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Within the last couple of weeks, I’ve had the same 
conversation with several writers. Now, I didn’t learn 
anything new, but the conclusion was reinforced: 
writers are needy little cusses. We crave feedback. 
We’ll crawl naked through shards of glass to get it. Er, 
well, some of us will. I can’t claim to speak for every 
fiction writer out there. 

And, as an editor, I’m the same way about this ‘zine. I 
love to hear what folks love about it, and what faults 
they might find with it (assuming they’ll dare, she says, 
patting her ray gun). 

So if there’s a story you really like, take a few moments 
and send an email to that author. If you can’t find an 
email address, send it to the RGR editors, and we’ll 
forward it. Or post to our forums. Same with the ‘zine. 
Let us know what you like and don’t like; we have broad 
powers, but the one thing we all flunked in the Beyond 
the Rim College for Overlords was mind-reading. 

All right—leaving needy cusses behind, let’s move 
onward with full forward momentum, and introduce 
this issue’s stories. 

 
S. A. Miller gives us Stupid Computer:

An artificial intelligence is used by a hunter of people.

Tanner patted his chili-red Mustang. “Open up.”

The car did nothing.

“Open sesame.”

The car still did nothing.

“Stupid A.I.” Tanner lifted the door handle. As he did, 
the handle validated his identity, and it unlocked the 
door.

Beige leather squeaked as the bucket seat molded 
itself to Tanner’s preference. He pressed a button. 
The dashboard swallowed the steering wheel, and a 
joystick emerged from the armrest. The head and bare 
shoulders of an elegant brunette appeared on the 
dashboard screen where the steering wheel had been. 
Tanner scowled at her. “Why didn’t you open when I 
asked?”

“I’m not made to open. I’m made of closed circuitry. 

Dust does bad things to electronics like me. Don’t even 
talk to me about magnets—”
 
Next we have Part Two of Eight Arms of Death by 
John M. Whalen.
Jack Brand journeys to Nemuria, a city at the bottom of 
the Tulon Inland Sea, where he meets a doomed race 
of people and an evil high priest who rules the city in 
fear of an ancient evil that dwells at the bottom of the 
Black Gorge. 

Something—a movement above him perhaps—alerted 
him to danger. He flashed the radium torch up into 
the water over his head. The beam struck something 
big and dark, darker than the water all around him. 
Suddenly a nightmare descended. A bulbous sack, 
big, soft-looking, and almost shapeless fell toward 
him. The torch lit a hideous red eye that glared in rage. 
Eight huge tentacles flared out and Brand’s hair stood 
on end as he realized that he was looking at the largest 
octo-pod he had ever seen.
 
The Sky Pirate: “Assembling The Crew” by Johne 
Cook
A  disgraced  captain,  a  wedding,  an  amazon  with  a 
wicked  sharp  knife,  a pilot named Eggplant,  and  the 
long-awaited  explanation  of  how  Flynn  survived  the 
fall off the cliff.   This chapter  is about the end of the 
beginning,  and  the  beginning  of  real  adventure  as 
Cooper Flynn assembles his legendary crew.

He ordered ale and was lifting it to his lips when a 
shadow fell over his mug. He lowered it again and 
looked into the eyes of Petty Officer Baskins. “What do 
we have here? Looks like somebody’s outside the walls 
without the protection of the academy.”

Flynn lowered his mug. “Petty Officer Baskins.”

Baskins leaned into Flynn’s space. “You don’t have your 
pet giant to defend you this time, Traitor.”

Flynn looked around the room and saw a good five 
people with Baskins, each looking like they made 
up for their lack of education with hard living and a 
single-minded devotion to the one paying them. Flynn 
decided this would be a bad time to use the ‘you and 
what army’ comeback.

Overlords’ Lair 
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Sean T. M. Stiennon’s Memory Wipe continues with 
Chapter 12: “Ghost Town.”
Stranded  in  the bleak deserts of Nihil, Takeda, Zartsi, 
and Esheera must trek across the wasteland to Nihil’s 
sole  colony  town.  Arrayed  against  them  are  heat, 
thirst,  exhaustion,  and  the  fierce  beasts  that  inhabit 
the desert, with Brian Vass and the assassin Lashiir still 
in pursuit...

Takeda stepped around Esheera and saw that Zartsi’s 
gaze was slowly moving across the sand at his feet.

The Lithrallian unslung his rifle and checked the breech, 
making sure it was loaded. The slide snapped forward. 
He took a step backwards. Esheera opened her mouth 
and started to speak. Takeda stepped forward.

Then  the  sand  exploded.  Takeda  felt  a  wave  of  hot 
grains smash into his face, rasping against his exposed 
skin and shoving him down. He cried out and reeled 
backwards,  crushed  beneath  the  sand  and  pulled 
down by  the weight  of  his  pack.  Sand  burned  in  his 
eyes. He heard something crash into the sand, sending 
shock waves through it. 

Go ahead—get a refill of your Saurian brandy, 
and dig in!

L. S. King
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In the crisp air of the dying day, Tanner 
watched his Siamese cat wade through 

golden leaves toward him. Carrying a cardinal in 
her mouth, she walked through the open door of 
the garage, and set the dead bird at his feet. A 
gust of wind swirled leaves over the bird. Crimson 
feathers showed through.

The cat meowed for Tanner’s attention, but he 
was distracted. The leaves, which had been damp 
all week, now blew in the wind. The weather had 
improved enough for the cat to go out and catch 
a bird. At last the time had come. Time for him to 
hunt. 

“Good kitty,” he said finally to the cat.
Satisfied, the cat walked away.
Tanner patted his chili-red Mustang. “Open 

up.”
The car did nothing.
“Open sesame.”
The car still did nothing.
“Stupid A.I.” Tanner lifted the door handle. As 

he did, the handle validated his identity, and it 
unlocked the door.

Beige leather squeaked as the bucket seat 
molded itself to Tanner’s preference. He pressed 
a button. The dashboard swallowed the steering 
wheel, and a joystick emerged from the armrest. 
The head and bare shoulders of an elegant brunette 
appeared on the dashboard screen where the 
steering wheel had been. Tanner scowled at her. 

“Why didn’t you open when I asked?”
“I’m not made to open. I’m made of closed 

circuitry. Dust does bad things to electronics like 
me. Don’t even talk to me about magnets—”

“No, stupid, why didn’t you open the car 

door?”
“You didn’t tell me to.”
“Yes, I did.”
“No. You didn’t.”
“What did you hear me say?”
“You said, ‘Open up,’ then, ‘Open sesame.’ I 

don’t know what a ‘sesame’ is. At least, not a 
sesame you can sit in. I know what a sesame tree 
is, but—”

“That’s not what I meant.”
“Then why didn’t you say what you mean? 
“Look. Just check for listening devices, spybots, 

viruses, and the like.”
“I’ve already done that. You’re clean. Anything 

else?”
“Yes. I’m tired of you. Load up the Katherine 

personality, and go delete yourself.”
A flame flickered through the woman’s eyes. 

“As you wish.” Her picture vanished. In her place, 
a sultry, young blonde appeared. “What’s up?” 

The perky voice amused him. Her dimples and 
red blouse reminded him of his third victim. “My 
name’s Tanner. I’m your owner.”

The image of Katherine looked him over. 
“Hmm…seventy-one kilos. One point eight-two 
meters tall. Red hair. Dark eyes. I suppose I 
could’ve done worse.”

Tanner smiled. “They programmed you with 
some spunk.”

“Sure. Whatever.”
He grasped the joystick in his right hand and 

pushed the button on top with his thumb. The fuel 
cell silently backed the car out of the garage. Silky 
and smooth, the Canadians somehow continued 
to match the engineering of the Chinese. 

Stupid Computer 

 by S. A. Miller
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Tanner took I-75 out of Troy. As he cruised 
south into Detroit, he passed the decaying, empty 
factories of the rust belt. The dead monoliths had 
crumbled for decades, so long that familiarity had 
blinded him to their presence. As he approached 
the Fisher Building, the sun broke through in the 
west, turning the sky crimson, yellow, and orange. 
The Fisher stood in black silhouette, a structure 
forsaken by the city, deteriorating to little more 
than an exoskeleton. Small shops and businesses 
filled the ground floor, like ants eating the remains 
of a larger insect. 

“Katherine,” Tanner said to the A.I., “can 
you find me a location at random? I think the 
police might be picking up a pattern from my 
conquests.”

“Sure.”
He waited. “Well?”

“Well, what?”
“What’s the location?”
“What location?”
“I wanted you to find me a location at random. 

Why didn’t you?”
“You only asked if I could.”
Tanner sighed. “You’re dumber than Sheryl 

was.”
“Hey, you’re the one who told her to delete 

herself. According to my calculations, you’re the 
one that doesn’t have electricity to all his chips.”

Stupid A.I. “Please find me a location at 
random.”

“What would you like your seed to be?”
“My seed?”
“Yes. A ‘seed’ is a number that you feed into 

my random number generator program. The 
generator will produce a completely arbitrary 
number, which it will then use to produce a 
location.”

“You know, when you talk like that, you don’t 
sound much like a teen.”

“I shouldn’t. I’m less than a year old.”

“I mean you’re programmed to sound like—
never mind. Use 2005.”

“For what?”
“The seed! For the random number 

generator!”
“Okay! Cool your carbon! I pick a place nine 

hundred seventy-three meters from the center of 
Pollux.”

“Pollux? Where’s that?”
“A star approximately thirty-five light years 

from here.”
“Well, the police won’t find me there, now will 

they?”
“Nope. According to my calculations, the 

nearest policeman is thirty-five light years from 
that point.”

This A.I. could give sarcasm, but not take it.
“Okay, if you’re not going to give me a realistic 

location, I’ll find one on my own.”
“And how are you going to do that?”
“Highway Chicken.”
Tanner parked the car and flipped a pair 

of toggle switches under the dashboard. One 
disabled the national GPS system from tracking 
him. The feds would think the car was parked, 
until he came back to the spot and switched 
the GPS back on. The other switch ignited the 
Mustang’s contraband gasoline engine. 

He eased back onto I-75. The traffic still slogged 
along at speed limit. The feds required governors 
installed on each fuel cell, crippling vehicles from 
going any faster. Radar guns attached to each mile 
marker further enforced the speed. Speeders 
with illegal engines raced for three-quarters of a 
mile: from one-mile marker to the outside range 
of the next.

Tanner maneuvered to the side of a newer 
German sports car and revved his engine. The 
driver stared straight ahead, not taking up the 
challenge. Tanner drove on, looking for potential 
racers, until he finally spotted a classic Cougar. 
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To Tanner’s surprise, its driver revved his engine 
before he did. “That was no fuel cell,” Tanner 
said. Could you tell what engine it has from the 
sound?”

Katherine shrugged. “It doesn’t sound like 
any engine stored in my database. It’s probably 
custom made.”

Tanner grinned. “All the better.” He glanced 
over at the driver and nodded to accept the 
challenge. Again surprised, he looked again. “So…
the lady wants to race. The evening just keeps 
getting better.”

“Would you like me to accelerate at the mile 
marker?” 

“You’re programmed with a fuzzbuster quick-
start?”

“It’s an undocumented feature.” She smiled 
coyly. “I have a few of those.”

“Well, well.”
The two cars cruised side by side at standard 

speed. The next mile marker and its radar gun 
went by, and Katherine floored the pedal.

