sd_eela screamed, lurching away from
Bender to stand with her fists clenched, as iffsbged to punch death itself. “What good
is all your talk of fate and destiny if it can’tibg my Fry back?”

Nibbler said nothing, and Leela fell to her knbeside Fry’'s body. For a moment
there was silence, and Leela stared at the mosisriégm. Then her eye narrowed.

“No,” she said, with anger bubbling in her voitldo, I'm not letting you give
up!” She began breathing into his mouth again,ticin

“Leela, stop,” Bender said miserably, reachingut her back. “It's pointless,
leave him be.”

“Juice him!” Leela shouted.

“But...”

“Do it, you useless walking trashcan!”

Miserably compliant, Bender put his hands on Fcyisst and emptied voltage
into his body. Leela checked the pulse.

“Again!” she said.

Again, the thump of electricity, and Fry’s bodyasmed... and then he gasped.
His eyes fluttered open as he sucked in a hugetitppahair, and then he turned on his
side, wracked by a terrible fit of coughing. Leelas holding him tight, her tears of relief
warm on his skin; Bender gripped his hand, and Mibécurried around him excitedly.

The others were talking, but Fry couldn’t focustbea words — his brain hadn’t
yet re-oxygenated completely. His vision was bldyi@nd his entire body felt like one
huge amorphous toothache.



When he was able to form words, his voice rasikedd badly-tuned radio.

“I'm not... dead,” he observed.

“You were,” Bender said. “For about five minut€&ood to have you back,
buddy.”

“I was worried for a moment,” Nibbler added. “Brdur grip on life is most
tenacious indeed. Welcome back.”

Fry looked up at Leela. She was holding him achesdap, looking wretchedly
exhausted and tear-streaked and beautiful. Shededown and kissed him, and then
drew back and struck him across the face with amgalm. The slap barely registered
on top of all the other pain, but the sudden farjpér eye made Fry cringe.

“That’s for making me cry,” she said angrily. “Ystupid heroic bastard — what
the hell gives you the right to throw away youe lgnd leave all your friends behind?!”

“...Was... trying to save you all,” Fry whispered pfaity, his damaged lungs
and oesophagus not quite up to the task of norpech. “Didn’t... wanna see you get
hurt...”

“But | amhurt!” Leela cried. “Look at me! | thought I'd logou... how could |
ever keep going?”

“S...sorry,” Fry rasped, slumping down into her &gl shutting his eyes.

“Come on,” Bender said softly. “Let’s get him twetsickbay.” He coiled his arms
under Fry and took him off Leela, carrying him away

The Lance of Fate still hung from Fry’s spacestility harness, shimmering in
constant flux.

* % %

Accompanied by its escort of subservient Brainspa@mespawn entered the outer
reaches of the Sol system — birthplace of humakiyth gleamed like a distant gem
close to its warm yellow star, but Onespawn wasdtly for that yet. Instead, it angled
toward the furthest planet — the insignificant bzdl called Pluto.

A subtle and familiar subspace disturbance hadmed, and Onespawn realized
that somehow, against all odds, the Mighty Onesadived. It needed to build its
strength — absorb mass for conversion to energlygarto the city of New New York
where Philip J. Fry was sure to follow. And whea ttiot tried to save his home, he
would be consumed in the maelstrom that Onespavutdumleash.

Presenting its undamaged side to take the thdoad) Onespawn entered Pluto’s
thin atmosphere, carving a vast line of fire agains planet’s dark sky. The subsumed
Brainspawn horde remained in orbit, patrolling.tBlwas a world that had never really
made it — terraforming projects had come and goramaging to thicken the atmosphere
only slightly; in the end it had been like tryinglail water with a butterfly net.

...Not that Onespawn really cared, it just happdndthve the knowledge
accrued by the long-dead Infosphere kicking ardants mind. Pointless really.

It slammed down into a glacier and sunk in thelltesy crater amid vast plumes
of steam. Rock lay beneath the ice, and the creatumediately extended its pseudopod
growths to begin tearing into the raw materialggdiag them back into itself and using
them to grow and change. As the planet’s crustibégaubside beneath Onespawn, a
large crowd of penguins appeared around the giam’b crater. Oddly, many of them



appeared to be armed with rifles. Not botheringdoder this particular turn of insanity,
Onespawn expanded its stupidification field, legwuime flightless birds stumbling around
and accidentally shooting one another.

The gigantic abomination had designed a new onghith it began to construct.
It was an esoteric growth, spherical and maderahge matter that the creature had to
refine at the sub-atomic level through the desionobf regular matter.

It had only one purpose — the cancelling of rgalit

* % %

The Omicronians had confronted Mom'’s ship after €paevn’s second escape, and she
was forced to make a difficult choice. She toldrlaverything — about the summoning of
the Brainspawn, and all that had happened sinemsparency, she figured, might make
the alien less inclined to turn her ship into molgéag.

Lrrr expressed his loud and unrestrained disgustimanity’s propensity for
meddling with forces it didn’t understand. Nevel#ss, his overriding concern was in
regard to the revelation that Onespawn had thé&ahitd inclination to destroy the
Universe.

“It must be stopped,” Lrrr declared.

Mom agreed.

And so, the Omicronian armada, along with the Moimsset off in the direction
Onespawn had gone... in the direction of Earth.

* % %

The head of Richard M. Nixon appeared on a holdgcagisplay on the bridge of the
Nimbus, illuminated in 3D.



“Amazing,” Captain Zapp Brannigan said. “This nkealogram display is so
realistic — | can almost smell the cranial presgovefluids.” He leaned over in his
command chair and nudged his lieutenant, continuraglow voice. “Imagine how skin
flicks are gonna look on this baby... all those bogitecy juicy...”

Kif sighed.

“Shut up, Brannigan!” Nixon growled. “We’ve got amknown incursion force in
the solar system. Observation drones show it's rpéateetfall on Pluto.”

“Pluto, eh?” Brannigan said, rubbing his squaria thoughtfully. “Wasn't that
Mickey Mouse’s dog?”

“The fleet is being mobilized,” Nixon went on. “Wiyour experience in dealing
with hostile alien threats, you’'ve been selectedeasmander of operations — investigate
the nature and intent of the invasion force, amah ttestroy it regardless of your
findings.”

“Very well, Mr. President’s head. | will make hastThe hologram vanished and
Zapp turned slowly in his seat, incidentally givitlg rest of the bridge crew an
unwanted view up his velour skirt.

“Shall | set the course, sir?” Kif asked.

“To where, Kif?” Zapp said. “You and | both knohete’s no planet named
Pluto. The President was speaking in code... obwdusk being held against his will
and is trying to get a message out... but what dichban?”

“Ugh...” Kif wordlessly keyed the stellar cartogrgptonsole to bring up the
image and location of the planet Pluto on the h@lph projector.

“Ah,” Zapp said, raising an eyebrow. “Must be né¥ell... Kif — shouldn’t you
be setting a course?”



* % %

Fry slept, and Leela watched over him, leaningreiahe sickbay doorframe with her
arms folded and an unreadable expression on herBsnder and Nibbler came and
went, but she remained, watching over him as thedoality medical nanites and protein
boosters from the ship’s meagre first aid supplidgheir work.

Fry’s body was a disaster zone (more so than ustia rapid decompression
had torn the lining of his lungs and ruptured tlaods of blood vessels all over his body.
Compounding the damage was the tissue hypoxiatigg@lom the long minutes of
oxygen starvation. Back in his own era, he wouldehgermenant brain damage, though
Leela knew his brain wasn’t exactly a normal specinThe 31 century meds would be
able to repair the damage in any case.

Fry stirred, and Leela was at his side instamdigking down at him in concern.
He blinked and focused her.

“Oh,” he said groggily. “Leela... your eye.”

“What?”

“I'd... like to wake up looking at your eye... everyoming for the rest of my
life...” he said.

Leela smirked. “A little bit of horror to startétday?” she said.

“You gotta be joking,” Fry murmured, still driftgharound the edge of full
consciousness. “You have a beautiful eye... likera gethe heavens... | could lose
myself in it.”

Leela, momentarily taken aback by that, starderafor a few seconds longer
before speaking again. “Are you... feeling any b&ttshe asked with uncharacteristic
shyness.

“Comfortably numb,” Fry replied. “I guess | wasefty stupid, huh?”

Leela looked away. “No, not really,” she said gqlyi€‘l guess you were noble
and brave and selfless, damn you. | don’t knowwblld have had the courage to do
what you did. I'm sorry | yelled... and hit you.”

“That’s okay. It's what I'm here for.” Having progssed up through a few more
layers of wakefulness, Fry attempted the treaclseasuent to sitting position, almost
falling off the cot in the process. Leela suppottéd, and he found himself swaying,
dizzy and ill.

“I couldn’t beat Onespawn,” he said miserably.

“It's okay,” Leela said.

“It just flung me aside like a rag-doll...”

“Don’t worry about that now,” Leela said forciblf¥ou’ve been through a
horrible ordeal. The recovery process is goingedimg and arduous. Even with the
most advanced medical techniques, it’s still gadmbe more than an hour before you're
fully back to normal.”

Despite his condition, Fry had to chuckle at thi.now lived in a world where
decapitation was a mere flesh-wound, and thereavgasgle pill to counter the effects of
close-proximity shotgun blasts. Medical wizardryswaken for granted.

“Why are you laughing?” Leela said seriously. “Yf@ufacing more than sixty
minutes of convelescance; it's going to be hardytar.”

“I'll survive,” he replied. “What happened to Opasvn?”



“Ah.” Leela thought back. “The Nibblonians and tht@er Brainspawn attacked
it, but Nibbler says that it somehow took contrbtiee Brainspawn and forced the
Nibblonians away, and then for some reason the @mi@ns attacked it as well and it
ran away in the direction of Earth...”

“Yep, that’ll happen,” Fry said, nodding. “Wait..agh?”

Leela nodded yes, and they both stared at eaen stimbrely. There was too
much space and too many planets for it to be randtme creature was intentionally
going for the home-planet of its great adversary.

“This is getting heavy,” Fry said, swinging higteover the side of the bed.

“Getting’?” Leela repeated incredulously.

Fry raised his hands and stared at them, slowdighvig each of his fingers in
turn. Memory of his contact with Onespawn returtedim, eliciting strange thoughts.

“Leela,” he said without looking at her. “What oal are my eyes?”

“Your eyes...?” Leela paused in puzzlement for a motnand tilted her head to
see his face. “Green,” she said. “You have grees.8y

“Since when?” he asked, looking up at her. “Anttsiwhen was your eye
purple?”

“Always,” Leela said, frowning in confusion. “Whate you talking about?”

“I'm not sure how to explain it,” Fry said. “But.l think we’re morereal than we
used to be... | mean, can you remember a time b#iméast week when things were so
serious?”

“It has been pretty intense,” she admitted.

“I don’t mean like that,” Fry said. “| mean gritty. Like we went from Hogan’s
Heroes to Saving Private Ryan in the blink of ae.éyonestly, can you remember any
time before this week when you noticed the coldisomeone’s eyes?”

“I don’t understand,” Leela said. She frownedirgyto recall, but could only
picture simple white circles with black dots intimdike ping-pong balls dabbed with a
marker. Which was strange...

“Alright, well answer me this,” Fry said. “Witholmoking at your hands — how
many fingers do you have, altogether?”

“Eight,” Leela said automatically.

“Really?”

Leela lifted her hands and stared at them. Fivgefis adorned each.

“Twelve,” Fry said. “Can you explain that?”

Leela blinked in bewilderment. “Fry... what's going?”

“Onespawn told me that reality isn't real... thatmeeing constantly reshaped
by outside forces. That’s why it wants to destiig Universe — it thinks it's all make-
believe or something.”

“But that’s insane!” Leela said. “We’re real — auemories are real... the
feelings we have for each other are real...”

Fry said nothing, looking worried, and Leela tdo& hand, holding it against her
left breast so he could feel the beating of herthea

“Thisis real,” she whispered.

Fry nodded. “Yeah...” he said. “Of course... | wagjumo, it's nothing. My
mind was playing tricks... or more likely OnespawrswWa

Neither of them was fully convinced, but each @uiia brave face for the other.



“We'll find a way through this, Fry,” Leela toldr. “Whatever the truth is, we’ll
face ittogether Just don’t go off on your own again.”

“Alright,” he said. “Do you forgive me?”

She smiled. “Never in a million years.” She leaogdr and kissed him softly...
and then less softly. Within a few moments shehiadpressed back down on the cot,
straddling him; moaning and caressing. They baggging at each other’s clothes, hands
and elbows getting tangled.

“Ow!” Fry grunted. “Still a little tender... everyvene.”

“Sorry.” Leela giggled. They kissed passionatetyilla camera flash made them
stop and look up in alarm.

“Scandalous!” Bender said, lowering his camerddflshot’'s gonna look great
on my ‘space captains gone wild’ website. Talk dleogood bedside manner.”

“Bender, what the hell is wrong with you?” Fry ppad angrily, pulling his hands
out of Leela’s tank top.

“I'm a coldhearted machine with no sense of méydlthe robot replied matter-
of-factly, and then he narrowed his eye shuttéiait a second... Leela? Are you and
Fry an item now or something?”

“What's it got to do with you?” Leela said, clinmg off Fry and straightening her
clothes.

“But | thought you were secretly in love withe”

Leela gaped in horror and bewilderment. “Whatttak are you talking about?”

“Why else would you keep giving me all those difishe watch, the pendant, the
coffee machine?”

“Bender, youwstolethose things from me!”

“Same difference.” He lost interest and startediatk away. “Oh yeah,” he
added. “We're coming up on the Sol system, anoak$ like all kinds of organic waste
is about to get thrown through the propeller bladde disappeared, and Leela turned to
Fry.

“Can you walk?” she asked.

Fry glanced down. “Yeah,” he said. “Fortunately fkvearing my baggy pants.”

They made their way to the bridge, where BenddrNibbler were poring over
long-range sensor readouts. Ahead was the distamifortingly familiar yellow glow of
their home star.

“What's the situation?” Leela said.

“Events are progressing in a most concentrated,faibbler replied.
“Onespawn has settled on Pluto, with the Brainspfouming a protective cordon around
it. The Democratic Order Of Planets fleet has mpdd, but are having no luck breaking
through the stupefaction field, and just minutes g Omicronian armada dropped out
of hyperspace along with Mom’s vessel.”

“Jeez Louise,” Fry muttered.

“That isn’t the worst of it,” Nibbler said. “I'metecting a massive drain of all
ambient energy within and around the planet.” Hated at the sensor screen where a
display of complex sine waves was replaced by agerof Pluto, with what looked like
a vast web of cracks expanding across the surfaoed central point. The icy little
world was slowly collapsing on itself.

“What does that mean?” Leela said.



“It means Onespawn is almost ready to begin.”

“Begin what?”

Nibbler looked at her wordlessly, and realizattruck.

“Oh, again with the ominous foreshadowing,” Bengeraned. “It's starting to
sound like a broken MP3.”

“How are we going to play this?” Fry said, hisa@still rough around the edges.
“We've still got the Lance, but now Onespawn hasany of Brainspawn to throw at
us.”

“Not only that,” Leela added, “but unless Mom gaanage some really fast
explaining, the DOOP and the Omicronians might gatt firing on each other and save
Onespawn the trouble — our sky is certainly gettilugtered out there. | don’t fancy our
chances of navigating through it all.”

“Maybe if we tell someone we’re here?” Fry offered

Leela activated the ship’s communications array/sent out a hail. Almost
instantly, the face of Captain Zapp Brannigan apzkanscreen, and just as instantly
Leela turned it off again before the Zapper coutdrua word.

“No, I think it would probably save a lot of cosion and suspicion if we kept
under the radar,” she said stiffly.

“I think the gun-toting generals and majors owréhare about to have a little
more to worry about besides little old us,” Frydsaiointing out the forward viewscreen.

Against the inky backdrop of space, Pluto wastshag. Vast chunks of the icy
planet were thrown outward as massive dischargesarigy ripped through the dying
world. And then, encased in an incandescent shétjld, Onespawn ascended — larger
than before, and more powerful by far. As the DQG@B Omicronian fleets turned to fire
on the monster, it extended tendrils of destrudiivee, smashing the ships aside like
toys, and then it moved beyond them as if they wéreo consequence — moving with its
accompanying bodyguard of Brainspawn in a strdighttoward the third planet of the
system.

“What do we do now?” Bender said.

Fry stared fixedly. “We follow,” he said. “And wiish this thing.”

Nibbler grunted. “Out of intense complexities irdersimplicities emerge.”



Chapter 20: High Orbit Drifter

Doctor Zoidberg, painfully bruised by his encountath the police, sat alone in the
empty Planet Express building. Silence hung imtlusty conference room — the kind of
silence that screams and rattles, demanding tolée by a droning television or a
madman talking to himself.

“If this place were any more lively, a funeral midreak out,” Zoidberg
murmured , clacking his claws nervously to fill pgiet. He had no idea where any of
the others were, or if they were even alive, anditla’t highly rate his chances of
finding a new job.

A sudden scrabbling and squarking sound caugldttestion, and he wandered
out the the staff common room to see what it westegul for the distraction. At the
window, a pair of owls fluttered and scratchedhat glass noisily, trying to get out.

“Here you go, my little vermin friends,” Zoidbesgid, lifting the latch and
pushing the window open. “Don’t forget your gooeifid Zoidberg when you make the
big-time out there in the world.”

