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It is the beginning of February as I write this, and 
the elements outside are fierce, a perfect oppor-

tunity to curl up on the couch with a warm mug of 
something and Ray Gun Revival magazine.

Issue 15 starts off with another story by Mik 
Wilkens.  We were honored to publish her “The Price 
of Conquest” in Issue 13.  Her story this time around 
shows that she has depth as well range.

“When xenobiologist Rella Abris is hired to study 
the enjashek of Dion 3, she discovers far more than 
she bargained for.”

Then it hit her. The man said he would let her go, but 
could he really afford to? What was to stop her from 
calling the nearest UWE base after he did? Which left 
him only two options: take her with him. Or kill her.

Rella’s heart clenched and her  throat constricted 
on a terrified gasp.

Next up is “The Call of Nature” from R. L. Copple, 
who pens an action-packed story of, well, a human 
moth.  It’s fast and fun.

The  barking  dog  now  broadcasted  the  fact  an 
intruder had penetrated the compound. John no longer 
had time for subtleties. Landing on the roof, he kicked 
in the skylight. It shattered open. He winged his way 
inside.

Our featured artist this issue is exceptional among 
a series of exceptional artists.  In addition to having 
a keen eye, a bold style, and a widely varied gallery, 
digital artist Yung-Kee Hui is all of fifteen years old!

I believe Yung-Kee has a bright future in front of 
him, and RGR is very pleased to feature him as our 
cover artist for Issue 15.

Richard S. Levine returns to RGR with the story 
of a wrongly convicted man, a violent real-life game, 
and an uncooperative partner, with some time travel 
mixed in for good measure.

“Palmer Hodo was in jail on Mars with no way out 
until the game came along.  If he won, he’d live a com-
fortable life on Europa.  If he lost, he’d be dead.”

Without Taggert awake, he couldn’t make it all the 
way to the Hab. 

He tried to think of an alternate plan. Mostly, he 
thought about dying. Looking up, Palmer noticed that 
a  familiar  “P.  H.”  was  etched  in  the  bottom  of  the 
water station. He tried to smile. At least he’d die close 
to home.

Continuing with the rousing adventure of the 
ongoing Deuces Wild serial by L. S. King, our heroes 
find themselves in the midst of their greatest challenge 
to-date.

“When we last left our heroes, they had landed 
on a planet to have work done on the ship. Slap went 
missing, taken by the Confeds. However, the Eridani 
kidnapped him from them. Tristan must now decide if 
he will trust the Confeds to help him get Slap back.”

He didn’t put it past the Confeds to kill their own 
people to further a goal; they had done it before. But 
Tristan somehow doubted they rated him high enough 
to go to this extreme. The third body was Eridani High 
Guard—their best soldiers. He had tattoos and loyalty 
scars—some many years old. This was not chicanery.

His  hand dropped  from  the  lifeless  form, and he 
stood and looked across the carnage to Swain. “Let’s 
talk.”

As Paul Christian Glenn’s JASPER  SQUAD serial 
appeared in the most recent issue of RGR, we’re giving 
him some time to get his next installment crafted.  
He’ll be back with his most ambitious installment yet 
in Issue 17 coming up on March 1st.  He’s shared a little  
of what he’s working on, and it is intense – be sure to 
stay tuned for that. 

There are currently openings in the RGR slushpile.  
This is a great time to polish off that sci-fi adventure 
you’ve been working on and submit it.  

Thanks, again, for reading Ray Gun Revival.

Johne (Phy) Cook

Overlord’s Lair 
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“Enjashek do not die.”
Rella Abris blinked hard to switch her 

focus from her optic data-implant to the creature 
who had spoken.

Tully met her blue eyes, his dark-muzzled 
head tilted to one side. His sinuous, half-meter-
long body lay curled on Rella’s desk, tufted tail 
twitching idly. Sunshine from one of the room’s 
skylights shimmered from his spotted, gold-green 
fur. 

Rella sighed. She had hoped she and Tully 
understood each other well enough by now for 
him to answer her questions in a helpful manner, 
but with a statement like that...

She shook her head. Maybe a different 
approach would work.

“Everything dies, Tully.” She glanced meaning-
fully across the small prefab hut that served as 
her home, office, and laboratory on Dion 3. 

Atop a narrow table on the far side of the 
single room, a number of containers held the 
dissected remains of one enjashek. A preserva-
tion beam bathed the carcass of another in pale 
blue light.

Tully’s large, dark eyes swept the table. 
“Enjashek—” He paused, his muzzle working to 
form sounds nature never intended.

Gentle fingers brushed Rella’s awareness. 
She took a deep breath of the humid forest air 
that drifted through the hut’s open doorway, 
and allowed Tully’s consciousness into hers. The 
familiar bond enveloped her like a warm blanket; 
the rich, sweet, loamy smells of the forest took 
on a comforting feel.

Enjashek  bodies  return  to  the  forest. Tully 

used a combination of sounds, mental images, 
and feelings to get his meaning across, and then 
spoke again, “The heth lives.”

“What’s a heth?”
Tully cocked his head; another series of pictures 

and feelings swam through Rella’s awareness, but 
only the images of Tully’s forest home made any 
sense. The remainder were confused dream-like 
impressions, oddly detached, more emotional 
than physical. Spiritual, perhaps?

Rella’s eyes widened. Was Tully referring to 
some form of enjashek religious belief?

Her preparation for this assignment had 
included data injections containing all of the 
current research on enjashek. The information 
made no mention of any sort of spiritual belief 
system. In fact, according to United World Explo-
ration—the corporation that had discovered and 
now owned Dion 3—enjashek were only proto-
sentient, barely capable of self-awareness, let 
alone religion. UWE had clearly paid someone 
to classify the creatures that way, ensuring the 
corporation’s ability to treat them as items of 
commerce. Getting the classification would have 
been easy. On the surface, enjashek seemed very 
unlike other sentient races. The intelligence and 
self-awareness contained in their supple, fur-
covered bodies suggested evolution had skipped a 
few steps and made a sentient, thinking animal.

Thoughts of the classification and UWE’s use 
of it sent a spur of irritation through Rella. Yet 
when UWE recruited her as a lead xenobiologist 
(or, in the case of this assignment, the only x-bio) 
right out of school, she couldn’t very well turn 
them down; not if she wanted to make a name 

Enjashek 

 by Mik Wilkens
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for herself in the scientific world.
She forced away her bitterness and studied 

Tully, intrigued by the idea of an enjashek belief 
system.

We’ll see how well UWE’s proto-sentient clas-
sification holds up when  they  find out  enjashek 
have a religion, she mused, and then forced that 
away too. She would follow up on it, but not until 
she got to the bottom of the mystery UWE had 
hired her to solve.

“Tully, I need to know why your people aren’t 
reproducing, not what happens to your...heth 
after you die. Do you understand? UWE has intro-
duced chemicals to the air, water, and soil simply 
by being here. They fear they might have inad-
vertently done something to hurt your people.”

“Nothing has hurt us.”
Rella blinked her focus back to the data on her 

implant and studied the numbers that hovered in 
the air before her. “According to UWE estimates, 
they have removed almost half of the enjashek 
from Dion 3 over the past several years. They 
thought that wouldn’t hurt the population since 
enjashek females are almost always pregnant.” 
She blinked again.

Tully watched her, ears pricked.
She met his gaze. “Do you understand what 

I’m saying?”
Soft tendrils laced through her consciousness, 

like the caress of loving fingers. “I understand, 
Lella.” Tully had never been able to pronounce 
the “R” in her name. “I remember when the UWE 
humans came in their flying lairs. Many of my 
people were drawn to yours, as I came to you 
when you first arrived.”

Rella nodded. “That’s why UWE took so 
many of your people away. They sell them to the 
humans they bond with.” Despite the fact that 
enjashek possessed no system of commerce, 
Tully had picked up the concept quickly. Fortu-
nately, enjashek also had no notion of slavery, so 

the idea of his people being sold did not bother 
him. It bothered Rella, but she knew that any 
human who bonded with an enjashek treated the 
creature well. They couldn’t help it. Still, the idea 
of UWE putting a price on something so special 
irked her.

She stroked the short stiff crest of dark green 
fur that ran the length of Tully’s body. The rigid 
hairs tickled her palm, and a blanket of ease and 
comfort settled over her, as warm and caring as a 
mother’s embrace. 

Gentle, questing fingers stroked her con-
sciousness. “Lella, what is wrong?”

“I told you. Your people aren’t replacing those 
UWE took from here. They’re not reproducing 
well on our worlds either. UWE has tried every-
thing to breed enjashek. They created what 
they thought were the exact conditions present 
on Dion 3 when they first arrived, kept a large, 
healthy population of enjashek with plenty of 
pregnant females, removed any that showed 
even the slightest hint of ill health. Most of the 
pups that were born had something wrong with 
them. They aren’t like the enjashek from here. 
They aren’t—intelligent like you. And they don’t 
bond. They’re just...animals. UWE thinks there 
must be something wrong with the environment, 
and now the same thing’s happening here. I need 
to find out what’s causing it.”

Tully stared at her. Curious tendrils tickled her 
awareness.

“You don’t understand, do you?” she asked.
“I understand, but I do not understand.” He 

glanced into the forest, and looked at her again. 
“The others you speak of, the ones you call animals, 
they are not wrong. They are enja.”

