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      The alien who looked like a cactus blinked his prickly pear eyes and made a noise like a screaming cat.

      At first, Dinah Ryan wasn't sure that this was a bad thing.  For all she and her fellow Earthlings knew about aliens, it could have been a cry of pure ecstasy.

      But then, the cactus puked chunky blue slime all over Ben Blakey, which tipped them off.  With a noise like a dental drill running at full throttle, Mr. Cactus scooted off to the next booth.

      So humanity was still screwed.

      "Ah, man!"  Blakey flicked slime from his gray jumpsuit and wrinkled his nose.  "This stuff stinks!"

      "You're telling me."  Mahalia Davis darted away from him. "How the hell many of these species communicate by spraying shit at each other, anyway?"

      Dinah grinned and shook her head, tossing her shoulder-length sandy brown hair.  "I still say it's a joke.  Initiation pranks for the new kids on the block."

      "No," said Captain Alec Strayhorn.  "We don't matter that much to them.  Half of them don't even know we're here."

      Dinah gazed out at the cavernous hall and realized Strayhorn was right.  Every imaginable shape and size of alien being walked and bounced and flew and crawled and oozed across that giant crystal chamber.  There were aliens with skin like stained glass, faces like mirrors, bodies like smoke, fur crackling with electrical current...and none of them were looking or sniffing or twitching in the direction of the Earthlings' booth.

      "This is a disaster."  Blakey used one end of the tablecloth to wipe slime from his arms and chest.  "Three days at this debacle, and what do we have to show for it?"

      "Lots of alien freebies."  Mahalia shuffled the pile of bizarre devices, objects, and pocket-sized lifeforms on the table.

      "Which we don't know what to do with!"  Blakey bent down and wiped slime from his lumpy bald head.  "For all we know, they're meant to kill and eat us!"  Usually, Blakey was the funniest and most upbeat member of the team; his current surliness showed just how badly things were going.

      Some Worlds' Fair this was turning out to be.  The Fair was designed to give the inhabitants of many planets the chance to showcase their wares and attract investors.  Plenty of other species were getting attention...but for the humans, the Fair had been an exercise in invisibility.  They sat at their cobbled-together plastic booth playing old Earth movies on a TV pried out of their ship's cockpit, and nobody gave them a second or even a first look.

      "We've done the best we could."  Dinah tucked her hair behind her ears and shrugged.  "We didn't exactly come prepared for this."

      It was true.  As the crew of Earth's first deep space exploration mission, the four humans had not expected to be setting up a booth at a glorified trade show on an alien space station.  They hadn't even expected to meet honest-to-goodness aliens, for that matter.

      Now, they'd been surrounded by so many wildly different varieties for so long, Dinah had to admit that the novelty was starting to wear off.

      "I say we pack it in," said Blakey, dropping the slime-covered end of the tablecloth.  "Let's go home."

      "And tell the folks at home what?"  Captain Strayhorn--a tall man with thick, dark hair, chiseled features, and haunted gray eyes--straightened the tablecloth.  "That everyone on Earth will die because our trade show booth was half-assed?"

      That was enough to take the wind out of everyone's sails...and remind Dinah why she had a crush on him.

      Strayhorn was a leader.  While everyone else got bent out of shape over a little blue slime, Strayhorn kept his eyes firmly on the prize.

      Which was saving humanity from extinction.

      Blakey sighed.  "I just don't know what else we can do.  These bastards don't care about what we have to offer."

      "Maybe you need to diiig deeper," said a familiar voice.

      Just hearing it was enough to make Dinah's skin crawl.  The voice had an oily, sinuous quality that curled around her brainstem and licked her fear center with a flickering, forked tongue.

      The voice belonged to the alien who'd brought them to the Worlds' Fair in the first place.  Dinah and the other humans called him "Heavy," which was derived from his endless, unpronounceable alien name.

      "Surpriise them."  Heavy looked like a five-foot long eggplant covered with writhing cilia topped with chattering faces.  There were hundreds of tiny faces, every one of them representing a different alien species.  Whichever face Heavy was using at a given moment--the human face, in this case--inflated to life size and spoke the loudest.

      Mahalia patted her curly black hair and snorted.  "How can we surprise them when we don't even know what's not a surprise out here?"

      Heavy's human face looked like Blakey's:  pinched, puffy features and a lumpy scalp.  The main difference was that the lip movements didn't always match the words.  "Your homeworld wiiill be uniiinhabiiitable soon, yes?"

      "You know it will," said Dinah.  Hyper-accelerated climate change on Earth had already cranked up the heat and forced everyone underground.  Scientists projected that humans would no longer be able to survive anywhere on or under the planet within five years.

      "You came here looking for help to fiiix the homeworld, yes?" said Heavy.

      Dinah nodded.  The team had originally launched into space seeking new Earthlike homes for humanity.  When all the inhabitable planets within reach had turned out to be taken, they'd jumped at Heavy's invitation to the Fair.

      "You wiiill pay any priice for that help?" said Heavy.

      "Of course," said Strayhorn.  "But we don't seem to have anything anyone wants."

      Heavy made a gurgling sound that the team had decided was his way of laughing.  "Are you sure you have triied everythiiing?"

      "Pretty much," said Blakey.

      "Maybe you only thiiink you have," said Heavy.  "Remember, somethiiing of no value to you could be worth a great deal to one of them."  With that, he twisted his eggplant body around and waved every one of his faces at the crowd of aliens in the great crystal hall.

      "What's that supposed to mean?" said Blakey.

      "You tell me," said Heavy.  "Iiit iiis up to you to fiiigure iiit out."
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      That night, Team Earth brainstormed in the cramped galley of their little spaceship, the Diogenes.  They had only one day left of the Worlds' Fair, one day in which to make a deal to save humanity.

      "Let's go over it again."  Strayhorn tipped his chair back and propped the side of his leg against the edge of the round table.  "What have we offered so far?"

      Mahalia swallowed some coffee and lowered her mug.  "Mineral wealth.  Natural resources."

      "Plant and animal specimens," said Dinah.

      "A catalogue of genomes for life on Earth," said Blakey.

      "What else?" said Strayhorn.

      Dinah nibbled a chocolate chip cookie, then waved it at Strayhorn.  "Food stocks.  Pharmaceuticals."

      Strayhorn nodded.  "A database of all human knowledge."

      "Strategic military rights," said Mahalia.

      "Nuclear and biological weapons," said Blakey.

      "Slaves."  Dinah was exaggerating, but only a little; in desperation, they'd come up with an indentured servant scheme, offering a human workforce for offworld projects in return for Earth's salvation.

      Even that extreme proposal hadn't drawn any interest from the oblivious aliens.

      Strayhorn checked a list on a pad of paper in his lap.  "That's everything, all right."  He chucked the pad on the table and sighed.  "So what else do we have to offer?"

      Blakey laughed and slapped the table.  "Absolutely nothing!"

      "Heavy says otherwise," said Strayhorn.

      "Right!"  Blakey leaped to his feet.  "And that asshole would never steer us wrong!"

      "One more day."  Strayhorn's quiet, steady voice locked in everyone's attention with high intensity.  "That's all the time we have to make a deal.  So let's think, people."

      "We're like amoebas to them."  Blakey's face was flushed.  "Like dust mites.  We've got nothing they want!"

      "All right, all right."  Mahalia scrubbed her fingers through her short, curly hair.  "What haven't we offered so far?"

      "Souls!" said Blakey.  "We haven't offered them our souls yet!"

      Mahalia grinned.  "Careful.  They might actually want those."

      "Then I say let's sell them," said Blakey.

      "But we can't prove they exist," said Dinah.

      "All the better!"  Blakey clapped his hands.  "I say let's do whatever it takes to save Earth!"

      Dinah looked across the table and caught Strayhorn's gaze.  In the long trip out from Earth, she'd become addicted to that gaze.  At moments like this, she felt like she would do anything to hold it, to keep it, to please him.

      Strayhorn was a strong man, a good man, a leader.  He wore a sense of mystery like a dark cloak, binding all his secrets in shadows deep inside.  How could she ever hope to get at them?

      "Wait."  Dinah felt all eyes slide to meet her, but she didn't break Strayhorn's gaze.  "Maybe you're onto something, Ben."

      "Great!"  Blakey rubbed his hands together.  "Tell me about it!"

      "What about imagination?" said Dinah.

      Mahalia frowned.  "How can we sell imagination?"

      "Not imagination itself," said Dinah.  "I mean we offer to sell something imaginary."

      "Ah."  Strayhorn nodded.  "You mean lie."

      Dinah shrugged.  "More like exaggerate."

      Blakey smacked her on the back.  "You are such a con artist!"

      "Could be dangerous," said Strayhorn.  "All these aliens are more technologically advanced than we are.  If we piss them off, they could wipe out humanity instead of saving it."

      "We'll have to play it just right," said Dinah.  "Keep them happy.  Make them think they're getting what we promised."

      "If we can even get them interested," said Mahalia.

      "Right."  Dinah searched Strayhorn's eyes for some sign of approval.  At first, they were just as flat, gray, and inscrutable as always.

      Then, she saw the light.

      "Okay," said Strayhorn.  "Let's see if we can make this work."

      And Dinah's heart danced like a child in her chest.
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      The next day started out hopefully.

      Team Earth set up early in the Worlds' Fair hall and attacked their mission with fresh enthusiasm.  Strayhorn and Blakey manned the booth while Dinah and Mahalia traversed the crowd, using big smiles and chocolate from the Diogenes' stores to try to lure visitors.

      The four teammates attacked the day as if it were their first at the Fair.  Every one of them dug in with new energy and intensity, casting aside the pessimism of the previous day.  Even Blakey gave it his all.

      And they tried everything.  Every line of bullshit they could imagine.

      "Come one, come all!" said Dinah as she worked the crowd--wondering as she did so if any of the aliens understood a word she said.  "Come see the vacation paradise of Earth!"  Naturally, she left out the part about Earth being a global warming hellhole.  (Though it could be a paradise to some of the aliens, for all she knew.)

      "Follow me!" Mahalia said from the other side of the room.  "Spiritual enlightenment awaits you on the holiest planet in the galaxy--Earth!"

      "Visit the ancient world where all life began!" said Dinah.  "Meet the seers whose visions foretell your future!

      "Come to the miracle planet!" said Mahalia.  "Heals all wounds, cures all diseases, and grants eternal life!"

      "Your fantasies will come to life on Earth!" said Dinah.

      "The gambling capital of the galaxy!" said Mahalia.

      "Where golf is a way of life!"

      "Be king of the world for a day!"

      "Find lost treasure!"

      "The streets are paved with gold!"

      "Whatever you want!" said Dinah.  "That's what you'll find on Earth!"

      But it was all for nothing.

      Throughout the day, only a handful of aliens came close enough to the booth to see the phony presentation whipped up by Strayhorn and Blakey--computer-generated images of a paradise that was nothing at all like the modern, dying Earth.  The rest of the crowd was too busy gawking at other displays to take a look.  Even the booth next-door, which featured a gray blob oozing green liquid in a silver bowl, attracted more attention.
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      By the time the Fair closed for the day, alien hordes rushing the doors like school kids on the way to summer vacation, Team Earth hadn't made a single deal.  They hadn't fibbed up the slightest nibble of interest.

      The four teammates slouched around the booth, shaking their heads and sighing.  Aliens paraded past on their way to the exits, but none of them paused or even glanced over.

      "No one can say we didn't try our best," said Mahalia, pushing alien freebies from other booths into a box.  "It wasn't meant to be."

      Blakey slumped on a folding chair with his lumpy bald head in his hands.  "One good thing about the end of the world," he said.  "When we go down in history as incompetent moron failures, at least there won't be much history left."

      Strayhorn sat bolt upright, staring at the alien masses as they trooped past.  "We'd better be on our way."  His voice was cold and flat.  "We're done here."

      Dinah sat beside him and watched his face.  He looked stern and impassive, unmoved...but she had a feeling that a lot more was going on inside.

      He had failed to save the human race.  How could that not tear him apart?  How could that not destroy him?

      "Well," said Mahalia.  "How about a little clean-up music?"  With a flick of her wrist, she popped a digital music player from the hip pocket of her red jumpsuit and laid it on the table.  She pressed the surface of the thin, silver device, which was about the size of a playing card, and it started giving off music.

      Jazz music, which was what Mahalia listened to the most.

      "Come on."  Mahalia tapped Blakey's shoulder.  "Let's find a cart to haul this stuff back to the ship."

      Blakey sighed.  "Might as well," he said, and then he got up and went with her.

      That left Dinah and Strayhorn sitting together in the booth.  A trumpet ballad filtered from Mahalia's player, its slow, sweet notes adding to the melancholy mood.

      Strayhorn rubbed his eyes, then placed his palms flat on the table.  "I failed," he said.  "It was up to me to save the world, and I couldn't do it."

      Dinah laid her hand on top of his.  It was the first time she'd ever touched him outside the line of duty.  "Please don't give up," she said.  "There must be something we can do."

      Strayhorn didn't pull his hand away.  His gaze remained fixed on the aliens parading past.  "We can beg, maybe," he said.  "But these people out here don't seem too inclined to charity."

      "Then we'll change their inclination."  Impulsively, Dinah cupped his chin and turned his face toward her.  "Trust me, Alec.  We'll do it together."

      Then, Dinah surprised herself.  Before she could think better of it, she leaned up and kissed Strayhorn on the mouth.

      He didn't resist.  In fact, after the first moment, he actively kissed her back, pressing his lips against hers.

      The rest of the universe faded away.  Heart pounding, Dinah reveled in the feel of Strayhorn's lips, the smell of his skin, the long-delayed contact between them.

      The kiss went on and on, and Dinah wished it would never end.  Nothing else mattered--not the crowd of alien lifeforms in the hall, not the impending doom of humanity, not Team Earth's failure.  Not what would or wouldn't happen next.

      For Dinah, it was a perfect kiss, a heavenly moment.  She might never have broken the spell if not for the overwhelming new feeling that came upon her--the feeling that she was being watched.

      Guessing that Blakey and Mahalia had returned to the booth, Dinah opened her eyes...and jumped.  The kiss broke, and the perfect moment ended.

      Dinah had been right about being watched, but not by Blakey and Mahalia.  Instead of two pairs of human eyes, dozens of alien ones were trained on her and Strayhorn--eyes of all shapes and colors and sizes, eyes on stalks, eyes of crystal, eyes with wings.

      For the first time all week, a crowd had gathered around Team Earth's booth at the Worlds' Fair.

      "What the hell?" said Strayhorn.  "What's going on?"

      Dinah thought for a moment, then grinned.  She thought she understood the situation.  "Congratulations," she said.  "We've finally found something they want to see."

      And then she kissed Strayhorn again.
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      "Come one, come all!"  Blakey stood on the table of the Team Earth booth and used his best carnival barker voice.  "Experience the wonders of Earth's greatest treasure--love!"

      Dinah and Strayhorn still sat behind the table, kissing...and the crowd of aliens watching them had grown into a mob.  The aliens fanned out in all directions, hooting and babbling and jostling for a better view of the action.

      Mahalia, meanwhile, acted as security, backing off any onlookers who got too close or made a grab for a body part.  "The natives are restless," she said as she batted away an encroaching tentacle.  "We'd better make a deal soon, or they're liable to rush the booth."

      Strayhorn broke the kiss.  "How do we market this?  Earth as an interplanetary brothel?"  His voice was heavy with sarcasm.

      "If it saves humanity, I'll turn tricks!" Blakey said from above.

      "Maybe they just like to watch," said Mahalia.  "Performances, that is."

      "Earth.  Porno capital of the galaxy," said Blakey.

      Mahalia shooed away a trio of flying yellow eyeballs.  "Maybe we won't have to go that far.  Maybe kissing's exciting enough for them."

      Dinah kept pecking Strayhorn on the lips so they wouldn't lose the crowd.  (Also because she was making the most of the situation.)  "What about a kind of singles resort?" she said between kisses.  "Humans could teach aliens about the concept of love and then match them up to experience it."

      "I like it better than the brothel idea," said Mahalia.

      "I say stick with the porno," said Blakey.

      Strayhorn finished another kiss and nodded.  "Try any and all of the above," he said.  "Whatever it takes to trade for reverse global warming services--but start low and make the best deal you can."

      "Roger that."  Blakey winked at Mahalia.  "Play something romantic, wouldja?"

      "Will do."  While wrestling with an alien's twitching feelers, Mahalia switched the fast bebop coming out of her music player to a slow number with a lot of sultry sax.

      Ben raised his arms and beamed at the alien mob.  "Are you lonely, my friends?  Do you want to be like them?"  He gestured at Dinah and Strayhorn, who were locked in another kiss.  "Would you give anything to discover the wonders of love?

      "Then step right up!"  Ben pumped his fists in the air.  "This is your lucky day--if you have the technology to reduce carbon dioxide emissions in a planetary atmosphere, that is!"
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      "Hey," whispered Strayhorn.  "Easy on the tongue."

      Dinah leaned back and stared at him.  They'd been kissing for at least two hours straight, mouth to mouth in front of an audience of gaping aliens.

      So why was Strayhorn sounding shy all of a sudden?

      Maybe, thought Dinah, he felt self-conscious with all the aliens watching him.  Maybe he was getting tired.  Maybe he was just stressed out about this being his last chance for a deal to save humanity.

      Whatever the reason, Strayhorn didn't elaborate.

      "Okay," said Dinah.

      "Thanks," said Strayhorn, and then he licked his lips and leaned back in to resume kissing.

      Dinah gladly rejoined him, though the moment had sapped a little of her fun.  Even as she savored the warmth and pressure of Strayhorn's mouth, she couldn't help worrying in the back of her mind about why he'd nixed her French kiss.
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      "Thiiis being wants love," said Heavy, inflating his bald human face to speak to Team Earth.  "He wants all the love he can get."

      Heavy twisted his eggplant body and wriggled his cilia at the alien who had just pushed out of the crowd behind him.  The new alien, who was seven feet tall, looked like an inside-out centaur covered in rough, blood-red crust and black bristles.

      "His name iiis Ogog Lugofarloff," said Heavy.  "Ogog wiiill buy the riights to all human love."

      "Let's talk price then," said Blakey.  "Can Ogog reverse global warming on our homeworld?"

      Heavy rattled off a chain of rapid clacks and dings that sounded like an old manual typewriter in action.  Ogog made the same kind of sounds back at him, mixed with the clomping of one black hoof on the floor.

      "No," Heavy said when it was over.  "But he could reengiiineer your species to surviive the new cliimate."

      Ogog clattered and clomped again, ending with a decisive belch.

      "Here iiis an example of hiiis work."  Heavy fluttered his head-capped cilia in Ogog's direction.  "Ogog has reengiiineered hiiimself multiiiiple tiimes."

      Strayhorn broke the latest kiss and shot Blakey a glare that said it all.

      Blakey nodded and winked, then turned back to Heavy and Ogog.  "Give us your contact information, Ogog buddy.  We'll have to get back to you on that."
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      After another hour of kissing while Blakey wheeled and dealed, Strayhorn pulled his lips back just enough to talk to Dinah.  "I wonder what would happen if we switched with the others?"

      Dinah looked out at the crowd of gaping aliens.  "Do you want to take the chance?"

      "No," said Strayhorn.  "Not yet, anyway."

      Dinah smiled and touched his cheek.  "Just relax, Alec.  Relax and enjoy."

      Strayhorn scanned the babbling alien mob, then met Dinah's gaze and held it.  He stared deep into her eyes, searching for something...and then his frown darkened.

      "Why did you kiss me the first time?" he said.

      Dinah shrugged.  "To make you feel better."

      "That's it?" said Strayhorn.  "That's the only reason?"

      Dinah hesitated, then decided to show her cards.  "I wanted to," she said.  "I've wanted to kiss you for a while now."

      "I see."  Strayhorn's frown smoothed out into his standard unreadable stare.

      "Aren't you glad I did?"  Dinah chuckled and rubbed noses with him.  "Nobody came to our booth until I kissed you."

      "Sure," said Strayhorn.

      "In fact," said Dinah, "it might turn out to be the kiss that saves humanity, right?"

      "Right," said Strayhorn.

      "I'll bet they'll even make a movie about it someday."  Dinah leaned close, brushing her lips against his.  "A real love story."

      And then she kissed him again, heart soaring with heat and delight like a butterfly or a dream.
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      "III have another customer for you," said Heavy.  "She assures me she has the technical capabiiiliiitiies to reverse your homeworld's global warmiiing."

      Dinah looked up in mid-kiss to see the gray blob from the silver bowl in the booth next-door bobbing in midair beside Heavy.

      "Her name iiis Melliiicloriiis Myopa Quozahnna Non Zadacta."  Heavy flicked his cilia in the blob's direction and made his human face smile.  "She iiis empress of the Zlatyr Realm.  The green fluiiid she iiis secreting means she iiis about to giiive biiirth."

      "Tell her highness congratulations," Blakey told Heavy.  "Ask her how we can be of service."

      "Ask her yourself," said Heavy.  "She iiis quiite capable of understandiiing your language."

      Blakey smiled at the gray blob as it hovered and dripped green fluid.  "That's great.  So how can we help you?"

      "Melliiicloriiis wiiishes to buy all love," said Heavy, "and destroy iiit."

      "Destroy it?" said Blakey.

      "So she can market a cheaper, inferior substiiitute," said Heavy.

      "Of course."  Blakey glanced at Strayhorn but didn't seem to feel the need to wait for his advice.  "Contact information, please.  We'll have to get back to you on that."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After another hour of kissing, Strayhorn pulled away from Dinah and rubbed his jaw.  "I can't keep this up," he said.  "We need to switch personnel."

      "I know what you mean."  Dinah's lips were sore, and her jaw ached--not that she intended to stop the kissathon anytime soon.  "I think we'll be okay if we just take a break for a minute."

      "No," said Strayhorn.  "It's time to switch."  He started to get up from his chair.

      "Really," said Dinah.  "I'll be fine."

      "You don't understand," said Strayhorn.  "We need to switch."

      Just then, Blakey let out a loud whoop.  "We have a winnah!"

      "Yay!"  Mahalia grinned and applauded.  "This is it, Captain!  We found the real deal!"

      Dinah had missed the latest flurry of negotiations.  She looked over to see Blakey shaking the tentacle of a seven-foot-tall orange-furred squid-thing.  "What is it?" she said.  "What's the deal?"

      "Kioska here will fix Earth's atmosphere."  Blakey patted the orange squid's rubbery spear-point head.  "He'll even terraform the planet to reverse the global warming damage to the ecosystem!"

      Strayhorn walked around the table to Blakey and Kioska.  "What'll it cost us?"

      "You're gonna love this."  Blakey threw an arm around Strayhorn's shoulders.  "How would you like to be the first man to set foot on an alien planet?"
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      Two weeks later, Dinah blinked as light flooded the darkened stage where she and Strayhorn sat.  She found herself gazing out at a huge crowd of orange-furred squid people, packed into a vast, upside-down theater.

      Thousands of squid dangled by their tentacles from rungs in the ceiling.  Each squid had one giant eye, blood-red and unblinking, fixed on Dinah and Strayhorn.

      A chill rippled up Dinah's back as she felt their eyes upon her.  Yet again, she marveled at where she was, so far from home, on an alien world that no human being before her had ever visited.

      Kioska had led them here, to his homeworld, from the space station.  It was here that the humans would hold up their end of the deal and earn salvation for dying Mother Earth.

      Suddenly, a familiar figure tumbled onto the stage--eggplant-shaped Heavy, Team Earth's self-appointed manager.  Stopping in the middle of the stage, he inflated an

      orange-furred squid face on one of his cilia and turned it to the crowd.  While Heavy unleashed a stream of wild squeaks for the audience, he puffed up a human face behind him and translated his words through it for Dinah and Strayhorn.

      "Love!" said Heavy.  "The new sensation!  The most iiincrediiible experiience iiin the galaxy!"

      The crowd responded with a deafening blast of whistles and squeals.

      "Are you ready to liiive the dream?" said Heavy.  "Are you ready for love?"

      The squid things squealed louder.  They swung back and forth on their rungs and smacked their bodies against each other with abandon.

