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IT CAME FROM INSIDE THE INKWELL!

IT CAME FROM INSIDE THE INKWELL! By Vincent Davis

"JUST CURIOUS..WHEN YOU BLOKES GO TO A SHOW DO YOU
BUY ONE OR TWO TICKETS?"

Vincent is an artist who has consistently been on assignment in the art world for over twenty



years. Throghout his career he has acquired a toolbox of diverse skills (from freehand drawing
to digital design,-shirt designer to muralist). His styles range from the wildly abstract to pulp
style comics.

In 2013, his work in END TIMES won an award in the B&stor Anthology category for that
year. When Vincent is not at his drawing board he can be found in the classroom teaching
cartooning and illustration to his students at Westchester Community College in Valhalla NY.

He lives in Mamaroneck NY with his evifennie and dog Skip.

https://www.freelanced.com/vincentdavis
Return to Contents



https://www.freelanced.com/vincentdavis

OZ by Rob Bliss

Oh, to live duringthedaysof a World War. The Secondseemednorefun thanthe First, but |
takeeitheroneof them.Whenhalf the globegatheredo exorciseall of their fears,to give vent
to everyrealanddelusionalparanoiaandto declareasmanybrandof enemiesasthelanguage
couldname.Now, however,our vocabuary hasbroadenedTechnologywritesdictionaries.
Everyfoe hasalegionof namesandno oneis everguilty of merelyasinglecrime.

Whethera military manparachutingrom aflak-cloggedsky ashis buzzing,screamingairplane
streaksa cometdescentpr anundergroundesistor plainclothesforgedpapersn his pocket,
currencysewninto thelining of his heavyfarmeiGs coat,whisperingpasswordshroughcellar
windowsasdarkwindmills turn understormclouds.

Suchatimed suchlivesto lived everymanifestatiorof ahumanbeingstill calledaheroon
someshore.Thedraftedschoolteacheslippingup behindanexhausteagentry,cradlinghisrifle
like ateddybeatr his chairtippedbackto leanagainsta Romanerastonewall (why all sentries
mustbeforcedto pace,yet why the pacingleadsto greaterexhaustion) andtheteachein
foreignuniformwith afew wordslearnedreadingNineteenthCenturyauthorscrackspebbles
underhis rubberheelbeforesliding a bayonetacrosshe sleepets windpipe.

He doesno murdeg if hemakest to benevolenshores.

But themapwill gethim there.And the contactsheis supposedo meet,thefalsenamesut
accuratelyspokengcodesgivento put him on amotorcycle bury him underthe strawof a
farmexs wagon,slip him into the cargoholdsof fishing boats,edginghim out of enemyterritory
andovertheinvisible demarcatiorof afield, ahedgeaforestof nonpartisantrees,a sylvan
brookinto neutralterritory.

Fromtherehetravelsvisible andtalkative,knowing a smatteringof a few languagesinterpreting
everyfifth wordin anabandonedectionof newspapea weekold, to discoverhow theworld
hasbeenturningsincehe hadlastbeenin it andof it. Monthshavepassedor him in darkness
andsilence holding his breathin attics,nosecloseto farm animalshit, not surewhatwas

worse& thegrowl of hungeror the groanof a stomachrenewingits functiondueto a wedgeof
stalebread.

How manyhadhekilled by bulletandgrenadehow manybelliespierced throatsslitd acurious
soldiershuffling too closeto a copseof tree® ashotfired wide butthethunderof thegun
echoin@ thepoorforeignboy attentivelygrowinghisfirst blondemoustaché headsmashedn
by a stoneheldlike anunthrownbasebab thebloodwashinginto his blue eyesforeheadskin
split andanarrowheadf bonejutting out, pushedoy the pressuref greymatter.

How manyguilty andinnocentkilled, abductedraped sometimegheenemy,sometimesn
ally, thelonelywidow, the hungryorphan the blind warrior reachingfor thetumbledcigarette
packandthe creaseghotoof his prettywife far awayé all becameguilty, thereforecrime
becamdife. Survivalwasmoreimportantthanthe war andits manytriumphsandhydraheaded
meanings.



Eventhe guilty who lostthewar bought,sold,andslaughteredheir way out of the devastated
war zone.Dressecaswoman,asnuns,gold fillings payingferrymen,steppingsilently out of one
line into another speakinghe enemys tongue,usingthe password®f pop culture,smiling,
praisingthe friendshipof theformerly hated vowing to wavea newflag solong astheycould
stepaboardhe steamshiglepartingfor anewcontinent.

Therearealwaysnew continentson asingleglobe,onesthatwill notsully their hand$ soaked
in theblood of neighbourd who alsowill notsully theirhand$ in thewarsof ancient
continents.

Thereis alwaysanescapdor the hated.Thekiller hidesin the hold beneatHuggageandcoiled
rope,deafenedy thedroneof dieselenginesandhypnotizedoy thewashof someseaagainst
theechoingsteelhull. Asleepor awake his mind is essentiallypreoccupiedvith only two
thoughtswherehe hascomefrom andwhereheis goingto.

Heis travellingandturningapagein hislife. A newnameis choserfrom amongsimany,anew
biographydevelopedsthe shipsailson.

Thepariahwritesa newchapterandis free.

| amaserialkiller, still uncaughtYoung,old, male,female,black,whited | kill all. Theyare
meatsheathedh skin,andl amabutcher freeingsoul® compostinghe humanbackinto the
soild Earthhasmorevaluethanits speciesYou figure meout, | car@. | dond haveto. | live by
only my ruled why is thatwrong all nationsdoitd | amanation.l amatwarand,thus,have
everyrightto kill theenemyé like my fathersandgrandfatherdeforeme. Call me World War
Three.

| havetakenweaponf opportunityd achair,a shardof brokenglass,apen,aceramic
sculptur® butprefermy calling card:the straightrazor.Smallto hide, easyto open,atight grip
andasinglelethaledgeallows meto openajugularlike peelinganappleskin. Theleft hand
gripstheir hair atthebackof thehead theskullca@ their neckinstantlystiffeningatthefeel of
aforeigngrip. Ouranimalancestorsieverfully developed suitabledefencevhen,or if, they
wereeverattackedrom theback.So,today,we panicandbecomevoodasadrenalinesurges
throughour bloatedveins,andit takesafew seconddor our thoughtsto collectandfind a
straegyto defendagainsthekiller behindus.

In lessthanafew secondspf coursemy bladehasbledyou, andthe shocksinksyouto the
floor. | merelystepapaceor two awayandwatch.Oncel seethelife drainingfrom your eyes|
straddleyou, kneespinningyour biceps,andl setto carving.

Openshirt, hairy or shaventits or pectoralsablankcanvasonwhich | tracemy imagesand
lexicon.A jaggedbladedrawscrudestick figuresof conquistadoresomingashorepr
buccaneerpillaging atown. fiTortuga, fiMadagascay, iThe MosquitoCoasb, | havebeen



knownto scratchinto looseskin andtight muscle assuredlymuchto the confusionof
investigatorsTwelvekills to date,butabakes dozentempts.

Theythink I&m aforeignersinceit& soeasyto pin anaberratioron analien.But [&dm oneof
thenmd suitandtie, winning smile,intoxicatingcologne,armcandy,stockportfolio andreal
estateholdings.Theyd rightlyd look for apirate,butin thesemoderntimes,piracyoccursmost
oftenondry land.

No, whattheyfail to understands not my urgeto kill butto escapel know 1Gm wrong,Idm a
badboy, a hell awaits,| know | shouldstop.And | planto. But wherecanl go? Thewarrior and
thepirated thevillain andthe priesd theywereall allowedto leave.Once,in ancienttimes
(weretheRomanamorecivilized thanus?Is progresonesmall stepforward, two leaps
backwards?)herewasanoptiongivenby everycourt: punishmentf you muststay,or if youde
willing to leaveit all, carryingyour life & remnantson your back,thenit wasexile. Go,anddond
evercomeback.

Ah, Australia!l (But now afirst world democracyvhichinsistson punishingits badboys;thereis
no moreoption; | cannotbecomeanewGallipoli.) If only therewerestill anOz wherel couldbe
send to surviveor die, all crimesforgivend butdond comeback.Pitcairnisland,St. Helena,
Brazil, Argentina.(Do Nazisstill exist,processingocainen Amazonianungles,riding horses
with gauchosyanishingamongsstoneagetribeswho still cuttheir cheeksn honourof animal
gods?)Of coursetheyall still exist,butthisis theageof the electroniceye,theretinascan,
faciatrecognitionsoftwar® thepassportinked to internationalpolicing agenciesywhich are
linked to natioral andlocal swine,sothatwhereveryou go, thats whereyou are.And whereyou
mayforeverstay.

Everyoneknowstheyde beingwatched andyet somehowtheyarestill ableto live longlives.

And the huntershelphuntershelphoundsto chasethe fox, which canno longerbea gentlemen
foe. Thechasds riggedwhena droneflies overand GPStracksandthefox hasanimplantunder
thelooseskin atthebackof theneck.And if theyfail, the extraditiontreatyattacks An éexd
traditiond historyandits fair playis madeextinct.