“Enja? What are they?”
“They are—enja. Like enjashek, only not. They 

share the forest with us. We were all enja once.”
Rella frowned. “Tully, you’re not making a lot 

of sense. Are enja young enjashek?”
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“Enja are enja. Young and old.”
Confusion clouded Rella’s thoughts, some of 

it from Tully. A smile pulled at the corners of her 
mouth. They were doing quite a job of confusing 
one another. 

“Enja are born to enjashek?” she asked.
“Enja mothers are enja or enjashek.”
Rella’s temples tightened and an ache 

throbbed behind her eyes. She massaged her 
temples with her thumbs.

“Did Tully hurt Lella?”
“No, it’s not you, Tully. Too much thinking, 

I guess. And frustration. I’ll be all right.” She 
scratched his ears. “I thought this was going to 
be easy—come to Dion, run some tests, find the 
problem. But in three months none of my tests 
have shown anything. I may have to call UWE and 
admit defeat. Maybe they’ll send a team to help 
me. I guess they thought it was going to be easy, 
too.”

A sensation like a light breeze swirled through 
her head.

“How do my people live with humans?” Tully 
asked.

“Easily. We’ve found enjashek to be very 
adaptable to the worlds we live on.” 

Pressure spiked behind her eyes and she 
winced.

“I do not understand worlds,” Tully said. 
“Where do your people live?”

Rella gave her forehead another quick rub. 
“Just about anywhere we want. The ‘flying lairs’ 
the UWE people came in can take us to any planet. 
The stars you see at night are like your sun, only 
far, far away, so they look small. Some of them 
have planets—worlds—like Dion 3 around them. 
Humans can live there, with any enjashek or other 
friends or pets they bring. By building special lairs, 
we can live on very different worlds as well.”

Tully sat up. A wave of unease swept from him. 
“Different worlds?” He looked up, as if imagining 

the stars and planets of which Rella spoke. “How 
many? Are they far away?”

“Very, very far away. Farther than you can 
imagine. Farther than I can imagine. And there 
are lots of them, all over the sky.”

Tully jerked his awareness from Rella’s mind. 
“I will return to my village.”

Rella pursed her lips. What had she done to 
Tully’s image of his world, his view of the cosmos? 
Did it fit into whatever he believed about such 
things? 

She scratched his side. “You’re okay, right?”
“Tully okay.” He rubbed the length of his 

body along her hand and bounded out the open 
doorway.

She watched him disappear into the forest. 
“Poor little guy.”

#

After Tully left, Rella went to her lab bench 
to continue her analysis of the enjashek bodies 
he had helped her find in the forest. Enjashek 
took little interest in the bodies of their dead: an 
unusual reaction from a sentient, or even proto-
sentient, race. But a belief in some form of after-
life might explain their disinterest.

Rella’s first specimen, a young male, had appar-
ently died in a fall from a tree. That surprised her, 
for enjashek could navigate the trees of Dion’s 
forests with the grace of Terran jungle cats. Then 
she found evidence the little male had been shot 
with a stunner, doubtless by one of the poachers 
who operated on Dion, hunting the enjashek and 
other creatures, trying to take a few of them alive. 
UWE security had located a poachers’ camp days 
earlier and taken most of them into custody. The 
drone of security flitters patrolling the area for 
those who escaped occasionally interrupted the 
forest sounds.

Rella’s newest enjashek specimen, a pregnant 
female, may have been the victim of a poacher as 
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well. Although cause of death was a scratch from 
a poisonous chentsai thorn, her attention must 
have been on something else for her to have 
blundered into such a well-known danger.

Rella worked for several hours, running new 
tests and repeating many old ones on both adult 
specimens, on blood samples Tully had helped 
her collect from his people, and on the full-term 
fetus she removed from the dead female.

Few enjashek gave birth as soon as they 
came to term. Instead, the pup entered a sort of 
in-utero stasis that lasted from several weeks to 
several months. Researchers suspected the ability 
had developed as a way to control the population 
or time births to the availability of food, mates, 
or some other necessity, but no one knew what 
triggered a pup’s birth.

Studying the dead pup, Rella remembered 
what Tully had said about those born different. 
Would this pup have been enja or enjashek? What 
was behind the difference? Did it have something 
to do with the timing of the birth?

Rella sighed. More  mysteries. If she could 
solve just one of them, she felt certain the others 
would fall into place.

Darkness descended. A cool, crisp bite rode 
the air that drifted through the open doorway. 
The cold sharpened the scents of the forest 
and carried the creaks and chitterings of night 
creatures. Two of Dion’s five moons rose: thin, 
pale crescents that provided little light.

On a hunch, Rella called up the moons’ cycles 
on her implant, wondering if they had entered 
some rare period of activity or inactivity that 
could account for what was happening with the 
enjashek. She found nothing out of the ordinary.

Discouraged but not defeated, she straight-
ened her lab bench, went to the door, and called 
for Tully. He almost always spent the night curled 
on the foot of her pull-down cot like a larger 
version of Cinsi, her childhood cat.

The night noises fell silent at the sound of 
her voice. She strained to hear the gentle rustle 
of foliage that signaled Tully’s approach, but the 
forest remained quiet.

She tried to shrug off her concern. He’s 
probably  sitting  at  the  top  of  a  tree,  staring  at 
the stars and  thinking about other worlds. He’ll 
be  here  eventually. She left the door open a 
handspan for when he did return.

#

Rella awoke to morning sunshine flooding 
through the skylight. She slid her legs along the 
foot of the bed under the covers—her standard 
method of rousing Tully—but he wasn’t there.

“Tully?” She went to the door and called for 
him, to no avail. She frowned. Had their discus-
sion yesterday upset him that much?

She hoped he remembered this morning’s 
plan to fly the skitter up to the head of the local 
river to collect water and soil samples. Such trips 
were always more enjoyable with Tully along.

She ate breakfast and straightened the hut. 
Still Tully did not return. She stepped from the 
hut to call for him again.

“Hey, pretty lady, you and me are gonna take 
a little ride.”

Rella jumped at the unexpected sound of a 
man’s voice behind her. “Who—?”

Strong fingers clamped onto her upper arm 
and spun her around.

She tried to pull away, but froze as an energy 
pistol thrust toward her face.

Narrow, dark eyes regarded her from a dirt-
smeared face. “You’re the one studying the 
spotties, right? You’re gonna take me to them. 
I need a few more to pay my way off this rock 
before those UWE security dogs find me.” Small 
and wiry, the man wore a tattered green jumpsuit. 
Lank strands of yellow hair dangled from beneath 
a tight leather cap, and several days’ growth of 
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beard shadowed his chin.
Rella’s breath caught in her throat. “Oh, gods. 

You’re one of the poachers.” Her words came out 
little more than a choked whisper.

He sneered and shoved her toward the forest. 
“Poacher’s an ugly word. I’m a businessman. I 
provide a product.”

She spun on him. “Bastard! Half of your 
‘products’ die before you get them off-planet. As 
for the rest—” She snarled, anger overcoming her 
better judgment. “I won’t take you anywhere.”

He thrust the gun into her face. “You don’t 
have a choice.”

Rella swallowed hard, her defiance shattered. 
Shaking with fear and rage, she stumbled toward 
the forest.

A few meters into the trees, a battered two-
seat skitter rested on its ground fins. A dozen 
dark green canvas carry-alls of various shapes 
and sizes hung from the sides of the cycle-like 
vehicle. Most of the containers were limp, empty, 
but one of the large ones stretched tight over a 
horrifyingly familiar shape.

“Tully!” Rella dropped to her knees beside the 
skitter and wrenched open the bulging carry-all. 
Inside lay a male enjashek with a coat darker 
than Tully’s. She recognized the coloration; he 
came from a tribe higher up in the mountains. His 
breathing was shallow, but at least he still lived. 
She released a relieved breath.

The poacher stepped up behind her.
She whirled around, angry words forming on 

her lips.
He held the energy gun leveled at her. “Just 

get on the bike and take me to the spotties. I only 
need a few of them, a half dozen or so, then I’ll be 
on my way, and you can get back to your studies. 
And nobody gets hurt.”

She glared at him. “Nobody but your ‘products.’ 
You can’t stuff a living creature in a carry-all and 
expect it to survive!”

“Enough of them make it.”

Rella glared a moment longer, and turned 
back to the skitter.

Then it hit her. The man said he would let her 
go, but could he really afford to? What was to 
stop her from calling the nearest UWE base after 
he did? Which left him only two options: take her 
with him. Or kill her.

Rella’s heart clenched and her throat con-
stricted on a terrified gasp. 

An instant later, the fierce hunting cry of an 
enjashek pierced the air. A streak of gold-green 
fur and dark spots sailed over the skitter from a 
neighboring tree.

“Tully!” Rella gasped as his presence zinged 
along the pathways their bond had etched in her 
mind. Terror flooded her. Not her terror—Tully’s. 

He feared for her, feared the poacher might 
take her away or hurt her; feared their bond would 
be forever shattered and he would be alone.

She staggered back as Tully slammed into the 
poacher’s chest. His gun went flying.

Two more cries split the forest; two more 
streaks of bright fur, sharp teeth, and needle 
claws shot from the surrounding trees and struck 
the man, driving him to the ground.

