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It is now the season change. Now I know 
that change is being bandied around a 

great deal these days, but I don’t mean 
the sort espoused by your favorite political 
candidate. That change is coming soon 
enough in November. No, I’m referring to 
other things.

It is October in Wisconsin, and that means 
the turning of the leaves, the NFL is in full 
gear, and we don’t know if tomorrow will 
be 80 and clear or 38 and snowy—it’s just 
that variable up here this time of year.

But more than the changing climate—I use 
that phrase here in the normal sense, not 
the politicized sense—Ray Gun Revival is 
thinking about change here in the magazine 
and on the site.  Like the seasons, this is 
something that will happen eventually in 
the passage of time, but not immediately 
(check local listings).

Before I get into that, I’d like to note that it 
is now much easier to create a login for the 
forums. Thanks to Bill Snodgrass, our host 
extraordinaire, we’ve knocked out all the 
spambot logins, and real people can now 
visit the forums, register, and submit stories 
or just post on the site. That is very cool.

I posted a thread in the forums about what 

we’re calling RGR 2.0, about what kind 
of change we all think would make this a 
better publication and spread the word 
about classic space opera and golden age 
sci-fi:

We’re kicking around ideas on how to change 
/ improve / monetize / streamline / linkify / 
expose the RGR publication and brand. 

If price were no consideration and the sky’s 
the limit, what would you like to see RGR 
change? 

If price were a consideration but our only 
real limit was our imagination, what would 
you like to see RGR change? 

This is your chance to brainstorm, vision-
cast, state your case, and plead for your 
favorite missing feature / aspect / whatever. 
If there were no limitations, what would you 
like to see RGR lose / modify - change / add? 
We’ve been kicking around ideas, and plans 
are being formed, but before we make any 
decisions, we’d like to hear from you. 

As you peer into the mists of the future, what 
does your perfect RGR look like? How does it 
work? What do you crave from your favorite 
space opera ‘zine that we don’t currently 
offer?

Overlords’ Lair  
The Season of Change 

http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=2231
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We’ve gotten some great feedback thus far:
Print issues of RGR issues• 
A best-of annual anthology of Ray • 
Gun Revival stories
An RGR store with branded swag and • 
the books of our serial authors
Contests and promotions• 
Charity events• 
Variation in cover art• 
Live RGR chats• 
Guest editorials from A-list authors on • 
space opera / golden age sci-fi topics
A shared world series• 
More promotion (podcasting / • 
YouTube videos)
RSS feed (!)• 

If you have further brainstorms about what 
you’d love to see at RGR or from RGR and our 
community of creative readers and authors, 
please do stop by and leave a comment: 
http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=2231

I will confess that I have a very specific idea 
of what to do with RGR. After kicking the 
ideas around among the Overlordian hive 
mind, we’re already starting to work on 
making that idea a reality. We’re aiming to 
unveil those changes by the anniversary 
time frame, July of 2009. The primary caveat 
is that we may move sooner if the changes 
are so easy to accomplish that we can get 
the regular issues out and also work on the 
new development. It might be easier than I 

think, but having already gone through the 
development process once already, it’s never 
as easy as you think.

I will note that nobody yet is close to the sort 
of vision we’re kicking around. Without losing 
the core elements of RGR that we value—
world-class artwork, great space opera short 
stories, original serial novels—everything 
else is fair game, and I mean everything. The 
changes would make for easier development 
by more people, removing the technological 
and practical bottlenecks, making regular and 
timely delivery of monthly issues practically 
push-button easy. It would also play well with 
the plethora of hand-held devices out there, 
from smart phones and PDAs to iPhones 
and ebook readers. I think that’s huge to 
further introduce our publication to a wider 
audience.

Oh, and this issue will encompass Halloween, 
so we have some stories of the macabre for 
you in this issue.  We have a vampire story 
in space, a tale with a time machine, and the 
usual rogue’s gallery of bad guys, good guys, 
and everybody in between.

Speaking of chills and thrills, I especially 
love this month’s cover art from Maxime 
Desmettre with the creature frozen in the 
ice, and the subsequent scientific excavation. 
Like all great covers, it suggests an evocative 
story. I wonder what will happen next, and 
maybe shiver a little.

Speaking of shivering, it’s been a wild ride 
in America since the last time we wrote. 

One thing is for sure, these are strange 
days. While the world trembles in the wake 
of increasingly uncertain times, there is no 
better time to find a little relief in the sense 
of wonder that you can find right here every 
month in the pages of Ray Gun Revival 
magazine. Rediscover your sense of wonder 
with RGR!

Johne Cook 
Overlord 

Breezeway, WI  USA 
October, 2008

In this issue:

When In Greece, Do as the Romans Do, A Tale 
of Dean the Space Rogue, by Andy Heizeler

An innocent faces brutal execution on a planet 
with  strange  Luddite  customs.  Dark  forces 
gather  among  the  stars.  Dean  and  the  crew 
of the Tachyon Valkyrie race against the clock 
to prevent a murder, and of course, turn a 
healthy profit.

“So you say you have come to warn us, 
but by the law you cannot, I can only 
assume you mean the law of man rather 
than moral law, for surely no moral law 
would prevent you from saving us,” said 
Cephar expertly.

Dean lowered his right eyebrow and 
raised his left, draining his wine in one 

http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=2231
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gulp. “You see clearly for one so blind, 
for what is obvious is that which must 
remain hidden,” said Dean gesturing for 
another glass. 

“You truly wish to save us, yet you will not 
break the law to do so?” asked Cephar, 
bypassing the issue of what law would 
be broken. 

Dean nodded, liberating a fruit appetizer 
tray from a passing servant. “Indeed, for 
without laws we are animals. If I am to 
die, I shall die a man,” said Dean, which 
earned some light applause.

The Forgotten by R. Cruz

What motivates the mysterious Warlord to 
travel the breadth of time and space to help 
the most dangerous race in the galaxy change 
their legacy?

“Welcome!” a lanky, elderly male with 
grey hair approached the Warlord, “We 
received your message advising us of 
your arrival, but we were informed that 
you would be in an armored convoy.”

“Yes, there has been a slight change in 
plans,” the Warlord flatly replied. “Is this 
all of the staff?” 

“Everyone,” the elder then slowly 
approached the Warlord and whispered, 
“as per our agreement, we stayed 
at our posts and the...patients...are 
awaiting your final disposition. For our 
cooperation we were to be spared from 

the Purging.”

“I assure you,” the Warlord snarled, 
“your eager collaboration has spared you 
all from the Purging.” He then suddenly 
trained his plasma rifle at the assembled 
group and began firing.

The Glorious Revolution by Steve Case

It is rare that I pull executive privilege about 
the stories that appear on RGR. As you know, 
the Overlords don’t pick the stories which 
appear in RGR. Instead, volunteer readers 
wade through the good, the bad, and 
tentacled, and when they agree on a story 
with their diverse opinions, we know we’re 
onto something.

The Slushmasters were divided on this 
story. It has a strange cadence, a unique 
voice, a construction that almost struck 
me as epistolary, a dialogue in written 
letters. Some will hate it. Some will love it. I 
thought it was worth the risk. If you give it 
a chance, you may have a similar reaction as 
one of our Slushmasters: “But it was really 
a beautiful story, dream-like and creative. 
Left me rather in awe! The author’s ability 
to describe wonder, and majesty, and evoke 
the indescribable -- excellent. I think I will 
remember this story for awhile. It reached 
inside me and rattled around and really made 
me feel what was happening in the story.” 
 
I’ll be curious if you read it, and what you 
think.

You will remember the afternoon on 

Twah’s yacht when we had decided we 
would have our glorious rebellion.

“No blood,” you had said. “No war. Barely 
any violence.” 

You were lying near the side, trailing a 
hand down towards the water. The yacht 
floated nearly two feet above the waves, 
but occasionally a droplet would rise to 
wet your fingers.

Twah had nodded. (You had been right, 
even after Twah was dead and the 
Academy was a burned shell.) “The 
provinces languish like over-ripe fruit,” 
he said. “Stir the branches but slightly 
and they will fall away.”

Twah had loved the metaphors he used to 
describe our revolution. They had served 
him well, served us well, when it came 
time to foment the uprisings. Students 
band behind well-worded phrases—that 
was what you always said. The words 
had always belonged to the two of you 
anyway.

But I had the numbers.

Blood Test by Ronald Moore

Vampires in space—what’s not to like?

We traveled around the corner of a brick-
paneled wall into a dim room. “Ah, here we 
are,” she said. 

I could see before me a long table with chairs 
down one side. The chairs each had devices 
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on them. I couldn’t make them out because 
it was too dark. A sort of hood or instrument 
that I could only see in shadowy outline sat 
above each person. The rest of the room, 
outside of a few lights way back in one corner, 
was dark. I could vaguely make out profiles 
of others sitting in the back of the room, 
like outlines of people in a darkened movie 
theater. 

Julie turned to me and said. “Sir, I will now 
start the test.” With that, lights inside of 
telescoping hoods lit up each person’s face at 
the table. 

“Mom!” I screamed. “Dad!”

The White Knight Is Talking Backwards by 
Richard Zwicker

If the time we live in is insane, it’s our duty to 
try to find a way out of the asylum.

An artificial hum filled my lab, then an 
oblong outline. Finally, a flood of details 
fell into place, materializing into my 
returning time machine. I gave it a few 
moments, staring at the reflection of 
my lanky body and prematurely graying 
curly hair in the capsule’s Plexiglas 
window. Behind that reflection I hoped 
that I, Niles Castle, would find the first 
video ever—of tomorrow. 

Throwing open the hatch, I detached 
the camera’s drive and inserted it into 
my computer. The video started with 
the familiar shot of my “Ferris and 
Sons Flooring” daily calendar, with 

today’s date. After a grinding roar, 
everything went white and stayed white. 
I fast forwarded the video to its end: a 
grotesque close-up of my face and its 
soon-to-be-dashed hopes. I had seen this 
movie before. 

RGR Reviews - Book Reviews by Matthew 
Winslow

Starship: Mutiny by Mike Resnick 
Pyr Books, 2005, 286pp

Starship: Pirate by Mike Resnick 
Pyr Books, 2006, 336pp

Starship: Mercenary by Mike Resnick 
Pyr Books, 2007, 322pp

Featured Artist - Maxime Desmettre, Canada

Calamity’s Child, by MKeaton - Chapter Four: 
Rites of Passage - Domino

Duelists, intrigue, a space fire fight, and an 
uncooperative bounty—it’s all in a day’s work 
for Ivan and Red.

“All right,” she said, raising her voice, “I 
know you’re here but I can’t find you.”

“If you do not look up when you hunt,” 
Pharaoh replied in his smooth rolling 
bass, “the cats will eat you, Child.”

Kylee started, splashing a few steps 
backward in the water. She shook her 
head and laughed up at him. “You going 
to lay there grinning like a big Cheshire 
cat all day or are you coming down? And 

why do you call me child? I’m not a kid 
anymore.”

Pharaoh lowered himself to the ground, 
extended a hand to help her step onto 
the bank of the waterway. “I did not call 
you a kid; I called you Child. I thought 
that was what you wanted to be called—
Calamity’s Child.”

Thieves’ Honor, Spider’s Web, Part Two, by 
Keanan Brand

It takes a ‘pirate’ to show a young woman of 
privilege that nothing in space is what it seems. 
In the meantime, Captain Kristoff continues his 
game of cat-and-mouse with Captain Zoltana.

A transparent handkerchief dabbed the 
shadowed throat. “When a constable 
asks a citizen for help, the citizen can 
hardly refuse, especially if there’s a 
chance of righting wrongs done against 
that citizen’s family. As for the ruffian 
who brought me aboard, I assure you, 
Miss Grace, I did not—”

Finney slammed her heel to the floor 
and turned a slow circle, surveying 
the small but comfortable cabin, the 
Martina Vega’s best. An open trunk 
displayed neatly folded garments; 
on the washstand marched a line of 
toiletries in cut-crystal bottles and jars. 
“A considerate ruffian. He gave you time 
to pack.”

“A man may smile and smile, and be a 
villain.”
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Finney snorted. “Yeah, I read 
Shakespeare, too.” She crossed her 
arms and studied the woman. 

 “If you’re trying to threaten me, Miss 
Grace,” the cultured voice thinned to 
a razor’s edge, “I make a much better 
friend than an enemy.”

“I already have friends.” 

Deuces Wild, Season Two, Chapter 6, Suicide 
Run, by L. S. King

How do you break an unbreakable blockade? 
Very carefully. And who took the pie?

Carter nodded. “I think we’d be able to 
make jump-point easily since this girl 
has a military drive. The real thing we’d 
have to worry about is reinforcements. 
Probably a battle fleet at the minimum.”

“The only thing we’d have to worry 
about?” Slap stared at Carter in disbelief. 
Could he really dismiss a battle fleet with 
a simple shrug?

Tristan sniffed. “We need to concentrate 
on how fast we can unload that cargo. 
The bay is full. Even if all three of us are 
working on it, I can’t see being done 
sooner than an hour. That’s a long time 
to be sitting on the ground, vulnerable.”

“If our signature is masked, and we’re not 
powered, we shouldn’t be detected.”

Tristan inhaled deeply, shaking his head. 
He didn’t seem convinced. “Shouldn’t 

being the operative word.”

Slap stood, slowly, eyeing Tristan as his 
buddy left the lounge, looking worried. 
Slap had never seen Tristan disconcerted. 
Battle fleet? Brago’s Bands!

The Adventures of the Sky Pirate, Chapter 26, 
The Friar’s Paradox, by Johne Cook

The Friar of Briar Island must choose between 
offering sanctuary to Flynn’s fleeing crew or 
aiding the pursuing Haddirron Navy, whose 
benevolence the Friar needs to survive out on 
the edge of things.

Chain nodded. “Very well. I’ll head back 
over right now and start adapting what I 
learned to bigger ships. What we could 
do with even one warship using this 
technology, much less a fleet...”

The Friar stroked his beard. “That 
technology in the right hands could 
be very effective in the right sort of 
conflict.”

Chain said, “And it could be very 
dangerous in the wrong hands. I agree 
about keeping it under wraps.”

The Friar said, “Head back over and I will 
ring bell when I return. It may not be for 
a couple of days, but I will look to spend 
more time with you when the events of 
the next few days have settled down.”

Chain nodded and left.

The Friar looked at Pikir. “We have a 

problem.”

This Raygun For Hire, The Vincent Stone Affair, 
by John M. Whalen 
 
Finally, as Sean T. M. Stiennon crafts the 
series conclusion to his Memory Wipe series, 
we bring you a new story in the Jack Brand 
universe starring a new protagonist, Frank 
Carson. 

Whether you think he’s a hero or not, I’ll 
leave that up to you.  ; )

Hired gun Frank Carson walks into the office 
of Vincent Stone, CEO of Trans-Sinclair Oil, and 
gets an offer he can’t refuse. 

Carson sifted through papers that were 
under the photo. There was a map 
showing the location of Stone’s house, 
and a schematic of the house. He looked 
up from the diagram and closed the 
folder.

“Sorry, Vincent,” he said. “A job like this 
is a little out of my line.”

Stone gave him a surprised look.

“You are a gun for hire?” he said.

“I’ve killed,” Carson said. “But only when 
it was necessary. I’m not an assassin.”

“What’s the difference?”

“If you don’t know, I can’t explain it to 
you.”
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“It’s not a man dress, it’s a himation,” said 
Captain Sedona, her long black curls held by 

an elaborately carved fillet. She wore a violet 
Doric chiton wrap, decorated with simple, 
yet elegant flower prints. To Dean’s delight, 
she smelled faintly of mint and olive oil as 
she leaned in, helping to adjust his flowing 
garment.

Dean found himself enjoying every second 
while wiggling his toes in his sandals. Creon 
watched them with smoldering contempt, still 
wearing his parabolic battle armor. 

All three waited in the cargo bay of the 
Tachyon Valkyrie while Cloey worked on fixing 
the broken ramp lock. They could have left 
earlier, but it would have required climbing 
down a ladder from the cockpit, which would 
have been embarrassing in their current garb.

Cloey’s willowy frame hung suspended 
from a hoist assembly. She hummed softly 
to the hull spirits while cutting through the 
hardened metal with a fusion torch. 

“I’m not wearing one no matter what you 
call it,” said Creon petulantly. He had been in 
a bad mood ever since the captain refused to 
ignore the job request from Dexter, the pro-
fessional slave. 

“Fine, then you stay here until you change 
your mind. The Neo-Athenians are particular 
about their dress codes and they’ve got the 
firepower and tenacity to back them up,” said 
Captain Sedona casually.

Creon maintained his cross-armed stance. 

“I don’t see what your problem is, Creon. 
I’m no big fan of ‘feel good, save the world,’ or 
in this case ‘save the old guy,’ type missions 
either. Luckily for Dexter, my convictions are 
negotiable,” said Dean cheerfully. 

“Mine aren’t. I don’t wear dresses,” said 
Creon with a stony frown. 

“They have sesame fritters, drowning in 
honey,” Dean said musically. “There’s fantastic 
mullet here too, from what I’ve heard. They 
season it with a combination of lemon, 
coriander, marjoram, and olive oil, and don’t 
get me started on the oinomelo,” said Dean 
enticingly. He had shaved off the moustache 
he started a few days ago and had trimmed his 
hair to match local styles.

Creon narrowed his eyes. “What’s 
oinomelo?” he asked despite himself.

“A fine Greek wine served with honey at 
the symposiums. Of drinks, there is no equal. 
Not that you’d care, you won’t wear a man 
dress,” said Dean teasingly. 

Creon bravely stuck to his guns, but Dean 
knew he had planted a seed. For a man whose 
very name was Greek, Dean had expected a 
bit more amicability to the ways of the Neo-
Athenians. 

Cloey disengaged the lock and triggered 
the ramp just as Arc came running up in a 
short chamys looking positively jubilant. For 

once he didn’t have the telepad in his hand. 

“Hey, Cloey, you going to get out and see 
the city with us later?” asked Arc, glancing in 
approval at the captain and Dean’s outfits.

 Cloey shook her head, her goggles falling 
off her youthful face in the process. “No thanks, 
Arc. Pseudo-Luddites and philosophers are 
creepy.”

Captain Sedona wore a knowing half smile 
while being bathed in the warm afternoon 
sunlight of Neo-Athens. The loading ramp 
touched down on the landing pad with a soft 
clunk, revealing the panorama of the city. 

Dexter stood just beyond the safety mark, 
awaiting their arrival. His long face brightened 
considerably as soon as he spied the captain.

“Valerie! It’s been too long!” he said 
warmly.

Captain Sedona accepted his hug, minding 
her folds. “I take it you don’t have to stay in 
character at the space port?” asked Valerie 
lightly, her eyes automatically scanning for 
security. Two Hydra anti-aircraft faux-bots 
were cleverly disguised as statues of naked 
Grecians. Dean made a show of not looking at 
them while Arc stared in appreciation of the 
architecture. 

“It’s an optional zone, but as soon as we 
cross the line at the foot of the pad, I’m Euris. 
Arc, always a pleasure,” he said, shaking Arc’s 
hand. 

When In Greece, Do As the Romans Did 
A Dean The Space Rogue story
 by Andy Heizeler 
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Arc nodded distractedly and watched as a 
gaggle of noble ladies passed below. His eyes 
then shifted up to the vista of Ionic and Doric 
style buildings. Lavish gardens and fountains 
supplemented the structures, each one a 
testament to the artistic taste of the builders. 
On a high hill before the ocean, a columned 
temple dominated the horizon above the city. 
Statuary had been placed everywhere, as well 
as flowers, sprawling vines, and fragrant trees.

“Who’s your new friend?” asked Dexter 
pleasantly.

Dean decided to introduce himself. “Dean 
the space rogue, but here I’ll be called 
Paradoxus,” said Dean with a noble air. 

Dexter shot Valerie a questioning look, to 
which she shrugged. The two men shook hands 
firmly. 

“I’m glad you responded to my distress 
call. The situation has grown dire. They plan 
on executing Master Cynubes this very eve at 
sunset! Because you must act so quickly, I will 
up the payment by one thousand Post Martian 
Federation credits,” said Dexter nervously. 

Dean sighed, realizing this would indeed 
make things a bit more difficult. Of course, 
extra credits always did wonders to ward of 
the ill effects of bad news. The problem would 
be in staying alive to receive them. He glanced 
at where his watch would have been, realized 
his mistake, and looked at where the sun was 
in the sky instead. Not much time at all, but 
still possible.

“Arc, find your objective, and hurry,” 
ordered Captain Sedona. Arc nodded sharply 
and dashed down the steps of the landing pad, 

disappearing into the streets and crowds of 
people. 

“Lead the way to the symposium of his 
enemies, my good man,” said Dean, pleased 
that he had not tried to conceal a hold-out 
weapon now that he noticed the discreet 
scanners in the columns around the circular 
pad. He put his arm out, which Captain Sedona 
graciously took as they gracefully descended 
the steps.

Dexter, now in the persona of Euris, 
explained as they walked. “Please remember 
that once we pass the line Master Cynubes 
name cannot be mentioned by law. He began 
preaching eliminativist materialism about 
two weeks ago, which led to a clash with the 
idealists, after which he reverted to nihilism 
in the heat of an argument, whereupon he 
was immediately arrested. Cynubes refused 
rescue by his friends, claiming the sanctity of 
law. If he dies, I’m out of a pension,” said Euris 
forlornly. Dean could see the seriousness of 
the situation. 

“They plan on making him drink hemlock as 
a matter of tradition,” said Euris.

“The ghost of Socrates rejoices while old 
Fred Nietzsche cries in the imagination of 
atheists everywhere, I’m sure. Tell me, are all 
the statues in the city Hydra Ack Acks?” asked 
Dean casually. 

Euris pitched his voice low and moved in 
close. “It is also against the law to speak of 
technical matters openly, Master, but to answer 
your question, yes. The planetary defenses here 
could hold off an armada. The founders were 
stacked, and stipulated impenetrable defenses 
in their contract with the Post Martian Federa-

tion.” 

Dean nodded wisely, as if being told of the 
glory of local wines. 

They reached the symposium after a decent 
stroll along the fragrant streets, Captain 
Sedona appearing to be the wife of the noble 
Paradoxus along with their servant Euris.

The high class citizens of Neo-Athens 
lounged in peaceful quietude. Some talked low 
about the nature of pure forms and a flutist off 
to the far side gently lulled a small crowd. 

“We must be very subtle,” whispered 
Dean to the captain, before throwing his arms 
violently upwards.

“Doom! Doom and woe!” boomed Dean, 
his hands curled as if holding spheres. 

Everyone stared at Dean in shock, and more 
than one servant dropped a wine vessel. Euris 
buried his face in horror. 

“Behold!” continued Dean, at which point 
everyone recoiled slightly. Captain Sedona 
tried hard not to roll her eyes. 

“I am Paradoxus, from where I cannot say, 
as I am a lawful man! I have come to warn you 
of your own demise, and yet I cannot and still 
obey the laws and principals by which I was 
raised! Your only hope and mine, lies in logic 
and the mind of one smart enough to un-riddle 
what I mean, a hero who can thereby save the 
world.” 

After a moment of stunned silence, a 
man waddled forward whose girth was more 
impressive than his face. 
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“Paradoxus, I, Cephar take your challenge, 
but I implore you to stop your shouting,” said 
the rotund philosopher.

Dean arched an eyebrow powerfully and 
placed his hands on his hips.

Captain Sedona slipped off to see what was 
in the market. 

“You are a brave man, Cephar, and as wise 
as your reputation, which precedes you farther 
than I may say. Might you interest me in some 
wine?” he asked.

Cephar snapped his fingers, at which point 
Dean was handed a glass of oinomelo. 

“So you say you have come to warn us, but 
by the law you cannot, I can only assume you 
mean the law of man rather than moral law, for 
surely no moral law would prevent you from 
saving us,” said Cephar expertly.

Dean lowered his right eyebrow and raised 
his left, draining his wine in one gulp. “You see 
clearly for one so blind, for what is obvious is 
that which must remain hidden,” said Dean 
gesturing for another glass. 

“You truly wish to save us, yet you will 
not break the law to do so?” asked Cephar, 
bypassing the issue of what law would be 
broken. 

Dean nodded, liberating a fruit appetizer 
tray from a passing servant. “Indeed, for 
without laws we are animals. If I am to die, I 
shall die a man,” said Dean, which earned some 
light applause. 

Cephar narrowed his eyes. “Is it a specific 
law which prevents you of speaking of this 

doom, or is it law in general?” asked Cephar. 
Many eyebrows raised this time.

“I can tell you this, I am great fan of your 
philosophies, Cephar, a tremendous fan of 
Neo-Athens, and furthermore, the enemy of 
your greatest enemy. I cannot say of course, 
whom I mean, but I can tell you that the person 
of whom we cannot speak is a primary element 
in this coming disaster.”

“Surely you cannot mean whom I think you 
do? For if that were the case we have nothing 
to fear. He may have violated the law, but he 
upholds its sanctity.”

“Indeed, but there are many in places that 
must not be mentioned here, that do not. There 
is nothing I can do to warn you, nothing I can 
say that will win the day. The fate of everything 
rests on your worthy shoulders, good Cephar,” 
replied Dean, bowing his head in defeat.

Cephar furrowed his brow. He could not 
very well ask this man to break the law, nor 
could he ignore the dire warning. Nervousness 
began to build within his chest. His servant 
whispered something in his ear.

“Ah ha! I believe that if we were to go to 
the Temple of the Sky we could speak of these 
things plainly, Paradoxus!” said Cephar bril-
liantly.

Dean looked up as if seeing the unvar-
nished face of a god. “You are nothing short of 
amazing, my good man.” 

Dean, Cephar, Euris, and an entourage of 
other servants, attendants, philosophers, and 
lackeys began their walk to the space port. 
Dean tried to calculate Bohm Drive jump times, 

the running speed of an ex-Echelon pilot and 
the amount of time it would take to find and 
hijack a communications node. There were too 
many variables, and he had spent too many 
hours flirting instead of paying attention to 
his studies during math. He decided to wing it, 
hope for the best, and run like an alley cat from 
the junkyard robot if it didn’t work. 

 The bulky group reached the line at the 
space port and crossed the line, whereupon 
Cephar put his hands on his hips authorita-
tively.

“All right, buddy, what’s this all about?” 

“We don’t have much time, so I’ll be brief,” 
said Dean, noticing the wine boy had followed. 
He snapped his fingers impatiently and 
continued. “I’m from Marathon.”

“Never heard of it,” snorted Cephar.

“I’m not surprised, we were discreet in 
setting up. We modeled our charter with the 
PMF after yours. Not only that, we based our 
society on yours as well. Many of us were deep 
admirers of your planet,” said Dean sadly.

“Were? What happened?” asked Cephar, 
curious now.

“Cynubes, that’s what happened. He used 
to live on Marathon until we exiled him on 
suspicion of nihilism.” At this point Euris nearly 
choked. He clearly could not see how further 
condemning his master was going to lead to 
his release. “That’s when the Atheist Augment 
Horde came thundering in. They bombarded 
us with heavy nukes, planet killers, void bombs, 
fusion erupters, molecule eaters, goo-class 
nanomachines, super-virus canisters, and DNA-
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mutating gamma-radiation sweeps. The Hydras 
were able to hold them off for about an hour. 
Everything was going fine, but then one of the 
goo clusters got through; after that, it was a 
heavy nuke. Once they had a hole, the entire 
planet started coming apart at the seams. They 
transmitted that it was revenge for exiling one 
of their heroes. I ran for it in my private yacht. 
For years I wandered. I would have come here, 
but I knew my depression would dampen such 
a paradise. I eventually wound up on that 
second-rate, copycat planet, Olympia,” said 
Dean with a sneer. Several sympathetic nods 
and glances were offered up. Olympia was a 
theme planet, run by ruthless, profiteering 
tourist grabbers.

“I decided I had to get off that place, wound 
up floating around space a bit and picked up 
a broad wave transmission about Cynubes. I 
tuned in, and it turns out one of his followers 
on Neo-Athens had alerted the Augment 
Barbarian Horde that he was about to be 
executed! I raced here as fast as I could, much 
like a marathon runner of old! A respecter of 
the law, I couldn’t speak of it until we reached 
the pad, of course,” said Dean. A long pause 
stretched out; Dean tried not to sweat. 

Cephar snorted, crossing his arms. “That 
is the biggest load of horse hockey I think I’ve 
heard since migrating here over thirty years 
ago.” 

A round of laughter passed among the 
lackeys. On a roll, Cephar continued, “First 
off, there is no such planet called Marathon, 
nor was there ever—I would have heard of it. 
Secondly, if that junk heap is yours or anyone 
else’s ‘private yacht,’ I’m a pauper!” bellowed 
Cephar eliciting another round of laughter and 

some clapping. 

Dean concentrated hard on forcing blood 
into his face while clenching his free fist. His 
wine glass trembled in his other hand.

Cephar wasn’t done. “Has anyone here ever 
heard of this fictitious Atheist Augment Horde?” 
There was head shaking all around; even the 
slave actors were laughing now. “Did you just 
think that up or was it part of your ridiculous 
plan to save that fool Cynubes all along?” 

Dean had taken just about enough. Euris 
was pale and looked ready to faint.

Dean spoke, softly at first. “This is,” he said, 
before screaming the last part in unchecked 
vehemence, “an outrage!” He smashed his 
wine glass on the landing pad, silencing the 
laughter. “The historical Athenians laughed 
and ignored the warnings about the Romans 
coming to invade them as well! Where did it get 
them? I’ll tell you! It got their pompous behinds 
conquered! The Augments won’t even give you 
that choice! They will level this entire planet 
and not even think twice. Hell, they won’t even 
think once for that matter! Good luck to you—I 
tried and failed to save you and what do I get 
for my effort but ridicule!” screamed Dean in 
his whiniest, most indignant voice. He turned 
on his heel and started marching towards the 
Valkyrie. 

Silence accompanied his footsteps until 
it was broken by the snide voice of Cephar. 

“Aren’t you forgetting your wife?” he asked. 
The laughter started up again.

Dean stopped, looked over his shoulder, 
and spoke quietly. “She came here to die in 
civilization,” his voice was forlorn as he walked 

up the loading ramp. The crowd was quieted 
by his words while Dean inwardly cursed his 
own inability to time things properly.

Without warning, the statues on the 
landing pad, along with several others through-
out the city, threw off their illusory forms and 
lifted their heavy guns to the heavens. With a 
glorious stream of incandescent anti-aircraft 
plasma, the Hydras fired again and again.

The city erupted in panic. High up in the 
sky, multiple explosions could be seen flashing 
among the clouds. As unthinkable as it had 
been only moments before, Neo-Athens was 
under attack. For the moment, the guns of the 
Hydras were managing to hold off the heavy 
bombardment. 

“Wait! Paradoxus, wait please!” shouted 
Cephar, his voice entirely different now that 
fear had infected its inflections. 

Dean turned around, painfully slow. “What? 
You believe me now?” he asked, obviously 
wounded.

Cephar rushed to him and grabbed his hand, 
kissing it. “My deepest apologies, messenger 
from Marathon! What must we do to stop this, 
and of course, what must I do to leave on your 
ship right now if it cannot be stopped?” he 
asked humbly, if somewhat more quietly there 
at the end. 

Dean rolled his eyes. “I can’t believe you 
didn’t believe me. Now, there is only one 
thing that can be done! The man who accused 
Cynubes must have the charges dropped. 
Furthermore, Cynubes must be brought here, 
much as I detest the idea, and be allowed to 
transmit a message to these Barbarians from 
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my yacht, calling them off. Hurry! Hurry! For us 
it was an hour, for you it may be only minutes 
before the barbarians break through your 
defenses!” 

Cephar snapped his fingers wildly, sending 
a gaggle of lackeys and servants scurrying. “Go 
to the executioner’s den, have Cynubes brought 
here immediately! You heard Paradoxus, 
quickly, before we all die!” screamed Cephar in 
a near panic. His quality leadership skills had 
much of the citizenry in hysterics now.

Dean managed to catch a fleeing servant 
before he could get away with his tray of fish. 
With surprising speed, Cynubes was brought to 
the landing pad, huffing in elderly frailty. 

“What,” he wheezed in elderly anger, “is the 
meaning of this?” 

Dean grabbed him and shuffled him along 
towards the Valkyrie. “All I need you to do is 
talk into the com panel just inside my yacht 
here,” said Dean quickly. 

“That’s a yacht?” asked Cynubes incredu-
lously.

Dean scowled and dragged the man up the 
ramp. “Look, I need you to say, ‘This is Cynubes. 
They’ve released me, please stop your attack, 
it’s over.’ If you do that, the barbarians who 
would otherwise level this world on your behalf 
will quit, and you will have saved the world,” 
said Dean speedily.

“But why would they release me? That 
would be against the law!” cried Cynubes. 

Dean growled in frustration. “Look here, 
old man! Might makes right or at least it does 

right now! They’ve dropped the charges on 
you to save their skins! These Barbarians aren’t 
playing games! Say the words!” yelled Dean.

Cephar was behind them now and placed 
a hand on Cynubes back. “We can debate the 
finer points of the moral implications of all of 
this only if we survive, my worthy nemesis,” 
hissed Cephar pleadingly.

Cynubes looked as if he were about to 
refuse. Euris stepped forth, taking his master’s 
hand and kneeling before him. “Please, I beg of 
you, Master. If not for yourself, for Neo-Athens!” 
Dean could have kissed Euris at that moment; 
his acting was spot on.

Cynubes looked highly suspicious, eyeball-
ing the Hydras that were efficiently shooting 
down the hail of incoming projectiles. With 
a sigh of relief from Dean, Cynubes shrugged 
and spoke the words into the comm panel. 

Moments later, the flurry of sky-bound 
plasma stopped as the bombing ended. All of 
Neo-Athens was unified in a cheer of victory 
and overwhelming joy.

#

The stars came out over the city, once 
again mere holes in the firmament instead of 
a looming threat. Cynubes was alive and well, 
lightheartedly debating with Cephar in the 
square. Dean lounged with Captain Sedona, 
who found herself intoxicated and impressed 
with how much they had made for so little 
investment. Dean figured his chances were 
fairly good for an excellent evening to come.

 Creon walked up in a king-sized sheet that 

he had mangled into a poor imitation of the 
local wear. 

“Nice man dress, Creon,” teased Dean.

“Just tell me where the mutton is,” said 
Creon grumpily.

Dean pointed to a servant with a tray not 
too far off. Overall, things had gone quite well. 
Arc had found the long-range transmitter dish 
without difficulty. It had been disguised as the 
amphitheatre. There he had put out a general 
job request to all pirates, rogues, and bounty 
hunters for the immediate bombardment of 
the capitol city of Neo-Athens. This was sup-
posedly at the request of Cynubes to the order 
of five hundred million credits, with the stipu-
lation that the city be leveled for payment to 
be received. Given that everyone knew Neo-
Athens was a rich planet, where even the slave 
actors made enough money to be considered 
wealthy, the response had been slower than 
expected. 

“Captain, I think I might just be cut out for 
saving the world after all,” said Dean, eating a 
grape with relish.

“Shut up and kiss me, space rogue.” 
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 It is well that war is so terrible, or 
we should grow too fond of it.

 Robert E. Lee, at Fredericksburg, Va.,  
Dec. 13, 1862

Paradise

The attack on the starship Paradise had been 
swift and brutal but had also proceeded 

without unnecessary loss of life. The smooth, 
elegant lines of the luxurious twenty-deck 
Merchant Guild vessel were now frazzled 
and coarse. Half a kilometer long, her once 
immaculate silver hull lay scorched and gutted; 
metal plating was missing and some sections 
spewing green plumes from numerous small 
plasma fires into the vacuum of space. Severely 
wounded, Paradise drifted aimlessly across the 
interstellar shipping lanes; her exhausted crew 
and frightened passengers huddled within the 
cramped, but heavily shielded, engineering 
deck. 

It would be a few cycles before the 
automated beacon, frantically requesting 
assistance, would be answered. The defeated 
captain’s tired eyes focused on a tiny view 
port and caught sight of an upturned shard of 
ruined metal where the base of the clamps of 
one of the numerous towing cables, originating 
from the pirate ship, had grasped firmly onto 
the deck plates of the ship’s starboard side. At 
least, he mulled, they had met the Warlord, 
faced Vengeance, and would live to tell the 

tale. Few, if any, were ever that fortunate.

 #

Aboard the starship Vengeance, as she 
darted across the jeweled star field like an 
ebony dagger, the mood throughout the 
fifteen decks was festive and light as most of 
the crew of two hundred joined in celebra-
tion on the expansive Rec deck. One of her 
seven cargo holds was filled to its maximum 
capacity with medical supplies and grain from 
the victimized ship. Another cargo hold was 
stocked with plasma rifles, fusion grenades 
and other deadly weapons—conspicuously 
not inventoried on Paradise’s manifest—orig-
inally destined to be smuggled to the rich and 
spoiled systems near the Core. Instead, they 
would be rerouted to the more appreciative 
and defenseless worlds located near the outer 
rim. 