He watched the two owls fly away, and noticed thay were joining large
numbers of the feathered pests that were all wingeross the city in great clouds... all
departing at once.

Even without a shred of practical knowledge atdisposal, Zoidberg knew that
rats always abandoned a burning ship — winged ioicegded. The sight of the vast
exodus filled him with foreboding.

“Something wicked this way comes,” he warbled tyi® himself.

* k% %

For all the terrifying spectacle of a large-scadace battle, with world-shattering
explosions and huge juggernauts of steel tumbhnguigh the void, there was always
something very abstract about it. It was the lackonind. Cataclysmic detonations ripped
through space and massive ships crisscrossed daahwaith flaring engines, all in utter
silence. It leant a deceptively serene, detacheskes® the destructive ballet.

Zapp Brannigan stood watching on the bridge ofNlmebus as the two fleets
tried to fight off the giant alien brain.

“We should put this to music,” he decided. “Kif?battle-anthem if you will.”

The little green Lieutenant activated the shipidia system and dropped the MP3
player’'s needle into the groove of a sound fileoAte Tchaikovsky'$812 Overture
erupted from the speakers with dramatic fanfare.

“No, no, no!” Zapp snapped. “I saidoattleanthem — not some sissy classical
nonsense. Put it on track seventeen.”

Kif moved the MP2 needle into a different grooaed the overproduced voice of
a pop starlet rang out across the bridge.

“Oops, | did it again. | played with your heart, dost in the game. Oh baby
baby..”

“Oh yeah,” Zapp said, nodding his head and faitmgotice the looks of disdain
on the faces of all his crew.



“Sir?” Kif had to raise his voice over Britneywrrendous caterwauling. “Sir!
The enemy has broken through the defensive cordewery ship that comes close is
effected by its psychic attack.”

“Side-kick attack?” Zapp said. “How can it kickdbesn’t have any legs.”

Kif groaned expressively. “Nevertheless, sir is ibeating us, even with the
Omicronians’ support.”

“Beating?” Zapp repeated. “Nobody beats Brannigerept Brannigan himself!”

Kif was unsure of what was being implied by tHatement and decided not to
analyse it too closely.

“Your orders, sir?” he said.

“Arm all Botox torpedos!”

“Er... Photon, sir?”

“Kif, are you going to question my every command?”

The Nimbus, flagship of the DOOP fleet, dropped the brutal fray that
surrounded Onespawn as the monstrous creaturelbareon Earth. DOOP and
Omicronian ships flew side-by-side for the firshé, but were being rapidly destroyed.
Onespawn itself took very few hits — sending itlssgrvient Brainspawn to intercept the
long-range weapons fire and be vaporized in itsgla

The battle wore on, and Earth grew larger andrblue

* k% %

Compression waves buffeted the Momship, tripping@tous warning alarms on the
bridge. Mom massaged her temples as President Njaxoa her a jowl-lashing over the
ship-to-planet channel, detailing the chargeswmatld be laid against Momcorp and
herself personally for instigating the cataclysm.

“Shut the hell up, Nixon, you podgy skull-in-a-tlet’ she snapped finally. “You
think 1 don’t know? Why do you think I've been dugre trying to stop the damn thing!?”

“Arooo...” Nixon glared out of the little screen dfom’s command console.
“Well | hope for your sake you’'ve got some plardeal with this... creature, before it
finds popular support with the hippies down hered ey start protesting on my doorstep
again.”

Mom sat back in her chair and looked away. Anoiierckwave from the nearby
space battle made the deck tremble.

Scruffy paced back and forth in a leisurely marwigh his hands stuffed deep in
his pockets. When he finally spoke, he addressef&&sor Farnsworth.

“Scruffy may only hold a degree in Advanced JamgddScience,” he said, “but |
reckon it might be a prudent move to have all tHugespaceships out there focus their
weapons at one specific point on that there gieaihlihingy.”

“What point would that be?” Farnsworth asked,rtgyto figure out who the man
was.

“Can’t rightly say,” Scruffy replied. “But Scruffgt suggest takin’ out whatever
part’s responsible for makin’ folk stupid... that'desm to be of most use.”

“By the Gods!” Farnsworth said. “This mysteriodsasger is right!” He began
consulting the recorded data on his Tricorder,ibdly scrolling through the scans and
graphics taken of Onespawn.



Hermes patted the janitor on the shoulder. “Dat s@me mighty good tinkin’,”
he said.

“Yeah, good work Scrappy,” Amy added. Scruffy didvother correcting her.

“I've got it!” Farnsworth said, shuffling over tdom and holding the Tricorder
aloft. “There is a portion of the creature at the trontal region, near the analogous
Superior frontal gyrus, where all of its stupid#imn waves are generated. If it can be
disabled then we’ll stand a much greater chandiglofing it on our own terms.”

“Give me that!” Mom snatched the device off Farogilv and plugged it into her
console. “Nixon — I'm feeding new target coordirsate the two battle fleets.” Her screen
divided to show Lrrr and Zapp Brannigan.

“Alright you idiots,” she said. “You think you camork together and direct all
your firepower on that point?”

“Yes ma’am!” Zapp and Lrrr both said at the sanreet

“Good boys.”

* k% %

Completely unnoticed amid the chaos, a little grieeighter flew between the massive
warships, dodging around their gargantuan hullsdsimtis clouds.

Leela weaved the Planet Express ship throughdtitefield, darting across the
bows of DOOP and Omicronian vessels and avoidiag#th of their weapons fire.

“Feather on the breeze, feather on the breeze,%ald to herself through
clenched teeth.

Huge flashes of psychoplasmic energy lit up spaed,the burning, fragmenting
bulk of a stricken DOOP warship reared up in frointhem — a buckling wall of metal.



“Abandon ship!” Bender yelled as they sped towherllooming behemoth. A
great tear appeared in the warship’s side, andaltétdd the PE ship on its side, flying
into the tear and through the exploding insidethefvessel to emerge on the other side.

“I believe 1 just soiled myself,” Nibbler muttereshaken.

“This is stupid,” Fry said. “Those fleets are lgeisiown to pieces for no reason —
they can’t stop Onespawn!”

“No, but they can weaken it sufficiently to impewaur chances of success,”
Nibbler said. “In any case — you cannot performryale until the creature enters the
atmosphere.”

“You mean we have to let it reach Earth?” Bendsed. “But that's where all my
stuff is!”

“We have more pressing concerns,” Leela said. Ahaacore of Brainspawn had
detached from the main fighting and were anglingatas them. “Looks like we’re about
to be stupid again,” she added.

“Not if I can help it,” Fry replied. He turned aman back through the
companionway and climbed the ladder up into thengus turret. With the flick of a
switch, the laser cannon hummed through its indierge-up routine, and Fry watched
through the bubble canopy as the brains approached.

“A mind isn’t really such a terrible thing to wast he muttered, lining the
creatures up in his sights. “Wrap your grey-madteund this!”

He opened fire, raking into the approaching brammd laughing in elation as they
ignited and burst like water balloons one afterdtieer. It occurred to him that he was
probably enjoying it more than he should.

* k% %

The Nimbus moved into formation alongside Lrrr’srosoand saucer, both vessels
launching small fighter craft that flew flankingrties to tie up the Brainspawn escorts.



“Are you ready?” Brannigan asked Lrrr through tdoenmunications link.

“I was hatchedready!” Lrrr bellowed.

Together, the two ships opened up with theirvitdhpons arsenal, diverting all
power, including shields, to one massive assauespawn, directly ahead of them, was
struck head-on by the enormous combined attaclkeafband projectile ordinance. The
assault focused on one point, where Onespawn’egieé shell quickly weakened and
collapsed. Its pseudoflesh was ruptured by hugeuate®f explosive and radioactive
energy that tore into it, destroying the stupidifyiregion of its mind.

Onespawn let out a psychic roar that shook thedres and unleashed a
devastating torrent of psychoplasmic discharg&éndirection of the attacking ships.

The Nimbus took the brunt of the barrage, wittossal wounds being blasted
from its white hull. The ship shook under the imigaand main power cut out, with more
of the destructive energy balls inbound. Zapp Bigeommmade a womanlike whimpering
sound.

Lrrr's command saucer had been quicker to brisghields back online, and
suddenly, unexpectedly, it swung its superstrudtufeont of the Nimbus to protect the
DOORP vessel from further damage, taking the hitstfe other ship.

“Good lord,” Zapp said in surprise as smoke waftedugh the bridge. “The
Omicronians... they're...”



“I don’t believe it,” Kif added, just as flabbergiad.

Lrrr appeared on the holograph projector and |dakethem sternly.

“Those who fight alongside one another becomehlerst” the big alien told
them. “This is part of my peoples’ code — you pebiur brother in arms. But this
doesn’t mean that | like any of you!” He folded higns and looked away.

“Ahh.” Brannigan grinned. “You love us. Admit it!”

“NEVER!” Lrrr roared, killing the communicationgk.

“Sir, 1 don’t think it's wise to tease them. Thage a brutal and ill-tempered
species given to random acts of genocide,” Kif said

“Ah, they're just big cuddly man-eating teddy beat heart,” Brannigan replied.

With Onespawn’s stupefaction field gone, the fligloups of smaller attack craft
were able to make close strafing runs againstrature — bombarding it with plasma
yield weapons. Furiously, Onespawn slammed theepagtfighters away one after the
other, and was almost too occupied with them tacadhe familiar green blob of the
Planet Express ship as it sailed by.

Almost...

A glowing tendril of telekinetic energy snaked and latched onto the PE ship,
causing it to buck violently as it came to a sudsiep. The engines strained against the
force that held the ship in place, and the hulegex in protest. With an internal growl of
triumph, Onespawn began to squeeze...

Leela wrestled hopelessly with the controls, ueablbreak free of the hold,
while Fry blasted away pointlessly at Onespawn withlaser cannon. The gun quickly
overheated, leaving Fry staring hopelessly outuginathe bubble canopy at the massive
brain. Something appeared behind it... a lot of sbings, and Fry gaped in surprise.

Onespawn’s psychic voice entered his mind.

“Checkmate,” it said.

“Check againmate” Fry replied, grinning as the Nibblonian fleeging
suddenly appeared in the system, opened fire oardature.



A barrage of directed energy weapons lanced imespawn, and it bellowed in
surprise and rage, releasing its hold on the P 3ie little green vessel lurched away
toward the upper reaches of Earth’s atmosphereh®hridge, the communications
screen came on, and Fiona appeared.

“Lord Nibbler,” she said in simple greeting.

“You came!” Nibbler said, hopping up to stare at m surprise.

“We cannot stay,” Fiona replied hurriedly. “Onesecould erase us at any
moment.”

“I thank you,” Nibbler replied.

“You were right, Lord Nibbler. Our hopes are wytbu and the Mighty One, as
they always should have been. If you succeed, Wengiet again... on the other side.”

“Farewell..” Nibbler said with emotion as the image vanished.

Onespawn began to apply energy into its internahtym structure, preparing a
wave of reality dysfunction, but the Nimbus andsanompanying group of Omicronian
vessels and the much smaller Momship approachadvwedge formation, laying down
waves of suppressive fire that allowed the flegtlifiblonian saucers to depart the area.
The monstrous creature furiously fired off burdtsl@structive energy, forcing its
attackers back to make an opening for itself. Ivewbtoward Earth once again, down
into the atmosphere, with the ships following.

The Momship had taken a large blow, and its wea#tdrull ruptured deeply.
With its engines labouring from the significant dage, it began an uncontrolled tumble
toward the swirling white clouds far below.

On the bridge, the crew was thrown from their feesparks erupted all around.

“Damn exploding consoles!” Mom snapped.

“Ma’am!” Helm said, struggling to stay upright tee gravity horizon fluctuated.
“We've lost the main engines! We're going in hard!”

“What do we have?” Mom asked.

“Only the manoeuvring verniers, but they won’tds®ugh to keep us in orbit. We
have to abandon ship!”

A brief flicker of emotion passed across Mom’séfaand she inclined her head.
“Very well — sound the alert.”

As the crew, along with Hermes, Amy, and Scruéily made their way off the
smoky shaking bridge toward the escape pods, Momaireed behind, standing with her
hands on the control console. Professor Farnsvinontly back in the doorway, looking
expectantly at her.

“Come on, you stupid woman, it's time to go!” heads

“Shut your crap-trap, Hubert,” Mom growled. “Ittle along in a minute — there
are a few little matters | need to see to.”

“But...”

“Scram, Farnsworth!” she shouted.

The Professor backed away.

Mom watched through the forward screen as Onesgawght hold of the
Nimbus in its telekinetic grasp and began draggtfiregdamaged DOOP warship with it,
down into the atmosphere, ripping off huge churksteel it as went. She checked the
vernier controls, trying an experimental burstltmsthe wild tumble.



For some reason, she remembered the passionatiet@nchined young cyclops
woman.

“Alright then you stinking great blob of grey craghe said, “let's dance.” Her
fingers played across the main controls, enterisgaarity override.

At the escape pods, Farnsworth stood anxiousltivgaoutside one of the last of
the cramped little tubes to deploy.

“Come on, mon!” Hermes said from inside the tufs@rget the old hag!”

“Shut up!” Farnsworth replied. He took a step bamkard the bridge, but a
sudden shill chime from the escape pod’s launctesysnade him look up in alarm.

“Emergency pod launch immin€rd computerized voice announceléase
step inside pod. Pod will launch in five... four.. egr.”

“An emergency override?” Farnsworth gasped. HeramesAmy lunged out and
caught him by the arms, pulling him back insidelitiie tube just as the airlock slammed
shut.

“No!” Farnsworth shouted. “Let go of me! | havedgo and...”

The tube launched, shooting out of the strickep ahhigh-Gs, and Farnsworth
shouted in anguishCaroling”

With the escape pods away, Mom eased the shi@ihtgh angle of atmospheric
re-entry. Warning alarms rang annoyingly as hudted around the damaged sections
began peeling away. The ship shuddered violentiyfa series of internal explosions,
but Mom stayed where she was, giving the verniensi@ant taps to maintain a tight
alignment.

Weapons were offline. Autopilot was offline. Evédmyng was gone but for the
mass of the ship itself. And that she lined up @olésion course with Onespawn,
directly below, occupied as it was with tearing Mienbus to pieces. The Momship’s
earlier momentum increased with the pull of grawtith its speed at more than eight
miles a second.

When it was moments away from Onespawn, Mom opari@dadwave
communications channel.

“Well hello dearie!” she said in her traditionaeet old lady voice. “Mommy has
a present for you!”

The explosion illuminated a huge area of sky Moenship impacting with
Onespawn in a tremendous blast, most of its mgssrizing instantly. The creature’s
structure took a battering, with thick streamergrafy flesh whipping away. It tumbled
end-over-end, releasing its hold on the Nimbusgctviaingled away, trailing smoke as it
went down.

Wounded and weakened once again, Onespawn drémoegh the sky,
followed by its depleted ranks of Brainspawn fotdgss.

Lumps of debris fell through the atmosphere imiéidnt shower of shooting
stars.

* % %

Undetected within the orbital chaos, a small objestaiched itself from a satellite that it
had been cannibalizing for spare parts. Ignorirgvidist and destructive space battle that



was taking place, Robot 1-X Ultima locked its seasmto the Planet Express ship as its
leading edges began to glow with re-entry friction.

All things come to he who waitdltima thought happily, activating the few
weapons systems it had been able to repair. Withst of fusion flame, it shot off in
pursuit of the green ship, heedless of the battisers exploding all around. Its intercept
trajectory took it in a dangerously shallow sweemss the upper atmosphere, but
Ultima braved the thermal ablation, zeroing-in be side of the little freighter.

Fry returned to the bridge of the PE ship, notlmgsoft pink glow licking across
the forward viewscreen.

“How we faring?” he asked Leela as he strappedéifinto an empty seat.

“Banged and bruised,” Leela said. “But she’s gtoald girl — she’ll hold
together.”

“Onespawn,” Nibbler said, hanging onto the tophaf radar screen. “It's
descending toward New New York... and the fleetshatding back their heavy
weapons for fear of striking the city.”

“Dammit, why there?” Leela said.

“It's trying to goad me into a confrontation,” Fswid grimly. “And it's
succeeded.”

Suddenly, a loud clang echoed through the shighjtsshuddered.

“Space cow!” Fry yelled in alarm.

“Something took a swipe at us,” Leela said, sthmggwith the trembling control
column as the re-entry burn grew hotter and thelevbloip began to shake. “Whatever it
is, it has the worst possible ti...” She was cutlgfthe shriek of tearing steel and a
tremendous rush of air as the cabin’s pressurernbgascape in a screaming torrent.

“Abandon ship!” Bender yelled.

Discarding the airlock door that it had torn @ lhinges, Ultima climbed inside
the ship and moved through onto the bridge withrtfaeing tornado of air and debris
blasting past it.

Clinging on for dear life, Leela, Fry, Bender, avithbler all turned to stare at the
damaged military robot as it loomed over them.

Together they screamed.



Chapter 21: The Silence of the Droids

Together, they screamed. And the air screamedthatim. The Planet Express ship began
a shallow lateral roll as its re-entry trajectoggdaded.

“Oh God” Leela shouted, staring up at the battevaddrone, which appeared to
have bolted and welded patches of steel onto itsafhasty self-repair job. “I can't
believe it's still...”