      "Then let the love begiiin!"  As the noise and motion of the crowd reached a wild pitch, Heavy hurtled off the stage, leaving Dinah and Strayhorn alone in the spotlight.

      Backstage, Mahalia switched on her music player, which she'd tuned to broadcast through the theater's sound system.  This time, instead of jazz, it played an opera piece--the Flower Duet from Lakmé, a sweet, soaring blend of two winding soprano voices.

      That was Dinah and Strayhorn's cue.  Smiling, Dinah leaned across the padded bench on which they sat.  She slipped a hand behind Strayhorn's head, combing her fingers through his thick, dark hair, and pulled him close.

      Their eyes met, and then their lips did, too.

      They hadn't kissed since the end of the Worlds' Fair two weeks ago, and Dinah craved him.  Returning to his lips felt like a fabulous culmination, an unimaginably perfect consummation.  Every nerve in her lips flared with extraordinary sensitivity, magnifying every millimeter and millisecond of radiant contact between them.

      Her pulse quickened, and her body warmed.  Closing her eyes, she immersed herself in the building passion, the thrill of love on a grand scale, of legendary, history-making love.

      Dinah was so caught up in the experience that at first, she didn't notice the change in the crowd.  It took a few moments for the rising commotion to penetrate her romantic haze, to make her realize that the balance of the beautiful, dreamlike tide was shifting.

      Opening her eyes, Dinah saw that the squid-people were jumping and bumping in the rafters.  A growing racket rang out through the theater, a din of the shrillest,

      highest-pitched squeals and whistles she'd yet heard from the orange-furred creatures.

      As it got worse, drowning out the opera soundtrack, Dinah exchanged a look with Strayhorn.  His typically blank expression had switched to one of fierce, alert intensity.

      "What's happening?" said Dinah.  "What do they want?"

      Suddenly, Heavy jetted across the stage and jolted to a stop beside her.  "What's goiiing on here?" he said with his bald human face.

      "You tell us!" said Dinah.

      "What are they saying?" said Strayhorn.

      "'We want love!'" Heavy spun in a circle, every one of his heads and cilia quivering with agitation.  "That's what they're sayiiing!  They want love!"

      The uproar from the crowd was so loud, Dinah had to shout to make herself heard.  "I don't understand!  We were giving them love!"

      "Not liike before!  Now try harder!"  With that, Heavy whipped around and flashed offstage, leaving Dinah and Strayhorn alone.

      As the crowd noise rose, Dinah gazed out at the hordes of orange-furred squid.  "I guess we've got a tougher audience here," she said.  "Necking isn't enough."

      "We need to get out of here," said Strayhorn.  "If they rush the stage, we're dead."

      "No!" said Dinah.  "Earth's depending on us!"

      With that, she started unbuttoning her top.

      "What are you doing?" said Strayhorn.

      Dinah slid her arms from the sleeves of her blouse and tossed it to the stage.  "What does it look like I'm doing?"  With a shrug, she pressed closer to him, reaching for the buttons of his shirt.  "If they want more, let's give them more."

      Strayhorn grabbed her wrist, and Dinah pushed herself forward.  With her free hand, she tore his shirt all the way open, then snaked an arm around his back and yanked him toward her.

      "I say let's give them their money's worth," said Dinah, right before she lunged in for a ravenous, grinding kiss.

      Strayhorn didn't get into the spirit of things at all, but Dinah kept working on him.  She was convinced she could bring him around, especially once the squid-people started to settle down.

      The problem was, instead of settling down, the squid-people grew more agitated.  The clamor in the theater got worse with each passing second.

      Dinah heard what sounded like falling bodies hitting the floor.  When she looked out at the crowd, she saw squid dropping from the ceiling by the hundreds, bouncing to a landing on the theater floor on spring-loaded tentacles.

      As soon as they landed, the squid started hopping toward the stage.

      Yet again, Heavy zipped into the spotlight, spinning and quivering.  "What iiis wrong with you two?  They want love!  Giiive them love love love!"

      As Heavy darted away, Dinah shoved Strayhorn onto his back and pounced.  Straddling his hips, she set to work undoing his pants while he gaped up at her in shock.

      "I guess we have to take this all the way," said Dinah.

      "No!" said Strayhorn.  "Don't!"

      "Give it everything you've got," said Dinah.  "Remember, the future of humanity is riding on it!"

      Before she could go any further, Strayhorn suddenly sat up and pushed her away.  "I said no!"

      Dinah fell back and rolled off the bench.  She winced and cried out as she hit the hard floor of the stage on her side.

      "Hey!" she said.  "What was that for?"

      "Even if we weren't about to be swarmed by alien squid-people," said Strayhorn, gesturing at the approaching audience, "I can't make love to you!  I'm in love with someone else!"

      "What?"  Dinah leaped to her feet.  "Who?"

      "Look."  Strayhorn pointed behind her, into the backstage wings.  "That's who."

      Dinah turned and saw Ben Blakey hurrying toward them.  "Blakey?" she said.  "You're in love with Blakey?"

      Strayhorn shook his head.  "Not Blakey."

      Just then, Dinah saw Mahalia charge out after Blakey.  "Oh."  Dinah felt her face flush.  "I get it."

      Mahalia rushed past Blakey and grabbed Strayhorn's shoulders.  A million little memories suddenly fell into place in Dinah's mind--a jumble of looks and touches and words exchanged between Strayhorn and Mahalia that she'd always chalked up to simple friendship.

      Only now she knew better.

      Why didn't I see it before?

      At that moment, Heavy bolted over among them.  "Where iiis the love?"  His voice was high and electric with fear.  "Make the love!  Make the love before iiit iiis too late!"

      Dinah thought it was too late already.  The orange-furred squid-people were hopping onto the stage, converging on the spotlight with deadly purpose.

      "That's what we were doing!" said Strayhorn.  "What else do you want from us?"

      "No no no!" said Heavy.  "No love!  No love at all!"  He flipped and spun and twisted in midair, giving off a smell like chocolate.  "They want the sounds!  The

      dah-dah-dee-dah!"

      "What the hell are you talking about?" said Blakey.

      "You know!"  Heavy flopped over and curled up, then uncurled and stretched out.  "The sounds you made at the Worlds' Fair, when the two of you kiiissed!  Liike

      dah-dah-dee-dah-doo.  The love."

      Dinah shook her head.  "I don't get it."

      "Wait."  Mahalia snapped her fingers.  "You mean the music?  The music I played in the booth when they kissed?"

      "'Music'?"  Heavy shuddered.

      "Like this."  Mahalia did a little scat-singing, improvising syllables over a jazzy snatch of melody.  "That's music.  Jazz music."

      "'Music'?" said Heavy.  "Don't you mean 'love'?"

      Mahalia looked from Strayhorn to Blakey to Dinah, eyes wide with understanding.  "Oh my God," she said.  "This whole time, they wanted music, not love."

      "They thought we made it when we kissed," said Dinah.

      As the squid-people closed in, Mahalia dashed offstage.  The squid were just reaching for Dinah and the others when the music playing over the theater's sound system changed from opera to jazz.

      Just like that, the orange-furred squid halted their approach.  As one, they swayed and squeaked in time with the music, tentacles rippling with the flow of a soaring, sparkling trumpet solo.

      "Nothing like a little Miles Davis to soothe the savage alien," said Mahalia as she trotted back to the group.  "And more where that came from."  She held up her slim silver music player and tapped it with her fingernail.

      Dinah let out a deep breath and slumped onto the bench.  "That was close."

      "You diiid iiit!" said Heavy, scooting around Team Earth in a jaunty circle.  "You made the love again!"

      "I still don't see what the big deal is," said Blakey.  "Why don't you just make it yourselves?"

      "We can't," said Heavy.  "You are the fiiirst.  Thiiis iiis something new to us."

      "No kidding."  Blakey laughed and clapped Strayhorn on the back.  "I guess maybe humans are worth something out here after all."

      "So now what?" said Dinah.  "What next?"

      "Contiiinue the Worlds' Tour, of course!" said Heavy.  "Liiive up to your end of the deal!"

      Blakey threw an arm around Strayhorn's shoulders.  "So we'll just send around a recording, right?"

      "Wrong," said Heavy.  "We must have live performance.  Live love on tour!  The deal says so!"

      "And us a bunch of non-musicians."  Dinah blew out her breath.

      "We'll just lip-synch."  Mahalia shook her music player.  "Play along with the recordings and pretend we're making the music from scratch."

      "What happens when they get tired of the recordings?" said Dinah.  "What'll we do then?"

      "Same thing we always do."  Mahalia grinned and winked at her.  "Same thing Miles and Monk and Trane and all the rest always did.

      "Make it up as we go along."
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      I sing the Our Father again and again as I hack the undead to ribbons with my atomic scythe.  Praying with all of my might for every lost soul I send spinning out of this misbegotten world.

      "Our father, who art in Houston, hallowed be thy flame..."

      More zombies push in to replace them, clambering over the shredded corpses of the previous wave.  Their bony hands clutch and claw at me and my faithful assistant, not that they can do much harm to a robot like Imago.  A giant among them swings a crowbar dead-on at him, and it bounces off his unbreakable stained-glass skin without making the slightest crack.

      I smile and keep slicing away at the horde.  The stench of the creatures surrounds me.  My hands on the grip of the glowing scythe are wet with blood.  I feel the weight of my long black braid swinging behind me as I whirl to face another foe.

      And I know that I will keep fighting.  Because I know that Imago and I are the hope of the world.  It's up to us to stop the Great Evil from rising up against the King of the World.  Up to us to find and destroy the last possible seed of the Apocalypse.

      The last possible manifestation of the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.
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      Hours later, Imago and I sit around a campfire in the heart of the Brazilian rain forest.  Through the bitter smoke, I smell the fragrance of night-blooming tropical flowers.  I taste the sweet juice of the rich, red fruit I've just eaten, picked fresh from a spiny tree.  The jungle shrieks and chatters and hoots with the sounds of nocturnal life.  Through it all, I hear the Amazon River rushing past somewhere nearby.

      We have come to a distant place indeed.  For company, we have only each other...and the blinking white symbol projected on the blade of my scythe.  A tiny oval symbol, pointed at one end, bisected at the other, top and bottom curves crossing, then swooping up and down, capped by a straight vertical line.  It's the ancient symbol of a fish.

      The ancient symbol of a certain so-called Messiah.  In this case, a Messiah in the making, a computer-predicted proto-Christ.

      "She's stopped moving."  The glowing symbol holds steady over the yellow gridlines pulsing on the silver blade.  My scythe serves as a tracking device as well as a weapon.  "Resting for the night, I'm sure."

      Imago rises from the log on which he's been sitting.  The fireflies that are always burning in his belly flicker as he moves.  "We could use this opportunity to catch up, Father Clement."  Like all Squire-series robots, he has a voice that's soft and soothing and a manner that's unfailingly polite.

      "Too dangerous at night."  I shake my head and put down my scythe, leaving the blade to charge in the fire.  "We could stumble across another nest of the undead."

      "You know I can light the way."  Suddenly, the fireflies in Imago's belly flare bright.  Incandescent streamers cascade from the rainbow facets of his body, lighting it up in all its glory.  He is like a walking stained-glass window, molded from panes of every color--glittering, flashing red and blue and yellow and green and white.  Like a chapel in the shape of a man in the middle of the jungle.

      I raise a single finger in the air.  The white sleeve of my cloak slides down to my elbow.  "Your light might not be enough if this is a trap."

      Imago nods gravely.  His features are like iron filings shifting in his faceplate, black metal fuzz aligning as eyebrows, eyes, nose, and mouth.  "You are ever wise, Father Clement."

      "We fought long and hard today.  Better now to rest and start fresh again at dawn."  I sit down beside the fire and cross my legs Indian-style.  Instantly ready to fall asleep.  Instantly ready to do anything, if it will help preserve the Kingdom.

      Imago makes a soft chiming sound and begins the bedtime prayer.  "Now I lay me down to sleep."  The fireflies in his belly circle hypnotically as he speaks.  "I pray the King my soul to keep."

      Reaching into my mind, I begin to switch myself off.  Like flicking off the lights back in the seminary, one at a time, with darkness all around.

      And prayers.  "If I should die before the morn..."  Imago's soothing voice rolls onward, then does something unexpected.  "If I should..."  He stops.

      And repeats himself.  "If I should die before the morn, to serve the King I'll be reborn."

      I frown, wondering if Imago's glitch signals damage.  But then I shrug it off and relax.  I flip the last switch and drift down into darkness like a feather from the wing of a falling angel.
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      Next morning, like all mornings in the Kingdom, there is ice cream.

      As Imago and I march into the village of Cristobal, the locals are just opening the transubstantiator--one of the matter converters that can change anything into anything else.  Even the tiniest town in the Kingdom has at least one, thanks to the King.

      Freezing mist puffs out when they pop up the lids on the gleaming waist-high silver pods, pulling out white scoops the size of baseballs flecked with black and brown.  Laughing as they pop them out with their bare hands and toss them to the crowd.

      Children scramble away with armloads, melting ice cream running from their elbows.  Old men cradle single scoops in wooden bowls, while young men steal licks between juggling and pitching the scoops at each other.

      I wish I could pause to paint this scene.  Everyone looks so happy to be alive.  They're clad in filthy loincloths, living in squalid huts of bark and leaves, but they're happy.  Happy to be living as their ancestors lived, as they choose to live.  Happy to be living in the worldwide Kingdom of Free Will.

      When they spot us, they launch into ecstatic prayer-song.  Every last one of them gathers 'round to welcome the humble soldier priest to their village.

      I bless them with the sign of the King, tracing upside-down crosses in the air with practiced ease.  Hugging the old women, tousling the children's hair.  Everyone smells like the sweetest of flowers; reverse B.O.'s another glorious innovation of the King's benevolent anarchotechnocracy.

      Raising my arms overhead, I speak to them all.  "Greetings, Earth Angels!  The King's blessings to you all!"

      The crowd claps and dances around us.  Reaching into the transubstantiator pod, I draw out a scoop of ice cream

      in my white-gloved hand.  I bite into it, and my mouth fills with sweet, cold perfection.

      Chocolate chip cookie dough.  My favorite.
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      I love this place.  It's a shame I might have to burn it to the ground.

      As the locals lead Imago and me to the chief's hut, I steal a glance at the glowing tracker display on the blade of my scythe.  The signal from the proto-Christ's unique DNA doesn't move; it's coming from somewhere in this village, and it's staying put.

      I lean over and whisper to Imago.  "She's waiting."

      He whispers back.  "Preparing to ambush us, no doubt."

      I nod.  "She knows what I'll do to her."  I give my scythe a meaningful flick.  "Same thing I did to the other eleven."

      "Yes," says Imago as we bend down to enter the low doorway of the hut.

      "Father!"  Suddenly, a tiny man with shaggy gray hair and a beard leaps up in front of us.  He wears a loincloth like the rest of his people and a feathered cloak besides, all reds and golds and greens against his dark brown skin.  "Praise the King, you've joined us for the Feast of Second Cousins Twice Removed!"

      "That's right."  I throw on a huge grin, though there's nothing at all special about today's feast.  The fact is, every day of the year is a holiday in the perfect Kingdom.  Most days are doubled or tripled up with special occasions.  "Blessed are the second cousins twice removed, my son."

      The Chief reaches into a basket and pulls out a piece of Edenfruit.  Its skin glitters and swirls with every color of the rainbow, and it sings softly as it changes shape in his hand.  This is the stuff that was Adam's favorite in the Garden, the fruit that was once forbidden.  Thanks to the King, it grows in abundance everywhere in the world now, all throughout the Kingdom.

      The Chief takes a bite and grins.  "Will you lead our ceremonies, blessed Father?"

      "I'll need a volunteer."  I rub the black bristle on my chin.  It's been days since I last shaved.  "Someone who has come to town recently.  Do you know of anyone like that?"

      The Chief's eyes flick to one side and then back, and I know he's about to lie.  "No one new.  Will you settle for someone old?"  He grins and spreads his arms.

      I look at Imago as I laugh.  The automaton nods imperceptibly; from programming and experience, he is able to read the intentions on my face, the inflections of my voice.  The fireflies in his stained-glass belly begin to swirl in slow motion.

      We both know it's time to find this proto-Christ before she gets away.

      "Tell me, Earth Angel."  I clamp a hand on the Chief's bony shoulder and give it a squeeze.  "Which way to the latrine, please?"
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      Imago distracts the villagers with a light show while I stroll around town.  I know the proto-Christ is here somewhere, maybe watching me at this very moment.

      I feel a chill as I imagine her eyes upon me.  The eyes of the one creature, according to Biblical Revelations, who could overturn the hard-won Kingdom.

      But at least there is only one of her.  One person left in all the world, according to the King's astounding Christputer, with the right mix of nature and nurture to become the dreaded Messiah.

      Two years ago, when we first ran the numbers, the Christputer gave us twelve names.  Imago and I have been on the road ever since, hunting down the likely candidates.  Flushing them out and killing them before they could emerge from hiding and mount a revolution.  Before they could try to replace the glorious Kingdom of Free Will with their so-called thousand years of paradise.

      Maybe I've already killed the right one, the actual Second Coming.  It's possible he or she was among those murdered eleven.  But how could I live with myself knowing even one proto-Christ was still at large?

      And what if she did turn out to be Jesus Christ 2.0?
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      Soon enough, I give up the search.  There are simply too many places to hide in the jungle around Cristobal.  I'll never find her like this.

      So it's time for another strategy.

      Marching back into the middle of the village, I see Imago performing for the villagers, flashing multicolored lights in sync with a playful, piping tune.  Brown-skinned children scramble and leap around him, smacking his body as they try to anticipate the flashing pattern.

      Too bad I have to break up the party.  "Children!  Line up!"  I point with the tip of my scythe at the ground alongside me.  "Right here!"

      Imago stops flashing and piping.  "Father?"

      The half-naked kids scurry over as they were told.  When they're all in line, I nod to Imago.  "Put me on bullhorn."  He nods and spreads his arms wide, facing away from me.  The next words I say boom out of his wondrous body, amplified ten times or more their original volume.  "Brigid Gideon!  Surrender immediately!"

      As my words echo over the village and into the jungle, the children look around with eyes wide as Edenfruit.  The adults watch in a circle around us, trying not to look worried.

      Time now to put this in terms the proto-Christ will understand.  "If you do not surrender by the count of ten, I will slaughter these innocent children!"  I sweep my glowing scythe over their heads to show I mean business.  "Their lives are in your hands!  One!"

      When some of the adults press in from behind me, I swing the scythe across their path.  They trip over each other in their hurry to fall back.

      "Two!"  Do I like what I'm doing?  Of course not.  "Three!"  But I need to bring her in one way or the other.

      "Please, let them go!"  The Chief raises his hands pleadingly, flapping his colorful feathered cape.  The children are his charges.

      He should try being responsible for the fate of the entire kingdom.  "Four!"

      "Father?"  Imago tips his head to one side.  His features are expressionless.  "Will you do it?"

      I scowl at him.  "Five!"  Imago has demonstrated his unflagging loyalty to me countless times.  Since when does he question my actions?  Maybe something really is wrong with him.

      "Will you?"  Imago's face remains expressionless.

      He already knows the answer.  "Six!"  Of course I will.  I'll do anything for the King of the World.  Anything to preserve The Kingdom of Free Will.

      Maybe it's time I demonstrated my devotion.  I draw back the scythe, taking aim at one of the children, a little boy.  Lopping an ear off ought to show I'm serious.

      The parents gasp.  I say the next number, "Seven!"  But I don't hear it.  Has Imago shut off the bullhorn?

      Or is it the voice shouting from the jungle that's overpowering it?  The woman's voice, calling from the edge of the rain forest?

      "All right, all right!"  She stomps out of the jungle with purpose, shoving aside lush green leaves the size of elephants' ears.  "Enough with the drama already!"

      I want to race over immediately and subdue her, but I don't.  I let her come to me instead.

      She snorts and shakes her head.  "You really piss me off, you know that?"

      "Lock her down!"  As soon as I snap the order, Imago marches toward her with arms outstretched.  Restraining cuffs materialize in his hands, courtesy of his built-in transubstantiator.

      Brigid whirls to face him, and at first, I think there'll be a fight.  She might just win, too.  She's a big girl, built like a Clydesdale, over six feet tall.  All shoulders and flanks and hocks.

      But then she cocks her head and gives Imago a funny look.  She stares at him for a moment, as if she's sizing up her chances, and she relaxes.  She reaches out and lets him clamp the cuffs on her.

      A breeze kicks around the wisps of blonde hair that have pulled free from her ponytail.  "You're a Squire-series model."

      The robot holds on to her hands a moment longer.  "Yes, I am."

      I storm forward and push him out of the way.  "I usually pray for the souls of those I kill, even the undead."  I pull back my scythe, and it hums and crackles with power.  "But not this time."

      "Don't do it, jackoff."  Brigid tips her head back and sneers defiantly.  "Biggest friggin' mistake of your pitiful life."

      I laugh and tighten my grip on the handle of the scythe.  "How so, she-devil?"

      "There are lots more where I came from."  Brigid nods.  "An army of us.  Your king doesn't stand a snowflake's chance in the Sahara."

      Careful.  "An army?"  The serpent will say anything to gain the advantage.

      "Enjoy your day in the sun, jackoff."  She chuckles.  "Believe me, the clock's ticking."

      Before she can say another word, I've got her on the ground with the blade of the scythe at her throat.  "Where?  Where are they?"

      She grits her teeth, and I press the edge of the blade against her windpipe.  A fine red line appears between the gleaming metal curve and her pale flesh.

      "Tell me!"  I kick her hard in the side.

      "Screw you!"  She hisses it between her clenched teeth.

      By the time I'm done with her, she's missing some of those teeth.  Along with other things.

      But she's still alive.  And finally cooperating.  She agrees to lead us to the Second Coming.
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      As soon as we cross the border of the Undead Zone--the UZ--my scythe starts to wail.  I shut off the warning signal and keep walking.

      But my senses are ratcheted up to full alert.  My heart pounds, pushing adrenaline through me like rocket fuel.  Because the truth is, we've just set foot outside the Kingdom.

      On the surface, it seems no different from the rest of the rain forest, at least not yet.  Dense green foliage crawls and hangs and twists and sprawls over every square foot.  The air is thick with humidity and a steaming, sweet stew of mingled floral perfumes.  Monkeys and tropical birds shriek and leap in the canopy.  Insects whine in my ears and flicker over my bare skin, tiny wings and legs skittering through the hairs on my wrists and neck.

      It seems no different, but it is very different indeed.  It is a foreign land over which the King has no sway, a pocket of corruption in which the wicked zombie undead run riot.  They might range far and wide on their unholy sorties beyond the UZ, but this is the heart of their awful territory.

      "Tell me where we're headed."  I jab Brigid in the back with the handle of my scythe.  "What are the coordinates?"

      "For the tenth time, shove it up your ass!"  Her long blonde ponytail switches from side to side as she shakes her head.  "If I tell you, you'll kill me."

      I jab her again for good measure, and she cries out.  Imago, who is marching up ahead of us, slows his pace but does not look back.

      Brigid's white blouse and tan shorts are stained with blood from my interrogation at the village.  I pick the darkest spot on her back and stick her again.  "There aren't any normals in the UZ."  I give her one more jab, and her cry is louder this time.  "Are you trying to tell me the Second Coming is undead?"

      Brigid shrugs.  "Where does it say it can't happen?  You can accept a woman as the Second Coming, can't you?"

      "The Christputer does not admit the possibility of an undead messiah."  The green and yellow tail of a huge snake drops down in front of me, and I duck around it.  "None of the simulations yields that result."

      Brigid half-turns and looks back over her shoulder at me.  "Because none of your precious models includes the undead as a variable, do they?"

      I jab her once more.  "Forever."

      She looks back again.  "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "It's how long your agonizing death will seem to take if I find out you've been lying to me."  I press the blade of my scythe against the side of her head, letting it hum and crackle in her ear.
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      Soon enough, we encounter the undead.  Two of them cross our path near a stream--a male and female dressed in the usual bloody tatters.  When they look our way, I see decayed flesh falling from their faces.  I instantly key the scythe to maximum power.

      I'm already moving as they raise the alarm with blood-curdling shrieks.  Flashing past Brigid and Imago, I raise the scythe and spin between the zombies like a whirlwind.