The atmosphere within her hexagonal-
shaped, two-tiered bridge, however, was 
more somber and subdued. Dante E’shma’L, 
the ship’s Doctor of Engineering, happened 
to be seated at her remote console at the 
ship’s command center when both sections of 
polished, silver doors silently parted and the 
master of the starship Vengeance emerged 
from his private lift. 

“Set course for the Longari system,” the 
Warlord snapped at navigation. The ebony 
helmet he wore at all times, with his equally 
dark form-fitting pressure suit, was crowned 

entirely with an avian-like silver skull, and 
under the scalloped, horn-like eyebrows there 
were no obvious apertures for either eyes or 
mouth. It always chilled Dante to the bone to 
gaze at him. 

“Aye, Milord,” J.T., the easy going helmsman, 
responded curtly.

“First Officer, you have the bridge until we 
reach our destination. Doctor...” the Warlord 
gestured with two gloved fingers at E’shma’L. 

“Accompany me, please.”

Dante glanced quickly at the bridge crew, 
searching for a sympathetic face or a sign that 
would clue her to what was going on. The 
stern, dark skinned XO, Tatsuno, bowed curtly 
at the Warlord as he took his station at center 
position. As she locked her eyes with the 
navigator’s blue ones, she only got a comical 
shrugging of shoulders, while she followed 
the master of the space faring vessel into his 
private lift. As soon as the doors closed he 
announced, “Cargo Bay Three.” 

Hearing the destination made both of the 
doctor’s thin eyebrows shoot up, just as the 
automated lift immediately complied with 
the order given, moving horizontally towards 
the section part of the starship. Although she 
composed herself quickly, her act of surprise 
did not escape the Warlord’s notice. 

“You heard correctly, Doctor,” he confirmed. 
“First, however, I will require that you 
commence preparations to take our hyper-

The Forgotten
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space drive offline and activate Vengeance’s 
spatial-temporal drive upon my signal. Then, 
at the exact moment the ship reaches her des-
tination, I want a maintenance crew ready to 
laser-cut the cargo bay’s welded seals, so I can 
unload its contents.”

Despite having witnessed and participated 
in events beyond comprehension; experienced 
wonders and horrors enough to last several 
lifetimes; she sheepishly admitted to herself 
that nothing captured her curiosity or specu-
lation more than the secret contents that lay 
beyond the welded doors of the isolated cargo 
bay. “Aye, Milord,” she nodded quickly. “Do 
you wish to have a team of anti-grav loaders in 
place near the corridor also?”

“Anti-grav?” the ebony masked commander 
shook his head slightly, “There will be no need. 
The seals I want removed are on the blast doors 
that lead out to space.” 

Spah-ree

Having finally reached their destination, 
Vengeance held her position in orbit within 

the dark side of the third moon of the uniden-
tified system’s sixth planet. Dante’s engineer-
ing team, in space suits outfitted with laser 
cutters and magnetized boots, worked on the 
seals of the bay’s outer doors and, so far, the 
entire operation was moving smoothly but at 
breakneck speed. J.T. had been allocated to 
assist the doctor and she was glad. 

Her brotherly relationship with the sandy-
haired Vengeance navigator, and his ever 
present warm smile, always made her work 
more at ease. He sat on an auxiliary console 

beside her engineering station, helping to 
confirm readings inside the bay and coordinate 
those few men of the damage control crew on 
standby and positioned in the corridor beside 
the cargo bay doors. “I guess there’s no harm 
in telling you now,” J.T. whispered. “The entire 
crew believes Spah-ree reside in there.”

The doctor gasped as she took an instinctive 
step away from her console. “Are you serious? 
Even on my isolated planet tales of the con-
quering waves of unstoppable Spah-ree in their 
invincible armor reached us. Spook stories, I 
used to think, were told to us as children to 
reinforce our planet’s xenophobia. Even if half 
of those legends were true, they were a threat 
to all life. But how—”

“It happened slightly before your arrival 
on Vengeance,” J.T. continued. “One day, 
without warning, the Warlord suddenly left in 
his fighter and headed for the fringes of their 
known borders and for a few cycles we lost all 
contact with him. Then, just as mysteriously as 
he left, he returned with a large metallic cube 
in tow, placing it in Cargo Bay Three. As soon 
as it was secured, he ordered the entire bay 
sealed and life support and power leading to it 
deactivated. 

“Later, we began intercepting reports of 
Spah-ree abandoning the planets they had 
conquered, withdrawing to whatever remote 
quadrant of the galaxy they originally came 
from, and no one has seen or heard from them 
since.”

A brief chirp from the workstation signaled 
that the crew outside had finished cutting the 
seals. “Excellent work, gentlemen. I better 
notify—” Dante began. “No need, Doctor,” the 

Warlord interrupted over the comm channel. “I 
have been monitoring your progress and I am 
already inside the cargo bay.”

Dante silently mouthed the word “How?” 
and J.T. mimicked her saying, “Don’t ask.”

The thick metal doors retracted painfully 
slow and, once cleared, a rectangular-shaped 
vehicle with a beak-like cockpit emerged from 
the cargo bay. Over the ship’s com-system the 
Warlord relayed his final instructions, “XO, you 
are in charge. I shall return in five hours. Keep 
Vengeance’s shields up until then. Doctor, I 
want you to burn the cargo bay and then begin 
reconstruction work, understood?”

“Aye, Milord,” the XO, J.T. and Dante replied 
in unison.

As the clumsy-looking craft pulled rapidly 
away, Dante muttered, “Am I hallucinating, 
or did I just see an atmo-limited cargo ship 
outfitted with engines allowing for space 
travel?”

Planet Mentok

In order to enter Mentok’s atmo undetected, 
it was necessary for the Warlord to begin the 

ship’s descent near one of the coastal cities 
located in the eastern hemisphere. The nuclear 
attack suffered by this modern metropolis 
had not been powerful enough to completely 
flatten its graceful structures. It was a pre-
meditated result evidenced by simultaneously 
timed and styled attacks on other major cities 
and urban centers across the planet. 

Radiation levels, however, were suffi-
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ciently high to camouflage them from possible 
scans originating from any remaining terres-
trial, armed, military tracking systems. As the 
Warlord began to level off, several thousand 
meters from the surface, the occupants 
realized that it would be evening by the time 
they arrived at their target. 

“We reached this crucial moment of the war 
later than we had hoped,” the Spah-ree called 
Number One, seated behind him, noted.

“I have already taken the delay into account,” 
the lord of war assured. “Simply follow my 
instructions.”

#

He stood with his arms across his broad 
chest, his chin tilted slightly upwards, while the 
other commanders sat leisurely in the open-air 
armored personnel carrier. It was the lead 
vehicle and the only convertible in a convoy of 
five troop carriers, all making good time on a 
dirt road heading towards the outskirts of the 
continent’s capital city. Even here, kilometers 
away, the radiation-immune conquerors could 
still observe the high rise buildings framed in 
fire, hear the anguished cries and smell the 
burning flesh of the vanquished carried by the 
wind. 

The Alpha drew a long, deep breath and 
slowly allowed the early night air from his 
powerful lungs to escape. “The Purification 
begins,” he announced proudly. “Nothing 
cleanses more thoroughly than fire.”

“And we should be there,” a young Epsilon 
spoke out suddenly. “This errand is a waste of 
time and resources.”

If the Alpha was bothered by the comment, 
his serene face did not betray it. Questioning 
was in his blood. The leader understood fully 
that the Epsilon, despite sharing similar physical 
features, was simply acting in accordance 
with the design characteristics of his genetic 
nature. Placing his reassuring hand on his sub-
ordinate’s shoulder the Alpha replied, “You are 
mistaken. This is not just an errand. The Prime 
Alpha entrusted us with an important mission, 
and we will not fail him.”

Acknowledging his faux pas and recogniz-
ing his leader’s generous empathy, the Epsilon 
nodded and said, “I apologize. My desire to 
be with our brethren during the worldwide 
Purging exceeded my common sense.”

The senior female Beta had glanced at 
the Alpha—her preordained mate—before 
speaking and received her permission to 
interject with a slight nod of his head. “There 
is no need to apologize, young one. You only 
expressed what we all felt in our minds during 
the beginning upon receiving our orders. Yet, 
upon further reflection, you will see that it was 
a logical decision by the Prime. 

“We were not created and bred to stand 
as idle impotent bystanders and let matters 
resolve themselves. It is in all our natures to 
rise, take action, and insure we obtain the 
results we desire. Our ‘errand’ is in fact an 
opportunity to contribute a significant chapter 
into history.” 

“Hear! Hear!” the rest of the officers echoed 
in chorus. 

“Sir,” a male Delta rose and pointed to the 
sky, “Isn’t that—?” Several hundred feet above 
them a Mentokian cargo shuttle, with unfamil-

iar upgrades to its design, had come into view 
and was obviously on a parallel course with the 
convoy.

“Yes,” the Alpha agreed, “It has the markings 
of one of ours, but all air traffic has been halted 
by order of the Alpha Prime himself until further 
notice.” The Alpha squinted, and genetically 
enhanced eyesight discerned an airlock hatch 
on the port side of the airship opening and an 
armored figure leaping into the night sky.

The ship was not showing any obvious signs 
of distress, it was safe to conclude that the indi-
vidual now in freefall was not the pilot. How 
odd, the leader mulled. But then the Alpha 
Prime was notorious for unpredictable and 
tactical support surprises in order to maintain 
the sharp battle edge of his troops.

Future Shadow

The target structure was an unpretentious 
rectangular-shaped, three story building, 

constructed at the base of a miserly snow-
capped mountain. The Warlord skillfully 
landed the bulky cargo ship at the center of 
the building’s inner plaza with stone garden 
paths connecting to each wing and confirmed 
that the staff—fifteen in all—stood outside to 
greet them. Situated throughout the space-
craft’s surface were tiny vents that belched a 
chemical spray, which neutralized radiation 
contamination from the entry into the planet’s 
atmosphere. Landing thrusters also began 
deactivating, releasing white plumes of smoke 
that were still hissing, as the master of war 
disembarked onto the boarding ramp with an 
automatic plasma rifle in his hands and Number 
One behind him.
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“Assume your station at the front gate,” 
he curtly ordered the armored Spah-ree. The 
armored alien silently nodded, then spun, and 
sprinted towards the nearest exit.

“Welcome!” a lanky, elderly male with grey 
hair approached the Warlord, “We received 
your message advising us of your arrival, but 
we were informed that you would be in an 
armored convoy.”

“Yes, there has been a slight change in 
plans,” the Warlord flatly replied. “Is this all of 
the staff?” 

“Everyone,” the elder then slowly 
approached the Warlord and whispered, “as 
per our agreement, we stayed at our posts and 
the...patients...are awaiting your final disposi-
tion. For our cooperation we were to be spared 
from the Purging.”

“I assure you,” the Warlord snarled, “your 
eager collaboration has spared you all from the 
Purging.” He then suddenly trained his plasma 
rifle at the assembled group and began firing. 

#

The overwhelming, destructive shock wave 
of the armored figure’s landing was compa-
rable to the force of a nuclear blast. One of 
the troop carriers was destroyed outright; 
the others were in flames and toppled onto 
their sides. In mere seconds, sixty percent of 
the Alpha’s troops had been killed or maimed. 
Had it not been for their swift response with 
laser cannons and force fields, which kept the 
attacker at bay, they would have surely been 
defeated and the mission lost.

Surviving troopers huddled in small groups, 
their attacks coordinated by the determined 
commander. Nearby him lay the now lifeless 
body of the Epsilon he had previously spoken 
with, his vacant stare a haunting accusation 
of failure. Inwardly, the Alpha was livid. It 
was...unseemly...for all of them to seek refuge 
behind overturned personnel carriers, but the 
Alpha would be grossly irresponsible to his 
men if he did not act in the best interest of his 
people. Survival and success was paramount 
and trumped his pride. 

“What is that thing?” his Beta companion 
asked. “Could it be an ultimate doomsday 
weapon unleashed by the Obsoletes?” Her 
once undeniable beauty was marred forever 
by a hideous and bloody scar that ran from 
her forehead to her cheek. The Alpha doubted 
even cosmetic surgery would make her worthy 
of him again. The leader shook his head—it 
would be a situation best dealt with at the 
appropriate time—not now. 

He spat incredulously, “An armored 
humanoid...possessing incredible strength, 
invulnerability, unlimited weapons and speed? 
Impossible...they do not posses the technical 
capability...we were their greatest achieve-
ment. That advanced exoskeleton is something 
only we could have imagined and created.” 

“How is it able to change weapons?” A 
female Delta, leader of the stealth squad, 
questioned.

The Beta grimly replied, “Perhaps some 
folded-dimensional technology or the metal 
of that armor is telekinetically sensitive and 
the warrior simply thinks and just creates what 
weapon he needs.”

“Enough speculation,” the Alpha leader 
roared, “I want that thing captured alive!”

“But the mission—” the Beta cried. She 
was not deluded; in her current state, she 
was no longer worthy of the Alpha’s affection. 
Her wounds had devalued her, which made 
her and others similarly scarred expendable. 
Shaking her head, she continued, “No. We will 
stay here; take the stealth squad and continue 
on towards the target. We’ll catch up with you 
as soon as we can.” 

She then brusquely grabbed the Alpha by 
his uniform’s lapels and kissed him. While he 
did not flinch in disgust, he did not respond 
passionately either. He motioned the stealth 
team to follow him and they rushed into foliage 
of the forest, without looking back. The Beta 
knew then it would be the last time she would 
ever touch him.

#

For decades, the walls of this building had 
been mute witnesses to the unethical medical 
studies that had been conducted on this 
planet’s unsuspecting population. Random 
men, women, even healthy newborns were 
intentionally injected with disease-bearing 
viruses. Mentok medics and scientists then 
dutifully, and callously, monitored them to 
gauge the effects. In those heady days of gov-
ernment-sanctioned scientific discovery and 
research, even lab-grown fetuses and children 
with natural birth defects, were catalogued and 
warehoused here. These segregated pariahs 
had no lawful rights, no political support, and 
were mostly ignored and forgotten by the 
general populace. The price of the search for 
perfection of the species allowed for such 
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egregious treatment. 

Although the Warlord’s helmet filtered the 
pungent odor, it was evident, from the body 
waste on the floors and smeared walls, that any 
concern for overcrowding or responsibility for 
patient’s hygiene had long been abandoned by 
the now dead staff. The lord of war briskly paced 
the corridors of each wing, radioing instruc-
tions to robotic assistants as they sped to do 
his bidding. The human-shaped Medi-bots on 
wheels, he brought with him, raced from the 
spacecraft and back to the building, efficiently 
preparing the passengers for transportation 
onto the cargo ship.

The patients originally numbered over one 
hundred eighty. One third had already died 
from neglect; others were moribund, subse-
quently, too fragile to survive the voyage and 
would have to be euthanized. Many, their dis-
tressed cries and fearful darting eyes, reflected 
spirits long ago crushed under the weight of 
almost systematic neglect and abuse. They 
would have to be sedated before situating 
them aboard the ship. Fewer travelers than 
expected did not guarantee that the boarding 
into the stasis alcoves awaiting them on the 
ship would be any quicker. 

#

It had been a costly victory...just a mere 
fraction of the troops had survived the intense 
battle. The armored opponent, however, was 
on its knees, its arms pinned by two surviving 
Epsilons. For a fleeting moment the Beta 
entertained the hope that bringing this trophy 
would win her favor with her ex-mate. Before 
that, she would see what species was beneath 
the helmet. 

Displaying her superior strength, the Beta 
easily wrenched off the armored head piece 
and then gasped in shock, “What...are you?” 
She had been expecting normal features 
such as a head, eyes and mouth...not a mass 
of swirling, gelatinous membranes. The Beta 
instead recognized the nuclei, contractile 
vacuoles, and central organelle of possibly 
billions of amoebas. 

“We are your future shadow,” a chorus 
voice responded. “We...are you...we...are...
Spah-ree.”

“We...Spah-ree?” she shook her head 
incredulously, “Wait...I recognize the word—it’s 
from an ancient, dead tongue...it means ‘har-
bingers-of-death.’”

So focused were the victors on the crea-
ture’s appearance they failed to notice that an 
alien digit display mounted on a battery pack, 
near the base of the armor’s spine and flashing 
in a manner similar to a countdown timer, was 
running down. A stark white glow, emanating 
from their captured foe, blinded them. Then an 
unfamiliar sound erupted from their throats; it 
was the sound of their own screams of pain 
and terror.

#

Suddenly, the entire facility trembled as the 
shock wave of a massive explosion struck, and 
through a freshly cracked window, the Warlord 
observed a miniature green mushroom cloud 
in the distance. Number Two completed his 
mission, he mulled. How many from that 
convoy did he take with him? If the Fates were 
kind, all of them, but then, the Warlord never 
relied on the benevolence of the Fates. 

Formidable Arrogance

Taking advantage of the momentary distrac-
tion provided by the explosion, a four-mem-

ber stealth team silently penetrated the east 
wing of the premises from a window located 
at the first floor. Their female Delta leader had 
been charged with gathering intelligence and 
relaying the pertinent information to her Alpha 
commander. So far, sensors had been able to 
discern that residents of the top two floors, 
except for some corpses, had been removed 
completely and that the transfer of occupants 
from the first floor was nearly completed. 

An armored creature similar to the one that 
decimated her carrier group stood at attention 
at the main gate, guarding the main road into 
the facility; meanwhile, several humanoid-
shaped robots whizzed back and forth from 
the same ship that they had spotted earlier 
and now parked within the building’s interior 
garden. The entire operation was under close 
supervision of a mysterious, ebony-clad man. 
Such a commanding presence, she remarked 
silently. Capturing him for a session of intense 
interrogation would ease the pain of the loss 
of their fallen comrades.

With a silent forward-chopping motion of 
her arm the stealth team activated their camo-
shields and began to advance, in a chevron 
formation, through the darkened main hallway 
that led to the enigmatic leader. He will not 
see us coming, the Delta mulled silently. So 
absolute was her confidence of the team’s 
camo-shields that made them invisible to the 
naked eye.

A sudden bolt of energy struck the man she 
had placed on point, leaving a hole where his 
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face and helmet used to be, instantly deacti-
vating the victim’s camo-shield. Impossible! 
she cried mentally. One team member imme-
diately fired back at their target, which was 
now, incredibly, just meters away, discharging 
his weapon as he sprinted towards the west 
wing.

Deactivating their camo-shields, the team 
charged after their prey, also firing their 
weapons as they ran. Sounds of clanking metal 
canisters and high-pitched hissing were heard 
over energy blasts as they turned a hallway 
corner and stopped abruptly at a rapidly 
expanding cloud of white smoke. Another 
silent hand signal from the Delta leader, and 
the team immediately adjusted special goggles 
enhancing their already incredible eyesight to 
penetrate the dense cloud. Again they crept 
cautiously as one; their heightened visibility 
barely discerning the outlines of obstacles, the 
only sound echoing in the corridor now was 
originating from their boots as they splashed 
water that had apparently been spilled onto 
the floor. 

The smoke screen cleared suddenly and 
the Delta leader could now easily determine 
her surroundings. On both sides of the hallway 
several thick power cables were ripped from 
the ceiling, their exposed ends touching the 
water-filled floor; further along the corridor, 
near a burst water pipe stood a mysterious 
man in black on a dry patch of floor, with one 
gloved hand firmly grasping a lever. 

 “No—” she screamed uselessly as he 
activated the power box. The hallway flashed 
and popped with sufficient power to illuminate 
the entire darkened wing as bolts of energy 
coursed through the water and electrified the 

entire stealth team. The Warlord cut the power 
as soon as their bodies were still and aflame. 
Striding slowly over the smoking corpses, he 
noticed one of his vanquished foes still alive...
but barely. It was the leader of the group. The 
Delta garnered enough strength to whisper 
painfully, “How?”

The lord of war, impressed by her sheer 
force of will, replied softly, “Your arrogance is 
your species’ greatest weakness. It never even 
occurred to you that I could be linked to my 
ship’s sensors, and therefore, able to monitor 
your movements despite your camo-shields.” 
Those would be the last words the Delta heard 
before she sighed and slipped into eternal 
darkness.

#

A stub on his left arm band lit green; 
signaling that the cargo ship was fully loaded, 
the patients safely in stasis and ready for take 
off. Calmly the ebony-clad master of war and 
death began to board. 

“You will not leave with the Forgotten. Face 
me, now!”

Turning his head slightly the Warlord 
coolly acknowledged the sole surviving Alpha 
commander. He was covered in soot and 
blood from head to toe, his uniform torn and 
tattered, but in his right fist he held Number 
One’s helmet and in his left, the armor’s inert 
power pack.

“Whatever else you might be, you are...
without a doubt...formidable,” the Warlord 
said flatly.

“Y-you have much...ugh...to answer for,” 
the Alpha stammered. He was suddenly feeling 
faint and an odd numbness took over his 
extremities. The helmet and backpack fell from 
his grasp.

“That wave of nausea you are feeling now 
after you killed Number One?” the Warlord 
stated. “Those were deadly flesh-eating 
microbes entering your body. Your cells are 
now being consumed by a cancerous growth, 
which has no cure.”

Black hematomas began to form and spread 
throughout his body as the Alpha stumbled 
and fell on his knees. His veins darkened and 
quickly metastasized, “No!” the Alpha raged, 

“T-this can...not...buh-be...the way I—fight me 
damn y-you! I...wish...to...du-du die in battle.” 

“Why would I be interested in battling with 
you?” the Warlord replied over his shoulder, as 
he resumed boarding, “You are already dead.”

Planet Gis’aard

Vengeance had been in synchronous orbit 
with the remote planet for several cycles. 

The entire compliment of passengers had 
been safely deposited into an automated 
medical center located among the ruins of a 
large, forgotten city that stretched beyond the 
horizon in all directions around it. Based on 
initial observations, the ruins appeared to be 
at least several million years old. Except for the 
still-functioning facility the planet was devoid 
of inhabitants. 

Mostly ignored, due to its location near 
the borders of known Spah-ree space, there 
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were many unsolved mysteries and myths 
surrounding the origin of this world. Even its 
name was in dispute. What little was known, 
however, was undisputed fact: the inhabitants 
had countless eons ago left the planet to share 
their knowledge and seed other worlds. This 
station with all of its medical advancements 
was their legacy. 

The Warlord and Dante stood under an 
archway with etched symbols whose meaning 
had also been lost to time. Dante could not 
stop smiling as she watched the new inhabit-
ants frolic in their clean and airy jumpsuits, 
all under the careful watch of their robotic 
companions. From this vantage point, the duo 
easily took in the recently constructed play-
ground where the more ambulatory patients 
ran through a tiny garden, played in sand, and 
splashed each other with water from tiny and 
crystal clear shallow ponds. Sedentary patients 
were plugged into virtual worlds that gave 
them the same pleasure and experiences.

From an engineering standpoint, E’shma’L 
was in complete awe of the facility. A benevo-
lent and ancient artificial intelligence still ran 
the entire nine-story structure from the most 
basic of operations to easily coordinating cor-
rective surgeries and operations. The facility 
employed several distinct energy sources, 
guaranteeing inexhaustible power. Medi-bots, 
of the same make and model that the Warlord 
used in Mentok, doubled as personal nurses and 
even farmed in an enormous garden, preparing 
meals, attending to the patients’ every specific 
need. Medicine was processed and refined in 
a limitless subterranean laboratory. The doctor 
of engineering was content that the refugees 
from the cruel planet of the past would be 
cared for and able to live their lives with dignity. 

Gathering her courage, Dante asked, “Milord, 
what happened between you and the Spah-ree 
here during that first encounter?”

Before he could reply, a young male patient 
from Mentok slowly and cautiously walked 
over to them and timidly handed the Warlord 
a tiny yellow flower. Despite a facial deformity 
exposing reddish flesh and throbbing veins and 
a warped mouth with gaping teeth, he smiled 
warmly at the master of war. The Warlord 
bowed solemnly at the “medal” he received. 
The youth responded in kind, turned, and 
then ran happily towards the open arms of his 
Medi-bot escort.

Gazing intently at the flower he gently held 
in his hand, the Warlord recounted, “Imagine 
receiving what no other sentient being had 
ever heard before: a distress call from the 
deadly Spah-ree, petitioning me to convene 
with them here on Gis’aard alone. Upon arrival 
they explained to me that as they explored 
this vacant ghost planet, for the first time, the 
Spah-ree began to sincerely reevaluate their 
past. 

“They reexamined that original desire of 
their forefathers, the Obsoletes, to create 
a perfect race. The Obsoletes’ creations, 
however, were too perfect. They began as a 
race that fanatically engaged in the depleting 
of any genetic variations within their planet’s 
population and then eventually espoused their 
philosophy by spreading it throughout the 
entire galaxy by force. 

“Having transformed, over the eons 
of unopposed conquest, into a collective 
hive-mind, they now debated and weighed 
their eventual legacy to the cosmos with that 

of the long-dead inhabitants of the planet 
Gis’aard. Concluding that all they ever truly 
created as destroyers was bitterness and 
brutality. Ugliness and…imperfection. 

“Violence, Dante, coupled with unending 
war is always self-defeating. The Spah-ree 
finally admitted their lives as the scourge of 
the galaxy was both impractical and immoral. 
Impractical due to violence’s descending spiral 
ending...immoral because the origin of their 
thirst for war was born and thrived on a hatred 
of physical imperfection.” 

“Milord,” Dante stammered, “I...forgive 
me...I am astonished. You are, after all, the 
most feared man in our galaxy...the destroyer 
of Ares’ World! Your very existence is nothing 
if not an affirmation of war, violence—and 
death.”

“True,” the lord of war nodded softly, “It 
seems incongruous, at first, that I empathize 
and understand the reason behind their collec-
tive change of heart. However, upon achieving 
the mantle of Warlord, I understood it allowed 
the title-bearer the preservation of an unalien-
able right to act in whatever manner necessary 
to bring an end to any given situation. Did 
acceptance of my destiny signify that I advocate 
solely violence and war? 

“Despite appearances to the contrary, 
Doctor...I do not. And here I deviate philo-
sophically from the Spah-ree. I find it neither 
impractical nor immoral to employ violence or 
even non-violence if it guarantees a concrete 
victory over an opponent.”

Fastening the flower on his uniform’s lapel, 
they began walking to one of Vengeance’s 
shuttle crafts, as he concluded, “The Spah-ree 
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revisited their history and recalled...the 
Forgotten. Their final desperate act as a people 
who worshipped flawlessness was a quest to 
uproot them from the past in order to replant, 
in the present, a new future for their race. 
Regaining what the Obsoletes’ foolishly bred 
out of their genetic mix during the drive for 
their race’s ultimate perfection...compassion.”
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The creation waits in eager expectation for 
the sons of God to be revealed . . . 

in hope that the creation itself will be 
liberated from its bondage of decay 

and brought into the glorious freedom . . .
-Romans 8:19,21

I.

I never meant to fight for the king. You can 
argue as much as you like, but I will not admit 

that it was because of his daughter alone that 
I did. Certainly I won’t deny that I stood there 
much for her sake, but she was royalty, high 
blood, and she had no reason to count me 
more than just another servant. You would 
misunderstand if you thought my actions were 
for her, for love of perfect form. 

I say perfect form, because her eyes were 
the multi-hue that signaled the genetic perfec-
tion of the highest castes. They sparked with 
fear beside her father’s throne. I looked into 
them, standing there, waiting for your arrival, 
and you will say they bent me to her will, but I 
will say they only made clear what needed to 
be done. You will say that proves your point.

I could write pages describing the way she 
stood there beside her father, youngest of her 
sisters by far and yet certainly the wisest. (I 
cannot understand how we dismissed them 
so off-handedly, how we believed the entire 
family a dying strain.) I could write pages 
describing her in that instant alone, but I could 
write books of what I saw of her in the time 

I knew her. This, again, you will say proves 
your point, and I will not deny that I was in 
love with her. She is a large part of why I stood 
there, but she was not the only part.

In another few moments you would have 
come through the old oak doors that barred 
the way to the audience hall. They were at 
least a thousand years old, but your men would 
have either burned through them or rigged 
explosives to blow wide the hinges. We had 
watched from the highest battlements as the 
last of the guards were routed, and the king’s 
general—one of the few remaining—said that 
you were flooding the corridors with gasses to 
kill off the hemoths.

All I had in that moment was a sword and 
the plasma rifle carried by all the guardsmen. 
I had begged the king to let me stand with the 
others at the gate. He had not allowed it. We 
knew that you would be coming through the 
door first, and he knew that I was thought 
by your revolutionary armies to be dead. He 
thought that seeing me there would stop you 
for a moment, and it was my hope that I would 
not need to raise the sword except for an 
instant to halt your advance and make known 
my intentions. After that, perhaps there would 
be dialogue.

There was so much I wanted to explain to 
you.

You will remember the afternoon on 
Twah’s yacht when we had decided we would 
have our glorious rebellion.

“No blood,” you had said. “No war. Barely 
any violence.” 

You were lying near the side, trailing a 
hand down towards the water. The yacht 
floated nearly two feet above the waves, but 
occasionally a droplet would rise to wet your 
fingers.

Twah had nodded. (You had been right, 
even after Twah was dead and the Academy 
was a burned shell.) “The provinces languish 
like over-ripe fruit,” he said. “Stir the branches 
but slightly and they will fall away.”

Twah had loved the metaphors he used 
to describe our revolution. They had served 
him well, served us well, when it came time 
to foment the uprisings. Students band behind 
well-worded phrases—that was what you 
always said. The words had always belonged 
to the two of you anyway.

But I had the numbers.

“It balances.” I had closed my eyes and 
opened them again, watching the clouds 
move behind the topmast. “There were no 
errors anywhere. The matrices are stagnant, 
but when pushed in the right directions they 
will develop new, dynamic parameters.”

“Are the calculations complete?” you had 
asked me.

“You double-checked them yourself. And 
we know where the critical point will be.”

The Glorious Revolution 
 by Steve Case



The Glorious Revolution, by Steve Case Pg. 23

Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                                                          Issue 47, October 2008

We all had looked up after that, because 
the last slow curve of the canal was bringing 
us back in sight of the school. The ancient brick 
of the Academy took on a burnished hue in the 
late afternoon sunlight and the poplars along 
the bank seemed aflame. It was foreshadowing, 
and we all knew it, and we were all saddened 
by it.

#

I had tried to explain it to the king’s 
youngest daughter many times when I was a 
prisoner in the king’s palace. We would walk 
in the gardens or stand beside the blinking 
mahogany map tables in the library, watching 
Twah’s fruit fall from the branches, city by city. 

“You will think my father did not foresee 
this,” she told me the day after word came 
through that New Delhi and the Walled Cities 
had gone over to your side. “You think he did 
not know the depth of the corruption in his 
own system.”

I had, by then, stopped believing that the 
king was an evil man, but that probably just 
illustrated how, for all my calculations, I always 
understood the least of any of us. Now I see 
that you never believed him evil; to you he was 
only the figurehead for a system that was not 
evil either, simply old and stagnated. You did, 
however, believe he was a fool, and that was 
something that I was beginning to doubt.

“If he did see what was happening, why 
didn’t he change it?”

“Monarchy is the oldest form of govern-
ment,” she told me, and the look in her eyes 
made me think she was probably mocking.

“Maybe it’s the oldest because it’s the most 
primitive, begging my Lady’s pardon.”

“Or maybe it is the oldest because it is the 
final state of any governmental system.” She 
paused and moved to the tall windows that 
looked out over the river. “Are you familiar 
with Théoden’s Principles of Entropic Develop-
ment?”

I had studied under him at the Academy 
and told her so.

“Then you know how his theories can be 
applied to any governmental system.”

Of course I did. It was an application of 
those principles that had made us realize the 
revolution was necessary. It was a thorough 
investigation into equations derived from 
those principles that made us see how to go 
about it.

“If the Overborn were so advanced,” she 
asked me, and it was hard to look away from 
those irises that were constantly shifting 
shades of blue and hazel, “why do you think 
they left our world in the care of a monarchy?”

“I would not wish to offend with my answer, 
my Lady.”

“Please, go ahead.” The mocking look was 
back, joined with a slight smile.

“All our historical records show that our 
previous society was thoroughly democratic. 
The legend of the Overborn’s charge is a device 
created to give your family’s rule credence.”

“Are you in contact with them?”

She was purposely baiting me. “No. And you 

know that the technology necessary to contact 
them is forbidden by your father’s command.”

“My great-great-great-grandfather, actually. 
But yes, my father continues to enforce the 
interdiction.”

I wanted to leave then. At the time I still 
thought they were trying to garner my support 
or my sympathy by a comfortable house arrest, 
kind treatment, and a display of their power. 
I even suspected sending the king’s daughter 
was a ruse to gather information from me 
about our plans. 

“My father wishes me to tell you that you 
are to have unlimited access to the library. 
You may find records here that would surprise 
you.”

I thanked her and left, my hemoth escort 
appearing soundlessly and padding after me 
down the stone corridors. 

#

What I found, eventually, in the enormous 
library were our equations. They were in an 
archaic script that I had a bit of trouble translat-
ing, but when I had succeeded they were there 
as clear as the sunlight pouring through those 
huge windows. They were the same equations 
we had arrived at, the same numerical warnings 
that showed all the variables slowly falling 
away and all the perturbations representing 
trade or commerce or energy or creativity or 
development dying down to zero. 

I asked the king’s youngest daughter who 
had written them.

“My twelve-times-great-grandfather.” She 
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smiled slightly. “Though there are some who 
maintain that they were actually the work 
of his wife. I suppose either way it does not 
matter.”

Of course that sent me back to the library 
again, this time into the histories. I found them 
all arranged in a bright, dusty room that would 
have swallowed the Academy library three 
times over. She had been right: they were 
written by the High King, the man who had 
established the dynasty we were now exerting 
so much effort to topple. He had, according to 
these books, which were older than anything 
I had ever seen or heard of, led a rebellion 
against an even older dynasty, and we were 
now living in this, the result of his own glorious 
revolution.

That’s when I put our equations up alongside 
the old king’s, and I don’t think I have ever been 
so frightened in my life. I had lost my notebooks 
when the Academy was destroyed the morning 
of my capture, but I had rewritten most of them 
from memory and then worked through the 
parts that I could not completely recall. I put 
them both together, ours and his, and realized 
what I very likely would have realized if we had 
ever had the scope to see more than a couple 
hundred years backwards or forwards in time: 
our equations are periodic.

They repeat, almost like clockwork, every 
thousand years or so. I should have seen it at 
once, because it always struck me as almost 
mystical how beautifully everything fell into 
place, how everything we had predicted with 
those numbers occurred. It occurred because 
it had been occurring regularly over and over 
again for who knows how long. We simply 
came in at the end of another cycle, and we 

were just smart enough to realize what was 
happening.

#

Sometimes I get embarrassed when I realize 
how wrong we were about the king. After those 
long nights in the library, hearing the hemoth 
guards shuffling behind the bookcases and in 
the shadows, I guess the king thought I had 
been given enough time to piece together what 
he wanted me to know. Beyond that I could not 
have guessed his plans, though it seemed clear 
to me he knew what I knew from reading the 
letters I tried to get to you.

You are probably wondering what it was 
like being under house arrest in a palace larger 
than the central grounds of the High Academy. 
In some ways I had never been treated so well: 
I was a captive and was under constant watch 
by Thoth and the other guards, but the palace 
was large enough that it never felt like a cage. 
I could always go out into the gardens, which 
were probably the most beautiful things I have 
ever seen. I ate wonderful food, though you 
might laugh at that, and I had more books than 
I could have ever imagined available to me. (I 
know you will appreciate that.) 

The strangest thing, though, was the actual 
esteem I seemed to be held in by members of 
the court. It was bizarre: I was an enemy to the 
throne, and I suppose most there would have 
considered me a traitor, but there were many 
who had studied at the Academy, and most 
of these had some sense that this was much 
larger than a simple uprising. They had all read 
our papers at the very beginning, and I had 
long talks with some of them. 

But it was horrible too, because I knew that 
you were out there and I had heard that Twah 
was dead. I would hear the news of more terri-
tories and cities that had gone over, and I could 
see the old structure falling away, but I could 
not be out there with you to see it all happen. 
It would have been awe-inspiring to watch the 
world change, to see armies lowering their 
weapons, see the blue and gold flag we had 
stitched at the Academy being raised over 
cities, as everyone was caught up in something 
larger than anyone.

The very worst thing, however, was when I 
finally began to get to know the king.

I had only seen him before when I was 
brought to stand for sentencing. That was 
when I was first captured, and I guess that was 
when you thought I was dead.

#

The buildings of the High Academy were 
burning, and part of me thought that they 
should have always been so, that there was 
something in those brick walls that wanted to 
be bathed in firelight. We could hear the tramp 
of the soldiers’ boots coming down the cobble-
stone streets, and I remember wondering if 
they would bring hemoths with them and if I 
would finally be able to see one up close. It’s 
strange how the most random thoughts dart 
through our heads in moments like that.

Twah’s voice was still coming through 
the loud-speakers, and there were still a few 
banners lifted, even some electronic ones 
projected into the air above what was left of 
the milling students. You were staring at the 
buildings too and grabbed my shoulder and 
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muttered, “We did it.”