Thereareno morepirates. Hologramsmakeforgerydifficult if notimpossible But shipsstill
smuggle andwhite slaveryis aboomingbusinessevenin thecyberage.ldl makeit. By hookor
by crook.

If thereis no Oz, thenwe, the pariahsof the shrinkingworld, mustmakeour own. Onemorekill
andl setsail. Bonvoyageto thefox ontheship,laughingat the bayingof impotenthoundson
modernshores.

THE END
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THE STRANGE END OF THE COWARD EARLESS CLINGy Gregory Owen
Part One

The aged whiskey burned his throat, sending liquid heat down into his stomach that spread to
every portion of his body. He slammed the glass daitim a clink. Keeping his gaze low, he
slapped his grimy hand on the bar to get the barténdéention.

AGimmedothero

The gentleman behind the bar, an older fellow with a timokistachend a gruff expression,

eyed the younger man sitting on steol as he turned his focus away from the other drinking
customers a few seats down. Making his way toward the far end closest to the door, he reached
under the bar for the open whiskey bottle and poured another shot into the glass.

fiThere ya go, sio,he said coolly.
The young man didihrespond for a moment, looking at the glass intently.
The bartender cleared his thra@nything else, sir@

Taking the glass and holding it to his lips, the customer replied in afifime a minut&He
tipped hishead back and gulped hard, beckoning the bartender again with another slap.

fnAnotherd

He nodded, and the bartender tipped the whiskey bottle into the glass. As he did so, though, he
couldr@ help but stare at the man. He leaned forward to try andlpgdtea look at his face.

Thin and wiry, his skin was concealed by a layer of sun and dirt that also coated his unwashed
clothing. His scarred complexion, hidden beneath a rough beard and a mop of curly brown hair,
could not mask his beady eyes. They waengular slits theolourof coal that kept looking to

the floor uncomfortably. Perhaps his greatest identifying feature, however, was the absence of
his left ear, and in its place a lumpy, mangled growth of skin barely covered by the scraggly fur
on his head. That particular portion of his appearance was being observed with increasing
scrutiny by the burly man three stools down.

As soon as the bartender finished his pour, the man was already swallowing it down and
demanding another.

fiMighty thirsty, aend we sird
He mustered a wet belch and cleared his throat, wiping his arm across hisfiiapt.

But the bartender, his curiosity slowly piquing, merely placed the whiskey back on the bar,
neglecting to pour anymore. The bottle, brand new onlyoan &go, was already half empty, the



young customer having ingested most of its conté@Msd if | ask your name, sit?
Al do mindp he answered quickljiPour me anothey.
Al think his name is Clint Musgraue.

Both the bartender and the man lookedawd the end of the bar at the larger gentleman who had
been staring at this stranger to the town for a good five minutes, and his fat, sweaty face showed
a crooked yellow smile of recognition. The bartender narrowed his eyes as he tried to process the
name, hismoustachednouth curling in thought, and he stepped back without even realizing it.

AUh...you know this guy, Johnng3dohnny Wells was a lifelong resident of Arizona, coming to
Tombstone the year it was established in an attempt to make moneyasysothers had done,

and eleven months later, he owned a small farm outside of town, making a living as a rancher,
trading cattle and other supplies alongside his son. He had spent a number of afternoons and
nights in the saloons and gambling houseswieaie slowly appearing in the area, as evidenced

by his portly, gluttonous visage. As such, Johnny knew many of the locals...and even some of the
unfamiliar faces who passed through. He also knew of their reputations.

AAGyuh, | knowdm, Eustaca) Johnnystated, turning his eyes back to the rugged patron, leaning
closer.fil know youo

Clint kept his eyes to the bar, trying fruitlessly to keep his face partially concealed. He clutched
the glass tightlyfiNo, dor& think you do, friendb

fiNo, | believe | @...1 can tell by that...uh, scale gestured toward Cliéd lack of a left eafil
hear theré a good story behind thatn...and it aif Gcause you cut yerself shadio

fiYou hear a lotta thinggClint said.

fil reckon | hear a lot more than youlddohnny bellowed with laughter, his rotund gut heaving

with each gasp as he slapped the back of the patron next to him and pointed at the wound on the
side of Clints head. He grinned widely with pride at his salfnitted clever witticism and

pushed hireelf up from his seat.

fAiThey call yafiEarless Clint, dorit theyd He stepped around behind the outlaw, his boots
dragging across the smooth floor in scufig/ouldnd it make more sense to call ganeEar®d
Heho Johnny poked Clint on the shoulder, hetdidrit react.AiYou kill& a lotta people...so |
hearp he said in a mocking tone.

But Clint didrd acknowledge the remark, holding his seething tongue. He could feel his face
flushing with anger and alcohol.

AYa heard ofim, aind ya, Eustace? Ya hehadol6fiEarless Clint Musgrave? Hé& quite the
dangerous little outlawa.



The bartender couldnstop staring at Clint, nodding his head. He knew him all +ighid heard
his name spoken many times...knew of things he had done. Eustace startegitoveaid the
sawedoff shotgun he kept under the bar directly in front of him. He was unable to shake the
rising feeling that he was going to need it, seeing as Johnnd &itbw when to stop and had a
habit of going much too far.

fiHow dout youd Johnnyposed to the men thatdiebeen sitting next to moments ago, each of
whom nodded slightly, trying to keep out of the conversafiSee? They know ya.

Al dond know them...do@ know you. Doit want too

fiReputation carries a lotta weigihbund Tombsine. Ya...hear...things, héldohnny sneered as

he leaned his head in close, circling around behind the smaller man like a cougar stalking a fallen
deer.fiKnow what else | head?

Clint clenched his teetliWhatd

Al also hear yer somettiof a...cowarty... typep Johnny goaded.

Al aind no coward) Clint muttered softlyfiNot a goddamn coward at alb...

fiSure you are...you dinno better than that pisser Jack McCall...ya know, the one that shot
dvild Bill 6in Deadwood®

Clint instinctively reachedbr the sixshooter in his holster with a calm hand, caressing the
hammer with his calloused thumttisten, friend...| ai@ ever shot no man from behind...| dbn
shoot men in the baak.

AOnNly in the front, and when they &@imolding right? Johnny sitkered, looking around the
saloon to his audiencAn unarmed man is always worth shoéfier someone like you. Afi
aind your goddamn frienda.

fiGood, we share that sentimértie saidfiYou...uh, Eustacehe pointed at the bartender,
AAnother drnk?0

Eustace still kept his nervous focus on the shotgun.

fAiTell me...tell e@yone how...how many people have youdilin the past two years? What?
Twelve? Thirteen®

Unknown to his heckler, a thin smile crept onto Musgialips. Pride was one ofgreatest

sins, and he wasénlacking in it when it came to his deeds. It always took precedence even when
restraint was needed, and now, he difeel the need to try and conceal his ideniityfact, he
thought he would flaunt ifiSixteeno

AOh...ImugHapologize...my mistake. Sixteen men §aukilléd. You must be proud. Wait...they



was men, wagihthey? Or do you kill women échildren too®

Trying again to ignore the larger man chuckling and sending droplets of spit onto the back of his
neck, Cint looked at Eustace directly, realizing with finality that his whiskey well had run dry

he could also sense that the timid bartender was plotting something of his own. Slowly, he
moved his left hand to his waist, searching for something hidden from view

AWhy doncha tell errybodgbout the big kill you made...tedem dout that marshal you shot in
the face...what was his nan@geJdhnny paused, his words riddled with sarc&¥bin,

right... Tennenbaum. U.S. Marshal. One of the most tenacious lawmeneintitiee
Southwest...and you kitl Gm when he was unarmea...

AYou wastd there..0 Clint said, his grip on his gun becoming tighter.

Al metGm once...stern fella, but seemed fair. He got a small posse together to go after
you...chased you through théa@taw Nation after you went @robbed a stagecoach outside of
Dodge City...chased you for days.dgou kill&d em allo

fAiThat true® asked one of the other patrons in the saloon.

AYup,0 Johnny replieddiAll true. But that aid the kicker of the stgr..ya see, this little yella
belly hadéem dead to rights, but diGdet &&m fight back...nah, a real man waoidetéem go or
at least letem duke it out like men...but@iiEarless shot@ém dead.a

Clint sighed, his hands still at his waiS¥.a know...Johnny, aid it?...ya seem awfully saddened
by the loss of that lawdog...seem so interested in biditgip...whaés it to you, anyway? The
way youfre goirbon, youd think | made love to yer sistet.He turned to look at Johnny, eying
him from his head to his boot&But, of course, | ai@ much for humpitfarm animals.o

But Johnny ignored the insult, seeing that the ouas@nceit was growing. The fat rancher sat
on the stool next to Clint, placing one greasy palm on his shoulder aathéteon the bafiHe
was a good man...&yone you kiltd were good men. But that &my problem. | juédond like
goddamn cowards in my towirhe hissed.