The poacher screamed and thrashed, trying to 
dislodge his three attackers. Rella picked up his 
gun and pointed it at him, holding it in shaking 
hands, but she couldn’t find a clear shot in the 
mass of writhing fur and flailing limbs. 

With a roar, the man threw out an arm, sending 
one of the enjashek spinning away.

The creature twisted in mid-air, supple as a 
cat, trying to get its legs under it before it hit the 
ground. A tree stood in its path. The enjashek 
struck the thick trunk with a sickening crack.

Pain exploded in Rella’s skull, the bond 
shattered, and she was alone.

“Tully?” She stumbled toward the fallen 
enjashek with slow, disbelieving steps, eyes 
wide. The gun slipped from her hand, forgotten. 
“Tully!”
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His body lay at the base of the tree, back and 
neck twisted at an unnatural angle. His eyes, once 
so bright with life, stared at nothing.

Rella fell to her knees beside him and reached 
toward his soft coat. She froze with her shaking 
hand halfway to its destination, and jerked back 
in horror. 

“Enjashek don’t die,” she whispered, as if 
saying it would make it so.

It did not.
With a sob, she gathered Tully’s limp form 

into her arms and held him against her, rocking 
back and forth as sorrow overwhelmed her and 
hot tears flowed.

After a long while, her tears ran dry. Silence 
hung heavy in the surrounding woods. She gazed 
around in the dappled sunlight.

Two enjashek—both females, based on their 
large size and rounded bellies—sat close behind 
her, their sleek coats groomed clean of the dirt 
and blood that covered the poacher’s lifeless 
body. 

Rella recognized the larger of the two as 
subject T9, the huge matriarch of Tully’s tribe, 
whom she jokingly called Tiny. The other was T14, 
Torry.

Why were they here? Tully had never brought 
any of his tribe to her in the past.

Tiny met her eyes and an unfamiliar presence 
grated along the pathways of Tully’s bond. 
Strange, dizzying sensations and blurred images 
swirled through Rella’s mind. Was Tiny trying to 
communicate?

Rella tried to open herself to the impressions, 
but the too-fresh pain of Tully’s death threatened 
to overpower her.

Finally a few of the fractured, confusing 
images congealed into fleeting thoughts.

Tully  tell...enjashek  alone.  Humans...forest...
return heth. Gone forever.

An ache formed in Rella’s temples and built to 

a sharp, stabbing pain. Tears threatened again.
“Not now,” she sobbed. “My head...” She 

turned away and forced Tiny’s presence from her 
mind.

Something touched her arm. She blinked away 
tears and looked back.

Tiny’s front paw rested on her sleeve. The big 
female met her eyes again. Come...village. Soon.

Rella flinched as the words burned into her 
awareness, doubling the pain in her head, but 
she nodded. “I’ll come. Soon.” She forced the 
meaning of her words through the agonizing false 
bond, then glanced at the poacher’s body and the 
carry-alls that hung from the skitter. “After I take 
care of things.”

The two enjashek disappeared into the under-
brush with a quiet rustle of leaves. In seconds, 
the sound of their movement vanished. Rella let 
the sorrow come again.

#

Three days later, Rella walked into the 
enjashek village. She had buried Tully beside his 
favorite sunning rock outside her hut, turned 
the poacher’s body and skitter over to UWE 
security, and treated the enjashek the poacher 
had captured. After returning him to his tribe’s 
territory, she started toward Tully’s village. 

She stopped after only a few steps, unable to 
imagine the trip—or arrival—without Tully at her 
side. Twice more she started for the village, only 
to turn back. Finally, after another full day, she 
found the courage to complete the journey.

As usual, she saw no enjashek when she 
entered, and no evidence of the dozens of dens 
and bowers where they lived.

Swallowing the sorrow that again threatened, 
she sat down on a log in the center of the village 
and waited for the enjashek to decide it was safe 
to reveal themselves.

A small female appeared first. She crept out 
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from beneath a stand of heavy brush. She looked 
familiar, but it took a moment for Rella to identify 
her. T16, Tessa. 

Once Tessa fully emerged into the open, Rella 
realized why she had not recognized her immedi-
ately. She had given birth; her normally rounded 
sides were as smooth and sleek as a male’s. An 
instant later, a pup appeared beside her.

The tiny creature, no more than a couple of 
days old, peered around its mother with huge, 
dark eyes. Rella held very still so as not to frighten 
it.

Tessa chittered softly and the pup took another 
step forward.

The sight of the pup reminded Rella of the 
reason for her presence on Dion. For the first 
time since Tully’s death, the plight of the enjashek 
overrode her loss.

She unclipped her datapad from her belt to 
make note of the birth. 

Her movement attracted the pup’s attention. 
Its eyes locked on her position, intent, its body 
rigidly alert. It bounded toward her awkwardly, 
lacking the coordination necessary for an adult’s 
supple, flowing movement.

Rella stared at the pup as it approached, 
uncertain of its intent. Curiosity? Friendliness? 
False bravado?

The pup reached her and scrambled into her 
lap. Its huge eyes met hers. An impossible, unfor-
gettable—undeniable—presence slid along the 
empty pathways of Rella’s mind.

“Lella!” The pup squeaked her name.
Rella’s mouth dropped open. “T-Tully?”
The pup wriggled in her lap. “Is Tully.”
She leaned away from the creature. She 

wanted—needed—to stroke the soft fur and 
tiny crest, to feel the warmth and comfort of the 
bond, but she feared that touching the pup would 
shatter this impossible dream.

The pup put its paws on her chest and thrust 

its muzzle close to her face. “Is Tully!” he said 
again, almost comically stern.

“But...how? You died. I—buried you.”
Familiar images and feelings flashed into her 

head. Enjashek bodies return to the forest. “The 
heth lives on.”

“You mean your—heth, your...spirit is in here?” 
She dared to touch the small body. The familiar 
calm of the bond settled over her.

He nodded, a gesture picked up from her. 
“Tessa’s pup was birth-ready. It needed only a 
heth to be born.”

Rella glanced at Tessa, wide-eyed. “That’s 
what triggers a birth? The death of another 
enjashek? The...release of a heth? Then all those 
we’ve taken away...” She frowned as the implica-
tion struck.

Other enjashek appeared around her, emerging 
from the treetops and beneath the undergrowth. 
Tiny appeared high up in the foliage of an ancient 
tree and bounded down the slanting trunk. With 
a graceful leap, she landed on the soft mulch 
before Rella.

Tully glanced at the big female, and then met 
Rella’s eyes. “We came to tell Lella. We did not 
know what was happening before. UWE must not 
take our people to other worlds, away from the 
forest, away from other enjashek. To die alone, 
away from our home, is to be gone forever.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Rella said. Cradling Tully’s 
new form in one arm, she stood. “This is just 
what UWE needs to know. They’re not going to 
believe it, but it should be easy enough to prove.” 
She frowned at the thought of the enjashek who 
would need to be killed for that proof. Yet in the 
long run it would not matter, as long as their heth 
survived.

“Why will they not believe?” Tully asked.
She smiled down at him and stroked his head. 

“Enjashek are unique, Tully. On all the worlds 
humans have been to, we’ve never found any 
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creatures with the ability to come back in another 
body after death.”

“What of humans?”
“No one’s really sure. As far as we know, when 

we die, we’re gone.”
“No! Lella stay on Dion and bond forever.” Tully 

leaped from her arms, landed gracelessly on the 
ground before her, and scurried into a stand of 
bright-flowered raka bushes.

“Tully, don’t—” She dashed after him, horrified 
to have upset him.

He reappeared a moment later and ran back 
to her. She picked him up, stroked his short 
crest, but sensed none of the fear or sorrow she 
expected. The bond carried only contentment.

“Look,” he said, and turned his head to watch 
the raka bushes.

A female enjashek slid from beneath the leaves. 
T15, Tife. Like Tessa, Tife had lost the roundness 
of pregnancy. She halted at the edge of the 
bush and looked behind her, making soft cooing 
noises. After several moments, an enjashek pup 
appeared. No older than Tully, it had none of his 
animation as it crept into the open.

“What’s wrong with it?” Rella asked. “Is it 
enja?”

“No,” Tully said. “He is enjashek, but he is 
new.”

Rella glanced from the hesitant pup, to Tully, 
and back again. “What do you mean, new?”

Tully looked up at her. “He was human. His 
body died and freed his heth. Tife’s pup was birth-
ready. It needed only a heth to be born.”

Rella’s knees weakened and she sank back to 
the log, staring at Tife’s pup. “He was...human?” 
She looked at Tully. “The poacher?”

Tully nodded.
“But that means...if a human dies in the forest 

on Dion...”
Tully rubbed his cheek against her hand. “Lella 

stay on Dion, bond with Tully forever.”
Rella glanced at him, overwhelmed, then 

gazed into the forest, her mind spinning. To live 
forever...as enjashek. 

What was she going to tell UWE?
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The metal hangar, which housed the Z-
14X prototype space plane, shone in the 

moonlight just beyond the barbed-wired fence. 
The moonlight reminded John of the sun. He 
couldn’t wait to see it against the blackness of 
space. 

The security fence gloated, “Just try to get 
through,” but it hadn’t counted on someone who 
could simply fly over. It hadn’t counted on—Moth 
Man. 

The only real ability John possessed:  he could 
fly using the soft wings on his back. That, and the 
fact if someone ate him, they would die of toxic 
poison. 