We had, and it was the most delicate point 
of all. The Academy had been the crisis point, 
the trigger-point, and we had argued about it 
back and forth for days out on the yacht. That 
had been the largest and hardest sacrifice to 
make. Once the king ordered his troops into 
the school and everyone learned of what had 
happened, we knew public support would 
eventually fall out in our favor. Twah always 
used the pendulum metaphor, and we had 
dared them to push it far enough that it would 
swing back against them.

We heard the hum of their weapons, and 
the crowd began to disperse with growing fear 
on their faces as they realized that the unthink-
able was going to occur and force would be used 
against them. Just then, I felt we had betrayed 
them, and maybe part of me wanted to be 
captured, to be held responsible for what we 
had done. We split up: you headed out towards 
the docks, and I cut towards where the others 
said they’d be waiting in a skimmer. I was cut 
off, and suddenly there were uniformed men 
everywhere. I remember being ridiculously 
disappointed that they were just men after 
all, but then something warm and sharp hit 
the side of my face, and I couldn’t remember 
anything until I woke up in the holding cell.

They knew I was one of the leaders. That 
was no surprise. What was a surprise was how 
quickly they brought me before the king. I had 
believed I would be handed over to some kind 
of court or dealt with by one of his officers. 
Instead, they took me directly to his audience 
chamber, so that I never even saw the outside 
of the palace. I think the base or prison where 
I was kept was attached to the palace through 

tunnels, but I never found out for sure.

The audience chamber is huge, and if you’ve 
actually made it to the doors I now wait behind, 
you know that this entire palace is built around 
it. It’s that big for a reason I’ll explain later, but 
then I thought it was simply for intimidation, 
another sign of imperial waste. They brought 
me in and waited at the doorway. I had to walk 
to about the middle of the chamber by myself. 
Then I had steeled myself with a lot of self-righ-
teousness, but that’s mostly gone now. When 
I got to just beyond the point where I wait for 
you now, I stopped.

It was like I was standing on a field of 
marble with some sort of carnival going on at 
the horizon, only the carnival-people weren’t 
dancing or moving around or anything. They 
simply stood in a long row and looked at me.

I saw a lot of things for the first time right 
then, but I would see them all up close later on, 
and right now I’m just talking about seeing the 
king for the first time. He was at the middle 
of everything, sitting on a simple throne on 
a slightly raised dais with ladies and animals 
and brightly garbed robots lined up on either 
side. Even from that far away he frightened 
me, and it was the fear you get when someone 
better than you is about to find out something 
bad about you. I did not understand that then, 
because I did not believe there was anyone 
better than anyone else. Neither did I feel I had 
done anything wrong.

He said my name, and across that marble 
it sounded like he was standing right in front 
of me.

I nodded, then said, “Yes, your Lordship.” 

“You are one of the leaders of our 
rebellion?” 

It was the kind of voice that made me feel 
like he had walked in on a game I was playing 
with some friends, a foolish game. That made 
me angry, but I bit it back and just said “Yes, 
your Lordship,” again.

“Read the list of charges.”

When he said this, one of the animals that 
was standing beside him stepped forward, and I 
realized it was a war-beast. Then I realized that 
all the animals standing up there were hemoths, 
and I gasped because I had never seen so many 
in one place and hadn’t realized there were so 
many different kinds. There were a lot of men 
up there, but I learned later that the king liked 
to keep war-beasts around because they were 
stronger and often more loyal than the human 
guards. (We were always a little worried about 
how the variable they represented would work 
into our equations, but nothing I learned about 
them there proved us wrong.)

The hemoth reading the charges looked 
like what I have always thought a wildebeest 
would look like, though I’ve only seen them in 
pictures. He stood half again as tall as the men 
near him and wore flowing robes like theirs. 
You might have thought he was a very tall, 
hairy man except for his face, which was totally 
animal, and hands that had fewer fingers than 
a human’s, thick and clumsy-looking. The hair 
going down the back of his neck stuck out like 
a zebra’s and was striped as well. When he 
read my charges, it was the first time I had ever 
heard one speak, and his voice fit his body 
perfectly: all the words were shaped like a man 
would speak them, eloquent and enunciated, 
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but it was an animal speaking.

You probably haven’t heard it, because 
when they fight they don’t make words at all. 
Then they sound completely animal. Sometimes 
Thoth would yell when he was training me, 
showing me how they gave their battle cries, 
and it was enough to turn my chest to ice.

When the hemoth was done reading the 
list—it was long, and I could find nothing on it 
that not true in one way or another—the king 
waited as though he expected me to speak.

“They are all true, your Lordship.” I had 
almost called him “your honor,” because just 
then it felt like I was speaking to a judge, as I 
suppose I was.

“How do you plead for your fellow rebels?”

That gave me pause, because I didn’t know 
how to explain what they did. “I don’t know, 
your Lordship,” I finally said. “I suppose I can’t 
answer for their actions. I certainly tried to 
influence them, but each decided what he or 
she would do for himself or herself.”

He rubbed his beard and seemed to be 
thinking.

I was going to describe him to you. Perhaps 
I subconsciously put it off because it was hard. 
Basically, he was a king; he was the king. He 
was like every picture of kings you would see 
in the old books, and when I was in the library 
here I looked in the really old books, and he 
was like the kings in those as well. I know that 
we used that as evidence of the line’s stagna-
tion and lack of genetic variation, but I wonder 
if it wasn’t that they had simply gotten it right 

and then kept with it.

He was taller than almost anyone I know, 
though I didn’t realize that then because he 
was sitting down. His face was the kind of face 
that never seems to get weaker or duller with 
age. He might have been sixty years old (he 
was ninety), but his eyes were the same bright 
multi-hued color as all his daughters’, and of 
course they looked right through you. His face 
was lined but lined like it was always set against 
something you couldn’t understand but would 
like his help against. 

I’m not doing a very good job explain-
ing. You could probably explain it better, and 
we had explained it to many when this whole 
thing started: he was a man genetically engi-
neered to lead, given the stature, bearing, and 
demeanor of a king. It was one thing to talk to 
each other about those things and how wrong 
they were; it was another thing to stand before 
him and explain why you were trying to bring 
down his kingdom.

“I have read your papers.” He was speaking 
to me again. “These would seem to indicate 
that your rebellion is a mathematical prob-
ability and that these forces you have set in 
motion are nothing more than the embodi-
ment of inevitable calculations. How then can 
you speak of the rebels’ freedom of will?”

“Numbers, your Lordship,” I said, feeling 
something like a thrill of pride that he had read 
what I had written. “As you said, they are prob-
abilities, though I would argue that they are 
certainties. The revolution will continue, but 
people decide whether or not to join it. I can 
predict how many will and when, but I cannot 

give you names.”

He nodded as though that satisfied him. 
It must have, because he raised the rod that 
meant he was giving an order and said that 
I would be confined to the palace until the 
rebellion had been crushed. Then I would 
stand trial with the rest of the leaders.

That was the last I saw of him until he 
summoned me to his chambers after I had 
been in the palace for several weeks, after 
I had found our equations in the library. By 
then I knew (or thought I did) that he sent his 
daughter so I would find them. 

#

When I went to see him for the first time 
there were two war-beasts guarding the door 
to his chambers, both with horns and muzzles 
about as big as my head. They grunted at my 
escort in the way they speak to one another, 
and then they stepped aside. Thoth waited 
outside with them.

There was a man in the ornate chamber 
beyond, and I would later learn that he was 
the king’s chief server. He escorted me through 
a maze of other rooms, some of which I took 
to be bedrooms and others that looked like 
offices or libraries, until he finally brought me 
to a stone balcony that overlooked the gardens 
at the palace’s rear. The king was sitting at a 
table that held a chessboard, and the server 
motioned for me to take the chair opposite 
him. The king looked out over the gardens and 
ignored me until the servant left.

“I have heard that you are quite an accom-
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plished chess player,” he finally said, motioning 
to the board between us. “My daughter speaks 
of your games in the garden. I assume you let 
her win often.”

I denied it, quite honestly. She beat me 
fairly nearly every time, except you will say 
that it wasn’t fair because they were bred to 
think faster and clearer than us.

“I would like to have a new opponent,” 
he said, gathering his cloak around him and 
turning his attention fully to the board. “I 
would also like to hear of how things were in 
the High Academy. I spent several enjoyable 
years of my youth there. You will not believe 
me when I tell you how much it pained me to 
order its destruction, but it did.”

I told him I did believe him, again quite 
honestly.

He smiled, and it made me sorry for 
the whole thing. It made me confused and 
ashamed that I had any part in it, but it also 
made me angry for being ashamed. I was still 
trying to sort through everything I had learned 
about this cyclic revolution happening over and 
over again, and I wanted to ask him about that 
outright, but I realized I shouldn’t. His smile 
made me want to let go of the whole twisted 
thing and just play chess with an old man on 
his balcony.

We simply played chess that first time and 
talked about random things like professors 
whom we had known at the Academy, but the 
next time I went back was the time I saw my 
letter in the fire and so was sure he knew I 
had been trying to reach you to explain these 
things. Then he would talk about more, and I 
did my best to understand.

#

The king was skilled at explaining things 
without actually coming out and saying them. 
I think he couldn’t speak about certain things 
and was hoping I would put it all together 
(which I hope I did). I won’t go through and 
record all our conversations or what he said 
to make me understand by saying other things, 
because that’s not what is really important and, 
besides, I could not remember all of it anyway.

What he tried mainly to tell me about were 
the Overborn.

I know we never talked about them much in 
the Academy. There was that old stone chapel 
of sorts beyond the river, and I’m pretty sure 
it was set up to worship them. I’m also sure 
there were a lot more like them once upon a 
time, but that sort of thing is frowned upon 
now. (I could never tell whether or not it was 
because the Overborn themselves discouraged 
it.) If they were spoken of at the Academy as 
anything more than just legend it was as his-
torical oddity. Some people I knew would still 
use their names when they were scared or 
angry, but that was also falling out of use.

The king said (without actually saying) that 
the Overborn should not have been worshiped 
because they were really like us. They were 
what we had once been or they were what we 
might one day become. Either way, we were 
from the same stock, and they had left while 
we had stayed behind or been left behind. I 
still don’t understand everything he tried to 
explain to me about them, and I’m not sure it 
makes much difference.

“Cities of men,” he said once while we played 

chess on the terrace and a low moon striped 
the lawns with black and silver. A fox-headed 
hemoth served steaming cocoa in silver mugs. 

“Entire cities, lifted into the sky. But they were 
no longer simply men then.”

I had not understood and told him as much. 
For some reason talking about it made me 
nervous, and I kept glancing upwards uneasily.

“They certainly hear,” he told me, following 
my gaze, “but not as much as we might credit 
them.”

“We rarely credit them at all anymore,” I 
told him.

“That is perhaps how it should be. Does it 
embitter you that contact with them is allowed 
solely through myself? Would you believe me if 
I told you that had been at their insistence?”

We had indeed been angry that the royal 
family was said to be the only humans who 
had contact with the Overborn, just as we 
had been angry about so much else. If the 
Overborn figured into our equations at all, it 
had been simply in adjustments of the mythos 
and historical variables. And yet the belief 
the governmental hierarchy had continued to 
engender, coupled with their insistence on a 
pronounced exclusive communication, was 
simply another factor we believed we should 
be freed of. If there was any truth to the stories 
of the Overborn, the monarchy had kept it 
from the people. 

I asked some question regarding their 
nature.

“Have you ever heard the choirs chant on 
Crownsday?” I had, and I nodded. “A thousand 
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voices are speaking as one. Every thought is 
for a time engaged upon the same word and 
meaning, and yet it lasts for minutes at the most. 
Imagine that extended to tens of thousands 
of men for their lifetime and the lifetimes of 
their children and their children’s children.” It 
was his turn to let his gaze drift skyward as 
he continued. “They are the embodiment of 
order, and in that sense I suppose they must 
be gods.”

I asked him then if he didn’t know whether 
they were or not, seeing as he was supposed to 
be in communication with them.

“Just one, really.” And then he turned the 
subject to other things in a way that made me 
believe he wanted to talk more but could not 
so clearly.

He thought that the Overborn controlled 
the equations. That was the thing he was trying 
to get me to understand, and I have to get you 
to understand as well. We thought that the 
equations were something we had discovered, 
that they were a method of prediction. What I 
learned in the library showed me that they had 
been discovered before and repeated over and 
over again. The king knew about them, and 
every king before him had as well. That was, 
after all, how their dynasty had been founded.

Just as, I suppose, yours might be founded 
when you come through those doors.

The king thought that the Overborn were 
the ones controlling it all, and this is why: when 
each dynasty fell, like the one before his and 
the one before that, on and on back as far as 
the histories could reach, each king would call 
the Overborn for aid. The king did not explain 
it clearly, but it sounded like monarchs only 

communicated with them when a dynasty was 
ending and the equations were getting ready 
to start all over again. Then, when rebellion 
swept the land as it was doing now, the last 
king would call upon their aid.

For some reason they came, and I never 
learned if they simply restored the old dynasty 
or if they helped to reestablish order with 
new rulers. It sounded like it didn’t matter. It 
sounded like the king thought all they had to 
do was be there, like they had some interest 
in whether or not things settled down again 
into the same old order so the patterns would 
repeat.

Like I said before, one of the things about 
the king that made him such a good leader was 
his way of making you realize things without 
having to explain them directly. I had the 
image—though I had no way of telling if this 
is what he wanted me to have—of some vast 
engine. The engine was us, was everything. It 
was all of the equations we had plotted, all the 
numbers that represented the forces at work in 
the government and education and economy, 
and even the lives of all the people taken as 
a whole. There was energy bound up in them 
somehow. Not energy like the wind or the sun, 
but something akin to that, something in the 
repeating numbers that the Overborn needed.

I imagined them out there, sailing farther 
away from the world of their origin, yet being 
driven somehow by an immense engine that 
was everyone on our planet, all the people 
growing crops or building and selling tools and 
goods, all the soldiers going off to their cyclic 
wars, all the politicians moving boundaries 
back and forth, men and women loving and 
dying. Again, I cannot understand it and I don’t 

know if it’s right, but the image stuck with me.

Whether or not that’s how it is, I know you 
can understand that this is something bigger 
than we were aware of. We wanted to break 
our world out of a downward spiral, but this is 
more horrifying. Now we find we are in a never-
ending cycle, and the Overborn are somehow 
responsible. 

If we really want to change anything for 
the better—and that was the whole reason 
this began, wasn’t it?—then we would have to 
make our rebellion much bigger than we had 
anticipated.

#

I had a dream once when I was younger. It 
is the earliest dream I can recall, and I think it’s 
stayed with me for so long because it scared 
me so badly. In my dream I am standing on 
the back porch of my old house, the wooden 
deck that my father built long before I had 
even thought of going off to the Academy. I 
am with three people I don’t know—a young 
man, a young woman, and an old man. And the 
fact I don’t know them and they’re at my home 
scares me almost as much as anything else in 
the dream.

We’re all on the deck looking up at the 
sky, and it’s full of broiling grey clouds. The 
clouds are churning: some clouds are getting 
lower and some are getting higher as they 
move across the sky. Then one comes lower 
than any of the others and solidifies into a grey 
ship, something that I’ve never seen before. It 
floats below the clouds like one of our airships, 
but I have a certainty that something on it is 
watching me, and I feel naked and exposed.
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I’m sure that that was an Overborn in my 
dream. I don’t really know what that has to 
do with anything, but it just came back to me, 
right now as I was giving this account.

#

The king told me his plan by teaching me 
to play chess. We were playing nearly every 
evening now, and I was seeing less and less 
of his youngest daughter. That bothered me a 
bit, but I was too busy to think about it. During 
the day Thoth started drilling me with some of 
the rest of the guardsmen. I don’t know what 
anyone else made of that, but no one said 
anything. I was realizing this was part of what 
the king wanted.

Thoth is a very old name, and I probably 
should have told you more about him already. 
I don’t think his genetic stock lined up with his 
name exactly, but lots of them had names like 
that because they looked part man and part 
animal. Thoth had coding from a dog and a bull, 
I think, but he always looked like an ox to me. He 
had horns and a wide snout, like most of them, 
but he was a solid brown color like chocolate. 
He was my attendant and guard, following me 
around wherever I went and answering what 
questions he could.

I asked him what we were doing the first 
day he led me out into the practice yard.

“Learn weapons,” he said.

There were other hemoths and men as well. 
I think what they learned was mostly for cer-
emonial purposes, because it seemed to me 
that any training with heavy arms would be 
done out away from the palace grounds. That 

day Thoth showed me how to fire one of their 
plasma rifles, as well as how to load and clean 
it. 

I don’t know much about weapons, but 
he was a good teacher, and after a few days I 
knew how to shoot a target pretty well. Next, 
he taught me how to use the energy-lances 
they carried. I would spar with some of the 
men while he looked on. It was weird, but 
I think some of them thought the king was 
toying with me. Maybe some thought I had 
decided to join them against your rebellion (as 
I suppose I have).

So I knew the king wanted me to know how 
to fight. 

But, like I said, he was showing me his 
plans through our chess games. He was a much 
better player than I was, and in each game he 
would take most of my pieces but leave me as 
many pawns as he could. Then he would send 
his queen in after my king. He was trying to tell 
me to go after something large and powerful, 
and I thought he was crazy because right away 
I realized he thought I would help him fight an 
Overborn when it came.

I would still like to think he’s crazy, or I 
would at least like to think what we used to 
think: that he was an old fool, but I can’t. I know 
he’s right, and I know there’s only one way out 
of the prison that we—you and I and Twah—
found outlined around us in the equations.

He let me get one final letter to you. By this 
time there were sympathizers in the palace 
itself and your forces were barely a hard day’s 
ride from the city. I can only hope my letter 
has reached you, and that now—as I hear your 
footsteps beyond the door—you will find me 

waiting on the other side and believe what I 
have tried to tell you.

There will be an Overborn, because the 
king summoned him just as you were coming 
through the palace gate. His name is Xerteth, 
and he is their messenger. I saw his ship fall 
like a grey cloud to settle on the audience 
chamber. (That was why they build it so large. 
It is designed as a landing platform.) 

You must fire your weapons toward the 
space to the king’s left. I will fight alongside you, 
as will all the king’s men who remain. It was 
foolish to send so many to defend the palace, 
but the king did not want to risk betraying 
his intentions. I suppose it is just as foolish to 
attack an Overborn god.

Yet it’s never been tried before. That, at 
least, is something the equations cannot see. 
They cannot see the actions of one man. They 
cannot see what you will do.

II.

You died somewhere on the trip outward, 
before we reached the red war-world. I 

could not see you or touch you, but we all felt 
you go. This should have meant you were not 
alone, but we didn’t even notice until you were 
almost too faint to feel. We were so preoccu-
pied with all that it took to pilot the ship. Then 
it was like there was a hole in what we had 
become, a dark spot. Soon it was filled, and 
I knew the ship had swallowed up your body 
and ejected it into space or transformed it into 
energy. I’m not sure which; we still don’t know 
enough about it.



The Glorious Revolution, by Steve Case Pg. 30

Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                                                          Issue 47, October 2008

You had been injured in the battle with the 
Overborn. I guess we had not realized how 
badly. 

I don’t know why I still feel like I should 
record this. You’re gone, and there’s nothing 
left to convince you of. You must have received 
and believed the first portion of this account, 
because you came through the door with all 
your men and even a few hemoths (I’m still not 
sure how you managed that), firing directly 
towards the point I had indicated. Even with 
that surprise, it’s a miracle we beat it.

There should be a book written about 
that fight. It seems like it lasted long enough, 
and now, even though I feel it takes the full 
attention of me and everyone else here to fly 
this craft, somehow part of my mind is unoc-
cupied enough that I think about it often.

I thought we were beaten right there at the 
first, when the shots from you and your men 
seemed to melt into the air beside the king’s 
throne. That air stirred and then there were 
what looked like metal plates trying to push 
their way into the room from behind a clear 
barrier. The barrier snapped, the plates pulled 
together, and the Overborn messenger stood 
in the chamber, towering over us all.

I thought we were beaten because at the 
first sight of it I wanted to fall to my knees and 
beg it for forgiveness. It was like the first time 
I saw the king, only about a hundred times 
worse. I didn’t, but a few of the men in the 
room did, throwing their weapons down on 
the marble.

“Rise! Rise and fight!” the king was 
shouting. 

The Overborn wasn’t saying anything, and 
that helped. It also helped that he did not look 
much like a man. The king did, and suddenly 
he was a general leading his subjects, and it 
was the most natural thing I have done to rush 
forward with the others.

Our foe had a wide grey face with a flat 
mouth and slits for a nose. It was as though 
he might have been human once but had lost 
interest a long time ago. He watched us out of 
wide, blue eyes. When we got close he brushed 
us aside with his arm, and it wasn’t simply the 
arm of a giant pushing us away; it was like he 
could gather up the wind in the room and force 
it against us.

He stood three or four times higher than 
even the hemoths, though they were the ones 
that ended up doing the most damage against 
him. It was hard to tell exactly how big he was, 
because the metal plates that were his armor 
or spacesuit kept trying to slip off into the place 
they had been before, making him blurry and 
undefined around the edges. He mainly just 
pushed us or tore men apart with his arms and 
with the forces he shaped in the air, but later, 
when we had driven him out into the gardens 
and his armor was smoldering he would shoot 
light from his arms that would rip through men 
and melt steel. I think you were hit with the 
edge of one of those.

The whole thing was chaos, really. I lost 
sight of the king right away, and all there 
was were men rushing in from all directions, 
throwing themselves or firing at the Overborn 
and then being killed or darting back out of the 
way. At one point you found me and grabbed 
my shoulder. There was no time to embrace.

“This is it? That’s the bastard using our 
numbers?” 

You seemed nearly euphoric, like something 
in the battle had gotten into your blood. Maybe 
I would have felt like that too if I had witnessed 
the rebellion as you had. I wondered how well 
I still knew you.

“It’s only the least of them,” I tried to 
explain, but you were already gone, yelling to 
your men. I followed.

In the garden it was as though the palace 
had been inverted and hung over our heads. 
The spires and towers that were the bottom 
of the Overborn’s ship brushed the tops of the 
poplars, and between them I saw contorted 
human faces. Those were the Overborn, really, 
and the thing that was finally brought to its 
knees near a blasted hedge was—

Well, when we killed it, the lights on the ship 
faded and the faces were gone, so I suppose 
that was the actual Overborn as well.

#

You were on the ship with us, for a time 
at least, so you know how it was. Sometimes 
I still dream of it though, and when I wake in 
the darkness it takes me several minutes to 
determine whether I am actually home in bed 
or if I still drift in that interminable darkness.

The king ordered about twenty of us onto 
the ship. We had to leave immediately, and 
none of us really understood anything about 
how an Overborn ship was to be crewed. 
Before we had killed it, it had been crewed by 
one, but that one may have been hundreds 
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or even thousands. We were fifteen men and 
five hemoths, and our king ordered us to take 
the stolen ship back where it had come from 
and hunt the rest of the Overborn in their own 
realm.

He was like us, the king, and in the darkness 
of the ship when our minds touched we would 
share the knowledge and laugh soundlessly. 
We had laughed then too, in the ruined hall as 
he ordered us aboard, but it had been a tired, 
unbelieving laughter.

“We have succeeded in the face of incred-
ible odds because of luck and surprise,” he told 
us, and there was a ragged cheer raised despite 
the sobriety of his words. “What you have 
killed here—at the cost of nearly four score 
soldiers—is the least of those who rule unseen 
over us. He is their messenger, no more.”

We were standing together, and with your 
hand on my shoulder (I did not note at the 
time how much weight you put against me), it 
felt like everything before had been erased and 
rewritten with this battle. We had battled gods 
together! What did it matter that it was only 
one and only once? We had faced it together, 
and the moment we shared then was worth all 
that would come after or had come before. I 
still, often, live in that instant.

“Yet,” the king continued, “from what I 
know of the Overborn and their ways, he is the 
swiftest, for he must pace the threads of light 
to deliver their edicts across the skies.”

“You want us to take his ship, Majesty.” 
Thoth spoke from where he stood at the head 
of a dazed group of war-beasts.

“That is right, my son.” (‘Son’ was how the 

higher-born always addressed the hemoths. It 
was because the hemoths had been created 
by men like the king.) He turned to us. “Your 
rebellion must continue, as I am sure you can 
see.”

His youngest daughter whispered 
something into his ear, and for a moment the 
breath caught in my throat. I had a ridiculous 
notion that she was making an appeal to her 
father on my behalf. He touched her hand reas-
suringly and turned back to us.

“What has happened today is unprec-
edented, and I am aware of the danger I have 
brought upon my entire world. Recrimination 
from the Overborn may be harsh and swift 
coming. But something incredible has been 
attained. We must ride this victory as far as it 
will take us. I need men to pilot this ship against 
the Overborn.”

Did I say the king had ordered us aboard 
and that he had chosen twenty? It was one of 
the things that made him a king: you could not 
recall whether he had actually commanded 
or simply placed a choice before you. It was 
nearly the same thing when it came to him. 
I half-believed he knew exactly who would 
step forward, that he had chosen each one in 
advance.

You were first, half-staggering with me sup-
porting your arm. I came along, but I have to 
believe I would have even had you not been 
there.

That, perhaps, was a lie. The eyes of the 
princess were something that I very much 
wanted to see again, and I had no guarantee 
that would be possible if I stepped aboard the 
ship.

Either way, you went and I went with you.

I like to believe Thoth came because I was 
going, but that also might be giving myself 
too much credit. He, along with four of his 
war-beasts, came to stand behind us. They 
volunteered before any of the other men, and 
perhaps it is cynicism toward my own kind to 
say that the remaining humans were shamed 
into coming. Nonetheless, eventually there 
were twenty before the king, men and beasts 
who had fought bravely and to exhaustion 
barely minutes before. Now, we were going 
even farther, to even more desperate struggles, 
and we had time only for the king to raise an 
arm and pronounce a blessing over us.

#

It must have been hell to die on that ship, 
because it was certainly something very close 
to that for a time to live aboard it. If that can 
be called living. Which begs the question as to 
whether your death can really be called dying. 

Enough.

We knew that the Overborn were each 
a sort of hive mind. What we did not under-
stand and had not foreseen is that to pilot one 
of their ships we would have to become one 
as well. The ship, though it is said to be the 
smallest of theirs, was large to us. We felt we 
climbed into the mind of a giant, looking for 
the secrets to move his arms, his legs, and send 
him lumbering forward.

We had climbed to the pinnacle of the 
king’s audience chambers. There was a stone 
stairwell cracked with age and a doorway that 
led onto the roof. From there it was almost as 
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though the ship reached down and pulled us 
into itself. We were within it, but not inside it 
as one would be inside a room or a house. The 
ship was around us, and where we were and 
whether we sat or stood seemed to have little 
bearing. We did not see much of the interior, 
and I’m not even sure I could say it had what 
would be understood as one. (I apologize; I 
don’t know how to make clear what I never 
understood.) We simply saw what the ship saw 
(as it saw it) and felt what it felt.

And we felt each other. Our naked minds 
were all there together, and we communed 
with the memory of the dead Overborn. That 
was how we learned what there was to know 
about flying it and how to find the rest of the 
Overborn.

We waited in heat and darkness. Eventually 
the curve of the world fell away behind us and 
the stars stretched out before us like the eyes 
of beasts. 

In our first rebellion, we had outlined 
our strategies to match the equations that 
predicted how the war would end. That the war 
spilled out into this larger conflict was simply 
because we did not fully appreciate the scope 
of the numbers and the height to which our 
revolution must reach. Now we were breaking 
the matrix, shattering the numbers, and racing 
headlong toward the Prime Overborn, toward 
what I suppose you must call their king, the 
first and greatest who had fled the farthest 
distance from earth in their long pilgrimage. 
We felt that if we could strike a blow against 
him, our world would be free from the cycles 
in which these gods had ensnared us.

No gods could catch us. We slid through 

the galaxy like a thought, and there were only 
brushed whispers in the distance, images of 
huge cities coasting through the night, always 
too far and too slow to intercept our passage. 
Our ship was a weapon aimed by our collective 
will, and we had a clear path to the very edge 
of starlight where the Prime Overborn had 
drifted into deep night.

That was near when you died, and I still have 
no way of telling how long into the journey it 
had been. Sometimes it felt as if we had left our 
world a few moments before; at other times it 
was as though we had been traveling for years. 
Suddenly your thoughts flickered, and images 
from your life were flashed out like pictures in 
a dying monitor.

I saw us all again on Twah’s yacht. You were 
laughing at the sky as some figure or other 
finally was juggled into perfect order. The sky 
was cloudy, and I was watching rain slowly 
come over the lake. 

I saw you at the gateway to a burning 
military post. It had been one of the few that 
had refused to follow our perfect calculations. 
You squatted down and rolled the body of a 
dead captain to stare into his blood-streaked 
face for several seconds. 

I saw you before the doorway to the 
audience chamber in the palace, surrounded 
by soldiers of both your own forces and the 
palace guards. I saw the hemoths that had 
turned sedately to follow and the dull under-
standing that had passed down the ranks 
arrayed to oppose you. 

I watched you step through the door and 
see me—incredibly, my own self through the 
eyes of another, rather hunched and gaunt, 

standing uneasily in the center of that huge 
room. I felt a surge of loyalty and devotion, and 
realized with astonishment that it was directed 
towards my own sorry frame. Then I saw the 
Overborn step from beyond into our percep-
tion and the flare of a thousand rifles spitting 
fury in the chamber and in the garden.

You flashed softly before the minds of all of 
those men and beasts upon the ship, and then 
you died, and I don’t know what has become of 
you. It was good you left when you did as you 
did, because those who fell when we sailed 
above the horizon of the war-planet were torn 
away and burned, and we found their bodies 
later in the ship as charred ruins.

#

It’s hard to write this. I write as though I 
were speaking it, as I have spoken it many 
times in the night to a king’s daughter. She 
listens, and when the red planet is low in the 
sky she holds me against her while I tremble. 

Or perhaps I am still there, above that 
planet, and I am only dreaming of her.

#

I will simply say that the Overborn were 
gods. They were not gods to worship or even 
gods to revere because they were simply men 
who had become something somehow both 
more and less. Yet they were gods in their 
knowledge and in their power, and on the 
world they were using for their own purposes 
we had butchered their holy messenger.

These were our thoughts as the red planet 
slowly rolled across our path.
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It was like the chess game again, and we 
were simply a lucky knight that had moved 
too far down the board to be touched by 
any other piece. We were almost to the king 
when suddenly the queen was shifted from 
somewhere we had not seen and blocked our 
path.

It wasn’t really much like a queen though. 
It was a bloody world that spun slowly before 
us and warped space for parsecs on either 
side so that we could not avoid it. It spiraled 
all the light-paths towards itself, and we were 
drawn inexorably closer. Instead of trying to 
flee, we poured on more speed and shot like a 
silver bullet low over horizons of torn flesh and 
congealed blood.

His horizons were pooled with the twisted 
souls of thousands, and I was sure he had 
shaped himself to be everything of Mars, every-
thing of chaos, everything of battle and Hades. 
Then, as our ship carved light across the sky of 
his world, I was sure that it was he who had 
always been and that everything we knew of 
those other things were patterned from him. I 
still don’t know which is true.

I still don’t know how we killed him or 
even if we really did. We were raked by fire 
and bathed in crimson blackness too cold to 
describe. The war-beasts were howling, and 
their cry filled all our minds who were left on 
the ship. You should listen to what they say, 
because one day it will be very important. I 
learned something in their voices about where 
we came from and where they are going, but 
that was not the time to think of such things.

On the horizon we saw a horned shape 
rise up from the burned fields, and his arm 

stretched across the sky to stop us. All there 
was to do was increase our speed and elongate 
the ship until it was a burnished spear, red 
with echoed light. We split his skull, and his 
twisted planet fell away beneath us. We were 
once again god-killers, but nearly half of those 
aboard had not made it through.

#

You want explanations on how this is all 
possible. How could a single ship manned by 
men and beasts with no training in such things 
bring down an empire of gods? The answer 
terrifies me, and I was waiting for the end of 
my account to offer an explanation. Consider 
this: what if, just as equations governed our 
own rebellion on our world, there were deeper 
equations that governed periodic revolutions in 
the heavens? What if this Overborn hierarchy 
was as ripe to fall as was the old king’s back 
home? What if we were still simply playing a 
game of numbers?

I tell you this because when we finally 
killed the Prime Overborn and succeeded in 
our rebellion I felt—for a fleeting instant—as 
though I had seen something out there on 
the rim looking on in approval. Perhaps it was 
simply my own fear, the fear that it had all 
been too easy. I was afraid I had stumbled into 
a multiverse of repetition, cycles of stagnation 
and rebirth that propagated endlessly in both 
directions, a universe of numbers with no gods 
above and no gods below. 

#

When we finally returned, it was though 
we had been gone for only a few days, but 

the things on the ship led us to believe that 
time was not nearly as solid as we had once 
believed. I think perhaps even when we 
returned to our world we remained out there, 
traveling towards a god that would not die yet 
for a thousand years.

The first king we had sought to cast down 
had been only a man. This second king was a 
city of men that had become a god. He waited 
so far distant that the starlight had become 
a disk of stars and dust at our back. It was as 
if the void beyond was his throne, stretching 
out to the nearest galaxies, and this spinning 
mote was a puddle of dust he stirred with his 
feet. He himself was an entity, a crystal array, a 
pattern that spiraled into itself and subdivided 
infinitely, each division an eye and a mouth and 
a world. He was a silver city hung in space with 
interwoven towers like lace on the underside 
of a leaf, but every tower was the span of a 
solar system.

It was good we were flying so swiftly, 
because no one on our ship wanted to destroy 
it. No one believed we could, but even the 
attempt seemed blasphemous, for here was 
everything humanity had strived to achieve. I 
felt that this was truly paradise, that the minds 
enraptured there would stir slowly throughout 
eternity, as untroubled as spotless memory. 

I will never forgive myself for what we did. 
Who are men to rail when they live under the 
heel of beautiful gods? Who were we to strike 
them? 

Like a needle through a snowstorm we 
fell through its immensity, and then indeed 
very much like a needle we pierced a central 
chrysalis and were suddenly aware of how 
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fragile the whole structure had become. It 
ruptured around us, drifting like ashes on black 
water.

#

That’s when it happened. Whatever 
structure of authority or power our own little 
wars had been a cycle within; for an instant it 
all lined up, and I saw up and down the hall 
of mirrors. The darkness beyond our galaxy 
became fraught with significance, and I realized 
it was neither empty nor cold. There were a 
million eyes, and they watched passively the 
struggles of men and their gods.

Beyond them—if you will credit me—the 
very universes stirred. Then I looked the other 
way, and I saw my own cells in revolt, crying 
against the stagnation of decay in which I had 
imprisoned them. Deeper yet I saw the dancing 
particles that cried for a dying reality. There 
was no end.

I came home.

III.

Our world has been liberated. The king 
declared it a year of celebration, and the 

people are sure that this is somehow a great 
beginning. The Overborn drift in space, leader-
less, and trouble us no more. The people are 
alive with ideas and free energy. I wonder how 
long it will last, but I do not have the heart to 
touch any numbers and see. The king sits in 
council with representatives elected from all 
the old principalities.

We buried you (though there was nothing 

to bury) in a grove of poplars behind the palace. 
The burned places where the Overborn had 
been killed were already healing and the splin-
tered trees were gone. The king said words for 
you, praising you as a hero and a son. I saw 
some from the Academy and family from even 
before that. This was all just a few days before 
I decided to go back and see what was left of 
the Academy. (There was nothing.)

That night the king’s youngest daughter 
found me in the garden, sitting on a bench 
beside the poplars and a new statue. It was 
of men bracing lances against the charge of a 
god.

“I am sorry your friend is dead,” she said, 
and touched my arm.

“Yes, my Lady.”

We waited in silence for a time.

“My father is old, and my eldest sister will 
be queen if that is what the people desire.”

I nodded and said I thought they would.

“There has not been a queen in a thousand 
years.” She waited. “Will you ask me to sit with 
you?”

“I am sorry, my Lady.” I had not even stood, 
and I did so now. She sat and motioned that I 
join her.

“You have been praised as a hero,” she 
said.

“Yes.”

“Something troubles you still. Surely you 
know that your rebellion has succeeded. You 

have earned your world’s gratitude a thousand 
times over.” 

She studied me, but I kept my eyes on the 
grass. “Yes, my Lady.”

“When my father is gone and my sister rules, 
you will be honored. When my sister is gone 
and her child rules, you will still be honored.”

Eventually I would tell her all the things 
I had seen, but I did not then. Then I let her 
cradle my head in her lap like a child, and I 
watched the stars through silver leaves.

Steve Case
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I slid under the crack at the bottom edge of 
the glass front door and onto the floor of the 

waiting room, and then reassembled myself 
upward and stood in the middle of it. 

A bilateral Holophyte sat in a chair close 
to the receptionist’s desk. It looked like an 
hourglass with a disc-shaped head on top and 
a thin green tube in the middle that stretched 
down to a disc-shaped body below. Its eyes 
were small antennas in the center of the top 
and bottom disc.

“What a creep,” I muttered under my 
breath. “He won’t get the job—those things 
are idiots.” 