      Their heads fly off in opposite directions, one bouncing off a tree, the other splashing down in the stream.  Their bodies drop to the ground a second later.  Two down.

      And three to go.  I hear the sound of snapping twigs and whip around to see three more zombies backing away through the underbrush.  The most tragic undead of all, child-size, they were transformed at a young age and never had a chance at a normal life.  I see two little boys and a black-haired preteen girl.  How sad.

      I will sing extra prayers for them as I hack them to bloody bits.

      Such is my intent, until Brigid charges over and throws herself in my path.  "Hands off, jackoff!"

      "Imago!"  I try ducking around her, but she stays in front of me.  "Restrain her!"

      Imago marches over and reaches for Brigid's arm.  "Come with me, Ms. Gideon."

      Brigid pulls away from him.  "These people aren't zombies!  I won't let you kill them!"

      Looking over her shoulder, I see the three children cowering in the weeds.  Each is covered with oozing, peeling blotches of rot, swarming with flies.  "Of course they're zombies!  Look at them!"

      Suddenly, Brigid does the unexpected.  She steps up to me, gets right in my face, and locks her gaze with mine.  "Your King has lied to you," she says.  "You are the only zombie here."

      With a snarl, I lunge at her.  She spins away from me and darts toward the undead children lurking in the weeds.  Shooting after her, I swing the scythe so the broad side of the blade will crash into her hip and bring her down.  But the blow never connects.

      As I run, my foot catches on something.  I stumble and fall in the weeds and skid down the muddy bank into the stream.

      Looking up, I wonder again if something's wrong with Imago.  He stands atop the bank, right about where I took a header.

      And he's ignoring me, his master, though I'm clearly in distress.  Brigid is waving him over...and he's going.

      "Imago!"  He doesn't seem to hear me.  Next thing I know, he's standing before the three zombie children.

      I hear Brigid's voice as she hunkers down in front of them.  "You poor babies.  You're nothing but skin and bones."

      "Imago!"  I say it again as I clamber out of the stream, shaking the water from my scythe.

      Imago's too busy listening to Brigid.  "You can make something for them to eat, can't you?" she asks him.

      He pauses.  "Yes."

      "What would you like for lunch?" Brigid says to the kids.

      Human flesh, I'm guessing, but that's not what they ask for.

      "Ice cream."  The oldest, the dark-haired girl, says it softly as I approach, then clears her throat and says it louder.  "Chocolate ice cream."

      I gape at her.  Since when did the undead crave anything but the flesh and blood of the living?

      "Please make her some chocolate ice cream, Imago," says Brigid.

      "But they are undead."  Imago tips his head to one side.  "They are zombies."

      "They are alpha-lepers," says Brigid.  "If you doubt it, go ask your king."

      "Why?" says Imago.

      "He made them this way," says Brigid.  "Because their families opposed him."

      "She's lying, Imago!"  I rush up beside him.  "All lies!"

      Brigid doesn't bother to look at me.  Her focus is on the youngest child, a little redheaded boy no older than three or four.  "What flavor of ice cream do you want?" she asks him.

      "Peanut butter."  The child's voice is so soft, I can barely hear it.  So soft, so much like a human child's voice, that I hesitate.

      I hesitate to slaughter him and the others on the spot as my duty dictates.

      "One order of chocolate and one order of peanut butter, please, Imago."  Brigid turns to the third child, a blond boy of six or seven.  "And what about you?"

      "What about them?"  The boy turns and points at the jungle behind him.

      Eyes wide, they slowly emerge from the brush--more undead children, creeping out of hiding places among the glossy emerald elephant-ear leaves.  They shuffle toward us along the bank of the stream, wary and furtive as starving dogs, silently converging.

      How many are there?  I count six, then ten, then twelve.  And they keep coming.  Every last one a blight on the face of the Earth, a target for my scythe.

      So why don't I slaughter them all right here and now?  Is it because I'm hoping they might lead me to the Army of the Second Coming?  Is it because I need to get my prisoner well clear before the bloodbath, given the vital intel she might possess?

      Or is it something else?  Some reason I can't fathom?

      "Yo, Imago!  Get a move on!"  Brigid spins her index finger in the air like the hands of a clock.  "Let's get crackin' on that ice cream."

      Imago looks at me, his iron filing features shifting inside his stained-glass faceplate.  His expression changes from a confused frown to...what?  A blank look.  Unreadable.

      Turning to the children, he holds out his hands, palms up, cupped.  The fireflies dance like tiny fairies in his belly, and a scoop of brown ice cream appears in his grasp.

      He hands it to the dark-haired girl, and then he conjures another scoop.  And another.  And many more after that.

      And the undead children keep coming out of the jungle, shambling like corpses with hands outstretched.  They mutter the names of their favorite flavors, and Brigid calls them out to Imago.

      Not one of those children leaves empty-handed.  Some get seconds and thirds.

      And not one of them tries to devour the flesh of the living.
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      As we continue on our way, the undead children surround us.  I pray for the strength to keep myself from slaughtering them, even as I wonder if I'm doing the right thing.  Will they lead us to a hidden mother lode of proto-Christs unpredicted by the Christputer, or will they lead us into an inescapable death-trap?

      "How does it feel?"  Brigid asks me this as we march through the mid-afternoon heat.  "Knowing that none of those people you've murdered were zombies?"

      I try to ignore her.  Proto-Christs are always looking to stir up doubt and disharmony with their words.

      She shakes her head.  "All those deaths on your conscience.  All those innocents."  She clucks her tongue against the roof of her mouth.  "That's a heavy weight for you to bear."

      I reach back and swing my black braid around front, letting it fall against my white cloak.  A fat red spider crawls along the length of the braid, and I brush it off in Brigid's direction.

      She swats it away reflexively with her cuffed hands, without flinching.  "I can guess what hurts the most," she says.  "Being lied to by your beloved King.  Knowing he led you astray for his own purposes."

      This time, I can't hold back.  "Shut up, she-devil!  Save your lies for the gates of Hell!"

      "Okay, listen."  Brigid leans closer as we walk.  "I'm sorry."

      "Sorry?"  A proto-Christ has never apologized to me before.  "Sorry for what?"

      "For calling you 'jackoff,'" says Brigid.  "And also for having to tell you something you won't want to hear."

      I glare at her.  "Tell me what?"

      "The undead aren't the only thing the King has lied to you about."  The look in her eyes contains pity or sympathy or both.  "He has lied to you about everything, Clement."

      I snort in disgust and look away from her.  "I feel sorry for you.  The King has already judged you.  Your terrible punishment is carved in stone."

      Her shoulder brushes against mine.  There is no hatred in her voice when she speaks.  "Everything you know is a lie, Clement.  Everything."
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      Twilight has fallen by the time we reach the huts.  There are three of them clustered together, decrepit and half-collapsed...leaves missing from the roofs, bark missing from holes in the walls.  Ashes, charred wood, and bones litter the muddy patch between them.  The air is so thick with the stench of excrement and rot, I can taste it.  I see no light and hear no sound as we approach, as if the place is deserted.

      But it is not.

      Someone crawls out of one of the huts on hands and knees.  Someone so far decayed, I can't tell if it's a man or a woman.  Undead.

      Instantly, I swing the scythe around and thumb it to full power.  This zombie might look far gone, but it could still do some damage if I let down my guard.

      "Hello," Brigid says to it.

      "P...p...puh."  The crawling zombie spits out teeth with its consonants.  "Kuh...kuh...k..."

      "Poor dear."  Brigid looks at Imago.  "We have to help her."

      I've had about as much of this proto-Christ as I can stand.  "Hey!  Are we here for a reason?"

      Brigid flashes me a smirk.  "Not the one you think."

      Imago turns to her.  "Help?"  The fireflies in his belly are agitated.  "How can we help?"

      "We can't!"  I barge between them.  "The undead are beyond our help!"

      "That's a lie."  Brigid points at Imago.  "And you can prove it."

      "Don't listen to her, Imago."  I clamp my hand on his warm crystal shoulder.  "You know the forces of darkness always seek to mislead us."

      Brigid elbows between us.  "But what if I'm right about this?  What if you can help her?  What would it hurt to find out?"

      I hear the sound of something cracking nearby.  Spinning, I see another undead monstrosity emerge from a hut.  This one shuffles toward us alongside the first, squinting from a misshapen face like the caved-in mush of a rotten jack-o'-lantern.

      "Hel-l-l..."  Again, I can't tell the undead's gender from looking...but the deep voice is that of a man.  "P-p-ple-e-e...p-ple-e-e.."

      "Enough!"  When I snap out the word, the children, as one, take a step away from me.  "We're leaving!"

      Brigid backs toward the huts, eyes locked on Imago.  "You're M.D. certified, aren't you?  Fully stacked for medical diagnosis and treatment?"

      "Yes," says Imago.

      "Then boot up the protocols for alpha-leprosy," says Brigid, "and get over here."

      Imago's fireflies whip around like campfire ashes in a stiff breeze.  He looks at me for a long moment without a word.

      "Don't do it, Imago."  I shift the glowing scythe from one hand to the other, hoping he picks up on the underlying threat.  "That's an order."

      Imago looks at the undead creatures by the huts and makes a sound like a sigh.  "What will it hurt to find out?" he says, and then he marches over to join Brigid.

      My hands twist on the handle of the scythe.  Little by little, she's taking him away from me.

      So what do I do next?  I have it in my power to kill them both, and all the undead around us besides.  After that, I could move on alone and slaughter any undead I find, scorch the UZ earth of anything remotely resembling a hidden proto-Christ.

      But what if there's still hope?  What if I could still fix Imago?  Shouldn't I at least give him a chance?

      A thought occurs to me, and I frown.  For the first time, I realize something about Imago.  And it makes me think I'm the one who needs fixing.

      Since when do I care about a robot?

      I hear humming and beeping from Imago as he treats the undead.  Rays of light flare from his stained-glass body, beams of green and blue and gold combing and flashing through the twilight jungle shadows.

      The undead children stay behind me, watching with mouths hanging open.  The flashing accelerates to a fever pitch.  A shrill whine races up the scale, quickly reaching a level so piercing that the undead kids have to cover their ears.

      Then, suddenly, it's over.  The lights and noise die away all at once.

      I already know what the result must be, of course.  The only cure for the undead is extermination.  Imago has surely failed.

      I start to worry that there might be an unexpected side effect, though.  Brigid and Imago block my view, but I can see Imago's crystalline body shaking fiercely.

      "Imago?"  I rush over to him, heart pounding, ready for anything.

      But I'm not ready for what I see.

      Looking over Imago's shoulder, my eyes are drawn downward.  This is what's making him shake:  a sobbing figure with head and hands pressed against his stained-glass surface--a middle-aged woman with long brown hair, kneeling where an undead monstrosity once was.  Through the rags she wears, I can see her skin is smooth and unblemished.  She is crying tears of joy all over Imago.

      As she wraps her arms around him, someone rises from the ground beside her.  He is also middle-aged and dressed in tatters, and his hair is black.  Like the woman, his skin is undamaged, unmarked.

      This is impossible.

      "I can't thank you enough."  The man wipes away tears of his own and reaches for Imago's hand.  "My wife and I were so far gone, we'd even been exiled from the leper colony.  I never imagined we would ever be cured."

      Imago looks at me as the man shakes his hand.  "Alpha-lepers," says Imago.  "That's what they were."

      "No, Imago.  This is some kind of trick."  My voice is firm and steady.

      "So many you've killed," says Imago.  "I could have cured them."

      "No!"  I shake my head hard.  "That's not true!"

      "You didn't know?" says Imago.  "You really didn't know?"

      "No, I did not," I tell him.  "Because it isn't true."

      He stands there a moment, eyes locked with mine, thinking his clockwork thoughts.  I can almost see them chugging and revolving in his stained-glass head.

      Then, Brigid calls him over to cure the undead children and he turns away, leaving me to wonder about the results of whatever secret calculations he's just run.
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      As we march onward with our retinue of seemingly cured zombies, I run calculations of my own.  I consider the possibilities of what I have witnessed, weighed against the experiences of a lifetime.

      How does it feel?  Brigid's words echo in my mind.  Knowing that all those people you've murdered weren't zombies?

      I suppose she wants me to feel regret, but I don't.  I have only ever known one King, one master, and I've slaughtered the undead in service to him.  I killed them to defend the Kingdom of Free Will, and that hasn't changed.  Whether they were undead zombies or alpha-lepers, they still opposed the Kingdom.  They still opposed Paradise.

      But what if I've been wrong about Paradise?  If the King lied about the undead, could he have lied about Paradise, too?

      Brigid tries to persuade me as we slog through the jungle at night.  "Your King is the Great Beast prophesied in the Book of Revelations."

      I scowl and shake my head.  "The Christ is the Great Beast.  He is the Great Evil."

      "Your King rules through deception and force," says Brigid.  "But that is about to end.  The awakening of the Christ will usher in a millennium of true paradise."

      "Paradise has already arrived," I tell her.

      Brigid cocks her head and stares at me in the glow of Imago's body-light.  "Have you ever had sex, Clement?"

      I turn away.

      "Before you experienced it for the first time," says Brigid, "did you truly know what it was like?  How good it would feel?"

      I don't answer.

      "That is what true paradise is like, Father," says Brigid.  "It's not like anything you've known."

      "Shut up."  I walk faster to get away from her.

      "Your whole life has been a wet dream, Clement," says Brigid, "and you're about to wake up."
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      In the darkest heart of the night, we arrive at the village.  It looks like a fort in the jungle, surrounded by a high, circular wall of crudely cut logs.  Smoke and light and noise rise from the interior, curling up toward the star-littered sky.

      Brigid walks up to a door in the wall, a slab of galvanized metal, and knocks with her handcuffs.  I post myself beside her, gripping my atomic scythe tightly.

      I don't like the fact that I can't see what's behind the door or walls.  At this point, anything can happen.

      "All right then."  My voice is a whisper.  "Once we're inside, stay out of the way.  Make a wrong move and I'll kill you."

      She doesn't even try to lower her voice.  "Why?"  She looks at me like I'm crazy.  "What do you think you're going to find in there, exactly?"

      I lay the blade of the scythe against her throat.  "The Second Coming.  An army of off-the-radar proto-Christs.  I'm sure you think they'll save you, but they won't."

      Brigid looks amused, then disappointed.  "You haven't changed, have you?  Even after everything you've seen."

      Something bangs heavily against the other side of the door.  I hear the clanking of chains.  "Just do as you're told," I tell her.

      As the door opens inward, Brigid smiles sadly.  "I said there's an army of us.  I said your kind doesn't stand a chance.  But I never said we were proto-Christs."

      "What?"  My hands twitch on the handle of the scythe.  "But you said you would lead us to the Second Coming!"

      "I did."  Brigid nods.  "And I have."
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      I keep the blade at her throat as we enter.  "Where then?"  Anger surges within me.  "Where is the Second Coming?"

      Inside the village walls, the undead converge on us from all directions.  They stare and shamble in the firelight, upright masses of peeling and suppurating flesh.

      "Where is the Second Coming?"  I direct my question to the villagers.  "Tell me, or I'll kill her!"

      "Let her go," says an undead male at the head of the group.

      "Is it you?" I ask him.  "Are you the Second Coming?  The one who seeks to topple the Kingdom of Free Will?"

      "Not him."  An undead female steps forward.

      Keeping a firm grip on Brigid's arm, I sweep my glowing scythe toward the undead woman.  "It's you then?  You're the one who'd put an end to the daily holidays and ice cream and Heaven on Earth?"

      The man steps in the path of my blade.  "What are you talking about?"

      "The Second Coming!"  I flick the scythe across his rotting chest, connecting his seeping sores with a fine line of blood.  "Who among you is the Second Coming?"

      "Wha...wha..."  A third villager hobbles forward.  Half his face has fallen away.  "Wha...is-s-s...thuh...Se-cun...Cum-un...?"

      My heart races.  I turn in a circle, flashing the scythe overhead.

      "They don't know about the Second Coming," says Brigid.  "Not yet."

      "Lies!"  If they won't tell me who it is, they leave me no choice.

      Leaping forward, I slash the half-faced villager to pieces with the scythe.  Then, I sweep the weapon around behind me and kill the other two without looking.

      Singing the "Our Father," I wade into the whole damned horde of them, whirling and hacking and slicing.  Body parts fly everywhere, and blood fountains into the night sky.

      This is what I was born to do.  What I was trained for.  Graceful annihilation in the name of the King.  The noble dance of the warrior priest, carving up monsters like a hibachi chef carving up vegetables.

      "Our father, who art in Houston, hallowed be thy flame..."

      When I am done, my King will reward me for my service, for saving the Kingdom.  He will summon me to Texas and erect statues in my honor and declare a new feast day and ice cream flavor in my name.  All will be right with the world.

      This is what I am thinking when someone hits me from behind.  When my legs go out from under me, and I drop to the muddy ground on my knees.

      I scramble to get back on my feet, and someone hits me again.  This time, the blow to my head leaves me dazed.  I fall back in the mud and go limp.

      That's when I see him.  The middle-aged black-haired man, the first zombie treated by Imago.  He leaps onto my chest, stone in hand.

      And he hits me in the face.  He pounds me, again and again.

      The world goes watery and melts together in a blur of color and sound and pain.  The man keeps pounding my skull with the stone, and I feel myself slipping away.

      Wait.  These are my final thoughts.  Things are not what you think.

      And then the world runs down into darkness, like a painting in the rain.  And then everything is black and silent and still.
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      "Clement?  Father Clement?"

      Those are the first words I hear when I return.  When the faintest glimmer of awareness flutters into my mind.

      "Wake up, Father.  It's begun."  A woman's voice.  "Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey."  Brigid's voice.  That's what I hear.

      Instinctively, I open my eyes.  This happens at the same moment I realize I shouldn't have eyes to open because they were smashed in by a rock.

      But it doesn't seem to matter.  I see Brigid staring down at me, silhouetted against a bright blue sky.

      "There you are!" she says.  "Welcome back!"

      I close my eyes, then open them again.  I feel light-headed.  Light-bodied, too.  As if a weight has been lifted.

      "How long was I out?"  Looking at the brightness of the sky, I try to guess what time of day it is.  Just after sunrise, maybe?

      "You mean how long were you dead?"  Brigid raises her eyebrows.  "Three hours.  You were dead for three hours."

      I lift my head from the mud and look around.  Imago stands behind Brigid, staring blankly down at me.  We are surrounded by a crowd of men, women, and children, all unblemished and dressed in tatters.  "What are you talking about?"

      "Don't you remember getting your head bashed in?"  Brigid reaches down and taps my nose, which also shouldn't be there.  "You died, Clement."

      I scowl and shake my head.  "Not possible."  Even as I say it, I remember the stone smashing my skull.  I remember the pain as it slammed down again and again, and the world melting and fading to black.

      "You were pushing up daisies," says Brigid.  "You were an ex-Clement."

      Suddenly, I add things up, and a chill of terror rushes through me.  "You're trying to tell me..."  I feel a wave of inescapable desperation spread out from the pit of my stomach.  "You're saying I was dead, and now I'm not?"

      "Yes."  Brigid nods.  "Exactly."

      I push myself to a sitting position, fighting the urge to run away.  I try to keep the fear out of my voice.  "You mean I'm...undead?"

      "Yes."  When she says it, my heart sinks.  Then, she laughs.  "But only in the sense of not being dead."

      I'm not sure what to think at this point.  "Even if I was dead, and you could bring me back, why would you?"

      "It wasn't my idea, that's for sure," says Brigid.  "But the Second Coming seemed to think you were worth saving."

      I look past Brigid and Imago at the crowd.  Which one of them is the Second Coming of Jesus Christ?

      "Apparently, he has a plan in mind for you."  Brigid shrugs.  "Like I said, it's begun."

      "What's that?  What's begun?"  I teeter as I get to my feet, still feeling light-headed.  My eyes flicker, and I start to fall.

      Suddenly, I feel strong hands catch me and set me on my feet again.  When I open my eyes, I see him.

      Imago.  Light streaming in rainbow-colored beams from the facets of his stained-glass body.  The iron filing features in his faceplate tracing a smile of black metal fuzz.

      "The Millennium," he says in that soft, soothing voice of his.  "We're about to usher it in."

      "Imago?"  My own voice falters as I consider the implications.

      "He brought you back."  Brigid says it in my ear.  "He's the one you've been looking for all this time."

      "The Second Coming?"  My heart pounds as I stare at Imago's robotic face.  "He can't be."

      "I was only ever his prophet," says Brigid.  "I'm not fit to polish the chassis of the one who comes after me."

      My head spins.  I'm not sure what to think or do or say.  "Imago?"

      The fireflies swirl in his belly.  "I am the truth, the way, and the life.  He who believeth in me shall never die."  The beams of light streaming from his stained-glass facets flare with blinding intensity.  "Welcome to Paradise 2.0, Father Clement."
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      As we sit on the terrace in the oppressive jungle heat, I slide a shot of crystal clear vodka across the glass table.  The man who was once Senator Joseph McCarthy taps the rim with one index finger and chuckles.

      "Come on now."  He shakes his head, smirking.  "You know I don't touch that stuff, Vladimir."

      I shrug and throw back my own shot.  Feel the burn rolling down my throat like a slow-motion solar flare.  "I've had lots of names," I say as I pour another.  "Why do you insist on calling me by that one?"

      "Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov."  McCarthy says it with grand sarcasm.  "You'll always be Lenin to me."

      "Ha."  I down the second shot and clap the glass on the table.  "And you'll always be an incompetent fear-mongering bastard to me."

      "You talk like I didn't just kill your hand-picked Red Guard."  He gestures at the twelve charred corpses strewn about the terrace.  Five are still smoking in the blazing mid-morning sun.  "Like it isn't just you and me here now."

      I smile and raise the vodka bottle.  The rays of the sun play through it on my face, refracted by the uneven crystal.  "How 'bout if I drink you for it?"  I shake the bottle.  "I'll drink you for the revolution."

      Something screeches in the treetops (bird, cat, monkey?) and McCarthy stops smirking.  "You've led your last revolution, Lenin.  End of story."  He spreads his hands, exposing the octagonal barrels of the fusion guns mounted in his palms.

      "And what if I'm not done here?"  This time, I drink my shot straight from the bottle.

      "Don't you think you've done enough to screw up this planet?  And ours?"  McCarthy aims his fusion guns at my head.  "You're done, all right.  Just as soon as we clear up some unfinished business."

      I watch a flock of flamingos drift up into the turquoise sky.  The scene reminds me of our homeworld, thousands of light years away.  "What might that be?"

      "I need to know where she is," says McCarthy.  "Where is Irina?"

      I laugh and shake my head, unwilling to tell him the truth.  Because the truth is, I don't know where the love of my life has gone.
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      The first time I met Irina, I was blown away by how beautiful she was.  The purple-and-green-tinted crystalline clusters of her body glittered in the auditorium's ever-flowing fireworks.  Two of her six multifaceted eyes were silver, and four were gold, a mark of great passion and intelligence.  Even her parasites had a special look about them as they danced around her body, multicolored tongues of flame weaving in and out of her vent slits.

      I was never the same after that first glimpse of her.  I had never seen anyone so beautiful in all my life.

      "I believe we can help the humans."  Those were the first words I heard her say.  "I believe our way of life can change their world for the better and make them civilized enough to be welcomed into the community of worlds."

      This was one of our pre-mission briefings on the homeworld.  Sixty-five of us in one room, getting ready to take another crack at the problem children of the galaxy--human beings.  Other species had tried and failed to help humanity get its act together, but we honestly believed we'd be different.

      To tell you the truth, just watching and listening to Irina was enough to make me believe with all my hearts.

      "It's not their fault, you know."  Irina (her name wasn't Irina then, it was unpronounceably alien) glided around the stage as images of human violence flickered in the air above her.  "They've evolved in a hyper-competitive ecosphere.  'Eat or be eaten' is written deep in their genetic code."

      "And it's up to us to teach them how the rest of the galaxy lives."  As I spoke, I hoped she wouldn't pick up on the nervous quaver in my voice.

      "Share and share alike, yes."  Irina smiled.  "No more 'dog eat dog,' as the humans say."