“A lot of good that would do me. Why couldn’t 
a radioactive spider have bitten me? Why a 
moth?” he had often wondered. 

Yet now the wings came in handy. He lifted 
himself into the air. Wind flowed through his hair 
as he bounced though the cool night over the 
compound. Soon he sank to the ground beside 
the hangar. 

John peered into the window, and saw the craft 
bathed in dim moonlight:  a black shell, adorned 
by four wings well back on the craft, spread out 
in an “X” pattern. Just as his web research had 
revealed. Touted as the first plane to fly suc-
cessfully out of earth’s gravity and into space, it 
looked the part. 

A growl sounded. He swung around to see 
a German Shepherd baring its teeth. He froze. I 
could  probably  fly  away  before  he  reached me. 
He prepared to launch. 

“Freeze!” A uniformed man swung around 
the corner, brandishing a rifle pointed straight at 

John. He froze again. 
I might be able to escape the dog, but not the 

bullet. “Sorry, can you tell me how to get to the 
Hilton? I seem to be lost.” 

He didn’t buy it. “Up against the wall, hands 
high.” The dog threatened with a low rumbling 
growl. 

John complied; what else could he do? As he 
followed the officer’s orders, his black and gold 
tiger-moth wings came into view. 

“What the…” The officer moved closer and felt 
the wings. He rubbed the wing dust off his hands 
with a grimace and then patted John down for 
weapons. 

John saw his opportunity. He swung his wings 
hard, hitting the officer in the head. The hit and 
wing dust disoriented him. John’s fist landed a 
hit squarely on the back of his neck. He dropped 
unconscious. John launched himself into the air 
before the dog could reach him. The Shepherd’s 
snapping jaws just missed John’s dangling foot. 

The barking dog now broadcasted the fact an 
intruder had penetrated the compound. John no 
longer had time for subtleties. Landing on the 
roof, he kicked in the skylight. It shattered open. 
He winged his way inside. 

Now, where did they store the plutonium fuel 
rods? John swung around and spotted them, in 
a box labeled as such along the wall. He grabbed 
a handful and flew to the cockpit. Once inside, 
he inserted all but two fuel rods into the power 
receptors and initiated the injection process. 

By now, several guards filed in the door, guns 
encircling the ship. The engines had power, so 
John increased the throttle. The plane lurched 

The Call of Nature 

 by R. L. Copple
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forwards. Gunfire echoed in the hanger. Warning 
shots, hoping it would scare John into stopping, 
no doubt. They didn’t want to riddle their craft 
with holes. Not until they had no other recourse. 

Doing a standard take-off would take too long. 
John thought about going right to the nuclear 
escape engines. Such force, designed for airborne 
ignition, could tear it and him apart from a near-
dead stop. He had only one viable course of 
action. 

He braced himself, and hit the ignition switch. 
The Gs slammed him into the seat. He struggled 
to maintain consciousness. The metal groaned 
under the strain. The plane shot forward and 
ploughed through the hanger doors. Scraping 
metal sounds echoed through the cockpit. It 
bounced along the ground. A fence raced toward 
the plane. John pulled back on the stick, already 
speeding past 200 knots. The prototype shot 
upward. The Gs squished him as if a giant hand 
pushed on his head. 

As the plane cleared the buildings and the 
land quickly receded, John cut the ignition and 
switched to standard fuel. His field of vision 
returned and his face reshaped to its rounded 
state like a baby fresh out of the womb. 

John glanced at the escape-engine fuel 
gauge. The stunt had expended a third of 
what he needed to escape earth’s gravity. He 
inserted the other two rods. The solar panels 
should keep life support going as long as 
needed. John didn’t expect to return anyway.  
John released manual control to the computer. 
The escape engines fired. Again he sank into 
the seat. The craft angled higher. The blue sky 
receded. The stars brightened, looking like white 
sand dusting a black void. The horizon shifted to 
a curved surface rimmed with the sun’s golden 
silhouette. 

Suddenly, a ray of sunlight broke over the 
earth’s rim, bathing John in awe. Its beauty filled 

his mind. The light entranced John; its song called 
to him. 

Time suspended, the shining light against the 
blackness of space filled all desire. Before, John 
had flown as high as his wings would let him but 
the sun remained out of reach. Now, he could 
soar until he soaked in all of its beautiful light. 

John pulled a disk from his pocket and held 
it before his eyes. He had pre-programmed the 
flight path:  a one-way trip to the sun. His gaze 
moved back to the sun. He could hold back no 
longer. John slid the disk into the ship’s computer. 
It responded with beeps and a message reading, 

“program accepted.” The engines adjusted the 
trajectory. 

Did John know it would kill Him? Yes. But he 
didn’t care. He could not rest until he took in all 
the glorious radiance his body could endure. 

“Why couldn’t I have been bit by a radioactive 
spider instead?”
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Featured Artist: 
 by Yung-Kee Hui

Name: Yung-Kee Hui
 
Age: 15 
 
Hobbies: Making music, relaxing, art! 
 
Favorite Book / Author:  It’s Not About the Bike, by 
Lance Armstrong (I like reading biographies.)
 
What media do you work in?  I use Photoshop along 
with a pen tablet, and I am also an acrylics painter. 
 
Where should someone go if they wanted to view / 
buy some of your works? 
http://yungkee.deviantart.com/
 

What were 
your early influences? Strangely enough it was all about 
shapes...shapes on walls, markings, designs. I tried to 
copy interesting things I saw when I was little. 
 
What inspired the art for the cover?  School 
examinations! This was done during the period 
when exams were taking place; there’s this feeling 
of apprehension and uncertainty that comes with 
exams and these feelings were translated into the 
“Nightwash.”
 
How would you describe your work? I tend to jump 
from one style of art to another, so a word to describe 
my work could be I guess ‘dynamic’; there are just so 
many different ways to convey a piece. 
 

http://yungkee.deviantart.com/
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Where do you get your 
inspiration / what inspires 
you? Music is a very big 
inspiration for me. When I 
listen to music, it gives me 
a certain feeling and I tend 
to just turn that feeling 
into something visually 
comprehendible.
 

What do you hope to accomplish with your art?  I want 
to create art that make me feel proud and is appreciated 
by others.
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The room was dull, empty, devoid of any 
human touches that might cheer him up. 

For over ten years, Palmer Hodo had eaten the 
meat and slop that came to him from the wall 
dispenser of his underground cell. It was death 
row on Mars. He knew he was innocent. 

The game might be his way out. For a week 
now, Palmer had been competing virtually in the 
The Time of Your Life. But it had been hours since 
the last flicker of the holo-display disappeared 
from the center of the room, and he hadn’t heard 
anything from the producers. If he’d played well 
enough to get on the real show, he was ready to 
compete. He pounded his bed with his fist. 

He heard a guard’s footsteps. The door opened, 
a body crashed to the floor, the door slammed 
closed.

Even in the dim light, he recognized that pale 
face. It was Taggert Morgan, tied up in chains and 
rope. Palmer could feel the veins in his neck bulge. 
The knife from his last meal looked like a meat 
cleaver. He picked it up on his way to Taggert’s 
side and said, “I’m going to...”

Taggert licked his lips and spit on the floor 
towards Palmer’s feet. “You better think that 
over. You’ve got to have a partner to compete on 
that TV show.” 

“Partner. You?” Palmer stopped to scratch his 
beard. “Crap!”

“You know the game’s rules. If I die, you die.”
“Ha, we’re both on death row.”
“Shut up, Hodo.” Taggert rolled to a position 

with his feet up. “Let’s just win this game.” 
“Win or lose, you’re dead.” Palmer moved 

closer to Taggert’s ear. He shouted, “Dead, you 
hear me!” Then he took a step back, reached up 

with a tight fist, and knocked Taggert out cold.
Palmer sat on the bed and looked at the body. 

That Phobosian scum, Taggert, had been his friend. 
Now he was just the guy who had framed him for 
the murder of Martian governor Barge Bandish.

His neck ached, and he wanted to slam his fist 
into Taggert’s face again. For now the game was 
more important. Palmer slept.

#

The next day Palmer was handcuffed to Taggert 
and transported via shuttle to a broadcast studio 
on Mars.

Time  of  Your  Life started with a montage of 
video footage taken from previous visits to the 
past. It might have looked like a travelogue of 
recent historical events, except for the occasional 
scene showing the bloody death of one or more 
of the show’s participants. 

The twenty-something emcee was the same 
guy who hosted the video game version. He and 
his buxom female co-host were introducing the 
rules to the viewing audience. The host said, “This 
is the first time we’ll be able to send contestants 
back in time more than a couple of years.” 

Palmer Hodo wiped sweat from his forehead. 
The lights were hot and bright on the set. He tuned 
out the emcee and focused on Taggert instead. 
Taggert’s left eye was ringed in black. 

Palmer’s right arm twitched. His hand curled 
into a fist. Taggert’s eye begged for another whack, 
but Palmer forced himself to look away.

There were six teams of two men standing 
on stage. The three pairs of women were easier 
to look at. That is until Palmer noticed that the 
woman standing furthest to his right was Meggs 

The Time of Your Life 
  by Richard S. Levine 
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‘the Martian’ Matrice. She had been the top 
wrestler on Mars for fifteen years before she 
got hauled off for body slamming the top male 
wrestler to his death. 