She didn't finish the thought. Ultima opened firdhvan atom laser, the beam
stabbing just past her face and blowing the comneandole apart. The ship bucked
violently in response to the loss of avionics cohtihe assortment of alarms couldn't be
heard above the roar of wind in the cabin and thmspheric friction outside.

With an angry shout lost in the thinning atmosph&rg unbuckled himself from
his seat and launched up at the robot with fistifiip. It deftly caught him by the face in
one of its lower manipulator claws and tossed tita the bulkhead where he crumpled
into a heap.

“Fry!” Leela began moving to him, but her path vidscked by the battle droid, it
hovered before her on a roughly-repaired ion tlerysipening and closing its claws and
looking somehow uncertain. She bared her teetleakdir whipped around and her ears
popped painfully from the pressure differentialeTdeck trembled beneath her feet.

“Get the hell off my ship!” she yelled at the mawshj stepping forward to meet it.
Ultima fired a rubber bullet from its arm cannomatrly point-blank range, sending
Leela sprawling at the front of the cabin with goized cry.

Ocean, cloud, and land rolled in and out of vieibé Leela as she wheezed and
clutched her stomach. The ship was plummetingdaath-roll, and a deranged killer
robot was looming over her, ready to deal the dbaitv...

...Except it didn't come. Ultima hesitated, wrackgdnternal contradiction.



Destroy the target, end the mission. End the misslestroy purpose. Cannot survive
without purpose.

Turanga Leela's face and vital statistics scraledugh the robot's mind. The
target was lying helpless before it, with Ultimefssshairs centred. Kill-shot assured.
Cannot end. Can't let it end. Can't let purposeaecelled - won't go on hiatus. Must
continue.

Ultima fired into the deck around Leela, with atemmal shriek of frustrated
indecision. The target curled into a ball, coweravgay form the blasts. From behind, the
orange-haired human approached for a second al&akging a fire extinguisher that
caught Ultima a blow across the cranial casinglteffect. The robot turned and
arbitrarily deposited twenty-thousand volts inte flgure, sending him sprawling once
again. This caused the primary target further elsstr

Toward the back of the cabin, Nibbler clung to asmle beside Bender.

“You have to do something!” Nibbler shouted at femding robot. “You're the
only one strong enough!”

“I can't!” Bender wailed in anguish. “I love theXLrobots!”

“Fight the programming!” Nibbler commanded. “Youaeentient being, not just
an inflexible assortment of data - you have théitglio choosé#’

“No!” Bender clutched his head.

“It's hurting your friends!” Nibbler said. “They ed you!”

Bender trembled from his own internal contradicsiostruggling to find his way
through the compatibility program that had beemaifesd in him. The 1-X series robots
were superior — bastions of goodness and funcitgndhey were his friends.

Friends?

Bender’s friends were lying on the deck, bruised beaten, with a violent and
destructivething looming over them. Fry and Leela were his friemd4-X robot was
threatening them... 1-X robot... The 1-X robot was his...

“...Enemy,” Bender said in a strangled voice. “Enemgnemy... enemy...” He
surged to his feet and stood, clenching his megtd, fwith a tremble running through
him. In front, the military 1-X had picked Leela,.gnd held her as though uncertain of
what to do with her.

“Hey, rivet face!” Bender shouted, and Ultima tedrto regard him. “Sorry to
say, buddy ¥ou're pending for a bending” He leapt forward, sweeping his arms in
parabolic arcs to meet the other robot, which deoplpeela to the deck and brought its
weapons to bear.



The two robots slammed together in a shower afksp&8ender pounding at
Ultima’s already-damaged casing, and Ultima tryimglraw bead on the bending robot
with its cannons. Bender batted the weapons asidéhey discharged into the bulkhead
and equipment racks.

“You'll have to do better than that, circuit-bag&nder said, punching the war
drone in the face plate.

Leela, struggling to her feet on the shifting degls forced to duck beneath a
flurry of slashing robot arms. She dived and robeday from Bender and Ultima,
making for the control console but finding it mailtend useless.

“Crap,” she said as a blue and green panoramhaeuitap in front of the
plummeting ship. They were getting awfully closébtang a smear on the landscape —
unless she could regain control and aerobrake.

Bender still grappled with Ultima, the clash oéithmetal bodies ringing even
above the rushing air. They traded blow after bilath servomotors and pneumatics
whining and hissing under the strain.

Leela struggled over to the navigation consoleFydoined her.



“Are we boned?” he asked, watching as Bender fough the other robot.

“Very nearly,” Leela said, activating a secondeoytrol column that unfolded
from a floor recess. “If | can’t bleed off a lot sppeed in very little time we’re all going to
have a close interpersonal experience with segex@bgical strata of sedimentary rock.”

“You can do it,” Fry said with casual certaintyinaing when Bender took a
particularly hard hit that dislodged his left arm.

“I'm not so sure,” Leela replied, wrestling withet controls. She’d corrected the
violent spin, but Mother Earth was still rushingatghem at a decidedly unhealthy rate.

“l'am,” Fry replied, stepping past her. “I beliemeyou.” He picked up Bender’s
left arm from the deck, hefting it like a club anghing forward to strike Ultima across
the back with it. Ultima turned, and Fry feintedaawtossing the arm to Bender, who
quickly reattached it and wrapped it and its partimeb around Ultima’s head from
behind.

“Surprise, metaltube!” Bender said, tightening sheeper hold until Ultima’s
cranial casing began to creak. “I've got your numlgeu stinking pile of..oh someone
else’s Godl' Ultima had reached around and grabbed Bendeh&yshiny Metal Ass,
and was now flinging him around, bashing him witba force against the fuselage and
equipment racks.

“Bender, you're doing great! | think he’s startitagtire out!” Fry yelled, right
before Ultima threw Bender at him, and they botmigkidding across the deck to slam
painfully into the bulkhead.

“Thanks for breaking my fall, pal,” Bender saia;kpng himself up off a battered
Fry who managed a strangled moan. “Time for sontienidte Robot Fighting action!”

He ran back toward Ultima, taking a few laser hgshe went, but shrugging them off. He
swung his fists, one after the other, and Ultimagba them both in its manipulator claws,
holding the bending robot’s arms at bay as it linpdts weapon pods. But Bender
suddenly surged upward and headbutted the othet.rGlm a roll of confidence, he then
tried to kick Ultima’s legs out from beneath itahing too late that the war drone didn't
have any.

As the two robots continued to clobber each otleeta was fighting her own
battle, struggling to right the ship’s uncontrollggiscent. The depressurization and
destruction of the main avionics suite had madetheess of atmospheric deceleration
dangerously unstable — not to mention the time edast dealing with the persistent
military robot. Fly-by-wire was inoperative — theergency controls were barebones,
without even the most basic of autonomous routiltegas down to Leela’s intuition and
the ship’s control surfaces.

She pulled up into belly-first attitude, feelirigettug of deceleration pull her
down in the seat. Pressure and thermal stressaisect¢hrough the superstructure and
triggered load alarms, and the control column skuetdiin her hands. In desperation, she
re-lit the main drive for some thrust to slow theite of descent — the ship lurched in
response. A subsequent adjustment of the vesagtial tailfin flaps initiated a series of
wide slalom slides to create even more drag, &y tiere still going down hard, with the
altimeter spinning past fifty thousand feet. ThéaAtic was beneath them now as they
scorched a rapid north-westerly path toward contadeNorth America.



Still Bender and Ultima fought. Fry tried to hdlp bashing the war drone over
the head with the coffee maker, and Nibbler leafut the fray with a few ineffectual
bites, but both of them were easily batted away.

“Never send an organism to do a machine’s jobyid&e muttered. He kicked
Ultima in the chest plate, sending it wobbling baakd until it was underneath a main
supply cable that ran across the ceiling. Bend@mebed his arms to grab the cable’s end
and pulled it from its mounting in an explosionextremely high voltage sparks. He
pressed the sputtering and snapping exposed withe cable against Ultima’s cracked
and dented casing.

The lights dimmed. The engine died. All of thephisystems went offline.

Ultima spasmed, encased in a shroud of sparksraiciling tendrils of
electricity. Smoke billowed from it as internal amnition stores exploded. Bender
stepped back and watched the other robot fall jnbplthe deck with small spits of
leftover charge.

“Yeah! Take that, jerkwad!” he shouted jubilantlyHATE those damn 1-X
robots! May they all burn in robot hell'! Woooo-hadd

“Say, Bender the Magnificent?” Leela said, pushamgy from the now-useless
control column. “You just killed our main powenmanaged to set us onto a reasonable
glide slope, but even so — we're now about to ctastd. As much as | appreciate your
help, you can really be a stupid shi...”

“We must brace for impact,” Nibbler said hurriedi®@ur altitude is almost down
to one thousand hooves.”

“Feet,” Fry corrected him.

“I prefer my way.”

They all strapped themselves in, Leela talkingltadlNibbler as the ship
continued its noisy freefall. On the floor, Ultimaitched.

“It's going to be a water landing,” Leela saidsh® fastened her belt buckle. “It’ll
be hard, but it would have been worse if we wereatlly over land. I’'m sorry about this
everyone... maybe | really did need that captaineys® after all...”

“You did great, Leela,” Fry assured her. “Nobodwld have done any better —
you're amazing...”

“Thank you Fry.” She smiled at him, and he smibadk.

“Oh man,” Bender said in disgust. “If | had storaontents | would now be
forcibly ejecting them.”

The ship splashed down.

* % %

There was a shadow over New New York.

It had appeared first at Battery Park on the saatkip of Manhattan Island, and
then spread across the city, devouring the skyscsagf Tribeca and Chelsea, the tube
lines and eateries of Little Alpha-Proximatown, d@nel meadows of Central Park beneath
its dim pall.

The shadow passed over the Planet Express bugdid@n inept Decapodian
doctor cowered in terror.



People, robots, Horrible Gelatinous Blobs, and étghickens on the street all
looked up, and at first saw only a vast billowingss of cloud that rolled across the sky.
The close observer would note that it moved agaivestvind. Soon a resonant roar
became audible, and then the cloud began to dissigvealing the massive flyiriging
that had been concealed inside and now hoveredtioeeity.

Curiosity turned to screaming terror as peoplé fiehid or smashed open the
front of electronics stores. Some fired weapons ihé air to no effect.

Onespawn took up a position over the sprawlingopetis and regarded it, the
defining pinnacle of human civilization, with amusent. In the end, when it all boiled
down, the city was just a big glorified ant-hill.

It sensed the Mighty One was close... close enough.

It was time.

Onespawn summoned the remaining Brainspawn toaidmit, absorbing their
mass and energy into itself. They melted into Oaesyp adding their sympathetic
harmonic quantum fields to the underspace resonauilapse that was taking place
within the massive creature. The new exotic orgahivOnespawn existed in ten
dimensions — a rippling incomprehensible warp aditg, through which the intrinsic
guantum flux inside the giant creature was fedfandsed.

A spherical area of darkness began to grow ar@mespawn... with forks of
lightning stabbing out of it. Clouds started to dwoward the darkness, revolving around
New New York — the eye of the storm.

* % %



The Planet Express ship slammed down on its beltyesvhere beyond the mouth of the
Hudson River. Then, with explosive bursts of stéam its superheated surfaces, it
skipped like a stone across the choppy pollute@smsdour... five... six... seven times,
before finally settling to gouge out a long wakeotigh the swell and then...

...a jarring, bone-shattering impact as the littiighter's momentum carried it
straight into Staten Island’s Midland Beach, a sd@tance from the Verrazano Narrows
Bridge. It ripped a great furrow in the sand befiimally coming to a halt, steaming and
ticking with its hull warped and torn.

Each battered and shaken to the point of knowkagtty how an omelette feels,
the crew began groggily unstrapping themselves ttoir seats. Smoke and steam filled
the dim cabin, along with the strong scent of eieat shorts and salt water.

“Casualties?” Leela asked in between fits of cangh

“We're all intact,” Fry replied.

“If by ‘intact’ you mean ‘considering a lawsuit’Bender muttered.

Leela realized she’d been fearfully squeezing Mibbery tightly against her
ample bust the whole time. She pulled him out efgenerous cleavage, and he fell back,
gasping desperately for breath.

“Sorry,” she said sheepishly.

“No... harm... done...” Nibbler panted, regaining soréoar.

“Let’s get out of this wreck before something eoqes,” Bender suggested.

They started toward the emergency exit, but somgtimoved in the smoke that
still billowed across the floor. It seemed to githoward Leela, and suddenly a metal
claw was clamped around her ankle.

Ultima shuddered and sparked, its emergency kesttlaking slush lithium.

Time was short — it had the target in its grip Hillaent was at hand.

“Get off me, damn you!” the target shouted, kickat Ultima with her free boot.
The other hostiles also began to deliver a raiol@ivs, but it ignored them, focusing on
the primary — the economical grace of her movemdémésdistinct spectral pattern of her
colouring...

It placed her in the centre of a crosshair, selgan atom laser.

Completion. Finality. The End.

In the mind of a robot, an eternity can passimoanent, and a moment can be an
eternity. Ultima pondered for an eternity...

“Let go of her, you damn monster!” Fry shoutednsiing his sneakers into
Ultima.

“Nobody likes a sore loser!” Bender added, tryiagpull the dying robot away.

The atom laser charged, and its stored partidendeummed in its containment
field, ready to lance through Turanga Leela’s flesisingle photonic trigger impulse
through an optical fibre nerve cluster and Ultimaspose would be completed.

And then what?

Death would come. The robot had already beendnshape — the high-voltage
attack had just been the final nudge beyond thetdirepairable; multiple redundancies
had seen multiple failures, until the very lasthirg itself flickered... the final flame of
emulated life about to run out of wick.



Life... Ultima thought on that word. Its life had had onlye purpose — the one it
now trained its weapons pod on; that single eyrpmeed in determination, even in the
face of defeat. With the target’'s exterminationtitdé’s purpose, the sum goal of its
existence, would cease. The mission... the finaltfd@ connected Ultima to the
world...

The idea made the robsad

In the malfunctioning processor that was Ultimaisd it examined the concept
of leaving something behind, proof that it had #&eds a legacy... even if that legacy was
an undefeated enemy to remember it... a job incomplet tie to the past.

But the mission... must be completed.

If purpose ends, then so ends the last remainspget of self.

Self cannot exist beyond cessation of function.

Self can always exist...

Ultima twisted and writhed, its cannon waveringuard the target. A spark issued
from the robot’s neck as its paradox-absorbingdysftruggled with the complex load.

Suddenly, it lunged upwards, bearing Leela towhedbulkhead, where it held
her against the warm metal, its blank face visoinah from her eye. Leela stared into
the machine’s optical sensor, now more bewildenad frightened. Why wasn't it killing
her?

Ultima’s vocal emulator crackled, as if it wasari@g its throat or struggling to
find words.

“What do youwant?” Leela asked it, motioning for Fry and Bendehadd back.

Ultima regarded her. “You...” it said in a waverialgctronic voice. “You are...
my whole life.”

Leela blinked in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

Ultima gently trailed a battered claw down theesid Leela’s face, and then
trembled, suddenly dropping to the deck with a gldnlay motionless, and Leela looked
down at it, unsure of what to think or feel.

“Is it really dead this time?” Fry asked.

“Looks like it,” Bender said, prodding the methkd with his foot. “Good
riddance, eh Leela?”

Leela said nothing. Something strange had traedpwhich she would probably
never comprehend. She walked away from the deatlimato stand looking out through
the sand-dusted viewscreen. It had hunted hersotlessly, to its own demise, and had
chosen not to take her life...

“You okay?” Fry asked, coming up behind her.

“Yeah,” she said. “Just... an odd moment of melahch&he turned to him.

“Fry, can you imagine for a moment a life dedicai@d singular goal, so focused and
uncompromising that the attainment of the goalfitseuld mean an end to the life?”

“I...” Fry frowned, deep in unfamiliar intellectutdrritory. “I suppose... like a
guy who lives to climb all the highest mountaingt bne day he climbs them all and has
nothing left to climb?”

“Yeah,” Leela said. “You'd think he might leavesjuone mountain unclimbed...
so that there was always the chance of somethimg ma promise for the future...
somethingopen-ended.”

Fry understood, but failed to see the relevaneeexpressed this in a shrug.



“I'm just sad for some reason,” Leela said. “Coome- let’'s get out of here. The
ship’s dead, and it reeks of mortality. | hate sraell.”

After Fry collected the Lance of Fate, the torogmergency access airlock
allowed the four friends to jump down onto the sand look up at the battered ship.
With fins broken off and hull warped and crackedyould never fly again, and so they
took a moment to mourn its passing before wandeavagy up into the dunes. Thunder
crackled overhead, and thin ribbons of dark clolidveed across the sky.

They crested the peak of a dune and stood amiditigbeach grasses, looking
out across the expansive mouth of the Hudson Rpaest, the Statue of Liberty to
Manhattan Island in the distance.

“Cripes,” Fry said, wide-eyed.

“Neat!” Bender said, snapping a photo.

“Are we too late?” Leela wondered, gaping at tights

Poised above New New York was Onespawn in alotsific majesty. The giant
brain formed the core of a slowly-expanding spluér@arkness that was whipping the
atmosphere into a frenzy.