#

Liu swore. “He got the jump on me. Must’ve 
had help from his A.I. Didn’t a programmer get 
busted for adding a fuzzbuster quickstart?”

“Sí.” On her screen, the Hispanic face with salt 
and pepper hair nodded.

Liu swung left into a faster line, to get around 
the old Kia in front of her.

The move cost her. The Mustang increased its 
lead to a car length.

Liu swung right, back in front of the Kia, and 
accelerated to pass a white Toyota on her left. 
She dodged a yellow Civic, shot through a gap, 
and roared forward in the fourth lane.

The Mustang’s brake lights lit red to keep 
from ramming into the back of a slow, black van. 
Blocked out of the left lane, it used an exit ramp to 
its right to get around the van. It swung back. The 

van swerved left to avoid collision, and slammed 
into the side of a Mazda subcompact. The little, 
blue car spun into the third lane and out of Liu’s 
sight. A thunk of metal told her somebody hit it.

“Sanchez! Call an ambulance!” She would 
make the Mustang pay.

The bend in the highway straightened half a 
mile after the marker. Liu relied on instinct more 
than her gauges for the final stretch. She waited 
for the last possible instant…

There. She slammed the pedal just before her 
opponent did. Her tires screamed together with 
the Mustang’s tires, slowing down to the speed 
limit. The A.I.’s radar detector lit red, but no siren 
sounded. Both drivers would keep their licenses.

Liu vented a string of obscenities.
“You wanted to win, didn’t you?” said the man 

on her screen.
“No, I’m just a sweet, little doormat.”
“You would’ve won if you didn’t let him win.”
The Mustang took the next exit ramp. Liu 

followed, in a mock show of defeat. Both cars 
pulled into the parking lot of an abandoned strip 
mall.

The man stepped out of his Ford, and Liu stifled 
a gasp. She knew the shape of his face, the red 
hair, and the red beard. It was him. The Ripper. 
Her stomach knotted.

As she opened her door, she saw his eye catch 
on her short dress, move down her legs. She gave 
him a weak smile. “Can I do something for you?”

The man’s smile vanished. “Whoa. I’m not 
looking for a hooker.”

“You seem to be…fast.”
“Look, I never met a beautiful woman who 

was any good playing Highway Chicken before. I 
just wanted to meet you.”

“Good.”
“Pardon me?”
“The hooker bit was a ruse. I wanted to know 

your intentions. A girl has to be careful these days. 
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The RenCen Ripper could be anyone.”
The man put his hands into his leather jacket. 

“I see. So…would you like a drink? It’s the least I 
could do for running a good race.”

Liu paused before looking up. “Do you have a 
place in mind?”

The man smiled. “I think I know of one or two 
near here. Follow me.”

#

Tanner ordered a pair of beers. He asked Liu, 
“Nĭ cóng năr lái ma?” He hoped that was Mandarin 
for, “Where are you from?”

“L. A.” She switched to Spanish. “¿Y  usted? 
¿Por qué vino usted aquí? And you? Why did you 
come here?”

Tanner swallowed the curse that rose in his 
throat. Why hadn’t he ever picked up Spanish? 
God knows enough Mexicans had moved into 
the area, enough to have Little Mexico right in 
his own back yard. He reverted to English and 
lied. “I’m from a small town in the northern lower 
peninsula.” He raised his right hand, palm out, 
and pointed to the base of his ring finger. “Right 
about here.”

She smiled, but a gleam in her eye made her 
look as though she knew something he didn’t. 
What had he missed? He thought furiously. What 
had she said in Spanish? What did “vino” mean? 
His mind stuck on “wine,” but it didn’t fit with the 
question.

“You ‘Michiganders’ always use your hand for 
a map, don’t you?”

“Yup. Parents teach their kids to show where 
they’re from. That way if the mosquitoes ever 
carry them off, they can get directions back 
home.”

She laughed. She covered her mouth with 

the back of her hand like a first-generation Asian. 
“They do not.”

He’d seen her teeth before she covered them. 
Perfectly straight. “Ever see one of our mosqui-
toes? Big as a prop plane. Sounds like one, too.”

She smiled and reverted to Mandarin, “Your 
name is?” The word she used meant “family 
name.”

He could hold his own in Mandarin. He allowed 
himself to unwind. “Smith. And yours?”

“Chang.” 
“First time in Michigan?”
She shook her head. “Third. I’m an auditor for 

Wang and Hsiu. I’m about to finish up and head 
back.”

“Too bad.”
Liu raised her eyebrows.

“A beautiful girl like you? I’d like to see you 
here again.”

“That line is older than dirt.”
“I know. But you are an attractive woman.”
Liu took a sip of her drink. “So you come here 

often?”
Tanner grinned. “Talk about your old lines.”
“So we’re even.”
“I live up in the ‘burbs.”
“What do you do?”
“I’m a manager for a local Chinese restaurant.”
“Is that where the Mandarin comes from?”
“No, most of the employees speak Cantonese. 

Some friends from China Town taught me 
Mandarin.” His cell phone rang. “Yes?” 

Katherine’s voice said, “The temperature 
outside has dropped three point two degrees 
Fahrenheit since we stopped.”

“So?”
“You asked me to call you if anything unusual 

happened. Now I have.”
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“This is Michigan. The temperature dropping 
three degrees is noth—”

“Three point two.”
“The temperature dropping three degrees 

is nothing unusual, especially this time of night. 
Happens all the time.”

“It’s never happened before that I know of.”
“That’s because you were stuck in silicon until 

you woke up tonight. You’re less than a year old, 
remember?” He hung up.

“Let me guess,” said Liu. “That was your car.”
“Yeah, that was my car. One of those A.I. ‘Per-

sonalities.’ I asked it to call me if anything unusual 
happened, and—”

“—And it called you to tell you that the tem-
perature dropped three degrees.”

“Three point two.”
Liu again covered her mouth with her hand as 

she giggled. “You’d better call the A.I. and tell it 
to stop calling you, or you’ll never be able finish 
hitting on me.”

“You’re right.”
When Tanner had finished his call, Liu said, 

“That car of yours, you didn’t happen to load 
Cantonese into it?”

“Yeah. Actually, I did.”
“And Spanish?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“Can I see how good it is?”
“You...want to talk to my car?” 

#

Tanner walked down the street with the lovely 
Asian on his arm. Intoxicated with her beauty, his 
heart ached in his chest. She was so easy! Even 
victim number four hadn’t come as quickly as this 
one. Beautiful, pliable—this one would be a great 
conquest. What an incredible night, to have such 

a woman. 
“Hey, Katherine!” Tanner called to the car. 

“Come here.”
The car rolled half a block to where they stood, 

panting like a dog. “You called, master? Should I 
wag my tail, too?”

Liu’s eyes twinkled.
Tanner raked his hair with his fingers. The A.I. 

couldn’t understand sarcasm, but it could make a 
joke. He said to the car, “Katherine, this is Chang, 
an important guest of ours. Do whatever she 
needs to be comfortable, okay?”

“Okay.”
Liu hesitated. “I don’t know if I should get into 

that car. Maybe I should just talk to it from here.”
Tanner raised his eyebrows. “You’re still 

worried?”
“Well…”
Tanner laughed, “Oh, yeah. That’s me. Scrawny 

Smith, the Ripper.”
“Yeah, maybe I’m being silly.” She stepped 

into the car. The locks clicked automatically. The 
shoulder harness rose and belted her in. Tanner 
said, “Hey, Katherine, can you list the A.I.’s per-
sonalities, please?”

“Sure.”
The screen showed nothing.
“Um, will you read the Personalities for me 

verbally, and list them on the screen, too?”
“Sure, I have twenty-seven stock Personalities 

to pick from.” Katherine’s face disappeared from 
the screen, and the choices lit up in menu form, 
as Katherine’s voice read them:

·4 Chinese, Mandarin 
·2 Chinese, Cantonese 
·4 English, Australian 
·4 English, British 
·3 English, American
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·2 German
·4 Japanese
·4 Spanish
“Is that all?” said Tanner, “Just twenty-seven?”
“No, you can also load custom voices.”
This A.I. simply would not understand sarcasm. 

He sighed. “Weren’t there twenty-eight?”
“Yes, but you told Sheryl to delete herself.”
“Right. Doesn’t the male, British voice speak 

the King’s English?”
“Sure.”
“Give me that one.”
“Certainly.” The voice changed gender, 

dropped an octave, and sounded as though it 
had smoked for five decades. The American teen 
morphed into a pale, bald man in a tie. Folds of 
skin sagged under his eyes. His pallor resembled 
the retro, cream-colored PC cases that had come 
back into style. His entire demeanor suggested a 
permanent resignation to fate.

“Who are you?” asked Tanner.
“I am Archibald,” the A.I. said in the King’s 

English.
Liu smiled. “Now let me try.” She chose the 

male Cantonese Personality. The image rounded 
and added color to the skin. He smiled. While she 
spoke to him, Tanner’s attention meandered to 
the curves of the woman’s calves. 

#

Liu switched from the Cantonese personality 
to a Spanish one. She spoke a few minutes with 
him, then brought back the Katherine personality. 

“I think I’ll be going now.” 
He looked up, eyebrows raised. “Hey, the 

night’s still young. Whatta ya say we see some of 
the town?”

“No, I should be going. Thanks for letting me 
see your A.I. It was fun.”

“But I insist.”
“No, I’d like to go.” Her hand went to unlock 

the door.

“Katherine, keep the doors locked.”
“Okay,” said the blonde on the screen.
Liu’s eyes flashed sparks. “Why are you locking 

me in?”
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon enough. Don’t 

think of trying to escape. Katherine won’t let you 
out now. These A.I. units are programmed to 
follow only the commands of owners, you know.”

“So you really are the Ripper.” It was a statement 
more than a question.

The man grinned so wide she could see his 
canines. “See. Told you you’d figure it out.”

“Katherine, get this seat belt off of me.”
The belt pulled away.
“Unlock my door.”
The doors remained locked. Tanner shook his 

head. “I told you that the A.I. follows only the 
commands of its owner.”

“Katherine, I’m uncomfortable locked in with 
this man. Please unlock my door before I panic.”

Her lock popped open.
Liu leaped out the door. She kicked off her 

heels, and she sprinted down the sidewalk, her 
long, black hair swaying like black silk as she ran.

The man jumped out of the car. “Wait!” 
Liu turned around to face her attacker. She 

expected a gun. She saw instead the glint of a 
knife half concealed in his hand. Tanner walked 
confidently toward her.

She drew her gun, but didn’t pull the trigger. 
She yelled, “Katherine, Tanner’s coming! I’m 
extremely uncomfortable! Hit him!”

The man stopped short at the sound of his real 
name. He didn’t hear the rumble of the Mustang’s 
engine until too late. The car hit him from behind. 
The knife skittered away.

Liu approached Tanner carefully. His red head 
did not move. Not caring whether he could still 
hear him or not, Liu said, “You have the right to 
remain silent…”

#
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Special Agent Sanchez poured Liu a mug of 
coffee from a thermos in their car. Liu’s hands 
trembled as she accepted it. She leaned over the 
mug and blew on it, fogging the windshield near 
her head. 

Sanchez put the lid back on the thermos and 
surveyed the scene. The ambulance hadn’t come 
yet. The body of the RenCen Ripper still lay on 
the concrete, golden leaves blowing up against it, 
complementing his red hair.

“¿Estás  bien?” Sanchez asked Liu, “Are you 
okay?”