Palmer overheard the emcee answering a 
question from the audience.

“We’ll bring them back here immediately if 
things get out of hand in the past.”

Palmer’s attention went to Megg’s right arm. 
She had a digital tattoo, the new kind that could 
be viewed from a distance. She flexed her arm 
and the animated image changed from a live man 
wrestling to a dead man with blood dripping from 
his mouth. 

Palmer faced the emcee. 
“You must stay with your partner wherever you 

go. That’s what the handcuffs are for. You must 
have your head cameras on at all times. After 
each round, the last place team gets sent back 
to death row for immediate execution. If after all 
rounds you and your partner are the last team 
alive, you’ll both receive pardons and spend the 
rest of your natural lives in comfortable seclusion 
on Europa. Now let’s get started.”

Off to Palmer’s left, two by two, the teams 
walked towards a plastic door near the end of 
the stage that faced the audience. It seemed like 
an ordinary wide door, but no one came out the 
other side.

Palmer, with Taggert at his side, approached 
the empty doorway. Before the door swung out 
towards the stage, the floor dropped out from 
under them. It was then that he realized the door 
was just for show. 

He and Taggert grabbed a copy of the clues 
and walked down an empty corridor under the 
stage. At the end was a very large room. A number 
of intense laser-like lights swirled and circled in 
a rapid random pattern above a staircase in the 
middle of the room. 

Some contestants were already climbing 

the stairs. Palmer watched as Meggs and her 
partner reached the top and disappeared. He felt 
nervous.

He and Taggert reached the bottom of the 
stairs. They glanced at each other but didn’t speak. 
Both stepped up. Palmer felt the sensation of a 
warm breeze on his face. From where he stood 
the stairs above glowed. He silently read the 
beginning of the clue sheet: “...remnant of the 
Eagle-1 Hab unit.” There was something familiar 
about that bit of history.

They continued upward. It got hotter. Sweat 
poured from Palmer’s forehead and underarms. 
His heart raced. He couldn’t believe he was 
thinking about grabbing Taggert’s arm or even 
racing back down the stairs. The dizziness, achy 
throat, headache, and dry mouth made it worse. 

He remembered in the virtual game version 
that they called it Chronoagoraphobia—a fear of 
going into unfamiliar territory, a fear of the vast 
nothingness between now and then, a fear of 
time travel. They reached the last step.

A cold chill slapped his face. It felt good. His 
hands grasped at the rails, but there wasn’t 
anything there to grab onto. He was falling, but 
the pitch black masked his destination. 

Palmer closed his eyes and tried to calm 
himself. Thoughts of the past appeared like brief 
movies floating in the dark. He pictured the old 
days with Taggert: a beer bust when they were 
frat buddies at the university, the accounting firm 
they worked at after graduation, the woman they 
both dated.

Palmer remembered Taggert’s cocaine habit 
and the numerous times he’d covered for him. He 
had to fire Taggert for dealing drugs at work. 

The nausea and dizziness returned. Palmer’s 
head hurt. Though he hadn’t been there to see 
it, he pictured Taggert switching out his briefcase 
at his home to frame him for the murder of the 
Martian governor. 
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Palmer hit the ground hard and heard another 
thud close by. He rolled over to see that Taggert 
was knocked out. There was someone running 
off in the distance, but he couldn’t tell who. His 
vision was blurry.

He grabbed Taggert by the arm and shook him. 
Taggert didn’t wake. He slapped him a couple of 
times; still nothing. 

The rules said he couldn’t go on without his 
partner. The handcuffs helped to insure that. 
Palmer sat in the dirt and stared up into the giant 
dome under the burnt sky. He was on Mars, but 
when? It didn’t seem to matter. For the moment, 
for the first time in many years, he felt free. Then 
he looked at Taggert again and knew he wasn’t.

#

Two minutes later, Palmer panicked. He tried 
to convince himself it was just the Chronoagora-
phobia—that he should wait to let the symptoms 
pass—but his stomach hurt and his heart raced. 
He stood up and tugged at Taggert. Taggert didn’t 
move. He tried to drag Taggert, but the handcuff 
dug into his wrist. He yelled, “Crap!”

The others already had a good head start on 
them. He had to keep going. This time he bent 
down on his knee, grasped Taggert as well as he 
could with both hands, and lifted him onto his 
shoulder.

Palmer stood up slowly. Taggert was heavy, 
and the handcuff kept his hand up awkwardly 
in the air as he began to walk. He tipped over 
sideways and collapsed to the ground.

Three more times Palmer tried to carry Taggert. 
Finally, he balanced the body on his shoulder so 
that he was able to keep his hand almost naturally 
to his side. 

He saw fresh tracks in the Martian sand and 
followed them. Minutes later, Palmer was already 
tired and parched. He carried Taggert’s limp body 
in the direction of a nearby water station. He felt 

defeated.

#

The machine took Martian money, but Palmer 
didn’t have any. As a boy, he used to kick it in just 
the right place to force out a few gulps of water. 
He dumped Taggert to the ground, and then gave 
the machine a hard kick in the bottom rear. As he 
stuck his mouth under the faucet, the cool water 
on his tongue renewed his spirit.

The display on the water station showed the 
news of the day. “A gigantic dust devil, the largest 
ever seen on Mars, destroyed the old historic 
Eagle-1 Hab unit about an hour ago. Souvenir 
hunters are already picking up the pieces.” 

Palmer got a sick feeling in his stomach. In the 
video some of the contestant teams were already 
out at the remains of the Hab unit picking up or 
cutting off a piece for the game. How long would 
it be before all the teams had reached their goal? 
That sick feeling gnawed at his gut. Taggert still 
hadn’t moved, and in this game being last meant 
being dead.

Palmer slid down the side of the storage tank 
on his back until his rump hit ground. Without 
Taggert awake, he couldn’t make it all the way to 
the Hab. 

He tried to think of an alternate plan. Mostly, 
he thought about dying. Looking up, Palmer 
noticed that a familiar “P. H.” was etched in the 
bottom of the water station. He tried to smile. At 
least he’d die close to home.

#

A few minutes later, Palmer saw in the water 
station display that at least one other contes-
tant pair had retrieved a piece of the Hab. There 
couldn’t be more than a couple of teams left. 
Then he noticed the date stamp on the bottom 
right of the video. 

It was the same Martian date that Taggert 



Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                      Issue 15, Feburary 01, 2007

The Time of Your Life, by Richard S. Levine Pg. 1�

framed him for the governor’s murder. It couldn’t 
be—not unless someone had fixed the game, but 
Palmer couldn’t worry about that. He had a plan.

Home was just a ten minute dash away—more 
like fifteen with a heavy weight over his shoulder. 
Before he could lift the body, Taggert opened his 
eyes and grabbed Palmer’s leg. 

Taggert said, “Where are you going?”
“It’s the Eagle-1 Hab unit. We have to get a 

piece of it.”
“You can’t make it without me.” Taggert tried 

to stand, but he fell back still holding Palmer’s 
leg.

Palmer felt the handcuff pull him forward. He 
pulled back. “I know that, but you wouldn’t wake 
up. I had to carry you.”

“I’m awake now. Give me a minute.”
“There’s no time for that now.”
“Then we’re both dead.”
“Not if I can help it.”
“What do you mean by that?”
Palmer knew what Taggert would think. He 

tried to kick Taggert, but he couldn’t get enough 
leverage with one leg held. He punched at 
Taggert’s face. Taggert, though still somewhat 
dazed looking, moved out of the way.

“So that’s the way you want it.” Taggert pulled 
a knife and sliced the leg he was holding. Palmer 
screamed and tugged his leg loose.

Palmer could still feel the sting of the blade—
blood dripped down to his foot—but he knew 
Taggert wouldn’t be dazed for long. With all his 
strength, he kicked at Taggert’s hand and the 
knife went flying. 

Palmer tried to gain a solid footing. Pain shot 
through his leg. Taggert lunged towards him 
again. 

Palmer thought he might try to gain the knife 
and kill Taggert, but killing wasn’t his thing. There 
was no time left to think. He reached back with 
his free hand and punched as hard as he could 

towards where he thought Taggert’s face would 
end up.

Palmer felt his fist make contact. The handcuff 
pulled his hand. Taggert was down, face down in 
the dirt.

#

With Taggert thrown over his shoulder, Palmer 
limped towards his old home. He turned to see 
a trail of his own red blood blending with the 
Martian dirt towards the water station. The sick 
feeling in his stomach churned. He stopped and 
vomited, almost tipping over. There wasn’t time 
for this. He got moving.

He reached his old home. The house was 
locked, since the younger Palmer was at work 
that day. Younger Taggert couldn’t have shown 
up yet. Palmer waited at the side of the house.

The younger Taggert pulled up minutes later. 
He held something up to the electronic door 
lock and it opened. Carrying a briefcase, he went 
inside. Palmer waited seconds and then walked 
through the open door.

Taggert stood next to Palmer’s briefcase, his 
back to the front door. The image was etched 
in Palmer’s mind, though he’d only imagined it. 
He watched—as did the camera on his head—as 
Taggert switched the briefcases.

Taggert turned to see Palmer at the door. 
He looked puzzled for a moment, and then he 
opened the briefcase and grabbed the gun that 
must have been used to kill the governor. 