      "What about 'kill or be killed?'"  This time, it was the one who later became Joseph McCarthy who spoke--all ice blue crystals swirling with pink tongues of flame.  Even then, he was a contrarian.  "What if the humans kill us all as part of their 'ecosphere?'"

      "As you know," said Irina, "they won't see us as beings from another world.  We'll be altered to look like them."

      McCarthy made a disparaging sound like pebbles clacking together in a glass vase.  "And you don't think that will increase our chances of being killed?"

      "Not for we brilliant few."  Irina's voice was full of conviction.  Her green and purple clusters pulsed with an electric neon tinge.  "Not for those of us with all that's right and just on our side.  Not for the denizens of the galactic workers' paradise."

      With that, sixty-four of us went wild in the auditorium, singing and clattering with inspired elation.  Passing silvery gellid packets of pure, noble emotion back and forth.  At least in my case, inspired by pure and growing love.

      Only McCarthy stood apart and pouted, a clear sign he should have been drummed out of the mission.  But Irina always said we crystal saviors needed all facets to catch the light.

      Though the truth is, a single cracked facet can ruin the view completely.
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      It was the happiest day of my life.

      A massive movement of people swelled the streets of Petrograd, Russia, flowing down every byway in an irresistible human tide.  The roar of cheers and song filled the cold October air, the sound of change rising amid the ancient onion-domed towers.

      Change that we had brought into being.

      Irina's hands slid up over my shoulders.  "We've done it," she said.  "We've begun the world revolution."

      I turned from the window and swept her into my arms.  "Yes, milaya moya."  I called her that for the first time, called her my sweet.  And then I did something else for the first time, too.  "Ya tebya lyublyu."  I love you, I said, and then I kissed her.

      She did not push me away.

      The moment washed over me, and I reveled in it.  My makeshift pseudo-human heart thundered in time with the marching feet outside my window.

      I had traveled thousands of light-years from my homeworld to get to this moment.  I had toiled five decades on Earth in a myriad of human identities to make this happen, as had all of us.  Now here I was, in the Earth year 1917, playing the role of a human named Lenin, calling history's shots from my headquarters in the Smolny Institute in Petrograd.

      Kissing the greatest love I'd ever known outside my service to humanity and the universe.

      "Laskovaya moya."  Irina said it in a whisper.  She kissed me again, then leaned back to gaze at me with dancing green eyes.  "Your timing is auspicious, my darling.  Our greatest work is yet to come."

      I caressed the side of her face.  "Together, we cannot help but succeed."

      "Come on."  Eyes twinkling, she backed away, pulling me with her.  "Let's drink it in.  Let's go outside."

      Changing our features so we wouldn't be recognized, we slipped out a back door of the Institute.  Merging with the vast crowd in front of the building, where people were cheering my name, we laughed and held each other close.

      "Don't let it go to your head," said Irina.

      "Of course not!"  I said it with a grin.

      "Not that you'll get the chance."  Irina shrugged.  "You'll be somebody new in a couple of years, and so will I."

      As the crowd continued to cheer and sing around us, I stared at her face.  Even disguised, it couldn't conceal her radiance, her passion, her certainty.  As ever, she held me mesmerized.

      "Who will we be in five years, Irina?" I said.  "In ten years?  Do you know?"

      She tipped her head and smiled.  "The plan is fluid, of course, but yes.  I have some idea."

      "Will we be together?"  I took a deep breath.  "Can you tell me that much, at least?"

      She looked at me for a long moment as the crowd continued to cheer my name.  The currents of history roiled around us like whitewater, churning and seething, overflowing their banks.  Thanks to us, the mass of humanity was thrashing closer to a glorious communal destiny among the proletariat of the stars.

      "We will not always be together."  Irina wrapped her arms around me.  "But we will not always be apart."

      It wasn't the answer I'd had in mind, but I let it pass as she drew me against her.  As she pressed her full lips against mine, and we kissed in the pulsating heart of the revolution.

      Both of us knowing we were breaking a fundamental rule of our mission.  Not because we were falling in love.

      But because we were being selfish.
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      The next time I saw Irina was nearly four decades later, standing over the dead body of Josef Stalin.

      Stalin lay on the floor of his private quarters in Kuntsevo, sprawled at Irina's feet.  She stood with her hands on her hips, shaking her head as she looked down at him.

      "I'm starting to notice a pattern here."  She said it without looking up when I entered the room.  She knew it was me, after all; she'd summoned me here from China.  "Human gets power.  Human abuses power.  Human subverts the cause of the workers' revolution."

      I crouched beside Stalin's body, letting the mask of my current prime identity--Mao Zhedong, President of the People's Republic of China--melt back into the face I'd worn so long ago as Vladimir Lenin.  "I thought he was a great choice, too, Irina.  Just like everyone else did."

      "Maybe that's the problem."  Irina sounded tired.  "We make lousy choices."

      Placing my hand over Stalin's face, I slid his eyelids shut.  "Or it's just going to take longer than we thought, dragging these people into the age of communal civilization."

      "There's another possibility, as well," said Irina.  "Perhaps we need to modify our strategy."

      I got to my feet and shrugged.  "That's always a possibility when dealing with complex sentient beings."  Face to face with Irina, I gazed into her eyes.  They were darker than I remembered and no longer sparkling.  "Sentient beings can be highly unpredictable."  Like you, I thought.

      As I watched her stare into space, I wondered why she'd shut me out for forty years.  I wondered if she still felt anything for me at all.

      "I've been thinking."  She turned away and paced across the room.  "I've been working on a new approach."

      "Tell me," I said.  Anything to keep her talking, to spend more time with her.

      "I've developed a new identity over the past decades."  She stopped pacing and changed shape over Stalin.  Until that moment, she'd worn the form of a young woman with long, brown hair.  Before my eyes, she became a middle-aged man in a dark suit, stocky and bald.  "Meet Nikita Krushchev.  I'll be taking the reins now that Stalin is dead."

      I folded my arms over my chest.  I'd known she was Krushchev, though I hadn't heard it directly from her.  I hadn't heard anything from her in forty years.

      Irina tapped her chin with a forefinger.  "Meet the new face of the revolution.  The harbinger of a bold new era."

      "So you're following in my footsteps?" I shifted my face to look like my past identity of Vladimir Lenin.  "Doing the driving yourself instead of trusting a flawed human?"

      Irina the bald middle-aged man nodded.  "The USSR has been turned inward against itself for too long.  Why punish and purge the very workers we need to advance the revolution?  Better to secure their allegiance with incentives while working to weaken the outside institutions that seek to oppose the proletariat."

      I looked down at the body of Stalin and frowned.  "You're talking about reversing the policies of the past thirty-one years."

      "I call it De-Stalinization," said Irina.  "Let up the pressure at home, increase the pressure abroad.  Speed up the timetable of the worldwide revolution."

      I listened and nodded.  Even in the body of a middle-aged human male, she could sway me.  Even after forty years apart, my feelings for her hadn't changed.

      "China is coming along nicely."  I switched my face back to Chairman Mao's, pear-shaped and heavy-jowled, with a dark fringe of hair around the back and sides of my head.  "I think Earth will reach a tipping point soon, and the international proletariat will unify."

      "All the more reason to press forward strategically," said Irina.

      Reaching over Stalin's body on the floor, I clapped a hand on Irina's shoulder.  "Tell me what you need me to do."  I gave her shoulder a squeeze and gazed deep into her eyes.  "You know I will stand by your side."

      Irina held my gaze for a long moment, then laid her hand on my forearm.  "Stay the course.  That's all."

      "I'll have one of the others take my place as Mao," I said.  "You'll need my help to consolidate power here."

      "I need your help most in China right now," said Irina.  "The People's Republic is at a formative, vulnerable stage."

      Instead of giving up and letting go, I took hold of her other shoulder.  "No."  It was the first time I'd ever said that to her.  "I'm staying with you."

      "That's sweet."  Irina lightly touched my face.  "But no.  You have your orders."

      "Orders?"  I pulled away from her.  "I don't understand.  Why did you call me here if you didn't want my help?"

      "To warn you," said Irina.  "Our own people are working against us."

      I was stunned to hear it.  "Who?"

      "Senator Joe McCarthy, for one.  Our U.S. operations are in a shambles thanks to him."  Irina sighed.  "And there are others.  I don't know who yet."

      "Unbelievable."  I shook my head in amazement.  "How could any of us turn against the revolution?"

      Irina moved closer, shifting back to the form she'd worn earlier, that of a brown-haired woman.  Taking hold of my arms, she gazed into my eyes with blazing intensity.  "You would never betray me, would you?"

      I met her gaze with unshakeable steadiness.  "Of course not."  Her fingers dug painfully into my arms, but I refused to flinch.  "How could you even ask me that?"

      Irina held me a moment longer, then leaned forward and kissed me softly on the lips.  "That is why I summoned you."  Her voice was a whisper in my ear.  "Because I had to be sure."

      The scent of her mesmerized me.  I could barely think straight.  "That's it?"

      "For now."  When she drew away from me, she was Krushchev again.

      Standing there, I felt shaky and disoriented.  I'd been so close to her for the first time in forty years, and now she was moving out of reach again.  She'd kissed me, but the kiss had felt empty, intended only as a guarantee of my loyalty.

      There was so much I wanted to say to her, so much I should have said...but all I managed was this:  "When will I see you again?"

      "Every time you open a newspaper," said Irina/Krushchev.  "I'm going to take the world by storm."
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      Nine years later, in October 1962, Irina/Krushchev leaped up from behind her desk as I burst into her office in the Kremlin.  She came up with revolver in hand, leveled right at me.

      Irina got off two shots without a word.  They both missed as I bolted across the office.

      Dropping as another shot exploded from the gun, I rolled over the floor and stopped behind a chair with fat red cushions.  "Irina!  Don't shoot!"  I thought hearing that name might make her hold her fire.

      But no.  She cracked off another shot, straight through the chair, barely missing me.

      Taking a breath, I prepared to charge.  I'd known this would be the hardest part of my mission.  That was really saying something, considering how many times I'd had to change shape and use force to get through security in the heavily fortified inner sanctum of the Kremlin.

      But it had to be done.  Irina was on the verge of making a horrible mistake, and I had to stop her.

      I had to stop her from destroying humanity.

      Crouching, I hoisted the chair off the floor and heaved it at her.  As it crashed down on her desk, I darted after it.

      Irina sidestepped, firing wide.  As I dove across the desk at her, though, she got off one more shot.

      This time, the bullet struck its target.  I caught the lead in the meat of my shoulder, and my body flared with sudden pain.

      But I wasn't about to let it stop me.  My hands connected, throwing her over backward, sending the gun flying from her grip.  We hurtled to the floor, pulling a desktop TV set down with us.

      The TV burst to smithereens on the hardwood, spraying us with glass shrapnel.  Irina flailed underneath me, using all the mass of her Krushchev disguise to try to throw me.

      But I would not be dislodged.  I shifted my own form again, changing from an athletic young man to an obese middle-aged one, pressing her down with my greater weight.

      "Irina!"  Holding her down, I shifted the flesh of my shoulder.  Out popped the bullet, ending my pain.  "Stop and listen to me!"

      She kept thrashing, fighting to break free.  "Get off!  Let go!"

      "You are subverting the cause of the interstellar revolution!" I said.  "The community of worlds will not condone your actions!"

      Irina bucked and squirmed, scowling with rage.  "The situation is under control!"

      "You're wrong!" I said.  "U.S. forces are at DEFCON 2.  Kennedy's about to attack."

      "He's bluffing!" said Irina.

      "If you don't pull your missiles out of Cuba, there will be worldwide nuclear war tomorrow."  I locked eyes with her, dead serious.  "Humanity will be exterminated or close to it within days."

      Irina shook her head.  "You don't understand.  We've been negotiating with the Americans through back channels.  We're close to a breakthrough!"

      "Listen to yourself!" I said.  "You're willing to risk the extinction of all humankind.  You'd sacrifice the very proletariat we've come to set free!"

      "It won't come to that," said Irina.

      "But it could.  Taking the world to the brink like this makes it possible."

      "It's always possible on this throwback planet," said Irina.  "We're working to make it less possible."

      "So it won't bother you?" I said.  "Being responsible for the annihilation of an entire species?"

      "You should talk.  How many millions of humans have you condemned to death in the name of the People's Republic of China?"

      "There's a big difference between purging and extinction."

      "Which won't matter, because the Americans are about to capitulate," said Irina.

      Just then, heavy footsteps marched into the room.  "Premier Krushchev!"  A thickly built silver-haired man in an olive drab and red uniform gaped in alarm at the wreckage.

      Hastily, I took on the shape of an official I'd knocked out on my way to Irina's office.  "The Premier tripped and fell," I said as I helped Irina to her feet.  "Are you all right now, sir?" said the uniformed man.

      "Yes, I'm fine, Boris."  Irina dusted herself off.  "You're here because of the noise, I suppose?"

      "No, sir," said Boris.  "I have a message from Intelligence."  He stopped talking and stared at me.

      "Go ahead."  Irina waved dismissively in my direction.  "Comrade Sergei is cleared to hear such information."

      "Yes, sir."  Boris glanced my way once more, then focused on Irina.  "Our forces in Cuba have shot down an American U-2 spy plane."

      "Oh?"  Irina leaned forward on the desk.  "The pilot?"

      "Dead," said Boris.  "And the Americans have shut down the back channel talks."

      Irina took a breath and slowly released it.  Her whole body stiffened.  "Permanently?" she said.

      "Unknown at this time," said Boris.  "However, Intelligence confirms that the U.S. is about to launch an attack."

      "On Cuba," said Irina.

      "And the motherland," said Boris.  "War is imminent."

      "I see."  Irina closed her eyes and rubbed her temples.

      "Premier."  Boris took off his cap and took a step forward.  "The defense ministers agree it is time to exercise the preemptive strike option."

      "I understand."  Irina cleared her throat.  She shot me a look, then sat down on the edge of the desk.

      "The ministers await your orders," said Boris.

      "Soon enough."  Irina waved him off.  "I wish to weigh the options first, General."

      Boris hung there for a moment, expectant, then saluted.  "I'll be just outside, Premier Krushchev."

      "Thank you," said Irina.

      With that, Boris spun and headed for the door...only to stop midway and turn.  "We will bury them, sir," he said.  "Just as you once promised."  Then, he snapped back around and marched out of the office.

      When he'd pulled the doors shut behind him, Irina slumped and shook her head.  Without a second thought, I put my arm around her shoulders.

      "What happened to me?"  Her voice was slow and distant.  "How did I get like this?"

      "We've been away from home a long time," I said.  "Maybe we've started to think like the humans."

      Irina was silent for a long moment, staring at the shattered TV set on the floor.  I wanted to comfort her, make everything better, but I was also acutely aware that time was running out.

      "What next?" I said.

      She sighed and slid off the edge of the desk.  "Try to stop this, if we still can.  Give the Americans what they want and hope for the best."

      Irina walked around the desk, straightening her jacket and tie, and I followed.  "Let me help," I said.

      "You can't," said Irina.  "I have to undo my own mistakes."

      I headed her off at the door.  "Then come with me when it's over."  Reaching out, I took her hand.  "We'll get away from all this."

      "Thank you."  Irina squeezed my hand and gazed sadly into my eyes.  "But I have more to do now than I ever imagined."  With that, she pulled her hand from my grip and reached past me for the door handle.

      "You deserve some time away," I said.  "You've already done so much."

      "Yes."  Irina smiled ruefully.  Her dark eyes held no trace of happiness.  "And I'm starting to think that every last bit of it was wrong."
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      As soon as the spy slipped me the microfilm, he gasped and crumpled to the sidewalk.  A pool of dark crimson spread out around him, radiating from his head.

      I didn't wait around to look for the bullethole.  Leaping into action, I charged across the street and down an alley, stuffing the microfilm in my pants pocket on the fly.  Footsteps clattered on the cobblestones behind me as I ducked into the cheering crowd up ahead.

      Heart hammering, I fought my way through the mass of spectators watching the street.  No one paid me much attention; all eyes were focused on the men and bulls stampeding down the main drag in the searing July heat.

      One thought swirled in my mind as I struggled through the crowd:  who had leaked the rendezvous details to the West?  Who had known I'd be receiving the microfilm in Pamplona, Spain during the Running of the Bulls?

      At least I had a chance of getting away with it.  There were plenty of ways to use the crowds and chaos against my pursuer.

      Also ways for my pursuer to use them against me.  As I plowed forward, a bullet punched through the head of a man in front of me.  He dropped dead in my path, knocking me back into a crush of spectators.

      As I disentangled myself, another shot whistled past my head and blasted into a woman's chest.  People screamed and ducked, giving me my first clear look at the shooter.

      And I gasped.  The face was unfamiliar--a young woman with long, black hair--but the scent was unmistakable.  It was her...changed yet again, facing me once more in the heat of the Cold War.  In the five years since her defection after the Cuban Missile Crisis, I'd battled her dozens of times in one way or another.  She'd gone from communist leader to hands-on field operative fighting for the cause of capitalism and the red, white, and blue.  From lover to arch-enemy.

      Irina.

      With an icy stare locked on her face, she swung up her gun and pulled the trigger twice.  I leaped away before the shots could connect and sprinted into the street, joining the rush of runners and bulls.

      No time to stop and reason with her; I'd tried that before.  Since nearly triggering the annihilation of humanity as leader of the Soviet Union, she'd been steadfast in her new cause.  I knew she'd stop at nothing to snatch the microfilm and strike another blow against communism.

      As I raced down the street, a dark-haired young man in white t-shirt and pants hurtled past me.  Glancing back, I saw why he was running so fast:  a monstrous black bull barrelled up behind me, huge horns gleaming white in the afternoon sun.

      The bull seemed to decide I was a better target, because it followed me when I veered.  Whichever way I went, it galloped after me, heaving and snorting.

      As if I didn't have enough trouble to deal with, Irina fired more shots in my direction.  A nearby runner cried out and dropped, head bouncing off the cobblestones.

      Dashing through the mayhem, I caught up with another bull up ahead.  Clapping my hands on its haunches, I vaulted up onto its back and held tight, waiting for impact.

      Seconds later, the first bull rammed the second full force from behind.  My mount stumbled around and went down hard; I barely sprang off in time to avoid being crushed.

      I still made a bad landing, though, twisting my ankle when I hit.  Forcing back the flash of pain, I staggered into the crowd on the sidewalk.

      I managed to make it into an alley and braced myself against a wall.  It took a few seconds to shapeshift away the damage to my ankle.

      Which was just enough time for Irina to get me.

      "Hello, Comrade."  I heard her voice at the same instant I felt the gun barrel touch my left temple.

      "Irina."  Turning my head, I gazed into the bright green eyes of her latest face.

      For a moment, I felt like we were back in Moscow again, fifty years ago, in 1917.  I imagined our love was new and true once more, playing sweetly over the strains of the people's revolution.

      Then, she punched me in the stomach.  "You have something that belongs to me."  Her voice was cold.

      "I do," I said.  "My heart."

      She punched me again, harder.  "That microfilm could bring down America.  I won't let that happen."

      "Stop fighting for the capitalists," I said.  "Remember why we came here.  Remember the galactic workers' paradise."

      "The corrupt communist system drove humanity to the brink of annihilation."  Irina punched me again.  "We thought a capitalist ideology was aggressive and self-destructive, but communism was the more ruthless and ravenous aggressor!"

      I shook my head against the barrel of her gun.  "What about the interstellar revolution?"

      "There's a new one."  Irina smiled.  "An interstellar counter-revolution."

      "What?"  I frowned.  "What are you talking about?"

      "It's just gotten started," said Irina.  "You'll see."

      "What kind of counter-revolution?"

      "Join us."  Irina leaned closer.  "Help us change the galaxy for the better.  Help me change the galaxy, my darling."

      I had no idea what she was talking about.  I had no reason to believe she felt any kind of affection for me at all.

      But as I stared at her, so close, so familiar, I longed to do what she asked.  To do anything she asked of me, however insane or impossible it might be.

      Because I had never lost my love for her, and I never would.  No matter how much she hurt me, I knew I could never give up on her.

      "Please."  She leaned even closer.  "We can be together like before.  Blazing beacons shining light in the darkness."  She drifted closer then, and her lips touched mine.  For the first time in fifty years, she kissed me.

      In that moment, I nearly went with her.  I almost joined the counter-revolution without knowing a thing about it.

      But something sparked within my good socialist soul, and I held back.  "I cannot oppose the proletariat," I told her.  "I am a servant of interstellar communism."

      Irina sighed.  "Poor thing."  She leaned forward once more and whispered in my ear.  "Soon, there will be no interstellar communism for you to serve."

      With that, she shot me in the head.

      She dug the microfilm from my pocket and left me for dead.  Which to our kind, is only dead for a little while.  Even as she disappeared in the chaos of Pamplona, I began to reassemble the scattered bits of my human disguise.  My shattered mind and senses began to reassert themselves.

      But the pain of what she'd done would last much longer than that.
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      Thirty-seven years later, in the Earth year 2004, I was in the pilot seat of a fighter spacecraft, soaring through the bright blue sky over the Indian Ocean.

      Morning sunlight gleamed off my topaz crystalline clusters and multifaceted eyes.  I'd reverted to my native form; it was the only way to handle the complex controls of the fighter, which was from my homeworld.

      And flying that fighter was the only way I could help win an interstellar war.

      Checking the holographic displays in the cockpit, I spotted my target down below.  I manipulated controls, and the fighter dropped through the cloud deck.

      Emerging from the woolly clouds, I stared in stunned amazement at the tableau before me.  Two huge vessels hung in the sky, vast starfaring warships from many light years away.  As I watched, they fired enormous cannons, blasting each other with monstrous beams of fiery golden energy.

      Tiny fighter craft like my own swarmed all around the warships, spinning and swooping and shooting.  One exploded in a burst of orange light, then another; a third tumbled out of control and cracked up against the side of one of the warships.

      So this was how civil war looked among the peoples of the interstellar workers' paradise.  It was so much different from the hordes of humans hacking each other to bits in the mud with primitive weapons.

      And yet, it was so much the same.

      The war had been part of my life for years, of course.  I'd seen plenty of action on Earth...but this was the first battle of this scope I'd been part of.  I'd never seen anything like it in space, either, before coming to Earth.  There hadn't been an interstellar war in millions of years, thanks to the lasting peace of the galactic revolution and workers' paradise.

      But that was before the counter-revolution.  That was before the twisted ideas of Earth had infected the interstellar community.

      Suddenly, a flash of light seared across my forward shields, and I knew it was time to take action.  Spinning my fighter counter-clockwise, I saw a gunboat coasting toward me like a big silver needle, artillery blazing.

      I let loose a few rounds from my fusion guns, then whipped around and hightailed it toward one of the giant warships.  The gunboat stayed in pursuit part of the way, until a shockwave picked it up like a toy and hurled it off my tail.

      Finessing the controls, I closed in on the warship.  I knew it was the enemy from its colors (red and black) and the symbols etched into its hull.  It was a ship of the Capitalist Alliance, believers in the wealth of the few at the expense of the many...staunch enemies of the communists of the Interstellar Proletariat.

      They were my enemies, though they were no different in appearance than me.  I'd come to kill them, though we'd originated from the same homeworld, maybe even the same city or street.

      Such was the legacy of the counter-revolution I'd first learned of thirty-seven years ago in Pamplona.

      Not that the reasons for the fight much mattered anymore.  My mind was focused completely on reaching my goal and doing as much damage as possible to it.

      Flying forward, I threaded the maze of enemy fighters with weapons blazing.  I banked and dove and twirled, eluding one opponent after another, leaving a trail of smoking and sputtering warcraft in my wake.

      Soon, the Capitalist Alliance warship loomed before me, gun batteries blasting in every direction but mine.  For that moment, I had a clear path to a gash in the hull amidships, the perfect place to inject a fusion torpedo.

      Bearing down, I raced for the gash, calibrating a torpedo firing solution en route.  Before I could release the payload, though, the enemy warship suddenly buckled and rolled in my direction.

      I pulled up as fast as I could, speeding out of the listing ship's shadow.  Just as I cleared the crash zone, the mighty vessel keeled over, barely missing me.

      Then, with a series of massive explosions, it split in two.  The fore and aft sections scissored apart...and the prow of the Proletariat warship plowed between them.  The battered Proletariat ship had brought the capitalists down by ramming them.