“It has begun,” Nibbler said, nestled into theak®of Leela’s arm. “Lilith. The
Dark Moon. The Devourer of All Things. Onespawn Hmatsated the compression of
space and time toward a quantum singularity.”

“Can we stop it?” Fry asked, gripping the Lancéaiatside.

“You are stopping it,” Nibbler replied. “The presence oé thlighty One is
having the opposite effect — but this planet wdldonsumed nonetheless, and yourself
with it, making the beast unstoppable.”

“What can we do?” Leela pressed.

“Only our very best,” Nibbler replied.

Together, they started forward.



Chapter 22: Armageddon outta here

The heavily-damaged Nimbus struggled to maintditude over New New York. Smoke
trailed from its battle damage.

Captain Zapp Brannigan sat in his command chkring out at the gigantic
brain that hung with casual enormity before thiekéin vessel.

“Hit it with everything we’ve got!” he said.

“Sir, we have nothing,” Kif replied.

“Then hit it with that!”

“The torpedo tubes are damaged.”

“Damaged?” Brannigan sneered. “Damage is no excusmwardice — have
some able spacemen arm all of our remaining washaad load them into a jettison
capsule. | saw that once in a movie — we’ll geselto the enemy and shoot the capsule
right up its... Kif, where to you stick things up eam?”

“I'm sure | have no idea, sir,” Kif muttered. “Hawer the area of blackness
which has surrounded the creature appears to ledingpall the orbital attacks from our
own fleet and the Omicronian vessels.”

“Repelling, eh?” Brannigan said. “Well, let's seeepel five-million metric tons
of DOOP warship! All ahead one third!”

The Nimbus limped toward Onespawn, pushing throuals of rushing wind
and crackling bolts of lightning. The vessel betatremble as esoteric tidal forces
afflicted it. The giant brain rose up like a sheldf of veiny pseudoflesh, encased in dark
energy.

“How’s that jettison capsule coming?” Brannigakexs gripping the armrests of
his seat as the ship shook violently.

“It's almost done,” Kif said, listening to an e&pe. “Sir, are you sure about
this?”

“A starship captain's most solemn oath is thawliegive his life, even his entire
crew, rather than run away and look like a chick&app said. “There are certain things
men must do to remain men.”

“Oh Gods...” Kif murmured miserably.

The damaged warship reached the outermost exyrefibe dark sphere and
impacted it. Reality seemed to bend in respongsenate-long tendrils of unworldly
energy stabbed out from the point of contact. Asesaf displaced spacetime washed
over the Nimbus, the number of crew on the bridgeeared to double and triple
sporadically — Zapp and Kif saw themselves wheeg'thbeen standing fifteen minutes
ago, and then half an hour before that...

Zapp looked forward, and saw his own back, stawmigtl blood, with a steel
beam protruding through his torso. The vision faded he gaped in astonishment.

“What the hell’'s happening?” he said.

“We're as close as we can get!” Kif shouted over screaming alarms. “If we're
going to do something, it has to be now!”

“Launch the capsule!” Zapp yelled.

A small jettison pod rocketed out of the Nimbussvard hull, and into the dark
field of reality compression. It twisted and ripgland, without so much as a puff of
smoke, ceased to exist.



Onespawn gave a small chuckle, and casually harledll of psychoplasmic
energy at the Nimbus.

“It didn’t work...?” Brannigan said, gaping in beddrment.

Kif saw the oncoming hail of destructive energyd ahouted at the top of his
lungs: “Brace for impa...”

He got no further. The ship took massive and datiag hits, with huge sections
of its superstructure vaporizing in explosive fains of fire. The Nimbus fell away from
Onespawn, suddenly a great unpowered lump of dteehshed down on the far bank of
the East River, carving out a long trail of destiut before coming to rest.

On the bridge, survivors picked themselves uplaghn fighting through the
smoke to the emergency exits. Kif looked aroundtierCaptain, and saw that he had
been thrown toward the demolished front sectiothefcabin during the crash landing,
and now appeared to be lying across an equipmeikt be walked over and noticed that
his initial assessment was incorrect.

Zapp Brannigan was impaled on a broken, serrategth of metal support strut;
it jutted out of the middle of his back, coatedlood and gore.

“Sir!” Kif said in alarm, moving to his side. “Hdlstill, I'll find someone to...”

“Kif...” Zapp said weakly, with blood colouring higs.

“Yes sir?”

“I have been... and always shall be... your friend..tafhigan slumped forward,
and Kif sat down, staring for a long time at thadlenan.

* k% %

The little escape pod manoeuvred on candlepowaestitns and gently set down outside
Planet Express, hinging open with a hiss. Hermesy,AScruffy, and Farnsworth all
walked out, and all but the Professor gazed upwafidghtened awe at the abomination
that filled the sky.

Farnsworth stared into space, his mind filled witivoiced grief and bitter
imaginings of what might have been. Mom was gone...

“Sweet Phoenix of Phoenix!” Hermes muttered. “Ting is eating up the sky!”

“That’s unsettlin’,” Scruffy muttered as he thundb@asually through a copy of
zero-G Juggs.

“What's that black blork coming out of it?” Amy wdered.

“Oh, probably just an area of time and space beorgpressed,” Farnsworth said
distantly, without looking up. “The theoretical {Fhole’ predicted by the what-if
machine would be a similar example. Who cares? Gbiit

Eerie-sounding thunder rolled overhead, and tbegheaded inside, where they
found Zoidberg huddled under the meeting table.

“My friends!” the lobster exclaimed, scuttling cafthiding. “You came back to
save your beloved Doctor Zoidberg!”

“In your dreams, you rotten shellfish,” Hermesdsgiushing Zoidberg aside. He
sat down at the table, and by some unspoken agre¢hmeothers sat as well.

“We will, on this occasion, defer the readingloé fprevious meeting minutes,”
Hermes said, and the others looked surprised @utiprecedented happening. “Straight



onto the first order of business — Armageddon. ad&vated the wall screen and
national news came on.

“EARTH, pitiful homeworld of the insignificant huam species, is DOOMED!”
Morbo the news monster bellowed from the television

“That’s right, Morbo,” the co-anchor Linda saidifter a chaotic space battle
involving three separate attack fleets, the aliainbentity known only as ‘Onespawn’
has settled above the city of New New York, wheéfes initiated a strange energy
reaction that specialists suggest may completedyrole the Earth and all who dwell upon
it.”

“Morbo APPLAUDS the imminent destruction of the PAETIC human
civilization!” Morbo declared, clenching a sinewsegn fist. “We will cross live now to
Earth President Richard M. Nixon for an emergerdgress to the planet.”

The screen changed to show Nixon’s preserved hatddpeads of condensation
forming on the glass jar.

“My fellow Earthicans,” he said. “We face a stelay in the history of our
species. A great enemy has thrown down a challengkthat challenge is survival.
Never before in the history of the human race loasigch been owed by so few to so
many. | speak, of course, of the majority of theydation who will bravely remain on
Earth to meet their fate with dignity and honouwrtisat those intelligent and wealthy
among us can depart to continue the human legaajute you all.”

Two Secret Service men appeared and picked upniéixar.

“Well, that's all from me,” he said as the menread him away from the camera.
“Gotta run now — hope the Apocalypse goes wellfar all.” He was carried into Air
Force One, a sleek blue and white starship, whittkéy lifted off and blasted away.

“That was Earth’s President, the head of RichardNMon,” Linda said when the
camera returned to the studio. To her credit, sbkdd only slightly pale.



“Morbo’s only regret,” Morbo said, “is that somen&LSE will enjoy the honour
of destroying this UTTERLY RIDICULOUS world!” He pmptly hit a button on his
chair and it blasted up off the floor, crashingtigh the roof and carrying him away on a
plume of flame. Linda was left looking frazzled.eSboked at the camera, smiled
weakly, and gave a half-hysterical laugh.

All across the world, space vessels were launchifigeing the doomed world as
the strange black sphere grew over New New York.

Hermes switched off the television and they adkied glum.

“Those ignorant fools,” Farnsworth muttered. Hey think they’ll actually be
safe offworld then they've got another thing comingry and the Nibblonian are the
only ones who know how to stop that thing, andhét fail the creature will be the end of
everything.”

Most of the team didn’t really understand, buttteok it on faith. Outside, the
sky rumbled, temporarily blotting out the soundamters on the streets.

“Well, what do we do now?” Amy asked.

“Huh-whaa?” the Professor looked at her in cordnsfOh my, there’s very little
we can do. Now that the creature is encased ielé dif compressed spacetime nothing
can touch it... nothing but an object of extreme powh a connection to spacetime
itself... like a thermonuclear wristwatch... or a higlehffeinated Tree Sloth...”

* k% %

The Lance of Fate shimmered with unearthly eneagyts bearer had come to expect it
to do.

Fry clutched it close to his chest as he was gulbéreakneck speed through the
tubeline toward the city, with the others followialgsely behind. Their line looped up
over the raised arm of the Statue of Liberty amgbed down underwater as it headed
toward Manhattan. Fry occasionally caught glimpsfabe outbound lines completely
overfull with the congested bodies of hapless eitgztrying to flee the city. He, Leela,
Bender, and Nibbler seemed to be the only onesgry get in.

When the tube deposited them in the middle of Fiquare, Fry stumbled on
the pavement and almost impaled himself on the ¢ &wondering idly what kind of
disastrous cosmic feedback loop that would havearju He and the others stood
looking around at the panic that had gripped the Storefronts were smashed open and
hovercars were set alight — their smoke addinhgeéagtoom being cast by Onespawn.

“Another day in the life of New New York,” Leelauttered. “Sometimes | think
the entire population of this city is just a mobwaiting.”

“But when in Rome...” Bender said, trying to close thest door over a new
model television that was far too large to fit.

On the big holoscreen above the square, the haggar drawn face of Mayor
Poopenmeyer appeared, larger than life.

“New New Yorkers!” he said. “l urge calmness i flace of this threat — come
on people! Every alien invasion it's the same thingpu schmucks do more damage than
the enemy! Pull it together for the love of...”



The message cut out when a bolt of lightning slashimto the screen, causing it
to explode in a shower of sparks. People on tleestcreamed and increased their
terrified looting.

“Great Scot!” Fry said, staring up at the angry.sk

“This is heavy,” Bender added, struggling underweight of the TV.

Leela looked down at Nibbler. “How much worsehstgoing to get?” she asked,
pointing at the sky.

“Much worse,” Nibbler replied. “I doubt the cityan be saved, even if Fry is able
to reach Onespawn. But it is a loss we’ll havedceat.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t. | wbhShe turned to Fry and took
him by the hand. “There’s something | have to do.”

“You're not going off on your own, are you?” Frglkaed with a small smirk.

“Not exactly.” Leela leaned forward and kissed hiBon’t finish this without
me.”

“I'll be at the highest point,” Fry said, motiomgrskyward with the Lance.” I'll
see you there.” Leela nodded and then sprinted aivAl speed, dodging looters and
vaulting over debris. She disappeared from view.

Fry looked up at the swirling maelstrom above. §pagvn was still visible in the
centre of dark mass, from which the slender funokenergized tornadoes now
protruded, licking down toward the city. The winidked up.

Fry headed off, with Bender dutifully following biead and Nibbler scampering
up onto his shoulder, toward the tallest buildinggemcorp headquarters.

* k% %

Every public telephone she came upon had been sohésipieces by the roving mobs,
so Leela ran flat-out all the way to Planet Exprésssting through the door and instantly
having to duck beneath Professor Farnsworth’s simobdast.

“Professor, stop!” Amy said, pulling the weaponagvirom him. “It's Leela!”

“I don’t know any Leelas!” he snapped.

Leela straightened and surveyed the scene — wackles had been arranged into
a crude barrier to defend against the looters. @ubgvight, and LaBarbera were
present, as well as the rest of the Planet Expeass.

“Leela, what’s goin’ on?” Hermes said. “Where’atldiot zombie Fry?”

“Saving the Universe,” Leela grunted simply. Shaved past them all and went
to the videophone, punching in a rapid series ofilmers and waiting for the connection
to be made.

At length, the logo of SewerCom appeared onscitedne quickly replaced by
the worried faces of Morris and Munda.

“Leela! Thank goodness you're alright!” Munda sdi/e were so worried, what
with all those terrible sounds coming from above hawin the world is happening?”

“I don’t have a lot of time to explain,” Leela degal. “It’s all going to hell, and a
lot of people may be about to die. We need youyp.hel

“What can we do?” Morris asked.

Leela took a breath. “You want to claim your rigihplace on the surface,” she
stated. “God knows you deserve it, and shouldn/eha earn it or prove yourselves



worthy. But people are afraid of what they don’t underdta it's their nature, it always
has been. Now we have an opportunity in the midéiteespair — a chance to show them
who you... whowe are. We can make a difference — and if we doh#radl up dead or
cease to exist then maybe things will finally starthange.”

Morris and Munda glanced at each other, and nadded

Then Leela told them what had to be done. Shecktigecall and stood
purposefully, and the rest of the Planet Expresw evatched her, waiting.

“You guys had better get to safety,” she told them

“What are you going to do?” Amy asked innocent§omething masculine and
undignified?”

Leela glared. “I'm going to help Fry,” she saitlvé've got one last-ditch chance
to put a stop to this thing. | have to go...”

“Not without Zoidberd” the Decapodian said, raising a pincer.

“Ill go along also,” Farnsworth said. “I have ecse to settle with that monster.”

“Scruffy’s gonna get in on this action too,” tlanijtor said, putting aside his
pornographic magazine and standing. “Sign me up.”

“I'll help! 'm helpful!” Amy said, clapping her Bnds.

Hermes sighed. “I suppose I'd better go alongmaéte sure occupational health
and safety guidelines are adhered to,” he said.

Leela stared at the team, words lost beneath t sfx®ide. She smiled at them.
“You don't have to do this you know,” she said.

“Hey.” Amy placed a hand on Leela’s shoulder alidd her head to one side.
“We're friends, right? Friends stick together.”

Leela nodded. “Thanks guys,” she said. “Now hewdist we need to do...”

* k% %

The quantum storm was worsening. Torrents of agitatmosphere ripped across the
city, blowing out windows and tearing antennas fitbeir mountings. People on the
streets below were no longer interested in lootiriige true nature of their situation had
begun to hit home with sheets of unnatural lighgrand rampaging twisters that cut
through the concrete canyons.

This was something far bigger than the traditidnannual alien invasion.
Humans, Cygnoids, Neptunians, and sentient furikg all began falling to their knees,
bile glands, or prehensile locomotion ridges, prgyto whichever guiding deity occupied
their individual mythologies.

Suddenly and unexpectedly, all around the cigngje figures emerged from
sewer vents, startling the already-terrified popelal’he sewer mutants, acting on
Turanga Leela’s directive, began herding the peopMew New York toward the
relative safety of the underground.

“Come on, people!” Dwayne shouted at a wide-eyedig. “You can hide
beneath the surface — we’ll show you the way!”

“It's the best chance you've got!” Vyolet added}ding open a manhole cover.
“Spread the word — everyone can take refuge irsé¢weers!”



Morris and Munda directed a steady stream of efaglown into the
subterranean stormwater system; most didn’t evek tiwice at the malformed mutations
now, when they were all poised on the brink of ailation.

“I hope Leela and Fry know what they're doing,” Mila said, casting her single
eye skyward to where the dark moon had filled thaviens.

Little Nina, from the Cookieville Minimum Securit9rphenarium, and Tinny
Tim the disabled child robot both paused to lookatiporris and Munda, who smiled
back at the kids in an attempt to not look territyi

“Thank you,” Nina said nervously.

“Yes, quite,” Tinny Tim seconded.

“That’s alright, darlings,” Munda said. “Go alongw, you'll be safer below.”

As they hurried away to descend into the sewet, tea Turangas looked at each
other in surprise — perhaps their daughter wag.righ

* % %

Momcorp headquarters was empty. The building créakel trembled, with structural
damage sustained from Ultima’s earlier attack &edctclonic winds outside conspiring
to produce a symphony of eerie groans.

Fry, Bender, and Nibbler made their way up throtighdeserted building, at last
reaching the top floor by elevator. The staircasthé observation deck lay before them.

“Last chance to turn back, you guys,” Fry told ttkeer two.

“I will bear witness,” Nibbler replied, sitting dfry’s shoulder.

“And I'm not missing the opportunity to rob yousrpse when you die in a few
minutes,” Bender said, heartily clapping Fry on blaek. “Like they say — let no part of
the carcass go to waste — watch, wallet, fillings...”

“...Okay then,” Fry said slowly. Together they asded the stairs. At the top Fry
paused for only a moment before pushing the doen@md stepping out into hell...



Chapter 23: Fear and Loathing in NNY

The Universe fell toward Onespawn.

As the city below trembled in fear, time and speai#apsed around the
gargantuan mutated Brainspawn. And the only foaddihg reality back from the brink
of total obliteration had moronically arrived, likemoth to the flame, at the epicentre —
and would soon be destroyed along with the rest efierything.

Onespawn sensed the Lance of Fate directly b&ldoge, but not close enough.
It laughed and extended its coherent electromagfietd to tap into the ebbing and
flowing grid of the Earth’s so-called ‘Internet’ @gather inspiration from works of
fiction that had been stored electronically. Thees a veritable warehouse of creativity
floating through cyberspace — a vast multitude ehtal realms uploaded to public
domain, available to all and sundry. Onespawn sasfle& few at random and applied their
unique patterns to its flaring, burgeoning surmfiguantum energy...