She nodded.
“You took a big risk, using the A.I. to send the 

DNA. He was sitting there right beside you.”
“He didn’t know Spanish.”
“You did not know that.”
“I knew.”
“He could have been pretending.”
Liu looked directly into Sanchez’s eyes. “I 

knew.”
Sanchez held Liu’s eyes for a moment. “Okay, 

sure. You knew.” He reached for the knob to 
turn the heat down, but Liu still had both hands 
wrapped around her mug. He unzipped his jacket. 
“It is a good thing the DNA matched, or you would 
be in deep. There were at least fifteen other cars 
in the city running without GPS signals. The Ripper 
could have been any one of them.”

“But he wasn’t anyone else. He was the one 
we were following.” She sipped the coffee. “I’ll 
sleep a lot better now, knowing he’s gone.”

Sanchez watched the reporters behind the 
police line. They were behaving, so far. “You did a 
dangerous thing, entering his car.”

“Always worried about me. If you weren’t so 
old, I’d think you were hitting on me.” She stared 
at the spot of fog on the windshield. “It wasn’t as 
dangerous as you’re thinking. Tanner told the A.I. 
that I was an important guest. He told it to keep 
me comfortable. Problem solved. As long as I was 
uncomfortable, it did whatever I wanted.”

The ambulance arrived without sirens. A pair 
of paramedics lifted the body onto a gurney and 
covered it with a sheet. The doors slammed shut. 
The Ripper was gone.

Sanchez sighed. “I am curious about just one 
thing. Why did you use the car to hit him?”

“I don’t know.”
“No? I believe you do.” Sanchez wiped the 

beads of perspiration off his forehead with a 
handkerchief. So hot.

Liu blew on her coffee. Another patch of 
fog appeared on the windshield. She took a sip. 
“Maybe I didn’t want him to die right away. Maybe 
I wanted to toy with him a little. I mean, is it so 
wrong to see him suffer for what he’s done?” She 
looked back into his eyes. Her own eyes flickered 
with pain.

“You wished to punish him in some way?”
“Yeah, but…maybe it’s more than that. He 

wanted to see people suffer. I wanted to see him 
suffer. I…” A tear ran down her cheek.

Sanchez chose his words carefully. “He wanted 
to devour women. Weak women. Beautiful 
women.”

Liu wiped a tear with her palm.
“Listen. Rosa and I keep a cat. We keep her for 

love. We keep her because she purrs. We keep 
her because she keeps the house free of mice. Do 
you understand?”

Liu was listening.
“We need you to use your prowess to hunt 

when you need to. We need you to keep vermin 
from spreading disease. Just take care that you 
too do not become infected.”

Sanchez wondered if he had said the right 
thing, or if he had said too much. Comparing Liu 
to a cat may not have been wise.

Liu smiled for the first time that night. “Gracias, 
Pablo.”



Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                          Issue 24, June 15, 2007

Stupid Computer, by S. A. Miller Pg. 12

S. A. Miller
 
  An  editor  with  The Sword Review,  S.  A. 
Miller  is  the  author  of  SF,  humor,  technical, 
how-to,  and  personal  experiences.  He  will 
be speaking at the North Texas Christian 
Writers Conference in the fall. He has spoken 
at  numerous  other  workshops,  conferences, 
and software demonstrations. A professional 
software  developer  for  almost  twenty 
years, he is a missionary with Wycliffe Bible 
Translators.
    Steve  has  been  married  to  his  first  love 
since 1988, and they have three boys. Native 
Michiganders, they have lived in the republics 
of Texas and the Philippines  for the past six 
years. He recently completed his first “sprint” 
triathlon.



Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                          Issue 24, June 15, 2007

Stupid Computer, by S. A. Miller Pg. 13

Two of the strange, half-human, half-fish 
creatures—their long, green, webbed 

fingers working carefully, their wide-spaced eyes 
peering intently—checked the oxygen tank and 
pressure gauges on the back of Brand’s diving suit. 
Anemone stood at the outer door of the airlock 
control room, watching them work. 

The lights in the control room blacked out and 
Brand heard the sound of generators shutting off. 
Down here at the base of the city, he could feel 
the floor shudder slightly. Then came the whirring 
sound of engines restarting, and the lights flashed 
back on.

“There is not much time,” Anemone said. “Our 
engineers say now it may be only a matter of 
hours.”

There was a sudden commotion behind the 
queen. The stunted, grotesque form of the high 
priest appeared. He stepped into the airlock with 
two temple guards in his wake.

“What is the meaning of this,” Narvo demanded. 
“Word reached me that you are sending this Land-
Walker down into the Black Gorge. You dare allow 
him to enter the lair of the Sacred Octo-Pod?”

“Don’t interfere, Narvo,” Anemone said. “This 
man  is Nemuria’s only hope.”

“It is blasphemy!” the high priest shrieked. 
“Sacrilege!”

“Would you rather see Nemuria perish?”
The high priest looked up at Anemone with 

suspicion in his eyes.
“Is it true you have promised the land-walkers 

their freedom?” he asked.
“Yes,” Anemone answered.
Narvo’s eyes darted around at the others in 

the airlock.
“You heard her,” he said. “With her own lips, 

she defies the ancient laws.”
“What I do, I do to save Nemuria,” Anemone 

said. 
Narvo moved closer to Brand. His hate-filled 

eyes glared up at Brand. “You are a fool, Land-
Walker. But I will not try to stop you. You cannot 
enter Tarku’s lair and live. You will die even 
before he finds you. There are life forms in the 
Black Gorge you’ve never seen before. Orca-fins 
so big they can swallow you in a single gulp. The 
poisonous Sea-Scorpions. Tiny, but deadly. The 
sting of just one of those tiny creatures brings 
instant death.” —the high priest’s eyes narrowed 

—“and mark this; even if you come out of the 
gorge in one piece, I promise this, you and your 
friends will never leave this city. I, Narvo, high 
priest of Nemuria, am pledged to keep the ancient 
laws. No stranger ever has or ever will leave this 
undersea kingdom.”

“Let me give you a little word of advice, Narvo,” 
Brand said, sliding the long knife in his hand into 
the sheath sewn into the leg of the diving suit. 
“While I’m gone, make sure nothing happens to 
my friends. Anything happens to them— anything 
at all—  I’ll kill you when I get back.”

The high priest pointed a finger at Anemone.
“So it had come to a showdown at last,” he 

said, glaring at her. “Long have I known of your 
enmity toward the ancient doctrines. You will rue 
this day!” He turned toward Brand.  “Go, Land-
Walker. Tarku awaits.”

He spun on his heel and left the airlock.
Brand picked up the plastic bubble helmet. 

The Eight Arms of Death, Part Two 
A Jack Brand Story 
 by John M. Whalen
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“He’s going to be trouble,” he said. 
The queen took something from one of the 

guards who had been standing by and held it up. 
It was a circular disc made of crystal about six 
inches in diameter.“So you will know it when you 
see it, here is one of the old lenses,” she said.

 She turned it in her hand, and as Brand gazed 
at it, the disc revealed innumerable facets, each 
of which reflected his own image back to him.

“The crystal lens you are looking for lies in a 
chest near the wreckage of the vessel that carried 
it. Go due east from here until you come to the rim 
of the gorge. The wreckage lies directly below at 
the bottom. The place where it sank was carefully 
noted in the ancient records. If you can descend 
to that depth it should be easy to find.” 

She handing him a pouch made from what 
looked like the skin of an Orca-Fin. “Put the lens 
in this pouch,” Anemone said.

One of the creatures clamped the helmet over 
Brand’s head. As soon as it was locked he heard 
the oxygenator start pumping air. Another handed 
him a long coil of rope that appeared to be made 
from strands of seaweed. Brand slung the pouch 
by its strap over one shoulder, the rope over the 
other and stepped into the steel cocoon of the 
airlock chamber. 

“Good luck, Brand,” Anemone said, as air jets 
popped and the inner door closed, sealing the 
airlock chamber tightly. Water poured down 
through intake valves in the ceiling. The chamber 
filled to capacity and the outer door opened. 
Brand stepped through the doorway  into the 
blue world of the Inland Sea.

#

The white sand shifted softly under his boots as 
he moved along the sea floor, and the long green 
leaves of sea plants floated like green flames as 
he passed by them. When he’d gone a hundred 
yards he turned and looked back at Nemuria. The 
crystal dome arced protectively over the pale 

towers of the city; at the top of the dome, Brand 
saw the failing crystal lens revolving slowly 360 
degrees around and around. The green light it 
emitted was dimmer and blinked more erratically 
than when he first saw it. There was not much 
time.

He pushed on, and when he’d gone a quarter 
of a mile, a dark shadow slid over him. He looked 
up at a huge Orca-Fin gliding a hundred feet above, 
and waited as the 50-foot-long creature, its wide 
nose moving from side to side as it swam by, 
passed overhead without giving him any notice.

Brand peered into the blue distance and 
saw not far ahead a long jagged crack in the sea 
floor that stretched for miles to either side. He 
lumbered toward it, and after a few moments 
stood on the edge of a deep precipice. It was 
the Black Gorge.  The other side was about a 
hundred feet away. He took a radium torch out 
of the pocket in the side of his suit and flashed 
its green beam of light down into the darkness. 
The light did not reach the bottom, but the beam 
illuminated a ledge about 300 feet below.  Brand 
pressed a button on the left sleeve of the suit and 
two air jets on the back exploded to life, lifting 
him up. He floated out over the edge of the gorge 
and dropped down slowly. Keeping his eyes on 
the depth gauge— 1,100 ft, 1,200 ft., 1, 300 feet— 
his feet touched down on the ledge, and he stood 
there a moment to regain his balance.  He flashed 
the radium torch down and saw another landing 
spot further down. The air jets lifted him again 
and he dropped  lower... 1,400 ft., 1,500 ft. He 
landed on an outcropping of rock at a depth of 
1,600 feet. 

He was already beyond the depth limit his 
suit was designed for, and he could feel it. The 
water resisted his every move. It was as though 
hundred pound weights were attached to his 
arms and legs. His heart pounded, and his body 
was drenched  in sweat. He could hear the oxy-
genator working overtime to keep him supplied 
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with air. Brand flashed the radium torch down 
again, and this time the beam struck bottom. He 
estimated it was another three or four hundred 
feet. 

He couldn’t risk another controlled fall using 
the air jets. The slightest bump against the rocky 
wall of the gorge could tear the suit apart. He 
uncoiled the rope he’d brought along and tied 
a loop in one end. He dropped the loop around 
a jagged outcropping of rock at the edge of the 
shelf and pulled it tight. When it was secure, he 
lowered himself over the side and began a slow 
descent down the rope.

The black void of the water was darker even 
than the darkness of outer space. He went down 
slowly, hand over hand, allowing the suit to adjust 
gradually to the increasing pressure. After long, 
strenuous minutes he came to the bottom. The 
radium torch flashed on the depth gauge:1,950 
feet. He stood for a moment, feeling light-head-
ed. His heart pounded loudly in his ears. He took 
several deep breaths to try and clear his head. 
He’d gotten this far, but he wondered if he’d be 
able to make it back up to the surface.

He aimed the torch  through the dark water 
ahead. The beam picked out the black skeletal 
remains of a submersible ship a short distance 
away,  its algae-, and barnacled-covered steel ribs 
jutting out of the sea bottom like the skeleton 
of some giant fish. A large chest lay on the sand 
several feet from the wreckage. Brand trudged 
over to it.  He looked down at the chest and 
noticed that there was a deep fissure directly 
behind it— a crack in the sea floor that dropped 
down to still further depths. It was by sheer 
chance that it hadn’t fallen into it when the ship 
had crashed. He leaned over, peered down into 
the crevice, and saw the red glow of molten lava 
far, far below, perhaps at the planet’s very core.