There was a powerful sense of dread permeating the saloon, the air stale with the smell of beer
and smoke, and everyone inside was deathly silent. Clint had found what he was hunting for on
his person during the tales of his exploits, gripping it in his left hand while still keeping his right
at his holster. He finally turned to face Johnny, whoskgbang grin had changed to a grimace

of total disdain.

fil ainG got no gun, Musgrave...wanna put a bullet in ane?
That did it.

fiNahp Clint said softly.fiGot somethibelse for youo



There was a swift motion. Johnny Wells yelped as he felt the bfadkneds skinning knife pass
through his hand, pinning him to the top of the bar, and a stream of blood sprayed upward like a
small geyser. He fell on his knees, knocking the stool down, and he could feel the knife tearing
through the tendons as his bulisdbody pulled him to the floor.

Clint, on the other hand, jumped up from his seat and drew his pistol, aiming at the other men,
many of whom held their open palms upward in surrender while he kept his eyes on the
blubbering ranchefiHow ddya like that,ya fat piece @horse shit® Tears streamed down

Johnnys face as he begged for the torment to stop, and his attacker obliged. The outlaw plucked
the knife from Johnrd round hand, sending him collapsing in a wheezing heap.

Al didn& want thisb he shoted in a rising pitch, wiping the blood from the blade onto his pant
leg and sliding it back into his beifil. swear to God, | didi! But you sonsa-bitches wouldi let

it go, would ya?! | doé mind the killima..hell, itts funlo He smiled a rodefd smile, his display

of possible regret swept away by his overwhelming arrog@hbad other things | wanted to do
today, of course...but | dérever mind puttiba knife into a pig! Yeah,an fiEarless Clint
Musgrave, the meanest bastard in the territoeynember that name, ya ugly wretchéi!chrve

it into yer bellies if any of ya cross me again!

As he concluded his declaration, he looked to the bar and realized that there was nothing there
but the customary glasses and bottles. No bartender in sigh

AEustace, come on out naw;lint said cautiously.

Unknown to the others who were preoccupied when Musgrave stabbed Wells in the hand,
Eustace dove to the floor and climbed under the bar, grabbing the-effvgbdtgun he had
coveted for the better pgeaof the last ten minutes. But he quickly found that while he was spry
enough to do so unnoticed, he was unable to attain the nerve to show himself.

Al know youire under there...might as well come on out!

The bartender, however, proved unwilling, ssmCllecided to provide his own incentive. Taking

aim at the halempty bottle of whiskey on the bar, he clicked the hammer and fired, all of the
patrons jumping at the sound, and sent shards of glass and droplets of liquor all over the bar and
on top of Estace.

fiNow, goddamn youl

The old bartender stood quickly, training his shotgun on the small outlaw. Clint returned the
courtesy by aiming his gun directly at his face. Eustace was trembling a bit, his forehead spotted
with beads of sweat, and he loolamvn to Johnny, who still lay on the floor clutching his hand,
whimpering.

fAre...you eokay, Johnny@

The weakened rancher tried to look at Eustace to nod, to give some form of confirmation that he



was still conscious, but he yelped when he felt thek lod ClintGs free hand slapping him across
the cheek. He slumped back down to the wooden floor.

AOI6Johnnys fine there, Eustace..@ou will be, too...dm just gonna walk out the front door
and be goné,Clint negotiated.

fAlém ssorry, ssir...but Bm afraid...ém afraid | cad let ya walk outta heré!

fAY oudre still callindomeir@? | carit believe itb He stepped forward, placing his boot on top of
Johnnys good hand and looking down at hifi@ause a ruckus, aim a gun at him...and he still
callsmedir.0l swear, hé a damn nice fella, ainhe’d He became serious again in moments.
fldl say this one more time, and only once mare.

Eustace kept his shaking arms as rigid as he could manage despite the fact that the shotgun felt as
though it wei¢ped one hundred pounds.

Y ou,0 the outlaw growled, cocking the hammer back on his piggol) put that damned
shotgun back under the bar...take your dirty hands offa it...or | s\learake a canoe outta
your headd

The threat echoed in the saloonddustace faltered for a moment as he started to lower the gun.
He looked around the room and saw all of the customers staring, their eyes full of disapproval
and loathing because of his cowardice and willingness to give in to a ci@mleahands so

easly. He knew they thought he was yellow, especially because he was about to surrender to a
man likefiEarless Clint. He couldi@ stomach it. No, not this time. Within a second, Eustace
processed his next actions, and he raised his gun.

Seeing the quick m@ment, Clint made good on his verbal promise to the bartender and pulled
the trigger. The bullet tore through Eust@cm®rehead and sent pieces of skull and brain tissue
splattering onto the wall behind him that resembled freshly ground strawberridsartdredeis
muscles jerked, causing him to fire the shotgun wildly toward the ceiling, and he crashed
backward against the shelves, smashing bottles and drinking glasses under his newly dead
weight. His body came to rest in enough liquor to keep him pregdor a few days, at least, a
thought that made Clint laugh under his breath, but he was soon back to business.

AY &ll lemme go, and thdk be the end of it...let it go...Eustace dijrand yall saw what
happened. Just lemme go.

Johnny sputteredicking the blood from his lips as he tried to sit fiyyou word...walk away
from...this, ya snaked.

Al think | mighto Clint replied, slowly stepping backward toward the dévia dor wanna die,
dond follow...dord give me no more trouble, and no mdroublél come to ya, simple as that.
He holstered his firearm, turned around, and pushed through the creaking doors.

fiWe...airdt...doneg the rancher whispered as he pushed himself up from the fildot by



a...miled

Clint charged away from thealoon and walked briskly to get to his speckled Appaloosa tied out
front, but before he could untie him and ride away, he noticed something at the end of the street
under the shade of the General Store in the afternoon sun. Holding his hand overtois eyes
block the sunlight, he made out the shape of a man in a long, dark brown duster and a flat
brimmed hat. He recognized the figure even if he dikimow his identity.

It was the same man that had been following him for the last three days. The sahewaan

sure that he saw as he entered Tombstone earlier that day and attempted to avoid by slipping into
Eustacés saloon in the first place. And now, that same man was standing there, watching, just as
he always seemed to do. He looked to be of averaightrand build, but his face was concealed

by the shadows. Originally, Clint had believed the man to be a mirage or some kind of trick of

the light the first time he saw him in the Mexican territories, but he continued to show himself

with increasing fregency. It was no coincidence that he was here.

But while the man seemed threatening, he had made no effort to attack or disarm Clint, a fact
that was all the more befuddling. Why pursue Clint if he digtan to kill him or arrest him?
Maybe he was waitig for an opportunity, but there had surely been a few already. He simply
stood and stared, and while Clint really needed to leave the town before things became even
more problematic than they already were, he ignored his better judgment, choosinganstead
step across the street to try to identify his unknown follower. He was fairly certain that, as had
become customary, he would not succeed.

Every time Clint had tried to get close to the man during his recent journey, he would duck into
an alley or stento the nearby wilderness and seemingly vanish out of sight like a nightmare at
daybreak. He was never on a hejjsst there, a fact that kept standing out to the young
Musgrave, and he wondered how he was being pursued by a man with no means of
transpotation aside from his own legs. Yet this time seemed to be much different, for as the
outlaw, instinctively keeping his hand close to his holster, made his way toward the elusive
stranger, the stranger, in turn, started walking forward to face him. Heonasger attempting

to pull a disappearing act.

AYou been followidme, airit ya

As the man stepped into the light, Clint quickly came to the dire realization of just who he was,
and a chill washed over him and seeped into his spine. The hairsmapthef his neck stood on
end.

United States Marshal Tennenbaum.

It ain& possible, Clint thought. It céinbe!

It was Tennenbaum, surely, but his features were different. Hgregst sullied, and his gaunt



form had a sickly pallor. But Clint notidesomething far more disturbing as the marshal
approachedhis mouth was deformed and gnarled, a number of his teeth missing and his
shredded lips forming a devilish sneer. He remembered how the lawman had earned that mouth,
but it couldrit be true...it mde no sense.

Despite these monstrous changes, it was him. Clint could see that same cold, calculating look in
the enforceis eyes. To further drive the point home, Clint was able to make out a badge on his
coat, a round silver emblem featuring a fM®nged star readinfU.S. Marshab There was no

doubt anymore, though the implications were still ridiculous in his mind.

Al know you..0 Clint began.

The man moved with a shambling limp, his right leg dragging slightly across the dirt. The spurs
on his bots were ornate silver stars polished to perfection, and they made metallic jingles with
each step he took. The sound reminded Clint of the first and only time the two of them had met
face to face.

f...Youde deadd
fiHello, Clintonp Tennenbaum said.

The voice was familiar to him, and yet it ditlseem to belong to the marshal. Not from what
Clint remembered. Tennenbadvoice was one of a man who grew up in Texas, the deeply
Southern and masculine drawl of a man who spent many adolescent years datidiragnd

thought too highly of himself, but the words spoken now were guttural, more sinister in nature,
and there was a diabolical tone embedded in each inflection. It was a voice he had heard only
once before, much like the marsisabut it didid@ quite register in his mind at that moment. He
was too focused on other thingsimarily the issue of the man standing before him living and
breathing.

fiYou took my ear, you sonuvabitch...and | killed you! ¥euleadd
AiYespthe marshal uttere@Deado

fil watched you bleed out like a stuck @iglint continued, proudly smilingiHeh, | killed ya, ya
shittinblaw dog..0

Tennenbaum was unfazed, cocking his head to the side as he observed the grinning criminal, the
expression of the enforcer akin to tbek of a confused hawk. He watched Ginshaky hand

hover around his holster, and sent him an admonishing fatko deter him, but to express that

it wouldn& do any good to shoot him.

fClinton 0 he said again.