I moved forward to the empty reception 
desk. Sitting on the other side of the desk was 
a Moon-Soul from the tiny blue dwarf behind 
Jupiter. Her eyes, shaped like large diamonds 
and glowing crimson, suddenly sprang out 
of their sockets and hovered close to me, 
scanning my body from bottom to top. 

“You want to conduct a strip-search, baby. 
We can get down in that dark hall.” 

Diamond eyes retracted them into their 
sockets and muttered, “Of all the nerve!” 

After a few minutes, I moved into the 
dark hallway to the left of the desk and said, 

“Anyone working today?” A few moments 
later, when no reply came, I shouted, “Are you 
open—is anybody here?” 

“Just a minute, I’ll be right out,” a female 

voice yelled from out of the darkness. 

I back-shuffled into the waiting room 
and stood by the desk. I had just come from 
the employment office and had my testing 
appointment paper. I’d first read about the job 
back on my own planet, Legoid. My dad and 
mom had applied earlier in the day. 

A young female humanoid emerged around 
the corner of the hall, and sat down behind 
the desk. “Hello, hello, sorry about the wait. 
My name is Julie.” 

“Hi, Julie. I’m here to take the blood test. 
I’m Keith.” 

I handed her my paper and she recorded 
it on a form. She looked good enough to eat, 
and I do mean that literally; on my planet 
sometimes we get carried away and devour 
our mates after sex. Then Julie stood up and 
went back over to the hallway entrance, saying, 
“All right, Ma’am, come with me.” Julie started 
and diamond eyes followed, waddling into the 
dark. 

After about five minutes Julie glided back 
into the waiting room and asked. “Is Maurice 
here?” 

The Holophyte answered, “Yes, Ma’am.” 

Again, the receptionist started down the 
dark hallway and idiot Maurice lumped along 
behind her.

Finally, it was my turn and we took off 

into the dark. “Where are the two who went 
before me?” 

Julie set a rapid pace and yelled back over 
her shoulder, “Oh, they’re not here for the 
test. Not much further, Sir.” 

We traveled around the corner of a brick-
paneled wall into a dim room. “Ah, here we 
are,” she said. 

I could see before me a long table with 
chairs down one side. The chairs each had 
devices on them. I couldn’t make them out 
because it was too dark. A sort of hood or 
instrument that I could only see in shadowy 
outline sat above each person. The rest of the 
room, outside of a few lights way back in one 
corner, was dark. I could vaguely make out 
profiles of others sitting in the back of the 
room, like outlines of people in a darkened 
movie theater. 

Julie turned to me and said. “Sir, I will now 
start the test.” With that, lights inside of tele-
scoping hoods lit up each person’s face at the 
table. 

“Mom!” I screamed. “Dad!”

Julie went over to the first woman—my 
mother, who was locked in her chair—and 
bent down. Two thin long fangs grew out of 
the receptionist’s mouth. She sucked once and 
stood up. The fangs drew back slightly and her 
tongue pushed out. The fangs dropped blood 
on her tongue; she tasted and said. “Type A, 

Blood Test 
 by Ronald Moore



Blood Test, by Ronald Moore Pg. 36

Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                                                          Issue 47, October 2008

excellent.” 

“Sir, and Ma’am, you must be one hundred 
percent accurate. Otherwise, you will fail and 
not get the job.” (She was addressing Maurice 
and the Moon-Soul.) 

Two guards escorted me to the chair next 
to my father and locked me in. 

Julie said, “We ran the ad last week and 
knew it would attract a lot of you filthy Legoids. 
We invaded your planet yesterday.” 

“You know, Maurice and Leona, we have 
connoisseurs throughout the galaxy. We’ve 
been inundated with orders since the invasion. 
They all want the best. Most of these creatures 
have from type A to type C blood, which is 
what everyone wants. So you can understand 
why the taster-graders’ job is very important.” 

“I’m sorry, but another applicant has arrived, 
and I have to go. The director will take it from 
here.” 

Julie waved to the creatures in the dark and 
flew back out the door as Maurice bent over 
my dad’s neck. 

Ronald Robert Moore
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ing poems.  It has been, and is, a wonderful 
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An artificial hum filled my lab, then an 
oblong outline. Finally, a flood of details 

fell into place, materializing into my returning 
time machine. I gave it a few moments, staring 
at the reflection of my lanky body and pre-
maturely graying curly hair in the capsule’s 
Plexiglas window. Behind that reflection I 
hoped that I, Niles Castle, would find the first 
video ever—of tomorrow. 

Throwing open the hatch, I detached the 
camera’s drive and inserted it into my computer. 
The video started with the familiar shot of my 
“Ferris and Sons Flooring” daily calendar, with 
today’s date. After a grinding roar, everything 
went white and stayed white. I fast forwarded 
the video to its end: a grotesque close-up of 
my face and its soon-to-be-dashed hopes. I 
had seen this movie before. 

In frustration, I slammed my fist onto the 
desk, causing a sandstone bust of Benjamin 
Harrison to crash to the floor. My sabbatical 
from my science professorship at Wellman 
State had been for naught. I quailed at the 
ghastly prospect that instead of escaping 
to a better future, I’d have to soldier on in a 
present I found increasingly irrational. Peace 
initiatives that started wars, economic plans 
that impoverished, environmental programs 
that polluted, liberty platforms that subverted 
freedom. Presently, I had to worry every night 
that the South American terrorist group our 
president had antagonized, The Illuminations, 
would blow up my neighborhood. 

As I swept up the three pieces of Benjamin 

Harrison’s fallen head, I thought mournfully of 
its creator, Christian Towne, and the primary 
reason I remained trapped in the present. 
Christian Towne was a one-time promising 
scientist and my former partner in the quest 
to develop a time machine. Liberal doses of 
alcohol and amphetamines, however, had 
snatched Towne from the laboratory and 
landed him for a lengthy stay in rehab. When 
he came out, he soberly announced he was 
through with time travel research, stating, “We 
are products of the mid-twenty-first century. 
If we succeeded in traveling to the future, it 
would be such a different world, we’d barely be 
able to function, never mind glean any lessons 
from it.” Instead, he intended to pursue art, 
an interest he’d hitherto neglected. I saw two 
problems with this. One, though he had some 
genuine ability drawing portraits and realistic 
landscapes, he had very little to say, and wasted 
that on quirky endeavors, such as his desire to 
immortalize the inconsequential. Hence, he 
devoted his energies to statues of people like 
Benjamin Harrison, the twenty-third president 
of the United States, and Wheeler Oakman. I 
still have no idea who the latter was. 

The other problem with Towne’s defection 
from science was that, in his last days as my 
partner, he had developed a means of con-
verting the energy of the mind to augment the 
energy of the time machine. Unfortunately, he 
focused so much on the travel possibilities of 
the mind, experimenting with mind-altering 
substances, that he forgot about the machine. 
Whatever ideas he had in those last days were 

preserved in rambling notes that I could make 
no sense of. 

The first five bars of Richard Strauss’s Also 
Sprach Zarathustra, signifying an in-coming 
message on my television, distracted me from 
my latest disappointment. On the screen 
appeared a small, familiar photo of President 
Kelly with a phlegmatic look on his face, as 
if he’d just accidentally swallowed his foot. I 
pressed the receive button, and the presi-
dent’s hesitant voice came on, along with 
accompanying text. “Homeland Security has 
learned that the Illuminations sect has planned 
an attack tonight in the areas of sectors 17D 
through 17F. This is a code red alert. Anyone 
living in those areas should stay indoors, and 
if possible, retreat to a basement or bomb 
shelter.” He repeated the message, then the 
text and picture vanished. 

I lived in sector 17F.

I felt relatively safe in my reinforced labo-
ratory, but I feared for Towne, who lived on 
the twelfth floor in a high-rise apartment in 
sector 17E. I switched the television to call 
mode and punched in Towne’s code. The back 
of my former partner’s closely shorn head 
and rippled neck appeared on screen. Loose 
dark clothes smeared with white dust clung to 
his dumpy body. He stood in front of a table, 
touching up a life-size statue of a disembodied 
female head.

“I see you’re not letting the threat of sudden 
death divert you from your chosen profession,” 
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I said. “What are you working on, the horseless 
headwoman?”

“Close,” he said, turning to me. “You know 
the Greek statue, The Winged Victory of Samo-
thrace, circa 150 BC? It’s famous.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“It’s been missing its head since at least 
1860 when the statue was re-discovered. So 
I’ve been working on a replacement, as much 
as I like the notion of a victory where you lose 
your head. There’s something topical about it.” 
As if to punctuate that thought, an explosion 
shook us both, temporarily breaking up the 
picture on the television. “Did that go off near 
you or near me?”

“I think it was close enough to do double 
duty. That’s why I called. What would it take to 
convince you to spend the night in my labora-
tory until this Illuminations offensive is over?”

Towne sighed. “I swear to God, how can 
anyone create anything under these condi-
tions?”

“You can’t. But if you hang out over here, 
you might live to create more replacement 
parts for handicapped statues.”

He harrumphed and said to expect him in 
forty-five minutes.

#

On his arrival, Towne tossed his mismatched 
dark overcoat and plaid scarf onto a cot and 
took in the familiar clutter of the lab. 

“It’s strange to be here again,” he said, 

his pallid face clouded. “It’s like returning to 
a haunted house. I can see ghosts of myself 
feverishly at work.”

“How does that feel?” I asked, programming 
the coffeemaker. 

“Better them than me.”

“That’s debatable.”

He shook his head and sat down on the cot. 
“You need two for a debate.” 

The coffeemaker buzzed, and I took out 
two cups. “We also need two people to make 
this time machine work. Towne, when it comes 
to bending time, you’re like Segovia bending 
guitar strings. That is where your artistic ability 
lies.” Our eyes locked momentarily, then he 
turned away.

“Niles, the only way to get to the future is 
one day at a time. We tried to cheat by building 
a machine, and look at us. We’re unmarried, 
we have no families, we’re lifetime members 
of Nerds R Us. We used the concept of time 
travel like an escapist drug. We should leave it 
alone and work on ourselves.”

“If the time we live in is insane, it’s our duty 
to try to find a way out of the asylum.”

“By locating and spreading the clarity within 
it.”

“And you do that by making busts of 
Benjamin Harrison?” 

Towne’s face creased. “I took a lot of real 
drugs. You don’t expect me to paint the Sistine 
Chapel now, do you? Where is my Benjamin 
Harrison, by the way?” 

I hesitated. “It didn’t survive the test of 
time...machine.”

Though Towne took my answer in stride, 
the evening proved awkward for both of us. 
While the television showed a reality show 
about dental hygienists, I expressed my frus-
tration by punning aphorisms to death in my 
notebook: “I have not seen the future and 
its name is not Towne. Time machines heal 
all wounds. A stitch in a time machine saves 
mine ass.” Towne arguably made better use 
of his time, sketching an action picture of a 
department store greeter. Ours could have 
been mistaken for a tranquil, domestic scene 
if not for the intermittent groan of distant Illu-
mination missiles. Though we pretended to be 
oblivious to the danger, my aphorisms became 
more fractured, while Towne’s raised bushy 
eyebrows seemed to be all that kept the top 
of his head from exploding. When a stomach-
inverting bomb shook the lab, tipping over a 
five-shelf bookcase like the felled tree it once 
was, we both jumped to our feet. 

“Damn it!” I cursed. “Now we’re going to 
die, and for what?”

“You know, being a former scientist, I hate 
it when I make decisions based on brute force,” 
Towne said, his face flushed. Then he added, 
his voice possessing the gravity of a gas giant, 

“Give me my time machine notes.” 

Before he could change his mind, I dashed 
to my file cabinet, pulled out the fateful 
folder, and handed it to him. Towne spread 
the loose pages on top of the desk. Catching 
myself hanging over his shoulder like a vulture, 
I jerked away and nervously paced the floor. 
During one of my rotations, I snatched the 
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remote and turned off the reality show. Within 
moments, another explosion pulverized the 
silence, toppling the coffeemaker. It didn’t 
faze me though. With Towne back in the fold, 
I felt like the puny, underdog boxer about to 
overcome impossible odds; like the washed-up 
rock group reunited to conquer the music world 
one last time; like the elderly dental hygienist 
who survived a plot by the catty young coeds 
to vote her off the reality show. Towne was 
back!

“What the hell is this?” he said finally.

“What do you mean? Those are your 
notes.”

Towne whistled softly. “Geez, I must have 
really tied one on when I wrote this.”

I grabbed the papers when another 
explosion launched me into a backwards 
somersault. In the corner of my eye I saw my 
bedroom dresser crash to the floor. I remember 
wondering what it was doing in the basement 
lab. After staggering to my feet, I grabbed the 
desk for balance. I saw Towne’s legs sticking 
out from under the dresser. 

“Towne!” I pulled the bureau off him. He 
looked at me quizzically, the top of his head 
frighteningly misshapen. With a towel I dabbed 
the blood running from his mouth. “You can’t 
die, Towne.”

His eyes wandered like dim searchlights. 
Then he brushed the towel away. “What a 
relief,” he gasped, and went limp. I frantically 
tried to find a pulse, and couldn’t.

I looked helplessly at the chaotic scene. 
Books lay strewn like smashed glass. Something 

had fallen on my worktable, warping one edge 
downward in a Dali-esque pose. The time 
machine had an ugly gash on its side. Stygian 
smoke wafted through the air. I had to get out 
or I, too, would die. 

With nothing to lose, I rushed into the 
time machine. It took my clumsy fingers 
three attempts to punch in a date ten years 
into the future. I stared dumbly at the wires 
hanging untested from above the controls, 
then attached them to my head. The way my 
thoughts raced, I figured I had energy to burn. 
I said a dismissive goodbye to the present and 
engaged the engines. 

Though its mechanical hum sounded erratic, 
the machine rumbled to life. I covered my face 
with my hands, but they offered no protection 
from the invading white, which seemed to fill 
every atom. My consciousness hovered in space, 
as if on entering the fourth dimension, I’d been 
liberated from the constraints of the third. Did I 
spend minutes or years in this heady flow? All I 
can say is eventually the blinding quality of the 
white subsided, allowing me to make out the 
details of the time machine’s interior. I noticed 
the energy converter wires had detached from 
my head. Though the hum had stopped, I could 
see nothing through the Plexiglas hatch. 

In white and silence, I jerked open the 
capsule door and stuck out an exploratory leg. 
It found support, though I couldn’t see from 
what, and I walked a soundless twenty paces. 
A calm, impossible in my time, embraced me. 
I broke down and cried. The weight of living in 
a society based on violence and lies fell away. I 
felt as if nothing, not even age, could hurt me 
here.

I walked for what I thought a half hour. The 
capsule and I made the only landmarks, and as 
it got smaller, a familiar dread appeared in me. 
I had escaped everything negative in my time, 
but I had also escaped everything positive. On 
impulse I screamed as loud as I could. The void 
swallowed the decibels so completely that it, 
and every subsequent action, acquired the 
nebulous quality of a dream. I had the freedom 
to do anything, but nothing I did left a trace. 

I sat, and looked up, down, and sideways, 
until I couldn’t tell which way was which. What 
happened? Was the machine defective, or had 
it failed because of the Illumination attacks? 
Then a more frightening prospect assailed 
me. Had I proven the future existed only as an 
abstract concept? Nothing was here because it 
hadn’t happened yet, and never would. 

I felt the void crowding out my most casual 
thought, even the act of breathing. Like a 
madman I ran back to the capsule. Inside, I 
closed the door on the white.

At first I set the controls for one year ahead 
of the time I’d left. With the machine possibly 
damaged however, I feared I would find the 
same white void and not be able to leave. I 
nervously reset the controls to return to my 
own time, even if it were seconds before an 
Illumination bomb disintegrated my house. 
After reattaching the energy converter wires to 
my head, I said an awkward prayer and pulled 
back the lever. 

The capsule shook like a washing machine 
in an old movie. The hum drowned out my 
hearing, the white blocked my vision. After 
tense minutes, the hum lowered and I could 
hear various bangs and screeches. As the 
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white flickered, I watched details of my labo-
ratory fill in and solidify. I smelled smoke and 
saw the energy converter wires this time had 
not only fallen from my head but burnt. I 
counted to ten, added eleven and twelve for 
good measure, then threw open the door. A 
deafening explosion knocked me off my feet. I 
hit my head and lost consciousness. 

I awoke disoriented, my head pounding, 
hardened blood on my shirt. I wobbled to 
the bathroom and washed myself off as best 
I could, recoiling at the pain of water on my 
head wound. Then I remembered Towne. 

I raced to where he had died, or had he? 
Not even blood remained. I had left my lab in 
disarray, yet it now appeared as if nothing had 
happened. My watch said two minutes after 
two, but it had been in the time machine with 
me. As if demanding my attention, the cuckoo 
clock, sounding rather strange, announced it 
was ten p.m. Certainly, it had been later than 
that. Fearing I had gone back in time, with the 
Illumination attack imminent, I rushed upstairs, 
grabbed a jacket, and ran out the front door. 

Outside, the cool September air showed 
little respect for my light jacket, but I dared not 
go back for a heavier one. Three dull explo-
sions sounded in the distance. I dashed down 
the street to a deserted pharmacy in 17G. In 
front of it, under its overhanging roof, I sat 
on a metal bench and waited. The frequency 
of the explosions decreased, then stopped. 
The clouds of dust dissipated, and one by one 
the stars peeked out. I waited another hour, 
then walked back to my building. By the time 
I arrived, the sky had started to lighten. I had 
reached another dawn. But what dawn was it? 

Upon my return I grabbed my cell phone 
and dialed Towne’s number. Maybe he hadn’t 
died. In my haste, however, I misdialed, 
reaching someone who didn’t speak English. I 
apologized and carefully punched in Towne’s 
number again. To my confusion, the same 
foreign tongue lambasted me a second time. 
The attack must have messed up the satellite. 
I dropped onto my unmade bed, dimly hoping 
an answer would come with sleep.

I slept like a rock, but I still felt like one 
when I rolled over and looked at the clock 
on my nightstand. Three thirty-one p.m. How 
long had I slept? As it had just been getting 
light when I returned, I must have gone to bed 
around six. That meant I’d been knocked out for 
nine hours. I hadn’t slept that long for decades, 
but I didn’t feel refreshed. 

During breakfast I checked the computer for 
the latest on the attack. Normally, I depended 
on the New York Times for news, as its site was 
in-depth and up to the minute. It unnerved 
me when I saw it had not updated yesterday’s 
news. Had the Illuminations hit the venerable 
newspaper? I tried the Los Angeles Times, and 
it too maintained yesterday’s edition. Same 
with the London Times. I tried calling Towne 
again and got excoriated by the same alien-
tongued lunatic. What the hell was going on? I 
turned on the TV and found out.

I watched a bearded, urbane man talking 
to a languorously beautiful blonde woman, but 
like the phone call, I could not understand a 
word he said. I realized why when he walked 
out of the scene...backwards. My heart sank as 
I gaped out a window overlooking the street 
and watched a steady stream of cars moving 
about thirty miles an hour, in reverse. Then I 

remembered something odd about that dawn, 
the first I’d experienced outdoors in some time: 
the sun had risen from the west. The incompre-
hensible voice on the phone had belonged to 
Towne! The cuckoo clock gave me final confir-
mation when it sang its familiar two-note song 
in reverse. With its first note now two tones 
higher than the second, its declaration of the 
time sounded like a question. Cuck-coo? It was 
one I couldn’t answer. 

The next two days I felt like a prisoner inside 
a life-size “What Is Wrong with This Picture?” 
Outside I drew a crowd with only a few forward 
steps. Walking backwards only slightly reduced 
my entertainment value, as the biggest, most 
uncoordinated dork looked like a ballet dancer 
compared to me with my hesitant, awkward 
gait. Though I could communicate through 
written notes and body language, few had 
patience for that and I often received glares for 
my efforts, as if I’d insulted their mothers. 

My time machine refused to help. The 
converter wires needed to be replaced. When 
I tested the engines they sounded as if they 
were gargling with open pocketknives. The 
second time sounded like the aftermath of 
such an activity: silence. I tried to repair the 
machine, but I couldn’t concentrate. Despite 
removing all clocks from my house and pulling 
down the shades to obscure the sun’s retro-
grade motion, I couldn’t ignore that everything 
except me went the wrong way. I needed help, 
and I knew only one person crazy enough to 
give it: Towne. 

Though strange, Towne had shown himself 
to be a creature of habit. Almost without fail, 
he worked on his painting and sculpture from 
nine a.m. to one p.m., took an hour off for 
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lunch, then worked another two hours. After 
a power nap, he went out for a walk. Checking 
one of the clocks I’d placed in the closet, I saw 
it was five-thirty in the afternoon. If normal 
circumstances still applied, Towne would be in 
his studio in ninety minutes, or four p.m. 

I tried to hitchhike but because motorists 
drove backwards, they roared well past before 
noticing me. Forced to walk, I did so in a brisk, 
forward manner, risking stares. It was not until 
two p.m. that I rang Towne’s doorbell. 

As Towne opened the door, I backed in. 
When he said something incomprehensible, I 
handed him a note. He barely glanced at it and 
spoke again, longer this time, sounding like an 
old Indian yodeling. I put my finger over my 
mouth, then motioned for him to sit and read. 
Confused, he retreated to the living room 
couch. I awkwardly followed. 

This is what the note said: “I realize 90% 
of our dialogue consists of verbal irony, but 
beneath that playful façade, there has always 
existed a sincere friendship. There is no one 
else I can turn to.” It then explained what had 
happened. Towne read with a fixed expres-
sion, his mouth hanging slightly open. The 
note ended with, “Do you believe me? If you 
nod or shake your head, I will understand your 
answer.” Towne looked up, walked to his desk, 
and pulled out a pencil and piece of paper. He 
wrote the word “Speak” on it and held it in 
front of me. 

“Can’t you just trust me, you dumb bastard?” 
I asked.

Towne nodded vigorously, though he 
couldn’t have understood a word. He wrote on 
his pad: “Wow.” Then he added, “I have never 

seen you before in my life.” 

For the next hour, using notes, we awkwardly 
communicated. He really didn’t know me. His 
first memory consisted of lying on the floor 
of my lab, his blood leaking onto the floor. 
Except it wasn’t leaking; it flowed back into 
his body. After his strength returned, he sat up 
and, by an instinct common in this backward 
world, walked to his apartment. When I tried 
to convey my problems of going forward in a 
backward world, Towne made it clear that he 
believed, on the contrary, I moved backwards. 
He admitted my story held a certain interest, 
but added forlornly, “I have no idea how to 
help you.”

He asked if he could offer me some food. 
I had eaten supper a few hours ago from my 
dwindling supplies at home, but I didn’t wish 
to appear ungrateful. I accepted his offer. My 
stomach retched at the disgusting dish he 
brought out. It took me a moment to figure out 
the problem. 

I scribbled furiously. “You take in food from 
behind?”

Towne nodded. With trepidation, I asked 
how that worked. He wearily explained that 
after the food took its, to me, backward 
route, humans regurgitated from their mouths 
pieces of fruits, vegetables, and even meat 
that eventually coalesced into what I would 
consider their original shapes. A complex 
retrieval system insured each made its way to 
its respective tree, bush, garden, and farm. I 
asked if he had any of these regurgitated fruits 
and vegetables in his home. He looked at me 
oddly and wrote that he did, that pickup would 
be in three days. He showed me a box of shiny 

green apples, thick carrots, and various other 
items I would expect to see in a supermarket. 
Thinking I would eventually run out of food, I 
convinced him to give what he had to me. 

He offered to let me stay with him, but I 
needed the shelter of my home where I could 
pretend I wasn’t out of sync with the rest of 
the world. Towne called and paid for a taxi. I 
watched desultorily out the window as a light 
rain fell upward. 

In the sanctuary of my lab I pondered my 
situation. What was this place? Time flowed 
backwards but in a limited way. People weren’t 
constantly forgetting things, and conversa-
tions didn’t start with conclusions and end 
with questions. Though the eating process was 
backwards, they didn’t lose all the nutrients 
of their food. It was as if I’d been transported 
to a limited backward-dimension based on 
my thoughts, my reality. The real Towne had 
warned me of getting too obsessed with time 
travel and putting too much of myself into the 
time machine. Had that somehow resulted 
in this world, and if so, what good did that 
knowledge do me? This world rendered me 
more helpless than the most handicapped 
person. I came to the conclusion that though 
I found myself in a crazy world, a series of 
logical actions had brought me here. Only by 
examining those actions and this place could 
I return. 

I spent my days working on the time 
machine, which had suffered a mysterious 
power loss. I convinced Towne that I needed 
his help, which out of curiosity he gave me on 
his days off. He taught art at the local college 
on Thursdays and Tuesdays. Our relationship 
was different, however. Here I led while he 
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followed, at least at first. Though a quick study, 
he had not yet acquired much of his knowledge 
of science. 

Our days together were a combination of 
work and instruction. One time I asked if it felt 
strange to be born old and regress to infancy. 
He smiled and replied he didn’t know anything 
else. “Your way seems far crueler. Eventually 
your body shrivels, your mind crumbles. With 
us, we get healthier as the years go by. The 
best is when we are children. We see the folly 
of knowledge and information and live directly. 
Whereas your life corrupts you, we are purified 
to a state of innocence.” 

Day after day, we worked, replacing parts, 
increasing the power, reinforcing links. I 
noticed Towne shedding his interest in art and 
focusing on science, this time without the self-
destructive tendencies. Why the difference? 
Perhaps because he had started as an adult and 
never had to go through an adolescent period 
of finding himself. Perhaps the anticipation of 
his future childhood soothed him. 

As time passed I was able to smooth some 
of the backward world’s rough edges. I found I 
could understand recurring oral words, though 
speaking still posed a problem. The sight of 
people moving backwards no longer jarred 
me. After another failed attempt to get the 
machine to work, I spoke haltingly to Towne, 
using his backward language. “Maybe I will 
have to figure out a way to live here.”

He shook his head and typed the following: 
“That is only the last resort. We both know 
you don’t belong here. If we needed any more 
proof, look at your body.”

That was something I rarely did, in my 

time or his. I grabbed his keyboard and typed, 
“What’s wrong with it?”

He sighed, then typed: “I don’t know if it’s 
the cumulative effect of suddenly doing every-
thing in reverse, or your diet, which may not 
be giving you proper nutrients. But your body 
is weakening. Under normal circumstances, I 
would applaud your attempts to assimilate 
here, and it may come to that, but for now, I 
believe you need to focus everything you have 
on returning to your own time.”

“The question remains, how do we do it?”

“I think the question is more, ‘how do you 
do it?’ The key is the energy converter. Because 
of who you are and where your head was 
at—an obsession with escaping to an alternate 
time—you came here. You have to retrace your 
steps. Do everything in reverse. Go to that 
white future, whatever it was, then back to 
your time. But I think you have to do it with the 
attitude that you’re going to work with your 
time. Look what happened when you tried to 
beat it?”

“That doesn’t sound very scientific.”

He shook his head. “From what I’ve learned 
about science, it can take us only so far. At 
some point we have to make a leap.”

“You know, you sound like the Towne of my 
time.”

Towne shrugged. “From what you’ve told 
me, he sounds crazy, but apparently he found 
a niche that allowed him to work with what he 
had. That’s what you have to do.”

The day eventually came when we managed 

to restore full power to the time machine. The 
question remained, could it transport me to a 
time that went forward? As I approached the 
time capsule I turned to Towne, who gave me 
a thumbs up. He then surprised me, saying the 
following in halting but forward English.

“It will work.”

I nodded, replying in a backward tongue, 
“If not, there’s always yesterday.”

I opened the door of the capsule and got in. 
I engaged the engines, the white returned, and 
I sat for what seemed like ages.

#

I woke up in a hospital, with a concussion 
and a broken right arm. Nurses appeared with 
dizzying regularity, and though they didn’t 
say much, they said it in forward English. I 
was back, and yet I wasn’t, totally. Allowed 
a handheld computer to catch up on world 
events, I noticed little things were different. 
The vice president was a woman whose name I 
did not recognize. The local baseball team had 
deactivated their ace robot pitcher, someone 
I’d never heard of. Though there remained 
terrorist unrest in South America, I could find 
no mention of the Illuminations. When I asked 
a nurse about these things, she merely smiled 
and said it would take a while for everything 
to go back to normal, but I had made great 
progress. After about five days I received my 
first and only visitor. Towne waddled in, the 
side of his head bandaged. He looked at me 
appraisingly, then nodded.

“Towne, you’re alive!” I said. 
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“No thanks to you,” he said, running a hand 
over his bandages. “Who reinforced your lab 
anyway, a chewing gum company?” 

“I thought you were killed by the Illumina-
tions.” 

“Who are they? A pop group? We were 
both injured by the Bolivars, but you don’t 
have to worry about them for now. The OAS 
just brokered a ceasefire, which ought to be 
good until one of the parties decides its fingers 
were crossed. Incidentally, that was quick 
thinking hiding in the time machine. Too bad it 
wasn’t meant to take a direct hit from a Bolivar 
bomb.”

“I didn’t hide in it. I went to the future, and 
to a backward dimension.”

He looked at me as if I’d said the red spot 
on Jupiter was caused by excessive fatigue. 

“How long were you there?”

“A month and a half.”

He shook his head. “I was unconscious for 
about an hour. When I woke up, I pulled you 
out of that machine.”

“I came back to the same moment I left, 
more or less.”

“Tell me all about it.”

#

Towne believed me. Of course, he also 
insisted that he had gone to a similar place, 
without the time machine. Like me, he found 
that the place he returned slightly different 
from where he’d left. 

“When you go on trips like this, you can 
never completely come back,” he said. “The 
best you can do is try to use what you learned, 
if you can remember it.”

I nodded. Before I took the trip, my universal 
question was, how can I get out of here? I had 
to replace it with, am I making the situation 
better or worse?

#

In the fall I returned to the science depart-
ment of Wellman State, determined to find 
workable answers in the present. I strive to 
understand all points of view, which should 
keep me busy for the rest of my life.

Others will undoubtedly pursue time travel, 
and more power to them. As for the machine 
Towne and I created, I keep it in an honored 
corner of my lab, a reminder that the best way 
for me to travel to the future is one day at a 
time.

Richard Zwicker

Richard is a high school English teacher.  
In addition to writing, he enjoys reading, 
hiking, traveling, playing the piano, and 
fighting the good fight against middle-age.  
He lives with his wife and beagle.  
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Starship: Mutiny by Mike Resnick 
Pyr Books, 2005, 286pp

Starship: Pirate by Mike Resnick 
Pyr Books, 2006, 336pp

Starship: Mercenary by Mike Resnick 
Pyr Books, 2007, 322pp

There are so many authors to read just to be 
able to claim to have a reading knowledge 

of the SF/F field that it is almost impossible to 
be able to be well-read. It used to be possible, 
thirty years ago, but with trade magazine Locus 
reporting more than one thousand new books 
each month, one can no longer keep on top of 
the field. Sure, you can be well read, but most 
of the reading these days for me seems to be 
just trying to keep on top of everything.

One author that I seem to have missed 
having read in the past is Mike Resnick. He has 
won five Hugo awards and been nominated 
for twenty-two more, yet somehow I’ve never 
gotten around to reading him, apart from 
a short story here or there. Man, I’ve been 
missing something good.

I was on vacation for the beginning of 
August and when I got home, I had a nice 
package of review books awaiting me. Included 
in that package were the first three of a new, 

projected five-book series by Mike Resnick. As 
with many of his novels, this new series is set 
in his Birthright universe, which he has been 
developing and expanding for the past thirty 
years.

This time out, Resnick takes us to a point 
in the Birthright universe approximately three 
thousand years in our future. The year is 1966 
of the Galactic Era, and the Republic (of which 
Earth is the founder) is at war with the Teroni 
Federation. Far from the action, though, is the 
Republic ship Theodore Roosevelt, also known 
as the Teddy R. by its crew. It has been given 
the unenvious task of patrolling the remote 
Phoenix Cluster where nothing too exciting is 
happening.

The Teddy R. carries a crew of misfits and 
outcasts, soldiers that the Navy desires to be 
rid of or at least out of sight. They have all 
done things that are against regulations but in 
the long run were the best for the Navy. Rather 
than get rid of such soldiers, the Navy has sent 
them to the Teddy R. until such time as it feels 
it can use them again.

New to the Teddy R. is its Second Officer, 
Wilson Cole, who has a reputation for great 
heroics that come about by ignoring orders 
but always result in great benefit to the Navy. 
As with his fellow sailors aboard the Teddy R., 
Cole has little time for regulations but acts 
always to the benefit of the Republic and its 
Navy.

The series opens with Cole boarding the 

Teddy R. and becoming familiar with its layout 
and crew. Almost immediately, though, Cole 
discovers an enemy ship that has landed on 
one of the Republic’s planets in the Phoenix 
Cluster. Rather than report it to his higher-ups 
(who would most likely act slowly and not save 
the planet), Cole instead takes a shuttle down 
to the planet with two other crew members. 
He gets himself captured by the aliens, but 
proceeds to save the entire planet by forcing 
the Navy to do what it does not really want to 
do.

Cole gets another medal, making him the 
most decorated sailor in the Navy, and his crew 
all get commendations. The Navy, however, is 
not amused.

Shortly thereafter, the Teddy R. once again 
finds itself faced with an alien invasion. This 
time, however, Cole’s captain manages to get 
himself killed, which promotes the First Officer, 
a by-the-book career solider, to captain. It does 
not take long before Cole is faced with having 
to disobey his captain and commit mutiny to 
save an entire planet.

The second book, Starship: Pirate, picks up 
with the crew of the Teddy R. dealing with the 
ramifications of the mutiny they committed in 
the prior book in order to save a planet. On 
the run from the Navy, the crew heads for the 
Inner Frontier, there to set themselves up as 
pirates. Honorable soldiers all, they decide 
that instead of stealing from the innocent, 
they’ll instead steal from other pirates and 
sell the merchandise back to the insurance 

RGR Reviews
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companies. Although they succeed in tricking 
and capturing other pirates, Cole and crew 
quickly realize that the life of a pirate is not the 
romantic thing they thought it was. A series 
of adventures and misadventures ensue as 
Cole tries to extricate the Teddy R. from one 
problem after another.

By the beginning of the third book, 
Starship: Mercenary, the crew of the Teddy R. 
have realized that they are not cut out to be 
pirates: military discipline and honor do not 
mix well with piracy. Instead, they make yet 
another career change and become mercenar-
ies, helping out those who are trying to eek 
out a living in the Inner Frontier. As with their 
attempt at piracy, things don’t work out quite 
the way expected, and it’s not long before Cole 
finds himself face to face with his First Officer, 
a former pirate queen named Val (short for 
Valkyrie).

As mentioned above, there are two more 
projected volumes in the series, Starship: 
Rebel and Starship: Flagship. From those titles, 
it sounds like Cole and crew will eventually find 
reconciliation with the Navy. In the meantime, 
though, we get at least one more book of their 
escapades outside the Navy.

If those next two books are anything like 
the first three, then we’re going to have an 
incredibly exciting series here. I read all three 
books in a week, devouring them one after 
another. Resnick writes an exciting military SF 
that is both conventional and unexpected. On 
the one hand, we have the larger-than-life hero 
who can do amazing things; on the other hand, 
that same hero is humble and just wants to do 
something good, not playing up his fame at all. 
Wilson Cole is larger-than-life in his ability to 

get out of scrapes, but he isn’t a super-warrior. 
Instead he earns the confidence and respect of 
his crew and uses that to have them all accom-
plish great deeds.

The stories are fast-paced and exciting. 
Just when you think you know what’s going to 
happen next, Resnick throws in a twist. There 
are never any deus ex machinas to bail Cole 
and crew out. Rather, they (and by proxy, the 
reader) have to work their way through the 
mess to reach a conclusion.

After finishing these three books, I’m 
looking around for other books by Mike Resnick. 
If you haven’t read him yet, you should do so 
quickly. If you are already familiar with Resnick, 
then grab these books for a fun and exciting 
trip into military SF.

Matthew Winslow

Matthew Scott Winslow has been a science 
fiction and fantasy addict since he first 
discovered Isaac Asimov’s Foundation series 
on his dad’s shelves at a young age. He can be 
reached at reviews@raygrunrevival.com.

reviews@raygrunrevival.com
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Name: Maxime Desmettre

Age: 32

Country of residence: Canada

Hobbies: Listening to music, playing music, reading, 
playing videogames, skateboarding, swimming

Favorite Book / Author: There are many authors I enjoy 
reading. If I really attempt to choose one as a favorite, 
for the mood given off, for the mystery and the writing 
style, it would be H.P. Lovecraft, as he truly inspired, 
and still inspires, me. More contemporarily, I’ve recently 
discovered The Automatic Detective, written by A. Lee 
Martinez—although the book is science fiction, the “old-
fashioned” future gives it the feel of a vintage journey

Favorite Artist: My favorites evolve with time, but I like 
traditional artists. Among them, Flemish Painters would 
be my favorites, for the richness found in their pieces.

When did you start creating art? I started intentionally 
creating art when I was a teenager; it was in the early 
90’s. 

What media do you work in? I work in the entertainment 
field, as a concept artist for the videogame industry.