Palmer knelt, forcing the older Taggert to slide 
from his shoulder. He stood the unconscious body 
upright in front of him. As he heard the gun go 
off, he used older Taggert as a battering ram and 
stormed the younger Taggert. He kept pushing 
forward as he heard more bullets fired. 

Exhausted, he crashed to the ground and 
passed out.
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#

A bright light shone directly in front of Palmer. 
He wondered if he was dead. It was always cold 
on Mars, but he suddenly felt hot, sweat dripping 
on his brow and lip. He opened his eyes. 

He was at the top of the stairs under the Time 
of  Your  Life stage. The laser lights were circling 
overhead. Two men in uniform stood many steps 
down with young Taggert in handcuffs. They 
motioned Palmer to come with them. 

His feelings of Chronoagoraphobia returned—
head hurt, eyes burned, stomach ached. He 
stumbled down the stairs.

The emcee was already addressing the tele-
vision audience. “...and you all remember this 
moment when Taggert Morgan hit the ground 
on Mars...” He stopped short when the audience 
cheered and turned around to see that Palmer 
had just stepped on stage.

Palmer watched the holo-video projected on 
the stage. Taggert lay face down in the Martian 
dust. Just as he attempted to get up, Meggs 
Matrice came up from behind him and flattened 
him with a knee drop.

The emcee continued. “Palmer Hodo, get over 
here.” He turned to put his arm around Palmer, 
and then faced the cameras. “If you haven’t 
figured it out already, we asked Meggs to take 
care of Taggert. Our producers studied your 
criminal record and court case, and they decided 
it would be an exciting episode to see you try and 
prove your innocence. Congratulations, you’re a 
free man!” Then he turned to face Palmer, and 
handed him a check.

Palmer looked back at the two guards who 
held the younger Taggert. He said, “What’s going 
to happen to him?”

One of the guards said, “He’s going to take your 
place on death row. Now that we know it was his 
briefcase, we can prove he killed the mayor back 

then. We can also pin him for the murder of his 
older self.”

The emcee started his wrap up. “So there you 
have it. A conviction reversed—a first on The Time 
of Your Life.” The in-studio audience applauded. 

“Now, it’s time for the rest of our contestants to 
move into their second round.” He motioned for 
the teams to proceed.

As Meggs and her partner headed for the 
door, Palmer raced over to hug her. She decked 
him. Freedom hurt so good.
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When we  last  left our heroes,  they had  landed on a 
planet  to  have  work  done  on  the  ship.  Slap  went 
missing,  taken by  the  Confeds. However,  the  Eridani 
kidnapped him from them. Tristan must now decide if 
he will trust the Confeds to help him get Slap back.

Steel Eyes, who finally gave his name as 
Swain, took Tristan to the warehouse 

where they had been holding Slap. The inside 
looked like a war zone with walls half-melted and 
charred from particle beam bursts. The smell of 
burnt flesh and acrid scorched metal filled the 
air.

Doctors were there, attending to several men. 
Several bodies lay covered with sheets.

“I knew you wouldn’t believe me,” Swain said. 
“So investigate all you wish. See that I’m telling 
you the truth. This isn’t a set up. The Eridani did 
this. And they have your friend.”

Tristan went to the first body and pulled back 
the sheet. He knelt and felt for a pulse at the 
neck. Cold. Dead all right. But how did he know 
this wasn’t a cadaver brought here to make it look 
good? He walked to the next body and pulled 
back the sheet. Swain’s partner. And he was dead. 
He didn’t put it past the Confeds to kill their own 
people to further a goal; they had done it before. 
But Tristan somehow doubted they rated him 
high enough to go to such an extreme. The third 
body was Eridani High Guard—their best soldiers. 
He had tattoos and loyalty scars—some many 
years old. This was not chicanery.

His hand dropped from the lifeless form, and 
he stood and looked across the carnage to Swain. 

“Let’s talk.”

#

Tristan remained silent as the Confeds 
discussed their invasion plans. He rubbed his 
face as the one agent rattled on about meeting 
their fleet at Orion Station. No. He was not going 
to be their pawn, and owe them for helping him 
free Slap. He shook his head. “I’m not going back 
through Confederation space.”

“But—”
“We’re already in the Xanthus Commonwealth, 

and I won’t detour. I’m going straight to Eridani 
Prime. You know that’s where they’re likely taking 
Slap.” Were  they? He’d ponder that later—now 
he needed to deal with these idiots.

“But we need to coordinate our attack!”
“No.” Tristan pointed at the man. “You might 

need to. And if your scheme isn’t any better than 
this fiasco was, then I’ll not worry about seeing 
you alive again. I’m going straight through Xanthus 
to Eridani,”—perhaps—“and I’m leaving tonight.”

“One of our ships will take you, then,” Swain 
said.

Tristan shook his head, arms crossed. His lips 
thinned. “I’m taking my ship.”

“Our ships are faster,” one of Swain’s men said 
to Tristan. “You need to—” 

“I need to gut the bunch of you for creating 
this situation.” Tristan’s voice cut across theirs, 
and they all fell silent. “You make whatever plans 
you want for conquest of Eridani or assassinating 
their Emperor or whatever else you are scheming. 
I don’t care. I’m going after my friend. And if you 
get in my way, I swear by my black soul you’ll each 
beg for death before I’m through with you.” 

He spun to leave, but Swain stepped into his 
path. “If you just go off on your own, how will we 
rendezvous later?”

Deuces Wild 
“In The Lap of the Gods, Part Two” 
 by L. S. King 
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“We’re not. Get that through your head. I 
have one objective, and it doesn’t coincide with 
yours.”

“We can’t just let you leave. And besides, what 
if the Eridani are outside right now, waiting for 
you?”

“If they were, they’d be in here, and you’d be 
dead. Look around you! They didn’t care who got 
in their way to get Slap. If they want me, and I’m 
with you...” Tristan glared around the room at the 
expressions on the agents’ faces; their arrogance 
began to be replaced by fear, and they exchanged 
nervous looks. Right. The knuckle-draggers finally 
got it.

Before anyone else could say a word, Tristan 
yanked the door open and left the warehouse.

His pace quick and senses alert, Tristan wove 
through the streets back to the ship. The Eridani 
could grab him right now. If they did, he wouldn’t 
fight—futile given the scene in that building.

A shadow appeared ahead, and Tristan 
slowed. The shadow grew into several, then into 
silhouettes as five massive men stepped into the 
thoroughfare, blocking his way. Even in the dark, 
their outlines betrayed they were Eridani High 
Guard. Unlike Perseus Station, they had managed 
to sidestep security—they bore full arms. The 
emperor had learned his lesson; he didn’t send a 
mere two men against Tristan this time.

He stopped. The urge to fight clenched his fists. 
One stepped closer and, in a voice heavy with the 
Eridani accent, said, “We were ordered to give 
this to you.” He held out a white envelope. 

Tristan could make out, barely, the royal seal 
of Istvan’s house on the back. He took it. The 
guards all stepped back and disappeared into the 
shadows.

They could have grabbed him, but they didn’t. 
For what reason? Just psychological torture? 
Wondering what was happening to Slap? If so, 
it was working. His teeth ground, knowing what 
that madman was capable of. He walked on, still 
acutely aware of his surroundings. At last he 
came to a place with enough light and tore open 

the envelope. The writing inside was a feminine 
script. The paper read:

This time you shall be the Knight.
What was the purpose of this missive—if one 

sentence could be called that? To make sure 
he knew who had taken Slap? But why did the 
emperor have his sister Nadi write? Only Tristan, 
Slap, and Nadi would know she had scornfully 
called Slap a knight in shining armor when he 
rescued her, so this appeared genuine. Perhaps 
that was the reason. But not, he doubted, the 
only one.  

#

“Hey, Captain!” Carter stood in the doorway of 
the cargo hatch, the light from inside casting him 
in silhouette. “My men are done. The equipment 
is installed, but needs some hooking up and 
testing. We should be able to finish up and have 
you ready before noon tomorrow.”

Tristan ascended the ramp into the lit cargo 
bay, crumpled paper and envelope still balled in 
his fist. “No time. I’ll find a way to have it finished 
later. I have to take off now.”

Carter said nothing, his Adam’s apple bobbing 
as he eyed Tristan.

“Now, Carter. Get off. I’m leaving.” He tossed 
a credchit at the man. “This is the second half of 
payment for your boss.”

“Wait a minute, Captain. You look like you 
might be in need of an extra hand or two.”

Tristan stood by the hatch control and glared 
at the engineer. “Get off.”

“Where’s your Separatist friend?” Carter’s 
eyes gleamed in enlightened suspicion.

“None of your business.”
Carter licked his lips, and planted his fists 

on his hips. “Now, listen, Captain. I can read a 
situation. And this is sizing up to be one. I can 
finish up on the equipment on the fly. And with 
your friend...missing, you might want someone 
to watch your back.”

Tristan’s eyes narrowed. “Why would I trust 
my back to you?”
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“Well, considering you could shove me out an 
airlock, I’d say I’m taking as much chance as you. 
But I’ve been waiting for a way off this rock. My 
contract was up with my boss two years ago and 
he won’t release it. And I know I can be handy to 
have around.”