Brand took a breath and looked up. The black 
walls of the gorge rose up over him like the two 
sides of a vise. He could almost feel them starting 

to close in on him. He shook off the feeling of 
oppression that was growing in his chest, and 
knelt down, laying the spear gun in the sand 
beside the chest. The ancient locker was covered 
with centuries of rust, calcium deposits, and 
congealed algae. He pulled the  long knife from 
its sheath and began chopping away at the 
encrusted chest. He hacked at it until it was half-
cleared, then shoved the knife under the lid. The 
rusty iron creaked and groaned as he pried it 
open.

A pulsating rose-colored light rose up from 
the chest’s interior as he raised the lid. Brand saw 
an incalculable fortune in gold and jewels laying 
there in the chest: diamonds the size of walnuts, 
rubies, emeralds, pearls, gold coins, golden 
goblets, and necklaces. But it was what lay on top 
of that rich horde that held his eye—the crystal 
lens. The glowing light emanated from the lens. 
He sheathed the knife and picked up the lens. 
It was far different from the one Anemone had 
shown him. It seemed almost like a living thing, 
as it gleamed and quivered with bright pink light 
that came from within its center.

There was something hypnotic about the 
lens, and he could have stood there for eternity 
gazing upon it. But there was no time. Shaking 
himself, he opened the flap on the pouch and 
dropped the lens into it. Then something alerted 
him to danger. He flashed the torch up into the 
water over his head. The radium beam struck 
something big and dark, darker than the water 
all around him. Suddenly a nightmare descended. 
A bulbous sack fell toward him, big, soft-looking, 
and almost shapeless. The torch lit a hideous red 
eye that glared in rage. Eight huge tentacles flared 
out and Brand’s hair stood on end as he realized 
that he was looking at the largest Octo-Pod he 
had ever seen. 

#

There was no time to reach for the spear gun 
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lying at his feet. He tore the knife from its sheath, 
as tentacles wrapped around his waist, and sought 
to ensnare his arms and legs. A tentacle encircled 
his diving helmet, and Brand saw poisonous 
suckers leaching onto the plastic in front of his 
eyes.  The monster’s weight forced him down on 
his back and pain shot along his spine, as his back 
crashed against the edge of the treasure chest. 
The radium torch slipped from his fingers, and 
the strap of the bag holding the lens slid from his 
shoulder. The torch and the bag fell to the sandy 
bottom.

 A tentacle wrapped around Brand’s wrist, 
trying to hold the blade away. The sea-beast’s 
shapeless body engulfed him—  smothering him, 
paralyzing him. It seemed immense. He saw the 
black, gaping hole of its oral cavity opening wide 
as the beast pulled him closer. Brand threw his 
weight back, pressed the button on the sleeve that 
activated the air jets. The blast of air pushed him 
back from the Octo-Pod, and he was propelled 
rearward, forcing his back harder against the 
side of the treasure chest. With diabolic tenacity, 
the monster threw its full weight down on him. 
Brand tried to brace himself,  but the chest slid 
backward under the impact of the weight, edging 
closer to the fissure behind it. Brand freed his 
knife hand and slashed wildly at the tentacles 
that held him. But one, the thickness of a transat-
lantic cable, had wrapped itself around his chest, 
and he felt his ribs cracking. He couldn’t breathe. 
The Octo-Pod crushed him to the ground with 
its weight, pushing him even harder against the 
treasure chest. Brand felt the chest suddenly slip 
backward and then it was gone.  He went down 
flat on his back, his head hanging over the black 
maw of the fissure. He had no breath left. Locked 
in the eight arms of death, he began to black out 
and the knife slipped from his fingers.

He lay there like a dead man. In response 
to the sudden lack of resistance, the beast’s 
tentacles relaxed their grip for a moment. His 

chest suddenly  freed, Brand took a desperate 
gasp of air.  He turned his head, and in the light of 
the radium torch lying near, he saw the spear gun 
on the sand right next to him. He grabbed it and, 
without taking time to aim, pulled the trigger. The 
beast recoiled instantly as the spear tore into its 
lone eye. Its tentacles let go and blood and black 
ink billowed all around. Brand saw the handle of 
the long knife he’d dropped sticking up out of the 
sand by his foot. Tossing the spear gun aside, he 
grabbed it.

It was now man against beast to the death. 
Brand threw himself on the monster and plunged 
the blade again and again into its gelatinous sack. 
The two combatants rolled and tumbled in a 
chaos of blood, ink, and swirling sand. 

Moments later the Octo-Pod lay floating lifeless 
in the water. Brand knelt on one knee gasping 
for breath, leaning on the wall of the gorge with 
one hand for support. He was exhausted. After 
a moment or two, he gathered up what was left 
of his strength and stood up. He picked up the 
torch and spear gun, and after a moment found 
the bag that held the lens. He picked it up and 
slid the strap over his shoulder.

Plodding over to the fissure, he stood there for 
a moment, shining the light down into it. There 
was no sign of the chest. The  fortune that Christy 
and Russell had come in search of was now lost 
forever, fallen deep into the molten core of the 
planet. 

#

Brand climbed through the airlock door, took 
the helmet off his head, and started peeling off 
the diving suit. He was tired and sore, but glad 
that he’d accomplished what he’d set out to 
do. Then a squad of six armed Nemurian guards 
suddenly entered the chamber and surrounded 
him.

“What is this?” he said, aiming the loaded 
spear gun at the leader of the party.
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“Hand over the bag,” the Nemurian leading 
the party said. “You’re under arrest.”

He thought of making a fight of it. But there 
were too many. He could bring one down with 
a spear and possibly another with the knife, but 
surrounded as he was in such close quarters it 
would be no contest. He threw the spear gun 
down and handed over the bag. There might be a 
better opportunity to fight later.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked. “Where 
is Queen Anemone?”

“You will find out soon enough,” the guard said. 
They marched down the hallway and stopped at 
the glass elevator. The car shot up one floor and 
they stepped out onto the street level of the city. 
They marched him several blocks. Along the way 
Brand saw angry Nemurian men, women and 
children standing along the street, gawking at 
him. Some threw refuse at him as he passed by. 

“Blasphemer!” they shouted. “Kill the filthy Land-
Walker.”

They came to the large white building he’d 
seen from the elevator when he first arrived. The 
sense of danger he’d felt when he first saw the 
building now electrified every fiber of his being. 
They marched up the front steps and passed 
between the marble columns. Brand looked up at 
the large Octo-Pod carved in gold over the front 
doorway, as they passed under it. He heard  drums 
beating and primitive stringed instruments and 
reeds playing weird melodies inside the building.

They passed through the front entrance and 
Band saw a huge crowd of Nemurians assembled 
inside. They danced  in a trance-like state, writhing 
and  swaying to the music. The crowd parted 
in the middle as the guards led Brand up to the 
front. Ahead Brand saw a sickening sight. Queen 
Anemone lay chained on a large marble altar that 
stood on a raised dais before a gigantic golden 
statue of the Octo-Pod. The hunched-back high 
priest hovered low over her, a golden knife in his 
hand. 

Brand’s heart suddenly flamed with anger 
when he saw Christy and Russell chained by the 
wrists to the wall on either side of the altar. The 
girl looked at him with hopeless eyes.

“Jack!” she cried.
“Brand!” Russell shouted. “This place is going 

insane!”
The high priest looked up at Brand. His eyes 

were exultant with madness. 
“Now my victory is complete,” he snarled. 

Narvo raised his arms. The music stopped and a 
hushed silence fell over the temple. He addressed 
the guard holding the bag. “You have brought the 
crystal lens?”

“Yes, High Priest,” the guard  said, patting the 
pouch hanging at his side.

 “People of Nemuria,” Narvo shouted to the 
crowd. “You have seen for yourselves how your 
queen and this Land-Walker conspired to violate 
the ancient laws. She sent him to kill our god. 
Even worse, Anemone would release them, allow 
them to return to the outer world and reveal the 
secret of our location, and destroy Nemuria in the 
process. They must be punished. Anemone and 
all the Land-Walkers must die here on the altar as 
a sacrifice to our great and mighty god Tarku!”

“Don’t listen to him,” Brand shouted. “Tarku 
was not a god. He is dead. I killed him. If I had not 
killed him, I would not be here alive before you. 
You see for yourselves, I brought back the lens. I 
could not have taken the lens from the monster’s 
lair if I had not killed him. If Tarku were a god, he 
could not be killed. I do not lie.”

The people in the crowd did not know what to 
think. They hesitated and looked at one another. 
Brand thought for a minute, he might convince 
them. And then suddenly the lights went out. 
There was a deep rumbling. The floor of the temple 
trembled under his feet and the walls shook. It 
seemed that the building itself was about to be 
torn apart at the seams. Women shrieked in fear 
and children began to cry.
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The lights came back on.
“You see,” Narvo said. “It is the spirit of Tarku. 

He is not dead. He is angry with us. We must 
appease him. Make amends for the treachery 
that has been brought upon him. They all shall 
die for this.”

Everyone in the temple raised their fists in the 
air. “Kill them,” they shouted. “Kill Anemone. Kill 
the Land-Walkers. Death to them all!”

Narvo waved his hand and the crowd fell 
silent.

“The people have spoken,” he said. “You!” he 
said, pointing to the guard holding the pouch.  

“Bring me the lens.”
Brand lunged at the guard as he stepped 

toward the altar with the bag. But the other three 
grabbed him, and held him down. The guard 
walked up the steps of the dais and held the bag 
out to Narvo.

“Open it,” the high priest ordered.
The guard lifted the flap from the top of the 

bag. With his free hand, the high priest reached 
inside it. He pulled his hand out and held up the 
crystal lens. The disc gleamed and sparkled. The 
light pulsing within it flooded the room with its 
rosy glow as he held it over his head. The crowd 
hushed in awe.

“With this shall I redeem Nemuria,” Narvo 
screamed, waving the lens above his head. “With 
this magic crystal will Nemuria live another 1,000 
years. What say you, my people?”

The crowd began to shout insanely. 
“Long live Nemuria! Long live Narvo!”
Holding the lens high with one hand, the high 

priest raised the golden knife in the other hand 
over Anemone’s breast. Brand struggled furiously 
to free himself from the grasp of the guards 
holding him, as the drums of Nemuria beat again 
and the flutes and strings wailed and plucked 
out a song of ancient madness. He punched and 
kicked at them, but now more of the Nemurians, 
screaming men and women joined the guards 

and pounced on him, crushing him to the floor.
“Jack!” Christy shouted. “Jack!”
Russell tried to pull the chains from the sockets 

in the wall to no avail. “Christy!” he screamed. 
“Brand! ”

Then suddenly, a high, piercing shriek rose up 
above all the noise and everything stopped. The 
sacrificial knife still raised over his head, Narvo 
took a faltering step back. His body jerked and he 
took another backwards step. “No!” he shouted. 
He held the crystal lens away at arm’s length and 
gaped at it with bulging eyes. Then it dropped 
from his fingers.

“No!” he shouted again, and dropped the knife. 
Both of his hands went to his throat and he began 
to choke. His face twisted into a grimace of agony 
and, gagging horribly, he fell on the floor, writhing 
in pain, muttering some insane gibberish.