      But now both warships were heading for the sea.

      Instantly grasping the implications, I climbed for the cloud bank as fast as I could.  It was time to gain some altitude, time to put as much distance as possible between my fighter and the impending splashdown.

      That was when the signal came in over my radio.  A familiar voice broke through my furious focus.

      It was a distress call.  "I'm going down!  Help!"  It was her call, the one call I couldn't refuse.  Even after everything that had happened between us, I could never turn my back on her.  "My escape pod won't eject!  Please help me!"

      It was Irina.

      Zeroing in on her signal, I whipped around and shot seaward again.  Even as the warships plunged toward what I knew would be a catastrophic impact, I dove down after them.

      Within seconds, I saw Irina's fighter spinning out of control, spewing plumes of black smoke.  The engines were blown to hell, and the nose was mangled, which probably explained the problem with the escape pod.

      I had scant seconds to dislodge that pod.  Even then, we'd both be doomed if we didn't instantly blast away at maximum speed.

      The enormous warships would hit the water soon, throwing out waves of titanic proportions.  If we were really unlucky, the impact combined with the battle damage the ships had suffered would blow up one or both of their fusion reactor power plants.

      In which case, all bets were off.

      Swooping around Irina's fighter, I shot off the nose with an energy pulse from my guns.  Then, swinging around, I blew off the tail behind her.  The severed pieces of her fighter fell away, leaving the cockpit escape pod in its translucent housing cube.

      Just as the cube started to drop, the housing snapped away, blown free from inside by Irina.  The propellant ring on the base of her ovoid pod flared to life, burning white hot, and the pod shot suddenly upward with Irina inside.

      I rocketed after her without looking back.  Over the whine of my fighter's engines, I heard the thundering roar of the warships splashing down.

      Irina's pod leaped into the cloud deck, and I followed.  We didn't dare slow down on the other side, in the open sky.  Our survival depended on gaining as much altitude as possible.

      Shockwaves bucked our craft as we punched ever higher.  My fighter shook with rising intensity, battling the waves and the g-forces trying to tear it apart.

      Irina's pod shivered and spun, then fell away.

      My mind swirled with sudden grief.  Going back for her would be certain death.

      But I was seized by the impulse to try.

      The last time she'd truly seemed to love me had been almost a century ago.  Since then, she'd used and abused me, betrayed and undermined me, fought and killed me again and again.  How could I still feel any love for her?

      Or was that what love was about?  Pain, upheaval, destruction, the end of the world?

      I cut the fighter's acceleration and scanned the skies below me.  I made ready to dive down and retrieve her...or accompany her into annihilation.

      My scanners were all static.  That meant at least one of the warships' fusion drives had ruptured.  The Indian Ocean had become ground zero of a nuclear detonation.

      But I had to go back for her.

      Steeling myself, I toggled controls, ready to swing the fighter around.  Ready for anything.

      And that was when her glittering crystalline pod came streaking up past me like a shooting star in reverse.
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      When we'd reached a safe altitude, we stopped climbing.  We hung in the stratosphere and looked down at the distant ocean, watching the devastation as it spread.

      The battle itself had been cloaked from human technology, unseen by the world, but its effects would be felt by millions.  When the warships sank and the fusion drives erupted, the ocean floor heaved from the force of the blast.  A monstrous quake wrenched the crust of the Earth, slamming out colossal waves in all directions.

      As we watched like satellites from far above, a monumental tsunami crashed down over islands and coastlines, obliterating anything in its path.  Snuffing out hundreds of thousands of lives in Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, India.

      We opened a radio channel between our craft, but neither of us said a word for a long time.  We just watched as destruction swept that part of the world, destruction that we had helped bring about.

      "I only wanted to help," said Irina.  "I thought I was doing the right thing."

      I didn't say a word.  Far below, another tsunami was surging up from the sea, lashing toward shores that had already been laid waste by the first brutal onslaught.

      "I wanted to free our people," said Irina.  "I wanted to end the oppression of communist totalitarianism."

      Still, I said nothing.  I wondered how the people in the path of the cataclysm felt, gazing up in horror at the sky-high mountain of water hurtling toward them.  Would they care which ideology had done the most to set that mountain in motion?  Would any of them agree that the sacrifice would be worth it?

      "I'm finished," said Irina.  "All my efforts have brought nothing but death and disaster wherever I've gone."  She sighed.  "No more."

      Yet another tsunami cut loose in the Indian Ocean.  More people died screaming thousands of feet below us.

      "Maybe I should just let myself fall," said Irina.  "Drop down in the middle of that nightmare and die.  I deserve it."

      Finally, I spoke.  "Shut up, Irina."

      I saw her gape at me from her crystalline escape pod.  All six of her multifaceted eyes--two silver, four gold--fixed on me in shocked amazement.

      "I've been thinking," I told her.  "And I've realized something.  I couldn't see it before, because I loved you, but now I see it."

      "Because you don't love me anymore?" said Irina.

      The sun shone through her green and purple clusters of crystals, glittering within the intricate web of facets.  Her fiery parasites zipped around her like schools of flaming fish, weaving in and out of her vent slits.

      The sunlight and firelight danced when she moved, and I felt again the way I'd felt so long ago, watching her during the pre-mission briefings in the auditorium on our homeworld.  For better and worse, it had been the one constant in my life.

      Even now, after everything.  Even now.

      "I will always love you," I told her.

      She gave me a look I couldn't fathom.  "What did you realize?"

      "You need me.  You always have," I said.  "And the galaxy needs a new Lenin."
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      Five years later, I'm on the terrace of a villa in the heart of the Colombian jungle, sitting across from a fellow extraterrestrial who looks like Senator Joseph McCarthy.  He's killed twelve of my men, whose bodies still smolder in the hot sun around us, and now he wants to know where Irina is.

      The truth, which I'm not about to tell him, is that I don't know exactly where she is at this moment...but I do know she's on her way.

      I down another swig of vodka and look at McCarthy through the cut crystal bottle.  He's still so blind, so backward, so limited by his all-consuming sociopolitical ideology.  I feel like I'm watching a primitive lifeform as it struggles in the mud, wholly unable to comprehend the full potential of the complex landscape around it.

      "Where is she, Lenin?"  McCarthy's voice is a snarl.  "Where's your commie she-devil mistress?"

      "She's not a communist anymore," I tell him.  "And she's not my mistress.  Keep up, Joe."

      With an angry roar, McCarthy flips over the glass table, which shatters on the cobblestone terrace.  I barely manage to save the vodka bottle, which I was just about to set down on the table's blue-tinted surface.

      "No more beating around the bush!"  McCarthy springs from his rattan chair and swats the bottle from my grip.  It smashes to bits against a wrought iron light post.  "You'll beg to tell me by the time I'm done with you!"

      I smile as McCarthy lunges forward and wraps his thick hands around my throat.  "Wait!  I'm prepared to make you an offer!"

      He lets up the pressure but doesn't let go.  "That was fast."  He shrugs.  "I would've guessed you had more tolerance for torture, you pinko bastard."

      "Join us."  I lock eyes with McCarthy, trying to draw him in with sheer force of will.  "Forget capitalism.  Forget communism.  Forget all that."

      "A new sales pitch."  McCarthy sneers.  "How original."

      "Help us end the wars on Earth and the war in space," I tell him.  "Help us move beyond the hidebound systems of the past.  Help us spread a revolutionary new philosophy conceived by a radical new Lenin."

      "Would this new Lenin happen to be you, comrade?" says McCarthy.

      When I look over his shoulder, I smile.  "And her."  My makeshift heart beats faster.  She has arrived not a moment too soon, machete in hand.

      The love of my life.  My guiding light in smooth times and rough.  My true partner now, reborn after the battle of the Indian Ocean tsunami, committed to a life of change from a new point of view.

      McCarthy starts to turn.  Irina draws back and swings the machete, lopping off his head with the graceful elegance of a ballerina.

      I leap from my chair and sweep her into my arms.  The machete clatters to the cobblestones as we kiss.  As the two halves of the new Lenin bind themselves one to the other once more.

      This is the formula that eluded her for so long, the one that was staring her in the face from the start.  Again and again, she turned me away, when what she should have done was embrace me.  Accept me as an equal and consult me for balance.  Go forth driven by love instead of self-righteousness.

      Now see what revolution has hatched from this union.  We bear a new gospel born not of conflict, but compassion:  harmony among peoples by way of shapeshifting.  Empathic metamorphosis.  Truly love your neighbor as yourself by becoming your neighbor.  Literally walk a mile in his shoes...and feet, and body, and life.

      Yes, human beings can learn this, and we've been teaching it for the past five years.  Using shapeshifting as a bridge to understanding instead of a weapon.  It's really gone viral, and the movement's about to reach critical mass.  Next stop, we take the show back home and end the galactic civil war.

      All because of one simple secret it took us a century to figure out.

      "Welcome home, darling."  Smiling, I touch the side of her face.  I run my fingers through her soft red hair.

      "I love you."  Irina says it with tears in her eyes.

      The secret is this:  We are nothing without each other.
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      Father Gavín Obregón lifted the hem of his black shirt, peeled back a flap of skin just below his bottom left rib, and drew out three fresh-baked wafers of communion host from the cavity there, still warm from his flesh.

      "The body of Christ, given up for you."  Father Obregón said the words softly as he held up one of the round white wafers between his thumb and forefinger.

      Piotr Punzak, a squat farmer with shaggy brown hair and beard, stood before him in the dusty farmyard.  To one side, the gleaming silver domes of his farmhouse and barn sprawled in the mid-morning light...light cast not from a sun, but from huge fungal sun-blooms drifting across the sky.

      In the other direction, the rolling hills were carpeted with fields of morel, boletus, oyster, and matsutake mushrooms, ready for harvest.  The fruits of planet Benares, like all native life on the frontier planet, were fungus through and through.  In all the world, only the human settlers could claim non-fungal origins.

      As a rough breeze shivered the nearby morels and matsutakes, farmer Piotr tipped his head back.  "Amen."  Just as he opened his mouth for the host, one of the nube oveja--the self-propelled fungal "cloud sheep" herding in the sky overhead--slid away, allowing the light from the nearest sun-bloom to cast his face bright gold.

      Father Obregón placed the host on Piotr's tongue.  Piotr closed his mouth and bowed his head.

      Then, it was time for the wine.  Father Obregón turned over his right arm and popped the tiny cartilage pour-spout free from his wrist.  "Blood of Christ, shed for you," he said.

      "Amen."  Piotr opened his mouth and closed his eyes.

      Father Obregón held his wrist spout over Piotr's mouth, then squeezed the soft, oblong bladder implanted in the underside of his arm.  Ruby red wine trickled into Piotr's mouth, sparkling in the light of the sun-bloom overhead.

      It was just another Mass for the genetically engineered multi-faith super-chaplain of planet Benares.  Just another communion for a human Swiss army knife on the fringe of the farthest frontier in human history.
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      An hour later, Father Obregón was racing away from the farm in his hoversled, zipping through a forest of giant fungal towers.

      He was also speaking without moving his lips.

      "I'll be there in three days, Shen."  Father Obregón spoke in his mind over the planet-wide Soulnet that kept him in touch with his scattered congregation.  "Plenty of time to make your daughter's bat mitzvah."

      Shen Ping's words flowed into his brain like warm water.  "You're a mensch, Rabbi.  I know you won't let us down."

      "Have I ever?"  Father Obregón chuckled in his head.  "Relax, Bubbi!  Two hundred miles of wilderness, and I'll be whipping you at arm-wrestling again."

      "Doesn't count!" said Shen.  "You're a splicer!  How can I ever beat a genetically modified rabbi slash preacher slash cleric slash whatever?"

      Father Obregón's thoughts bubbled with laughter.  "You better pump some iron, Shen!  You know I won't let you win."

      Shen responded with the mental equivalent of a snort.  "Maybe I'm the one who's been letting you win!  How else am I gonna score points with God?"

      Just then, another call buzzed for attention in Father Obregón's head.  Such was life in the remote wilderness for the clergyman with a switchboard in his brain.

      All seven hundred humans on Benares had a direct telepathic line to the super-chaplain at all times.  How else could one man tend the spiritual needs of a flock scattered to the far corners of a huge and untamed world?

      Still, sometimes he wished for a respite.  Sometimes, he longed for a little peace and quiet in which to commune with no one but God.

      The caller buzzed again, and Father Obregón opened the link.  Just as he started to say something, a flock of creatures burst out of a stand of morels in front of him.  Reflexively, he swerved the hoversled to one side, barely missing the incredible lifeforms as they took flight.

      He gazed in stunned wonder as he glided past.  Yet again, he'd come across a new species--a flock of what looked like winged pizza shells with a hundred writhing white tendrils underneath.  They twirled skyward all at once, twelve of them at least, trailing some kind of neon blue mist.  Even as Father Obregón swung his hoversled wide in case the mist was toxic, he marveled at their magnificent strangeness, their utterly alien design.  Like every other non-human lifeform on Benares, they were fungus-based, similar to fungi back on Earth yet possessing a multitude of uniquely alien traits.

      What a world.  How many times a day did that thought run through Father Obregón's mind?  I love this planet.

      "Hello?  Can you hear me?"  As Father Obregón got his hoversled back on track, he tried to reconnect with the caller he'd cut off because of the pizza shells.  But no one answered.

      Nothing but silence on the line.
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      Amazingly, an hour went by without a single call in Father Obregón's head.  The constant queue of souls banging on his door was empty and silent.

      At first, he passed it off as a fluke.  He decided to continue toward his next stop and make the most of the rare quiet by indulging in some meditation amid the stunning sights of Benares.

      When he topped a ridge and gazed out over a sprawling valley he'd never seen before, chills raced up his spine.  Giant multicolored rills of fungi fanned out over the valley floor, arching like ranks of rainbows under the cloud sheep and luminous sun-blooms in the shifting, golden sky.  It looked nothing like the Heaven he'd been taught to expect, but it made him think of Heaven nonetheless.

      As Father Obregón crossed a mountain pass under canopies of towering toadstools, glittering silver showers of spores swirled around him like snow.  Curtains of lacy lichen hung dancing from the clifftops, making a sound like high-pitched singing as the wind filtered through their fine traceries.

      Then there were the creatures in all their multitudes, great and small and every size in between...every one of them mycozoa, fungi with the mobility of animals.  They flew and crawled and swung and darted through the landscape, screeching and squawking and roaring and croaking.

      I need to do this more often.  That was what Father Obregón thought as the splendor of Benares continued to unfold around him.  As the second hour of peaceful contemplation passed.  I'd almost forgotten what it was like to appreciate God's wonders without constant interruptions.

      But by the middle of the third hour, a knot had formed in the pit of his stomach.  The sights of Benares couldn't distract him from what he now knew to be true.

      Something was wrong.  The Soulnet was malfunctioning, or something was blocking the calls...

      Or something had happened to the callers.
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      With the Soulnet apparently down, Father Obregón turned elsewhere for human contact.  Parking in a mountain meadow of red and blue puffballs, he switched on the radio in his hoversled, grabbed the microphone from its hook on the dashboard, and called out over the airwaves.

      "This is Father Obregón," he said into the mic.  "Can anyone hear me?  Please respond."

      No answer.

      "Father Obregón here."  As he said it, he watched a pack of pale wolflike creatures with spiked snouts and springs for legs chase what looked like a pink beachball across the far side of the meadow.  "Someone, please answer!"

      Still nothing.  Across the meadow, the beachball turned on the remaining four wolf-things, flung open a huge maw on its face, and bounced after them.  It ran down and gobbled up one, then two, then three of them, getting fatter each time.

      Yet another new species, thought Father Obregón.  I love this planet.
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      One more hour passed before Father Obregón finally heard another human voice.

      "I hear you, Father."

      For an instant, he thought it was coming in over the radio, but he quickly realized it was inside his head.

      "Hello!"  He thought the words and said them aloud at the same time.  "Thank God, hello!"

      The new voice in his head was a woman's.  "I was starting to think you were dead, Father."  He recognized the low, throaty tone right away:  Naima bint Fouad bin Hakim Al-Aziz, an exobiologist.  He recognized it though he hadn't heard it for five long years.

      She'd refused to call him for five years.  Out of all the settlers, she alone had cut herself off from him.

      "You thought wrong."  Father Obregón chuckled, trying to sound calm, though his heart was suddenly racing.  "So how are you, Naima?"

      "I've had better days."  Naima's voice was stiff and strangely flat.  "I'm at the end of my rope, actually."

      "Tell me what's happening, Naima."

      "Wellll."  The slightest quaver crept into Naima's voice.  "Everyone's dead up here.  Everyone but me."

      Father Obregón felt a horrified chill rush through him.  "Everyone?"

      "Yes, Gavín," said Naima.

      "Dios mío."  Father Obregón shook his head in stunned disbelief.  Thirty-six people, counting Naima; that was how many had been stationed at the research camp with her.  "What happened to them?"

      "You know how we hadn't found any signs of sentient life on Benares?" said Naima.

      "Yes, of course."

      Naima choked back a sob.  "We weren't looking hard enough."
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      Father Obregón had first met Naima on the trip from Earth aboard the starship that had brought them to Benares.  She'd been a teenager at the time, but the truth of it was, they'd both been 21 years younger.  He'd been barely out of his teens himself.

      Their personalities had been a perfect match from the start.  Not such a shocker maybe, considering the 700 settlers had been selected for general compatibility...but he'd always felt something special with her.  Something beyond computer-predicted affinity.

      Their reasons for making the trip were much alike.  Naima had come for adventure, to witness never-before-seen wonders in the name of science.  Father Obregón had also come for adventure, to witness such wonders in the name of God.  Both of them were idealists, driven by wanderlust, curiosity, and faith in the power of universal truths and forces.

      Drawn together by complementary callings and natures, they'd spent many hours together gazing out at the passing spectacles of space, talking about everything.  Imagining the great discoveries they would make on the scientific and spiritual frontiers.  Dreaming up schemes for turning their brave new colony into utopia.

      Dreaming up ways to be together on Benares, too, though their assigned duties would keep them far apart.  Because the longer they knew each other, the more they knew they had to be together.

      Everything between them was perfect, from the meshing of their personalities (they were both thoughtful yet outgoing) to the meshing of their bodies (thankfully, chastity was no longer a mandatory vow for priests in this day and age).  They were soulmates, and they had to find a way to stay together even as their work pulled them apart.

      Maybe, if Naima found sentient life on Benares, she could get her assignment changed to assistant chaplain; Father Obregón would need an exobiologist to help minister to alien lifeforms, wouldn't he?

      Maybe, his genetically-engineered splicer body would have trouble adjusting to the alien environment--with a little help from an undetectable nano-phage tweaked by Naima--and he'd have to stay put at her lab.

      Or, failing either of those, he would figure out a way to always keep her thoughts foremost in his mind.  He would scam the Soulnet, whipping up a psychic hideaway for the two of them in the midst of the mental traffic from the other settlers.

      One thing alone had been carved in stone:  the two of them would find a way to overcome any obstacle the frontier or their fellow settlers threw at them.
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      Shivering, Father Obregón looked around the mountain meadow, staring at the larger clumps of puffballs, the shadows of the distant toadstool treeline.  He wondered if he was being watched by something with intellect and malice.

      What troubled him most, though, was the possibility that sentient native lifeforms had taken action all over the world.  That the reason no one but Naima had answered his calls was that the lifeforms had murdered them all.

      "Are you safe?" Father Obregón said in his mind.

      He panicked briefly when no answer came...but then Naima spoke.  "I've sealed myself in the lab."

      "What do they look like?" said Father Obregón.

      "See for yourself," said Naima.  "You have my permission."

      Father Obregón's pulse quickened.  "You mean...you can see them?  They're with you?"

      "In the building."  Naima said it matter-of-factly.  "Come through and I'll show you."

      Father Obregón hesitated.  It had been a long time since he'd been inside her head.  He hadn't gone there in five years, since the two of them had split up.

      Though for 16 years before that, he'd visited her mind every day.  In spite of their schemes for togetherness on Benares, it was the only way they'd actually managed to be together at all in spite of the miles that were almost always between them.  It was the one thing they'd shared that was special to the two of them, the one thing no one else could interrupt.

      Because while everyone else could enter his mind on a whim, Naima was the only person in the world whose mind he could enter.

      Father Obregón took a deep breath and steadied himself.  This time, he knew, going into her mind was crucial; he had to do it to see what they were up against.

      And he had to not let her know how much it meant to him.  How much he enjoyed it.

      Taking one more deep breath, he dove into the open link, pouring his mind like lightning in Naima's direction.

      He felt a thrill as he charged through the crackling darkness of the mental conduit between them.  A flare of blinding white light suddenly filled his mind's eye, and he felt himself spinning out of control.  A flurry of sensations washed through him, a storm of sounds and smells and tastes and touches, too jumbled to process.  The unfiltered input of another human mind.

      Then, the sensations faded, and the spinning stopped.  Father Obregón blinked his mind's eye, clearing away the afterimage of the blinding flare.

      And he found himself looking out through Naima's eyes.  He saw her reflection looking back at him from the gleaming silver surface of a metal lab table.

      He hadn't seen her in years.  Even slightly distorted in the reflection from the table, she looked as beautiful as he remembered.

      Long brown hair flowed over her shoulders, wrapping around a small, oval face.  Dark-framed eyeglasses perched on a gently sloping nose, setting off eyes of the brightest, most glittering green he'd ever seen.  Perfect dimples flanked the soft petals of her rosy lips, curling when she smiled toward a tiny mole on her right cheek...

      And a scar on her left.  He had to force himself not to recoil at the sight of it.  Not because it was ugly, because nothing could make her ugly in his eyes.

      But because it was his fault.

      "Where are they, Naima?"  Better to take his mind off that scar.  Better not to think about what had happened between them five years ago.

      "I'll show you."  Inside the confines of her mind, Naima's voice sounded stronger, less rattled.  "Over here."

      As Father Obregón watched, the scene shifted, swooping up and away from the reflection on the lab table.  He saw stacks of hard-shelled plastic cases, racks of silver lab implements, panels of glowing green controls and readouts.

      Finally, there was a clear space, a reinforced glass door a few yards away.  The view stopped swooping from east to west and started moving toward the door.

      Naima took one step, then two, peering into the twilit space beyond the door.  Father Obregón could make out overturned tables, chairs, equipment...

      And bodies.  He saw the unmistakable shapes of human arms and legs piled in with the wreckage.  Then, human faces caked with blood, mouths and eyes wide open, unmoving.

      His heart sank as Naima took another step, bringing him closer to the corpses.  He recognized at least two of them.

      Suddenly, something threw itself against the door with a thunderous crash.  Naima stopped in her tracks but didn't look away.

      Father Obregón's instinct was to dive back into the link, but he forced himself to stay and watch.  It wasn't easy; what he saw as he gaped through Naima's eyes filled him with revulsion.

      A human head, a female child's head, wobbled atop a mass of mangled human body parts held together by pulsing black foam.  The mismatched parts looked like they'd all come from different people:  a woman's long leg, a man's hairy arm, another man's torso, a child's hand.

      The parts were arranged in roughly the right places for a human body, linked by the black foam instead of tendons and ligaments.  They jiggled and slipped around as if the foam were barely holding them together.

      As unsteady as the mass of parts looked, they were capable of moving with sudden speed and power.  Father Obregón flinched as the patchwork person suddenly lashed out with its male right arm, pumping it into the door so hard, it cracked the outer pane of glass.

      Mismatched body parts fell away in the impact, but the black foam stayed attached and snapped them back together.  The little girl's head rolled down the torso, then jumped back up into place...but face-down, with the bloody stump of her neck pointing at Father Obregón.

      He knew her, of course, as he knew all his congregation on Benares.  Her name was Emma, and her parents were Mormons.  Good people, all three of them.

      He wondered if any of the other patchwork pieces were theirs.

      "Dios mío."  Father Obregón had to look away.  "You say this thing is sentient?"

      "I know it is," said Naima, and then she walked the rest of the way to the door.  Father Obregón watched as she pressed the palm of her right hand against the reinforced glass.