“You’re indentured to Kane?”
“Not any more. It was up two years ago. But 

I’m still tagged, and the law here doesn’t care. 
I get room and board, but no pay. Just take me 
with you and I’ll do whatever you want.”

“If that’s true, why is Kane allowing you to be 
here alone, now?”

“The crews know the work’s not done, so 
you’ll not be leaving, or I’d not be allowed to stay 
to update you on progress. There is a guard from 
the company by the gate though, waiting for me. 
Take me with you, Captain!”

Tristan shook his head, and Carter stepped 
closer. “My boss was contacted by the Confeds—
they put word out about you. He told me to take 
my time on the installation, to keep you here. 
But I didn’t.” His blue eyes gleamed. “I thought I 
might finally get my chance. Please.”

In a heart’s beat of time, Tristan searched 
his instincts. Suspicion had kept him alive many 
times. One moment of misplaced trust not only 
risked his own life but guaranteed Slap’s demise. 
He hesitated, not believing his decision. “It’s 
going to get dangerous. Probably more so than 
anything I’ve ever been involved in.”

Carter’s eyes lit up, and he grinned. “Let’s go.”
“I’m not playing, Carter. I’m going to rescue my 

friend from the Eridani emperor himself. I really 
don’t expect to succeed. This is a one-way trip. 
And I’m not stopping anywhere between here 
and there, so you can’t jump ship on me. You 
come with me, you’re in all the way.” 

The engineer’s smile faded a slight bit. His 
Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. He took a 
deep breath and nodded. “I’m in.”

“You’re insane.”
Carter’s lips spread in a lopsided smile. “You’re 

the one going into hell itself for a friend. It might 

be suicide, but then, I get the feeling you might 
have a card or two up your sleeve that might even 
things up. Let’s go, Captain. We’re wasting time.” 

What  am  I  doing?  Tristan wondered as he 
closed the hatch. He headed for the ladder, calling 
over his shoulder. “Get to the bridge and strap 
in.”

“Yes, Sir!” 

#

Tristan got clearance and lifted off. He brought 
up the comm display as he said, “Carter, you keep 
your mouth shut unless I give you the word.”

“What are you doing?”
“Keeping options open. For both of us.” 
Kane’s suffused round face appeared on the 

display. “Captain Philips, what is going on? My 
man just called me that you took off. You still owe 
me, and besides, that madman Carter is on your 
ship.”

“I have the credchit for you. I’m coming back. 
If I weren’t, would I bother to contact you? I’ve 
had an emergency come up and couldn’t wait. I 
imagine the Confeds will confirm that much.”

“The Confeds? What—”
“Carter’s tag comes off when we return. Then 

you get your credchit.”
“And if you don’t return?”
“Better pray I do. I have no next of kin to pay 

my debts for me.”
Tristan cut the connection and settled into the 

chair. 
Carter stared at him. “Why did you do that? 

You really are coming back?”
“I doubt it. I honestly don’t think I’ll live 

through this. But I always cover the bases if I can. 
Kane has a reputation for good work, and it could 
be I might need his services again. It also lets him 
know his hold over you is gone.”

Carter gave him a calculating look and nodded. 
“And puts me more in your debt. I get it.”

“Covering my bases.” 
A sad, lopsided smile flickered on Carter’s face 

but he said nothing.
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#

Jumps completed, Tristan set course and rose. 
“You can work on the installations if you wish. I 
think by now you know your way around the ship 
if you want to eat or rest.”

Carter looked up at him, blue eyes wide. “I’ll 
uh, clean up a bit and rest.” He followed him off 
the bridge. 

Tristan paused, feeling inexplicably lost. The 
ship felt…strange. Empty. 

Carter passed him and headed down the hall 
on the port side. He watched the gangly blond 
walking away. This was all wrong; it should be 
Slap sauntering along that corridor. A surge of 
anger welled up in Tristan and he took a few steps 
toward Carter. “The cabin across from the galley 
and next to the head is Slap’s. You can take one 
on starboard side.”

Carter whirled, his eyebrows rising. “Sure, 
Captain.” He gave a nod and pointed to the other 
side of the ship. “I’ll just, uh, starboard, yeah.”

Tristan unclamped his jaw with effort and 
stormed into his cabin to change into his sweats. 
He needed a workout.

#

Tristan chalked his hands. He hadn’t had a 
place to work out in years anywhere near the size 
of this cargo bay; it was glorious. He stood before 
the beatboard, sizing up the static trap. The only 
flaw was the lack of height. Trapeze bars should 
be many meters off the ground. At least this close 
to the ground he only needed a crashmat.

He bounded off the beatboard, grabbed the 
trap, glided into a kip and up to handstand. He pir-
ouetted and held it, staring at his hands gripping 
the bar below him. Slap chinning himself on this 
trap burst on his sight, and he vented a growl. He 
began a giant, but his concentration wouldn’t 
hold and his grasp slipped as he swung around 
the bar. He landed on the crashmat with a loud 
whoomp and lay still for a sec before scrambling 
up. 

He snatched a towel from the stack and threw 
it, but that wasn’t enough. He glared at the 
hanging bag and leaped in the air and kicked it 
as hard as he could. It jerked and slammed spas-
modically. His teeth drawn back in a snarl, he 
slammed the bag with his fists and feet over and 
over. Finally, winded, sweat rolling down his face 
and stinging his eyes, Tristan quit and fell to the 
floor. 

“Uh, Sir?”
He took a deep breath and glanced up to see 

Carter standing by the ladder watching him, eyes 
round. “I uh, I was just going to work on the final 
hook up of the Bussard. I figured you’d want that 
done first.”

Tristan gave a nod, still trying to catch his 
breath. 

“I need you to unlock the panel. I noticed you 
had them all coded.”

Tristan got to his feet and picked up a towel. 
Wiping his face, he walked to the fore of the cargo 
bay. He looked over the new equipment and 
snorted. This guy knew what he was doing. “Did 
you intentionally not finish so you’d have a card 
to play in getting me to take you off planet?”

Carter’s frown slowly changed to a grin. “You 
can tell, huh?”

“Like you, I’m knowledgeable in a variety of 
areas. I’ve had to be both pilot and engineer of 
my own ship for a long time.” He waved at the 
collector. “Get this done.”

Tristan walked away, Carter’s “Yes, Sir,” trailing 
in his wake.

#

The image wavered and Tristan rubbed his 
eyes. He flicked off the display and leaned back. 
No useful information on the emperor’s palace. 
From his one visit to Eridani Prime, he had heard 
the rumors of the horrors inside the huge fortress. 
He must have other places he used for his victims, 
but almost certainly those he wished to person-
ally oversee must be at the palace. And with the 
trouble he’d gone through to grab Slap, he would 
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surely want him close at hand.
He could expect no help from any of the Eridani 

subjects; they were conditioned from birth to 
accept their emperor as a god, and their lot in life 
was to do his will and fulfill his whims. He had to 
use a backdoor to get into the place. But how, if 
he couldn’t access plans of the structure?

Backdoor. He needed a backdoor for informa-
tion. His fingers flew over the panel and soon the 
information he needed appeared. The architect 
for the palace design. Alvarza. Ah, impressive cre-
dentials. And—ha, dead. He snorted. Why was he 
not surprised to find Alvarza’s death came soon 
after finishing the palace? 

Tristan began to read through the information. 
The architect had been famous for his love of old 
Earth castles. Probably what drew Istvan’s grand-
father’s attention to him. His designs integrated 
technology with ancient aesthetics. Tristan did 
another search. No specific blueprints for the 
Eridani palace, but many of his other projects 
were available. At least examining them would 
give him the mind of the man. Couldn’t hurt. 
Might come in handy. Tristan settled in to study.

#

Carter sat at a console in the rec lounge 
adjoining the galley. Tristan ignored him as he 
viewed the available food while twisting to crack 
his back. He saw leftovers from Slap’s last culinary 
effort and ground his teeth. Well, waste not. He 
warmed it up and, only after a slight hesitation, 
walked into the lounge and sat to himself.

Slap had grinned offering this particular dish. 
They both enjoyed spicy, hot foods and this was 
one of Slap’s best achievements. Tristan had 
heard whoops and calls of “Brago’s Bands!” and 

“Boy howdy—that’s good!” while the cowboy had 
been cooking and taste testing the food.

Somehow the spicy rice and meat dish—Slap 
wouldn’t say what kind of meat, just “It tastes like 
chicken”—didn’t seem so appealing now. And 
seeing Carter’s surreptitious glances instead of 

Slap’s mischievous grin didn’t help. He pushed 
back the plate. 

Why did this bother him so much? It wasn’t 
as if he actually liked the galoot. That ingrained 
life debt was to blame. His people were their 
own subculture, floating from star to star. Over 
the centuries, they learned to distrust outsiders. 
But from young childhood they were taught that 
anyone who bore the weight of your safety was a 
brother, and you owed a life debt to that person. 
And within their culture, that meant everyone. 
He could see a hand grasping his wrist as he flew 
through the air, and hear a voice saying in Russian, 
“When his hand grabs yours, and saves you from 
the fall, then he is your brother, and you owe him 
the same.”

Rarely did someone from outside rate a 
second look, much less ever incur a life debt. 
But life debts obviously didn’t mean what they 
should, even to those inside. Or Tristan would not 
have been betrayed.