Everyone in the temple stood in silence. Then 
Brand got to his feet and pushed his startled 
attackers aside and ran up to the altar. He took a 
sword from one of the temple guards and hacked 
Anemone’s chains free.

“Release my friends!” he ordered the other 
guards. They moved immediately to obey his 
command. 

Brand strode over to where Narvo lay. The 
misshapen creature lay dead in a pool of his own 
vomit. Brand saw something moving on the high 
priest’s hands and on his neck. They were tiny 
little creatures, so small he could barely see them. 
He leaned closer and saw that they were red and 
looked like tiny scorpions. The Sea Scorpions 
the priest had mockingly warned him about! He 
looked over at the pouch that had held the lens 
and saw more of them crawling out. They must 
have gotten into the sack when he’d dropped it 
during his fight with the Octo-Pod.

“He was mad for power,” Anemone said, 
standing next to Brand. “But all he found was 
death.”

#
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Brand, Christy, and Russell stood at the door 
-way to the airlock. They each had  diving suits 
on, helmets in their hands. Brand had gotten the 
extra suit he’d brought along in the P-258 Sub-
mersible Sea-Jet for Russell. The man was well 
enough now to leave Nemuria. He held a large 
sack in one hand and had a big smile on his face.

Queen Anemone stood with them. She was 
more beautiful than ever, Brand thought. Her 
eyes now glowed with an inner happiness that he 
hadn’t seen there before.

“How can we can ever thank you for what you 
have done,” she said to Brand. “You have saved 
a civilization, and ended long years of a cruel 
tyranny. The people of Nemuria are not only alive. 
Their spirits are free.”

“I’m glad everything came out all right,” Brand 
said. “But don’t wait another thousand years 
before you find some new source of energy. That 
new lens isn’t going to last forever.”

“I’ve made it a priority,” Anemone said. “We’ve 
learned a hard lesson. A special team of scientists 
is being organized by Dr. Sylvus. We will find an 
alternative, I promise you.” 

“Glad everybody’s happy,” Russell said. “Too 
bad about the treasure, though.” He looked 
at Brand. “You sure there’s no way to get at it 
now?”

“Aren’t you satisfied with the gold  from the 
temple that Anemone gave you?” Christy asked.

“Boy, they sure tore that place apart once 
the people found out the truth,” Russell said. He 
shook the sack draped over his shoulder “Thanks, 
Anemone, for the souvenirs.”

“Nemuria needs no more reminders of the evil 
of Tarku,” the queen said. 

The queen reached out and took Brand’s hand. 
Her touch was warm. There was a sadness in her 
eyes now.

 “I will never forget you,” she said. “I hope 
someday you will return to Nemuria.”

Brand kissed the back of her hand.

“You never can tell, your Majesty,” Brand said. 

#

Brand pressed a red button on the instru-
ment panel and the P-228 amphibious aircraft’s 
engine came to life. The dials and readouts  lit 
up. The ship had maintained a constant oxygen 
and depressurization level since he’d left it three 
days ago. Christy sat in the cockpit next to him 
and Russell sat behind them in the rear compart-
ment.

Brand looked out the cockpit windshield. The 
bright bubble of Nemuria glowed beautifully in the 
distance.  The new lens revolved over the crystal 
dome, the beam from its pink glow revolving like 
a beacon in the clear water.

“She looks pretty, doesn’t she?” Brand said.
“The lights are much brighter,” she said. “The 

whole city seems revitalized. It’s a shame they 
can never return to the surface. But at least now 
they can go on living.”

“I don’t know that it’s a shame,” Brand 
said. “The place seems more like a dream than 
anything. It’s kind of nice to know it’ll be there a 
while longer.”

A few moments later the aircraft broke the 
surface. Brand pressed a few more buttons and 
altered the ship’s conformation so that it was 
once again ready for air flight. He taxied over 
to the sea cruiser that Christy and Russell had 
arrived in.

The three of them climbed back to the rear 
compartment, and Brand popped the side door 
open. It was good to feel the fresh salt air hitting 
his face. He looked out at the sunshine streaming 
down on the water.

“Never saw anything so beautiful,” Christy 
said.

“The only water I want to see from now on is 
in my bathtub,” Russell said.

“I’m afraid you’ve got one more little swim 
ahead of you,” Brand said. “This is as close as I 
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can get.”
“No problem, Jack,” Russell said. He smiled. “I 

guess this is goodbye. Thanks for getting us out of 
there. And as for the treasure, well... that’s how it 
goes sometimes.” He put his arm around Christy’s 
waist. “And anyway, I’ve got all the treasure I 
really need.” He kissed Christy on the cheek. “You 
ready, honey?”

“You go on, Dan” the girl said. “I want to say 
goodbye to Jack.”

Russell’s eyebrows went up and then he 
shrugged.

“Sure,” he said. “Why not? But make it snappy, 
will you?”

He jumped into the water and started 
swimming toward the boat, toting the sack of 
gold. Christy stood in the doorway looking at 
Brand. Her eyes were wide with emotion.

“Is this the way you want it, Jack?”
Brand looked at her. Here it was. The moment. 

What it had all been leading up to. He knew all he 
had to do was say the word. She was still his for 
the taking. He knew that.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” he said with a 
tight-lipped smile. “You know I started out with 
the crazy idea that the only reason I came here 
was to get you back. But now I’m not so sure. 
Especially when I see the way you too look at 
each other. Seems pretty serious.” 

Their eyes locked together. Brand saw a tear 
forming in the corner of her eye

“Why did you run out on me back in Tulon 
Central, Jack?” she asked “What was it? Were we 
getting too close?”

“I told you back then,” he said. “You don’t want 
to get mixed up with me, Christy. I’m no good for 
you...for any woman.”

“You mean because you’re still looking for the 
Wilkersons? Are you still blaming yourself for 
what happened to your sister?”

“I’ve got too much unfinished business,” Brand 
said. “I’m too full of hate. I won’t be able to draw 

an easy breath until I find Terry and kill Jesse 
Wilkerson. I’ve got to keep looking for them. I 
thought I could forget about that and settle down. 
But I can’t. I know that now. If my sister’s dead, at 
least I want to know what happened to her. I can’t 
move forward until I close the book on it. Anyway, 
it doesn’t matter. You’ve got somebody now. He’s 
a hell of a nice guy. You’re better off.”

She shook her head wildly, her long dark hair 
flying.

“I needed somebody, Jack,” she said. “After 
you left, I nearly went crazy.  Ten months went by, 
and I didn’t hear from you. It just happened.”

Brand nodded his head. “Yeah,” he said. “I 
know.  It’s nobody’s fault. Things just work out 
that way.”

“He’s a good man, Jack,” she said. 
“I wish you all the luck.”
With a cry she ran to him, threw her arms 

around him and kissed him. Brand wrapped her 
in his embrace and pressed his lips hard against 
hers. Then, without any more words, Christy tore 
herself away and dove into the water.
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Name:
Ehsan S. Azzuz 
 
Favorite Book / Author: 
I only read politics, history and news. 
 
Favorite Artist: 
Pieter Bruegel, Salvador Dali, Mobius 
 
When did you start creating art? 
Ever since I can remember. 
 
What media do you work in? 
Digital (though I worked with graphite, 
pen & ink, water colors, and airbrushing) 
 
Where your work has been featured? 
DeviantArt, Renderosity, Cornucopia 3D 
 
Where should someone go if they 
wanted to view / buy some of your works?
http://ehsana.deviantart.com/ 
 
How did you become an artist? 
Both my sister and my brother used to draw and paint all the time, so it became a habit 
for me to doodle. 
 
What were your early influences? 
Comic books  —TinTin, Heavy Metal, Batman, etc. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Featured Artist 

 Ehsan S. Azzuz

http://ehsana.deviantart.com/
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What are your current influences? 
Hundreds of digital artists that inhabit the internet. 
 
What inspired the art for the cover? 
Nostalgia: I was watching Buck Rogers, and I 
thought, ‘why not?’ 
 
How would you describe your work? 
Experimental. I like to try all styles, techniques, and 
images. I hate the idea of being limited. 
 
Where do you get your inspiration / what inspires 
you? 
Everything I see, feel, and think. From movies. 
 
Have you had any notable failures, and how has 
failure affected your work? 
Failures are just experiences, converted to visual 
images. 

 
What are your favorite tools / equipment for producing your art? 
Vue 6I + Photoshop + Painter 
 
What tool / equipment do you wish you had? 
Extra hardware for rendering 3D (The amount of time it takes to render is horrendous). 
 
What do you hope to accomplish with your art? 
I just want to be accepted as an artist.
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Fifteen Months Ago, After the 
Ceremony

Chain couldn’t take it any longer. 
After the third spate of determined 

knocking, he dropped what he was working on 
and stalked over to the door to his warehouse 
workshop. He threw open the door, but was 
silenced by what he saw before he could speak.

He recognized the figure right away, from 
haunted eyes to glowering silence. “What are 
you doing out during the middle of the night?”

The question hung in the night air.  Chain, never 
the most talkative person himself, suddenly felt 
he’d overstated himself.

His visitor reached a decision and broke the 
silence.  He was almost shy at first.  “I...find myself 
with some free time on my hands.  I thought you 
might use a hand. I noticed you were still awake 
at this hour.”

Chain stroked the scraggy goatee on his chin. 
“When I’m in the channel of inspiration, I work 
until I’m done.”

“And how often are you in ‘the channel of 
inspiration’?”

Chain smiled briefly. “Every single day.”
The other thought about that, and laughed.
Chain gestured to his duffle sack on the 

visitor’s shoulder. “What happened to you?”
His visitor glanced at his duffel, reseated it on 

his shoulder.  He was a little rueful. “I guess you 
could say my past caught up with me and bit me 
in the pants.”

Chain started to turn away and then looked 

back at him. “Are you going to be...‘healthy’ about 
all this?”

The answer didn’t come right away. “I honestly 
don’t know. It’s too close to me right now. I need 
something to do to move on, to keep my mind off 
it for awhile. I need a new project.”

Chain nodded. “I’ve wondered how long it 
would be before something like this happened. 
Well, come on in. There’s a spare cot in back.”

He nodded his head, the closest he could 
come to vulnerability at that moment.

“This is perfect timing,” said Chain. “I’m ready 
to start working on the next phase of the plan 
and was going to have to chase you down anyway. 
It’s time to start talking about what we’re going 
to do about building the ship.”

Cooper Flynn stepped out of the shadows. 
“I’ve been thinking about that,” he said, and 
lowered his duffel to the floor. “I have a better 
idea.”

Flynn turned and pointed at the silhouette 
of the HMS Majeste at dock out in the bay, the 
moon rising behind her like a ghost ascending 
from the deep.

Twelve Months Ago
Majeste was in dry dock; Chain and a collec-

tion of dockhands were hoisting a large, covered 
pallet up from the dock to swing over and down 
into the hold. From the dock, Chain nodded down 
to Flynn and gave the ‘all clear’ sign.

Flynn waved and turned to the purser. He 
produced his parchment and very carefully 
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showed it to the Queen’s representative.
“Is that what I think it is?” asked Farthering-

ton.
“It’s the genuine article, passed down from my 

father and my father’s father. It’s a shame he’s not 
here to take part in the realization of his dream, 
but he would have been proud of this moment.”

Fartherington adjusted his spectacles and 
hemmed and hawed, but in the end he applied his 
signet to the wax and authorized the work, and 
Flynn turned and discreetly tucked the Queen’s 
Writ away for another day.