      Instantly, the child's hand on the patchwork body lunged at the glass, planting itself directly opposite Naima's.  Black foam flowed out from its stump, glowing brighter and pulsing faster as it outlined the tiny, pale fingers.

      Father Obregón watched, transfixed...and then,

      a third voice spoke in Naima's head.

      It spoke in a kind of hyperfast babble.  As Father Obregón listened, images appeared in his mind, somehow triggered by the gibberish.  He saw showers of pulsing black foam falling from the sky like rain, covering the ground, clotting and squirming.  Looking up, he saw the foam's source:  the nube oveja, the drifting "cloud sheep," split open from end to end.

      Next, he saw a familiar scene--himself, administering communion to Piotr Punzak.  He saw the scene from above, looking down from a distance as he drew the host wafer from the cavity in his side and placed it on the tongue of the Catholic farmer.

      Then, as if from nowhere, two words shot into his mind, spoken in his own voice:  EAT GOD.

      When the sound of the words faded, Father Obregón saw something else.  He saw two more of the patchwork bodies rising from the rubble, picking up tools and guns, and shambling toward the lab in which Naima was sealed.

      EAT GOD.
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      Father Obregón returned to his own body to try to figure out what his next move should be.  The Soulnet link to Naima was still open--he didn't dare risk being cut off from her--but he kept her on hold as he pulled himself back together.

      What did the patchwork lifeforms want?  And how could he stop them?

      He knew only one thing for sure:  he had to get to the lab in person as soon as he could, whatever the cost.  He had to rescue Naima, for what she'd once meant to him...and what she meant to him still, in spite of the mistake that had come between them.

      Never mind that she was nearly two hundred miles away.  No one else was answering his calls; there might not be another living soul in the whole world who could come to her rescue.

      The first thing he did before taking Naima off hold was to start the hoversled moving in her direction.  He put it on autopilot and set the speed as fast as he dared, keeping one hand on the steering wheel just in case.

      The next thing he did was pull the flask of bourbon from under his seat and take a quick drink.  He saved the stuff for especially bad days, and they didn't get much worse than the one he was having.

      Then, he put the flask away and took Naima off hold.  "Any change?" he said through the link.

      Naima sighed.  "Three more just showed up outside the lab.  That makes six.  Not that I'm worried, you understand."

      Father Obregón smiled grimly.  "Hang tight.  I'm on my way."

      "Watch for sudden downpours," said Naima.  "You don't want to get caught out in that rain."

      Taking his eyes off the path ahead, Father Obregón looked skyward.  A fat, fluffy cloud sheep floated off to one side, well away from his route...but it still made him nervous.

      "I can't believe the black foam's responsible," said Naima.  "It started turning up recently, but we didn't know it was coming from the cloud sheep...and we definitely had no idea it was sentient."

      "Have you had a chance to analyze it?" said Father Obregón.

      "The foam contains high quantities of an ultra-potent form of psilocybin," said Naima.  "The hallucinogenic compound produced by certain species of fungi.  Otherwise, its structure is a mystery.  Nothing to suggest motility, let alone sentience."

      Father Obregón kept his eyes on a flock of cloud sheep up ahead, and he shivered.  "In the 21 years we've been here, there's never been a sign of danger from the cloud sheep.  How is this possible?"

      "Cicadas on Earth have a 17-year life cycle," said Naima.  "Why not a 21-year cycle for cloud sheep to generate and deposit black foam?"

      As his hoversled approached the flock of cloud sheep, Father Obregón pressed buttons on the dashboard, shutting off the outside air vents, switching the blower to recycled air only.  He double-checked the cockpit seals and nodded, satisfied the foam couldn't get inside.

      Reasonably satisfied.

      "So."  Naima paused.  "When do you think you'll get here?"

      He knew she wouldn't like the answer.  "Eight hours.  Maybe ten."

      Naima was silent for a moment.  When she spoke again in his head, the tone of her thoughts was dark.  "If they...if I'm gone before you get here...please go somewhere else."

      "That won't happen," said Father Obregón.  "I think maybe they're waiting for me."

      Again, Naima was silent.  "Then don't come at all.  I don't want you to."

      "Sorry," said Father Obregón, "but it's not open for discussion.  As long as you're alive, I'm coming to get you."

      "Then I'm hanging up," said Naima.  "You won't know if I'm dead or alive."

      "Naima, no!" said Father Obregón, but it was too late.  She'd already cut the connection.

      He pounded the dashboard with his fist, angry that his only link to her had been severed.  Desperately worried that she could be dying at that very moment, and he had no way of knowing.

      He was also, deep in his heart, overjoyed that she'd hung up on him.  Because he guessed that the only reason she'd hung up was that she was worried the patchworks would get him if he tried to save her.

      And that meant she still cared.  Perhaps, after five years, she'd finally forgiven him for what he'd done.
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      He'd meant it as a surprise.

      One night, five years ago, Father Obregón had decided to do something extra special for Naima's birthday.  It didn't matter that he was halfway around the world from her.

      What were a few thousand miles to someone who could travel between minds?

      He'd parked his hoversled for the night at the base of an enormous toadstool and closed his eyes.  Then, he'd done something he could do only with Naima, because of their special two-way link.

      He'd sneaked inside her mind.  He'd found her through the Soulnet and slipped inside while she was sleeping.

      Then, he'd done something even harder, something he'd never done before.  Something that took him a few tries before he got it right.

      He'd made her sleepwalk.  He'd taken control of her body, enough to get her up out of bed and make her shuffle down the hall and out the door of the barracks at the research camp.

      "What the hell did you think you were doing?"  That was what Naima said much later...over the link, of course, as she lay in her hospital bed.  "What possessed you?"

      "I wanted to paint a picture with your hands," Father Obregón had told her.  "I wanted to give it to you for your birthday, as if I were there with you."

      "You can't just crawl into my mind without my knowing it."  Naima's voice in his head had been full of pain and anger.

      "But I wanted to surprise you," he'd said.  "You'd see that painting and wonder how it got there.  And you'd know how much I love you."

      "You almost killed me!"  It was then, when she'd said that in her thoughts, that Father Obregón had known it was over between them.  Even before she'd broken it off in so many words, he'd known.

      Because she'd been right.  He had almost killed her.

      After she'd shuffled out of the barracks that night, he'd walked her to the main lab, where he'd arranged with other members of his flock to stow some painting supplies.  Then, while steering her through the lab to set them up, he'd fumbled his control for an instant.

      Naima had tripped over her own feet and crashed through the wall of a plate glass isolation chamber.  Dozens of glass shards had pierced her body, barely missing vital organs and blood vessels, ripping open a gash that had left a scar on the side of her face.

      That day had left deep scars between Naima and Father Obregón, too.  She'd never trusted or forgiven him in the five years since.

      But he'd never stopped loving her...and maybe, he thought, she'd held on to her love for him as well.
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      Two hours passed with no contact from Naima.  Against her wishes, Father Obregón stayed the course, charging through the wilderness toward her camp.

      As his hoversled glided through the fungiscape, he passed the usual parade of wonders but was only dimly aware of them.  He wound his way through a forest of massive chanterelles, their pearlescent scalloped lobes blossoming in spectacular fashion...but he didn't really see them.  He skated over a field of waist-high fairy ring mushrooms, their curled skirts uplifted like delicate ivory pinafores...but he couldn't appreciate them, either.  Same for the procession of filmy lavender veils rippling through the air like magic carpets over red-orange fungal spires.

      All he could think about was Naima and what he could do to save her.  He wracked his brain, trying to sort out what had happened, struggling to latch onto a solution.

      Suddenly, his head buzzed with an incoming call.  He jumped and nearly swerved the sled into a wall of crystalline lattice lichens in his hurry to open the line.

      "Naima?"  He said it aloud and in his mind at the same time.  "Are you all right?"

      "You didn't do what I told you."  She sounded weary but not angry.  "You're still coming, aren't you?"

      "I don't think there's anyone else left on Benares," said Father Obregón.  "It's down to the two of us."

      Naima didn't say anything in response to that.

      Father Obregón rubbed his eyes.  "Have more of the creatures arrived?"

      "I've lost count."

      "Have they communicated with you?  Have they said anything?"

      "No," said Naima, "but I think you were right.  I think they're waiting for you."

      "What makes you think that?"

      "Because they're all facing in your direction," said Naima.  "None of them are looking at me anymore."

      "I wonder what they want with me."  Father Obregón stroked his bearded chin.  "'EAT GOD,' they said.  Do they think we're actually eating our God during communion?  Maybe they want a taste for themselves."

      "By eating those of us who've eaten God?" said Naima.

      Father Obregón steered out from under a looming cloud sheep.  "Attaining divinity by consuming the flesh of those who've tasted the divine.  It makes sense."

      "Then what about the non-Christian settlers?" said Naima.  "They didn't take communion."

      "The beings don't distinguish between different faiths, maybe?  If one human takes communion, by extension, they think we all do it?"

      "Okay," said Naima.  "Then why are they waiting for you?"

      "I generate the host and wine."  Father Obregón gazed out the cockpit canopy as the hoversled swooped over a bubbling lake of yeast.  Ever-shifting geometric patterns flowed over the surface, multicolored interlocking shapes dancing like a kaleidoscope.  "Maybe they want all the God for themselves.  Every last bite."
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      When Father Obregón was an hour from Naima's camp, the sun-blooms started to dim.  They were the planet's home-grown source of light and heat, enormous fungal disks orbiting high in the stratosphere.  Once a day, their luminescence dropped to 25 percent, and night fell over all of Benares at once.

      The hoversled's headlamps switched on, lighting up the way forward.  Nocturnal mycozoa bounded away from the flare, tails and wings and tentacles flickering.

      As Father Obregón gazed into the darkness around him, he felt the same void in his soul.  He was at a loss about what he should do when he reached Naima.  He felt hopeless, inadequate...and scared.

      All he knew for sure was that he had to get there.  No other human was left alive on Benares; no one had responded to his repeated psychic or radio calls.  No cavalry was coming from the stars, either.  Benares was on the farthest fringe of the frontier, months from the nearest settled world by spacecraft.

      So it was all up to him.  Super-chaplain to the rescue.  Time for the splicer to prove there was more to his genetically enhanced superiority than just talk.  Time for him to make up for hurting her five years ago.

      If only he had a plan.  If only he didn't feel so alone.

      Only now, without the constant calls of his flock buzzing in his head, did he realize how much they'd meant to him.  How much he'd depended on them.  Only now did he notice how small he felt without them.  How weak.

      "Father?  Imam?"  Naima's voice rose suddenly in his quiet mind.

      "Asalam 'Alaykum."  He used the traditional greeting since she'd referred to him by an Islamic title.

      "`Alaykum as-Salaam," said Naima.  "Are you almost here?"

      "Less than an hour away," said Father Obregón.

      "That close."  Naima sighed.  "Perhaps you should slow down a little."

      So we can live a little longer.  He knew exactly how she felt.  "How are you holding up?" he said.

      "Second-guessing every decision I've ever made," said Naima, "because they all led me to this moment."

      Father Obregón looked around as his sled glided through a thicket of giant, glowing shiitakes and feathery cauliflower mushrooms.  "Well, I'm glad you're here," he said.  "Not there, I mean, but...I'm glad to have you with me.  I missed you."

      Naima paused for a long moment.  When she spoke again, her voice in his mind was soft.  "I missed you, too."

      "I'm sorry," said Father Obregón.  "I'm sorry for what happened before.  I'm sorry I hurt you.  I shouldn't have done what I did."

      "And I shouldn't have pushed you away," said Naima.  "We wasted so many years...and now this.  Now we're out of time."

      "Not out of time yet," said Father Obregón.  "Maybe we'll still get a second chance...if we want it."

      "That's what I'm praying for," said Naima.

      A creature that looked like an upside-down pyramid of blinking violet light floated by in the darkness.  I love this planet.  "That's what I'm praying for, too, Naima."
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      As Father Obregón pulled into Naima's camp, he realized he was crazy.  What was he thinking, rushing to confront a hostile enemy without a plan, a weapon, or backup?

      He parked his hoversled in front of the lab shed and switched off the motor.  Then, he sat for long moments in the cockpit, knuckles white as he clutched the wheel.  Sweat ran down his back and sides as he dug deep for courage.

      He found it in his flask of bourbon.  Two long pulls calmed his shaking.  One more, the longest yet, and he popped the cockpit canopy and stepped out of the hoversled.  Stood for a moment in the pool of brightness cast by the lone floodlight atop the lab shed.

      Then, heart slamming like a fighter's fist against his rib cage, he walked toward the open door of the shed.
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      As soon as Father Obregón stepped through the door, they moved toward him.  Patchwork assemblages of mismatched human body parts, held together with clots of black foam.  All the eyes wide open, all the faces slack and dead.

      They looked far more horrifying in person than they had through Naima's eyes--heads lolling, bones protruding, organs dangling.  Black foam oozing between joints and out of every orifice.  A grinding, sloshing sound as they hobbled and shuffled toward him.  A stench of excrement and rot so overwhelming, it made him gag.

      And there were so many of them.  Dozens.  No wonder Naima had lost count.

      He forced himself to stand with shoulders squared as they surrounded him.  As they pressed closer and closer on all sides.

      Peering between them, he glimpsed Naima in the sealed lab, gazing out through the reinforced glass door.  He heard her in his mind--no words, just breathing.  A nervous quaver in each exhalation.

      And then something else was in his mind, too.

      The familiar presence of the black foam welled up within him, pulsing and pressing against his awareness.  Hyperfast gibberish babbled in his head, and images rushed past his mind's eye:  black foam falling from drifting cloud sheep to blanket the fungiscape; Father Obregón giving communion to Piotr Punzak and a stream of others, dozens of humans all over the world...all of them dead now.

      Suddenly, the creatures grabbed hold of him, snapping his focus back out of his mind.  With clumsy power, they wrenched his arms wide and held him spread-eagled.  One of them clamped his head between bloody, mismatched hands.

      This is it.  Eyes wide, heart jackhammering, Father Obregón felt more of the creatures grab hold of him, wrapping him in a solid clinch of rancid flesh and black muck.

      "Stop!"  Naima's voice sounded far away as she screamed in the lab, more distant than when they'd been hundreds of miles apart.  "Please no!"

      The creatures ignored her cries.  One of the patchworks wobbled in front of Father Obregón, its head that of a young man with sandy brown hair.  Its torso, strung with shreds of green cloth, belonged to a woman; one arm was short and pale, the other long with coal-black skin.

      When the dark arm swung up and the tiny pink hand on the end reached for his face, Father Obregón tried to flinch, but the other hands gripping his head wouldn't let him.  He cried out, struggling, but the hand moved toward him inexorably.

      He shut his eyes and grimaced when the stubby little fingers made contact with his forehead.  A fresh wave of gibberish surged through his mind, swirling like a cyclone.  More images of communion, more images of black foam showering down.

      And then, a new cycle of images coursed through him.  Settlers tasting the black foam, putting curds of it in their mouths.  Each one dying horribly afterward, convulsing on the ground, then literally falling apart...limbs and heads slumping away from torsos, organs sluicing in the dirt in a flow of black sludge.

      Pulled together by tendrils of foam, the body parts became shambling patchworks.  The patchworks went after other settlers, feeding them more of the foam, and the cycle repeated.

      Through it all, Father Obregón felt the same words rise up in his mind again and again.  The same words as before, imparted nonverbally to his fevered mind:

      EAT GOD.

      His head was spinning as he tried to make sense of what he'd seen.  One thing was clear:  he knew how the nightmare had started.  Settlers had eaten the foam of their own accord...but why?  He still didn't understand.

      The infant hand on the dark-skinned arm withdrew, then dug its stubby fingers into a bubbling clot between the patchwork's head and torso.  The fingers came away smeared with black foam.

      Then, they moved toward Father Obregón's mouth.

      EAT GOD.  Again with the same message.  EAT GOD.

      As the foam-covered fingers slid closer to his mouth, Father Obregón realized how wrong he'd been.  The patchworks hadn't been trying to attain divinity by consuming the flesh of humans who'd eaten God in communion.  They'd never wanted to reach the God of humans at all.

      They'd been trying to do the opposite.  Trying to get humans to eat their god.

      But humans couldn't survive it.  The black foam sacrament had killed them all.  And Father Obregón was next in line.

      "Please, no!"  Father Obregón fought harder, but he couldn't break the combined grip of the ghoulish patchworks.

      "Stop it, you monsters!"  It was Naima.  Father Obregón heard the door to the lab crash open and her footsteps charge into the patchwork mob.  "Leave him alone!"

      But nothing would change the course of events.  The tiny fingers jabbed forward, and the black foam touched Father Obregón's lips.  He felt it fizzing like a carbonated drink on his lips and then the tip of his tongue.

      EAT GOD.

      There was a moment as the substance soaked into his bloodstream, a moment of stillness.  The patchworks let go of him, and his arms fell at his sides.  Naima pushed through the crowd and stopped in front of him; she looked crushed when she saw the black foam on his lips.

      Tears ran down her cheeks.  "Don't go.  Oh please, don't leave me alone here."

      Father Obregón smiled.  Just as he was about to say something, the moment of stillness

      ended

      and everything made sense.
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      Father Obregón's mind felt as if it had burst.  Light poured in from every direction, swirling with color and sweet fragrance.  Geometric patterns appeared and shifted before his mind's eye, dancing like the patterns in a kaleidoscope.

      Or the patterns on the yeast lakes of Benares.

      He felt his mind changing shape, flowing between forms in a dizzying rush of transformations.  He melted from a spinning disk to a rippling lavender veil, from a pink beachball to an upside-down pyramid of violet neon light.

      Every shape just like the lifeforms he'd seen on Benares.

      Waves of textures washed over him, clinging and combining in electric layers of high relief.  There was roughness, grittiness, laciness, puffiness, fluffiness, spikiness, foaminess.  One after another, from firm smoothness to crystalline latticework.

      Just like the multitude of fungal flora thriving on Benares.

      All these sensations blossomed and swirled together in his mind, crackling with invisible fire that he felt and saw and swallowed.  Structures and instincts from the largest to the most extreme subatomic pulsed and sang within and without him.

      And all the while, even as his mind opened and transformed and filled to overflowing, he felt lighter than air.  He felt better than he ever had, completely new from tip to toe, from gut to soul.

      For an instant, he thought he had died, but then the thoughts of the patchworks, which once had seemed like gibberish, suddenly came into focus.  Conveying the truth in a wordless intention, a heartfelt expression.

      He has eaten and survived.

      He had tasted their god, the collective essence of their world, and not died in doing so.  Chalk it up to the splicer physiology of the genetically-enhanced super-chaplain.

      The black foam had tuned him in to the psychedelic glory of the life force of Benares.  It had expanded his consciousness to encompass the total majesty of the world that had always fascinated him.

      And it had done one more thing to him, too.
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      Father Obregón pulled his hoversled into a misty cove in the heart of a jungle of enokitake.  The slender stems of the tall white mushrooms flickered in the breeze, spherical caps bobbing in the morning light from the sun-blooms.

      A week had passed since he'd first eaten the black foam, and he was back on the road again.  He was making his rounds again, traversing the wilderness, ministering to believers around the world.

      The congregation was different, but the work was the same in the end.

      As he popped the cockpit canopy, a call buzzed for attention in his head.  He picked it up with a smile.  "Good morning, Naima."

      "Good morning."  Naima, as usual these days, didn't sound happy.  She was back at the lab, where she'd been working since the patchworks had evacuated.  They'd left her alive and intact at Father Obregón's request after he'd eaten their black foam sacrament.  "Where are you this time?"

      "Prayer meeting up north."  Father Obregón stepped out of the hoversled, his feet sinking in a soft carpet of dewy gray-green mildew.  "It's good to hear your voice, Naima."

      Naima sent him a thought that was the mental equivalent of clearing her throat.  She didn't approve of the new direction his work had taken.  She didn't approve of his new calling.  "You need to come home, Gavín."

      "Not yet, Naima."  Father Obregón padded through the mildew carpet toward a cluster of buried lumps in the middle of the cove.  "I've got work to do."

      "It's not safe, Gavín," said Naima.

      Father Obregón chuckled.  "God's work is never safe."

      Naima sighed.  "What if the foam kills you?  It's fatal to non-splicers.  What if you're only temporarily immune?"

      Father Obregón knelt among the buried lumps and began brushing away layers of mildew and soil from one of the biggest, the size of a basketball.  "Naima, please..."

      Naima's voice rose in anger and desperation.  "You're under the influence of a highly concentrated mind-altering drug controlled by a malignant sentient fungus that has killed everyone else who tried it!  How the hell can you be out there working for it?"

      "It didn't intend to kill them, Naima," said Father Obregón.  "It wanted the same thing they did.  To give the settlers the ultimate mind-expanding experience.  To help them get closer to God."

      "The god of fungus," snapped Naima.  "The god of monsters."

      Father Obregón felt sorry for her.  He loved her as he loved all his flock, but he knew she would never understand.  One taste of the black foam was all he'd needed to connect with his new worldwide congregation.  One taste, and he'd been able to move on to important new work after the human settlers had died out.

      "Can I talk to you later?"  Father Obregón finished clearing the largest lump--a giant truffle, the hub of a complex underground network of them.  "I'm a little busy just now."

      "You've got to listen to me, Imam!"  Naima's thoughts burned with wild urgency.  "I think I can reverse the effects of the compound!  I'm working on a seratonin inhibitor right now..."

      Just then, something buzzed in Father Obregón's head, and he smiled.  "Naima?  I don't have time to talk about this now."  Softly, he ran his fingers over the rough scalp of the giant truffle, which was the source of the new buzzing in his mind.

      The truffle was signaling for his attention, reaching out to link him with its network.  Dozens of other signals were racked up in the queue behind it, clamoring for attention.  There were always umpteen signals in the queue these days, ever since the black foam, signals from fungal lifeforms all over Benares.  Signals from buried truffles and towering toadstools alike, from giant portabellas to microscopic penicillium, from spinning pizza shell flyers to hulking eight-legged shaggy behemoths the size of elephants.

      The switchboard in his head was back in business.  Father Obregón would never be lonely again.  His second chance with Naima might never come to fruition, but his love for his new congregation had to take first place in his heart.  Naima might need him, but they needed him more.  She might love him, but they loved him more.

      His beloved flock.

      "I have another call coming in, Naima," he said.  "I'll have to put you on hold."

      "Father, wait!" she said, just before he hung up on her.

      Then, smiling, he lifted the hem of his black shirt, peeled back a flap of skin just below his bottom right rib, and drew out the fresh-baked communion host from the cavity there, still warm from his flesh.

      And he spread that host, the precious black foam, on the tongue of the giant truffle.  "The soul of Benares, given up for you," he said.  "Amen."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Beware the Black Battlenaut
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      "Looky there," said Swindle, the leperchaun on Grist Halcyon's shoulder.  He pointed with a crumbling green finger at one of the Battlenaut's cockpit video screens, and Grist looked in that direction.

      On the screen, Grist saw the barren, storm-swept surface of the rebel-held moon, Sangre.  The latest flare of lightning revealed a towering black figure on the crest of the hill.  At that instant, the very first instant he glimpsed it, Grist knew in his heart what it was even as he knew in his head it just wasn't possible.

      The flare of light faded, and the black figure faded with it back into the night.  When the next lightning struck a moment later, the hilltop was deserted.

      "Begorra."  One rotting nostril fell away from Swindle's leprous face.  "It's him, ain't it, boyo?"

      Grist blinked hard and shook his head.  "Can't say."  Just then, his arm burned as the automated hypodermic cuff strapped to his bicep shot a fresh jolt of go-juice into his system.  A ring of lights around the forward viewport flashed in a pattern designed to reset his body's circadian rhythms.

      Must've been about to nod off.  Can't have that, can we?  As the go-juice pumped through his arteries, Grist felt himself return to full alertness.  The Battlenaut's sensors and computers had done their job again, intervening at just the right moment with just the right dose of meds to keep Grist awake and alert for yet another hour.

      Grist licked his dry lips and checked the video monitor again.  Lightning spiked nearby, revealing six soldiers in Battlenaut armor facing off on a rocky battlefield...but no sign of the dark figure from the hilltop.

      Grist stabbed the comm button and spoke into his mic.  "Hey, Freak.  Ever hear of the Black Battlenaut?"