Where your work has been featured? I’ve been lucky to 
be featured in a CG Channel online interview, as well in some 
Expose books and in a recent issue of Imagine Fx.

Featured Artist
 Maxime Desmettre

http://www.cgchannel.com/news/viewfeature.jsp?newsid=7194
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Where should someone go if they wanted to view / buy some of your works? Most of my work is available on my 
website MaxIsland : www.maxisland.net

How did you become an artist? Hm, I’ve never really thought about it—I mean, I never really planned to become 
an artist or work in that field. But early on, I dove into pixel art, attempting to imitate game creators for fun. 
I became crazy about it and couldn’t stop trying to create artwork (yeah...”trying” as it didn’t really look as 
impressive as I was expecting LOL).

What were your 
early influences? 
When I was kid, 
my big brother 
used to listen to 
hard rock bands, 
so I spent some 
time looking at 
record covers 
and reproducing 
them with pencil 
as, at that time, 
there was really 
some impressive 
artwork. Also, 
videogames 
during that period 
really influenced 
me, and I’ve 
spent hundred of 
hours trying to 
reproduce game 
screens that I’ve 
seen in specialized 

www.maxisland.net


Featured Artist:  Maxime Desmettre Pg. 48

Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                                                Issue 47, October 2008

magazines.

What are your current 
influences? It would be 
wrong to say I don’t 
have influences, but it 
comes from so many 
artists. Traditional master 
painters are great to 
observe for their sense of 
color and lighting, while 
graphic novel artists, and 
also cartoon artists, are 
fantastic for their richness 
in ideas and storytelling 
aptitudes. So I hope to 
become more influenced 
by these great creators.

What inspired the art for 
the cover? A good friend 
of mine (hey, Barontieri!) 
and I were talking about 
a SF project—about 
space exploration by a group of scientists. It led to the art for the cover. The idea was to have these scientists so 
immersed by the discovery itself that they forget about the potential danger.

How would you describe your work? It is really about contemplative scenes taking place in imaginary worlds, 
somehow dominated by nature, where accent is given to mood and atmosphere.

Where do you get your inspiration / what inspires you? More by my surroundings, mainly nature. Every time I go 
for a walk in a park or a forest, I’m sure I’ll find some motivating elements to start a new sketch or illustration. 
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Books and stories can also be a really strong inspiration 
source. 

What have been your greatest successes? How has success 
impacted you / your work? I consider my first great success 
having people recently start to contact me to produce 
artwork fitting my usual style (artwork normally done 
on my free time for pleasure). I thought, “Well, maybe 
one day I’ll be able to work only on my favorite themes.” 
This has impacted my way of thinking by giving me more 
confidence, knowing it’s valuable to believe in what I do, 
and that I could spend more time on it.

What are your favorite tools / equipment for producing 
your art? Most of the time, I work on Photoshop using a 
graphics Wacom tablet on PC. Sometimes, I like to sketch 
on paper with pencil and markers.

What tool / equipment do you wish you had? More than 
equipment or tools, I would love to master traditional 
media and produce final pieces through it. I realized 
recently I’m not able to produce a complete artwork from 
scratch to a finished level using traditional media. I’m going 
to have to dive more into it and keep practicing.

What do you hope to accomplish with your art? I hope 
to share a pleasant feeling. If it gives to viewers a little 
impression of travelling or a will to explore fantasy worlds, 
I’ll be very pleased.
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Part Two

Pharaoh stood stock-still, back against 
the trunk of a tree, trusting the mottled 

burgundy hues of his ghillie cloak to keep him 
hidden. Its crimson fringe lifted in a passing 
breeze, waving like the fine hairs of the red 
furred tree, and he suppressed a twitch as a 
bead of sweat crept to hang at the tip of his 
nose with agonizing slowness. The drop fell 
and another formed just as fast; his entire face 
was a stone mask flooded with rivers of per-
spiration. 

There was a flicker of movement to his 
left, at the edge of his peripheral vision, and 
the susurrus of parting vegetation was barely 
audible over the roar of blood in his own ears. 
The dark-skinned goliath smiled; she had 
missed him again. He waited out a slow count 
to sixty before moving, slowly, to wipe the 
sweat from his face. A new layer immediately 
replaced it. The jungle heat of Selous was suf-
focating. 

Kylee had come close twice before but this 
time was the nearest. He had been moving, 
barely making it to cover. His rifle lay in the 
vines at his feet where he had dropped it, 
unable to secure it properly in time. It was 
probably unnecessary, but only a true fool 
went unarmed in the jungle. The girl, he knew, 
carried both a rifle and a .50 caliber pistol as 
backup. For himself, if his over-under smooth-

bore failed, Pharaoh preferred the prang 
strapped to his thigh.

It was only the girl’s third week on Selous, 
and he was already impressed. She’d arrived 
with a trash bag stuffed with clothing and the 
same worn-out bolt action .22 rifle Ivan had 
learned to shoot with—Pharaoh recognized 
it by the scars on the stock where a much 
younger Steponovich had lost his temper and 
smashed it repeatedly against a tree. His smile 
broke into a full grin at the memory. The seven-
year-old Ivan and barely teenage Pharaoh had 
both felt the wrath, and the belt, of his father 
that night.

Martha took the new arrival at the lodge 
without raising an eyebrow, and Kylee slotted 
neatly into the same household rhythm that 
had raised twin troublesome boys. Morning 
chores, afternoons spent glued to Pharaoh’s 
hip, nights of study and, occasionally, stories 
of past days and great hunts. And, when there 
was time, their twilight games of hide and 
seek, honing her stalking skills on the toughest 
prey—him.

He bent at the knees and retrieved his gun 
by feel, eyes studying the area Kylee had passed 
through moments before. Walking carefully, 
setting the balls of his feet first, he moved 
onto the girl’s backtrail. Settling into the cover 
of a cluster of tall brush, he pulled his cloak 
over himself and fished a palm-sized monitor 
from a pocket. It was easier to keep track of an 

opponent if one bent the rules a bit.

Ahead was the tributary—little more than a 
waist-high trench with a trickle of water at the 
bottom—that he had used twice as a switch-
back to cover his trail. A marble-sized camera 
pressed into the mud of the bank had already 
warned him once when Kylee doubled back, 
and he intended to use it again. The gently 
waving leaves of the vines draping the water-
way’s banks made the grainy, monochrome 
image difficult to decipher, but Pharaoh had 
long practice. He had played the same game, 
with the same tricks, on his own sons years 
before.

A shiver passed through the on-screen 
foliage, followed by a more pronounced 
shaking. He made out a solid shadow passing 
as well, possibly part of an arm or leg, before 
the leaves returned to their rhythmic genuflec-
tion to the elements. He wiped his face with a 
forearm to clear the sweat, stopping to focus 
on the monitor as the vines began to move 
again. It could be Kylee turning back yet again 
but the motion was too violent, too deliberate. 
He was pleasantly surprised as a hand pulled 
the vines away and he found himself looking 
at Kylee’s face. Something unnatural—maybe 
light reflected off the lenses, maybe a mistake 
on his part that disturbed the area around 
the camera—had caught her eye, prompting 
her to investigate. No question, the girl was a 
natural.

Calamity’s Child 
Chapter Four: Rites of Passage - Domino 
 by M. Keaton
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The image swung with stomach-wrenching 
speed, then went black. She must have pulled it 
free and either broke the lens or stuffed it into 
a pocket. Probably the latter, he mused; unlike 
his boys, Kylee was marginally less inclined to 
smash first and ask later. Pharaoh smiled and 
tapped a corner of the monitor. He wasn’t out 
of tricks yet; the housing itself held a tracking 
chip. He might not be able to see her any longer 
but he could still keep tabs on her location. The 
monitor shifted to a matte black overlaid with 
concentric rings centering its own position. A 
white light blinked steadily in the upper left 
corner. The light held steady for over a minute 
as he watched, then began to move steadily 
away, following the water. Satisfied that she 
was committed to her direction, he began to 
follow, checking the monitor at intervals in 
case she stopped. If anything, she seemed to 
be moving faster as she went.

He was moving down the edge of the 
waterway, stepping gingerly from rock to 
exposed tree root, when the hair follicles at the 
base of his skull tightened. He jumped, grabbed 
a low hanging limb, and pulled himself into 
the tree. It was reflex, based on superstition, 
but, he consoled himself as seconds passed 
and nothing moved, if he was wrong, he lost 
nothing but the effort of the climb. He waited, 
trying to quiet his own breathing, to listen for 
the sound of something or the lack of sound of 
something else.

Kylee was in sight several seconds before 
his mind identified her as something separate 
from the rest of the gently waving jungle. She 
was moving with almost incremental slowness, 
her own ghillie cloak brushing just above the 
water, walking in the quick-flowing stream 
itself. She stared intensely at the sides of the 

bank. Pharaoh resisted the urge to hold his 
breath as she passed underneath him. She 
stopped, kneeling to examine the tree root 
from which he had jumped. After a moment’s 
inspection, she stood, turning as she scanned 
the area, then knelt again to brush her fingers 
across the slight scarring his boot had left.

“All right,” she said, raising her voice, “I 
know you’re here but I can’t find you.”

“If you do not look up when you hunt,” 
Pharaoh replied in his smooth rolling bass, 
“the cats will eat you, Child.”

Kylee started, splashing a few steps 
backward in the water. She shook her head 
and laughed up at him. “You going to lay there 
grinning like a big Cheshire cat all day or are 
you coming down? And why do you call me 
child? I’m not a kid anymore.”

Pharaoh lowered himself to the ground, 
extended a hand to help her step onto the 
bank of the waterway. “I did not call you a kid; 
I called you Child. I thought that was what you 
wanted to be called—Calamity’s Child.”

“That, sure.”

“I cannot very well yell all that out when 
trouble comes for you. You would be trampled 
by the time I could say it all. So, I shorten it to 
Child. And trust me, if I do that, others will too.” 
Seeing her frown, he added, “It is not so bad. I 
have to answer to Phay. Very unmasculine.”

She grinned back at him. “Why do they call 
you Pharaoh?”

“It’s my name.”

“No kidding, it’s not a nickname or 

something?”

“No kidding. My father named me Pharaoh. 
He was named Nimrod, after the great hunter. 
My grandfather was named Roosevelt and, 
before him, was Selous.”

“Same name as this world.”

He scratched at the back of his neck where 
his cloak rubbed. “Indeed, this world was 
named after my great-grandfather. He found it, 
named it, claimed it, and later bought it again 
just in case his claim did not hold up with the 
Hegemony.”

“And you named your sons James and 
John?”

Pharaoh shrugged and gave her an exagger-
ated wink. “The Sons of Thunder. If I am lucky, 
some day they may be as good as you.”

Kylee wrinkled her nose and stuck her 
tongue out.

Pharaoh chuckled. “Maybe they are a bit 
better, but they were born here. Seriously, 
Child, you are good. And learning fast.”

The girl shrugged. “Before we applied to be 
colonists, my folks sent me to school for a year. 
They taught us all the basic stuff, tracking, first 
aid, shooting, you know.”

“But it is easier for you than others, I think. 
This is something you enjoy.”

“Yeah, I guess. I mean, I always figured I’d 
be on my own anyway once we got there, and 
this kind of stuff, it just sort of fits. It’s hot. You 
ready to head back?”
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“In a bit.” Pharaoh laced his hands behind 
his neck, stretching. “You are quick to change 
the subject.”

“I like it, I’m good at it, what else is there 
to say?”

“You miss them?” he asked casually. “Your 
parents?”

Kylee snorted. “Why should I? It’s not like 
they gave a damn about me.”

“Watch the language,” Pharaoh said in 
the same casual tone. “They must have cared 
some. They saved your life.”

“Maybe. Maybe they were just trying to get 
out and they messed up the airlock. Doesn’t 
make any difference, does it?”

“Perhaps not.” He shrugged the camou-
flaged cloak over his shoulder and began to 
pick his way through the foliage, back toward 
the lodge. “Still, I think you should grieve.”

“Why?” snapped Kylee. “So I can bawl over 
something I can’t change? You think I need 
reminded that they’re dead?” She waved her 
hands in the air dramatically. “Gee, I forgot. I 
mean, they weren’t much but they were all I 
had. Now I got nothing, poor little orphan girl. 
Sure, I need to wallow in that for a while.”

“That is how you see it?” Pharaoh’s tone 
was relaxed, almost disinterested. “That you 
are alone with no family?”

“Whatever.”

He stopped, spinning abruptly to face 
her. “Listen to Pharaoh, Child,” he boomed, 
eyebrows furrowed, then continued, more 

gently, “Family is what you make of it. So long 
as Pharaoh lives, so long as the sons of Pharaoh 
live, so long as the line of the sons of Pharaoh 
live, you have family.” He shrugged, adding, 
“My brother Ivan feels the same way.”

Kylee looked away, hiding her face from him. 
“Ivan is your brother?” she asked, changing the 
subject. “He doesn’t look like you.”

Pharaoh grinned. “True, but not all men can 
be handsome. Our fathers were close friends, 
business partners, here on Selous. Ivan and I 
grew up together. We are family; we choose 
that it is so.” He cocked his head and leaned 
closer to Kylee with a predatory smile. “I will 
tell you a secret. I am proud of my brother. But 
do not tell him I said that.”

She giggled, and Pharaoh pretended not to 
notice that she had been crying. “Come, Child,” 
he announced. “Let us go home.”

#

Laying prone in the back of the careening 
gravel hauler, Ivan’s entire body was a mass of 
frozen pain. The world had gone dark quickly 
after its sun crossed the horizon, black clouds 
blocking any light that might have otherwise 
lingered, and with the darkness came a bone-
numbing chill. The air whipping across the top 
of the truck was like a lash, stinging his eyes 
until they ran with tears, blurring the passing 
landscape into streaks of white light and vague 
shadows. The cold cramped his muscles as he 
struggled to maintain his grip on the tarp, the 
gravel beneath the canvas biting painfully into 
his legs every time the truck hit a bump. He 
had given up trying to crawl toward the cab of 
the truck in favor of simply not falling off.

“I’m going to kill don Rosten,” he muttered 
himself, picturing the plump face of the truck’s 
driver turning purple with Ivan’s hands around 
his neck.

“Ivan said not to kill,” buzzed the receiver 
behind his ear. “Need don Rosten alive, Ivan 
said. If Red Dog cannot kill, Ivan cannot kill.”

“How long until you can stop this thing?” 
he shouted into the howl of the wind.

The voice in his ear sounded infuriatingly 
cheerful. “Ivan asks Red Dog same question 
every two minutes. Red Dog always has same 
answer. Red Dog will stop truck when truck 
gets to bottom of mountain.”

“And when will that be? And don’t tell me 
you don’t know this time!”

“Red Dog estimates mere minutes. Maybe 
less if truck has bad brakes.”

After the eternity of waiting, Ivan found 
himself surprised. “That soon?”

“Red Dog could wait.”

“Not funny,” he growled, trying to force 
solidified muscles into motion, dragging himself 
toward the side of the trailer. Pulling himself up 
by the metal lip, he was momentarily blinded 
by the blaze of white arc light streaming from 
the banks of fluorescents lining the road as it 
approached the side entrance to the quarry. He 
squeezed his eyes shut, opened them, blinked 
them clear. 

Where the quarry entrance bisected the 
main road, a mining ‘dozer was crunching its 
way onto the pavement. Designed for strip-
mining on a planetary scale, the machine’s 
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treads shredded the asphalt underneath as it 
turned to face the truck head on. As it did, one 
set of tracks dropped from road to ditch, the 
span of the machine wider than the road itself. 
Ivan guessed the blade alone to be heavier 
than the entire truck and trailer, and definitely 
larger. Standing alongside the curved steel 
pipes that framed its driver stood Red Dog, one 
pair of the Cillian’s arms pointing a shotgun at 
the reluctant human operator while the others 
clung to the machine’s frame.

Ivan cursed and scrambled backward across 
the tarp. “What? Are you trying to kill me?”

“Red Dog likes big machine. Stopping truck 
now.”

Ivan knew better than to waste time 
arguing. He gathered what energy was left in 
his frozen muscles and tried to run off the back 
of the trailer as all hell broke loose.

In the hauler’s cab, don Rosten saw the 
bulldozer before Ivan did, but sheer size and 
surprise prevented him from reacting until 
almost too late. With the ‘dozer barely a quar-
ter-mile away—seconds at the speed he was 
driving—he stood on the brakes and wrenched 
the steering wheel to the side. 

 Too much for the truck, much too late for 
the tons of crushed stone hurling forward in 
the trailer, he stopped fighting the controls 
and grabbed the door handle. With a scream 
of pneumatic brakes, the truck jack-knifed and 
the trailer slid sideways across the road, tires 
disintegrating into rubber marbles. As he felt 
the wheels of the truck lift off the ground, 
Rosten leapt desperately out of the cab, rolling 
as he hit the ground.

For a split second, as the trailer began to flip, 
Ivan found himself running “down” the trailer’s 
metal side before the pavement slapped him 
with bone-shattering intensity. The last thing 
he heard was Red Dog’s excited clattering in 
his ear before a wave of pain swept across his 
consciousness, plunging him into darkness.

The trailer crashed to its side, sliding forward 
with a spray of sparks and chunks of asphalt, 
coming to rest feet in front of the bulldozer’s 
house-sized blade, gravel bursting through the 
canvas cover, spraying the area like shrapnel. 
Undeterred, the bulldozer ground forward 
through it all, trailer crumpling underneath like 
a cheap aluminum can.

The first thing Ivan saw as he came to was 
the broken stub of wood sticking from his right 
shirt sleeve. It took him a moment to realize 
it was not wood; it was the shattered end of 
a bone. He lay staring at it dumbly for several 
seconds, surprised that it did not hurt more 
than it did. Fighting to think through the haze 
filling his mind, he shifted his arm and a sizzling 
arc of pain washed away the numbness. He 
gagged, gasping for breath.

The tires of the gravel hauler were still 
spinning; he had not been out for long. He 
did not seem to be bleeding too badly, but it 
was definitely bone sticking through his shirt 
and it felt like there was more damage that he 
could not see. Laying on his back, panting, Ivan 
worked his belt free with his left hand, looping 
it around his upper bicep, used his teeth to pull 
it into a makeshift tourniquet. A quiet voice 
in the back of his head warned him it was an 
exercise in futility but he ignored it. Leather 
still clamped in his mouth, he forced himself to 
his feet. The world swam and he staggered like 

a drunk, but managed to stay erect.

The night was chaos. The omnipresent 
grind of the quarry fought with the ragged 
cough of the ‘dozer’s engine and the whine 
of the truck’s dying motor. The wail of sirens 
played a distant counterpoint. Lights studded 
the bulldozer, striking out in a dozen directions 
with shafts of white, yellow, and red. Translu-
cent trunks of light streamed skyward from the 
shattered headlights of the hauler while the 
banks of fluorescents swirled with white dust, 
turning the scene into a forest of criss-crossing 
glares.

Ivan felt gingerly for his gun, gave it up for 
lost. Shading his eyes with his good hand, he 
looked for don Rosten in the shadows. True to 
form, the man was scrambling away from the 
twisted metal circus like a cockroach on hands 
and knees.

“Runner,” Ivan said, hoping his throat mike 
still worked, surprised at the hoarse scrape of 
his voice. “I’m hurt. You’ve got to get him.”

“Red Dog always gets hard job,” came the 
alien’s buzz behind his ear, muted and pierced 
with crackling static. The blast of two, twin-
barreled shotguns cut through the dull roar 
filling his ears. Ivan saw the smuggler drop flat 
to his stomach, begin crawling.

Above the ‘dozer blade, framed in a nimbus 
of light like some primitive beast rising from the 
foam of the sea, a colossal silhouette emerged, 
shotguns held straight up like lances, long 
knives held wide in its lower arms like giant 
mandibles. “Carlos don Rosten!” Red Dog’s 
voice was amplified to a painful level by his 
translator implant. The fugitive froze, raising 
to his knees, lifting his hands slowly above his 
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head. When two tons of Cillian calls your name, 
thought Ivan, you listen.

“Carlos don Rosten!” Red Dog thundered 
again. “In accordance with Stone Hunting 
Act—” He stopped as the man actually stood 
and started running in a dazed, stumbling gait. 
“If don Rosten runs more, Red Dog will rip off 
legs and eat them!” The big alien emphasized 
his point with another round of gunfire. The 
smuggler finally stopped, sitting down heavily 
at the road’s edge like a sulking child. Red 
Dog climbed down in a river of legs, binding 
Rosten’s wrists and ankles with plastic ties 
before moving to Ivan. He paused, twitching 
his triangular head side to side as he inspected 
his partner.

“Ivan has bones on outside. Is Ivan injured 
or changing to exoskeleton like Red Dog?”

“Of course I’m injured, you idiot.” Ivan 
squeezed his eyes closed and fought a wave of 
vertigo. “What the hell were you thinking? You 
damn near killed me.”

“Red Dog was stopping truck, like Ivan told 
Red Dog to do.”

“By what, running me over? Is that what 
you wanted, Red, to get rid of me?” The alien 
started to respond but Ivan interrupted. “No, 
don’t play stupid, innocent Red Dog with me! 
This isn’t some game! You tried to kill me!”

“If Red Dog wanted Ivan dead, Ivan would be 
dead,” clattered the Cillian angrily. “And what 
about Ivan? Ivan shot Red Dog on Hecate!”

“With a sonic, to get the eaters off of you! 
That’s not even close to the same thing!”

“Fine, Red Dog sees how system works. Red 
Dog gets hurt and Ivan says, be tough, rub dirt 
on. Ivan gets little scratch and cries like grub!”

“It’s a compound fracture!” Ivan yelled. 
“Probably broke half my ribs too! I don’t need 
this, you hear me? I’m too old for chasing 
morons like Rosten and crashing trucks.” Pain 
and fear fueled the cascade of frustration. “I’m 
sick of this, of running around in circles taking 
down the latest crook to stick his head up with 
no end in sight. And for what? Nothing ever 
changes, but maybe if I’m lucky, I’ll live long 
enough for something other than a bullet to kill 
me. But that’s my life, for whatever it’s worth. 
The last damn thing I need is my so-called 
partner trying to kill me!”

Red Dog arched his spine, cilia fanning 
almost straight out around his head like a hood. 
“Ivan thinks this is what Red Dog wants? Ivan 
thinks Red Dog wants to be Cillian in human 
universe? Live surrounded by only fool humans 
for hundred years? With Red Dog’s only maybe 
friend-like creature is fool Ivan? Red Dog is so 
sorry Ivan’s life is not perfect. So sad. Must be 
Red Dog’s fault.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Ivan cursed loudly, 
flush with anger and adrenaline. “Would it kill 
you to think about this kind of thing before you 
do it? Just once?”

“Red Dog does not think? Ivan was genius 
jumped in truck! Fool human!”

“Stupid alien!”

“Much as I hate to break up your romance, 
boys,” drawled Rainmaker’s voice over their 
coms, “but ol’ Rain needs to know if y’all’s ready 
to get picked up. If I gotta send a shuttle down 

this pass, I’d like to do it a’fore the weather 
turns.”

Ivan tried to turn his back to Red Dog, lost 
his balance and stumbled instead. A pair of 
cilia-covered arms caught him before he fell.

“Lean on Red Dog, fool human.”

Ivan ignored him. “What’s wrong with the 
weather, Rain?”

“Rain it is. Maybe worse,” replied the 
Creole. “We kind of crashed a few hundred 
tons of metal into the planet’s atmosphere. 
Gonna be a bad day for a picnic. Hold up a sec.” 
The connection died to static, changed to Beta 
Max’s voice.

“Guys, I’m in touch with the quarry’s medical 
response facility. They’ve got first responders 
on the way. They should get Ivan patched good 
enough to travel, I hope. If you’ve got don 
Rosten,” Max concluded, “we’ll go ahead and 
start the shuttle on its way down.”

“Send shuttle,” buzzed Red Dog. “Red Dog 
is sick of present company.”

Ivan glared at him. “Ditto that. Let’s get out 
of here.” As the sound of sirens grew louder, he 
hung his head and tried not to faint.

#

In a sea of black ties and evening gowns, a 
man clad half in plaster and metal was bound 
to draw the stares of the curious, especially 
when his dinner companion sported silver eyes 
and neon pink hair pulled into a tight bun. Ivan 
did his best to ignore them. The restaurant’s 
dim lighting helped.
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“Thanks,” he said as Quicksilver Rose helped 
him settle into a black-enameled wooden chair. 
“Not very chivalrous, I’m afraid.”

She smiled coolly. “Do I look like I need a 
knight in shining armor?” 

“Well, I must admit I’ve never seen anyone 
wear a shoulder holster over a strapless gown,” 
he conceded.

“It’s not really strapless.” She sat and leaned 
forward, resting her elbows on the table. “The 
holster straps are actually built into the dress. 
You wouldn’t believe the fit my seamstress 
threw when I told her what I wanted. And it’s a 
very pretty gun.”

“Your seamstress?” Ivan arched an 
eyebrow.

Rose waved the question away with a twirl 
of her fingers. “A little shop where I always go. 
It’s not like I have staff or anything. Besides,” 
she said in a whisper, “if I were going to hire a 
staff, I’d start with a good gunsmith.”

“I’d probably need to start with a doctor, 
myself.”

“How bad—” She stopped, leaning back 
in her chair as a waiter approached the table. 
“We need a few minutes,” she told the man, 
her tone crisp. He sketched a half-bow and 
moved away. “How bad is it?”

Ivan looked down, wondering where to 
start. His ribcage was wrapped with bandages 
so tight he could hardly breath, the right side 
reinforced with a padded metal plate. The 
plate anchored the rods that passed though 
the metal pins that held the bones of his lower 

arm in place. Together with a pair of heavy 
cloth straps, the rods immobilized the entire 
limb. Both the upper and lower portions of his 
arm were layered in gauze and plaster with a 
marginally more flexible inflatable plastic cast 
encircling his elbow. He wore his age-yellowed 
tuxedo shirt with the right side pinned to the 
bandages and the topcoat simply draped over 
his shoulders, leaving him feeling—probably 
looking—like a hunchback.

“Better now,” he conceded. He had spent 
the last three days in the Orion’s medical facili-
ties fighting a dangerously high secondary fever 
while Pell fussed about the possibility of blood 
poisoning. “Dislocated shoulder, sprained 
elbow, compound fracture of the humerus, 
cracked ulna. I’ll live. Probably never play the 
violin again.”

“Did you ever?” Rose asked with a polite 
smile.

“Of course not. Oh the other hand, by the 
time the bones heal, the muscles and torn 
ligament will probably be fine.” Seeing her 
frown in concern, he added, “The Orion’s got 
the best medical staff in the Frontier. Pell says 
I’ll be able to start using the arm in another 
week or so as long as I don’t push it. Give me a 
month and I’ll be good as new.”

“That’s quick.” She plucked a breadstick 
from the basket alongside the table’s candlelit 
centerpiece and bit off the end. As she moved, 
the blue satin of her gown whispered across 
itself and Ivan caught a whiff of perfume, a 
delicate vanilla scent mixed with strawberry.

“Between you and me, I think House has 
Earth tech in the med lab. Some of the treat-
ments Pell’s done already are probably true 

regeneration.” Ivan snorted. “It’s not like 
House has ever been overly concerned about 
legality.”

“Stupid law anyway,” Rose mumbled around 
a mouthful of bread. “Requiring that technol-
ogy be classed as obsolete on Earth before it 
can be sold outside the Inner Hedge. That’s 
just evil when it comes to medicine.”

“It’s all about power, always has been.” Ivan 
shifted in his chair, trying to find a position that 
did not bunch the back of his coat into a ball. 
“Point is, I’ll be good to go faster than sitting 
around waiting for nature to take its sweet 
time. And for a few weeks at least, House can’t 
send me on any more fool’s errands.”

Rose nodded and motioned for the waiter. 
“I’ll have coffee, standard, black, just water 
for the gentleman, and more bread.” After he 
left, she leaned toward the table again. “And 
other than the obvious injuries, how did the 
job go?”

Ivan shrugged with his left shoulder. “Fine. 
Red tried to kill me. I lived. He’s off sulking 
somewhere. He’ll get over it. He always does.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“No.”

Rose’s eyes narrowed, considering. “And 
you? Will you get over it?”

He shook his head dismissively. “It’s no big 
deal. It’s not worth talking about.” He hesitated 
then said, “I hear this place has decent food.”

“Nice segue,” quipped Rose. “I almost 
didn’t notice the change of subject. Yes, the 
food is very good. I try to come here whenever 
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I visit the station. Do you mean to tell me that 
you’ve never been in here? You practically live 
on the Orion.”

“Yes, but I don’t get up into the tourist 
parts much. I’ve got a hunch you and I get paid 
a little different.”

Rose scowled, turning her head to look 
away, across the room. “Different jobs. Muscle 
is cheap; dignity is a bit more expensive.”

Before Ivan could respond, the waiter 
returned, placing drinks and utensils on the 
table.

“Two steaks,” Rose pronounced. “One 
well-done and one—” She paused and 
pretended to study Ivan. “Make the other 
medium rare. And be certain to bring all the 
salads and soup and needless trinkets you 
insist on cluttering the table with to justify your 
exorbitant prices.” The waiter bowed and left 
again, the faintest hint of a smile on his lips.

“Good guess.”

Rose dipped her head, acknowledging the 
compliment. “You strike me as the kind of man 
who eats his meat raw. Even if you didn’t like 
it that way, you’d have to do it because that’s 
what is expected of you.”

Ivan gave a noncommittal grunt. “Places 
like this, you have to have them cook it at least 
a little to kill the germs from when the cook 
didn’t wash his hands.”

Rose let out a short, brittle laugh. “Just so.” 
She cradled her coffee cup in both hands, lifted 
it demurely to her lips. “Tell me, Mister Ste-
ponovich, why did you choose to accompany 

me to dinner?”

“It was your marker to call in. I owed you a 
dinner.”

“And that’s all?” Her tone was artificially 
casual.

“Does it need to be more?”

She sipped, lowered her cup. “I suppose 
not.”

“I’m glad you invited me,” Ivan said, smiling 
openly. “Why you’d want to be seen in public 
with a dinosaur like me, I don’t know, but I’m 
glad. Okay?”

“Okay.” Rose gave him a lopsided grin. 
“How’s Kylee?”

“She’s fine. Last I heard she was progress-
ing nicely with her schoolwork.”

“Hunh. I never pictured her as one for 
school. Or you as one to send her there.”

“Don’t make me laugh,” he said with a grin. 
“It hurts way too much. Let’s just say she’s at a 
very unconventional school with a very uncon-
ventional staff. My own alma mater in a way.”

“Tell me—”

“No, no, no,” Ivan interrupted. “Enough 
feminine mystery. Let’s talk about you.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Which is precisely why we should.”

Rose pursed her face and reached to place 
her hand atop Ivan’s. “I kill people for a living, 
Ivan. I murder them in cold blood for money. 

That’s it. Let’s not spoil the evening.”

“Rose, I know,” he said as gently as he could. 
“And I don’t care. I might have once, maybe I 
still should, but I don’t. You do what you have 
to do to get by.”

She pulled back her hand and folded her 
arms across her chest. “Well, I care.”

“Then that’s what matters. So what are we 
going to do about it?”

She glared at him in silence as the waiter 
returned with their meal. “Nothing to be 
done,” she said when they were alone again. 
“All these pretty little trinkets, the clothes, the 
custom gun, an open tab on the Orion, these 
are perks of the job. Gifts given, and retracted, 
at the whim of my employer. It’s a very shiny 
leash. If behave, I get treated well and it makes 
it easier to forget that, for all intents and 
purposes, he owns me.”

“How’s that work?” Ivan asked. “Slavery’s 
illegal, even in the Frontier.”

They ate in silence for several minutes 
before Rose finally said, “It’s not slavery, not 
openly. It’s contract, the soft slavery of share-
cropping and the company store.” She rear-
ranged the plates in front of her, concentrating 
on her steak. She sliced it with unladylike vigor, 
stuffed a piece into her mouth. “Fagan—that’s 
my boss, you met him on Selous if you remem-
ber—found me when I was about seventeen,” 
she said, chewing as she talked. “Picked me 
and two or three other girls up, paid for our 
time, and then had us take a bunch of tests. 
When we finished, he tipped the others and 
politely sent them away. Me, he offered a deal. 
From what I’ve seen over the years, it’s a pretty 
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standard arrangement. He fronts all the set-up 
costs—augmentations, surgeries, training, all 
that—and I work for him until it’s paid off. Then 
I can do what I want. Coming in off the street, 
it was a sweet deal. Heck, I’d done worse just 
to eat.”

“But there’s a catch.”

She shrugged. “Not a bad one. Not enough 
that I’d change my decision if I had it all to do 
again. The problem is, as long as your sponsor 
holds your marker, you’ve got no options. 
Everything you’ve got is theirs, and you never 
get your marker paid off.”

“Why’s that? I’d think dueling pays well.”

“Oh, it does. Most of that goes to the 
sponsor—fees for setting up the duels, legal 
costs, sight costs... Oh, and of course his 
twenty percent cut of the gross—but the 
real problem is the technology. You’ve got to 
keep your edge. So there are more surgeries, 
more training, better equipment, and if you 
don’t stay current, you tend to end up dead. 
Sponsors will even set duelists up to make sure 
of it. Result is, you never get ahead.”

Ivan cut into his steak, chewed thought-
fully. “What if you just leave? Frontier’s a big 
place.”

“You see how much he spends to keep me 
comfortable?” she asked, motioning around 
the room with her knife. “It’s a message. It’s 
Fagan’s way of reminding me ‘if I’ll pay this 
much to keep you happy, think about how 
much I’d pay to track you down and bring you 
back.’ It’s not just him, of course, they’re all 
that way. It’s been going on for centuries in 
one form or another.”

“What if somebody bought out your 
marker?”

“They do sometimes. Sponsors’ll buy each 
other’s duelists. A couple of the fancier families 
in the Hedge buy duelists and keep them on 
retainer, a combination of cost savings and 
prestige. As far as that goes, I’d rather be with 
Fagan. For all his faults, he’s a pretty good 
sponsor. He genuinely cares about the gunners 
in his stable and, well, you know, I kind of owe 
him.”

“Father figure,” Ivan added.

If Rose heard, she ignored the statement. 
“So I’m stuck. And I’m better off than most so 
I shouldn’t complain.” She stuffed her mouth 
with bread and chewed, her cheeks bulging. 
Ivan smiled in spite of himself at the glimpse of 
child behind the woman.

“What about House?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“What if House bought your marker? He’s 
got more money than I can imagine and he’s 
hiring every gun around.”

Rose gulped coffee, glanced across the table 
at Ivan, then back to her steak. “He’s forming 
an army. Something big is going down—it’s like 
every freelancer in the Frontier is choosing 
up sides. House, Casey, two or three others. 
Mostly House and Casey from what I hear.”

Ivan nodded. “Reckon it’s about time to 
settle some old scores. It’s not going to be 
pretty. There’ll still be a lot of killing, just not 
the way you’re used to.”

“I’m tired of uneven fights and opponents 

who never have a chance. I’m comfortable with 
my inner bitch, and I’m not about to put away 
my guns and spend the day drinking tea,” she 
said with a laugh. “I’ve been moonlighting with 
bodyguard and security work for years. I can 
handle honest work.”

“Then talk to House. The worst he can do is 
say ‘no,’ and he won’t say it.”

“I’ll think about it. What would that put me 
doing, chasing bounties with you and Red? You 
need another partner?”

Ivan chuckled. “Talk to Kylee, she’s the 
brains of the operation.”

“So I’ve gathered.” She pushed back from 
the table and stood up. “Come on. Leave that, 
they’ll box it up and bring it to your room if you 
want it later. I want to show you something.” 
She raised an arm and waved the waiter toward 
the table. “Let me help you up.”

“All right,” he said, standing slowly as she 
eased his chair back. “But only if you stop 
calling yourself a bitch.”

She cackled. “That bothers you? You’re deli-
ciously old fashioned sometimes, you know. 
Hurry up, old man, this is worth the trip.”

“Impatient little girl,” he growled with 
mock outrage. She stuck her tongue out at him 
and, pulling him by his left hand, led him out 
of the restaurant and into one of the Orion’s 
transport tubes. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see. It’s my favorite part of the 
station.” She smiled and added faintly, “my 
favorite place, period.” Rose leaned forward 
in her seat, elbows on knees, chin resting on 
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her palms, distracted by her thoughts. After a 
moment, she glanced up to catch Ivan staring 
at her. “What?”

He shrugged his good shoulder. “You’re 
easy on the eyes. That blue is a good color on 
you.”

She laughed. “It’s blue? Looks white to 
me. I picked it out because of the way it feels.” 
She drew her pistol, turned it so he could see 
the langer shell and emerald inlay on the grip. 
“This is my baby. You like it?”

“It’ll do.”

“Stubborn,” she teased, standing. “Come 
on, we’re here.”

The doors to the tube slid open to the sweet 
scent of fresh cut grass and pine needles. 

“So much green,” Rose sighed as they 
stepped out.