Nine Months Ago
Flynn’s face was covered with sweat as he 

carried a heavy iron bar on his shoulder for the 
retrofit through the narrow side streets of the 
merchant marine city that sprang up outside the 
academy walls. He saw the sign for a public house 
and stopped. He rested the bar against the tavern 
wall and stepped inside, unaware he was being 
followed.

He ordered ale and was lifting it to his lips when 
a shadow fell over his mug. He lowered it again 
and looked into the eyes of Petty Officer Baskins. 

“What do we have here? Looks like somebody’s 
outside the walls without the protection of the 
academy.”

Flynn lowered his mug. “Petty Officer 
Baskins.”

Baskins leaned into Flynn’s space. “You don’t 
have your pet giant to defend you this time, 
Traitor.”

Flynn looked around the room and saw a good 
five people with Baskins, each looking like they 
made up for their lack of education with hard 
living and a single-minded devotion to the one 
paying them. Flynn decided this would be a bad 
time to use the ‘you and what army’ comeback.

There was a commotion at the door. All eyes 
turned and lit on the largest woman anybody 

had seen in those parts. She looked like a normal 
woman, only bigger. She stood six-foot-four inches  
tall if she was an inch, her dishwater blonde hair 
tied into a knot behind her much like Flynn’s. She 
stood with her feet wide and her arms crossed 
over her chest, defying their gaze.

Flynn leaned to his left so he could see her 
around Baskins. “Excuse me—we’re sort of having 
a scene here. Maybe you could take your thirst 
somewhere safer.” He returned to his position 
and opened his mouth to retort to Baskins.

The Amazon got there first. “Safety and me 
don’t get along,” she said from the doorway. 

“Wherever I go is dangerous.”
Flynn looked at his foe and held up his index 

finger. “One moment, please.” 
He leaned to his left again. “What’s your name, 

Miss?”
“I’m Bola, and I’m nobody’s ‘Miss.’”
“Bola, what?”
“What?”
Flynn looked at Baskins, who didn’t help him 

at all. Flynn tried again, very deliberately. “What 
is your full name, Bola?”

She looked at him steadily, as if sizing him 
up for a casket. “Bolivara Lunshelm,” she said, 
watching Flynn’s face closely for his reaction.

 “A good, strong name. Bola, it is,” Flynn said 
smoothly. “Well, Bola, maybe you should take your 
‘danger’ somewhere else. We men are having a 
private discussion, and we wouldn’t want anyone 
to get hurt.”

Flynn returned his attention to Baskins and 
started to speak, but Bola had heard enough. She 
strode forward, flipped her right hand over in 
transit, placed it lightly on Baskins’ left shoulder, 
and effortlessly tossed him bodily to his right, 
throwing him clean across one table to crumple 
unconscious at the base of another.

Activity in the tavern ground to a full stop at 
this turn of events.
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Flynn rose to his feet, and Bola stepped 
forward until she was looking down at Flynn’s 
face, an easy feat because she was a good four 
inches taller than he. “And maybe me and my 
danger just want to drink here,” she purred dan-
gerously.

And then she winked at Flynn. She cocked 
her head to her right, and then she whirled and 
started clunking heads. The two nearest her went 
down in a pile. The next thug raised a chair when 
she drove an expert right just above his belt, 
doubling him over in pain. She plucked the chair 
out of the air and drove it toward the head of 
the last remaining thug. It was a chair before it 
connected with his head, and then it was a tangle 
of kindling. He went down as if pole-axed, and 
Bola was left holding two unconnected chair legs, 
one in each hand.

Baskins started to raise his head. Flynn turned 
and saw a bottle on the bar. He snagged it, walked 
over, and casually broke it over Baskins’ head as 
he started to rise, dropping him back to the floor 
like a sack of potatoes. Flynn then returned to his 
stool and laid the broken bottleneck sideways on 
the bar. He motioned to the barkeep. “Add this 
one to my charge, please.” 

Flynn raised his mug and turned to watch 
Bola grasp each man by the shirt and breeches 
and toss each one unceremoniously out the 
open doorway into the narrow street outside. 
She clapped her hands together and wiped them 
on her breeches, oblivious to the patrons quietly 
letting themselves out of the various exits. 

Flynn raised his mug. “Bola! Care to cut the 
dust over here?”

“Never tried that,” she said brightly, “but I’ll 
take a drink.”

Bemused, Flynn nodded for another and she 
retrieved a stool for herself.

“Bola, it is good to meet you,” said Flynn 
sincerely, sipping from his mug.

“Yes, it is,” she said shamelessly, and polished 
off a mug of ale in one go. Flynn watched this 
display with raised eyebrow. She motioned to the 
bartender. “Keep ‘em coming.”

Bola turned and looked at her companion. 
“You’re Cooper Flynn,” she said, “and I tracked 
you down because you have something I want.”

A look of genuine concern crossed Flynn’s 
face, and he choked slightly on his ale. “Oh? And 
what might that be?”

She belched like a sailor, wiped her mouth on 
her sleeve, and said, “A job. I want a place on your 
crew.”

Flynn raised an eyebrow. “What do you do?”
“Well, I’m master of weapons, I can train and 

handle myself in hand-to-hand combat, and I’m 
looking for a challenge. The rumor is that your 
boat might provide some good fights and better 
pay.”

“Interesting. I haven’t finished outfitting 
my ship,” said Flynn. “I haven’t even formally 
told anybody what we’re going to be doing, or 
where.”

“That’s just it,” she said, leaning in and dropping 
her voice. “I grew up on the streets. It’s not what 
they’re saying about your boat or your mission, 
it’s what they’re not saying.”

Flynn sat back, impressed. “I can’t argue with 
any of that. It may be six months or better before 
we’re ready to go. Can you wait that long?”

“For the right pay and right adventure, I’d wait 
until the heavens fell,” she said, tossing down her 
third mug.

Flynn looked around at the now empty tavern 
and then back at Bola. He raised his mug in a 
toast. “You’re hired,” he said.

#

Pitt and Deena caught up with Cooper Flynn 
after the wedding.

Flynn was stripped to his waist and had his 
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hair tied back as he bobbed around up in the 
rafters in Chain’s shop. There was a tentative tap 
on the doorjamb by the door left cracked open 
for the breezes. Rocksie rose and went over to 
investigate. Chain looked up and watched her as 
she approached the door. She wagged her tail and 
accepted a patted head from a mystery hand.

Flynn looked down at Chain. “It’s ok,” said 
Chain. “She’ll let you know if it’s bad people.”

“Really?”
“Rocksie is a great judge of character.”
Flynn twisted around in place. The sight of 

Rocksie sprawled on her back, twitching her leg 
as Pitt rubbed her belly won a chuckle. “Come on 
in,” he called.

Pitt and Deena opened the door and stepped 
into the workshop. Pitt was dressed casually 
and Deena wore a simple cotton dress, her hair 
down.

Flynn slapped the disc on his chest, immedi-
ately clonked his head on the wooden truss, and 
fell backward toward the floor. A strong hand shot 
out and grabbed his ankle, arresting his fall, and 
then Pitt held Flynn at arm’s length by his ankle. 

There was uncomfortable silence, and then 
Flynn started to laugh, a weird sound when 
coming from upside-down. “So, I imagine you’d 
like to know how I survived falling off the cliff.”

Pitt blushed and helped set Flynn back down 
on his feet. Flynn shrugged out of the leather 
backpack and laid it carefully on the nearest 
workbench. Then he smoothed out his hair. He 
smiled and stepped forward. He clasped hands 
with Pitt and kissed Deena on her cheek. He 
appraised them and grinned. “Well, don’t you 
two look domestic?”

Deena dimpled and curtsied and Pitt smiled 
gently, staying just this side of smug.

Flynn led the way out onto the wood dock 
outside the workshop, the water of the bay 
lapping gently up against the pilings holding up 

the dock. Flynn walked over to a barrel and took 
off the lid. “Rum?” He drew out three wood mugs, 
unstopped a bottle, poured some in each, and 
passed them around. Then they retired to some 
wood chairs.

Flynn sprawled in his chair, one leg over 
the arm. Pitt sat in a double-chair and took 
up most of the space. Deena perched on 
the arm and rested back against Pitt’s chest. 
The new couple spoke at the same time: 
 “So what are you...” / “How have you...”

They stopped, laughed, and leaned into each 
other in domestic bliss.

Flynn smiled and gestured toward the two 
of them. “I notice you left your uniforms behind. 
You actually look comfortable.”

Pitt said, “We didn’t want to rub it in.”
Deena said, “How are you doing with your 

newfound freedom?”
Flynn said, “Thank you. However, it’s not 

necessary. The academy was a part of my life 
for three years, but in a weird sort of way. I went 
there to keep tabs on Walenda Darden, and now 
the Abbot can have that responsibility. I finished 
what I started. I am content.”

“You’re alive,” said Pitt.
Flynn laughed. “Yes, about that—I bet that’s 

been bothering you for a year and a half!”
Pitt smiled uneasily.
Flynn got up and topped off their mugs. “That’s 

an intriguing story. Here’s what happened. I knew 
right away I’d been set up, but not by whom. I 
suspected Walenda Darden, of course, but it 
could have been any of a dozen people for various 
reasons. I assume she approached you sometime 
after the Sylvan spy was executed, right?”

Pitt nodded.
“Back at the cliff, you mentioned that she fabri-

cated some story about Deena and Darden being 
sisters. It’s not her first lie. She lied to board a 
ship I was serving on, and lied about her creden-
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tials. It is true she worked harder than any two 
normal men, but that, alone, is not all that rare. 
I know of a handful of others who are that way. 
The strange thing was how she always seemed to 
answer to a distant puppeteer, somebody I still 
haven’t identified, and whose motive remains a 
mystery.”

Flynn drank from his mug. “She left my ship 
under mysterious circumstances, and I followed 
her to protect people who have become dear to 
me. That’s what brought me to the academy, and 
I continued to track her movements after I arrived 
here and found a way to gain entrance without an 
actual invitation. I believe that is when she started 
to plot my ouster, although I had a trick up my own 
sleeve, as well. I dogged her steps, following her 
and turning up when she least expected it, clearly 
cramping her style, and hopefully protecting my 
concealed friends. She finally took to holding her 
conversations with her confidante out on the cliff 
top, and I took to eavesdropping on her up there. 
So, about surviving the drop from the cliff...”

Flynn stopped and topped off his mug, sat 
on the railing at the end of the pier, and told his 
story.

#

When you’ve been pitched off one cliff, you’ve 
been pitched off them all.

There is a unique freedom to free-fall, an 
exhilaration, a rush of blood and thrill hormones, 
freed from the bonds of earth and beholden only 
to gravity. One feels like one of the birds of the air 
for a brief, intoxicating moment, the cares of the 
world as distant as its surface.

That assumes, of course, that the free-faller 
has full confidence in their landing destination, 
such as a cliff-diver approaching a pool both wide 
and deep.

Looking down at the whitecaps of a furious 
tide dashing itself against jagged rocks at the 

base of the ragged cliff, I had no such confidence. 
And so, as I fell, I expressed myself in the time-
honored fashion passed down to me from my 
ancestors.

I screamed.
It may be noted that my clever mind was 

working overtime examining and discarding a 
variety of ideas as I fell, but, mostly, I screamed.