Hearing his name with such venomality quickly returned to Clint. He finally ascertained that
the voice he heard did not belong to the marshal he had met two years prior.



AYou aind the marshah he whisperediNo, he is dead...you look likim, but you do& sound
like Gm...0

The craked corner of Tennenbadsimouth began to rise, as though pleased with the
accusationiiYeso

fWait..0 Memories began to flood the mind of the young Musgrave, and he could finally recall
the source of that voice. This being was not Tennenbaum...itonastising else entirely,
something wearing his fac@\ait, | do know you...that voice...you @irthe marshal...but |
remember hearing you speai...

fiYou owe me a dehithe thing said, fluid curdling in its words.

With that sentence, Clint recalled tbeent that Johnny Wells alluded to in the saloon...the truth
of which only Clint himself knew.

In the spring of 1878, Clint had passed through Kansas on a crusade of gambling, women, and
alcohol in a drunken stupor. Desperate after spending all ofdnsyrand sobering up, he

murdered two men driving a stagecoach carrying supplies outside of Dodge City and made off
with nearly four hundred dollars, heading into the Choctaw nation to evade capture when news
of his crime had spread. Upon hearing of thitameés actions, U.S. Marshal John Tennenbaum, a
righteous and weltespected enforcer who had captured or killed over twenty lawbreakers during
his tenure, led a posse consisting of himself and three eMarsus Everett, Leland Whitehead,
and Ike Parsar into the territory after Musgrave, determined to bring him in, dead or alive.

After tracking the young criminal for a day and a half, the group finally cornered him in a small
valley at high noon. Clint fired the first shot upon seeing the men, apddahened fire,

mortally wounding his old white horse and forcing him to take cover behind a cluster of large
boulders. Tennenbaum ordered a cdasdo his men while Clint remained hidden and reloaded
his pistol.

fiNowhere left to run, Clintl The menin his posse looked at the marshal, dumbfounded. They
were prepared to kill this lowlife, and couftinnderstand their super@srdesire to end things as
peacefully as possible. But Tennenbaum carried a hint of civility despite the world he lived in
and he profession he chose to do. He believed in providing one chance at redemption, but the
others didd feel the same way.

fiThrow down your gun and surrender, or you will be fired upon...We will kill you, no doubt
about itb

Clint was quick with his replyiYou can go to Hell, Marshal! | ainbackirbdown from no
man He pushed the last bullet into the revolving chamber, spinning and clicking it closed. He
was definitely not a brave man, and his gun gave him the only courage he could ever hope to



have.

fASuit yourself, Musgrave! Makes no difference to mé Ithave to kill you, il just mean the
trip back to Dodge will be a bit quieter! Gabeg for forgiveness and mercy when greuleadd

fiMarshal, we should just erin,0 Whitehead stated.

AYeah,why should we dictate terms with a l&verett asked, showing agreement with his
friend. fiHe killad two men...likely others before them. Should just sldoohere and now.

Tennenbaum held his grourididn the one in charge here, in cage feen fogotten. &m givind
him one last chance, fellas, and isat. He takes it, grand...he doésihe dies. Caih get any
clearer than thai.

The men deliberated and Musgrave went unnoticed, peeking around his cover. There was a
metallic glint from his pistbthat caught Tennenbaudmattention, but he was too late to react.

Clint fired and Leland Whitehe&lheart was struck by the bullet, killing him within seconds. He
went limp and fell from his saddle, rolling over face down. His horse neighed in feghihg

up and trotting away from the others as Tennenbaum and the rest of his posse sat in silent shock.

AGoddamnitb Parsons shouted, cocking his rifle in haBkée got Lelandd

Clint concealed himself behind the boulder again for a moment to catistebts, and he
returned to his previous position to take aim.

Tennenbaui@ eyes narrowed and his lips pursed with hatred, the air seething from his throat.
AAwright...lets shoot this piece of shithe ordered.

The men readied their weapons, and theshma could see his target barely peeking over the
rock, preparing to take another shot at him and the remainder of his group. Tennenbaum
prepared his Colt Single Action Army, holding it with a hint of leisure as he had done many
times before. He was defialy finished with negotiation, and he relished what was coming,
finally seeing his opportunity as Clint Musgrave showed just the right amount of his head.

A gunshot roared across the valley, and Clint felt a sudden sting followed by a rush of growing
warmth that trickled onto his shoulder. Almost in a trance, he dropped his gun and reached up
with quivering fingers. He felt that something was missing. Pulling his hand away, he saw the

sunlight reflecting off of the blood that coated his palm and drofapb$ knees.

AiHUh? he muttered in shock.
On the ground were chunks of flesh, speckled red. The mér shdlet had taken much of
Clintés left ear clean off, blasting it apart. He picked up a large hunk of meat and stared,

mortified that he had beenfdemed by a lawman.

fiNo...God, no...my earo..



Tennenbaum, Everett, and Parsons climbed off of their steeds and made their way toward Clint
hiding place, prepared to finish the wounded Musgrave once and for all.

AWingeddm,0 Everett said with a huff.
fiTime to finish itp the marshal responded grimiNobody shootsitil | do.o

The trio moved slowly, their guns drawn and ready to fire, and Clint heard them coming. He
could hear the clinking spurs of Tennenb@sitvoots, the sound like seconds of angraelock
ticking down until his impending demise. As they drew closer and closer, Clint looked for his
gun in the dirt, still in shock from blood loss and a growing fear of dying, and in his frantic
searching, he began talking to himself.

fiPlease...pleasdond lemme die like this...not here...not today. Not by these bastards...I gotta
have better than this...I c@e gunned down like a day.

Clint quickly gave up on his pointless search for his pistol and closed hisnegsise a prayer
would help. Gd forgave everyone for all of their misdeeds according to wlidtlheen told
about the good book. He wassure he believed in anything...honestly, he didzally care

what God or anyone else thought of him. Despite the fact that the acts he hadednimhits

life were frowned upon, he enjoyed what he did and how he lived, and realfiywlai it to

end so soon. Certainly not at the hands of a U.S. Marshal. But he figured that saying a little
prayer would bring him comfort at the very least, ifmiog) else. It couldd hurt.

AGod...please ddhlet these men kill me...I cérdie now...please help mean...sorryp he said
softly, his last words lacking any form of truth. The spurs were louder, and the men were almost
upon him.fiPlease...God, helme..0

Suddenly, a gentle breeze flowed through the stagnant air, combing @ce and filling his

nose with the fragrance of burning cinders. He opened his eyes, looking around for the origin of
theodour, but there was nothing. Above Tennenbé&uspurs, he heard a low whisper and could
barely make out a noise resembling words.

AYou plead to youdGodHClinton...but only | will answero.

CONCLUDES NEXT WEEK
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TESTby Rick McQuiston

Rick ignoredthedisorientatiorhefelt andpulled downthe stepladdefrom its perchon the
garagewall. Theflimsy aluminiumclankedasit hit thefloor.

He hatedcleaningout the gutters butit wassomethingha hadto bedone.If heignoredthemit
couldleadto biggerproblemswshenOld Man Winter cameknocking.

RAII right, letés getthis overwith.o

Rick awokeflat on his back.Thestepladdewasacrosshis chest,its cold metalchilling the
exposedleshof his neck,andthebroomhewasplanningon usingin theyardwasnextto his
head.

AWhatthe..0

Thewordsslippedfrom his slackmouth.Theyheldlittle if anyconviction,beingdilutedby the
lethargythatcoursedhroughhis pronebody.

Rick usedwhatlittle strengthhestill hadto pushtheladderoff andforcedhimselfto sit up. His
headspunaroundthe garageaddingto his disorientationput he managedo staycalm.The
inevitableconfusionaboutwhathappenedvormedits way into his mind then,eventuallytaking
overall otherthoughtsanddemandingo beaddressedjueto its relevancaf nothingelse.

He stoodup andbrushechimselfoff.

AAIl right, Rick, you haveto geta hold of yourself.You justhadanaccidentthats all. It could
happento anybodyo

But his feebleattemptat reassuranceashollow andheknewit.

Rick turnedandrushednto the house knockingoverboxesanda smalltablein the processHe
needed drink of waterto clearhis head.Time hadbecomea strangeranalienthing thatdidnd
applyto him anymoreandonly addedto his confusion.

A surgeof defianceruffled throughRick ashefumbledto fill aglasswith water.He hadno
intentionof endinghis dayswhile trying to cleanup his backyard andhe vowedto getto the
bottomof why he passedut.