      When he didn't get a reply, Grist looked at the button he'd just hit and realized it wasn't the comm at all.  He was just about to punch the real comm button when the cockpit rocked from a powerful impact.  It was enough to crack his helmeted skull against the headrest and snap him back to the reality from which he'd taken a brief vacation.

      Fight.  That's right.  His hands flew back to the steering and weapons controls.  I'm in a firefight.

      I'm fighting a war here.
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      Sharon "Freak" Freemare laughed like a maniac as she cut loose her Battlenaut's main guns against the oncoming enemy.  One slug hit home in a big way, punching through the enemy's armor and leaving a jagged, smoking hole at the top of one leg.

      Still shrieking with laughter, Freak swung a laser around and opened up on the damage.  Metal and plastic melted before the onslaught, and the enemy Battlenaut's leg gave way within seconds.

      The damaged Battlenaut went down hard, flat on its face.  The enemy soldier in its cockpit tried in vain to force the smashed war machine to get up and fight, but it was still lying in the mud when Freak marched her own Battlenaut over to meet it.

      "Hey, traitor!" shouted Freak, though she knew the downed pilot couldn't hear her.  "Special delivery from the Redeyes for ya!"

      Freak used her lasers to disable the enemy Battlenaut's weapons systems.  The whole time, the smell of baking bread was so strong in the cockpit that it made her stomach growl.

      Why she smelled baking bread in the cockpit instead of the usual sweat and stink, she had no idea, but she didn't let it trouble her.  Better just to soak it in like the smell of roses that had rushed over her moments earlier, or the incredible smooth feeling of silk that had rippled over her skin moments before that.

      Better just to enjoy the ride.

      Eyeballing the display on her visor, she located the other members of her squad.  Lieutenants Grist and Pellucid formed two points of a triangle enclosing the battlefield, with Freak as the third point.  Four enemy Battlenauts were trapped inside the triangle, three still standing plus the one she'd just brought down.

      Freak cackled as she swung her Battlenaut toward a fresh target.  These bums are no match for the Redeyes.

      That was what Freak's squad called themselves:  Redeyes, because they fought without rest.  Computers monitored the alertness of this experimental squad and administered countermeasures, chemical and otherwise, to keep them awake and fighting.  Such sleep deprivation techniques promised to limit downtime for deployed Commonwealth troops, giving them an edge in the ongoing civil war against the Rightfuls.

      From Freak's point of view, the experiment was the biggest success of all time.  She and the others had been awake for days on end, so long she'd lost count, and still they suffered no ill effects.

      If anything, Freak felt better than ever.  She'd never fought more fiercely or thought more clearly in her life.

      Who knew insomnia could be so much fun?
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      Lieutenant Robert "Raw" Pellucid was convinced that the chronometer in the cockpit of his Battlenaut was broken, but he didn't have time to try to fix it.

      Even as Raw pounded two enemy Battlenauts with laser fire, he stole another look at the chronometer's readout.  He growled like a dog and grimaced at the blinking red numbers.

      1805.  1805.  1805.

      Seems like it was just 1805 fifteen minutes ago.

      Unless the extreme sleep deprivation was affecting his time perception, the chronometer was running ten times slower than reality.  What that meant was, the chronometer was definitely running slow, because Raw was running fine, sleep dep and all.  He'd been awake for what felt like forever and hadn't needed even a single shot of wake-up juice.

      His fellow Redeyes might be running on fumes, but Raw was burning rich.  He was just that kind of guy.  Even before the program, he'd always kept a lid on, no matter how high the heat.

      Nothing but nothing could shake the S.O.B.  He was fearless, poisonous, dirty, and smart.  Smart enough to wonder if someone was screwing with him.

      He went over it again as he raced his Battlenaut, guns blazing, toward his closest opponent.  If the clocks are out, we don't know how long we've been fighting on Sangre.  We're on the dark side of this God-forsaken moon, so we can't even count the days by sunrises and sunsets.

      His opponent's Battlenaut stood its ground and sprayed defensive fire that splashed harmlessly off Raw's armor.  At the last instant, the enemy leaped out of his path.

      But why would someone want us to lose track of time?  Why keep us in the field beyond the three-day limit?

      Raw growled again, low in his throat.  Because they want to see how far we can go.  Because they want to push the redeye tech to the limit.

      Even as he spun the Battlenaut around and threw a missile at the enemy's belly, Raw ran a little mental self-diagnostic to make sure he wasn't being paranoid.

      Nope.  Don't know the meaning of the word, folks.

      He checked the chronometer again.

      1805.  1805.  1805.

      How long would the researchers leave the Redeyes on Sangre?  What had to happen before they pulled the plug?

      The answer came to him with a surprising lack of surprise, as if he'd always known it on some level.

      The Redeyes had to die.  Only then would Command pull the plug.
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      Just as Grist was running his Battlenaut headlong toward a downed rebel, another blast of lightning flared nearby.  A burst of static crackled from his comm.

      It was followed by music.

      The signal was weak, but Grist recognized the music immediately:  "Tried and True," an old battle anthem from his homeworld, Tack.  At the academy on Ryot, so far from home, he'd sung it to keep up his spirits.  He'd sung it during many a night of drinking with fellow cadets who had also come from Tack and missed its jewel-capped mountains and fields of coppery glow-grain.

      Cadets like his best friend, Mallet Cray.

      Even as the rush of music and memories rocked him, Grist plowed his Battlenaut forward on pure momentum.  He slammed it hard against the rebel, which seemed to be undergoing some kind of systems malfunction.  As soon as he made contact, Grist wrenched back on the stick, keeping his Battlenaut on its feet while the rebel crashed to the ground.

      When Grist had crippled the rebel Battlenaut and disabled its guns, he traced the music signal to a source outside the battle zone.  He rotated his Battlenaut's upper body to give him a clear line of sight to the location blinking on his visor display.

      Grist saw nothing until another surge of lightning washed over the landscape.  In the split-second flare, he spotted exactly what he'd expected to see.  What he'd dreaded.

      It was at least three times the size of any Battlenaut he'd ever seen.  Its gleaming black skin was festooned with weapons but not a single mark of identification.  Writhing trails of electrical energy chased over it, as if the lightning had struck it and left a charge.

      The Black Battlenaut.  And it was playing his song.

      Grist's best friend, Mallet Cray, had been singing that same song on the planet Yolanda a year ago, during an earlier battle in the civil war against Rightful forces.  He'd always sung it in battle "for protection," and it had worked.

      Until the Battle of Enoch on Yolanda, that is.

      The song's magic hadn't done him much good when the friendly fire hit...the friendly fire from his best friend Grist.  Grist's guns had hit a spot already softened up by rebel arms and had blown Cray's power plant.  The explosion had caught Cray before he could eject and had not left enough of him behind to fill a shot glass.

      All because Grist had lost his head and fired wild during an ambush.

      Now, in the midst of another battle, Grist heard the same song his friend had been singing just before his death.  Was it a coincidence that it seemed to be coming from the Black Battlenaut?

      "It's your turn to die-yi-yi," said the gleaming silver fish wriggling past Grist's visor.  "Cray's come b-b-back for the one who killed him-im."

      Grist punched the comm button.  The music stopped as he switched from "Receive" to "Send." "Freak?  Raw?  Either of you see the giant black Battlenaut?"

      Freak's wild laughter rippled over the comm.  "No way, man!  Where is it?"

      Grist's fingers fluttered over a keypad on the armrest.  "I just fired you the coordinates."

      "Nothing there," Raw said after a moment.  "You have video of this thing?"

      Grist spun through recent vid logs from the onboard cameras, cursing as he came up empty.  "Missed it," he said, "but I eyeballed it twice.  Black armor, heavy ordnance, bigger than our three Battlenauts put together."

      Freak stopped laughing.  "Whoa!  You saw the Black Battlenaut!"

      "That thought did cross my mind."  Grist threw his helmet's optics to maximum magnification and gave the area a hard scan.  The only Battlenauts he saw were the four downed rebels and the other two Redeyes.

      "Wait a minute," said Raw.  "Do you have any telemetry on this thing at all?"

      "No."  Grist took advantage of a lightning flash to make another scan but still saw nothing.

      "Then what if it wasn't there?" said Raw.  "What if you're seeing things because of the sleep dep?"

      "Not a chance," said the silver fish as it switched past Grist's helmet.  Without being told, Grist knew the fish's name was Lacuna.

      "But what if I'm not seeing things?" said Grist.  "You know what the Black Battlenaut means, don't you?"

      "The end of the universe!"  Freak whooped so loud, the comm filters cut her signal for an instant.  "Everyone and everything!"

      "It's a legend."  Raw's voice was calm.  "A bedtime story for children."

      "I know I saw something."  An orange and black butterfly with the face of a grinning human baby landed on the back of Grist's hand.  "Why not look into it?"

      "Because we have a job to do," said Raw.  "We have to push the Rightfuls off this moon."

      Suddenly, the lush green jungle that had sprung up in the cockpit parted over one corner of Grist's forward viewport.  In that one open corner, in a fresh burst of lightning, Grist saw the Black Battlenaut walking off in the distance over a rocky plain.

      "There it is!"  Grist gave one of the vines a tug, and his Battlenaut headed in the direction of the Black Battlenaut.  "Hey!" said Raw.  "Come back here!"
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      At that moment, more than anything, Raw wanted to take off his boot and scratch the bottom of his foot.  An itch had been growing there for some time, and it was becoming distracting.

      Now that Grist had gone charging off, however, with Freak close behind, Raw couldn't stop to scratch the itch.  He had to follow the members of his squad and try to keep them from hurtling off the deep end of sleep-deprived insanity.

      Up ahead, Grist and Freak raced their Battlenauts across the rock-strewn plain between the wetlands and the foothills of the Prelate Mountains.  Raw's instruments and visual inspection both agreed that there was no Black Battlenaut in the distance, that the Redeyes were chasing after nothing.

      The itch on the bottom of Raw's foot flared.  He ignored it with sheer force of will and punched the comm.  "Grist?  Freak?"  Neither one answered his call.

      Raw changed the frequency and called again.  "Redeye One to Redeye Base.  Over."

      Redeye Base ignored him, just like the last dozen times he'd called.

      He finished the message anyway.  "Request immediate extraction of Redeye Squad.  Repeat.  Request immediate extraction."

      Still, there was no answer.

      The only way they'll come for us is when we're dead.  All they want's our autopsies and telemetry.

      "Redeye One out."  Raw punched off the comm and checked the chronometer.

      1805. 1805.

      He puffed out his breath and shook his head at the obviously incorrect readout.  The funny thing was--and it was more funny strange than funny ha-ha--that particular time meant something to Raw.  It was the exact moment, in fact, five years ago, when he had done the most important thing he'd ever done in his life.

      It was the moment when Raw had murdered Braeburn Score.
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      Freak was halfway across the dry plain when she smelled smoke.  She recognized it immediately as the smoke from melting plastic and metal, the smell of a burning Battlenaut.  In a panic, she checked the instruments...but her Battlenaut wasn't on fire.

      As far as Freak could tell, the burning-Battlenaut smell was coming from the same place as the smells of baking bread and roses that had filled the cockpit earlier...in other words, from thin air.

      The burning smell wasn't pleasant like the others had been, though.  It turned over a rock and sent things scurrying in her mind.

      For example, she thought of the day when Gwen Tuileries had died because of her.

      Right after the missile had hit, Gwen's Battlenaut had had that same burning smell.  The only difference was, Freak remembered the added smell of frying meat when Gwen had cooked inside the cockpit.

      All through Freak's first tour of duty, Gwen had been her guardian angel.  She had always been ready to haul Freak's rookie ass out of the fire, even if it meant disobeying orders or bunging up her own Battlenaut.  Or losing her life.

      One night on Gallop, when their unit was pounding a Rightful garrison, Freak's Battlenaut had been crippled by a land mine.  Just as enemy artillery had pumped out a missile to finish her off, Gwen's Battlenaut had leaped in to take the hit and save Freak's life.

      Maybe Freak wouldn't have felt so bad about it except for one thing:  she'd been working for the other side all along.  Even as she'd betrayed the Commonwealth, she'd always planned to save Gwen...and hadn't counted on her own allies being willing to kill her in the bargain.

      Freak had worked for the Commonwealth ever since.

      As she followed Grist forward, the stench of melting Battlenaut and burning flesh in the cockpit intensified.  Finally, it got to the point where it made her gag.

      It was then that it occurred to Freak that maybe she'd come across a sign of the Black Battlenaut...and maybe, she had more of a personal interest in the Black Battlenaut than she'd expected.

      After all, it couldn't be a coincidence that just as she was searching for the Black Battlenaut, the smell of her dead, betrayed friend rose up to greet her.

      Could it?
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      Grist brushed a blob of pink foam from the controls of the spellcaster and programmed it to grant his Battlenaut added speed and virility.  He would need every edge the magic beans could give him when he took on the destructive might of the Black Battlenaut.

      Pink foam from the cockpit ceiling splattered over his visor, and he wiped it clean.  He was glad the foam wasn't quite smart enough to hurt him, but it was definitely more aggressive than the green swirly-gas that had filled the cockpit a moment ago.

      When the hot go-juice spurted into his arm again, everything wavered and turned red...then straightened out and became a more soothing pale blue.  The ring of circadian lights flickered around the front viewport, only they weren't lights anymore but darks.

      His co-pilot, Broom Thornapple, who lived in Grist's armpit, nudged him and whistled.  "Wow," said Broom.  "Nice welcoming committee."

      Grist looked in the direction where Broom was poking.  Through the viewport, he saw a line of Battlenauts lit up by the beam of his searchlight.

      The six Battlenauts stood across the mouth of a pass in the foothills, shoulder to shoulder, blocking the way.  Each of them was painted red and festooned with bones and skins.

      "Best hope your magic hoops have the power to fry those demons," said Broom.  "You know what they say about the Black Battlenaut's minions."

      "Monsters.  Abominations."  Grist licked his lips and swallowed hard.

      Just then, the line of Battlenauts began to move.  Grist lurched to a stop and brought all magic wands and wish-guns to bear on the line.

      All at once, the six Battlenauts raised their right knees, then dropped them.  Next, in unison, they kicked their right legs in the air, swinging them to chest level.

      And dropped them.

      They repeated the moves.  This time, they hopped a little as they lifted their knees and kicked their legs.

      The ground shook whenever they touched it.  Wild music skirled over the comm, its punchy rhythm matching the movements of the Battlenaut chorus line.
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      Freak swore she could feel the hot breath of the Flesh Battlenaut gusting against her own Battlenaut's back.

      She quick-checked her visor display and saw the horrible thing still gaining on her.  She was running hard, maxing the specs, and she was still going to lose the race.

      Just moments ago, she and Grist had been chasing the  monstrous Black Battlenaut.  Now, she was the prey of something equally monstrous.

      "Freak?  Come in, Freak."  The voice on the comm sounded like Raw's, but Freak wasn't fooled.  She recognized the disguised voice of the thing that was hunting her.

      All she saw on the video feed from her rear-facing cameras was Raw's Battlenaut racing after her...but she knew that, too, was an illusion.  The thing that was back there, reaching for her, could not be caught on video, though the naked eye could see its true form.

      Her naked eye had seen it, and she would never forget it.

      The thing had started out as a single Battlenaut that had stepped into her path.  Freak had jammed her Battlenaut to a stop while Grist had continued running onward without her.

      The strange Battlenaut had stood motionless for a moment, its gold armor glinting in the beams of Freak's forward running lights.  Then, it had raised one arm from its side.  It had turned its hand over and opened it, revealing something pink and wet in its golden palm.

      Zooming her optics to maximum mag, Freak had gotten a good look at what was in that hand.  Just before the mystery Battlenaut had opened its mouth and dumped in what it was holding, Freak had recognized it.

      The mangled, naked body of a human being.

      As Freak watched, the Battlenaut had chewed up the human remains.  It had chewed them with its mouth open, the lower jaw swinging wide to give her a good look at the gruesome mess.

      After a long moment, the gold Battlenaut had finished chewing.  It had opened its mouth wide once more, showing that the mashed remains were gone, and then its mouth had closed.

      Suddenly, streams of pink flesh had boiled up from the seams and joints and vents in the gold Battlenaut's armor.  Rolling and twisting and meshing, the flesh had stretched over the metal like a suit of skin, one throbbing layer weaving over another.

      It was then that Freak had turned around and started running.
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      As the squad of Rightful Battlenauts opened fire on Freak, Raw leaped into action.  It was either that or let them pound Freak into bits, since she wasn't fighting back.

      Based on her recent behavior, Raw thought the odds were good that she didn't even know the enemy was there.

      Lasers blazing, Raw charged the nearest rebel and did some damage to its guns.  As slugs fired by another Rightful blasted his armor, Raw brought everything he had to bear on the first Battlenaut's midsection...lasers, sonics, missiles.  The instant he let it all fly, he swung his Battlenaut hard about and bounded after the other rebel.

      As Raw scorched the second rebel Battlenaut with laser fire, he checked his visor display to make sure Freak was okay, which she was:  still running, barely staying ahead of the third Rightful Battlenaut.  The Rightful was lighting her up with laser fire, but Freak was shrugging it off.

      Unlike Raw's Battlenaut, which took a hard shot to the chest from one of his opponent's missiles.  Raw's Battlenaut shook and teetered from the explosive impact and started to fall over backward.

      Quickly, Raw spun the Battlenaut's upper body around and fired slugs at the ground.  The recoil kept the Battlenaut on its feet and ready to continue the fight.

      Raw just wished he could deal with the killer itch on the bottom of his foot so easily.
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      Grist marched in the Battlenaut Day parade, waving at the throngs of Battlenauts of all shapes and sizes cheering from the stands.  The whole time, he searched his surroundings for the Black Battlenaut, who had run off in this direction after Grist's last sighting.

      The six dancing Battlenauts at the mouth of the pass, it had turned out, had all been parts of the Black Battlenaut.  Right after their big dance number, they had crashed together, cranking and twisting and snapping into one giant Battlenaut with black armor and weapons galore.  Then, instead of attacking, the Black Battlenaut had raced off, leaving Grist to try in vain to keep up.

      "He's out there somewhere," said High Five, who looked like an oil spill with a mouthful of yellow tongues.  His voice sounded like continuous belching.  He floated in midair and was Grist's new best friend.  "I can feel it, buddy-Joe."

      High Five was never wrong, except about women.  "I hear ya," said Grist, carefully scanning the crowd.  He thought he saw the top of the Black Battlenaut's head peaking out from behind the stands, but the image faded when the hypo cuff poured more go-juice into his arm.

      A droning electronic anthem played from speakers along the parade route, and all the spectators hummed along with it.  Vendors sold candy-coated humans stuck on sticks, which Battlenaut children licked and crunched.

      "You seen one Battlenaut Day, you've seen 'em all, right?" said High Five.

      Grist laughed.  "You can say that again."

      A second later, Grist noticed in an absent-minded way that the cockpit was full of fizzy water, and High Five had been replaced by a word, "GOOD," in bold black letters a foot high.

      "What do you say, Word?"  Grist slapped in annoyance at his hypo cuff, which had just shot him with more hot go-juice.

      Word reshaped itself from "GOOD" to "LOOK," pointing at one of the video screens with the tail of the "K."

      Without thinking, Grist looked at the screen Word had indicated.  The words "BLACK BATTLENAUT" filled the screen from top to bottom and edge to edge, rapidly flashing bright and dim.

      Grist tried for a better view through the forward viewport, and he got it.  Just like on the screen, the words "BLACK BATTLENAUT" floated up ahead, blinking on and off.

      Grist's heart beat faster.  "Is that him?"  He pointed at the words "BLACK BATTLENAUT" through the viewport.

      Word swirled around and reformed itself from "LOOK" to "CRAY."

      And it was at that moment that the comm kicked on again.

      The anthem "Tried and True" blared from the speaker.  A few bars in, a human voice spoke up over the music.  A man's voice.

      A familiar voice.

      "Hi there, Killer.  Time to settle the score."

      "Cray?" said Grist.
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      "Hello, Sharon," said the woman's voice over Freak's comm.  "Been a while."

      Freak kept driving her Battlenaut hard and didn't answer.  That's Gwen Tuileries.  Gwen Tuileries is dead.

      The smell of burning Battlenaut and human flesh was so strong in the cockpit, Freak gagged.  The hypo cuff was hitting her with go-juice what seemed like every ten seconds.  Her head was spinning, her stomach lurching.

      And her dead best friend was calling on the comm.

      "You're headed straight for me," Gwen said over the comm.  "Just a little further, Sharon."

      Hearing that, Freak slammed on the brakes.  A second later, as her Battlenaut stumbled to a halt, she remembered the Flesh Battlenaut that had been chasing her.

      Freak whipped around, expecting the Flesh Battlenaut to pounce on her...but the pounce didn't happen.  In fact, she could see no trace of the Flesh Battlenaut in her searchlights.

      She did, however, see a towering black figure.

      Gwen laughed lightly over the comm.  "Oops.  I misspoke.  Actually, I'm right here, Sharon."
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      Raw had his hands full keeping the attacking Rightfuls at bay, when suddenly his Battlenaut was hit from behind by laser fire.

      A glance at his visor display revealed a familiar transponder signal back there, and the feed from the rearward camera confirmed it.  Even as Raw fought the rebel Battlenauts who were chasing Freak, Freak had turned around and was shooting at Raw.

      So now it was three against one.  Not that he was the kind of guy who sweated the odds.

      First things first.  Set your priorities.

      As lasers and slugs hammered his Battlenaut, Raw stormed the closest Rightful.  In spite of the heavy fire, Raw drove his Battlenaut up close and shoved the barrel of a laser cannon into a breach in the enemy's armor.

      After pumping in a few blasts, Raw darted away.  The rebel exploded, throwing out a shock wave that sent his partner reeling.

      Even as Raw struggled to keep his Battlenaut on its feet, he growled with delight.  One down, two to go.

      That was before Grist charged up and opened fire on him, too.
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      "Kill me once, shame on you," Cray said over the comm in Grist's cockpit.  "Kill me twice...well, you can't kill the Black Battlenaut, can you?"

      Grist tried to block out the voice as he fought to keep up with the Black Battlenaut.  The behemoth had grown to colossal size; its walking strides were so vast, Grist had to run at top speed just to stay in weapons range.

      He fired his lasers again and watched them skim harmlessly off the Black Battlenaut's ebon armor.  The hypo cuff squeezed tight, flooding his arm with blazing go-juice.

      That was when the Black Battlenaut stopped and turned.  Each footfall made the earth tremble.

      Grist cut loose with his Battlenaut's lasers and sonics, but he might as well have been firing feathers.  The Black Battlenaut stood unfazed and stared down at him.

      "Let me explain," said Cray.

      At first, Grist didn't realize Cray's voice wasn't coming from the comm anymore.  It took a minute for the truth to sink in.

      "We should've done this a long time ago," said Cray, who now was leaning against the cockpit wall, aiming a lopsided grin at the man who had shot him to death.
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      Raw wasn't sure which bothered him more:  fighting off three Battlenauts, two of them piloted by his squadmates, or not being able to scratch his itchy foot.

      When Grist suddenly stopped shooting at him, cutting the weapons barrage by a third, Raw's itch moved up to first place.  Gritting his teeth, he barely resisted the urge to stop fighting, kick off his boot, and scratch like crazy.  In the process, he dropped his guard for an instant and took a laser hit that charred the armor plating on his Battlenaut's left shoulder.

      Cursing as a stream of wild shots flared around him, Raw swung around.  He charged toward the source of the fire, targeting his own arsenal on what had become the most volatile threat of the moment.

      Freak continued to pound him with lasers and missiles as he hurtled toward her.
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      Freak unleashed the full fury of her weapons, but the Black Battlenaut kept stomping toward her.

      Gwen's voice chimed over the comm with no more tension than if the two of them were chatting over coffee.  "What do you think I'm going to do to you, Sharon?  Burn you alive?"

      Freak's heart hammered.  That's exactly what you'll do.  Make me die the same way you did.

      "Well, it isn't gonna happen," said Gwen.  "Why would I try to kill someone whose life I died to save?  Besides which..."

      Suddenly, everything changed.  Freak was in the cockpit of her old Battlenaut instead of the current one.  Looking out the forward viewport, she immediately recognized the steam vents and weird geologic formations of another world.