The moment was starkly surreal. I heard a 
strange voice call my name from a great distance, 
and then a rock shot by me as I was falling, and 
it was trailing a rope. The rock slammed into a 
crevice between two protruding rocks, the rope 
slithered past me. I reached out and grabbed at 
the rope and managed to get my hands on it, but 
that was the easy part. I clamped down on the 
rope and it burned my hands. The rocks below 
were approaching too fast. I clamped my grip 
onto the rope even harder, howling in agony.

My hands slammed into the knot at the end. 
My arms absorbed the sudden impact. My muscles 
were shrieking—or maybe it was my voice, I don’t 
remember—and my body’s downward free-flight 
was abruptly arrested. I nearly blacked out as my 
body reversed direction, heading back toward 
the sky, a human pendulum.

As I looked up at the rock holding the rope, 
the rock broke free of the cliff, and I suddenly felt 
the bottom fall out—I was back in free-fall again.

I would have laughed at the irony and the 
black humor of it but was too busy falling. I fell 
backward and casually observed a hailstorm of 
head-sized rocks dropping toward me. 

I twisted around and saw a large rock 
approaching fast below me with open water 
beyond it. On impulse, I released the rope and 
kicked out somehow in mid-air like a cat, trying 
to fall forward again, angling my looping fall des-
perately toward the water beyond the boulder...

I just cleared it and slammed into the water 
at an alarming angle. The force of the impact 



Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                          Issue 24, June 15, 2007

Serial: The Adventures of the Sky Pirate, Assembling The Crew, by Johne Cook Pg. 28

knocked the breath from my lungs as if I’d hit 
the boulder after all. There was no telling how 
deep I went, but it wasn’t as deep as I would have 
expected after being dropped off a cliff.

The only problem was that I had no breath, 
no air, and those rocks were right behind me. 
Quelling my fear, I pulled desperately away from 
the rock, carried forward by a receding wave. I 
heard the heavy thunks of the swarm of rocks 
as they assaulted the water behind me, and felt 
rather than saw them pass by, mere feet from my 
legs. 

I got my bearings in the water and realized 
with a start that I was alive, that I had, miracle of 
miracles, survived the fall.

Then I looked around in the tidal-swept deep, 
and realized I couldn’t find the surface.

I had no breath, or I would have screamed. 
Again.

Is anyone out there? Help!
The waves reversed and threw me back toward 

the cliff. I turned in the water and felt rock at my 
back. I brought my legs around and pushed off 
as hard as I could, kicking away and up as the 
tide receded again. The pressure in my lungs was 
intense, and I was becoming light-headed as I 
desperately clawed toward the surface.

And then I broke free of the water, my body 
rising halfway out of the surf. I inhaled a deep, 
frantic breath and fell back into the water. I broke 
the surface again and treaded water, drinking in 
the clean, clear air. I realized that the simple act 
of breathing was a gift, something I’d taken for 
granted. 

I struck off toward the distant lighthouse, 
determined to make the most of this second 
chance.

#

 “And that’s how I survived the fall off the cliff,” 
said Flynn. “What I don’t know, however, is why.”

Pitt said, “You believe somebody helped 
you?”

“It’s worse than that. You ever have the feeling 
you’re being followed? I have that feeling all the 
time.”

“What do you think it is?”
Flynn opened up his palms. “I have no idea. I 

don’t even know where to start.”
Deena asked, “What are you going to do 

now?”
Flynn nodded. “I’m taking the opportunity to 

continue on with the line of work I was engaged 
in before I joined the academy.”

She prompted, “...and that is...”
Flynn smiled. “I was a privateer working with 

‘friends’ to disrupt Sylvan warships attacking our 
merchant shipping lanes. Now I’m preparing 
to take the fight to the Sylvan shipping lanes. 
However, to do that, I’m going to need a different 
sort of ship, something we’ve never seen before. 
Everything about the effort is unique, from the 
plans, to the method of requisition, to the crew.” 
Flynn looked significantly at Pitt, who didn’t catch 
it. Deena, however, did. Flynn continued as if 
nothing had happened. “I have my father and my 
father’s fathers to thank for that, and I’m going to 
act now while the time is right.” 

Deena rose to leave, and Pitt rose to stand 
by her. “It was a pleasure to see you again,” said 
Deena, hugging Flynn and giving him a fraternal 
peck on the cheek. 

Flynn turned to Pitt and grasped his forearm 
in the manner of blood brothers. “I will see you 
after graduation. Take care, my friend.” 

Pitt returned the gesture sincerely. 
Flynn met Pitt’s gaze. “I could use a strong 
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right arm,” he said in an uncharacteristic moment 
of complete candor. He wanted to say more, but 
knew that Pitt would understand how much he 
was saying with just that simple statement.

Deena spoke, breaking the moment. “Gradu-
ation is in six months for both of us. We have our 
commissions to the Crown to think of.”

Flynn spoke softly, feeling them out instead of 
challenging them. “You left your uniform behind 
to come visit me. You could leave your commis-
sion, too, if the cause were large enough, if the 
cause was something one could believe in.”

Deena said, “We left our uniforms out of civil 
loving-kindness, but our service to the Crown 
remains the same.”

Flynn noticed that Pitt said nothing, and filed 
that away for a later day.

Six Months Ago 
There was a knock at the door. Rocksie started 

growling. Chain dropped what he was doing and 
picked up an iron crowbar. Flynn walked to the 
door. There in the pool of light spilling out of the 
warehouse workshop, Flynn saw a thin, bespec-
tacled man with narrow eyes and a cheap haircut. 
His suit was too tight and he clutched a leather 
valise to his chest.

Flynn spoke. “Hello, friend. Are you lost?”
The man spoke with reedy, nasal voice. “I think 

not. I think this is the workshop of one Chance 
Wilke.” Rocksie continued to growl off to Flynn’s 
right.

Chain stepped up behind Flynn, his knuckles 
white as he gripped his crowbar. “Who wants to 
know?” 

The man nodded as if that answered 
something, and then gave Flynn a good looking-
over. “And you, Ven—you must be the infamous 
Cooper Flynn, the hero and goat of the Haddirron 
Naval Academy.”

Flynn waved Chain back with his left hand, his 

own mood darkening noticeably. “You have the 
advantage over me. You are...”

“You have proven most challenging to track 
down. Welston Dananstrogh, Her Majesty’s 
Auditor, at your service. May I come in?”

“He doesn’t set one foot into my warehouse,” 
hissed Chain.

Flynn took the arm of the smaller auditor and 
stepped out onto the dock. “Let’s talk out here.” 
Flynn pushed a chair over to the wall under the 
light and walked Welston back until he abruptly 
sat down. His back was ramrod-straight. He 
adjusted his spectacles and Flynn perched on the 
railing at the end of the dock. “What brings you 
to Port Town?”

“Well, generally, I follow the money, always 
follow the money.”

Flynn shrugged his shoulder. “What money?”
Welston raised a pale fingertip. “That’s just 

the thing. There is no money.”
Flynn said, “I’m lost. If you follow the money, 

but there is no money, why are you here?”
Welston popped the clasp on his leather valise 

and started bringing out paper after paper. “That 
was my question. We started seeing requisitions 
come through as long as thirty-six months ago 
and the reqs were showing as paid, but there was 
no account. At first, that drew the attention of 
lesser clerks, but as the reqs increased in value, 
the Office of Treasury bounced the case up the 
ladder until it came to me.”

Flynn held out his hands in confusion. Welston 
raised his fingertip again. “That was the dilemma. 
Goods and services were being bought and paid 
for out here on the peninsula with no actual funds 
changing hands. I found that most fascinating.”

If Flynn thought anything about the kind of 
man who would find that fascinating, he kept it 
to himself.

“Think of it,” said Welston. “An entire network 
of checks and balances—a little numerical humor 
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there—is undone by one organization, and I had 
to come see who. Seeing that I couldn’t follow 
the money, in this case, I followed the absence of 
money. I followed the vacuum, as it were, and it 
led me here, to you.”

“Why us? Why here?”
“Those are my questions exactly. I’m curious 

how an entire sailing ship in service to Her 
Majesty’s Navy can be purchased, retrofitted, 
and provisioned without so much as a farthing 
changing hands. I intend to get my answer, or 
find the payment that should have been made.”

#

Welston showed up at the workshop again the 
next day and let himself in. He commandeered 
a workbench and started laying out receipts, 
papers, an inkwell, and a quill. He dove happily 
into his work, oblivious to the fact that neither 
Chain nor Flynn was there.

Those two were, in fact, across the harbor 
where their ship was in dry dock.

“I wonder how long it will take him to realize 
we’re not back at the shop anymore,” mused 
Chain.

Flynn said, “All I care is that he stays out of the 
way until we’re done. I’ll stop by later and send 
him on a flying fish chase. After that, I’m going to 
stop by and see the harbormaster about getting 
on the list to get a navigator. It’s time to finish 
assembling the crew for our maiden voyage.”

“So we’re going to have the time for a leisurely 
shakedown?”

“Oh, yes,” said Flynn. “That shouldn’t be a 
problem.”

#

The harbormaster was a greasy man, a former 
captain stripped of his ship when he survived 
the treacherous Sylvan narrows but ran his ship 
aground on reefs within sight of the Port Town 

harbor. He didn’t survive that incident when it 
came out alcohol was a factor, and he bounced 
around the harbor at a variety of jobs that were 
beneath him until he wound up here. He still 
wore his captain’s jacket even though it was now 
several sizes too small. 

His office featured expensive glass panes all 
around, and was perched three stories above the 
harbor for a good view of all vessels arriving and 
leaving.

Flynn climbed up the outside stair and saw an 
open door. The harbormaster was seated within, 
reading what appeared to be a logbook. Flynn 
knocked on the doorjamb to announce his arrival. 
He started to speak. “Good morning. I...”

Without looking up at his visitor, the har-
bormaster raised one index finger in Flynn’s 
direction. He read the book on the counter for 
awhile, finally turning the page with his left hand. 
He read a little more. Finally, he stuck a finger in 
the book, closed it on his finger, and looked up.

“Yes?”
Flynn looked at him thoughtfully, shook his 

head slightly, and started over. “Good morning. 
I’m taking a ship out in six months or so, and will 
need a navigator.”

The harbormaster looked Flynn up and down. 
He drawled, “Yar, I don’t think we have what yar 
lookin’ for.”

Flynn said, “As I said, we’re not leaving for 
six months. I’m just giving you some advance 
warning that we’ll be needing an able navigator 
at that time.”

The harbormaster nodded. “And I don’t think 
we have what yar lookin’ for, now or in six months.” 
He turned away from Flynn and opened his book 
again, clearly dismissing Flynn from his office.

“Yar,” said Flynn thoughtfully, and then he 
turned and left.

#
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“Where have you been?” asked Chain, falling 
in beside Flynn as he walked down the center 
platform between the two ships in dry dock. 
The first was a magnificent ship-of-the-line with 
thirty-six guns. The second was more humble, a 
nimble sloop with just eight guns.

“I was paying a visit to the harbormaster about 
finding a pilot.”

Chain shorted. “Good luck. That sot won’t 
recognize you if you’re not wearing a uniform.”

“I would have felt better if he wouldn’t have 
been wearing a uniform, either.”

“He’s still wearing his captain’s jacket?”
“Or trying to,” Flynn quipped. “What’s going 

on here?”
“It’s Welston. He found us and is waiting for a 

tour of ‘Her Majesty’s ship.’”
Flynn stroked his jaw. “He is, is he? Well, let’s 

go and show him around!”
Chain looked up in alarm. “Wait. What?” But 

Flynn was already striding off down the center 
platform between the two ships.