A tiny beetlescuttledacrosghefloor, disappearindgpeneathitherefrigerator.
Rick felt asif hewerebeingwatchedandhetried to shakeoff thefeelingbut couldr. It was

definite,concretea fact. He tossel the glassof waterinto the sink, not caringaboutthe mess,
andturnedto facethedoorleadingto theyard. It stoodbeforehim like a pathwayto anew



dimensionarealmof unknowndangersandimpossiblerealities.

Rick,did youfinish cleaningthe guttersandleavetheladderin theyard or did youputit backin
thegarage,whereyoublackedout?

Thequestionswirledin his headlike leavesn a storm.He hadno answerfor it though,andthat
madeit evenmoredifficult to understand.

He steppedowardthedoor,determinedo getto the bottomof the mystery.The possibilitythat
he hadsimply passeaut from dehydrationpr allergies,or anynumberof otherplausible
explanation®ccurredo him but herefusedo believethem.

Therehasto be somethingmoreto it.

Thedoorknobfelt softin his hand,like adampspongeandRick wantedto recoil from it but
didnd. Instead he abruptlytwistedit, andthe doorswungopento revealhis backpatiobutting
up to thehouseon onesideandgiving way to hislawn onthe other.

Behindhim somethingscampere@crosghefloor.

Rick turnedbut sawnothing.

He spunbackaroundandfacedhis yard. Thefeelingthathe wasbeingwatchedwasstronger
thanbefore,somuchsothathecouldré ignoreit. It ruled his actions,compellinghim to proceed
with caution.He decidedhoweverto simply stepontothe patioin onequick move.If hedelayed

anylongerhemightlosehis nerve,andliving with uncertaintywasnot anoptionfor him.

A strongbreezewaftedinto Rickds face,bringingwith it a cool, refreshingvigour. With renewed
energyhelookedat his yard, notingthatsomeitemswerenot wherehe hadleft them.

Or thoughthe hadleft them.
He noticedsomethinglartacrosgherearperimeterof the yardanddisappeabehindthe shed.
Did youfinish cleaningthe gutters?

He turnedandsawtheladder,the sameonethatwaslying ontop of him in thegaragestanding
atattentionin front of the gutters.

Or did youputit backin thegarage?
Therewasmoremovementn theyard. Somethingsmall,no biggerthana golf ball, crawled
throughthe grassonly afew feetin front of him. He trainedhis eyeson it but couldrd seewhat

it was.

Youre beingwatched.



A beetleshotacrosghe patio. It waspalered,almostpink, andsporteda pair of antennaéong
enoughto betentaclesTheycutthroughtheair with the easeof anexperience@crobaiona
highwire.

Rick only caughta glimpseof the creaturebutit wasenoughlt wasmorethanenoughlt was
morethanwould lasthim tenlifetimes.

Getbackto thehouse!
Rick madea beelinefor thedoor,but stoppedn his trackswhenhereachedhethreshold.

Thekitchenfloor swarmedwith bugs.Literally thousandsrawledoverthetiles,andone
anotherjn amindlessdanceof unnervingmovemensimilarto maggotson afreshcarcass.

Rick stumbledbackwarduntil hefell. He landedwith a painful thud on the patiobut nevertook
his eyesoff whatwasin thehouselt took his breathawayjusttrying to wrap his headaroundit.

And thentheinevitablehappenedAs Rick lay sprawledout, the bugsbeganto crawl out of the
house Theymovedin a uniform mannerjnchingtheirway alongasif theywereasingleentity.
Theymarchedastthethresholdn perfectsynchronzation,like a miniature,well-trainedarmy.

Rick couldonly stareasthe bugscamecloserto wherehewas.He tried to cry out but couldonly
uttergibberish;his tonguefelt like aleadpipe;theinsideof his mouthlike sandpaper.

Thebugscrawledforward on a multitudeof legs. Their beadyeyesweretrainedonthehuman,
studyinghim with cold indifference.Their subjectwasbeforethem,andtheresultsof their test
wereimpressiveo saytheleast.The specimerhadfailed to graspthereality alterdions, falsely
concludingthatit washis imagination,a perfectresultto all their hardwork andcalculations.

Thecreatureswarmedwith excitedanticipationastheycreptcloserto Rick. Theretesthad
provedto bea successTheywereconfidentnow thattheywould havelittle if anydifficulty
subjugatinghe remaindeof the population.

Humansweresucheasyprey.

Thebugs,realizingin the collectiveconsciousneshattheyhadno further needfor Rick,
swarmedbverhim, indulgingin theirfirst mealin weeks.

THE END
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THE STRAW MAN COMETHby Jesse Zimmerman
PartThree:The Straw Man Concludeth

The knowledge in my mind is so strong. | imagine everything, the city of Northsphere waiting to
bedest oyed, the Challengerés past, this great |
Killer Grass to the southeast, the green mountains that we had trekked over to get here.

| reach as the hum of the great cannon overwhelms my hearing. Thedilsrarys hadow | eans
darkening twilight. The sun sets to the left of us, casting long shadows.

The cannonés turret faces northward to its ta
is on full display, the creator of the dreadful weapon cfdzaiving no conception of walls. | see

gears, cogs, grinding metal chains, and conveyers. Beyond all the clunking bits and bars there is

a bright light. This is the ammunition. | know this from the slug critter that Straw Man has placed

in my brain. | remmber everything | ever learned thanks to that, and each memory | want to

revisit, but this is not the time!

The Straw Man looks as if he is about to turn to me. | pretend to gaze off into nothing, letting my
vision blur until | see three Straw Men, anobpb my head a bit to look disoriented, which is easy
since | pretty much am. Having memories rush
though, just keeps laughing, slapping the ground and sending bits of grass, pebble, and earth
about at eachmack. Overhead | expect the turret to shoot any second!

As the noises grow louder, | look back at my sister and the Challenger trapped in their cages.
Both are just starring forward, and | i magine

| reach.
My hand goes into my tunic from the front, my arm touching my neck as | retrieved the
horseshodooking item, the Mighty Magnet. | still have it and remember everything about it. |

read about it once in Motherds | ibrary.

| clasp the curve of it, the cold nagtpointing the two fat, flat ends of it at the cannon and |
shout: ALirot Nnyrk!o

Al t hough | cannot hear over t hginangimndoin s char
vibrates, pulsates, and I turn it slightly to the right, right at the Attalstgnn front of the
c a n n o ngedionnthe dery nexus where the biggest gears grind against each other.

APush! o | say.

The Atto flails its short | imbs. 1tds moving
the cannon into the churnimgachinery!

Straw Man continues to laugh, seemingly not noticing.



The Atto gets grounded fast, crunched into a stafifiehshape for a split moment before
vanishing into the inner cogs. | swerve rightward, taking three long steps, keeping the mign poi
of my new weapon pointed north. There are three Attos now.

The cannon shakes, sparks emit from within, and the charging turns into a coarse, explosive,
churning sound!

ltds now when the Straw Man bringembitbi hgmthens
wrong. | have it, the next Atto. There is one next to it too.

APush! o and both fly at once into the grinds,
cannon begins to quake like a seaside village.

Straw Man charges forward in thenfusion. The last Atto jumps about while the big brute

bounds towards the machine! The turret of the cannon is jolted, nuts and bolts flying apart at the
place where it joins the rest of the cannon, and it falls, crashing to the grass. As Straw Man turns
his massive upper body about, | turn my magnet to the Atto at his side.

AGrab!o | yell and the Atto stops jumping. I

| heave the mighty magnet upward and to the right, causing the metal critter to fly up and slam
into the sideadof Straw Mandés h

He falls over.

| spin around to see the Challenger and Fauna cheering, waving their hands over their heads in
the cages.

AGrab door s! Both at once and pull!d | comman

It happens. The cages fly open, the locks bursting apart griteeof the magnet. Fauna jumps
out, the front door just the right size, while the ranger flings his legs through first.

The Straw Man is beginning to stand. The cannon sputters in place behind him, gears flying from

its middle, the bright light,theamu ni t i on, st i | | pul sing. Il retri
Challenger dashing forward for his own. There is no time for the bows and arrows but | manage

to bring my dagger with the magnet. Once sis takes her blade we run.

That machi ne, t ttakd awsHeeadperson with & braoh elueg snside her head to

realize that i1t6l1 blow up! And as | run | re
fire known.

AWhere are we running?0 Fauna cal ledofahiead t o



AUp! o0 | cry, pointing to the I|ibrary. We are
entrance, for | also know that this fire travels slower vertically.

We all charge fully around the tower, stampeding towards the doorway. Orpaesgvander the

arch and into the great front chamber we hear the explosion. Every floor shakes. There is the
sound of glass bursting on every level. Colourful fire appears on the far wall. We pass swiftly to
the winding stairs. The Challenger surges upwéirdt and Fauna hits my side with her free

hand, insisting | go as she takes one last look at the doorway.

The Chall engerdos feet thump at every step. | f
forehead. I f |1 st op perd. Adwe dscegctl get dglahce dver thengpens i s t
space where fires have overtaken more than half of the room, streaking through carpeting and
devouring bookshelves. | hold the rail to my side, but it becomes hot! The fire is growing upward
beneath us!