Ivan’s first impression was a sea of color, all 
against a background of jade. A strip of stained 
brown concrete stretched between long rows 
of raised garden beds overflowing with growth. 
Beyond each row ran another and another, each 
filled with plants. Forward and to the sides, the 
walls of the room were invisible in the distance 
behind a curtain of green. Everywhere, the 
beds were in flower, even those heavy with 
produce grew alongside fresh shoots and buds. 
Golden sunlamps hung suspended over the 
beds below a vaulted ceiling, a ceiling of trans-
parent panels, a permanent night sky, dark and 
studded with stars.

“Hydroponics,” Ivan said. “I’ve never been 
in here either. I used to be a farmer, didn’t 

think I wanted to see—”

Rose pressed a finger to his lips. “Hush.” 
She faced the room, leaning back into his chest, 
looking up at the stars. Ivan ignored the twinge 
of pain as she did so, felt the tickle of her hair 
on his neck.

“Be still,” she whispered. “Sometimes, 
Mister Steponovich, it’s okay to just be.” 

With a hiss, the automatic misters began 
a cool spray of water onto the beds and Rose 
snuggled tighter against the chill. Ivan looked 
up toward the darkness and tried not to think.
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Previously, on Thieves’ Honor: 

Known pirates and smugglers who have 
managed to remain just beyond the reach of 
the law, Captain Helmer Kristoff and the crew 
of the ancient freighter Martina Vega allowed 
their ship searched by Captain Iona Zoltana of 
the merchant constable Orpheus. When Zoltana 
and crew departed, they left behind spiders, 
tracking devices that the Vega crew has been 
finding and recalibrating for their own use.

Also aboard are three passengers: the Port Nora 
governor’s daughter, and two of her suitors 
who have beaten one another bloody and been 
confined to quarters. As a precaution, ship’s 
cook Sahir has brewed a pot of chandimay tea, 
a drug useful for mellowing cantankerous folk.
 
And, unbeknownst to our pilot, Finney, an 
extraction team—bounty hunters—has been 
hired by a dead man’s family to bring her back 
for a not-so-healthy dose of vengeance.

“Ma’am, they found the last spider. 
Omega’s caught.”

 “She’s not out of commission yet. If they 
haven’t locked her in that cage, she can still 
find a way to communicate.” Zoltana rubbed 
thumb and forefinger over her eyes, pushing 
away sleep. “Any other reason you might wake 

me, lieutenant?”

“Aye, ma’am.” 

The telescreen brightened, showing Mars, 
his boyish face lit by the navigation screens, 
the deck dark behind him. Zoltana pushed her 
fingers through her hair and straightened the 
collar of her dressing gown, blue and crisp as 
her uniform.

“I found a buried signal, ma’am. Remember 
that static we encountered a few months 
ago—the static not from their radios? Current 
tech doesn’t track analog, but this static crosses 
our nav whenever we’re within a certain range 
of the Martina Vega.”

Zoltana wasn’t so sleepy anymore. “Tag 
from another law entity? Someone else been 
assigned the Vega?” She rose from the edge 
of her bunk. “Sheriff and admiral are going to 
hear about this. No one comes behind me and 
undoes my work—”

“Uh, ma’am? Might be best if you see this 
yourself.”

#

No one said a word. 

No one looked surprised, either. 

The lover bowed his head and let loose 
a low, resigned laugh. The woman stood tall, 
chin up, back straight. 

Wyatt appeared—“Got your signal, 
captain”—and Mercedes with him, medical 
bag in hand. 

Sahir lumbered from the opposite direction, 
a cleaver tucked into his apron. Ezra carried a 
large fork.

“So,” Kristoff looked back and forth between 
the two passengers, “who wants to talk first?”

Silence.

“Uh, cap”—Wyatt flipped a few pages on 
his clipboard—“manifest says she’s Rebeka 
Bat’Alon, and he’s, uh, which one are you, 
son?”

“Turner. Jink Turner.”

Wyatt nodded. “Stevedore.”

“Helped load some of this.” Turner gestured 
at the cargo.

Corrigan glowered. “Thinkin’ about helpin’ 
yourself to some of it?”

Turner stepped back, eyes wide. “No, sir.”

Mercedes took Rebeka Bat’Alon’s wrist, 
pressed the underside, and her fingers 
loosened. A spider fell to the floor with an 
almost pleasant clink.

Kristoff nudged it with the toe of his boot. 
“You putting that up, or taking it down?”

Again, silence.

Thieves’ Honor 
Episode Two: Spider’s Web, Part Two
 by Keanan Brand
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“How much Zoltana pay you to spy on us?”

She lifted her chin a little higher.

“Give it up, Bek,” said Turner. “Look around. 
These folks don’t aim to torture it out of you, 
and you don’t owe Captain Zoltana anything.”

Anger flared in her eyes. “These—these 
pirates—”

“Hey!” Corrigan protested. “Who said we 
was pirates?” 

“—have robbed my father of taxes and 
proper freight fees that he’s had to pay out 
of his own pocket so the harbor master won’t 
question his honesty or accuse him of being in 
league with them. I will not let these vermin 
drain my father of his peace and me of my 
inheritance.”

Turner shook his head. “It’s always the 
money with you, isn’t it, Bek?”

They stared at one another, she with hard 
eyes, he with set jaw.

Kristoff stepped between them. “Turner, 
go with Doc. Corrigan, escort Miss Bat’Alon 
back to her room. Confiscate her tools, and 
lock her in. Ezra, go with him. Check on our 
other passenger. He might need some more 
doctoring. Wyatt, sweep the airlock, just in 
case.” Kristoff glanced at Sahir. “I think it’s best 
we serve tea at supper. Just to make sure our 
passengers behave themselves.”

The crew hopped to, and Kristoff headed for 
the catwalk. He glanced back. Ezra didn’t look 
at Rebeka, only held out his hands to collect all 
the items Corrigan removed from her pockets. 

It was never easy, seeing beauty tarnish. 

The boy was young. There’d be others.

#

“Alerio, any way we can modify spiders to 
voice instead of code?”

“Not sure.” The engineer took a tracker and 
flipped it over in his gloved hands. “Depends 
on the tech inside, and I don’t have any audio 
or vid circuits in storage.” 

He tapped a box with his shoe. “These are 
ready to put in the wine crates.” Alerio chuckled. 
“Won’t Zoltana have a time, trying to explain 
why she’s bugged the personal property of the 
governor of Port Henry.”

Kristoff grinned. “Government stamped 
personal property.” 

He looked around the white, clean engine 
room. Most pirate or smuggling ships looked as 
disreputable as their trade. The Martina Vega 
shone like fresh paint.

“When you’re done with the bugs, Alerio, 
strap on your gun. Bring out the canisters 
of frozen fuel capsules, wadding, a box of 
matches, and a spool of wick.”

He unclipped his radio and signaled Corrigan. 
“Hey, Cor, sweep up any metal shavings from 
repairs on the forklift, and collect used grease 
rags and old oil. Put ‘em in the cage.”

“Aye, cap,” came the gruff response.

“Bombs?” Alerio blinked up at Kristoff.

“Bombs. And torches and compressed fuel 

launchers.”

“Why?” Alerio lifted his shoulder holster 
from its hook. “Our guns don’t work?”

“They work fine. I just want insurance in 
case there’s somebody waiting for us at Port 
Henry.”

“You mean somebody Zoltana put there?”

“Maybe.”

Alerio propped his glasses on top of his 
head. “Extractors?”

“Them, too.”

“I’d hate to blow the weapons crates, 
captain. Or the medicine.”

“You won’t.” He hoped. “No rush. We’re 
approaching the asteroid field. Once we leave 
the field, the sailing should be smooth enough 
to prevent you from blowing us out of the 
sky.”

“Not quite as steady as Doc’s”—Alerio blew 
on his fingertips—“but these hands are good 
for something.”

“Not much,” Kristoff grinned, “but 
something.”

#

Mars greeted her with a steaming cup of 
strong Oburian coffee.

Zoltana took a sip then preceded him down 
the steps to the pit. There were no other crew-
members on deck; the Orpheus operated on 
skeleton this shift.
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“Over here, ma’am.” Mars pushed aside his 
own cup of coffee and tapped in a sequence 
on a keyboard. “I didn’t use voice commands, 
in case you wanted this kept classified, and 
it’s not on the nexus. I will, of course, give you 
copies of everything, ma’am—codes, too.”

Taking another sip, Zoltana nodded.

“The signal’s been poking around 
our equipment, like it was searching for 
something.”

Zoltana frowned. “Information?”

“A receptor.” He turned a screen toward 
her. “It was looking for something to plug into, 
to download its information, not to mine for 
it.”

“To muck up the works?”

“No, ma’am, to issue a report.”

The screen blanked, then a stream of blue 
digits flowed down the port side, words behind 
them, and the white outline of a human brain. 
A small blue light pulsed in the brain stem.

Zoltana sputtered into her coffee.

“Ma’am?”

“Went down the wrong way.” She met 
the lieutenant’s concerned frown with a brief 
smile. “Tell me more.”

#

Kristoff bounded into the wheelhouse.

Finney didn’t turn around, but kept one 
hand on the controls and another leaping 

over the console, adjusting course and speed, 
and communicating with Alerio in the engine 
room.

“Slight change of plans, Finn.” Kristoff 
perched on the edge of the console and rested 
his boots on the arm of the captain’s chair. His 
chair, but his butt rarely occupied it.

“Don’t tell me. Zoltana found the cargo 
behind the cargo, and that’s why she planted 
a spy.”

There’s another extraction team after you, 
Finn. “Close, but no.”

“She’s watching to make sure we deliver 
our cargo to a legitimate destination.”

“Nope.” But I wish Zoltana would take you 
into custody. 

“Alerio’s recalibrated all the spiders to 
transmit polka music straight onto the Orpheus 
bridge.”

“Wrong again.” I’ve never lost a crewmem-
ber. Don’t you be the first.

“Entertaining as this is, captain, I’m in no 
mind for games.”

“You’re no fun.”

“Pilot of a big ship. No time for fun.”

“Ah, she’s not all that big.” Kristoff caressed 
the panel above his head. “Kinda cozy, 
actually.”

“Big enough.”

The uninjured corner of his mouth pulled 
up in a smile, Kristoff turned his head and 

looked out at the stars.

“This change of plans”— reflected in the 
forward port, Finney locked the wheel, flipped 
her long auburn braid over one shoulder, 
and leaned back in her chair—“what does it 
involve?”

“The worst kind of honesty.”

“Oh, the horror.” She folded her hands 
across her stomach and propped her feet 
beside him on the console.

Kristoff rested an arm on the toes of her 
crossed boots and leaned forward. “Seen the 
beauty that sent those two young bucks into 
a fever?”

“Heard about her.” She looked out the 
port.

“Governor Bat’Alon’s daughter.”

“Heard that, too.” 

“Hey, Finn. I boring you?”

“All ears.”

“Hm, don’t know as I’ve ever seen ‘em up 
close—”

“The plan, captain?”

“Governor’s daughter.”

“So?”

“So, she’s worth some money.”

“Thought we didn’t do ransom.”

“We don’t.” He stood and crossed his arms. 
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“We’ll notify the governor, tell him the circum-
stances, and offer to make it right. For a fee, of 
course.”

“Of course.”

Finney squinted up at him. 

He hated it when she did that squinty 
thing. It meant she was scheming on top of his 
scheming, and her ideas were generally better. 
Not that he was jealous of her mind—not at 
all; he was downright proud to have such an 
intelligent crew—but a man didn’t always like 
to be bested.

“Well, Finn? What do you think?”

“We have cargo to unload.”

“Coupla days, and we’ll be needing new 
work. The girl’s been compromised already, 
just by being with those fellas. Way I figure it, 
Poppa Governor will be more than happy to 
send us some money for evidence that she’s 
married and respectable. That way he can 
tell folks it was a quiet wedding, and that he 
knew all about it. And we make friends in high 
places.”

“Pirates can always use another important 
politician in their debt.”

“That’s what I figure.”

You forget this particular politician already 
does business with us?”

“No, but is he in our debt?”

“People still do that sort of thing?”

Kristoff frowned. “What? Business?”

“Marriage.”

“Clerics gotta have something to do.”

Finney dropped her feet to the floor with 
a bang, slapped her thighs, and stood. “Well.” 
She tucked the braid into the back of her shirt. 
“I think I’m gonna go see this paragon of beauty 
for myself. She’s not much of a spy. Probably 
more looks than brains. Why else would she 
head for space with a jerk and a moonling?”

Kristoff followed her out of the wheel-
house. “Now, Finn, you’re not gonna make any 
trouble.”

She didn’t turn around.

“Finn. Finn.” Kristoff stomped after her. 
“C’mon, Finn! No messin’ with the plan!”

#

The captain’s heavy tread thudded behind 
her.

An itch fretted Finney right between the 
shoulder blades. She wasn’t about to scratch 
it, though. Wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

She rounded a corner. 

Ezra backed out of a passenger cabin, 
stumbled into Finney—“Sorry”—and headed 
in the direction of the galley, absent his usual 
smile.

Finney slanted a disgusted look ceilingward 
and landed a crisp rat-tat-tat on the door.

A breathy, sensuous, “Come in.”

Finney glanced back. 

Arms folded, Kristoff leaned one shoulder 
against the opposite wall. He didn’t look happy, 
but he made no move to stop her. 

She pushed open the door and stepped 
inside, closing it behind her.

Through the porthole came starlight, a pale 
glow that skimmed the side of the passenger’s 
face. She lifted a slender hand. “I didn’t know 
pirates were such sociable or forgiving men.” 

“It ain’t forgiveness”—ignoring the out-
stretched hand, Finney planted one boot on an 
empty chair and leaned forward into the light, 
crossing her arms on her upraised knee—“and 
the pilot of this here fine freighter just happens 
to be a woman.”

“Your pardon, miss, but with those clothes, 
it’s no wonder a stranger might be mistaken.”

“The name’s Fiona Grace, and I don’t fool 
easy.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“I mean, Miss Bat’Alon, that two men 
beat each other nigh to death over you, and 
you seem almighty set on sending us to the 
gallows.”

A transparent handkerchief dabbed the 
shadowed throat. “When a constable asks a 
citizen for help, the citizen can hardly refuse, 
especially if there’s a chance of righting wrongs 
done against that citizen’s family. As for the 
ruffian who brought me aboard, I assure you, 
Miss Grace, I did not—”

Finney slammed her heel to the floor and 
turned a slow circle, surveying the small but 
comfortable cabin, the Martina Vega’s best. An 
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open trunk displayed neatly folded garments; 
on the washstand marched a line of toiletries 
in cut-crystal bottles and jars. “A considerate 
ruffian. He gave you time to pack.”

“A man may smile and smile, and be a 
villain.”

Finney snorted. “Yeah, I read Shakespeare, 
too.” She crossed her arms and studied the 
woman. 

 “If you’re trying to threaten me, Miss 
Grace,” the cultured voice thinned to a razor’s 
edge, “I make a much better friend than an 
enemy.”

“I already have friends.” 

#

“Best I can figure, ma’am,” continued Lieu-
tenant Mars, “this signal doesn’t match any 
standard government frequency. I don’t know 
what it’s for, nor have I been able to determine 
which crewmember carries the device.”

Zoltana studied the outline of the brain, 
the scrolling data, the intermittent blue light 
pulsing from the stem. 

IntuiCom were implanted in patients with 
severe disorders, whose organs might not 
function otherwise, and medical signals could 
be recognized by anyone with basic tech.

This was not a medical signal.

There were other uses for IntuiCom. 

Zoltana clasped her mug in both hands, 
drank a mouthful of bitter coffee, and came to 

a decision. “Zoltana override. Halt Navigation 
Deck audiovisual records 2400 ship time.” 

Tiny red lights blipped to black all over the 
deck.

Mars stared at her.

“What I am about to tell you, lieutenant, 
is above your pay grade. Mine, too, truth be 
told.”

“I can keep a secret, ma’am.”

Her smile was acknowledgement, not 
humor. “Released criminals or political 
offenders are sometimes implanted with 
IntuiCom, as are scientists, engineers, and 
anyone involved in weapons, defense, or other 
government matters.” 

She walked across the pit and looked out 
the forward port. Mars followed, but only 
to the middle of the pit, his face a half-mask 
reflected in the thick glass.

“Criminals or political offenders are often 
watched by agents who become organic parts 
of their lives. They don’t know some of their 
friends are government spies, or even that 
metal snakes are wound around their brain 
stems. But the government workers—they 
know. They cannot be employed until they are 
implanted. And to those IntuiCom are added 
kill circuits. If a worker is kidnapped or bribed 
or careless with classified information, the kill 
code is transmitted. Death is immediate.”

“Ma’am, how do you know this?”

There were only so many secrets one should 
tell, even to a trusted crewman. 

Zoltana turned, and leaned her back against 
the cool curve of glass. “Someone on the Vega 
crew knows something potentially dangerous 
to the government. Someone else aboard the 
Vega is a watcher.”

The lieutenant’s brows drew together. 
“But, ma’am, why send a watcher? Why not 
just put the implanted person in prison instead 
of letting them fly with a crew of suspected 
pirates?”

“Excellent question.” 

#

Kristoff took the pilot seat and checked the 
screens; the Orpheus kept her distance, but 
she didn’t hide.

He tapped a few keys, then scrolled through 
the contact list until he found Governor 
Bat’Alon’s sequence and clicked on it. The 
signal waved across the screen; an off-the-
nexus message would take a while to reach 
Port Nora. 

No worries. 

Kristoff leaned back in the chair and rested 
his head, a dull ache still throbbing between 
his ears, and crossed his boots on the console. 

Might as well give the girls more time to 
get acquainted. 

#

Rebeka Bat’Alon watched in resentful 
silence while the pilot searched her room. 
Again. “Miss Grace, how did you come to be a 
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freighter pilot?”

“I grew up on a freighter. My father was 
with the merchant marine.”

Rebeka hid a yawn. “How interesting. And 
your mother? Did she enjoy living aboard ship 
for months at a time?”

“Yep.” Miss Grace removed the pillows, 
searched inside their cases, then plumped 
them and piled them back on the bunk. “Her 
daddy—my granddaddy—was an admiral in 
the war. Retirement didn’t set well with him, 
so he joined the constabulary and rose to the 
rank of sky commander. Sailing is pretty much 
what I know.”

She lifted the foot of the thin mattress to 
search underneath it. “What about you, Miss 
Bat’Alon? You really hate us enough to see us 
hanged?”

“You have a great gift for tact, Miss 
Grace.”

“My pride and joy.”

Rebeka smiled thinly. “It is true, I meant to 
aid Captain Zoltana in catching you delivering 
smuggled goods or pirating another vessel. 
Your crew has cost my father much, and he still 
won’t accuse you or have you arrested.”

“Well, he does buy smuggled spirits from 
us, and the occasional bolt of fine cloth from 
places not officially recognized by the trade 
office.” The pilot gestured at the trunk full of 
clothes. “I’d wager nearly everything in here is 
made from illegal goods.”

Rebeka leapt to her feet. “My father is an 
honest, law-abiding man! Everything in his 

house bears a tax stamp!”

“Of course.” The pilot suppressed a smile. 
“You decide which one of those saps you’re 
gonna marry?”

Rebeka crossed her arms. “I don’t see how 
my personal life can be of any interest to you, 
being a freighter pilot as you are and unlikely 
to move in the same circles of society as I. Such 
knowledge can be of little use to you.”

“Oh, your personal life is of great interest.”

“What do you mean?”

The pilot, too, crossed her arms. “Does 
your daddy know you’re out here?”

“Of course not! Do you think I would involve 
him in something like this?”

Miss Grace shrugged. “I don’t know how 
you debutantes think. What I do know is that 
your father is being contacted, and will be 
greatly interested in preserving his good repu-
tation—once he knows you’re traveling in the 
company of not only one but two lovers.”

Heat rushed Rebeka’s face. “They are not 
my lovers.”

“Really?” The sardonic tilt of the other 
woman’s mouth only increased Rebeka’s 
embarrassment. “What, then, beside ‘romantic 
fools,’ do you call two men you lead around by 
your silk ribbons?”

“You cannot blackmail me.”

“Who said anything about blackmail?”

The women stared at one another in con-

centrated animosity.

The radio on Miss Grace’s hip crackled, and 
Captain Kristoff’s amused voice said, “How you 
two ladies getting along?”

Yanking the radio from its clip, the pilot 
replied in saccharine tones, “Why don’t you go 
soak your head? Sir?”

Laughter rolled from the small black object. 
“Asteroid field in less than twenty. You just 
about done down there?”

“Just about.”

“Make it quick. I like my ship too much to 
fly her through that mess myself.”

“Be there in ten.” Miss Grace returned the 
radio then looked at Rebeka. “All right, Miss 
Bat’Alon, there’s just one more place I have to 
search.”

“And where is that, exactly?” Rebeka 
gestured around the cabin. “You even looked 
under the legs of the furniture.”

“But I haven’t searched you.”

Rebeka pulled her lounge jacket closed. 
“Absolutely not!”

Miss Grace folded her arms again and 
leaned a shoulder against the door. “Off with 
your clothes.”

“You’re not, you know—”

“I’m flamingly straight. Now get moving. I 
have a ship to pilot.”

“When we get to port”—Rebeka shed the 
filmy confection covering her white satin pant-
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suit—“remind me to recommend you to Letitia 
Graham as a lady’s maid.”

“One of your friends?”

“My worst enemy.” 

Laughter glinted in the pilot’s green eyes. 

She took each discarded garment, searched 
it, and laid it on the bunk; then, when Rebeka 
stood shivering, as naked as a newborn, 
Miss Grace’s touch was respectful, remote, 
smoothing Rebeka’s skin and combing through 
her hair in a sweep for translucent wafer 
devices. The search was quick, yielding the only 
tracker she had left, a small disk adhered to 
the nape of her neck, placed there by Captain 
Zoltana when Rebeka agreed to spy on the 
Martina Vega.

“All right, Miss Bat’Alon—”

“Heck, after all this intimacy, why not call 
me Rebeka?”

“All right, then, Rebeka, thank you for your 
cooperation.”

“Is that what it’s called these days?” 
Rebeka reached for the dressing gown draped 
across the back of her chair, wrapped it around 
herself, and tied the belt.

The pilot tossed the wafer into the air and 
caught it between her fingers. “Well, I didn’t 
have to tie you to a chair or toss you out the 
porthole. I’d call that cooperation.” 

The radio warbled. “Hey, Finn!” said the 
captain, an edge to his voice. “I can see the 
field.”

She opened the door. “On my way.”

“Miss Grace”—Rebekah put a hand on the 
other woman’s arm—“I don’t know what I 
expected from a gang of pirates, but—”

“Call me Finney. Everybody else does.” The 
pilot glanced around the room. “Nice, huh? 
Better than most cruise vessels, I bet.” Then 
she looked at Rebeka. “We may not be on the 
same side of the law as you are, but we have 
our reasons. You don’t harm us, we don’t harm 
you.”

Rebeka hesitated then gave a single nod.

Alone, she stared at the clothes piled on 
the bunk. 

If it was true, what Finney said about 
the captain contacting Daddy, then matters 
at home were going to be difficult when she 
returned. 

Picking up the suit trousers, she turned 
them to the light. Could it be possible these 
were sewn from smuggled fabric, knowingly 
purchased by her father? How could he? He was 
too just, too upstanding a citizen and leader, to 
consent to filling his home with illegal items. 

They were all stamped, though. That was 
another thing Miss Grace had said. Then it was 
possible Papa—good, trusting Papa—never 
suspected the fraud.

Of course. That was it. He would never—

The starglow beyond the porthole caught 
the cloth-covered button, raising the faint 
shadow of pattern beneath the thin material. 
Rebeka held the button close to her face and 
turned it this way and that, trying to decipher 

the pattern without marring the garment. 

VOR.

Favorite?

No.

VORTU—

Vortuna. Vortuna. A colony cast outside 
the government’s recognized trade entities 
last year because the people’s representatives 
had declared their support for opening com-
munication and trade with the rebels. 

Vortuna had been disenfranchised last 
year; this suit had been made by Governor 
Bat’Alon’s personal tailor only a month ago.

Still, all that proved was that the tailor—
not Papa—purchased illegal goods. Didn’t it?

Didn’t it?

Augh! Rebeka tossed the trousers onto the 
bed and flopped down beside them, covering 
her face with both arms. 

#

“Attention, passengers and crew, this is the 
captain. We are entering an asteroid field in 
T-minus-ninety. Passengers, secure personal 
items and strap into bunks. Crew, batten all 
hatches. This could be a bumpy ride.”

Kristoff snapped the hand-held microphone 
back into its cradle by the pilot’s console then 
strapped himself into his seat. 

Finney loosened her shoulders, popped 
her neck, flexed her fingers. Then a small smile 
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appeared, tugging her lips just enough to reveal 
a dimple on her left cheek. 

She pulled down the stick, locking it into 
position beside the wheel. The stick was for 
precision steering to avoid anything floating 
or shooting about, especially when the ship 
needed to be moved not just up or down, left 
or right, but on an oblique plane. Finney looked 
like a child in front of her favorite toy.

Her thick hair was suppressed by a black 
bandana tied over her head like a skullcap, 
and another bandana—this one hot pink—was 
looped around her neck to catch the sweat. 
She pulled back on the stick. 

Kristoff closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, 
and forced his hands to not grip the arms of 
his chair. Not exactly relaxed, but at least he 
wasn’t tearing holes in the upholstery.

C’mon, Martina. You can do it. You’ve 
evaded the Orpheus before. Sure, it’s a newer 
ship, and a whole lot prettier, but it’s big. It 
isn’t made to move like you are. Yeah, you’re a 
freighter, and you’re a bit battered, but you’ve 
aged well, baby. You’re still fast. Nobody’s beat 
you yet. 

Eyes still closed, he felt the dipping swirl 
to starboard then the smooth, sharp ascent as 
Finney dodged an obstacle.

He patted the port arm of his chair. That’s 
my girl.

“Captain, I know it’s your policy never to 
watch when I’m taking your baby through the 
bad part of town, but what does that look 
like?”

He opened one eye. Both eyes.

A small, fleet vessel wove among broken 
moons, the small black sphere of a dead planet, 
the blazing trails of passing asteroids, travers-
ing with ease the space flotsam between the 
Vega and the Orpheus—and the Orpheus didn’t 
seem to be in much of a hurry. 

“It’s a runner.”

“Not standard equipment on merchants.”

“She is a constable.”

“It doesn’t have the same markings as the 
Orpheus. Zoltana must have purchased it from 
another ship.”

“Doesn’t matter where she got it. Only 
matters if it gets close enough to latch on or 
shoot us.” Kristoff radioed the engine room. 
“Alerio, any chance you and Corrigan can whip 
up a little Vega Surprise?”

“With or without the cinnamon 
sprinkles?”

“Nothing fancy. It’s just gotta work. We’ve 
got a runner on our six.”

“Aye, captain. One Vega Surprise coming 
up. Gimme a sec.”

“If that runner has Ginchon guns—”

“Don’t even think it, Finn.”

She reached up, slapped her palm over an 
entire row of toggles, counted to three under 
her breath, and flipped them up.

The ship shuddered, hesitated, then 
surged forward, downward, twisting left then 

down again, and then Finney pulled the stick, 
bringing the Martina Vega’s nose up into a 
sharp incline. Kristoff was plastered against 
his seat, fairly certain he had left his innards 
and most of his good sense somewhere behind 
that rock Finney just dodged.

“Wa-hoo!” erupted from the radio. “C’mon, 
Finney, do that again!”

Dragging his radio to his mouth, Kristoff 
strove not to retch. “Shut up, Ez. Galley 
okay?”

“Sahir looks green, but we’re good.”

A small moon, a massive crater on its 
southern pole, hid the Vega in its shadow. 

“As long as anything flaming doesn’t shoot 
through the field, I can put the entire moon 
between us and the runner,” said Finney, 
calm as you please. “The large mass should 
interfere with scanners long enough for us 
to leapfrog behind another mass, and maybe 
run fast enough to reach Port Henry ahead of 
Zoltana.”

Kristoff clamped his teeth shut and pushed 
the bile to the back of his throat. 

“Take us what—two, three hours, 
maybe—to offload, distribute, refuel, and 
head out again? We can be gone before she 
gets there.”

The harbormaster might be suspicious of a 
crew so eager to turn around a cargo of liquor, 
ship parts, low-priority medical supplies, and 
miscellaneous crates of minor goods. Kristoff 
could try fobbing him off with a story about a 
sick mother or some such lameness, but he’d 
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rather not have to say anything at all.

Wasn’t that Jink Turner fella a stevedore? 
Maybe he could be convinced to help out a 
bunch of harassed, downtrodden smugglers 
like the Vega crew. He needed money. Maybe 
he could get together with the Port Henry ste-
vedores, play on their sympathy for a fellow 
dockworker, offload the cargo jig time—

“Whoa!” Kristoff gripped one arm of his 
chair and with his other hand grabbed the 
bucket hooked to his chair.

The ship rolled to starboard, tilted down 
then up again, and swooped behind another 
blob of space stuff. 

So much for supper.

#

“Jink Turner and Gleason Holmes. The lover 
and the idiot. After two days in close quarters, 
those boys are becoming downright brotherly.” 
Kristoff rested an arm on a stack of freight. 
“Seems they’ve come to an understanding 
about that young lady.”

“You talk like an old man.” Wyatt set aside 
his paperwork and flipped a tarp over casks of 
dry rations. “So, which man gets her when we 
come to port?”

“The poor lover, of course.” Kristoff grinned. 
“A little time to cool down, a bit of reason, 
the fact that the lady never came to tend his 
wounds, and the rich idiot’s eyes are opened.”

“Well, it’s not like we let her come near 
either of them, now, is it?”

Kristoff shrugged.

Across the hold, nearest the hatch, Alerio, 
Corrigan, and a nervous Ezra stored handmade 
bombs in metal casks filled with straw. A few 
bales were always tucked away for smuggling 
the occasional exotic animal—Kristoff had told 
Captain Zoltana he didn’t keep livestock; he 
never said he didn’t house it every once in a 
while—and the barrels were made of carlin-
nian. No sensible shipmaster sailed without 
carlinnian containers to hold hazardous or 
explosive material.

Expensive, carlinnian—but, of course, the 
Martina Vega had not laid out a single penny 
for her casks. Somewhere in the void sailed 
a bewildered captain who, after a surprise 
inspection by an academy-perfect government 
squad, found his hold missing all its empty car-
linnian barrels and most of its liquor.

Kristoff chuckled. It had taken a week to 
paint the Vega government blue, but only two 
days to blast her clean.

Wyatt nodded toward the three men 
packing the bombs. “What’s the plan?”

“Not sure. Depends on that runner behind 
us, and whatever Captain Zoltana has up her 
tidy sleeve.” Kristoff paced around the cargo 
then grabbed a bar above his head and pulled 
himself up twice, four times, seven, ten. 

“Any word from Papa Governor?”

“None.”

Waytt grunted and returned to his 
paperwork, which would become a masterful 
forgery of a properly notarized manifest 

approved by the Gildtertown harbormaster—a 
different manifest than Zoltana had seen, 
stamped by the Port Nora harbormaster—
before the Vega made port.

“Doesn’t matter. We can still use this to 
our advantage.” Kristoff released the bar and 
dropped lightly to the floor. “And I gave my word 
to Turner. He and Miss Bat’Alon will be married 
as soon as we can find a cleric. Wear your best 
suit.” He clapped Wyatt on the shoulder. “You 
may have to stand in as Papa.”

The steward frowned. “Why not you, old 
man?”

“You’re the one with the gray hair.”

Wyatt said something rude.

Laughing, Kristoff left the hold and 
wandered to the galley—Sahir threatened his 
fingers with a knife when he snagged a fresh-
baked tart destined for “the so-beautiful Miss 
Bat’Alon”—then he meandered through guest 
quarters to crew deck and up to the crow’s 
nest. 

The runner was not in range, nor the 
Orpheus, and Port Henry was about ten hours 
out. He had read every book on the narrow 
shelf above his bunk, the ship was running 
smooth and the passengers were behaving, 
and there was no need to study charts. Maybe, 
once this run was finished, he would take the 
Vega out toward the edges of traveled space, 
go exploring, make new charts.

He ate the last of the tart, licked berry juice 
from his thumb, and brushed a few crumbs 
from the front of his shirt. Sahir might need a 
pay raise.
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“Cap?”

Kristoff pulled the radio from his belt. “Go 
ahead, Finn.”

“Any news?”

“Not a runner or a constable in sight. Every-
thing okay?”

“Just tired.”

“I’ll take the helm.”

“You’ll be bored. It’s clear sailing for at least 
three, four hours.”

“Got any good books?”

“None you’d want to read.”

“Ah-ha.”

“Get your mind out of the bilge.”

“Imagination can be so much more inter-
esting than reality.”

“Of which you have a tenuous grasp.” Her 
voice echoed a little over the speaker. “Go ask 
Ezra. He bought a slew of old adventure tales 
last time we made port.”

“Read ‘em all.”

“Since when does a pirate captain have 
time to read?” 

The slight, tinny feedback on her voice 
told him she approached crew quarters. He 
descended the ladder. 

“Gotta do something before bed.”

“Ah-ha.” She rounded the corner. 

He grinned. “Get your mind out of the 
bilge.”

She lowered her radio. “You’re not getting 
any of my books.”

“Ah, c’mon. I asked nice.”

She threw him a look, lifted the latch on 
her cabin door, and stepped inside. 

Someday, he was going to get a look behind 
that door.

Whistling an obnoxiously bright tune, 
he clipped his radio to his belt and clomped 
past her cabin on his way to the wheelhouse, 
making sure each clanging step reverberated 
along the passage. 

Finn’s voice came over the speaker near 
the pilot’s chair: “Ever consider growing up?”

He pushed the response button. “What? 
And miss all the fun?”

“What was I thinking?”

“Go to sleep.”

“Aye-aye, cap’n.”

Chuckling, he swiveled the chair so he could 
prop his feet up on the other one, and turned 
his head to look out the forward port. 

A sharp rap. “Captain?”

He looked over his shoulder.

The idiot stepped into the wheelhouse.

“No passengers here.”

The young man’s chin rose. “I need to speak 
with you, sir. Away from Turner.” 

Like Jink Turner, Gleason Holmes was still 
battered and bandaged, but his attitude had 
improved. Early twenties, maybe. Tailored 
clothes. Soft-soled shoes. He looked suited 
to thick-carpeted offices or the muted atmo-
sphere of upper-class jazz clubs, music mellow, 
chairs cushioned, cigars smoother than the 
liquor.

Not that Kristoff frequented such places; 
he’d have to play nice.

“So, Holmes, speak.”

“I know who you are.”

“Not so difficult, since I introduced 
myself.”

“I mean”—Holmes shifted his stance—“I 
mean, I know you’re pirates.”

“Heard that from Miss Bat’Alon, did you?”

“The constable crew. During inspection.”

“Believe everything you hear?”

“Is it true?”

“We’re freighters. Sometimes we take on 
passengers for extra cash. Not all of ‘em as 
troublesome as you.”

Holmes looked aside, nodded, shuffled his 
feet again. “I know Rebek—Miss Bat’Alon—
does not love me...”

Kristoff suppressed a groan. Lovers, ecstatic 
or dejected, bored him. He gritted his teeth to 
stifle a yawn, and blinked back into focus.
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“...says she’s going to marry Jink Turner 
as soon as we make port. Then she says she’s 
not going to marry anyone at all, and that her 
father is as scurvy as all men.”

Kristoff turned his attention once more to 
the forward port.

“Problem is, captain, I couldn’t get my 
hands on this month’s allowance. I don’t have 
enough for the return fare.”

Kristoff dropped his feet to the floor and 
swiveled the chair to face him.

“I just thought, you know, I’d send news 
back to Port Nora—about the marriage—and 
our families would have no choice but to send 
more money, but that’s not going to happen 
now, and—”

“You’re broke.”

Holmes swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

Kristoff rose. “Whaddya know about 
mops?”

“Mops?” Holmes followed him from the 
wheelhouse.

“Cloth string tied to a handle. Swab stuff 
with it.”

“Housemaids use them.” Then an outraged 
noise. “I am not doing menial tasks, sir!”

Kristoff swung about so abruptly that the 
younger man stumbled backward. “Listen, kid, 
you came begging a favor—”

“I did not beg!”

“—and this is my answer. You don’t want 

my charity? Try finding some in Port Henry. 
You’ll be slopping out the privies in some hole 
of a dockside tavern, fancy clothes or not. Take 
what you’re given, or shut up and find your 
own way home.

“Or,” Kristoff grinned, “I could put you 
back in the cage, and keep you as a warning to 
future passengers who come aboard shouting 
and making a fuss. You can tell ‘em all about 
the evils of bad temper and ingratitude.”

Holmes stared at him. “You are a pirate.” 

“Everybody keeps saying that. Must be my 
rakish charm.”

Five minutes later, a scowling Holmes 
slapped a mop to the floor and swabbed the 
galley while Ezra leaned against the wall and 
read a tattered comic book, every once in a 
while saying, “You missed a spot.”

Kristoff had a vague memory of doing the 
same to Ezra when the boy first came aboard. 
He chuckled, stretched, and returned to the 
wheelhouse. Sat in the pilot’s seat, scanned 
the monitors, looked out the forward port. 
Leaned forward. Whistled.