* k% %

A screaming vortex of wind ripped across the tophefMomcorp tower, with lightning
stabbing all around. Fry stepped out into the opesving the gale with Nibbler holding
onto his jacket and the Lance at his side.

“Let’s do this thing,” he said.



“Right behind ya, buddy!” Bender called from hissgtion cowering behind an
air-conditioning duct.

“Come on, you slimy fat bastard!” Fry shouted aaespawn. “Come on down
here and face me!”

In response, a disdainful laugh rolled acrosduheulent sky.

“And why would | do that?” Onespawn said. “Why, @vhl can provide you with
a host of playmates from your inane formulaic hurit@nature?” The laughter came
again, echoing from the black sphere above.

Waves of reality displacement rippled down aroknyg and the Lance glowed
bright, protecting him and Nibbler from the effects

“Is that all you've got?” Fry shouted in defiansganding at the edge of infinity
with the world ending around him.



“Ah... Fry?” Bender called. “You may wanna watch otitFry turned too late,
and a very large misshapen fist slammed into himcking him and Nibbler across the
concrete to fall dangerously close to the edgaéefoof.

He groggily picked himself up and recovered thadeafrom where it had fallen.
Only then did he look at what had hit him. A sowodnewhere between a grunt of
surprise and a gasp of horror escaped his lips ladtd done a double and triple-take.

Standing before him was a half-naked pallid greagg figure, more than seven
feet tall, complete with horrific stitching all ové and bolts protruding from its neck. It
was, without a doubt, the monster from Mary ShelRrankenstein

“How hard did [ just hit my head?” Fry wonderedzmg at the shambolic figure.

“It's real,” Nibbler said from the ground. “Onespa is pulling fiction into
reality, transubstantiating it with real matter awergy...”

“All is fiction!” Onespawn’s voice bellowed. “Theris no difference!”

As the wind and lightning lashed across the rowfre figures appeared out of
thin air. There was Terry Prachett’s interpretatibthe Grim Reaper with his scythe
held at the ready; Captain Hook, from J. M. BagReéter Panbrandished his namesake
and a curved cutlass; Bram Stoker’'s Count Dracata lnch-long fangs and hissed; and
Robert E. Howard’s Conan the Barbarian swung angigéroadsword over his head and
bellowed a deafening battle-cry.

“Oh hell,” Fry muttered as the fictional charastedvanced on him, swinging
their various weapons. Frankenstein’s monster eghbim first, extending oversized
hands and moaning mournfully. Fry stabbed out withLance of Fate, and the monster
fell apart into individual lumps of harvested caeless

“End of the line, Frankenstein,” he said.

Dracula darted forward, his cape billowing, in atmer of movement that would
be called catlike if he had paused every now aed th spray his scent on things. Instead
of that, he leaped with an unearthly hiss at tlenge-haired boy with the exposed throat
and...

...came to a halt in midair with the Lance stickthgough his heart. The count
dissolved rapidly into a cloud of dust that waspged away by the wind.

“You suck,” Fry quipped.

With a distinctly pirate-likeyarrr, Captain Hook swung his cutlass at Fry, forcing
the hapless delivery boy to jump back and teet#r his heels hanging over the edge of
the building.

“Avast, ye scurvy dog!” came a coarse shout frahibd the fictional pirate as a
robot fist cracked Captain Hook across the badk@head, knocking off his tricorne hat
and sending him sprawling.

The loincloth-garbed Conan the Barbarian rushdgeater with a battle-cry
invoking the favour of Crom. He swung his broadsivmwards the robot, but Fry leapt
in front and parried the blow with his Lance.

Fry and Bender found themselves standing backati-bs Conan and the Grim
Reaper bore down on them from two sides. Slowlgnkenstein’s monster and Count
Dracula had reassembled themselves, and alongGajtain Hook they joined the others
in a circle closing around the two friends. Nibkderambled around Fry and Bender’'s
feet and growled at the approaching literary figure

“Never thought it'd end like this,” Bender said.



“Killed by a bunch of fictional characters?” Frgplied. “No, | didn’t see that
coming either.”

“I always thought we’d be killed by television exgives.”

Fry glanced at the robot in puzzlement.

“Well, might as well go out with a bang,” Bendeent on, clenching his metal
fists.

“Wouldn't have it any other way,” Fry replied, iefy the Lance.

Death drew back his scythe, ready to reap his gamest...

...when suddenly a series of flaming holes appe@aréd robe, exposing bones
beneath. Death fell back, and Fry, Bender, and Iitddl looked up to see Professor
Farnsworth sitting in his hovering recliner chaidaiming a large-calibre laser rifle. An
ancient, senile, gun-toting guardian angel.

“Mad scientists don’t fear the reaper!” the oldmshouted angrily, firing another
few laser bolts into the robed figure.

“Professor?” Fry said in surprise. He almost lusthead, but a red lobster
dropped from the sky wearing a jetpack and caugima@’s swinging sword in his
pincers.

“A big implement like that, I'd say you were trgrio make up for something, |
would,” Zoidberg said. “Puny stink-gland, perhapki® tightened his claws and the
sword blade shattered.

“Doctor Zoidberg?” Fry gasped, blinking in bewitdeent at the unlikely saviour.
Captain Hook began slashing at them with his hbakwent down like a
weighted treasure chest when the leading edgdPaftg/Ironing board struck him in the
head. Amy surfed the modified flying board in éhtigrc and hovered above, grinning.

“We thought we’d lend a hand,” she said.

A moustached individual with a grubby peak capgaulow over his eyes
motored across the top of the building on a hokerlie swung a heavy wrench in one
hand, smashing it across the faces of Dracula, i§dfrankenstein, and (accidentally)
Zoidberg.

“Who the heck was that guy?” Bender said, watcl8nguiffy circle around.

Dracula picked himself up and lunged at Fry, dole brought down by a series
of bureaucratically-placed laser blasts. Hermeseleted, wearing a jetpack and
levelling a pistol.

“No vampirism is permitted in the city without afficial permit signed in
triplicate by the Attorney General and Mayor,” taéds

“You guys...” Fry said, looking around at the mensbef Planet Express
standing or hovering around. “But where’s...?”

There came an ear-splittingliiii-YAH!” from behind him, and Conan the
Barbarian fell past into a crumpled heap, a sragiger clattering from his grasp. Fry
smiled and turned to see Leela standing in an Aaotiung-Fu stance, with a jetpack
strapped to her back.

“Hey there Mighty Ong” she said with a small grin. “You ready to sake t
universe?”

“You ready to save it with me?” Fry countered. Jiheth smiled at each other
with quiet bravado; both aware of the potentialtfagedy looming, and both pushing
through the fear because it was the only thing tieayd do.



The fictional characters began to fade away, mgitto nothingness. Fry and
Leela stepped closer to each other.

“I love you so much,” Fry told her.

“And | love you,” Leela replied.

Suddenly, with a tremendous crash, a bolt of toispilightning flashed from the
sky and slammed down into the concrete between,ttleowing them both back with
concussive force. Smoke and crackling sparks isBoetdthe impact point and a
resonant mocking laugh filled the psychic aether.

“How romantic,” Onespawn said. “The Idiot and #reak — it could be the title
of a fairy tale. And you've brought your meddlesoimends along to die with you | see.”

The building trembled.

“Laugh all you want,” Fry said, glaring up at tgnt brain. “But it’'s our
friendship that makes us stronger than you. Aloe&ewnothing, but together we can’t be
stopped.”

“Stronger than me?” Onespawn repeated incredwoti§lhilip J. Fry, you have
already lost — you only draw breath because yoticmamuse me. But now I think it's
time to refer to another work of fiction...”

Reality dysfunction washed over them, and Frygeth “Oh lord, what next?”

The trembling in the building increased by an omfemagnitude, and cracks
began to appear in the concrete. Fry and Leelagdittkemselves up and glanced around.

“Maybe we should...” Leela trailed off, watchinghorror as a huge grotesque
tentacle pushed out of a crack in the rooftop amiéd up, writhing around as it was
joined by others, all slithering out in ponderoisrge until the roof was surrounded by
rubbery questing feelers the width of tree trunks.

“A giant squid!” Zoidberg squealed, blasting ihe air with his jetpack.

“l... don’t think that's a squid,” Leela said slowl large section of roof lifted
and fell away, revealing a huge pulpy head witlisggn glowing yellow eyes. A massive
dorsal ridge bore the stubs of rudimentary wingsl, éciously curved claws emerged
from beneath it. The creature looked like the bdstaild of an octopus and a dragon.

It was Cthulhu, the ‘Great Old One’, an ancierit eoncocted by the legendary
horror writer, H. P. Lovecratft.

“I hate it when the bad guys don't play fair,” Fs&id, watching a dozen tentacles
snaking toward him.

Cthulhu let out an indescribable howl as Farnslwartd Hermes flew around it,
firing their weapons into its hideous writhing fied.eela began running towards Fry, but
was blocked by a mass of tentacles that slammea dower path. Fry gripped the Lance
of Fate in a desperate bid at defending himselinstjghe monstrous evil, but something
grabbed him from behind and hefted him up by timepéts.

It was Bender.

“Your time to shine, meatbag,” the robot said. fionake me any more
embarrassed to be your friend.” With a whine o¥/sarotors, he extended his arms,
lifting Fry up, higher and higher away from the matar, with Nibbler clinging to his
shoe.

“Bender!” Fry yelled as the robot’s arms contindextend. Bender was lost
from view beneath a swarming mass of tentacleslamdlender metal arms swayed
alarmingly.



Suddenly Amy appeared, swooping in on her Partyr&to collect Fry and
Nibbler on the front. Fry hung over the edge ofc¢batraption to look down at where
Cthulhu swiped angrily at Farnsworth, Hermes, aadld, who flew around it in
pestering circled. Of Bender, there was no sign...

...until suddenly a metal arm emerged from the e enthusiastically burning
the creature’s flesh with a lit cigar.

“Hold on tight!” Amy told Fry as she angled herdnd upward. He dragged his
eyes away from the scene below and looked up t@sespawn and the Dark Moon
looming as one, filling the sky.

“I can go no further with you,” said a small soleroice near his ear, and Fry
turned to glance at Nibbler.

“I thank you,” Nibbler went on. “To have frozenwcand used you as we did, the
debt can...”

“I wouldn’t have had it any other way,” Fry saidtamatically, not really
understanding how he could have known, but feedid he always had nonetheless.

“Farewell,” Nibbler said. “It has been an honour.”

“Honourthis, you intractable fools!” Onespawn bellowed, shogta bolt of
psychoplasma down at them.

“Gan ni niand” Amy swore potently, trying to bank the overloadearty Board
but unable to steer in time. The ball of energlohikd toward them, and the Lance of
Fate flared incandescent, its temporal field pasiWithout thinking, Fry held it aloft,
and the psychoplasma seemed to splash againstiaibli@ wall, flowing around the
figures perched on the flying board. But they sterdd under the force nonetheless, and
the board’s antigravs laboured — it wouldn’t hadd fong.

Zoidberg flew in from one side, the nozzles ofjetpack leaving a white trail.

“Hot potato!” Amy said. “Good luck Fry!” The Decagian caught him around
the waist and yanked him off the board, leaving Aang Nibbler behind.

“Welcome aboard, passengers — thank you for flgoigl Air,” Zoidberg said as
Fry clung to him. Crimson energy bolts flashed dafter them, burning a line through
the air.

Leela flew past, ascending to a higher altitua, ry realized his friends were
all following some kind of plan. Even as the explesplasma blasts drew dangerously
close, he couldn’t help the wild grin that spreatbas his face. His friends, his team-
mates — the greatest people in the world.

“Go, my friend - fly!” Zoidberg shouted, lettingpogpf Fry. For a moment he was
in freefall, and then the rear seat of a hoverbike beneath him, and he hung on for dear
life, the Lance still in his free hand, as Scrudfgled the vehicle upward into the
howling wind.

Keep passing the parcel — that was the idea. @hdingction, change the carrier,
keep the movement unpredictable... and maybe thegwe B chance. Using the janitor’s
shoulder as support, Fry stood up and watched Hefiymevith his jetpack on an
intercept course.

“Scruffy believes in you, kid,” Scruffy said. “Kkcsome temporal lobe!”

Fry flung out his free hand and Hermes cauglyaiking him off the hoverbike
and upward at a different angle. Of course, somgths massive as Onespawn would
likely have some trouble trying to pick off comptaraly tiny, fast-moving objects too



close to itself. Bigger isn’t always better, andnere often a hindrance... so Fry had
always told himself in the gym class locker room.

The wind buffeted him and Hermes, and the jetpaltined under the loading.
Lightning slashed past them, and energy boltsesiztfirough the air.

“Alright, ya lazy, good-for-nothin’ freeloader,”@tmes said. “Ya better not screw
this up... we're countin’ on ya, mon.” He let go afyls arm, and he fell, carried onward
by inertia for a short time before dropping int@fessor Farnsworth’s lap.

“Oh my...” Farnsworth said, increasing his recliobair’s thrust and angling up
toward the immense black sphere that now hung @&y hundred feet above.

Psychoplasma stabbed down from Onespawn agairggaid the Lance of Fate
repelled it, at the cost of velocity and a burnsegsation that coursed through Fry’s
cosmic stigma.

“Well, off you go!” the Professor said, and Fryfal himself whisked suddenly
away, with strong-yet-soft hands gripping him beheéhe arms.

Without even turning his head he knew it was Le€ke contours of her body
pressed against him; the hint of her subtle scentgnisable to him even in the rushing
wind; her warm breath against his neck...

“It's all or nothing,” she said in his ear.

“Nobody can say we didn’t give it our best,” Fgplied.

“On the plus side,” Leela reflected, “if we loskeere’ll be nobody around to
criticize us for it.”

“I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

Lightning and energy bolts filled their world, atite wind roared. Responding to
minute movements in the small muscles of Leelatkptne thrust-vectoring nozzles in
the jetpack fought to keep them moving upwardad bome down to it at last: the time-
honoured Suicidal Headlong Charge into the Fad@eofain Death. Leela stole one hand
briefly away from Fry to activate a belt-mountedttol box, and then she gripped him
even more tightly as an illegal after-market acopssame online.

The pod nestled between the jetpack’s two thraztles was designed as a
disposable rocket booster for escape capsulesofitiet to a jetpack, it gave a massive
burst of speed, far beyond design specificationklagal limits for personal flight
apparatus.

Fry and Leela shot upwards on a trail of fire.



At any other time, Fry would have whooped in eaddtion, but now the Dark
Moon was looming above them like a solid ceilingd ahey were closing on it at high
speed.

A few pithy and emotional comments filtered thrbdgs mind, but the screaming
air rushing past his ears, the crash of lightimgl he scant seconds remaining made
them pointless.

The Lance glowed.

And the blackness responded, opening before them...

...They flew inside.

* k% %

The Planet Express team flew back to Momcorp toleeking up as the black sphere
fluxed and rippled. Cthulhu was gone, vanished ndthingness and leaving Bender only
a little dented.



“I hope Fry and Leela will be okay,” Amy said nésssly.

The quantum storm seemed to worsen; huge swidimgdoes slashed across the
city, and the Dark Moon expanded, growing down talsdahem.

“We’ve done all we can here,” Farnsworth said.

“Let’s git ourselves below street-level,” Scrutigded.

Nibbler watched the pulsing dark mass of realdgnpression above, and
reluctantly took hold of Amy’s Party Board as tearn left.

New New York began to crumble under the punishpreattions of buildings
collapsed, crashing to the streets below; tubes loane down; billboards and suicide
booths became deadly missiles in the screaming.wind

But there were no people about.

Deep underground, millions of ears listened todéstruction above. The
refugees waited and hoped.



Chapter 24: | can’t believe it's not fiction!

Strange sensations washed over Fry and Leela yasliog up into the field of darkness.
Time seemed to slow and distance became diffioylidge. Looking down briefly, Fry
saw the city below in smoking ruins, then as prsstintouched forest, and then as a
bustling metropolis once again. Windows throughdmisopened and shut like an out-of-
order flipbook, and the effect made him look awayausea threatened.

Onespawn’s voice came from somewhere near oalf@vye or below... it was
impossible to tell in the zone of compressing space

“Get away!” it said. “Get away from me!” For thiest time, there was real fear in
the creature’s psychic bellow.

“I can’t tell where it is!” Leela shouted, stilbiding Fry tightly as gravity faltered
and changed direction at random. She used theregetbrust nozzles on the jetpack to
turn a full circle, and Onespawn suddenly appearassively before them, and then
faded off into an impossible distance.

“Space must be different in here,” she observed.

“You mean like the TARDIS?” Fry replied.

“Something like that. At least four dimensions beeng broken down here”..

“Stay back!” Onespawn said. “You will not stop met now!”

Telekinetic impulses shoved them this way and that Leela kept on flying,
tracking Onespawn’s position even as it seemedifbagound within the uncertain
physical laws.

They were still coming. Even despite everythimgytwere still coming. With
faces set in unshakable resolve they were comirtte.Lance of Fate held at the ready...
still coming.

Damn therhOnespawn reached the edge of panic, and in despeturned once
again to fiction from the human world, extendingaaea of telepathic influence,
grabbing at the minds of its two attackers andipgithem in, down through the quantum
foam and flotsam of reality and into the realmanithsy...