Mymi nd races with my feet. | candt believe tha
a state of euphoria. It was here where | got this magnet and saw the Killer Grass, that same Killer
Grass that grows on the lands south and east of here! Ihingjs twere different, that | could

stay here, that we hadndét ran into this monst

ltéos floor seven when fl ames are at Faunads b
move! The Challenger reaches the next floor and dashes onto lével édjow him, as does
Fauna, who somersaults onto the carpet right as the fires reach our floor.

Al knew we woul dndét make it! o grumbl es

the ra
can find a way up there! We can fly out on the flyingsloips t he r oo f ! | t 6s

our

The fires are spreading fast, the flames flickering with a medley of colours, taking over the
carpeting before us, and | see the fires rising up the stairs, beginning to feast on the floor of the
ninth level and thatig stonewood door that leads to the roof.

ARun! 06 Fauna cries, smacking my shoulder. The
stairs. The only way we can go is through the big archway, the one that has inscriptions above
t hat read: dsel i phadés Artefa

ADel i pha, goddess of the sea!o | exclaim as o
painted dark blue, and | see tadkaquariums full of water filled with the bones of fish; no

custodians, | guess. We spot a little ways in many rowsdtdgand desks. | see a short column

beyond them, its top a square platform. | run ahead of the others. There | see an item placed on

the hard surface, a rod. | know what this is. It is near the size of my little dagger, the handle

made of smoothpearl, dee t o f it in oneds palm, whi-l e the
green stone. |l tés Deliphabés Rod.

| take the rod before me and call for Delipha, bidding my two companions to part as | aim the
rod with the greeiblue stone at the huge flames. Aroenous stream of water jets forth from



the stone, getting larger as it travels through the space. My sister and the Challenger jump to the
sides as the fires fall before them.

I f eel i mmense joy. AThank you Sea Goddess! 0

The entire eighth floor balcorarea is no longer on fire, the carpet soggy and black. The ninth
floor still burns and, as we run up to the stairs, we see that the big door has burned down.
Twilight beams in from the doorway. There is fire between us and there.

| call to Delipha once nre and point my newfound item, shooting water upward, dissipating the
fires. A fish flops out from the stream of water, bouncing along the floor. | lower the rod and the
water stops. Fauna runs first. | go after her, feeling the heat through my shdiess tiél

rising and growing. Soon the eighth floor will be alight once more. We two sisters reach the
ninth floor.

Beyond the doorway is an open space, the roof, which makes up most of the ninth floor. There

are, on a flat stone surface, two ships mafdgood, each with a single mast and rséred

triangular sail.

AHey Chall enger! o Fauna shouts. AYou were rig

ACome badkn! 0Jithe hor ri-Maneiseyvup fraonghe bake of thedibraB/t r a w

| turn about and sebat the Challenger is not with us. He leans over the rail on the eighth floor.
Fires light up around him and the wall of midtloured flames remerges between us and him.

With his immense strength and dexterity the Straw Man manages to jump sipatghhe

eighth floor, his huge body emerging from the flames. Dozens of little fires dance upon his body
and clothing, yet he seems unhurt. The Challenger backs into the chamber of Delipha, his sword
raised.

AStdBaw! 0 Fauna vyel logsevealid fade s coveved in grotesdqueoburns. t

|l am angry, want him gone. | raise Deliphaods

It shoots through flame and hits him in the eyes. | keep the stream on his face, going downward
into his gaping maw next, causing the big magumle uncontrollably.

AChall enger!o I call to the ranger and raise
sword! o As planned the magnet pulls the end o
kid grabbing a balloon, his legsriging as he floats past the temporarily blinded Stkéan and

through the firewa | | and onto the ninth floor. |l shoot

then we run, hearing the Straw Man scream behind us. As all three of us charge outside, | glance
and see a I|little crab is pinching the Straw Ma



On the roof we are hit with evening breeze. We pile onto the closer of the two ships. The ship is
similar to the size of the last flying ship we saw, ablattfm@ir or five people, about the size of a

|l arge wagon. I n moments we are hovering above
mechanisms, two levers at the front; one for going up and down, the other for backwards and
forwards. | look over the de with the Challenger at the burning building below. We rise higher

and | notice there are three cannonballs on the deck of the other ship down there.

| see the Straw Man charge out the door and onto the roof, remembering that he told me he could
leap tohuge heights. With the whole tower now on fire, thick smoke streaming out all the

windows beneath, the Straw Man steps onto the other flying ship, his huge body taking up most
of the deck, and with an enraged face he pursues us!

| hear my sister cursehTe r anger i nstructs her to go as hic
somet hing!o he yells, grabbing the side of th
beside my dagger, keeping the big magnet in my right hand while my left grabs the mast in th
deckds middl e.

AYouol | pay! Al of you! o0 roars the Straw Man
ship, still a fair distance from us, but close enough where | can see the spittle when he shouts.
One of his meaty hands encircles a canmahand with one move he chucks it at us.

| yell at my sister to swerve, which she does, taking the ship leftward, tilting slightly. The
Challenger falls over, but quickly rights himself. The big ball misses by a few feet off our bow,
falling to the eah.

Straw Man hurls another! This one is coming right at us!

|l raise the magnet and cry out: APush! o while
beneath us making me dizzy. The ball stops-anicind then falls backwards towards the Straw
Manbs ship, missing by as close as that | ast b:

| move towards the stern of the ship, grabbing the short wooden rail. The Challenger is a few feet
from me. Fauna, | see, is gradually bringing our vessel upward towards the clouds. 8etow |
the Old Campus passing from sight.

u

I i n my head
hs

AFauna'! o | <call to her, that s g
t phere! o

setting sun and away from Nor

| feel the vessel turn slightly, rising and curving, and then | see thasstislowly descends in
purple sky and in the distance the city of Northsphere, the tall pearly towers and turrets and the
Northern Sea beyond. The second ship follows us, the Straw Man grumbling as he steers the
ship. He reaches for the last cannonball.

I rai se my magnet and command: ADown, hard! o



As the big man brings the black ball up his palm, it suddenly drops out of his fingers and with
great force plunks into the wooden deck behind his feet. The blonde aggressor curses loudly,
twisting his headseeing that the ships haul has a gaping hole. | remember that these flying ships
sink if they take on too much air! And so the vessel stops moving and plummets to the earth!

The Challenger laughs, slapping my shoulder. Fauna slows the ship slightlyremddauhead to
see whatodos going on. She smil es. I donot . Il s

The Straw Man leaps, his legs pushing him off the fast falling ship, bringing his great sprawling
body towards us, arms estretched. Fauna swears, trying to move |at®.

The boat shakes. Two immense hands grasp the stern. The front of the ship tilts upward, Fauna
nearly sliding down, managing to grip the levers to keep her steady. | fall, smacking into the wall
of the deck at the back, the two big hands inches fre.

The Challenger springs to action, slicing at the hands rapidly while the Straw Man pulls himself
upward. |l duck out of the way of the rangeros
for the Challenger, grabbing him by one leg. The Chgke falls, but not before taking his

sword in both hands and plunging it at the St

The foe cries out and falls from our ship, losing his grip, not letting go out the Challenger in his
one hand though, taking him with him.

| hastily get back to my feet and rush to the end of the ship, which‘hasareced itself on the

air. APull! Grab!o | nearly spit the words, t
against the wall of the edyevernds deck as | | ea
Beneath me the Challengerod6s swordébés tip is at
dangles underneath him, | egs kicking at empty
| feel my arms, shoulders, and back aching in greati n ! I f | dondét | et go |
break off.

Al candt hold!d | manage to shriek to the Cha
ADi e orphan! o roars the Straw Man, sl obbering
ANo! 0 yells the Chall emgwerMama@s hrmorsdtamrd s kfi &de
enougld

He ki ckd&ofgogdari n.
He kicks odma&nd agout i medi édiul ous arguments! o

The last foot to the face causes the Straw Man to lose his grip, the strength of the Challenger,
though weaker than thér&w Man, just enough to send him down. | pull my ranger friend



upward and he siaiips onto the deck, both of us gazing down at the sight of the Straw Man
falling, limbs spinning as he cries out.

He lands, maybe one hundred or so feet beneath us, gi¢atcrash onto the open field below.
| see grasses everywhere in the light of the dusk, a great field.

The Straw Man looks wounded, but he gets up, small as he is from this height. | feel a pit grow

in my belly. |l know whmgtojgmp. goi ng to happen. H
ABl oodyéo the Challenger harshly whispers. Fa
be enough.

The Straw Man places his arms behind his back, crouching, ready to give a great leap towards us
and we brace ourselves.

Then the graeses start moving frantically beneath his feet.

| can see it, the whole field begins shifting, at first the grasses closest to him and then the rest of
the field. All the grasses flutter, looking at first like there are creatures moving within them. But
itdéds not creatures, iIitds the grass itself!

The Straw Mandés face turns from rage to terro

His legs are stuck. Blood spills out from under him, his feet vanishing into the grasses. He looks
beneath him, seegmow that his legs are being devoured.