Trim, sleek, shiny as Trinity’s third moon, 
she was a private yacht—the Katy Joy—armed 
to the gunwales with the latest tech. Too bad 
the Vega’s freight lockers and cargo hold were 
already full. 

Alerio’s smitten voice drifted over the radio. 
“Captain, do you see it?”

“Pretty, ain’t she?”

“Beautiful.”

“You want her, we’ll get her.”

A sigh. “Better not. Too close to port, and 
there’s that runner and Zoltana behind us. But 
still—”

“Put on a clean lab coat, and let’s go 
calling.”

“We shouldn’t.” A pause. “Well, maybe. 
After all those bombs, we can use more fuel 
capsules.”

“C’mon, then. We’ll go next door and 
borrow a cup of sugar.”

#

The Vega’s two-man shuttle glided toward 
the Katy Joy. 

“You know, captain, I heard something back 
in Port Nora.”

“Yeah?”

“Marty and his boys hired on as bodyguards 
to some rich fellow. I didn’t catch the name.”

“Carson Quinn loves his yacht too much to 
let that band of jackboots aboard. Telk wood 
throughout, Bristen marble in the galley, and 
all that tech.”

Alerio laughed. “Marty’d swill the 
champagne and think the caviar was fish 
bait.”

Wasn’t that the only use for caviar?

The Katy Joy’s pilot appeared onscreen—
“Dock when ready, Captain Kristoff”—and 
Kristoff pulled the shuttle alongside the yacht.
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He and Alerio entered the airlock. 

The engineer straightened his lab coat, 
adjusted his glasses, ran his fingers through his 
hair. Kristoff raised his brows; Alerio shrugged. 

The airlock door hissed open.

Alerio yelped. Kristoff drew his pistol. 

A large man holding a large gun grinned 
down at them with large teeth. “H’lo, boys.”

“Hello, Marty.”
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Now away from Medan, the ship was 
recharging for the next jump while Tristan 

and Carter discussed strategies in the lounge. 
Slap checked for the last of the stew and 
sighed to find it gone. Both men had said they 
weren’t interested in it; one of them must 
have changed their minds. He filled his coffee 
cup and slipped into a seat, the expressions on 
his two companions’ faces making his stomach 
tighten. What had he gotten them into? 

“The one thing that bothers me,” Carter 
said, waving at the data display, “is that pro-
cedures tend to change over time. I’m not sure 
if the carrier will be in a geo-stationary orbit, 
or patrolling the sentry turrets. Either way, 
getting off-planet is tricky.”

Tristan pointed a finger at the image of 
the carrier. “Then we need contingencies for 
getting safely away from the planet regardless 
of where that carrier is located, not to mention, 
what we do if we’re discovered and attacked 
while offloading cargo.”

“If the carrier detects us—on ground, or 
lifting off afterwards, we won’t have much 
time.”

“Is there a way to take out the carrier first?” 
Slap asked. “Before we land?”

“The carrier—and all her fighters?” Carter 
pursed his lips with a woeful wag of his head. 
“Like the captain said before, we can’t outfight 
them—we have to outsmart them.” His eyes 
began to gleam, and he stared off into space. 

When Carter got that look, his mind was 
twisting into craziness. Slap held his breath, 
and Tristan pinched his lips with his fingers, 
watching the engineer. 

Finally, Carter muttered, “You know, if we 
have scattershot MITEs as well as the MIRVs it 
might create more confusion. And if some are 
actually torpedoes—that are remotely acti-
vate-able...and self-targeting on Confederation 
capship signatures—”

Tristan’s eyebrows rose. “That’s not a bad 
idea.”

Slap wrinkled his nose, tired of feeling 
stupid. “Huh? What’s a MITE?”

“Multiple Independently Targetable 
Explosive,” Tristan said absently. “Similar to a 
MIRV but only meant to play hell in space. Not 
capable of re-entry.”

Carter nodded and continued as if never 
interrupted, “—then when we’re detected, 
we can activate the torpedoes—blam! I doubt 
we’d toast the carrier, but she wouldn’t be in 
good shape. We’d have the fighters on us, but 
I think we’d be able to make jump-point easily 
since this girl has a military drive. The real thing 
we’d have to worry about is reinforcements. 
Probably a battle fleet at the minimum.”

“The only thing we’d have to worry about?” 
Slap interjected.

“Which,” Carter continued, lifting his 

shoulders, “will only be a problem when 
we go back to take a second bite out of our 
elephant.”

Slap stared at Carter in disbelief. Could 
he really dismiss a battle fleet with a simple 
shrug?

Tristan sniffed. “We need to concentrate 
on how fast we can unload that cargo. The bay 
is full. Even if all three of us are working on 
it, I can’t see being done sooner than an hour. 
That’s a long time to be sitting on the ground, 
vulnerable.”

“If our signature is masked, and we’re not 
powered, we shouldn’t be detected.”

Tristan inhaled deeply, shaking his head. 
He didn’t seem convinced. “Shouldn’t being 
the operative word.” He drained his coffee cup 
and stood. “We need to get moving. Carter, 
compile a list of anything you need for your 
torpedo plan and order those items, so we can 
load and leave Cassiopeia Station as quickly as 
possible.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Slap stood, slowly, eyeing Tristan as his 
buddy left the lounge, looking worried. Slap 
had never seen Tristan disconcerted. Battle 
fleet? Brago’s Bands!

#

Slap found Carter—no surprise—in engi-
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neering, a huge stack of something piled on 
the bench in front of him. 

“What are you doing?”

“Reprogramming transponders.” 

“Is that hard?”

“Piece of pie. For me, anyway.” Carter’s grin 
flashed then he bent over his work again. 

“Oh, that reminds me. Did you eat that last 
piece of apple pie? I don’t mind,” Slap added 
hastily, “I just wondered cuz it’s gone.”

“No. Maybe Tristan did.”

Slap shrugged. Tristan hadn’t wanted it, 
and wasn’t one to snack much anyway. He 
hesitated and brought his mind back to the 
reason he’d wanted to talk to the engineer. 
“Uh, Carter? Is it really going to be that bad? 
I mean, Tristan looks worried. I’m not used to 
seeing him worried.”

Carter’s head tipped to the side, and he 
squinted up at Slap. “Honestly? No. It’ll not 
be a piece of pie. But...it just might be surviv-
able.”

“What...um, what makes you say we ‘might’ 
survive?”

“Well...” The engineer wiped his hands on 
the pants of his jumpsuit. “I didn’t think we’d 
survive landing on Eridani, much less actually 
finding you, and getting off the planet. And we 
did. So...” He shrugged. “You never know.”

Slap just stood, watching Carter’s silver-
blond hair as he hunched again over the 
bench. 

After a few moments, he threaded his way 
through the packed cargo bay to the ladder and 
ascended. He entered the galley and crossed 
to the counter, then absently poured himself a 
cup of coffee. What had he gotten them into? 

#

Tristan strode toward the bridge, Slap on 
his heels, and Carter trailing them both. The 
engineer had gotten all the components and 
equipment he needed from Cassiopeia Station; 
now it was time to leave for their hopefully-
not-final destination.

“Sure is quiet without Addie aboard,” the 
cowboy said.

“She was bad news.” The door slid open, and 
Tristan settled into the pilot’s chair, beginning 
his pre-flight check. “All women are.”

Carter chuckled. “Are you a misogynist?”

“No, I’m a misanthrope.” Tristan twisted to 
look at the engineer. “Carter, this is your last 
chance.”

The Adam’s apple bobbed in Carter’s 
throat, bespeaking his anxiety, despite his grin. 
“I’m going, Captain.”

Slap jerked a thumb at the co-pilot’s chair. 
“You want to sit here? It ain’t like I can do 
anything really useful.”

Carter shook his head. “I’ll go below.” His 
smile grew sad, and he added, “You’re a praying 
man, aren’t you, Slap? Say some prayers for 
us.”

Tristan snorted and returned his attention 

back to checking systems.

Slap shook his head. “The Zendians have 
tried to turn me into one. I’m still struggling 
with their teachings, though.”

“’Angels and ministers of grace defend us,’” 
Tristan murmured. 

At the silence, he turned to see both men 
staring at him with dumfounded expressions. 
He shot back, “Shakespeare!”

“Who?” Slap asked, while Carter nodded 
and replied, “Ah.”

Tristan shook his head. “I will have to 
introduce you to the Bard of Avon,” he said to 
the cowboy.

“That I want to see,” Carter quipped, 
backing out the door. It slid shut before Tristan 
could retort.

“The Bard of who?” Slap asked, strapping 
in.

“The Bard of Avon.” Tristan opened the 
comm to request permission to depart, then 
he continued, “Shakespeare—a great writer 
from ancient earth. His plays are still popular 
on many worlds”—his eyes flicked to Slap—
”where there is still a reverence for our history 
and for culture.” 

Giselle departed Cassiopeia Station without 
fanfare. The stone lodged in Tristan’s gut 
wouldn’t move, however. If anything, it grew 
heavier. How had he gained such a reputa-
tion for the impossible that Slap, the Medani 
queen—and yes, even Carter—had such confi-
dence in him?
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#

Slap wandered into the lounge and out 
again to the galley, feeling useless. Carter 
continued doing whatever it was he did below, 
while Tristan worked either on the bridge or 
in his cabin. Carter ate a sandwich when Slap 
finally took it down to him; Tristan waved off 
food, although he made and carried a cup of 
tea away with him not long ago.

A snack might ease Slap’s anxiousness. He 
leaned down to grab an apple from a bin, but 
a scratching noise in the corner closet stopped 
him. Can’t be a rat—a flashback to the first 
time he’d been on Bertha, and heard a similar 
noise cut off his thoughts. Oh, no! It can’t be!

He snatched the door open and groaned. 
Before Addie could say a word, he hauled her 
to her feet and slapped a hand across her 
mouth before she could start jabbering. He 
hissed softly, “You stupid kid! What are you 
doing—never mind! Hush! Get to your cabin! 
If Tristan finds you aboard, he’ll space you, and 
I ain’t jobbin’!” He dragged her to the door of 
her cabin, hit the switch to open the door, and 
tossed her inside. 

“You can’t order—”

Slap pounded the switch, and as the shut 
the door behind him, he said, “I can too! And 
you’d better listen, cuz I ain’t playing! Shut up! 
You stay in here—don’t you dare leave this 
cabin!”

“I have to if I want to use the bathroom!” 

Her defiant look made him want to spank 
her. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “The 
head is almost right outside the door. That’s 

as far as you go! I’ll sneak you meals. You 
understand? You—stay—here!” Slap jammed 
his fingers in his hair, realized he was copying 
one of Tristan’s habits, and dropped his arms. 
“If we survive this mission, which is doubtful, 
then we can worry about you surviving when 
Tristan finds out you stowed away.”

“Survive what mission?”

Slap stuck his fists on his hips. “We told you 
we were going on a dangerous mission. Didn’t 
you listen?”

“Yeah, but I thought you just wanted to get 
rid of me.”

Slap scowled and bit back some colorful 
cussing that would have made his pa tan his 
backside once upon a time. “Did you think this 
was a game? You ain’t got the sense God gave 
a floppy-eared mule, girl! Stay in here and shut 
up. You understand?”

“But—”

He leaned over Addie, gritting his teeth. 
“Do—you—understand?”

She blinked and took a step back. “Yes.”

Hoping she really did, and would obey, he 
nodded and backed out of her cabin. As the 
door slid shut, he closed his eyes and moaned 
to himself. Great. Just what we need...

#

“Is our signal masked, and Giselle’s beacon 
disabled?”

“Yes, Sir, and I’ve kept a warhead transpon-

der on board so they think we’re just that.”

“All right...”

“Capacitors at full...”

“Opening jump point.” Tristan’s hands 
danced over the controls.

“Slow in...we only want to accelerate a 
little as we drop the mines and torpedoes 
mid-jump.”

“Carter, I know my job.”

“Sorry, Sir....missile separation successful...
jump point closed.”

“We’re on target, hurtling toward the 
planet.”

“You’ll need to dead-stick her for re-entry, 
powering the engines would alert them to us.”

“Carter...” Tristan’s voice held a warning. 
“Sorry, Sir, just nervous.”

Slap clenched the arms of the co-pilot’s 
chair, staring into the near dark. Only the 
emergency lights in the bulkheads provided 
any illumination. They had minimal power, to 
help slip by undetected. He hoped this worked. 
If they could pass as one of the MITEs or MIRVs 
or whatever Carter was using, and be ignored, 
they could get down to the planet unnoticed. 
But if it didn’t work, if masking their ship’s 
signature failed, if someone noticed the one of 
the mini-missiles didn’t burn up in the atmo-
sphere, or tracked them and realized the MITE 
had a re-entry approach—Slap closed his eyes, 
not wanting to think about the possibilities. 

Actually, it wouldn’t be that bad an ending; 
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it’d be quick. Better than his two near-endings: 
at Lyssel’s hands and on Eridani. Slap’s grip 
loosened a bit. His mind wandered to Addie, 
and his hold tightened again. Stupid girl. 
Tristan and Carter’s running commentary side-
tracked his silent grumbling over her. Whether 
they really needed to communicate verbally 
or were trying to ease each other’s minds by 
telling each other what they were doing—or 
perhaps for Slap’s benefit?—he didn’t know. 
But it did help a little, he thought.

“Re-entry approach has a burn-up trajec-
tory,” Carter muttered.

“I know. Too early to engage maneuvering 
thrusters.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Slap watched Tristan watch the displays, the 
man’s slender fingers posed over the controls, 
his face calm, eyes intent. Did Tristan’s heart 
pound at times like this, like Slap’s, or was he 
really as cool as he appeared? 

“Orienting for re-entry,” Tristan said after 
about fifteen minutes.

“Use a very subtle pulse,” Carter said.

Tristan’s jaw muscles jumped, and his voice 
sounded terse as he replied, “Thrusters pulsing 
at point zero zero five second increments to 
adjust to powerless re-entry sequence.”

“Sorry, Sir,” Carter repeated. “I’ll be quiet.”

And he was. Slap wasn’t certain if the 
silence was worse than Carter’s babble, but 
Tristan seemed to enjoy the quiet. Since at this 
moment, his piloting was essential, making him 
happy was all that was important. Twenty, slow, 

agonizing minutes passed. Finally, Tristan said, 
“Giselle has reached atmosphere boundary. 
Beginning deorbit burn.” 

That sounded like something tricky and 
dangerous, but Slap didn’t want to ask. Why 
hadn’t he just stayed in his cabin so he could 
pace? This was killing him!

In a couple of minutes, Tristan said, “Deorbit 
burn completed.”

Slap let out his breath loudly, earning a 
quick glare from his friend.

Bertha bumped and thumped—not much, 
but the inertial dampers usually kept things 
steady, so the jarring feeling unnerved Slap. He 
glanced at the display in front of him and bit 
back a yelp. It looked like they were plummet-
ing out of control!

“The thrusters are stabilizing us,” Tristan 
murmured, his gaze never leaving his own 
display, as his hands deftly moved over the 
controls. 

“Which means we’re gliding downward—
like a brick,” came Carter’s voice, tinged with 
humor.

“We’ll deploy the wings when we’re ready 
to engage the engines.”

“Why then? Won’t they help us out now?” 
The display of Bertha falling had Slap’s stomach 
crowding his throat.

“They’ll burn off if we extend them any 
sooner,” Carter said.

“So when will we be using the engines?” 
Slap asked, his fingers tightening on the 

armrests again.

“When we have to. The longer we hold off, 
the better the chance of going undetected.”

“Lower stratosphere at the earliest, upper 
troposphere at the latest,” Carter added.

Slap nodded to the air, watching them fall, 
refusing to give in to the urge to bite his nails. 
Tristan knew what he was doing...

The ground grew closer and closer, and 
although Slap knew the reality of their distance 
to splatting was huge, he still found himself 
fighting to keep from clawing the armrests.

Finally, he heard the thunking of the wings 
extending, and Tristan announced, “Powering 
up engines.”

Slap relaxed, feeling like a puddle in his 
seat. 

“Carter, are you listening?”

“Yes, Sir. Nothing. If they have any interest in 
our little event, it’s in salvaging the the MITEs, 
not in what headed for the atmosphere.”

“When we set down, you take the gravlift, 
Slap, and use the starboard hatch to begin 
unloading. Carter and I can use the pallet 
jacks.”

Slap leaned forward, twisting a bit as he 
met Tristan’s eyes. “Let Carter use the ‘lift. 
I can muscle more’n he can and move those 
jacks apace.”

“That’s a fact, Captain,” Carter said.

“All right. Keep that bug in your ear the 
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whole time, Carter. If you hear one whisper on 
a Confed channel, we’re taking off—dive into 
the cargo bay if you’re outside, don’t stop to 
bring the jacks or ‘lift back in. I won’t wait. We 
can’t be caught on the ground.”

“How long you think it will take?” Slap 
asked. Normally, it would take several hours for 
them to offload this much cargo; they didn’t 
have half that much time.

“I’m hoping in less than an hour. If we can 
offload and lift off undetected, I can send Her 
Majesty’s message to the three colonies to 
converge and distribute the supplies.”

“If not?” 

Tristan shrugged. “Then we play the hand 
we’re dealt.”

#

Tristan spared a glance at Slap. Sweat 
poured off the cowboy as he leaned into the 
pallet jack. The motor whined in protest, and 
it bobbled as he steered it. He did manage 
to work faster than both of them, even with 
worried glimpses at Carter.

The engineer hadn’t said word, and twice 
shook his head no when Tristan met his eyes. 
So far so good. Tristan peered again around 
the clearing, not trusting their luck. Was it 
too much to ask for them to offload and leave 
without being seen? 

Slap hoisted the last of the pallets on the 
‘lift, and Carter maneuvered it down the ramp, 
the cowboy following with an anxious expres-
sion, as if he could hurry Carter by staring 
holes in the vehicle. As the ‘lift deposited the 
last load onto the grass, Slap whooped. Carter 
grinned and turned the gravlift to bring it back 

up into the bay.

Dozens of men stood or stepped forward 
from the dense foliage surrounding the 
clearing, rifles aimed at them. Carter stopped 
the ‘lift, face blanching, and Slap gaped.

Tristan froze, his stomach turning to stone. 
He noted that only some of the men were in 
Confederation uniforms. What—?

One man stepped forward, light brown 
hair greying, his tailored suit at odds with 
this bucolic environment. A jolt of familiarity 
struck Tristan when the man sneered; Reggie 
had not aged well. “Well, it has been too long, 
Gaston,” his old partner murmured, his voice 
as cultured, as silky as ever. “Our mutual friend 
will be so happy to be reacquainted with you.”

I’ll bet he will be. “Still doing Dray’s dirty 
work, Reggie?”

“Monsieur Lefevre is still my employer, 
yes.”

A Confed officer walked over to Reggie, 
who gave him a cold smile. “Thank you, 
Commander. My employer will be very pleased 
with  your cooperation.”

“And mine with yours.” He gestured and 
three soldiers stepped forward, sights on 
Carter, still seated in the ‘lift. “You are free to 
leave whenever you wish.”

Reggie inclined his head and turned to 
Tristan, his eyes glinting with feral joy. “I cannot 
wait to witness your reunion with our mentor. 
He’s been looking forward to it for so long.”

To catch up on previous episodes of 
the adventures of Slap and Tristan, visit:  
http://loriendil.com/DW.php

Deuces Wild is dedicated to the memory of 
my best friend; my inspiration for an enduring 
friendship...http://loriendil.com/Starsky/
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The story so far:

After the apparent death of Cooper Flynn, the 
crew of Alacrity regrouped and stole another 
Haddirron airship and are fleeing to meet 
one of Flynn’s oldest and closest mentors, the 
Friar of Briar Island. They are hotly pursued by 
Captain Gillings of the Haddirron Navy, who is 
charged to recover the airship and arrest the 
crew.

In the meantime, Cooper Flynn wasn’t as dead 
as he thought, and received some revelations 
which were literally out-of-the-world.

For his part, the Friar received a distraught 
Clarissa and had a heart-to-heart talk with 
her. In the interim, he had to convince a young 
pirate looking to make a name that he was 
either a) harmless, or b) a very good pirate. The 
Friar accomplished the latter with the edge of 
a knife, which begs the question, just who does 
the Friar work for, and what will he do with the 
approaching crew of Alacrity and the airship 
from the Haddirron Navy? If he 

Flynn couldn’t wrest his eyes from the starry 
space and the great sphere rotating slowly 

in front of him. From behind him, Felo said, 
“What do you know of the Menorrans?”

There was so much water, so many clouds. 
Everything was so...vast. It was hard to tell what 
was more exciting, what he could see with his 
own eyes, or what was on the other side of this 
great world that he could not yet see. 

“What?”

Felo prompted, “The Menorrans?” 

As exotic as the Menorran myth was, it 
couldn’t hold a lantern to what was displayed 
right in front of him. What was the question 
again? Flynn finally blinked and dredged 
up an answer. “According to the texts, the 
Menorrans are a reclusive society dedicated to 
a supposed visionary system of social, political, 
and economic perfection. Most people believe 
they are myth. If they do exist, they are a whale 
of a long way from both Haddirron and Sylva. 
They apparently spend their days in pursuit of 
artistic endeavors and their nights in pursuit 
of each other, if you know what I mean. The 
Menorrans are rumored to abhor physical labor, 
and so use others to work on their behalf.” 

Felo said, “Yes, the Menorran Conundrum. 
If they do exploit the physical labor of fellow 
men, that would that put the lie to their phi-
losophy of societal perfection and so disprove 
their entire culture. They really believe they’ve 
discovered the path to true ease without labor, 
and without the subjugation of others.”

Still scanning the planet before him, Flynn 
said, “Uh huh.” At such a range, one might be 
able to see an entire armada. Then again, even 
a vast armada might be too tiny to appear to 
the naked eye. It was a breathtaking thought, 
just one of many from this vantage.

Felo said, “What if I told you those laborers 
do exist?”

“I wouldn’t be the least surprised.” What 
would the actual existence of Menorra have to 
do with his father’s death? No, murder.

Felo said, “And what if I told you those 
laborers are cleverly concealed to mask the 
myth of a fully perfect society?”

Flynn snorted, “Then my faith in humanity, 
such as it is, would be reinforced.” If Menorra 
did exist, would he be able to see the gleaming 
spires from space? Would the mystical hovering 
islands stand out against the oceans far below, 
or would even their vast scale be swallowed up 
by the sheer size of the planet Menda?

Felo’s extended silence gradually made 
itself felt to Flynn, and his gaze flitted over to 
Felo. He’d actually looked away again to steal 
another glimpse at the planet when something 
clicked, and he looked closer at Felo’s impassive 
shrouded features. An hour ago, it was strange 
that he was talking to someone whose face 
was artificially shrouded in a black mist that 
obscured his features, but now it was just one 
more minor miracle piled on all the others. 

Felo’s sudden silence was a little spooky. It 
was so easy to fall into the rhythms of dialogue. 
With an effort, Flynn went back over the last 
things said. Finally, he said, “There’s more?”

Felo nodded.

Flynn felt that familiar feeling of dread 
coupled with curiosity. Just when he felt like he 
was, well, on top of the world, it was all shaken 
again. He steeled himself mentally, feeling 
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doomed to be perpetually unbalanced while in 
Felo’s company. The constant vulnerability felt 
like constant defeat, and Flynn’s competitive 
fire surged blackly within him. 

He reined in himself with an effort and 
fought to clear. Finally, he simply said, “This 
isn’t going to be good, is it?” If Flynn hoped his 
self-deprecation would temper what happened 
next, he was greatly mistaken.

Felo said nothing, but from within the 
obscuring black mist that constantly ebbed and 
flowed in front of Felo’s face; Flynn could have 
sworn he say two pinpricks of green throbbing 
behind the tendrils of the ‘mask.’ And then 
with a start, Flynn placed the look in some kind 
of relatable context.

It looked for all the world like Felo’s ‘eyes’ 
were sparkling.

#

The Royal Steed approached Parrot Bay 
from the south and approached the point. From 
the ropes at the bowsprit, Mr. Humble blew his 
whistle and summoned the commanders.

“Mr. Pitt, I think you need to see this.”

Mr. Pitt strode up and Mr. Humble handed 
him the looking glass.

The cleric arrived and Mr. Pitt wordlessly 
handed him the glass. 

Bola walked up. “What is it?”

The cleric said, “It’s a line of hanging 
baskets.”

“So?”

The cleric looked at her. “They’re all empty. 
Save one.” 

“One?”

He offered her the glass. She looked through 
it, moving the glass tube in and out until it was 
in focus. “Is that a man?”

“What’s left of one,” rumbled Mr. Pitt.

“Doesn’t the Friar run these islands?” asked 
Mr. Humble.

“He does,” said Mr. Pitt.

“What does it mean,” asked Bola.

“It means one of a couple of things,” said 
Vaneras, thoughtfully. “Either he’s sending a 
message, or he’s gone rogue.”

“Maybe all that talk of piratin’ has gone to 
his head,” said Mr. Humble.

“Send a message to who?” asked Bola.

“To ‘whom,’” muttered Vaneras, absently.

“That’s a good question,” said Mr. Pitt. 

Bola shrugged. “What?”

The cleric looked at her soberly. “Priva-
teers don’t send messages at the expense of a 
life. That’s what real pirates or real politicians 
do. The Friar doesn’t have that reputation on 
either side of the law. Either he’s a scoundrel 
or a governor, but he’s doesn’t have the repu-
tation of a cold-blooded killer. He can fight 
just as well as anybody, but so far, he’s been 
entirely legal. This is something else again.”

As they drifted quickly past the cages and 
the half-rotting corpse, Bola said, “So remind 
me again why we’re so eager to run to this 
man’s dock?”

Mr. Humble hooked his thumb over his left 
shoulder. “The hounds,” he said. “What lies 
ahead is almost certainly better than what’s 
chasing us from behind.”

Bola watched Mr. Pitt stalk away toward 
the wheelhouse. She turned to the cleric. “Is 
that true?”

“’The adversary you know?’” said the cleric. 
“I don’t know.”

Bola handed the glass back to Mr. Humble. 
“Well, then, there’s only one way to find out, 
ittn’t there?” She tossed her hair and loosed 
her dagger in its sheathe and followed Mr. 
Pitt.

Vaneras looked at Mr. Humble. “Good 
work,” he said. “Keep that sharp eye. I suspect 
we’ll need it again before this day is done.”

He walked away and Mr. Humble was left 
to himself. “I wish I knew what they mean 
when they say things like that,” he muttered, 
and resumed scanning the waters in front of 
the slowly-descending airship.

#

Flynn looked at Felo and wagged his finger 
at him. He said, “How do you do that thing with 
your ‘eyes?’”

Felo’s ‘face’ was dispassionate. “If you’re a 
created being, I’m an invented being.”
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Flynn nodded and was silent for a moment. 
Then he said, “I actually have no idea what you 
just said.”

Felo made a sound that Flynn took to be 
humor. “Ask your cleric. He will understand the 
reference, and will very likely be able to explain 
that better than I could.”

Flynn said, “You do know that the cleric is 
really somebody other than what he appears. 
Or was, until very recently.”

Felo said, “In my experience, the same 
could be said of all of us.”

Us? Flynn thought that was a very interest-
ing statement.

#

It was another sailor with another 
telescope, only this time they were monitoring 
the movements of the stolen Royal Steed from 
the deck of the Wexchester, the Haddirron 
airship hastily launched to chase down the 
fleeing crew.

With an even voice, Captain Gillings said, 
“How far are we behind the Steed?”

The sailor idly tapped the telescope with 
his forefinger as he thought. “I’d say four hours, 
Captain, more or less.”

Captain Gillings nodded. Then, “What are 
they doing?”

“Captain, they’re slowly shedding altitude 
and it appears are making for port at Parrot 
Bay.”

At the captain’s elbow, First Lieutenant 
Breckon asked “Captain, what are we going to 
do when we catch them?”

Captain Gillings’ demeanor darkened. He 
gritted it out. “Do? Mr. Breckon, what we shall 
do is take our ship back. Then we shall deal 
with the treacherous crew.”

“Crew, Captain?”

“Yes, by Cyl! We shall kill them all, and 
arrest them, and confine them to the brig to 
take them back to Haddirron City, where we 
shall charge them and try them and punish 
them. And this time, they won’t leave their 
cells before justice is served.”

“I’m sorry—kill...them, Captain?”

“What? No, of course not. Although...”

Breckon said, “What about your brother? 
Isn’t your younger brother onboard that 
ship?”

Captain Gillings’ jaw clenched and his eyes 
narrowed. When he spoke, his voice was low 
and soft, but all the more menacing for it. “Yes, 
to him most of all. He was not an unwitting 
spectator this time. He knew what he was 
doing, and shall not escape justice this time. I 
think not.” Captain Gillings spat out the final t. 
He took a deep breath and his voice returned 
to normal. “Don’t lose sight of her, Sailor,” 
Gillings barked, and then he spun on hit boot 
and stalked back aft. First Lieutenant Breckon 
followed.

None of them saw the airborne speck high 
above them.

#

The small black airship approached port 
and set down quickly beside the dock. It looked 
like a sliver compared to an actual sailing ship, 
a one or two man without a visible sail. The 
pilot took off goggles covering smaller eye 
glasses and threw them back onto the seat. He 
jumped over to the dock and flagged down the 
first dockworker he could find. “Where is the 
Friar,” he said.

The dockworker said, “He’s just around the 
bend with Pikir.”

The pilot gently took hold of his shoulder. “I 
don’t need directions, I need a guide. There are 
incoming ships that he needs to know about. 
Take me to the Friar. Now.”

As they approached the Friar, the guide 
said, “This...man said there are ships incoming, 
and I should bring him to you.”

The Friar said, “Thank you. I’ll take it from 
here.” 

The dockworker turned and left.

The Friar said, “Welcome back, Chain. I 
didn’t think we would see you over here on 
Parrot Bay in ‘public.’ How was the maiden 
flight of your...what do you call it again?”

Chain said, “The skiff?”

The Friar nodded.

Chain shrugged. “I call it a ‘skiff.’” He smiled, 
and the Friar groaned. “I wasn’t planning 
to land back over here, but while taking her 
out on shakedown exercises testing the new 
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propulsion and steering elements, I learned 
something that couldn’t wait.”

The Friar said, “He said something about 
incoming ships?”

Chain said, “Two of them, in fact. It looks 
to me like the crew of Alacrity is approaching 
port, but they’re piloting a different ship. I saw 
everybody except two, Clarissa McDougall and 
Cooper Flynn.”

The Friar nodded. “I have some news for 
you about those two, but it will have to wait. 
Suffice it to say that she’s already here, and he 
is not.”

Chain nodded thoughtfully. He didn’t seem 
surprised.

The Friar said, “You mentioned two 
ships?”

Chain said, “There is a second ship chasing 
the one carrying my friends, a Haddirron Navy 
airship. Why the Navy would be chasing Flynn’s 
crew is beyond me, but nothing would surprise 
me where that lot is concerned.”

The Friar laughed heartily and then said, 
“We should get you back over to your workshop 
on Briar Island where you are safe from prying 
eyes.”

Chain nodded. “Very well. I’ll head back 
over right now and start adapting what I 
learned to bigger ships. What we could do with 
even one warship using this technology, much 
less a fleet...”

The Friar stroked his beard. “That technol-
ogy in the right hands could be very effective in 
the right sort of conflict.”

Chain said, “And it could be very dangerous 
in the wrong hands. I agree about keeping it 
under wraps.”

The Friar said, “Head back over and I will 
ring bell when I return. It may not be for a 
couple of days, but I will look to spend more 
time with you when the events of the next few 
days have settled down.”

Chain nodded and left.

The Friar looked at Pikir. “We have a 
problem.”

#

Flynn said, “So you saved my life and 
somehow healed my wounds. Why?”

“Because your people are in jeopardy, and 
I came here to help you fight back.”

“You came here from somewhere else? 
Where? Menorra?”

Felo didn’t answer, which Flynn filed away 
for later. “So what do we do first?”

“I get you back to your people.”

Flynn said, “If I’m going back to my crew, I’d 
like to have my own clothes back.”

Felo said, “Right this way.”

#

The Friar was back at Revena’s and reclined 
on a chair with one boot on the wood table. 
He was not drinking, although he sorely looked 
like he wanted to. “A. The crew of Alacrity are 

approaching, and will be looking for sanctuary 
as befits one privateering crew to another. B. A 
Haddirron Naval ship is pursuing them, and will 
be looking for us to turn over the privateers. 
Out here on the edge of things, we depend on 
the beneficence of the Haddirron government, 
and cannot afford to vex them.”

Pikir said, “So we absolutely cannot turn 
over the crew because they’re our friends, and 
we absolutely must turn over the crew because 
Haddirron is our strongest ally.”

“Aye, that is the size of it.”

“That rules out the obvious solution, to just 
be forthright with both parties.”

The Friar said, “So if we’re going to be 
conniving, is there a way to accomplish both 
purposes?”

“What purposes would those be?”

“To provide protection to our friends, the 
privateers, and to offer total cooperation with 
our benefactors, the Haddirron government as 
represented by the Navy airship that approach-
es mere hours behind the first airship.”

Pikir mused. “It seems apparent that we 
have maybe thirty minutes in which to think 
up and implement a miracle that spares our 
friends and cooperates with our ‘allies’ while 
not damaging our relationship with either.”

The Friar said, “You have summed it up 
admirably, my friend.”

Pikir half-bowed. “I live to serve,” he said 
with a reasonably dead-pan delivery.

“Live to serve,” repeated the Friar, aimlessly. 
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Then the Friar’s eyes got wide. “Live. To serve!” 
His boot hit the floor and he sat upright in his 
chair. “Pikir, that’s it!”

“Your Grace?”

“Pikir, have you eaten lately?”

Puzzled, he said, “It has been a very busy 
day. I have not broken my fast since last 
night.”

The Friar bounced up and clapped his 
friend on the back. “Neither have I. Gather the 
village and follow me. It is time for a feast on 
the beach! Oh, and bring plenty of honey.”

Pikir stood there as the Friar strode over 
to Revena and started implementing his plan. 
“One miracle, coming up.”

#

Deena Prentiss stuck her head in the 
wheelhouse. “We’re almost there. Aren’t you 
excited!”

Mr. Pitt and Eggplant looked at each 
other and shrugged. Eggplant said, “Are you 
excited?”

“Oh, yes! I’ve heard so many good things 
from Flynn about the Friar!”

She whisked away to go stand by the rail as 
they brought the ship down to the water.

Eggplant watched his gauges and the 
sailors at the rail, but that didn’t stop him from 
speaking to Mr. Pitt. “How about you? Have 
you met the Friar?”

Mr. Pitt said, “No. I met Flynn at the naval 

academy after Flynn’s time with the Friar.”

Eggplant lowered one lever and raised 
another. “I’ve heard the Friar is a real 
cutthroat pirate. He’ll tell you one thing and do 
another.”

Mr. Pitt was impassive. Then he said, “I 
thought he was a privateer for Her Majesty?”

Eggplant jerked his head once unconscious-
ly, looking closely at the approaching trees by 
the dock. “He wants people to think that, but 
he’s really a killer of thousands, and sleeps on 
a bed of bones.”

Mr. Pitt looked thoughtful. “Where, um, 
did you hear that?”

Eggplant lowered another lever and cranked 
on a wheel. “Not hear—read.” He jerked his 
head behind him and indicated a crate filled 
with flimsy pamphlets with lurid covers. 

Mr. Pitt walked over and picked one up. 
“What are these?”

“Stories.”

Mr. Pitt turned a page and it ripped in his 
large hands. “Sorry.”

Eggplant said, “Not to worry—the paper’s 
not very good. But the stories are very inter-
esting and full of great information.”

Mr. Pitt read a little and poked through 
the other publications. “And you think these...
stories...are factual?”

Eggplant laughed and acknowledged a wave 
from Mr. Humble at the bow. “Setting down!” 
he bellowed, and threw the big lever. The ship 

dropped a couple of feet and settled into the 
water at berth. The crew started throwing 
the tie ropes over to the dock. “Factual? No, 
probably not.” He turned and looked at Mr. Pitt. 
“But I think they may well be true.” He finished 
adjusting levers and stepped away from the 
wheel. “The Friar may be Flynn’s friend, but 
that doesn’t make him our friend. I think we 
should be cautious while we’re here in Flynn’s 
absence.”

Mr. Pitt thought about that. “You don’t 
trust him?”

Eggplant said, “Do you?” and shouldered 
past on his way to join the rest of the crew on 
deck.

Mr. Pitt looked at the pages in his hands 
and carefully dropped them into the box. He 
stepped outside the wheelhouse and stood 
there for a moment, stroking his chin in 
thought.

#

Felo stood. “You appear to be in much 
improved spirits.”

“When I’ve got my blousy shirt and my hair 
is tied back and my mustache is just so, I feel a 
little rakish. Oh, yeah, this is much better. I feel 
a strut coming on.”

“Strut?”

Flynn smiled to himself.

#

The Friar and Pikir watched the incoming 
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airship approach. 