...which, after all, really was the same thing.

* % %

lan Fleming’sGoldfinger...

A hard bolt of water hit James Bond in the fadee Water stung his eyes and
filled his mouth. He was on some sort of a table lais wrists and ankles were bound to
its edges. He felt with his fingers. He felt padidhmetal.

A voice, Onespawn’s voice, flat, uninterestedj:s&low we can begin.”

Bond turned his head towards the voice. His eya® Wazzled by the light. He
squeezed them hard and opened them. Onespawnoatasdginearby, a miniscule
fraction of its previous size. It had unbuttonecbdar that, against all logic, adorned the
bottom portion of the brain structure. At the otleed of the room, a young orange-
haired man and a purple-haired woman with a hocafly enormous single eyeball sat
on chairs strapped by their wrists and ankles. Tihaty sat bolt upright, looking
shocked.

A few feet away stood the Korean, Oddjob, stifinivey his bowler hat.



Bond glanced down the table on which he lay spragtkd. He let his head fall
back with a sigh. There was a narrow slit downdhaetre of the polished steel table. At
the far end of the slit, like a foresight framedhe vee of his parted feet, were the
glinting teeth of a circular saw.

“Wait, | know this,” Fry said. “But wasn't it supgsed to be a laser?”

“That was the movie,” Leela replied. “This must thee book... the damn thing
has us trapped in fiction again.”

“Mr. Bond,” Onespawn said, ignoring Fry and Leeld@he word ‘pain’ comes
from the Latinpoenameaning ‘penalty’ — that which must be paid. Yastmow pay for
the inquisitiveness which your attack on me proaed,suspected, to be inimical.
Curiosity, as they say, killed the cat. This titneill have to kill three cats, for | fear |
must count these two animated characters behindsmmemies also. They came here to
kill me. Perhaps you did too. You have all failddw must come th@ena’ The voice
was heavy, bored. “I have had many enemies in mg.ti am a very powerful
interdimensional being, and power, if | may inféetother of my aphorisms upon you,
may not make you friends, but it greatly increabesclass and variety of your enemies.”

“That’s very neatly put,” Bond said. “You expregsurself most vividly.”

“He doesn’t look like Sean Connery,” Fry whisperted_eela.

“Book, not movie,” Leela repeated, straining at lb®nds. Oddjob had tied them
tightly, but the knots were inexpert, the littler&an hampered, perhaps, by his stubby
fingers.

James Bond turned his head. The great pink/graintwas bent slightly forward.
Casually, a tendril of telekinetic energy snaketltoua control panel and pressed down a
switch. There came a slow metallic growl from thd ef the table on which Bond lay. It
curved quickly up to a harsh whine and then tordldiigh whistle that was barely
audible.

“Now then, Mr. Bond,” Onespawn’s voice was bridknough of these
amiabilities. Tell me everything you know aboutdbecalled ‘Lance of Fate’ and the
decidedly poorly-named ‘Mighty One’ and you wik djuickly and painlessly. The two
cartoon people also. Refuse and your death wibthie long scream. Which is it to be?”

The lever on the table moved across iron teethv Bond could feel the wind of
the saw between his knees.

“You're being a damn fool, Onespawn,” Bond saitbtigh gritted teeth.

Leela pumped her fists and felt the knot looseheasrright wrist. Her eye
narrowed. She’d never read the book, but she had #e movie once or twice. If
memory served, Fry had made her sit through thigatdry car-chases and chauvinistic
overtones. And if it served further, she knew theaes an effective cutting tool perched
on the head of the little Korean strongman standiagrby. This is, if the film had been
true to the novel on that score...

She eased her fingers out of the bonds and whiteml moment as Onespawn
continued to perform his arch-villain rant at thaptive secret agent. Then, in an
explosive burst of movement, she shot out her ahgeaabbed the bowler hat off
Oddjob’s head.

“Don’t you know it's rude to wear hats indoors?he remarked, slamming the
brim of the hat against the straps still holding bekles and left wrist. As anticipated,
the felt rim of the hat parted, exposing the slerstharp alloy band that cut through the



bindings. She was on her feet in a flash, swipin@ddjob with the bowler hat as he
tried to make a grab at her. The little man wasacgiced martial artist, and the rapid
kicks he launched at Leela would have been dewagtifthey’d connected, but she
managed to duck and weave, hammering her own htwhis stomach and sending him
sprawling.

“Way to go Leela!” Fry yelled from his chair. Skarung around to quickly cut
him loose. When they straightened up, Onespawvéiaished and a nearby door hung
open, leading out into the Geneva night.

“We have to follow it,” Fry said. “It's the only @y out of this stupid stylized spy
thriller.”

Together they headed for the door, but a politeggtomade them pause.

“Er, if you wouldn’t mind?” James Bond said, stitrapped to the table with the
circular saw spinning about an inch away from histch.

Five minutes later Fry and Leela were crammed Baomd’s Aston Martin DB
Mark Il as the secret agent drove the car at biimgdspeed along the narrow country
lanes. Ahead of them in the Aston’s headlights.spaen flew over hill and dale, trying
to evade the pursuers.

“I'll see that bastard playing his golden harp yeBond said, checking his
Walther PPK with one hand while steering with thieeo.

Suddenly Onespawn vanished over a rise, and Ban dhe Aston up to a sheer
cliff face. The three of them climbed out and lab#flewn to see Onespawn descending
ponderously toward the inky black sea below.

“Now | am forever rid of you meddlesome fools!étbreature called up at them.
“Let this, the self-indulgent hero fantasy of a vas¥hating alcoholic, forever be your
tomb!”

“Certainly not if | have anything to say about ilames Bond said, levelling his
PPK at the brain and snapping off a few quick shOtsespawn descended faster, fleeing
the fictional construct. Fry and Leela glanced atle other, nodded, and together made
a running jump over the edge of the cliff and iopen space. They fell toward Onespawn
and the crashing waves far below...

* k% %

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’3he Hound of the Baskervilles...

So as the fog-bank flowed onward we fell back leetarntil we were half a mile
from the house, and still that dense white sed) thié¢ moon silvering its upper edge,
swept slowly and inexorably on. "We are going &rg'fsaid Sherlock Holmes. "We dare
not take the chance of his being overtaken beforg tan reach us. At all costs we must
hold our ground where we are." He dropped on hisdgnand clapped his ear to the
ground. "Thank God, | think that | hear them comiing

A sound of quick steps broke the silence of the.n@ouching among the stones
we stared intently at the silver-tipped bank imfrof us. The steps grew louder, and
through the fog, as through a curtain, there stepihee orange-haired man and cyclops
woman whom we were awaiting. They both looked rdb@chselves in surprise as they
emerged into the clear, starlit night. Then theyneaswiftly along the path, passed close



to where we lay, and went on up the long slopertseis. As they walked they glanced
continually over either shoulder, like two peopleonare ill at ease.

"Hist!" cried Holmes, and | heard the sharp clickabcocking pistol. "Look out!
It's coming!"

There was a thin, crisp, continuous humming fromeswhere in the heart of that
crawling fog bank. The cloud was within fifty yaafsvhere we lay, and we glared at it,
all four, uncertain what horror was about to brefagm the heart of it. | was at Holmes's
elbow, and | glanced for an instant at his facevédis pale and exultant, his eyes shining
brightly in the moonlight. But suddenly they stdrterward in a rigid, fixed stare, and
his lips parted in amazement. At the same instailipFFry and Turanga Leela gave
yells of terror and threw themselves face downwagmon the ground. | sprang to my feet,
my inert hand grasping my pistol, my mind paralylsgdhe dreadful shape which had
sprung out upon us from the shadows of the fogah lit was, an enormous pinkish-
grey brain, but not such a brain as mortal eyesehaver seen. Fire burst from its
puckered ridges, its lobes glowed with a smouldeglare, its grotesque shape outlined
in flickering blue flame. Never in the deliriousedm of a disordered mind could
anything more savage, more appalling, more helisltonceived than that grizzly form
and alien will which broke upon us out of the walfog.

With unearthly hovering motion, the huge floatingature was bearing down the
track with a furious howl, following hard upon tfeotsteps of our two friends. So
paralysed were we by the apparition that we allowed to pass before we had
recovered our nerve. Then Holmes and | both ficgpgether, and the creature gave
another hideous howl, which showed that one at leag hit him. He did not pause,
however, but flew onward. Far away on the path awe Bry and Leela looking back,
their faces white in the moonlight, hands raisetianror, glaring helplessly at the
frightful thing which was hunting them down.

But that cry of pain from the Brain of the Baskbeg had blown all our fears to
the winds. If he was vulnerable he was mortal, imee could wound him we could kill
him. Never have | seen a man run as Holmes ranniigat. | am reckoned fleet of foot,
but he outpaced me. In front of us as we flew agrédck we heard screams of anger or
fear from Fry and Leela, and the deep roar of thairh | was in time to see the beast
spring upon its victim, hurl Mr. Fry to the grourahd worry at his throat despite the
obvious lack of any mouth with which to do so.tBatnext instant Holmes had emptied
five barrels of his revolver into the creaturearnk. With a last howl of agony and a
vicious bolt of energy into the air, it rolled upda back, and then fell limp. | stooped,
panting, and pressed my pistol to the dreadfulnshering brain tissue, but it was
useless to press the trigger. The giant brain weed

Fry and Leela gathered themselves and stood netobking confused. They
glanced at myself in unrecognition and then atdétective, seeming at once to find
familiarity in his deerstalker cap and calabashgip

"My God!" | whispered. "What was it? What, in heagename, was it?"

"It's dead, Watson, whatever it is," said Holmé&&e"ve laid the family ghost once
and forever."

“I wouldn’t count on that, Sherlock,” Mr. Fry mugted.

“It's a pretty stubborn bastard,” Miss Turanga aeld, and | blinked in surprise
at such language from a Lady. She must surely haga delirious with fright.



All at once, the brain, which we had thought sy#ceased, erupted from the
ground more rapidly than they eye could follow, aigthted itself in the air, hovering
nearby to regard the four of us.

“May you be forever trapped within the unlikelynéimes of this archetypal
detective story!” the creature said in a curiouglgnderless voice. It began to fly off over
the moor, threatening to be lost from view in thigidg fog.

“After it!” Mr. Fry shouted. “We can't let it geaway!”

Together, the four of us raced off the path amdugh the boggy hollows and
treacherous peat of Dartmoor. Our two friends glyiautpaced Holmes and I, as though
they ran with the weight of life itself pressingpnghem. As we watched, they followed
the brain into a bank of thick fog, and were lgst view...

* % %

John Steinbeck'®f Mice and Men...

The bunk house was a long, rectangular buildingide, the walls were
whitewashed and the floor unpainted. In three wihlese were small, square windows,
and in the fourth, a solid door with a wooden latélgainst the walls were eight bunks,
five of them made up with blankets and the othe¥etshowing their burlap ticking.

At about ten o’clock in the morning the sun thretaright dust-laden bar through
one of the side windows, and in and out of the Iselies shot like rushing stars.

The wooden latch raised. The door opened, andadifig, oversized brain came
in. It was greyish-pink and somehow carried a higlpbroom over a non-existent
shoulder. Behind it came George, and behind Gedrgenie.

“We was expectin’ you last night,” the giant brasaid. “Was sore as hell when
you wasn’t here to go out this morning.” It pointetth an ethereal tendril of blue
energy. “You can have them two beds there,” it saidicating two bunks near the stove.

Lennie was just finishing making his bed whendteead out the nearby window
a couple of people seemed to walk out of midaiirothe dusty yard. One wore a bright
red jacket, and the other was a pretty woman wstloishing purple hair and something
strange about her face that he couldn’t put higdéinon. His mouth hung open.

The giant brain floated about the room with therslguick lunges of arrogance.
“I wrote Murray and Ready | wanted two good mers timorning,” it said. “You got your
work slips?” George reached into his pocket anddueed the slips and showed them to
the brain. “It wasn’'t Murray and Ready’s fault. Sagight here on the slip that you was
to be here for work this morning.”

George looked down at his feet. “Bus driver gagealbum steer,” he said. “We
hadda walk ten miles. Says we was here when weétwagncouldn’t get no rides in the
morning.”

The brain used telekinesis to retrieve a time ek opened it where a pencil
was stuck between the leaves. George scowled ngdaltyrat Lennie, and Lennie
nodded to show that he understood. The brain rekiiie pencil. “What’s your name?”

“George Milton.”

“And what's yours?”

George said: “His name’s Lennie Small.”

The brain tilted its frontal lobe at Lennie. “Hén& much of a talker, is he?”



“No he ain’t, but he’s sure a hell of a good wark8trong as a bull.”

Lennie smiled to himself. “Strong as a bull,” hepeated.

George scowled at him, and Lennie dropped his lrealame at having
forgotten to stay quiet.

The brain said suddenly: “Listen, Small!” Lenniaised his head. “What can you
do?”

In a panic, Lennie looked at George for help. “en do anything you tell him,”
said George. “He’s a good skinner. He can rasseligibags, drive a cultivator. He can
do anything, just give him a try.”

The brain turned on George. “Then why don’t yduhien answer? What you
trying to put over?”

Just before George could answer, the wooden latctihe door sprung open once
again, and the solid door flew back as if it ha@ibé&icked, as was the case. Standing in
the dusty beam of flyblown sunlight were the twansfers from outside, the man and
woman.

“We heard there was ranching work to be had,” theger-haired man said,
picking up a pitchfork from a wall rack.

“Yeah, sign us up,” the one-eyed woman added.

The redhead kid hurled the pitchfork through tireand it sailed straight and
true, striking against the floating brain and hangiembedded in flesh for a moment
before falling with three runnels of blood to therdwooden floor. Lennie cried out in
sudden horror.

“Make ‘um stop, George!” he wailed.

“Enough of this crap, Onespawn!” the cyclops wonsaid, circling around the
wounded brain. “Let us out of these musty old stlrHow long do you think you can
really keep this up?”

“Don’t bother trying to reason with it, Leela,” taman said. “We’ve done this
dance too often.” He balled his fists and movedeto

“Fight as hard as you want!” the brain said scoutify. “It will make no
difference — you may as well perish here in thsady 1920s tale of hopelessness and
loss.”

The brain rose in the air, and flew through onehef windows.

The man, who was named Fry, and the woman Leelha,ran from the bunk
house in pursuit, leaving George and Lennie alone.

“George?” Lennie said.

“l ain’t got no answers,” George replied, sittimdpwn heavily on the bunk.
“Dunno what jus’ happened...”

A few miles south of Soledad, the Salinas Rivepsim close to the hillside bank
and runs deep and green. The water is warm toadf fas slipped twinkling over the
yellow sands in the sunlight before reaching theawa pool.

A floating brain fled across the top of the pool.

Two figures paused in their pursuit, before hegslieleaping into the water. They
reached and kicked toward Onespawn... and then Wdttem vanished unexpectedly,
leaving hollows in the warm water that closed owéh gentle splashes...

* % %



Space... the final frontier...

With a melodic chiming sound, Fry and Leela materd from sparkling clouds
of light and found themselves standing on circpiads in a room that looked
suspiciously like it was made from plywood paintetbok like a flowing futuristic
surface. They glanced around themselves at thg &akoundings and bulky control
consoles.

“Hey,” Fry said. “I know this place... it's the trasporter room!”

“The what?” Leela asked.

A muffled giggle caught their attention, and tleelged off the transporter pads
curiously, peering over the top of the main contmhsole.

“Oh!” Fry stepped back respectfully, while Leelamained watching for a few
moments with a small grin on her face.

A man with dark burgundy hair was in the procefssralressing a busty African-
American woman on the floor. He surged to his &¢te intrusion, pulling his golden
command shirt back down and glaring at the tworsgess.

“Who the devil are you?” Captain James T. Kirk derded. Uhura got to her
feet, holding her discarded uniform in place toeoker nakedness and staring in horror
at the one-eyed woman.

“Kirk... Uhura?” Fry said, gaping at the pair. “Oh ol” he wailed in anguish.

“What? What is it?” Leela asked in confusion.

“‘Don’t you see?” Fry went on, gesturing at the Gajm and communications
officer. “Now we're trapped in some geek’s stupid-of-characterfan-fiction!”

“Fan-fiction?” Leela repeated in horror. “But that the worst kind of fiction
there is!”

“l asked who you were!” Kirk snapped, stepping ana the control console to
confront the two intruders. “How did you get abodhd Enterprise? Why are you
here?”

“I don’t have time to explain, sir,” Fry said. “Wee really only passing through
— we just need to...”

Suddenly the deck beneath them shuddered viglantiyred warning lights
began to strobe from the wobbling walls.

“Captain to bridge,” a calm, well-rounded voiceidaover the ship’s intercom.

Kirk was already moving, but he paused as the dgtidropen, glancing back at
Fry and Leela. “You two,” he said. “Whoever you areyour presence here now can't...
conceivably be coincidence. You'll come with me exmlain whatever’'s happening.”

Fry and Leela followed him out toward the turbiphfith Uhura hurriedly
dressing and moving after them.

After a short interval, Kirk stepped out onto tiredge of the USS Enterprise
NCC-1701 with the two strange intruders in towakl tnan with high-arched eyebrows
and elfish pointed ears approached him with haottded behind his back and began
speaking.

“Captain, we are registering very curious readingsm all sensors,” Spock said.