AKiller Grass!o | yell and | slap the Challen

The Straw Man falls, half of him consumed already, still waving his arms, screaming in horror.
All around the grasses reach for him, the little blades stdaséhim biting and tearing his flesh in

a mad fury, sending bits and chunks of him about the field. His arms fall to his sides only to be
grabbed by the Killer Grass, his fingers, hands, arms and shoulders quickly eaten, the last thing
we see from the dgiance is his face, and the long blonde stikevstrands of hair that the Killer
Grasses envelope in seconds.

The Challenger and | fall onto the floor of the deck and Fauna puts the ship into high speed,
zipping over the fields of deadly gralskdes, mving eastward towards new lands.

AHeb6s gone, 0 sighs the Challenger, slightly s

NWebre a team! o Fauna shouts back to him. i An
adventures! o

Thetwoofusstanduwnd step over to Faunabs side, all 0
our faces and night finally comes. We had another adventure, another quest, and | have two new



items and a strange slug in my head that | probably need to have looked at. But,for no@ m
enjoying my newly recalled knowledge.

After all, knowledge is power.
The adventure continueseé

THE ENDé FOR NOW!
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INVADERS FROM THE ICE PLANETby Rex Mundy
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ANanii!l6Aajika exclaimed huskily.

The young she looked sullenly down at them. Bruises mottled her bare skin. Aajik@held h
hands out in supplication, Kursaal crouched like a predator about to spring. Aajika gave him a
stern look, then climbed out of the hollow and went to speak with her sister.

AVanii,6she repeatediém so glad

Orou thought | was deadthe girl askedAajika nodded wordlessly)You abandoned mé,
Waniiaddeddy ou andéé t hat!

She pointed a slim paw at Kursaal, who glared balefully up at her.

Aajika took her sistés hands, but Wanii struggled awa@ydow did you escap&Aajika wanted
to know.d thought you were in the airship when it crasided.

Wanii rubbed at her bruised§.waspshe saiddNe all were. | was knocked out, | suppose. When
| came to | found the airship no longer plummeting. All was dark, and half the cabin was
flooded. | found othesurvivors, and we half climbed and half swam out of the airship, then
made it to the bank as the rains came déwn.

@id you find shelter@asked Aajika with a sistés concern.

ANe didpsaid Wanii. She glanced from Aajika to Kursaal, then at the catreiroots where

they had shelteredWhen it ended, | came out to see if anyone else had escaped the wreck,
leaving the others where they wére.

@id you see any sign of the Terrab&Rrsaal asked, rising to his feet. Wanii did not answer.
AVanii?6said Aajika gentlydNas there any sign of the Terrans? Did they survive the wdeck?
Wanii shruggedd saw no sign of them in the calishe said¢@ut it was dark and flooded.

When | came out of the place where we sheltered, | thought | saw figuresgnionough the

trees, wading away through the water. | was about to call out to them, but then | saw that they

were pale of skid.

Kursaal growleddrhen YekZerab may have surviveihe said, climbing up to join them.
ONhere are the others? We shouldiretto the Crag as soon as posséble.

Still Wanii refused to answer him. Aajika noddéthats a good idea, Kursaéshe said.
ONanii, take us to the othegs.



Sullenly, Wanii led them to another tree. Faces peered up from the gloom beneath the roots.
Kursaal recognised three more of theskaves, greeblack skinned Venusians of the Crag Folk.
He greeted them, and they climbed out to meet him.

dNe must go nortibhe told themd\orth to the Crag. If any of the warriors survived the retreat,
that is wlere they will bed

As they sloshed their way through fetid swamp waters, seething with repellent life, heading
towards the higher ground, a plume of smoke could be seen through the jivnik trees to the south.
Kursaal knew that this must mark the still bamnfloating island of the Deathcaps. There was no

sign of their people, and no sign of the Terrans, although they passed quite close to the wreck of
the airship. Soon, however, the ground beneath their feet became firmer. They began to ascend a
slope, andhe waters receded. At last they reached the familiar blue mould that lay beneath the
spreading caps of the purple mushrooms. Here they rested, and took stock of their situation.
Although Wanii was still sullen and resentful, the other freed slaves lagk&alKursaal as a

leader. Aajika spoke more than he did, but his very taciturnity seemed to increase his authority in
their eyes.

ANe will go northhe told the othergKeep your eyes open for reptile predators. Even now we
are on our own home grounae are still not safe. Until we reach the caves beneath the Crag can
we count ourselves safe. But we are out of the worst of it now. Rest a while. Wanii, Aajika, you
must take it in turns to watch after me. Sleep now, if you @wish.

He went to a hummockdm which he could keep an eye on the surrounding mushroom forest.
Wanii refused to meet his eye, but Aajika nodded. He watched until he was feeling sleepy, then
went back to the huddle of sleeping forms beneath the biggest mushroom, and woke Wanii.

She prang awake with a muffled cry, and shrank away from him. He stared at her in bafflement.
drour turn to go on watchhe saiddVake Aajika when you are sleepy.
She stalked away in silence. Shrugging, Kursaal went to curl up with the others.

Aajika woke him later. She had completed her watch after Wanii. Her sister had reported nothing
but winged reptiles flying overhead. No airships, no Deathcaps. The mushroom forest was silent.
Even folk of the Tribe seemed to be scarce. Kursaal was troubled. Ekermwiarriors of the

Tribe had been defeated, the women and children should be present in the forest, gathering food
for the next meal. It was eerie.

They all awoke, and soon they were making their way north through the forest. Grey skies above
the canopyhreatened rain, but it never came.

The ground grew steeper. Kursaal now had a clearer picture of the lie of the land of his birth,
gained in the cabin of the airship. The mushroom forest grew on the uplands above the jivnik
infested sump of water neatlboast. North of it were the mountains. It must be the best land for
many miles. No wonder the coast dwelling Deathcaps coveted their folk as slaves. Their own



existence must be precarious, based on fishing and slaving.

These mushroom forests were ritthe mushrooms themselves, and even some of the toadstools,
providing food and fibres for weaving, and fuel when their flesh was dried. The herds-of face
horns and other reptiles provided more food, as did the many mosses that carpeted the forest
floor. It was a rich land, and Kursaal was proud of his country and his people. But the defeat by
the airborne forces of the Terran invaders would not count in their favour. He felt that a long
fight lay ahead of his people, a fight for supremacy over the savbgs af the coastal regions

and the lands between shore and mountain.

As he strode on, at the head of the tattered band of freed slaves, he felt proud of his people,
proud of himself. He prayed to the Great Spirit Herself that he would be privilegedheimoug
lead them in their struggle against the rival tribes.

Much later, after a long and wearisome journey, they came out of the mushroom forest to see the
Crag rising before them. Kursaal paused at the edge of the mushrooms and surveyed the scene.
Smokerose from the open space in front of the main cave, and he could hear the distant sound of
people in heated discussion.

dt must be a great gatherifdgaid Aajika.All the clans of the Tribe must have been called. That
is why the forest was so empiy.

ANVhy has a gathering been calléd8ked Kursaabrhey are called only once in a score of days.
| barely remember the last obe.

He had been a cub then. Now he was a man. He had hunted, fought, killed néemig\fate
softened as he looked at Aajgk&nown the embrace of the she he loved.

She bit her lipdt must be because of what has happdis saidérhe Tribe will have much
to discus®

aComefsaid Kursaal decisivel@Ve will see what we can contribube.

He led his people out of the forestdhup to the cave. Tribesfolk looked up from the fires round
which they sat, deep in discussion, and radiated surprise. Vadodara the Shaman was presiding
over the debate, while Kursé&afather Tolkaan sat at his side. Kursaal was shocked by how few
warriors were present. Had all been killed during the retreat?

@Greetings, folk of the Cra@he said striding in amongst them, the others at his ldaakn
Kursaal, son of Tolkaan the Elder. | return, and | bring with me the slaves who the Deathcaps
stole fran our land

He folded his arms over his brawny chest and gazed proudly around him.

@Cubpgrowled his fatherdVe thought you would not return. Why did you remain when the
command was given to withdra@?



AVithdraw®Kursaal sneeredFlee, you mearYou call me cub, father, but | am a grown man.

And | did not run like a beaten reptile, my tail between my scaled legs. | fought for my folk, |
delivered my people from slavery. | have flown in the heavens and fought invaders from beyond
this world. What lve you done, fathed?

An awed murmur went through thatered Trilesfolk. Tolkaan looked uncomfortable.
Vadodara pursed his lips.

Or'hese are vaunting words, Kursaalk said in reprooflYou must learn to treat your elders with
more respeadb.

Respet?6Kursaal growled@Respect must be earned. What respect can | have for you, O
Shaman, who sits by the fires like a weak woman big with child, when true men must fight and
die for the Tribe? What respect can | have for my own father, who runs frorelthe/fien |

remain, when | free my people single handed? My father and the other elders led the Tribe to
defeat. | say he should step down, and let me lead thedTtdbeictory!d

As the Tribesfolk muttered to each other Tolkaan rose and came round thiefiomked round
at the gathered men, women and cubs.

Ay son speaks many woré@se saiddHe says much about himself. But he is not fit to lead the
Tribe. | say that and | am his fath@r!

Kursaal spat into the firédYou say that because | threateuy powerdhe ranteddYou say that
because you know that age must give way to youth. Your day is done. It was over when you fled
the fight, when I, who had just reached manhood by hunting my firshfarce remained and

rescued my peopl.