“After they arrive, we’ll need to take the 
package over to the Dragon’s Maw, and bring 
in the replacement. Make arrangements to 
light it up at, oh, dusk.”

“All of these arrangements are going to 
cost a lot of coin.”

The Friar nodded. “And not just the financial 
variety. This will require political favors, calling 
in old debts, and a substantial coordination 
effort.”

Pikir said, “I’ll charge Mikir with moving the 
package. We’ll send him help.”

The Friar said, “Oh, do you have the feast 
ready?”

“It will be ready by the time they dock, your 
Grace.”

“We will only have one shot at achieving 
the effect we’re looking for,” he said, “and I 
want this to be perfect.”

“Perfect,” said Pikir thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t 
acquaint what we’re planning with perfection 
by any definition,” he said.

“A man only has one chance to be truly 
despicable,” said the Friar. “After that, it’s all 
shades of grey.”

“Or crimson,” said Pikir.

The Friar chuckled humorlessly and 
clapped Pikir on the shoulder. “It will all be 
over soon enough, and then we can get down 
to the business of this war without these silly 
pretensions. I have ships to board and a black 

legend to craft.” He walked off and Pikir looked 
mournfully after him.

“Or crimson,” Pikir repeated.

#

Flynn’s crew straggled off the docked 
airship and stretched their legs. Pikir met 
them at the docks with smiles and girls with 
necklaces made of flower petals. “Welcome to 
Parrot Bay!”

Cleric Vaneras stopped and spoke to the 
smaller islander. “Greetings. Thank you for 
the warm welcome. Where can we find the 
Friar?”

“He saw you coming and is hosting a feast 
in your honor on the beach.”

“A Haddirron Navy is four hours behind us, 
and we need sanctuary.”

Pikir said, “All has been prepared. In the 
meantime, we eat. This way.”

“Prepared? How?”

“Your crewmate named Chain dropped in 
on our operation with some very intriguing 
plans. He was taking a prototype for a test 
flight and saw your ship, and then the pursuers. 
You will join him before long at an undisclosed 
location. I am sure you will be pleased with his 
rapid technological development.”

The crew followed Pikir down the trail, 
chattering and joking. It took some time, but 
they were glad to stretch their legs on dry land, 
and they’d developed a good appetite by the 
time they got to the feast.

They came to a clearing by the water’s edge 
where long weathered tables held wood plates 
of roast boar, a fresh salad of island greens, 
loads of exotic local fruits, and various fresh 
breads and sweets. The Friar met them as they 
entered the clearing, and a local stringed band 
played popular sailing songs. “Welcome, my 
friends,” he said.

Deena fairly flowed into the clearing. “It’s 
so beautiful!”

Eggplant brought up the rear and stood off 
to the side.

Mr. Pitt and the cleric went straight to the 
Friar. “Where is your captain?” said the Friar. 

Mr. Pitt said nodded to the cleric, who said, 
“While in the palace in an audience with the 
queen, the Riven crashed the proceedings. 
Flynn lured the Riven to Alacrity and did battle 
with the creature, elevating the ship so high 
that the engines overloaded and blew up, taking 
both Flynn and the Riven down in flames, both 
presumed dead. That left us in Haddirron City 
free from the palace but without our airship. 
So we had a discussion, asked ourselves what 
Flynn would do, and put our plan into action.”

The Friar sat back and smiled. “Don’t tell 
me you...”

“Yes,” said Mr. Pitt. “We stole another 
airship.”

“Captain Gillings’ airship, no less,” said the 
cleric, smiling broadly.

“Captain Gillings? Any relation to Lieuten-
ant Gillings in your crew?”

“Captain Gillings is his older brother.”
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The Friar looked from Mr. Pitt to the cleric. 
“And you approved of this?”

“For reasons too complex to go into right 
now, yes, I did. See, here’s the thing. Cooper 
Flynn believed in freedom for the islands, one 
loose confederated nation spread out over a 
large geographic expanse, held together by 
shared desires for freedom and fast, cheap 
air travel. No longer would simply geography 
dictate who could and couldn’t band together 
in cooperation with each other. The islands 
have long done the bidding of the Haddirron 
government, but with the queen slowly going 
mad and no dependable hand at the helm, 
now is the perfect time to make a play for 
independence. Flynn was coming here next to 
speak with you about it.” And then some of the 
light went out of the cleric’s eyes. “Pity he died 
before he had a chance to make that trip—I 
think he would have loved to share his new 
vision with you in person.”

The Friar sat back and stroked his beard. 
“I admit these are intriguing notions. We have 
been walking a tightrope out here between the 
Sylvans and Haddirron, and neither have our 
best interests fully at heart. I would welcome 
further discussion about this. For now...”

The Friar rose and stood on the sawed-off 
log he was using as a chair. “Crew of the 
legendary Alacrity, welcome to Parrot Bay! 
Welcome to freedom!” 

A cheer went up among the crew.

“And now eat up, and enjoy the spoils 
of the clever. ‘Eat, drink, and be merry, for 
tomorrow...is another day!’”

The crew cheered again, and fell to the 

food with gusto. 

Eggplant looked askance at the drinks that 
were passed around, and restricted himself to 
water and the boar and the bread.

He did not see that Pikir was carefully 
watching from the edge of the clearing. The 
Friar walked over to Gillings and whispered in 
his ear. Gillings nodded, cleaned his face and 
fingers with a cloth, and got up. He followed 
the Friar out of the clearing.

Pikir watched that, too.

#

Flynn stepped back by the couch and turned 
to face Felo. He waved toward the world. “It 
looks like a long way down,” said Flynn. “I’m 
looking forward to the descent.”

“It is, and I’m sure you are,” said Felo, “but 
sadly enough, you won’t be awake long enough 
to remember it,” he said. With a sudden puff, 
the black mist obscuring Felo’s face shot toward 
Flynn and engulfed his face. Flynn’s eyes rolled 
up into his head and he fell face-first down 
onto the couch.

#

It took an hour, and Mr. Humble was the 
first to go. He was stuffing his mouth with 
succulent roast pork when he pitched face-first 
into his trencher. 

Pikir witnessed that from the edge of 
the clearing and quietly moved in with his 
helpers.

From the end of the table, Bola said, “Ha! 
Humble couldn’t handle his liquor!”

Pikir nodded pleasantly. “We will carry him 
to a cot and let him sleep. Please continue to 
enjoy your meal.”

Dr. Deena Prentiss went next, followed by 
Mr. Pitt. They’d been feeding each other. The 
cleric actually lay down on the long bench and 
nodded off without incident. 

Watching all this, Eggplant rose in alarm, 
looked at his second pork sandwich of the day 
and carefully drank from a flagon of water. He 
looked at the water and carefully set it back 
down on the table.

He should have looked at the sandwich.

In the meantime, Bola kept eating and 
drinking and singing bawdy songs until she 
was the only one left, completely oblivious 
that of the rest of the crew, only she remained 
awake.

The Friar walked over to Pikir. “The Navy 
airship will be here soon. We need to get these 
bodies up into the cages for this to work.” He 
picked up a large branch.

Pikir said, “She’s a tough one.”

And with that, Bola looked around, said 
“Hey!” and collapsed.

The Friar dropped the branch, and they all 
started loading the cages. “Don’t forget the 
honey,” said the Friar.

Pikir said, “Honey?”

The Friar grinned savagely. “You’ll see.”
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#

It was just twilight when the Wexchester 
approached the southern tip of the island of 
Parrot Bay. The lookout up in the bowsprit nets 
blew his whistle. “Summon Captain Gillings at 
once!”’

“What is it?”

The lookout wordlessly handed over the 
looking glass. The Officer of the Watch paled 
and tossed back the telescope. “I will fetch him 
myself.” The normally staid officer took off at a 
dead run.

#

The Wexchester bumped up against the 
small cliff and the Haddirron naval officers and 
sailors boiled over the railing and stalked into 
the torch lit clearing. The Friar was seated in 
the clearing with his feet up on a table sipping 
from a flagon of something. Captain Gillings 
had his men fan out around the Friar, who, for 
his part, watched all the activity with ill-hidden 
amusement.

Gillings stalked up to the Friar. “You are the 
man they call ‘the Friar?’”

The Friar nodded.

“I am Captain Rolff Gillings here to arrest 
and detain the crew of Her Majesty’s Airship 
Royal Steed. Please do not tell me that they are 
not here.”

The Friar took a lazy swig from his flagon. 
“Of course they are here,” he said at length, 
and with a wave indicated the tableau. The 

scene was of mayhem, food strewn every-
where, chairs and benches tipped over, and 
scores of cages strung up twenty feet high and 
hanging over the ocean below. “There is the 
crew...” he hooked his thumb behind him, “...
and that glow off in the distance would be the 
burning wreckage of the airship.”

Gillings exploded. “What! Happened! 
Here!”

The Friar wiped his mouth on his sleeve. 
“Cooper Flynn is dead. His crew, pirates that 
they are, thought to find sanctuary here.” He 
leaned forward. “My reputation is all that 
keeps me alive. I am a licensed privateer in the 
employ of the queen. These cages are all the 
warning that I need to spread the word that 
pirates are not welcome in Parrot Bay.”

Gillings stalked up and down the line, and 
whirled. “My brother was a member of this 
crew. Where is Muy Gillings?”

The Friar said, “When I announced their 
fate, most of the crew tried to run like the 
cowards that they were. But one young man 
had fortitude and grit. He engaged me in a 
sword fight which raged for thirty minutes. 
Alas, he tripped near the edge of the cliff and 
perished on the rocks below. His body has dis-
appeared into the surf. He, alone, was not a 
coward. I regret that he had to die.” He took 
another swig from his flagon.

Captain Gillings was trembling. “And the 
airship?”

The Friar waved it off. “Captain, if the local 
pirates knew we had an airship here, they 
would have organized and stormed the island 
and taken it by force. I could not take that risk. 

We burned it.”

The captain growled and started to draw his 
sword. His first lieutenant leapt forward and 
stayed his arm. He spoke to the captain in low 
tones for fully ten minutes. Finally, the captain 
shook him off, released his sword, and turned 
his back. Then he turned back to address the 
Friar.

Captain Gillings’ eyes were utterly cold. “I’ll 
leave your operation alone for now, but if our 
paths cross again, you will die, pirate.”

The Friar smiled grimly. “That sword slices 
both ways, ‘Captain.’ Give my regards to the 
queen.”

Captain Gillings bellowed, “Back to the 
ship! Set a course for the palace. I must break 
this news to the queen myself.”

After they left, Pikir stepped out of 
the shadows. “That was close. I thought 
they weren’t going to go for it there for a 
moment.”

The Friar took a deep breath. “Well done, 
Pikir. We have seen enough excitement for one 
day, I think.”

And then they both heard the voice of a 
ghost.

#

Flynn walked out of the darkness and into 
the edge of the torchlight, half illuminated, 
half obscured by darkest shadow. “Hello, ‘Your 
Grace.”

The Friar turned. His face fell. His eyes got 



The Adventures of the Sky Pirate , Chapter 26, The Friar's Paradox, by Johne Cook Pg. 86

Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                                                          Issue 47, October 2008

big. He looked like he wanted to rush and scoop 
up Flynn in an embrace, or just run for cover. 
“Cooper Flynn! You’re not dead!”

Flynn mock-bowed and stuck his thumbs in 
his sash. “So what’s up with you?

The Friar sputtered and laughed. “Oh, not 
much. You?”

Flynn shrugged. “Well, you know—a little 
defeat, a little victory, a little dying, a little 
living. Say, are those the bodies of my entire 
crew?” 

The Friar actually looked over his shoulder 
and then said, sheepishly, “Uh, yes, looks 
like.”

Flynn nodded thoughtfully. “Well, knowing 
this lot, I’m sure they had it coming.”

The Friar said, “Flynn, I’m just so glad 
you’re...” He took a step forward, and Flynn’s 
sword was out and sparking at the Friar’s 
throat before he could take another step. The 
Friar stopped and took rather a large gulp.

Flynn stepped forward until they were 
nose-to-nose. “Not so fast, if you please. I may 
have been dead for some time, but I’m not 
completely stupid. Have a seat. I’m sure there’s 
a perfectly good story behind all this, and you 
know how I like a good story.”

The Friar gingerly sat, the sword close to his 
throat. “What if I told you that this isn’t what it 
appears to be?”

Flynn thought about it. “Are you telling me 
that you killed my crew to save their lives?”

The Friar said, “Something like that. Have 
a seat, and I’ll gladly explain it to you. Say,” he 
said, “have you eaten lately?”

End of Chapter 26
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The hover-van pulled up at sunset under the 
carport of a steel and glass tower known as 

The Westerly. It was one of the new condos 
put up in the middle of the desert, part of the 
Tulon Central complex that had sprung up at 
the start of the oil boom. The driver, a burly 
guy in a maroon jacket, opened the rear door 
and Frank Carson, a tall, lean man dressed in 
white shirt, black denim pants, and grey wide-
brimmed hat got out of the vehicle. They went 
into the lobby and rode up in the elevator to 
the penthouse. 

“Have to pat you down,” the driver said 
when they got there.

 Carson stretched his long arms out. Satisfied, 
the driver led the way into a wide-open area 
with lots of furniture, a big holo-screen, a bar, 
and deep champagne carpeting. The view 
through the windows of the red and purple 
sunset over the desert was spectacular. 

There was a man sitting behind a huge oak 
desk at the end of the room. Vincent Stone was 
surprisingly young, Carson thought, to be head 
of an oil company. Early thirties, he had shiny 
black hair and a dark sun tan. It was the kind 
of face women probably called handsome, but 
there was something about that face Carson 
found himself disliking immediately. Maybe it 
was the way Stone’s shark-like eyes watched 
him as he approached. 

“Care for a drink?”

“Scotch and soda.”

“I’ve got the real thing,” Stone said. “Not 
that Synth-garbage you find everywhere on 
this lousy planet.”

He nodded at the driver, who went over to 
a bar and fixed the drinks. “Good flight from 
Earth?” he asked Carson.

“Hyper-link space travel makes it easy these 
days,” Carson said. 

The driver handed the two men their 
drinks. “Thank you Tony. You can go,” he said, 
and the man left.

“Cheers, Frank,” Stone said, raising his 
glass. “You don’t mind if I call you by your first 
name, do you?”

“No,” Carson said. He took a drink, and the 
Scotch felt warm and good deep inside. “I got 
your deposit,” he said. “The transfer of funds 
came from an outfit called Abigail Designs.”

“A dummy corporation I set up for transac-
tions I don’t want traced back to me.”

“I see,” Carson said. “So, what can I do for 
you, Mr. Stone? You weren’t very specific when 
you called yesterday.”

“I want you to kill my wife,” Stone said, 
as simply as if he’d asked him to wash his car. 
He picked up a manila folder and held it out 
over the desk. Carson sat there for a moment 
without saying anything. Then he got up, and 
grabbed the folder, and sat down and opened 

it. There was an eight-by-ten glossy headshot 
of a blond woman at least ten to fifteen years 
older than the man behind the desk. The 
chiffon sleeves of a gown covered her arms 
and shoulders, trying unsuccessfully to hide 
the flabbiness of aging. She was smiling.

“Speed is of the essence,” Stone said. 
“Our ranch is an hour’s drive from here out 
in the desert. It’s Saturday. All of the servants 
will be off. They go home to their families on 
weekends, unless we’re entertaining. No one 
will disturb you.”

Carson sifted through papers that were 
under the photo. There was a map showing 
the location of Stone’s house, and a schematic 
of the house. He looked up from the diagram 
and closed the folder.

“Sorry, Vincent,” he said. “A job like this is a 
little out of my line.”

Stone gave him a surprised look.

“You are a gun for hire?” he said.

“I’ve killed,” Carson said. “But only when it 
was necessary. I’m not an assassin.”

“What’s the difference?”

“If you don’t know, I can’t explain it to 
you.”

“Scruples, Mr. Carson?” Stone set his 
glass down. “Can you afford them? I did some 
checking on you,” he said. “You’re currently in 
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some serious financial trouble. You lost a huge 
investment in a selenium mine on Venus six 
months ago. You sank almost everything you 
had into it. Then to keep afloat, you borrowed 
some money. From a very dangerous source. I 
hear Black Angie doesn’t like to be kept waiting 
for her money. Your note for 500,000 Universal 
Credits is due in two days. You know what 
her goons will do to you, if you can’t come up 
with the money. I should think scruples are 
something a man in your position couldn’t 
afford right now.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion.”

“Two million UCs if you’ll do this job for 
me. You can pay Angie off and have enough to 
live on comfortably for quite a while.”

Carson studied the man’s tanned, well-
cared for face for a moment. He liked the face 
even less than he had before. He opened the 
folder again and looked down at the photo of 
Marion Stone.

“You make it hard to refuse,” he said.

“Then don’t.”

Carson didn’t say anything for a minute. 
He sensed someone, probably the driver Tony, 
behind him on the other side of the door 
they’d come through. If he was right, Tony 
had a gun trained on him, waiting for him to 
give the wrong answer. He knew if he turned 
down the job, they’d never let him walk away. 
A man in Stone’s position couldn’t afford to 
have someone on the loose who knew he was 
plotting to kill his wife.

“How would it play?” Carson asked.

“It’s to look like an intruder broke in. Marion 
hears you and wakes up. She tries to call the 
police. You hear her moving around and go 
into her room and shoot her. I hear the shot, 
get up, and discover you in her bedroom. You 
shoot me. In the arm. She keeps some jewelry 
in a chest on her bureau. She usually leaves 
it open. Take some. It will look like a burglary 
gone bad.”

“And the cops will buy that?” Carson asked 
skeptically.

“Why not?” Stone said with an arrogant 
smile. “The Tulon Central chief of police is a 
poker buddy of mine. I also happen to have 
some information on him, that, let’s say, will 
make him go along with whatever story I tell 
him.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, why do you 
want your wife killed, Mr. Stone?” Carson 
asked. 

“It’s like this,” Stone said with a smile. 
“Marion found some text messages on my 
wrist-top. They’re from a certain young lady 
with whom I’ve become involved. I don’t know 
what Marion expected. But she has contacted 
her lawyer. She won’t leave me with a penny.”

Stone got up and refreshed his own drink.

“My wife owns sixty percent of all Trans-
Sinclair Oil shares, Frank,” he said. “She 
inherited them from her father. Her brother, 
Reginald, owns thirty. I only own the remaining 
ten percent. They were given to me by Marion 
when I married her. If she divorces me, she’ll 
throw me to the wolves. Now will you take the 
contract? I need to know now. I have to act 

before her lawyers get started on me.”

Carson heard the door creak the least little 
bit behind him. 

“Half now,” Carson said. “Half when 
finished. I’ll go back to my hotel. When I see 
the funds have been transferred, I’ll make my 
move.”

“Good, Frank,” Stone said. “That’s good.”

Carson got out of the chair. “I only have 
one question.”

“What’s that?”

“Which arm do you want to be shot in?” 

#

Carson pulled the rented Hover-Jeep up 
behind a clump of rocks about 200 yards 
from the back of the Stone property. It was 
a moonless night, but there was enough 
starlight to see the dark, brooding house Jason 
and Marion Stone called home. It stood three 
stories high surrounded by a corral fence, and 
was made of Terrazzo stone brought all the 
way from a quarry in Arizona. There were no 
other houses or buildings visible anywhere on 
the dark, distant horizon. 

Carson got out of the Jeep. He wore black 
pants and turtleneck. A wide utility belt 
encircled his waist. As he started toward the 
fence, he pulled on a black ski mask. A pair of 
infrared night glasses came out of a pouch in 
his belt and he slipped them on. He reached 
down to the Colt laser pistol strapped to his 
right leg, and switched the activator button on. 
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A tiny red light glowed on the surface of the 
grip.

He hopped over the fence and moved 
toward the house. He’d studied the schematic 
Stone had given him and knew exactly where 
he wanted to go. A rain gutter pipe ran up to 
the second story from a stand of rose bushes 
on the side of the house. He shimmied up the 
pipe, crept quietly along the eave that jutted 
out from the second floor, and stopped at a 
large stained glass window.

The window casement was all metal and 
had a lock on the inside that fastened it tight to 
the window frame. Carson took a small cigar-
shaped aerosol tube out of his belt. He aimed 
the aerosol at the point where the lock met the 
frame and pressed the nozzle. He turned his 
head away from the corrosive smell as the acid 
spray ate the metal away. He put the aerosol 
tube in his pants pocket, and a minute later the 
window slid sideways and he was inside. 

It was a library. He could smell the musty 
bindings of old books and crept quietly across 
a carpet, circumventing a large orange globe 
that stood on brass legs. He opened the door 
to the hallway slowly and slipped the night 
glasses down over his eyes. The hallway was 
empty. Marion Stone’s bedroom was the next 
one down from the library on the right. Vincent 
Stone’s room was across the hall from hers.

He raised the glasses up on his forehead 
and crept silently to the door. He unholstered 
the Colt and turned the doorknob. The door 
swung open slowly and he stepped into the 
room.

There was a small cone of light shining 

down from the ceiling on a woman’s head. 
It was Marion Stone. She was on her back, 
looking up at the ceiling. It was the only part of 
her body that was visible. The rest of her was 
encased inside an iron lung!

He stepped further into the room to get 
a better look. She lay there with eyes shut, 
long dark eyelashes lying still and unblink-
ing. Graying blonde hair splayed out over the 
pillow under her head. There was an oxygen 
tube in her nose. A brace of electronic medical 
equipment stood next to the lung. Monitors 
recorded vital signs, a machine that looked as 
though it were some kind of automatic pump 
throbbed with the rhythm of a heart beat. The 
woman was being kept alive by the machines.

Carson stood for a moment, taking in the 
scene, trying to figure his next step. What he 
saw didn’t make any sense. Stone could be 
cheating with a hundred women and his wife 
would never know it. So why did the man tell 
him she’d found out he was playing around and 
had called her lawyer? 

He wondered what had happened to 
the woman. Ages ago, an iron lung used to 
mean polio. He’d heard they were using iron 
lungs now to treat a respiratory problem that 
developed in some people when they came to 
Tulon from Earth.

Carson moved silently to the woman and 
touched her cheek. Her skin was cool but there 
was no reaction to his touch.

“Mrs. Stone?” he said. 

He heard a noise. He turned and saw Stone’s 
driver, Tony, standing there in the darkness. 

There was a plasma gun in his hand. Carson 
dove to the floor as a purple flash blurted from 
the muzzle of the gun. The plasma ray struck 
the iron lung, sending up a shower of sparks. 
Carson fired from the floor and a red beam 
shot from the Colt. The big man jerked and 
yelled, then crumpled to the floor.

Carson got to his feet, watching the iron 
lung and the medical devices hooked up to 
Marion Stone go up like a fireworks display. 
Lights flashed, bells and whistles sent up a 
cacophony of alarms. Marion Stone’s closed 
eyes twitched slightly. He didn’t know what 
to do about any of that. He went out the door 
and across the hall to Stone’s bedroom. He 
threw the door open. A big four poster bed 
was empty.

He went back out to the hallway. He 
became aware of bodies dropping down from 
the ceiling onto the hallway floor in front 
of him. They were dressed in black, and had 
masks over their faces, and carried long steel 
swords.

The man closest to Carson charged, the 
blade in his hands swinging in a furious swoop. 
Carson stepped back and fired his pistol and 
the swordsman went down. Carson was aware 
of movement behind him. He spun. Something 
hard struck the side of the head. Lightning 
flashed in an inky blackness and he fell to the 
floor.

# 

Carson shook his head and pushed the 
swirling darkness back to the corners of his 
mind. There was that musty smell again. He 
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was back in the library. He realized he was 
sitting up in a chair. His ski mask, utility belt, 
and night glasses had been removed. A green-
shaded lamp sat on the corner of a desk and 
provided the only light in the room. Vincent 
Stone sat behind the desk. He had the dead 
security man’s plasma gun in his hand. Carson’s 
own pistol lay in the middle of the desk top. 
Four men dressed like ninjas stood silently, one 
in each corner of the room, their arms folded 
over their chests, their swords sheathed behind 
their necks.

“Welcome back, Frank,” Stone said. He 
waved a hand at the men standing in the 
corners. “You’ve already met my private 
security team. Imported from Neo-Tokyo back 
on Earth. I trust you have sense enough not to 
try anything foolish. That’s why I haven’t put 
any restraints on you. They would cut you to 
pieces before you got out of the chair.”

“What is this, Stone?” Carson said.

The young oil man smiled. Hooded lids 
lowered over his steely grey eyes. “Perhaps I 
should ask you that question. I watched you on 
a hidden security cam. I don’t believe you really 
intended to fulfill your part of the contract. Did 
you, Frank?”

“I told you I don’t do that kind of work,” 
Carson said.

“Then why did you take the job?”

“If I said no, would you have let me walk 
out of that room alive?”

“Probably not, Frank.”

“Your wife doesn’t mean anything to me, 
Vincent, but I figured with the amount of 
money you’re offering, you’d have no trouble 
finding someone else to do the job. Like I say she 
doesn’t mean anything to me, but she seemed 
like a nice enough lady from her picture, and 
you’re the kind of guy who turns my stomach. 
A pretty boy with the morals of a tarantula. To 
tell you the truth, when I walked into her room 
I didn’t know what I would do. Maybe ask how 
much she’d pay to see you dead.”

“You’re an amusing fellow,” Stone said.

“What am I doing here?” Carson asked. 
“Why the story about the lawyers and divorce? 
In her condition she’s not going to divorce 
anybody.”

Stone put the plasma gun down and folded 
his hands on the edge of the desk

“I’m afraid I wasn’t completely honest 
with you, Frank,” Stone said. “It’s true my wife 
found out about my affair, and threatened to 
sue me for divorce. But that was three months 
ago. You see, I’ve always been aware of my 
precarious position. A younger man married 
to an older woman. It does create problems 
of jealousy and suspicion. I decided when I 
first married Marion to prepare for eventuali-
ties. I have certain friends in the underworld. I 
asked them if there was a way, if I ever had to, 
to just make her sick enough so she couldn’t 
do me any harm. They provided me with an 
untraceable drug that once injected induces 
coma. When she threatened divorce, I had to 
do something. Poor old thing. She woke up for 
a brief moment and knew what was happening 
to her. Her eyes looked so surprised.”

“You had her out of the way,” Carson said. 
“Why bring me into it?”

Stone picked up the plasma pistol and got 
up out of the chair. He walked around a corner 
of the desk and sat down on the front edge of 
it, folding his arms casually over his chest. 

“It’s because of Marion’s brother,” he said. 
“Reginald. A very suspicious fellow. He suspects 
I’m responsible for Marion’s condition. He’s 
made some fuss about it, but to no avail. He 
has no proof. But recently Reginald made 
some legal moves to obtain control of Marion’s 
Trans-Sinclair holdings. No longer content to 
try to prove my guilt concerning Marion, he’s 
trying to accomplish what she had threatened 
me with. He’s trying to push me out into the 
street with nothing.”

Stone scratched the side of his cheek with 
the end of the gun barrel.

“I couldn’t take care of him the way I did 
Marion, so I had to come up with another way. 
That’s why I sent for you. When your body is 
found, and your identity is established, the 
police will run a check on you. They’ll find the 
million Universal Credits deposited in your 
account by Abigail Designs.”

“That will lead the cops back to you.”

“No, Frank. They will discover that Abigail 
Designs was created by none other than 
Reginald Sinclair himself. That’s right. Several 
documents and electronic transmissions I’ve 
arranged will make it look like he was the one 
who set up the dummy corporation. Sorry 
I had to lie to you about that. But you could 
have checked. Careless of you not to. At any 
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rate, this will lead the police to believe that, 
frustrated by failed attempts to gain control of 
the company by legal means, Reginald hired 
you to kill Marion.”

“And everybody thinks you’re just another 
pretty face,” Carson said.

“I have my moments,” Stone said. “I admire 
your coolness under the circumstances, Frank. 
I’m almost sorry I’ll have to kill you. But it really 
can’t be helped.”

The oil man turned the barrel of the pistol 
on Carson and nodded his head. One of the 
Ninjas came up behind him like a silent shadow, 
and he felt cold steel against his Adam’s apple. 
Carson watched as Stone’s finger tightened 
around the trigger. 

The tension in the room was suddenly 
snapped by a movement and a choked, gargling 
sound that came from the hallway door. Stone 
looked to his right and his mouth dropped 
open. His face turned ashen. Carson turned 
just enough to see a ghostly figure dressed in 
a white nightgown standing in the doorway. 
Marion Stone staggered forward, her arms 
stretched out. Her face was bluish and her eyes 
shone bright with madness.

Carson could only surmise the shock of her 
life support equipment crashing, instead of 
killing her, brought her out of her coma.

“Marion!” Stone stepped a few backward 
paces away from her. “How? Stay back!”

The woman marched slowly toward him, 
and he pointed the plasma gun at her. She 
seemed unaware of it. Carson tried to move, 

but the blade at his throat pressed closer.

With all eyes on Marion Stone, no one 
noticed as he moved his hand down into his 
pants pocket. His fingers found the aerosol 
container of acid he’d used to open the window. 
He palmed it. 

Stone aimed the gun at his wife’s chest and 
looked over at the ninja. “Kill him,” he shouted 
hoarsely. 

Carson pulled his hand out of his pocket, 
raised the aerosol container up over his head 
and sprayed it. The ninja screamed, and Carson 
felt the sword move away from his throat. He 
jumped out of the chair. The ninja clutched at 
his eyes. Carson grabbed the man’s sword arm 
and brought it down hard on his raised knee. 
The wrist bone snapped. The ninja screamed 
again, and the sword fell from his hand. Carson 
grabbed it and gave the sharp point of it back 
to him between the second and third rib. 

He turned to see the other three swordsmen 
coming toward him. He parried the thrust of 
the first attacker, and with two hands on his 
own sword, twisted the ninja’s blade down 
toward the floor. He brought a foot up to the 
man’s groin and as the swordsman doubled 
over, smashed his fist hard up into his chin. The 
man flew back into the onrushing path of the 
two killers behind him. 

In the midst of it all, Marion Stone walked, 
her arms reaching out for her panicked husband. 
Vincent Stone raised his gun to fire. Carson 
threw his sword and the blade struck Stone’s 
gun hand. The oil man yelled and the gun fell 
to the floor. The ninja that Carson had knocked 
back came forward again, but Carson stepped 

aside and ducked to avoid his onrushing blade. 
He threw a hard left into the ninja’s gut. The 
man doubled over. Carson brought the edge of 
his hand down hard on the back of his neck. 

He looked across the room. Marion Stone 
had picked up the gun that he had knocked 
from her husband’s hand. Stone kept backing 
away from her. Two more ninjas crept steadily 
toward Carson. One of them whipped a pair 
of nun-chucks around his shoulders and head. 
Weaponless, Carson dove for Stone’s desk. He 
landed on top of it, grabbed his pistol where it 
still lay on the desk top, rolled and fired. Red 
lines streaked across the room and the nun-
chucks flew out of the ninja’s hand and cracked 
against the wall. The ninja fell, a dark burning 
hole in his chest. Carson fired again and the last 
ninja, his blade flashing in the light, crumpled 
to the floor with a scream. 

“No, Marion, get back!” It was Stone. He 
now stood with his back to the big globe by the 
stained glass window that Carson had entered 
through. He held his arms out in terror as 
Marion Stone came steadily forward with the 
plasma gun in her hands. “Please, Marion.”

“Why, Vincent?” the woman asked and 
then, without waiting for an answer, she fired.

A purple ray struck Stone in the chest and he 
fell back with an agonized scream. He sprawled 
backwards over the top of the giant globe—like 
an Atlas in reverse, the world holding him up. 

Marion Stone dropped the gun and started 
to fall. Carson ran around the desk and grabbed 
her. She looked at him with eyes that had 
returned from the dead.
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“Who are you?” she asked. And then she 
collapsed again.

“Nobody,” Carson said. “I was never here.” 

He picked her up. Her thin frame felt like 
the frail body of a wounded bird. He took her 
to the room with the empty four-poster bed 
and laid her down on it. 

He grabbed the Comm-link clipped to 
his utility belt and dialed the Tulon Central 
emergency number and told them to send an 
ambulance to the Stone mansion. He checked 
her and could see that she had a strong pulse. 
She had only fainted. She’d be all right until the 
rescue squad arrived.

He had to get out of there. There was no 
story he could tell the police that wouldn’t put 
him behind bars or in the Stato-Chamber. 

Carson walked out of the house and got into 
his Hover-Jeep. He pressed the ignition and felt 
the vehicle lift a foot in the air, As he swerved 
the vehicle out onto the desert highway, he 
dialed another number.

“Yes?” a sinewy female voice said.

“Angie,” Carson said. The blue flashing 
lights of an ambulance and police car moved 
rapidly in his direction on the other side of the 
road. “Call off your dogs.”

He was glad he’d asked Stone for half 
payment up front. He had a million UC’s in his 
account from Abigail Designs. The money was 
his to spend and there would be no link back 
to Stone. 

The rescue squad ambulance and police 

vehicle flashed by him. He floored the accelera-
tor and watched the flashing blue lights recede 
into the dark distance of his rear view mirror.

John M. Whalen

John M. Whalen’s stories have appeared 
in the Flashing Swords E-zine, pulpand-
dagger.com, and Universe Pathways 
magazine.  His Jack Brand stories are a 
staple here at Ray Gun Revival maga-
zine.

Contact the author here.
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The RGR Time Capsule
September 2008

Sci-Fi news from the Ray Gun Revival forums

RGR Date: September 05, 2008  

Why Cory Doctorow doesn’t take micropayments
http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=2220

Cory Doctorow writes: 

Two columns back, in “Think Like a Dande-
lion,” I talked about the reproductive strate-
gies employed in species where reproduction 
is cheap, like dandelions. Unlike humans, 
dandelions don’t worry about the disposi-
tion of each of their children — they only 
want to be sure that every opportunity for 
success is fulfilled, that every crack in every 
sidewalk has a dandelion growing out of it. 
It’s a damned successful strategy, for dande-
lions at least. You’d be hard pressed to find 
a lawn, no matter how carefully tended and 
how thoroughly poisoned, that doesn’t have 
a dandelion or two sprouting on it. 

To concretize the metaphor: I don’t care 
about making sure that everyone who gets a 
copy of my books pays me for them — what 
I care about is ensuring that the everyone 
who would pay me decent money for a book 
has the opportunity to do so. I don’t want to 
hold 13-year-olds by the ankles and shake 
them until their allowance falls out of their 
pockets, but I do want to be sure that when 
their parents are thinking about a gift for 
them, the first thing that springs to mind is 
my latest $20-$25 hardcover.

RGR Date: September 23, 2008 
Who killed Thomas M. Disch? 
http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=2243

This is not an easy article to read, however, it 
may be an important one. I ask myself, do I 
make the lives of those around me worse or 
better? It’s a question worth asking, I think. 
http://www.strangehorizons.com/2008/20080922/
miller-a.shtml

Grieving the death of a favorite writer is not 
so different from mourning the death of a 
friend: there’s the same sense of frustration 
and impotence, of loss and loneliness. Litera-
ture is a kind of intercourse, and we crave a 
closer communion with the writers who send 
those shivers up our spines. So I wonder: who 
killed Thomas Disch? 

Searching for clues, I turn to Endzone, the 
blog that Disch kept for the last three years 
of his life. In the days following his death I 
read every inch of it. His musings were often 
melancholy or pessimistic, obsessing over 
religious intolerance, his own insomnia, “the 
immanent [sic] end of the polar ice caps, of 
glaciers everywhere, and the extinction of 
polar bears.” In the blog’s last post, two days 
before his death, he points to rising global 
food prices as an ominous sign of coming 
catastrophe. 

But otherwise, Endzone dealt in very con-
ventional blog fodder, complete with sloppy 
spelling and haphazard punctuation. Tom 
talked about the television show Lost, news 
stories that outraged or amused him, the 

economic agony of a shopping trip to the 
Union Square Whole Foods, his own crusty 
political opinions—which made many, such 
as Patrick Nielsen Hayden, stop reading—
and occasional flashes of total brilliance (the 
Catholic Church will never amend its stance 
on homosexuality because “extreme repres-
sion of an irrepressible force is part of the 
machinery of oppression”). He answered 
questions from readers (Was there ever any 
fallout from Philip K. Dick’s letters denounc-
ing Disch to the FBI? “If there was, I wasn’t 
notified. I imagine the FBI thought he was a 
nutcase”[1]) and engaged in spirited debates 
about politics and literature. He posted 
dozens of new poems, some quite good, and 
joined in the debate as readers picked them 
apart in the “Comments” field. Upon the 
death of a critic who reviewed his books 
spitefully, he wrote “Ding-Dong! the witch 
is dead! . . . He was a mean, envious, fat old 
diabetic,” Tom said, “but there are those whe 
might say the same of me.” 

Asked “What killed Thomas M. Disch?” his 
friend, editor Alice K. Turner, told me “First, 
Charlie’s death in 2005, and the profound 
loneliness that followed. Second, the thought 
that he had not achieved the popular success 
that at some level he craved (while fighting 
against it, clearly). Third, his crippling illness: 
sciatica, arthritis, diabetes caused by obesity. 
Fourth, the landlord’s harassment, and his 
fear that he might be evicted.”
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