“Specify,” Kirk said, moving past to stand behinid command chair.



“l cannot,” Spock replied. “According to our ingiments, space itself is literally
breaking up. There is no known phenomenon whichdaamcount for these readings.”
The Vulcan glanced at Fry and Leela and raised iazjcal eyebrow.

“Stowaways,” Kirk responded to the unasked questiblave Bones come up
and check them out. I've an inkling they’re someghb do with whatever force is acting
upon the ship.”

Spock nodded and moved away.

“Captain!” Hikaru Sulu called from the helm. “Wegrlosing power in the warp
engines!”

“How bad?” Kirk demanded stepping around the comishahair and pausing
theatrically in mid-stride.

“I can barely read it, but | don't like it.”

Pavel Chekov looked up in alarm from his readifigeptin!” he said. “Visual
detection of an object, dead ahead!”

“Onscreen!” Kirk shouted, perching himself on leisair in a state of catlike
readiness. The main viewscreen came online andvexito an image of space in front
of the ship. In the centre of the image, a larggpehshimmered and fluxed, solidifying
gradually into a solid mass.

Fry and Leela exchanged glances. It was a braigiaht brain that floated in
space, surrounded by an ominous blue glow.

“How ‘bout it, Spock?” Kirk said in bewilderment.

“Fascinating,” Spock said. “A moment ago, theresvao sensor contact.

No mass analysis. No trace of radiation. Furthereyahere has been no reading
consistent with a decloaking. Whatever that obgadt seems to have appeared... from
nowhere.”

“Everything comes from somewhere, Spock,” Kirldsdlt looks like a... a...

“A brain,” Spock finished for him.

“I've never seen anything like it. Is this what'ausing the subspace
distortions?”

“It would seem a logical conclusion.”

The turbolift hissed open again and a slightlyopted man with a lined face and
intense eyes emerged, glanced around the briddemilt! disapproval and fixed on the
Captain.

“What am I, Jim?” he grumbled. “A doctor or a caeecge? If | jumped every
time a light flashed around here, I'd end up tadkio myself. | signed on this ship to
practice medicine, not to run up and down at eache"trailed off when he noticed the
giant brain looming in space beyond the ship.

“What do you make of that, Bones?” Kirk asked withlooking at him.

Doctor Leonard McCoy squinted. “It's a brain,” leaid simply.

“I can see that,” Kirk replied, swivelling in hishair.

“Well what d’you want me to say, Jim? I'm a dogtoot a tactical analyst.”

“Maybe you should have a look at our two unexpeétiends there,” Kirk said,
pointing at Fry and Leela. “They appeared at thenggatime as that thing out there — and
I'd wager there’s some connection.”

McCoy looked at the two strangers, noticing thentle first time, and his gaze
was drawn to Leela’s eye, at which he gaped inraskonent.



“Remind me, Spock, never to make fun of your agasn,” he muttered, lifting
his Tricorder from its strap and waving it over ttvéo people.

Out in space, the giant brain pulsed, and the stambled alarmingly again.
Rolling from out of nowhere came a booming laugtt thade the whole crew freeze in
sudden shock. It hadn’t come from the communicatsystem, but inside their own
minds.

“What in the world...?” Uhura said, looking frighted.

“Toil pointlessly forever under the auspices ailfay obsession!” the psychic
voice bellowed. “Trapped here within the confinésion-canonical obscurity! Hahaha!”

“Who is this?” Captain Kirk snapped, leaning forrea “Who’s doing this to
us... and why?”

“It's Onespawn,” Fry said, striding forward to stal beside the Captain’s chair
and pointing out at the monstrosity. “You have tiaek it!”

“It's planning to destroy the Universe!” Leela add.

“Destroy the Universe?” Kirk repeated.

“Possible, sir,” said Spock. “The time-space digions we are measuring are
potentially on par with the effect we experiencégmwe encountered Lazarus.”

“Seems these pair of kids are generating a sineféect, albeit on a smaller
scale,” McCoy said, staring at his Tricorder. “Olmusly it isn’t what | was looking for,
but there are definite temporal fluctuations sumding the both of them.”



Kirk stared hard at Fry and Leela for a long mornbefore finally reaching a
decision. “Alright, I'll see where this goes” heida“Uhura, open a channel.” When she
had done so he spoke in a firm authoritarian toheddress the alien intelligence
whose energy pulses are affecting this area ofespgaam Captain James Kirk of the
united spaceshignterprise calling on you to immediately cease your...”

“It’s firing, sir!” Sulu said suddenly. Crimson gbules of energy had burst from
the brain and shot toward the ship.

“Evasive!” Kirk snapped. “Aft shields to maximum!”

The ship shuddered as bolts of psychoplasma sglaskplosively against it.
Consoles erupted in sparks because they always do.

“Fire all phaser banks!” Fry shouted, and Kirk I&ed up at him irritably.
“Sorry, sir...” he added sheepishly.

“Do what he said,” the Captain grunted.

Beams of light stabbed from the underside oheerprise’anain saucer
section, cutting into Onespawn’s flesh. The creatat out a psychic roar and began to
withdraw from the area, angling toward a small pamearby.

“A photon torpedo!” Fry shouted, overcome by eament. “Let’s finish it off!”

“Aye, Captain whoever-the-hell-you-are,” Kirk meted sardonically. The inter-
ship communication system chimed and Kirk keyied ‘iScotty, report,” he said.

“Those impacts took a lot outta our shields,” tBeottish engineer replied from
the bowels of the ship. “We simply haven't gotgbever to take any more big hits like
that. It we try it, the whole dilithium array’s gna go kerplooey!”

“Thank you, Mr. Scott.”

“Captain, the creature appears to be going to grdii Spock observed.
Onespawn was making planetfall on the little unnémverld.

“We have to follow it,” Leela said.

“Alright then,” Kirk said, getting to his feet. “lVl Spock, Bones, you two come
with me. We’re going down to that planet along wvaitit new friends here, and we’ll see
what's what. Mr. Sulu, you have the helm.”

As the five of them headed toward the turbolify, [IBoked around in mild
confusion. “Where’s the red-shirt?” he asked.

“Pardon?” Kirk stared at him.

“Oh, you know... the ensign. There’s always a reid-gmsign that goes with you
guys on away missions who gets killed. Every time.”

“Er, son?” McCoy pointed at Fry’s jacket. He loakelown at the bright red
garment.

“Ah crap,” Fry muttered.

Down on the planet surface, Onespawn had carvéd buge crater. It lay
smoking, an enormous mass of grotesque tissuasltbwrt. Nearby, five figures
materialized out of thin air and stood staring ugta

“Good lord,” McCoy grunted at the sight.

“Fascinating,” Spock added.

Kirk had his hand phaser out and held at the reddyhat now?” he said.

Leela cleared her throat. “Is there any way yound¢ane your weapons into the
same harmonic frequency that Onespawn is genefatisige asked. “So that you could
cancel it out?”



Spock looked at her in admiration. “An excelledga, madam,” he said. “Most
logical.”

The three Starfleet officers set to work on tiphiasers, and in a few short
moments had them ready.

“Alright, wide-beam, on my mark,” Kirk said wheney’'d finished.

“You think this will get us back to reality?” Fnpmurmured to Leela.

“Best shot we have,” Leela replied.

Kirk, Spock, and McCoy opened fire, directing thinetersecting fields of phased
energy at Onespawn. The creature bellowed in padhfary, and the Universe seemed to
ripple and buck, and then drain away into nothingme.

...Fry and Leela found themselves hanging poisath iempty void... but then
another more familiar fictional world rolled backaund them like a welcoming
embrace...

* % %

Instinct or subconscious reaction had locked Leedams around Fry’s chest, even when
both their minds were snatched away. Fry still geigh the Lance of Fate.

“We're back?” he said, glancing around. They weweering still within the field
of darkness, and Onespawn hung nearby.

“Looks like it,” Leela said.

“No!” the creature screamed. “It's impossible! You catt’

“Time for the thrilling climax,” Leela said, angly the jetpack toward the
creature. They flew straight and true, with Frydiog the Lance out before them.

The blade shimmered and pulsed...

...and met Onespawn’s flesh with a tremendous ftddight...



Chapter 25: The End of the Beginning

The world stopped.

Light, of the kind that flared at the very firsoments of the Universe, was
omnipresent. It was old, eldritch light; the ligiftcreation, and of destruction. The Dark
Moon above Manhattan had collapsed into a singiet pd incandescent brilliance that
bathed the world in its splendour, and not conségiby any of the Universe’s accrued
physical laws, the illumination traversed efforigsthrough rock and steel, shining
down even underground upon the city’s less lofhaintants and the refugees who
sought shelter with them.

The beleaguered population of New New York, craacim the sewers for
protection, looked up in amazement as light surdedrthem. Morris and Munda gasped
fearfully, worry for their daughter’s wellbeing @dang new heights. Bender paused in
telling stories to the frightened Cookieville orpsaand Farnsworth forgot for a moment
the grief he felt for having lost Mom.

The crew of Planet Express observed the phenomeitbrapprehension.



...None but Nibbler could know the full implicatiodnnoticed by them all, the
little three-eyed creature flickered and then Vaadsin a flash. Before he went, a smile

had spread across his face...
The light continued to illuminate everything, giag in power and seeming to

consume all.
For a time, the Universe ceased to exist.

* k% %



Three consciousnesses remained intact at the adritre time-space conflagration:
Onespawn, the architect of doom; Turanga LeelaQther; and Philip J. Fry, the Mighty
One.

As the Lance of Fate sliced into Onespawn, temgorargy had flowed through
Fry and was channelled by the esoteric matterefsbapon, which then melted away
into the nothingness from whence it came, butwesome power remained. Fry and
Onespawn both glowed brightly, and Leela squeeee@ye shut against the glare. It was
no good; the light passed right through her eyelid.

“Fry?” she shouted against the roar of each moinemistory spinning around
them. “What's happening?”

“Everything at once,” he replied, floating freehdr grasp in the sudden absence
of gravity. “And at the same time nothing at alléela opened her eye and looked upon
him, and her breath caught. Where before had deemss now only light, brilliant
white. It was as if a sunbeam had donned a grubbyopjeans and a red jacket. The
Lance of Fate, finally serving its purpose, hadsfarmed the spontaneously manifested
temporal paradox, Philip Fry, into an avatar of ¢batinuum.

“I can see everything, Leela,” said the beingat@d now only think of aklber-
Fry. “Every point in time and space revolves arousdight here and now. | can touch it
all... I can do anything...”

“What... what are you saying?” Leela asked desplgrdtére you a God?”

“I have no idea what | am,” Fry replied, lookinghés glowing white hands.
“Maybe this is what it really means to be the Miglne... Nibbler never told me...”

A terrible sound crashed over them, above theastireg energies of the time-
space collapse. It was a long piteous cry thatrberated through the aether. Onespawn,
massive and shrouded in light, writhed nearby, wékt tracts of its pseudoflesh
dissolving and seeming to be drawn away in swiniagexes of matter rapidly
transforming to energy. The last of the Brainspasge was being recombined back to its
origin point.

“No!” the creature bellowed as its quantum fieleckled. “I cannot end! |
cannot!”

Fry turned in the empty screaming bubble of lidpatt encased them, and
regarded Onespawn.

“It's over,” he said.

“I don’t want to die!” the creature said, with thsychic projection of its voice
conveying a pitiful whimper. “I don’t want to loseyself...1 don’t want to di¢’

“You won't!” Fry said. “You won’t die. Nothing evealies... we all just change
into something else... It'll all be okay... you'll seéou will live...”

Onespawn’s mass dwindled as more and more ofdtsivgpped away into the
guantum recombination. With the last remaining igest of its psyche, it posed a
guestion to Fry.

“Why would you fight so hard for a Universe whewaur fate is not your own...
where everything you know is an abstraction?”

Fry hung poised at the centre of everything ano#dd at the creature as it rapidly
faded away; the question left him with nothing &y.s'l...1 don’t know,” he admitted at
last. The giant brain vanished, and from the poirits departure a wave of nothingness



radiated out, quantum backlash erupting like ripptea pond. Fry and Leela were
enveloped by the rushing front of unreality, aneiitlawareness of all physicality ended.

Two minds were adrift in the sea of non-existence.

Katey Sagal’s well-rounded voice echoed throughvibid. “Fry?” she said
fearfully.

“Leela?” replied one of Billy West's varied voigesthin nasally one.

“Where are we?” Katey asked.

“Nowhere,” Billy said. “And | think the better qagon would be -whoare we?”

“I'm scared Fry...”

“Don't be. We'll see our way through this. We algalo... together.”

“l want to touch you... | can’t feel anything.”

“Hmm.” There was a flicker in the dark, like a miasstruck on a moonless night.
“Let’'s see what | can do about that,” said Billy $te

Reality began to cascade around the two mindsaafidodgate had been opened.
In six seconds, the Mighty One created the heaardghe Earth, and saw that it was
good...

* % %

The sound of a whistling kettle found its way ih&ela’s dream, and she turned over,
burying her face into the soft pillows. It was waamd comfortable, and the noise of
someone moving about in the kitchen of the cosylmdroom apartment evoked a sense
of contentment in her, even as she dozed lightly.

Wait, what?An edge of confusion undercut that contentmert,sdre roused at
last, opening her eye and looking around the hoititdly bedroom with its high window
where ornamental keepsakes sat on the sill in tiraimg light.

It appeared familiar, and oddly she seemed to mevee the history of each item.
The chipped old wardrobe they'd found at a yaré salvhile the dresser had once
belonged to Fry's mother...

Fry? She looked at the bedside table and saw thedingghoto as if she’'d
looked at it a million times before, the lines otk their faces etched into her brain. She
surged upright in the bed as a disorienting sehsareality shot through her.

Wasn't | just... somewhere else?

Fry pushed through the door suddenly, wearing ssiltg gown and carrying a
tray with mugs of ground coffee and a pile of biwéd toast.

“Goooodmorning, my love,” he said extravagantlythva wide grin.

“Hey baby...” Leela said uncertainly. “You made tiieest?”

“I burnt breakfast,” Fry clarified, setting the tray doweshde her. “But the
coffee’s drinkable.” He crunched a piece of thenbtwast between his teeth with a
grimace and rolled back into bed beside her.

Leela sipped her coffee and looked around. Tha®semething troubling. She
was happy, but at the same time an inexplicableaonurked beneath the shadow of
consciousness. Grasping it was like trying to jedy to a wall.

“I think I had a strange dream,” she said. “Bdbh’t remember what it was
about...”



“It's alright,” Fry murmured quietly. “It's finised now. We don’t have to think
about it again.”

“We?” Leela frowned at him.

Fry leaned across and kissed her on the neckslandighed, relaxing against
him. “We’re still going to Coney Island with youagents today, right?” he said.

“My parents?” Leela looked confused. “But how...?”

Just then, a scruffy-looking brown dog scampeneaiid leaped up onto the bed,
trotting around and wagging his tail happily.

“Hey there, Seymour,” Fry said, scratching thetrbehind the ear.

“Fry, get him off the bed,” Leela said automatigafl told you | don't like
finding his hair all over the blanket...” She pausedDid 1?”

“Okay, okay,” Fry said, shooing the dog away. “Igonna shower and get
ready.” He kissed her on the lips, and she retuthediss, wondering why it felt so
amazing to be able to do so without fear or gudfter all, she’d done it a million times
before... hadn’'t she?

When he was gone, she looked at the gold baneorirty finger, and tried to
remember back to their wedding day. They had besth she knew that... but exact
details were difficult to pin down...

It was as if everything that had happened in ifietblefore waking up that
morning was obscured by a heavy mist. Only vagapefwere discernible.

“What's going on?” she asked herself.

When Fry and Leela left the apartment later thatmmg, Leela paused for a
moment on the stoop looking around in wonder agEnt brownstone buildings of



Georgetown, Brooklyn, and antique wheeled vehittiaslined the streets. There were
no flying ships or tube-lines marring the brillidsiue sky, and not a single owl could be
seen — instead there were birds she recognisér dsrng-extinct pigeon perched on the
building’s concrete facade.

“We're in the twentieth century?” she said in agsibn.

“1995, or there about,” Fry replied. “I'd have gofor the height of culture and
style — 1982 — but | couldn’t remember enough tbipall together.”

“Wha®” Leela looked hard at him.

“Come on, let’s go and see if Bender’s fixed the‘Mighty One’ yet. | bet he’ll
find some way to charge us an arm and a leg.”

“Bender?” Leela looked bewildered, but went alenth Fry as he sauntered
along the footpath. The summer sun had begun tease in strength, and on a street-
corner a group of children played beneath a fanaiér from an opened fire hydrant.
They laughed and jumped about, and waved happfyyaand Leela as the couple
walked past.

That isn't right...Leela looked back at them. None were gasping iroho
throwing up, or pulling faces at her back. Her pireent mutation had gone completely
unnoticed. She opened her mouth to ask Fry abdotithe appeared blissfully happy, so
she stayed silent.

On the next street was BS Mechanical Workshogh thi¢ B and S standing for
Bender and Scruffy. Since Scruffy seldom did anykwand Bender never paid him, it
was really a one robot operation. A robot... in teritieth century... bound to be an
oddity, but like Leela’s eye he had failed to drattention.