ANe hear muie of this rescuésaid Vadodara, also risin@But who did you rescue? A few cubs,
it seemsd

d see one was the she you were lusting afterdlamlkaan snarled. A shocked murmur went
through the gathered Tribesfolidye,6he said in vicious triumpltasting searching looks at the
gatheringdas our great hero told you yet that he would break all custom? That he would take a
she from the Tribe as his mafe?

The noise from the Tribe was ugly. Kursaal looked around in desperation. He had not th@ught hi
father would fight back so cruelly. Aajika returned his gaze, eyes wide with guilt. But what could
any of the Tribe prove?

But Vadodara turned on Tolkaan nadlvcannot believe thaihe saidd cannot believe that a
son of Tolkaan would break customdlely.0

@h, but he wouldcame a soft voice that nevertheless carried through the hutbisalu
themb



Heads turned. Aajil@a face paled. Wanii stepped into the circle of the campfires, her head held
high. She pointed an accusing finger at Kursaal.

d saw him, lying with my sistebshe shrilleddThey were beneath the roots of a great jivnik tree.
They had been sheltering from the rains, | suppose. They lay togethertnaked.

dLike a man with his mat&¥adodara said in horror. The Tribe muttered.
She nodded firmlyd tell you | saw thend

&he liesbwept Aajika.cShe couldd h av e s e&She put ber har®l ioen€ mouth. Now
she had betrayed them herself.

Kursaal stood alone in the midst of his tribe. Feelings were ugly. The defeatthadrg

feeling angry and with no target for their wrath. Now he was there, a sinner, a breaker of custom
and tradition and law. He had been so puffed up with pride, so sure that he could lead the Tribe
to a glorious future, that he had never thought hidcoe brought down like this. Just as the

Terran airship had risen so high only to plummet into the stinking depths of the swamp, now he

too had fallen from grace.

His father turned his back on him. He addressed the Thlzeson of mine! No son of mine
would lie with a girl of the Tribe as if she was his mate! My son would display his prowess by
carrying off the most beautiful girl of another tribe to dwell with him in his cave and bear his
son® just as | did when | was little more than a cub. Ku&daill not sully my mouth with

his name. He must be cast out of the Tidbe!

Kursaal looked about him in horror. The mood of the Tribe now favoured hisGagtem
pronouncement. Wanii watched in malicious satisfaction. Aajika wept.

dt is for me to pas sentencédeclared Vadodara, drawing himself apot the cults father. |

agree that Kursaal has been found guilty of crimes against tribal custom. He must be punished
for this. His fond dreams of leading the Tribe can be disregarded. It will be |torg be has

put this behind him.

d&ome away from him, chil@he instructed Aajika, and the girl meekly crossed the cave to join
the women of the Tribe, and Wanii went with her, smirking one last time over her shoulder.
Kursaal watched her go, heart todkursaalfthe Shaman addedrhis is my judgement. For

your sin, for your breaking of custom, for your lusting after a girl of the Tribe, you will be cast
out. You will no longer be welcomed at the campfires of the Taibe.

dndeeddgrowled Tolkaan, bithis face was softening a little no@ut has my son no hope of
redemption? What can he do to make himself welcome amongst his @eople?

Kursaal went to the mouth of the ca@o not beg for me, fathée said sternlydl'he decision
is made. | am basheddHis eyes wandered over to Aajika, but she would not meet his@aze.



must go. | shall never retun.

orou will not go until you are dismisséil,olkaan growled. He turned to Vadodada/ell,
Shaman? How may my son redeem himgelf?

e may returrdeclared the Shamafiyhen he brings back a maie.

Aajika gasped, then hid her face.

@ut no ordinary matésaid VadodaraHe must bring back a mate who will bring honour to the
Tribe, which has lost much of its accustomed dignity this day. | datlarée must bring back

to the Tribe as mate one such as the queen of the Hive Folk, who it is said dwells amidst the
plains of the East, in the greatest of the great nests, guarded by many drone warriors. Only when
he brings a mate of her standing bazkis cave will he be reaccepted into the Tibe.

Kursaal looked around at his people. The task they had set would have been impossible for a
raiding party.

Without speaking, he strode from the cave.
THE END
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THE SEARCH FOR ASTRA PALACE by Gregory KH Bryant
PartThirty-Eight

The docks on this asteroid were small and poorly maintaiied& ship, théiCharor was t@
large to dock there, so he landed his ship on the surface of the asteroid, and paid for a shuttle to
take him to the asteraisl main landing bays.

Which gave Rat some comfoA.receipt was tendered, and a record him taking the shuttle with
Mud back tathe iCharor was logged in the shutfiecomputersThat, and the video record of
the short trip made it all a little bit less likely that Rat might disappear, if the deal went south.

ThefCharord was landed near a handful of other interplanetary shipksgeew large as the
shuttle approached iRat was impressedlot a large ship, it was yet big enough to comfortably
carry a crew of a dozen han@it Mud, like Ward, flew alone, except that Mud often carried
passengers as well as carfibe ACharor wasalso tricked out with a number of decorative
elements most uncharacteristic of spmaeellers

Remotely, from within the shuttle, Mud opened the cargo bay door éCtharord, which easily
accommodated the small feseater shuttle craffhe shuttleslid easily into the cargo bay, and
came to a stopAgain remotely, Mud closed the cargo bay d@mce inside his ship, Mud
hopped out of the shuttle and waved to Rat.

ACome on in witchahe said, with a happy and disarming grin.

AAwrite,0 Rat saidHe climbed cautiously out of the shuttle and into the cargo bay of the
ACharor.

Bidding the small shuttle craft farewell, Mud led Rat into the storage bay forward of the cargo
bay.Chatting breezily, Mud led Rat to a cabinet.

AThis it? Rat asked, eyesafming with anticipation.

fiThat and a few other knickknack$/ud answered-He opened the cabindat peered inside.
Without a word, Mud spun about on his heel and swung his huge fist squarely iGEtdaRat
Rat was knocked unconscious by the blbls body sailed, spinning, across the storage Ibay.

only came to a stop when it slammed hard against the far bulkhead.

Minutes later, when he roused himself, he opened his eyes to find himself staring directly down
the barrel of Mu@ quantum pistol.

Ratwas hardly amused.

AT h e f olelstéttered.



AY e a 1o Mud replied, scowlingiiThe fucko

When Mud smiled, he could brighten a darkened rddum when he scowled, the large, bearded
face presented a most intimidating visage.

AWhynécha tell me everythopyou can about Lacey, efife more you got to tell me, the longer
you got to liveo

Al dunno shit Rat scowled.

AA pity, thato

Mud gave Rat another solid punch in the head.

Again, Rat woke up after several moments had passed.

fAiLook,0 Rat saidfil dunno shitAnd I got friendsTheydl know where | disappeared and when.
So count yer blessings no@all the shuttle back, andllget off, and you can get your ass the

hell outta town, bitchWhile you carn

A third solid punch from Mudwhen Rat awokéor the third time, blood was running from his
nose and down his fack.made long rivulets on his jumpsuit, down to his waist.

Rat opened his eyes and gave his head a sbasiplets of blood spun away and floated in the
air, until they finally settlean the floor or spattered against a bulkhé#& found Mud sitting
on a crate, a fat black cigar clenched in his teeth.

Mud pulled the cigar out of his mouth and grinned at Rat.

Al dunno if you got any friends or notye saidfiBut if you ever wanna ge em again, ya better
start talkir@.

fiSo whatAWhoé Lacey to you, and why do you cabd®at demanded.

Mud slowly shook his head with a mock wearin€étanding up from the crate, he began to step
up to where Rat was sprawled out upon the floor.

He amed his pistol at Ré feet.

Al got all the time in the world,he saidAAll the time | needl think I8l start with the left foot
a n doe

He was interrupted by an incoming message on his wristband.

It was Hardys voice coming in.



AHiya, Mud.Howds it all going®
AWede makirdsome progress hetdylud answerediBut it looks like some slow going ahead.

fAh. | see.Well (carefully avoiding using any hames),@&out here in the shuttlou want to
let us in®

fiSure thing, buddy.

Moments later, Bt found himself surrounded by Mud, Hardy and lllditara, with grey and
penetrating eyes, stared at Rat with a grim smile.

fiSo this is him, hult?she asked.

AYup,0 Mud answeredil been gettid im softened up a bit for ya.

fiHow niceg lllara replied. She gave Rat a bright smile while Hardy, his laser pistol unholstered

and in his hand, walked around Rat to stand somewhat beside and behind him, but out of his field
of view.

filédn gonna head to the cockpit, kid&Jud said to Hardy and lllar@Playnice o

lllara and Hardy both laugheRat said nothing.

Mud left the storage bay, while Illara and Hardy stood guard over Rat, saying ndtineng.
silence was heavy and, to Rat, dreadful.

A few moments later, the stipengines began to réRafs facesank in horror as he understood
the implications of what he was feeling and hearing.

fiwh a é wWrlere are we goinghhe demanded.
lllara and Hardy said nothinglara gave Rat a smile that terrified him.
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