Even Dray had used the life debt to try to lock 
his young protégé to his side. But he had twisted 
the custom, and its meaning. And eventually 
Tristan saw through the twistings, saw the lies. 
The betrayals.

He would not do that to Slap. He owed him. 
Carter eyed him and Tristan sighed. He needed to 
discover if he could use the engineer, depend on 
him. He beckoned to him.

Carter came over, his lined face drawn, no 
goofy lightheartedness now.

As he sat, Tristan said, “I didn’t have time to 
argue with you, but do you really realize what 
you’ve gotten yourself into?”

“I’ve been thinking of nothing else.” Carter’s 
smile flitted for a second, but disappeared when 
he swallowed. “It’s kind of scary.”

“It’s our necks on the line. And you’re in this up 
to your neck. You can’t easily desert once we’re 
on Eridani. They don’t like non-subjects without 
a passport or working papers. They take a fatally 
grim view of it, as a matter of fact.”
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“I know.” Carter stood. His lopsided grin slid 
onto his face again. “Got a poison tooth you can 
put in my mouth so I can avoid the alternative if 
I get caught?”

Tristan snorted in lieu of an answer. Carter did 
perhaps understand how serious this was. He 
just hoped he could count on him. If he weren’t 
a Confed spy, or worse. Faugh! He shouldn’t have 
brought him along. Another variable to plan con-
tingencies for. But back to the basics. “Getting 
into Eridani space shouldn’t be a problem with 
this ship.”

“Not with the military jump-drive,” Carter said. 
“This thing doesn’t need to look for Minkowski 
space like a civilian drive. We can create a 
wormhole and jump to any specific point we 
wish.”

“I’m aware of that.”
“Sorry. Anyway, this baby should be able to get 

us to the planet no problem. But getting down to 
the planet, that’s another story. Their planetary 
defenses are nasty.”

“I can change registry for this ship, but 
somehow that doesn’t seem safe enough, in this 
situation.”

Carter’s eyebrows rose. “I agree.”
“Any suggestions?”
Carter rubbed his chin, his eyes narrowing. 

“How good a pilot are you?”
Tristan pursed his lips. “Good.”
“Well, what we try depends on your piloting 

skills. So how good is good?”
“Try me.”
A smile edged onto Carter’s face. “Well, if 

you’re good enough to take us in precisely at a 
magnetic pole and keep us there throughout 
descent, I can do it.”

This idiot was out of his mind! “You’re talking 
about a vertical entry. Ever hear of entry burn-
up?”

“I can tune the electromagnetic distortion 
shield to sweep the atmosphere away, so it flows 
around us.” Carter made burrowing motions with 

his hands and shrugged. “The hull will get a little 
warm...”

“Wait. Wait...” Tristan leaned back, frowning 
at the engineer. “Electromagnetic forces need 
something charged to affect. The atmosphere 
below the ionosphere has a low concentration of 
charged particles, so the EMD will be limited in 
what it can do to shield us.”

“That’s why I suggested the magnetic pole.”
“How much assuming are you doing as to the 

amount of charged particles present?”
“It’s....iffy. I mean, it does depend on the 

amount of particles plus your piloting skills, not 
to mention my engineering skills.”

“You think you’re good enough to pull it off?” 
Carter’s smile broadened. “Try me.” 
Tristan glared. Carter’s diffidence had evapo-

rated. He had honest confidence in his skills. Or 
he was crazy.

The engineer cleared his throat. “If you’re a 
really good pilot, we could avoid that by jumping 
straight in, under the ionosphere, in the strato-
sphere if possible, at the magnetic pole.”

“And then?”
“Then I have the EMD cloak us from sensors by 

wrapping the magnetic lines of force around the 
ship. And, we’d have to jump in slow or it would 
be like hitting a brick wall.”

“Jump in straight in on the pole, wrap the 
field lines around the ship with no breaks, and 
at a low enough speed that we don’t turn into 
strawberry jam? Just balancing those fieldlines 
to stay ‘silent...’” Tristan shook his head. “That’s 
almost impossibly exacting. And flying this barge 
in atmosphere at full throttle for thousands of 
miles with both fighters and orbitals targeting us? 
No.”

“That’s why I said you’d have to be a really 
good pilot. Oh, wait....” Carter frowned, his fingers 
drumming on the table, he began muttering to 
himself. “...forgot this had a double-jump....hm, 
subatomic particle cascade....EMP...perfect.” He 
looked up, his eyes alight. 
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 “Let’s try this. We jump in near the city 
using both capacitors. One to open and hold the 
wormhole, the other to create a field of negative 
energy around the ship. This will allow us to jump 
at a high speed so we have some momentum to 
get somewhere faster and not turn into straw-
berry jam.”

Tristan stared in disbelief at the engineer. The 
man was certifiably insane.

Carter continued, “An added benefit would be 
we would create a massive EMP shockwave and 
particle storm from the stresses of space-time 
being ripped open in a gravity well. That should 
knock out the city’s defenses temporarily and 
keep us from being tracked for a few minutes 
while we find a place to land and hide the ship.”

After recovering his voice, Tristan asked, 
“What will this do to the ship, assuming I have the 
skill to pilot her through this scenario?”

“Er, the jump core will be glowing white-hot. 
We won’t be able to jump again for about an hour. 
But I don’t think you’d want to jump that soon 
once we’re there. My only question is, can we 
hide the ship fast enough once we get there?”

Tristan rubbed his eyes. Insane. Completely 
insane. “If this is really possible, has it ever been 
done before?”

“Um, yeah.”
“And the results?”
“Well, less than favorable. The Confeds tried 

it and lost the frigate. I’m not sure how many 
others have tried it...”

“Considering it’s not standard procedure, I 
doubt the maneuver is very practical.”

“Or safe. But this is an emergency. How would 
you have tried to get to the planet if you’d been 
alone?”

“Backdoor. Public transport in a disguise most 

likely. I’m...rather experienced at that. But the 
Emperor appears to know enough about me that 
he’d be expecting me to try to sneak in.”

“Well then, this is perfect! Totally unexpect-
ed.”

“Totally unsurvivable.”
“Not totally.”
“You’re insane, you know that.”
“I wouldn’t be a good engineer otherwise.”
He gazed at the table. He had one shot to get 

in. He could take his time, try to get down to the 
planet invisibly, but what would be happening to 
Slap in the weeks it might take? And the Confeds 
were planning their assault. That might destroy 
his ability to sneak in if it coincided with their 
assault—and afterwards, make it impossible. And 
those idiots might blow up the palace, and Slap. 
Crazy or not, this was his only way in. Tristan knew 
he was a good pilot. A very good one. But was he 
that good? He’d done some tight, perilous flying, 
but didn’t know if he could handle this. And he 
had no base to catch him if failed. 

Was that hell he felt breathing heat on his 
heels?

He took a deep breath and looked up to 
meet Carter’s gaze. “All right. We’ll try it. And 
most likely die in the attempt. But assuming we 
don’t, we have to hide this ship, and fast. The 
mountains should give us some cover. The land is 
pock-marked, filled with canyons and mesas.” 

Carter grinned but it faded and he paused, 
staring at his hands splayed on the table. “You 
know, they wouldn’t let me go knowing I came 
on a ship that had sidestepped all their defenses. 
And I’m no pilot—I’d never be able to fly this baby 
out of there, even without them trying to shoot 
me down.” He looked up earnestly. “I really am 
in.”
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Tristan wanted to ask why, but Carter might 
take it as an invitation to go into his history 
and—by Orion’s belt, no—his feelings. So he 
merely nodded and left to finish his studies of 
Alvarza’s designs. He wondered if he might sleep, 
but doubted it. He couldn’t get Slap out of his 
thoughts, and his mind lent itself to gory imagin-
ings.

#

Slap awoke. Sensations whirled, fighting ori-
entation. He blinked but everything remained 
dark. His throat hurt, his mouth so dry he could 
barely swallow. 

He sat, naked, on a cold, hard surface, leaning 
against a wall, his arms splayed out in restraints. 
He yanked but cool metal cut into his wrists. 
Trying to stretch his legs brought sharp pain to his 
ankles—manacled to the floor. He shivered.

Vibrations and the metallic-oily smell told him 
he was aboard a ship.

What happened? Where was Tristan? What 
happened? Was this a freeholder ship? Had he 
been captured and sold to a pressgang? Where 
was Tristan? He called for his friend, but his 
throat barely managed a croak. He tried again 
and listened. No answer.

Doubts and fears congealed in his stomach. 
He stared with suppressed terror into the dark.

Stay tuned as Deuces Wild continues next month with 
part three of: “In the Lap of the Gods”

To catch up on previous episodes of the adventures of 
Slap and Tristan, visit: http://loriendil.com/DW.php
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  Up next for Ray Gun Revival, Issue  16

Checkers
by Andrew LeBlanc
Two lonely robots in a broken space station have orbited the ruined Earth for a 
thousand years.  Humanity’s fight for survival is over, but the fight against boredom 
has just begun.

Serial: The Adventures of the Sky Pirate
Chapter 8, “Comes the Watcher”

by Johne Cook
Walenda Darden, who may be a spy, has gone off to the Haddirron Naval Academy.  
Cooper Flynn follows her to protect the secrets of Briar Island, but who is following 
him?

Featured Artist

Serial: Memory Wipe, 
Chapter 8, “The Price Paid” 
by Sean T. M. Stiennon
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