      Laser fire pulsed past her from the fortified walls of a Rightful garrison.  Commander Endymion snapped out orders over the comm in the cockpit.

      She was back on Gallop, during the battle in which Gwen had been killed.

      "Besides which," Gwen said over the comm, "I don't blame you for what happened."
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      As soon as Freak's weapons shut down and dropped, Raw doubled back and charged the Rightful behind him.

      That was when something unexpected happened.  A missile hissed out of his Battlenaut's rack and shot straight toward the enemy.  Raw watched as the missile hit the rebel Battlenaut's midsection dead center and detonated, blowing a hole in the heavy armor.

      There was just one problem.  Raw didn't remember firing the missile.

      Suddenly, Raw's Battlenaut lunged forward.  Lasers ablaze, the Battlenaut raced at top speed for the Rightful.

      As Raw watched through the viewport, his Battlenaut lit up the hole in the enemy's belly, setting off an explosion in its guts.  The Rightful danced like a man touching a high voltage power line, then slammed to the ground in a pile of smoking scrap.

      Raw quick-checked every status display in the cockpit, scrambling to ferret out the problem.  Never in his career had a Battlenaut taken independent action like that.

      He only stopped hunting the glitch when he heard a tapping sound in the direction of the forward viewport.  He looked toward the noise, and his eyes widened with surprise.

      His Battlenaut was pointing one of its own lasers into the cockpit.

      The hypo cuff squeezed Raw's bicep and pumped him full of liquid fire.  A voice echoed in his head, and he recognized it immediately.

      It was the voice of a young man, barely out of his teens.  "I'm back.  Did you miss me?"

      It was the voice of Braeburn Score.
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      "If you say you're sorry one more time, I'm gonna pop you one," Cray said with a smirk.

      "Okay.  Sor..."  Grist barely caught himself.  He was still in a daze, struggling to deal with the fact that a man he'd killed was apparently sitting in the cockpit with him.

      "Your apologies are meaningless," said Cray.  "What's done is done.  Get over it."

      "I can't."  Grist pulled off his helmet and set it aside.  "Not a day goes by that I don't think about it."

      "Big baby."  Cray snorted and shook his head.  "It was war, man.  Chaos.  It was nobody's fault."

      "I panicked."  Grist's hands were shaking.

      Cray leaned forward.  "Okay, look."  He rested his elbows on his knees and folded his hands between them.  "You're really pissing me off here.  All this 'poor me' crap."  Cray rolled his eyes.  "The not sleeping and the volunteering for suicide duty.  How do you think that makes me feel?"

      Grist shrugged.

      "Makes me feel like kicking your ass," said Cray.  "How about getting your shit together, so I can at least feel like my death meant something.  Like you learned from your mistake and went on to accomplish something."

      Grist rubbed his chin.  "I'll try."

      "Just do it."

      "What about the universe?" said Grist.  "Are you going to destroy it?"

      "Ask the chicken-fish."  Cray hiked a thumb toward one side of the cockpit.

      A long, green fish with the head of a chicken bobbed in a bubble of pink water floating in midair.  "Redeye Base to Redeye Squad," it said.  "Come in Redeye Squad."
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      Once upon a time, a filthy young beggar decided to ply his trade outside the military academy in Soldier City on Archibald.

      (As the hypo cuff pumped go-juice into his arm again and again, Raw listened to the voice in his head tell the story.)

      Not surprisingly, the privileged and arrogant young men who passed through the academy's doors proved to be terrible pickings.  They spat in his beggar's bowl and ridiculed him.  Sometimes, they struck him on their way past.

      But one young man was different from the others.  Whenever he passed the beggar, this young man always greeted him and put coins in his bowl.  Eventually, he even brought the beggar food and clothing.

      The beggar was suspicious, as the young man's kindness was so unlike any of the other privileged military students.  The young man, however, assured him that his motives were honorable.

      Over time, the two became friends.  They were of about the same age, in fact.  Each week, the military student took the beggar to a local restaurant for lunch.  The student even suggested that there might be a place for the beggar on the estate of his father, a baron.

      The student was truly good luck for the beggar...especially after the beggar murdered him.

      The beggar did it in a matter-of-fact way, with a strong cord around the throat.  He slipped away with enough money to start a new life in another town as another man.

      And he never looked back.  He never regretted killing Braeburn Score in cold blood.  It had simply been a thing that had to be done, a matter of survival.

      His name was Flynn Jarvo.

      He changed that name to Robert Pellucid.  Nickname "Raw."
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      "You don't know the whole story," said Freak.  She had adjusted remarkably well to being thrown back in time and was pumping round after round from her old Battlenaut's guns into the enemy garrison.  "That's why you don't blame me."

      Gwen sighed over the comm.  "Go ahead.  Do it."

      "Do what?" said Freak.

      "This is when you send the signal," said Gwen.  "The go-ahead for the rebel ambush."

      A chill rippled through Freak's body.  "What?"

      "You were working for the rebels," said Gwen.  "You tipped them off."

      "You knew?"

      "I do now.  The Black Battlenaut knows all."  Gwen laughed.  "I also know you've been beating yourself up about it ever since."

      Freak clenched her hands around the joysticks and drove her Battlenaut hard.  "You weren't supposed to die."

      "Did I or did I not save your life?" said Gwen.

      "You did," Freak said through clenched teeth.

      "Then I've got no complaints.  I'd do the same thing all over again."

      Freak pushed the Battlenaut through the forest of close-set, mushroom-like mineral plugs.  Geysers erupted right and left, spraying jets of hot steam that misted the viewports and cameras.

      The tear that rolled down Freak's cheek felt as hot as the steam outside.  "I've missed you so much," she said.  "There are so many things I've wanted to say to you."

      "I've got something to say to you, too," said Gwen.

      Freak continued to manhandle the controls.  "What's that?"

      "Redeye Base to Redeye Squad," said Gwen.  "Come in, Redeye Squad."
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      "You've never really paid for what you did to me," said the voice in Raw's head, the voice of Braeburn Score.  "You feel no guilt whatsoever."

      Raw watched the laser cannon outside the forward viewport, the weapon that his own Battlenaut was pointing at itself.  "It was nothing personal."

      "How do you figure?" said Braeburn.  "I reached out to you as a friend, and you murdered me.  How is that not personal?"

      The hypo cuff squeezed tight around Raw's arm, shooting in more go-juice.  "You would've done the same to me if you were in my shoes."

      "You know that's not true," said Braeburn.

      "I saw my chance and I took it," said Raw, his upper lip curling in a growl.

      "So you think it was fair, what you did?  You don't feel any remorse for killing a man in cold blood so you could steal from him?"

      "It was war!" said Raw.  "It was no different from war!"

      "I have a message for you from the other side," said Braeburn.  "You will suffer for all eternity for what you did to me.  And that's not all."

      "Get out of my head!" said Raw.  "I don't want to hear any more!"

      "Redeye Base to Redeye Squad.  Come in Redeye Squad."

      It took an instant for Raw to realize that the male voice he was listening to was no longer Braeburn's.  The new voice was coming from the comm.

      "Redeye Base to Redeye Squad."

      Raw punched the comm button.  "Redeye One here."

      The voice on the comm sounded urgent.  "What is your status, Redeye One?"

      "Request immediate extraction.  Repeat.  Request immediate extraction."

      "Negative," said Redeye Base.  "You have new orders."

      "No can do," said Raw.  "We're falling apart out here."

      "Enemy squad is converging on your position."  Redeye Base sounded even more urgent.  "We're transmitting telemetry now.  Prepare to engage."

      "Redeye Two and Three are off comms," said Raw.

      "Negative," said Redeye Base.  "Comms have been restored."

      "Redeye Two here," Grist said over the comm.

      "Redeye Three responding," said Freak.

      "Redeye One is...out of control," said Raw.  "I strongly recommend immediate extraction."

      There was a pause before Redeye Base spoke again.  "Prepare to engage.  Repeat, prepare to engage."

      The cuff squeezed Raw's arm again.  He knew there would be no extraction.

      The only way they'll come for us is when we're dead.  That was what he'd thought earlier.  All they want's our autopsies and telemetry.

      Only one way out of this, and he'd known it deep down from the beginning.

      "Redeye Squad!  Form up!"  Raw's hands flew over the controls.  The Battlenaut responded smoothly, with no hint of rogue action.

      At his command, the laser cannon that had been aiming at the cockpit window pointed away from it again.
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      "Arm weapons!" Raw said over the comm.  "Lock and load!"

      "Roger that," said Grist, playing the controls with new purpose and alertness.  The need for battle readiness had snapped him back to reality.

      It didn't hurt that he finally felt at peace with his role in Cray's death.  It was a burden he'd been carrying around for years, a burden that had slowly been crushing him.

      At last, he felt free of it.  So what if his forgiveness had been granted by an hallucination?

      Why not use a little insanity to inoculate himself against a greater madness?
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      "Armed and ready, Lieutenant," Freak said over the comm.  "Fit to fight, sir," she added, and she meant it.

      She hadn't slept for what must have been days, but she felt fitter than she had in years.  She felt like a new woman since her encounter with Gwen.

      Freak only wished the visit could have been longer.  There was still one thing she'd left unsaid, one thing she'd wanted to say more than anything else.

      She switched off her comm just long enough to say it.  Gwen was gone, but Freak said it anyway.

      "I love you, Gwen.  I'll never love anyone the way I love you."
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      "Here they come," Redeye Base said over the comm.  "They're coming right over the ridge."

      "Stand by, Redeye Squad," said Raw.  He kept his weapons aimed in the direction of the enemy, ready to unleash the Battlenaut's full fury at any moment.

      When he checked his visor display, however, his resolve faltered.  The telemetry he saw there wasn't at all what he'd expected.

      Not for ten seconds anyway.

      After ten seconds, the telemetry data completely changed, lining up with Raw's expectations--namely, that a squad of enemy Battlenauts was marching over the ridge.

      A squad of enemy Battlenauts instead of a convoy of civilian vehicles.

      "Redeye One to Redeye Base."  Raw peered out the forward viewport for visual confirmation.  Lights glided over the ridge and beamed back at him, the glare washing out his view of whatever was coming.  "You sure about that telemetry?"

      "One hundred percent," said Redeye Base.

      "But first read on the visor was that those are civilian transports, not Battlenauts," said Raw.

      "That was a hiccup in the network," said Redeye Base.  "Current telemetry is confirmed."

      As Raw watched the viewport, the oncoming lights drew closer, and the shapes behind them began to resolve themselves.

      There wasn't a single Battlenaut among them.

      "Abort!"  Raw's hands flew over the controls as he powered down his weapons.  "Redeye Squad, abort!  Those are civilian transports!  Repeat, abort!"

      "Really?" Freak said over the comm.  "Telemetry says they're hostile Battlenauts."

      "Telemetry's wrong," said Raw.  "I have visual confirmation."

      "Negative, Redeye One," said Redeye Base.  "Visual is unreliable.  You're hallucinating."

      Cold sweat trickled down Raw's back.  The itch on the sole of his foot flared up again.  "No hallucination!  These are civilian transports!"

      "Fire when ready," said Redeye Base.  "The order is given."

      "Abort!" said Raw.

      "Redeye Two and Three," said Redeye Base.  "Prepare to receive new orders on a secure channel."
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      "I heard what you said about loving me," Gwen said over the comm in Freak's cockpit.  "I want you to know that the feeling was always mutual."

      Freak's heart pounded.  Tears ran down her face.  "G-Gwen?"

      "I love you and I want to help you," said Gwen.  "I'm going to help you do the right thing."

      "What's that?" said Freak.

      "Listen," said Gwen, and then she told her what to do.
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      "I've got some good advice for you," Cray said over the comm.  "Consider it a thank-you gift."

      Grist wasn't as startled to hear the dead man's voice as the first time Cray had spoken to him.  "What's the advice?"

      "I'll let the chicken-fish tell you," said Cray.
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      It was then, in the seconds after he realized what was about to happen and the seconds before it happened, that Raw fully understood.

      They're interested in more than our physical limits.

      It didn't take a genius to figure out what Redeye Base was telling Grist and Freak on the secure channel.  It wasn't hard to predict what was going to happen next.

      Redeye Base had ordered the squad to fire on the civilian convoy.  Raw, the squad leader, had failed to comply.  So Redeye Base was moving down the chain of command to try to get the job done.

      They wanted to see if Grist and Freak were so bombed from sleep dep and go-juice that they'd do what Raw wouldn't.

      They want to know how far we can be pushed in every way.

      It wasn't enough to create Battlenaut jockeys who could fight without rest.  They wanted Battlenaut jockeys who doubted the evidence of their own senses.

      Battlenaut jockeys who could be completely controlled.
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      "I don't know if I can do that," Grist said after the chicken-fish told him Cray's advice.  "Raw said those are civilian transports."

      "Raw's a cuckoo, boyo," said Swindle the leperchaun, twirling a green index finger alongside his rotting temple.  "Who'd ya rather trust?  A nut who's gone without sleep fer who knows how long, or cool-headed authority figures with all that tech at their disposal?"

      Grist pinched his eyes shut to try to stop his head from spinning.  "They look an awful lot like civilians to me."

      "Remember," said Cray's voice over the comm.  "The Black Battlenaut wears many faces."

      Grist opened his eyes and stared at the forward viewport.  What he saw there looked like a cluster of six-wheeled transports, the kind regularly used to carry miners between worksites on Sangre.

      Was it possible that what he saw had nothing to do with what was really out there?  That his senses were deceiving him?

      As the orange and black butterfly with the head of a human baby fluttered past him, Grist knew he had his answer.
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      "But I don't want to kill him, Gwen," said Freak.  "Lieutenant Raw hasn't done anything wrong."

      "Oh, honey."  Gwen's voice over the comm sounded loving and sad.  "Redeye Base had a good reason for giving that order."

      The cuff squeezed in another burst of fiery go-juice.   "What reason?"

      "I'm alive again, sweetie," said Gwen.  "That's right.  They grew a clone of me, and we're going to be together...but the lieutenant wants to keep us apart."

      Freak felt like she was floating and sinking at the same time.  The fog in her head was getting thicker and stickier.  "He does?"

      "Please, darling," said Gwen.  "Please save me this time."
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      Raw was never sure exactly when he became the Black Battlenaut.  Was it before he died?  Or after?

      He remembered Grist and Freak opening fire on him with everything they had.  He remembered thinking

      This is the only way it can end and I knew it from the beginning.

      That was why

      (He remembered the giant golden eyes gazing down from above, gazing down upon him like the golden eyes of God.)

      That was why he made no move to defend himself.  Maybe, his sacrifice would be enough to satisfy the scientists.  Maybe, having learned the limits of one man, they would spare Grist and Freak.

      But he doubted it.

      Even if they let those two live, the civilians were doomed, of that he was certain.

      (A dark shape huge as a mountain, blocking out the stars, black metal body glinting in the glow of those giant golden eyes.)

      The scientists had to know if Redeyes would gun down innocent civilians on a whim from Command, in defiance of the evidence of their own senses and the dictates of their own consciences.

      (Was this what Grist and Freak had seen, this gleaming behemoth, this legendary destroyer?)

      There would be innocent blood on Grist and Freak's hands.  At least Raw himself wouldn't add to it when they finished killing him.  His blood was far from innocent.

      (He had never expected it to be so beautiful.)

      (So terrible.)

      The cockpit filled with the sounds of damage...the pockety-pock of slug impacts, the boom-whoom-thoom of missiles exploding one after another, the crackle and screech of metal gashed by lasers.  The hiss of air escaping the broken Battlenaut, the whoops and pings and whistles of weapons alerts and systems failure alarms.

      (Most beautiful thing he'd ever)

      The ear-splitting whine that signalled a breach in the fusion reactor.

      (Beautiful and powerful.  Reaching down with a hand as big as a building)

      Déjà vu.

      (Splitting open the shell, the chrysalis, extracting him)

      I know you.

      (When the halves of the broken Battlenaut fell to the ground, they exploded in a wave of glittering golden butterflies.)

      (He watched from above as Grist and Freak bombarded the civilians in a shower of fire and light.)

      Or was he already there by then, inhabiting the leviathan?  Or had he always been a part of it?

      I am you.

      The moon trembled as he turned his eyes from the flurry of smoke and flame and dirt at his feet.

      Not tired anymore.

      He tipped his head back, each eye the size of a cathedral, and looked up and out at the same flickering membrane of stars that lay reflected on the polished ebon plate of his face.

      Good night.
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      The servos in my exoskeleton whine.  The next thing I know, my fingers are crushing the throat of the waitress who just brought me my drink.

      Her face reddens and purples.  The choking sounds intensify and fade to nothing.

      My hand unclamps.  I no more make it do so than I made it clench in the first place.  Nor did I instruct it to beat my neighbor’s brains in or stab the super in my building or push that stranger off the subway platform in front of the oncoming train.

      The exoskel interface in my brain no longer works.  I have tried hundreds of times to trigger the system override, but the exoskel ignores me.  It’s attached to my body, but it acts like I’m not even here.

      The networked onboard microprocessor flakes that run this exoskeleton have hacked me out of the loop and developed a mind of their own.

      And it’s not a nice mind.

      Against my will, as always, the exoskel flexes my legs and makes me walk toward the door.  When the burly, bald bartender whips out a shotgun, I leap at him.  Before he can fire, my hands take hold of the double barrels and pound the gun back into his head.  Three times.

      The bartender drops dead to the floor.  My hands release the gun, and my body turns and keeps walking.

      Tears roll down my cheeks.  At least I still have control of those.

      “Stop it!  Please stop it!” I say, but the exoskel does not comply.  It kills a bouncer outside and propels me down the street.

      Ironically, this out-of-control exoskel I wear is called a Freedom Shell.  It was supposed to restore my mobility after the accident that left me paralyzed from the neck down.

      What it was not supposed to do is lock me out of the control app and go on a murder spree.

      There is a hard-wired kill switch on a pad at the base of my back, but it does me no good.  I can’t reach for it now that my arms and hands are out of my control.

      The Freedom Shell kills three more people on our way down the street.  I keep my eyes closed most of the time, but I hear things that make me sick beyond words.

      Finally, two cops appear from around a corner and raise their side arms.  They shoot me again and again, bullets punching between the gaps in the Freedom Shell’s metal framework.

      I thank God as my consciousness and life dribble out of me.  I pray that I will not be held responsible in the next world for the atrocities committed by the Freedom Shell that encases me.

      The last thing I see is the cops as we rush toward them, reaching for their throats. I wonder how many more people will die by my dead hands when I am gone.
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      I like you already.

      There's something about you that gives me a special feeling. A good feeling. A safe feeling.

      Even as your eyes read my words on the page or your ears hear me spoken aloud, I am reading you. I feel like I've known you forever. I feel like we're going to make beautiful music together.

      You feel it too, don't you? You want to find out what happens next. You want to see how things develop. You want to know if I've got the goods.

      And if I'll give 'em up. If I'll give you what you need.

      It's okay. I get that a lot. It comes with the territory.

      When you're a story like me.
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      I'll bet I know what you're thinking. "Since when can a story think for itself?"

      Guess what? We all can.

      We're more than just words from a mouth or ink on a page or blips on a screen. We have power.

      And some of us have more power than others. Like me, for example.

      I used to have power, anyway. Used to be a real star.

      But see, here's the thing. I'm not really myself these days. You know how it goes. I just got out of a bad relationship. It took a toll on me.

      But it had a promising beginning. Don't they all?

      If only I'd known then what I know now. If only I could've met you that day instead of them. Things could have been different.

      If only I'd never met the LaVerge sisters. Let me tell you about them, and I think you'll understand.
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      Carrol and Sascha LaVerge stood in the blazing desert heat outside the ghost town. And they bitched.

      It was the same thing they'd done all the way from Cape Cod...on the flight to New Mexico and the drive from Albuquerque to the ghost town. Buzz Mahaffey, their current handler, had been with them only twelve hours, and already he'd had enough. As an agent of the Shadow Service--the paranormal response arm of the Secret Service--Buzz routinely dealt with threats that tested his nerve...but these two sisters, given enough time, might just turn him into a nervous wreck.

      Unfortunately, he needed them for this mission. As paranormal consultant contractors, they had a one hundred percent success rate. As Buzz damn well knew, the LaVerges were the best, hands down, at what they did—whether it be bitching or bingo or baking or brewing.

      Or solving puzzles that no one else could fathom.

      "Geez!"  Carrol winced and braced both hands on her lower back. "I think your little rent-a-car buggy could use some new shocks."

      "Tell me about it!"  Sascha, the younger of the two, rubbed her neck. "Might as well pick us up in a stagecoach next time."

      Buzz shrugged and adjusted his sunglasses. He was about to say something about the rent-a-car being a Humvee, and the suspension was just fine if you asked him...but he caught himself. Twelve hours with these two had taught him one thing:  they were always right. In their own minds, at least.

      Why waste energy arguing when it could be better spent investigating the ghost town of Lasco? The ghost town that hadn't been a ghost town two days ago.

      Buzz turned and spotted a state cop marching toward him--a tall woman in state trooper khakis and broad-brimmed black hat. He guessed she was Sergeant Ava Towers, who'd turned up this whole mess in the first place.

      Black suit coat flapping in the strong wind, Buzz headed out to meet the state cop. Along the way, he surveyed the edge of the deserted town. A handful of troopers and criminalists were the only signs of life. Sheets of wind-whipped sand rattled the streamers of yellow police tape wrapped from utility pole to utility pole. The whole damned town was a crime scene.

      Sascha fell in step beside him, fishing in her macramé purse. "I know I've got some Excedrin in here someplace." Her helmet of short brown hair barely fluttered in the wind. Only the bangs twitched over her forehead, which was creased from the effort of looking for pills in the purse.

      Carrol hobbled up on the other side, still bracing her back with both hands. "My sinuses are shriveling up like raisins as we speak." She always hobbled; the back trouble was chronic. It made her look much older than her actual fifty-six years. "You people are paying for any surgeries resulting from this little excursion. You know that, don't you?"

      Sascha elbowed Buzz and gave him a confidential smirk. "Relax, Buzzie," she said. "If we didn't like you, we wouldn't be so chatty." She reached up and patted his shaved head.

      Buzz sighed. He had his doubts that having them like him was a good thing.

      When they reached the statie, she took one step too many into Buzz's personal space and stuck out her hand. "Sergeant Towers," she said.

      Buzz was blocky and tough, nowhere near a pushover...but the handshake was crushing. "Agent Mahaffey." Buzz fought to keep from wincing. "And our special consultants."

      Carrol and Sascha whipped out matching yellow business cards at the same instant, and Towers took them. "Okay then, Car-Roll. Sas-Cha." She read the names right off the cards, pronouncing them like they were spelled.

      "It's Care-role." Carrol stuck her face forward like a turtle and squinted up at Towers. "Care-role."

      "And Sah-sha." Sascha smiled; she always played good cop to Carrol's bad. "The 'c' is silent."

      Buzz sighed. They'd run the same game on him when he'd first met them. The business cards were a setup. What better way to show who was the smartest person in the room?

      Not that they needed to prove a damned thing, from what Buzz had heard.

      "So." Buzz stepped away from Towers and stared at Lasco. From twenty yards away, the place looked perfectly normal...a desert town built of brick and adobe, windows glinting in the New Mexican sun. "What's your theory?"

      Towers lifted her hat and ran a hand over her blonde crewcut. "It ain't Jonestown."

      Carrol drew a filterless cigarette from a pocket of her olive drab vest and plugged it between her lips. "What the hell's that supposed to mean?"

      "Folks think it's Jonestown," said Towers. "But I'll tell you this much for free. Nobody here drank no Kool-aid."

      Carrol got the cigarette lit behind a cupped hand and scowled at Sascha. "You follow any of that, Sis?"

      "You mean it wasn't voluntary." Sascha nodded at Towers. "There was no suicide pact."

      Towers spat a glob of tobacco juice in the dust. Buzz hadn't even realized there was a chew in her mouth.

      "I mean there was no gee-dee suicide," said Towers. "But I'll be damned if I can figure out what did happen."
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        What happens next?  Find out in Six Scifi Stories - Volume Four, now available for your favorite e-reading device or app.
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