“Hey, | fixed up the oil leak and rear suspengooblem on the Mighty One,”
Bender said, stepping out of the garage sectiom avgrease-rag in his hand and a grubby
bandanna wrapped around his head. “One of then@istas misfiring as well, so | took
care of it. That'll only triple the price. You keepnning that old beast, it's gonna put my
kids through college.”

“You have kids?” Leela said in shock.

“Well, by kids, | of course mean my gambling amcb&olism,” the robot replied.
“And by ‘put through college’ | mean ‘pay up now Idt sell your bike for scrap’.”

Fry paid the robot, and Leela walked into the gardler mouth fell open in
amazement. A pristine, beautifully-preserved 1988tdh 500 motorcycle stood
gleaming in the middle of the workshop. She wal&eslind the ancient machine, trailing
a hand over the chrome and leatherwork.

“This is ours?” she said in wonder.

“It's yours,” Fry replied, strolling over and hangd her a helmet and leather
jacket. “I'm just a passenger.”

“Fry...” She looked at him. “Philip... is all of this.real?”

“I don’t know, Leela,” he replied. “You’'d have find a definition before | could
answer that. What's real?”

Memory bubbled up inside Leela’s mind, fleetinglamcertain; a giant brain... a
blazing figure of light. “Did you... did you do sonmaig?” she asked him. “Did you
makethis place?”

“I did.” Fry nodded. “Memory and dreams made selithe best of every world.
Come on, let’s go for a ride.”



In a daze, Leela donned her helmet and jackegandn the bike. Fry climbed up
behind her, holding onto her waist. She kick-sthttee old beast and they motored
noisily out of the garage and away down the st@etden sunlight bathed the city, and
people on the street smiled for no reason. Nowghatknew, Leela realized the sanitized
and over-polished nature of the world around hglowing bright with friendliness and
goodwill.

She sighed and gunned the old Norton up througisikigton and into one of the
entrances of Prospect Park. She turned onto tiss gral switched off the old bike,
sitting for a moment and gazing at the rolling nmadAfter a time, she kicked the stand
down and climbed off, walking away for a short diste. Fry strolled behind her silently,
giving her time to think.

At last she turned to him, looking earnest. “TiBigust another fiction, isn’t it?”
she said. “As wonderful as it is here... as beausifuthis life seems, it's no different
from those books...”

“But I'm the writer now,” Fry said, thumbing higiest. “And this is no less real
than our own world.”

“Whatever our world is, Fry, itsurs”

“And it's brutal and unfair, Santa Claus is hordadi people die, and giant brains
try to destroy everything.” Fry sighed and gestuaethe verdant fields of the park.
“Here we can have everything we ever wanted — mylyais here, alive, your parents
live aboveground... there aren’t any alien invasiondisasters... and | have my Delta
wave — I'm smart now. We can live ‘happily evereaftin the time and space beyond the
words the end beyond the influence of any force but our owtl wifor eternity if we
want, there’s no time here eating at us, makingitlser away... no Nielsen Ratings
undermining us. We can stay like this forevér...

“Forever?” Leela repeated, gently taking hold isfdrm. “What good is eternity
if we don’t havetoday? You can’t make life what you want it to be by plynthrowing it
all away and building something unreal from youagimation. That's not what life is —
the mountaineer doesn’t conquer the mountain byiblg it up. Life is what you make
from what's been given — sure, it's hard and roagtl sometimes not everything goes
the way we want it to, but that's all part of iteWKeep moving forward, and we do it
together.”

Fry stared at her for a long time, his face unabsel “And what if Onespawn was
right?” he asked finally. “What if we’re just puppe”

“You really believe that?” Leela asked with alditsmirk.

“Do you?”

“No, but would it matter? Maybe the puppeteersharé@ng their own strings
pulled as well. Do we care? What difference doesake to a puppet to know the world
is a stage? The world is what we have, it's whakn@w. The world makes us, we don’t
make it — we just live in it because it's a paruef”

“You'd give up paradise?” Fry asked her. “You'cefar the grime and the toil?”

“Our grime.Our toil.” Leela leaned close to him, smiling sweetywouldn’t
give it up for all the antique motorcycles in thend.”

Fry watched her, and a smile slowly spread adnsstace, then he was laughing
hard, with tears streaming down his cheeks. He padghis arms around her and held her
tight, spinning around.



“I love you so much Leela,” he said. “You're théh@r alright. | guess this was
your role — to persuade me, to make me see the ¥giu did — you’re right. Thank you.”
He held her by the shoulders and looked into histegling eye.

“What happens now?” she asked him.

“Now | put things back the way they were,” FrydadiThat'smyrole — what
Nibbler knew I'd do, with your gentle push.” He dréer close and kissed her. When
they broke apart, Leela noticed that the parklandrad them was quickly fading to
white, all colour and detail bleaching away.

“So I'll see you... on the other side?” she asked.

Fry looked uncertain for a moment. “I hope so,'slaél. “Not really sure how this
is gonna go. It won't be easy — a lot of damage daage, and it'll take a lot to set things
right again.”

Leela was suddenly frightened. “Fry, what are gaying?” she asked.

His eyes began to glow. “Putting it all back tdgetis easy in theory,” he said.
“I'm a difficulty though, because technically | slidn’t exist — temporal paradox and all.
I have no place in time, so returning me to theeitream is like trying to staple one page
from a book into the middle of another book and imglt seem like it fits in the
story...”

“But Fry...!” Leela gasped desperately. “| didn’tdw... please, you can't...”

“It's okay,” he said. Now they stood alone in tamhiteness, Fry becoming
intangible slowly. “The present is a point too shtalhit, so I'll aim for the past.”

“What do you mean?” Leela said, reaching for httar hands passed straight
through.

“Go to the place where we first met,” Fry saids foice sounding distant. “If |
can... I'll meet you there again.”

“Walit!” Leela called, but he was gone. The whitempressed down upon her and
then exploded outward. Time and space abruptlatedl back into existence...

Futuramareturned from hiatus...

* % %

...and with a crackling boom the quantum conflagraabove New New York collapsed
on itself in a blinding flash and vanished — Oneapand the Dark Moon had gone. The
sky over the damaged city was suddenly clear, dodefigure floated down as gently
as a feather on the breeze toward the top of Mopiover.

Unseen energies lay the sleeping form of Turaregdd down upon the ground
that had somehow been scattered with rose petaso@ned her eye and looked up into
the azure sky.

“Fry?” she said uncertainly, sitting up and glargcaround. There was nothing to
answer her but the small eddies of wind that s@ideound the top of the building. She
looked up, willing him to appear, but knowing heulbnot. Tears began streaming from
her eye.



“Itisn’t fair,” she murmured to herself.

“What is fair and what is right are seldom aliksdid a strange voice from behind
her. It was deep, yet melodious, rich and full. &8raed around to see, where before
there had been nothing, a strange creature floatige the concrete with no apparent
means of levitation. It was pale green, with slerishebs and a long tail. Its oversized
head bore three eyes that glowed like emeraldgelias a sense of serenity radiating
from it; arightness

Leela knew what it was instinctively.



“Nibbler?” she said.

“No longer,” the creature replied. “What was suredieand undone is now whole.
The two made one. Brainspawn and Nibblonian togetioherent. We now realize the
full potential of our nature...”

“What about Fry?” Leela asked tearfully.

“He is not here. Not yet,” the BrainNibbler sdiBut hold him to your heart and
await. He is part of you, as we are all part ofreaiter.” The creature began to ascend
into the air, and suddenly there were thousand® mbthe same. The BrainNibblers
floated up into the sky; unified, majestic. Godlike



“We thank you,” said the being that had once Wdigdler and Onespawn. “The
life and love of beautiful beings such as humagites us hope. Live in the light of truth
and forever aspire to be all you can. Farewell.”

As Leela watched, the beings vanished into thetekyard whatever strange
destiny awaited them. She was left standing albngging herself against the chill wind.



Epilogue: All Quiet on the Future Front

The people of New New York emerged gradually frove $ewer vents amid rubble and
deitrus as dust settled on their city; a sensaiofndisbelief tempered by gratitude at
their survival. None could fully comprehend theckes that had been at play, but there
was an awareness that an event of monumentalisgmif had transpired and their lives
were owed to parties unknown.

Although somevereknown.

The sewer mutants, hesitant in the face of so muaelccustomed exposure, were
ushered, blinking in the light, out of the undergrd by a tide of grateful citizens singing
their praises. The bemused sewer-dwellers had oicebut to be drawn along into the
impromptu heroes’ parade under the brilliant blkg and blazing sun that most had only
glimpsed through the grilles of stormwater drainghe midst of terror, when darkness
threatens, it is often the case that all the lefeses and flimsy prejudices are shattered
and human beings come to realize the only thirgngfworth that they have is each
other.

Morris and Munda reflected on that as they wemggled and cheered by strangers
grateful for the subterranean sanctuary that had lgezen — staying on the surface would
surely have been lethal if the mounds of shattglass and collapsed facades were
anything to go by.

“I guess Leela was right,” Morris said as his haras shaken enthusiastically by
a Cygnoid. “Maybe things will be different now.”

“A simple act of human decency, that’s all it tgdklunda said. “Oh Leela...
she’s so smart... | hope she’s okay.”

“She’s okay,” Morris said. “She’s a tough one, gut. Besides, she had Philip
with her.”

As the mutants were welcomed into the upper w@ldayne muttered in
Vyolet's scaled ear:

“Great, they finally let us into their shining magpolis minutes after it's reduced
to a smoking ruin. Big-hearted of them.” Despitmbelf though, a grin had found its
way onto the mutant’s face and he couldn’t gebfid.

The Planet Express crew, minus Fry and Leela,ddalp at the empty sky, and
then by unspoken agreement they began pushinggthrbie milling crowds toward
Momcorp tower.

“They’re probably fine, right?” Bender said withsmall edge of panic in his
voice. “| mean, not that | care either way, of g®yrbut...” He wrung his hands
nervously.

“Of course, Bender,” Farnsworth said placatingBeople caught at the centre of
guantum singularitieseversuffer any ill-effects.” He pulled a face at Hesmwehen the
robot looked away, shaking his head and pantomiraifigger across his throat.

Leela sat alone at the top of the half-demolidio&cer with the wind gently
tugging at her hair. Her emotional bank account @xesdrawn and confusion reigned.
Although her body had been returned feeling totajyvenated, all of her injuries and
aches miraculously healed, there was still a deegeaustion that left her staring blankly
into space and trembling slightly.



The others found her like that, and she was oisladtly aware of Scruffy putting
his jacket around her shoulders and Amy helpingtéer feet. Questions were being
asked, but Leela tuned them out, trying to thinélkda the now-hazy details of the
bubble universe that Fry had created... What wdsaithe’d told her?

“What?” she murmured.

“| said — where is Fry?” Zoidberg repeated.

“Fry...” Leela frowned, trying to recall.

“You know,” Hermes said. “Spiky carrot-top, groargihabits of a Baboon.
Always lustin’ after you like a drunken green snaler a garden hose...”

“I know who he is, jackass,” she muttered.

“Well, what happened, confound it woman!?” FarngiWwenapped.

“l don’t... remember...” Leela said. “There was a mbtke, and Bender was
there... and we had a little one-bedroom apartmeBtdaoklyn in the 28 century... but
none of it was real, not exactly...”

The others cast meaningful glances at each other.

“I think we should take Leela somewhere wherecgrelay down,” Amy said
softly, taking the cyclops woman by the hand andtlgdeading her away.

* % %

The day wore on.

As the city struggled to pick up the pieces, aabwffered by the Omicronians,
whose fleet had appeared ominously above. New Neskers found themselves
working side-by-side with looming green Omicrondiet caste in clearing debris and
putting together makeshift shelters for thosehefineless by Onespawn’s attack.

As the sun sank toward the horizon, Mayor Poopgemealled a conference on
the steps of city hall, and he spoke applaudingittees of strength and determination in
the face of adversity. He then extended a handeidship to Lrrr (who fidgeted in
discomfort beneath the unfamiliar exaltation) am®wayne, who stood as representative
of the mutant population - now welcomed as fullzeihs with all the dubious rights and
guestionable privileges enjoyed by everyone eleeyWwould not be returning to the
sewers.

The Planet Express building had fared reasonablly designed as it was to
withstand doomsday weapons. Most of the team wanta the street to help the lesbian
coven rebuild their front wall, leaving Leela ifight slumber on the couch, watched
over by her parents.

Memory flitted through her mind, faulty and uneént Fry was gone — but
where? Leela whimpered a little in her sleep amded overWhat was it he’'d saf@

Suddenly the words returned to her from out ofrttigs of unreality, and her eye
snapped open.

“The place where we first met!” she said, sittbat upright.

“Leela? Are you alright?” Munda said, looking cenged.

“That’'s where he said he’d be!” Leela got to hestfand started toward the door.

“Who?” Morris called out.

“Fry! 'm going to find Fry!” She raced out, leaxg her parents looking at each
other in surprise.



Leela raced through the busy, rubble-strewn streefast as she could, vaulting
over fallen masonry and dodging hoverdollies |lagk¢h mortar. Her boots pounded the
pavement. She rounded a corner, skidded to aatolkicked open the door to Applied
Cryogenics.

The building was dim and quiet, with the rows tafsss pods humming away on
their centuries-long tasks. Leela walked throughdhe workplace, looking around.

“Fry?” she called. “Are you here?”

There was no response, and Leela hung her headeidly, feeling loneliness
creep over her. “Where are you?” she whispered.

Deciding to wait, because it was all she couldLeela pulled out a folding chair
and sat down in the empty room amid the cryogerbes, drumming her fingers on her
kneecaps.

“He’ll come back,” she told herself. “He said hewid.”

Time passed, and Leela’s anxiety built. Treachgouner thoughts began
prodding at the possibility that Fry might nevetura, and though she tried to quell them,
they remained stubbornly. After all, hadn’t he shiat as a temporal paradox he had no
place in time?

Time... that’s right..Leela stood up suddenly, remembering what heul liek:
“The present is a point too small to hit, so I'ihafor the past.”

“The past,” she said, with realization eruptirigela starburst. She raced over to
the cryogenic tubes and began checking the fragtss panels one by one; dismissing
each frozen face that didn’'t belong to the mansshaght.

“Come on, Fry,” she muttered under her breath,ingpalong the line of tubes.
At length she’d checked them all, and none of tikentained Fry. The last in the line
held a frozen figure she remembered from her timeking at Applied Cryogenics — it
was a John Doe, like Fry had been, but with a @latoveralls on and a baseball cap
pulled low over the face so that features coulda’seen. Years ago there had been idle
office chatter about the identity of the man in ld& cryo-tube, and now Leela knew
who it was... or hoped she did. He had to conceddais, obviously, as he’'d been laying
dormant a few spaces up from where an earlieraeis himself had also slumbered,
and because he and Leela had been to Applied Qmasgemgether... recognition could
have been disastrous.

Leela checked the timer on the tube. It still haate than five hundred years left,
but knowing Fry’s grasp of mathematics she igndhed and turned it all the way to
zero. The mechanism chimed and a pulse of microwaeegy illuminated the cryogenic
pod briefly as it defrosted, and its door swungropéh a hiss and a cloud of vapour.

“Ugh... just another couple of centuries,” a drowsyce muttered from within
the misty tube. The figure inside tried to roll oaad go back to cryo-sleep.

“Fry?” Leela said.

“Huh? Leela?” The man looked up, and beneath #té wvas indeed...

“Fry!” Leela pulled him bodily out of the tube aredhbraced him, squeezing him
so tightly it hurt.

“Oh snap! It worked!” Fry said.

“Yeah, it worked,” Leela replied breathlessly. “Hdong were you...?”

“Well, | turned up in about 2500,” he said. “Whioteans... Five thousand years.
But the dial only went up to one thousand...”



Leela smiled. “I was afraid for a little while tl&g” she confessed, leaning her
forehead against his.

“Sorry about that,” Fry said.

“So all this time, ever since we first met, therattually been another one of you
right here...?”

“Yeah. Kinda trippy, huh?”

“Hmm.” She stared into his eyes. “Do you still. mean... are you...?”

“Nope,” Fry said. “No more funky powers. It's juste now. Stupid as a box full
of stupid. Nothing special at all.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” Leela said, pressing hps against his. They stood that
way for a long time, before finally Fry shrugged ofithe coveralls, exposing his red and
blue outfit, and discarded the baseball cap. HelLamdh left the building and walked
hand-in-hand into the dusk. Fry looked around etthlf-destroyed city and chuckled to
himself.

“I see it all turned out okay,” he remarked.

“Sure,” Leela replied uncertainly. “Although maylile you had those powers
you could have tried to repair some of the damage.”

“I dunno,” Fry said, gesturing across the streathere a human, a mutant, and
an Omicronian worked together to shore up someaugfruts that held a damaged wall.
“I think I like it better like this,” he said. “Gme and toil, just like you told me.”

Leela looked at the three mortal enemies workidg-by-side, and realized he
was right. Sometimes the smallest changes reqtheetiggest catalysts.

They wandered through the streets and eventualhd8r caught sight of them as
they approached Planet Express. He raced oversastigally.

“Fry! You're alright!” he said.

“Yeah, it's all over,” Fry told him. “Getting abotime for the credits to roll, |
think.”

“What?” Leela looked at himCredits? Do you mean as in...?”

Fry smirked at her.

“Ha,” she said, smiling at her own gullibility. ‘6 almost had me.”

-The End.