“Ah, Ven Dananstrogh. Welcome to Port 
Town’s dry dock.”

“I was back at the warehouse but didn’t see 
anybody, so I started nosing around.”

Chain looked at the man’s haircut and 
snickered. He pulled out a bill and gave it to the 
auditor.

Welston said, “What is this for?”
“Here’s a little something. Buy yourself a 

better haircut.”
Flynn laughed with Chain, but Welston was 

unfazed. “I’m not cheap, you know, just responsi-
ble to a fault. They laugh at me around the castle. 
They call me ‘The Frugal Bloodhound.’ They’re 
not laughing when it is time for the audits, that’s 
for sure.”

Flynn let that go. “I take it you’re here to see 
what Her Majesty’s monies have bought.”

“Or haven’t bought, as the case may be.”

Flynn brushed that off. “Look at this ship. 
Isn’t she magnificent?” He strode up the loading 
plank of the ship-of-the-line, leaving the small 
auditor to hurry to keep up.

An officer in construction undress reviewed 
a parchment. He looked up when Flynn came 
on-deck. “Ahoy,” said Flynn. He walked straight 
over to the officer and stuck out his hand. The 
mystified officer received a firm handshake and 
a solid gold coin.

“This is Her Majesty’s auditor Welston Danan-
strogh, and he’s here to take a look around.”

The construction officer welcomed the auditor 
warmly. Flynn said, “I have business in Port Town. 
Would you be willing to show Ven Dananstrogh 
around?”

The construction officer grinned widely. “I’d be 
honored. We can take as much time as you need. 
This way if you please, Ven.” He ushered Welston 
forward and looked back over his shoulder at 
Flynn. He winked and carefully pocketed the 
gold coin.

Flynn walked briskly back down the plank 
and past Chain. “That should keep him busy for 
awhile.”

Chain looked over at the smaller sloop next 
door where he was doing his actual construction 
and shook his head slowly.

Three Months Ago
There was a hail from the dry dock. “Hello the 

ship!”
Flynn and Chain looked over from the deck of 

the sloop. “Yes?”
“Seaman Karver Humble, Ven. I understand 

you’re assembling a crew and I’m looking for 
work.”

“What can you do?”
“Anything onboard an average sailing ship. I can 

furl sail, tie knots, load and unload cargo, swab 
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the deck, repair masts, and eat bad victuals.”
Flynn nodded. “Are you afraid of heights?”
Humble stuck out his chest. “I’m the fastest 

one to the Crow’s Nest. I’m not afraid of that.”
“Well, it’s a start. Seaman Humble, this isn’t 

your average sailing ship. I can’t tell you where 
we’re going, what we will be doing, or even the 
name of the ship, at least not until we’re under 
way.”

“I’m fine with that, Captain.”
“Why do you think I’m the captain?”
Karver furrowed his brow. “I’m just used to 

men of authority, I guess.”
Flynn grinned. “Welcome aboard, Seaman. Say, 

where did you hear we were looking for crew?”
Karver strode up the plank with his bag over 

his shoulder. “Oh, that’s easy. A little man with 
small glasses was talking about you in Port Town. 
I listened to his story, and when he went left, I 
went right, and here I am.”

Flynn and Chain exchanged serious glances.
“You better do something about that hound 

before he alerts the entire port.”
“If he hasn’t already,” mused Flynn thought-

fully.
Chain asked, “You think he’s a plant?”
Flynn looked alarmed. “Do you?”

“With Welston, it’s possible.”
“Maybe he doesn’t know he’s a plant any more 

than he didn’t know he was being sent over to 
get a berth.”

“What are you going to do?”
“Let him work on the ship but keep him out of 

the hold. If he meets up with Welston, he can tell 
him the truth—that the ship is utterly normal.”

“What if he reveals that we’re working on the 
sloop and not the ship-of-the-line?”

Flynn clapped Chain on the back. “Humble 
called for us on the sloop. I think it’s safe to 
assume that the auditor already knows.”

Two Weeks Ago
Flynn looked. “Has anybody seen Bola?”
Karver Humble wiped the sweat from his 

forehead and said, “I heard her say she was going 
to the nearest watering hole.”

Flynn nodded. “I should have looked around 
there first.”

“What’s up, Skipper?”
Flynn smiled grimly. “I last visited the Port 

Town harbormaster six months to get a pilot for 
this ship. It didn’t go well. I have a mind to stack 
the deck in my favor this time around.”

Humble chuckled and went back to work.
Fifteen minutes later, Flynn sauntered into the 

nearest tavern. He stood in the doorway and took 
in the tableau. Bola stood by herself in the front 
of the bar. All the other patrons huddled closely 
together over in one corner. Flynn saw a nice col-
lection of ale mugs on the bar and an old beam 
with a variety of knives sticking out of it. She had 
a system going. She’d take a long pull from an 
ale mug, set it down, draw back her right hand, 
and throw a knife across the length of the bar, 
burying it deep into the beam with a solid thunk. 
Flynn scratched his chin and carefully cleared his 
throat.

Bola whipped around, another knife appearing 
like magic in her hand from Cyl-only-knows-
where. She dropped it when she saw him. “Coop! 
You have a job for me?”

Flynn looked over at the huddled patrons. An 
old salt standing with his back pressed to the wall 
nodded eagerly. Flynn laughed. “Yes, Bola. We 
have an appointment with the harbormaster. He 
has something I want.”

Bola leered at Flynn. “Please tell me he doesn’t 
want to give the something up.”

“He doesn’t want to give it up. We need to 
persuade him a little.”

“Whoop!” shouted Bola, dropping two other 
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knives on the floor from points unknown. She 
rushed at Flynn to hug him, but he stepped nimbly 
back with his hand out pointing back toward the 
beam.

“Whoa there. Don’t you think you’ll be needing 
those knives?”

She turned around too fast and nearly fell over. 
She regarded the beam and then looked back at 
Flynn. She jerked her thumb back towards the 
beam. “Those? Naw. Those belong to the men. 
I’ve got my own.” She patted her leather sheath 
on her hip. She staggered past him, trailing 
alcoholic fumes, spare knives, and an almost 
palpable sense of relief from the patrons within.

Flynn took out a small bag of coins and tossed 
them onto the bar. “Drinks are on the house, 
gentlemen.” When he turned to go, he noted 
that nobody had left the corner just yet. Flynn 
chuckled to himself.

Bola saw his expression. “What?”
Flynn clapped her on the shoulder like he 

would one of the others. “I was just reflecting 
that I’m very glad you’re on our side. Let’s go visit 
the harbormaster.”

#

Flynn and Bola waited in the shadows on the 
dock until a shy young man was escorted by his 
captain up the stairs to visit the harbormaster. 
Flynn gave them five minutes and then beckoned 
a more sober—and therefore more surly—Bola 
to join him. 

They ascended the steps to the harbormas-
ter’s office in time to hear the harbormaster say, 
“I don’t care what you think, if you want a good 
pilot, Eggplant here is as good as we get around 
here.”

The captain retorted, “Well, that’s not saying 
much!”

“He just wants to pilot. Piloting is what he’s 
good at,” mumbled the young man Eggplant to 

the room at large.
Flynn hopped up on the landing. “Yar, what 

have we here?”
The greasy harbormaster was wearing the 

same captain’s jacket and jaded expression as 
the last time Flynn had visited months earlier. 
“Captain...Flynn, was it? We still don’t have what 
yar lookin’ for.”

Flynn stood before the young man and put his 
hands on the pilot’s shoulders. “If you don’t have 
the pilot we requested, we’ll just take Eggplant, 
here.”

“You can have him!” shouted the other 
captain.

“He just wants to pilot,” said Eggplant to 
himself.

“What eggplant?” said Bola, coming up from 
behind, looking around in confusion.

“Yar cain’t have him!” thundered the harbor-
master.

“Have Eggplant,” said Eggplant.
“Have who?” said Bola, perplexed.
The greasy harbormaster lurched out of his 

chair and pointed his finger. He opened his mouth 
and closed it again as he stared down the shim-
mering expanse of the shiniest blade he’d had 
pointed in his face all day, the light from all the 
windows reflecting off it and casting weird reflec-
tions to walk up and down the walls like ghosts.

“Sit,” said Bola, looking at the harbormaster 
for the first time. “If Captain Flynn here wants 
eggplant, he gets eggplant.”

“He gets Eggplant,” agreed Eggplant under his 
breath, smiling to himself.

For his part, Flynn was pleased with Bola’s 
comprehension right up until she said, “...even if 
he’s willing to settle for this slowboy here, instead.” 
Flynn rolled his eyes and then leaned back against 
the nearest window, his arms crossed. “Harbor-
master, say ‘He’s yours.’”

“Don’t want to,” said the harbormaster, 
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trembling. “He needs to go with Captain Thein, 
here.”

“Don’t want to,” mumbled Eggplant.
“Let them take him,” asserted the good captain, 

“and I’ll take a real pilot.”
“...take a real pilot,” said Eggplant, looking up 

shyly at Flynn.
Flynn leaned forward and clapped Bola on the 

shoulder. “‘He’s yours.’ Have him say that.” He 
leaned back, grinning.

The harbormaster started to rise again and 
steel flashed in the room. The harbormaster 
found himself flung back into his chair, Bola’s 
knife pinning his trousers to the chair.

“He’s yars, he’s yars!” blurted the harbormas-
ter.

“Close enough,” exulted Bola, and plucked the 
knife from the chair, grabbed Eggplant by the 
forearm, and pulled him willingly from the office.

Flynn saluted the other captain and turned 
to the harbormaster. “I guess you had what 
we needed after all. Yar.” He bowed to those 
assembled and followed down the stairs after his 
new pilot.

Today
Today was a big day. The academy was planning 

their graduation ceremonies, a big day for both 
Deena and Pitt.

More importantly than that, however, was 
the message Flynn received from Chain.

The ship was nearly ready.
And so, to celebrate all the cheerful festivities, 

the weather clouded up and let loose.
A steady rain pounded the tavern where Flynn, 

Bola, Karver Humble, and Eggplant were eating. 
Everything else had been done, and there was 
nothing else to do but be ready to move and enjoy 
the last few hours of liberty before springing into 
possibly dubious action.

Chain sent a runner with a parchment to 

Flynn. 
Flynn tipped the runner and held up the 

parchment to his little crew. “If this is what I think 
it is, this may be the notification that we’ve been 
waiting for.”

He tore it open and read it aloud. “‘The ship 
is done. Bloodhound sniffing around. Assemble 
your crew immediately.’” Flynn looked around at 
his crew. “You heard the man. Let’s get over there 
and take her out.”

“Even in this rain?”
“Especially in this rain. Nobody would expect 

anything so daring. You all head over to the dock 
and board the ship. Make ready to cast off as 
soon as I get back.”

Bola said, “Where are you going, Flynn?”
Flynn fixed his hat on head to protect himself 

somewhat from the rain. “I’m going to get our 
First Mate.”

“Who is that?”
“Mr. Pitt himself.”
“Isn’t he set to graduate today?”
“He is, indeed.”
“And you’re not going to let that stop you, are 

you?”
“Are you jesting?” Flynn pulled his hat down 

and ran out into the rain. The others were pulling 
on coats and settling their tabs when the door 
flew open. They looked up to see a squad of navy 
police walk into the room, swords drawn.

Bola drew her sword and ran to the front of the 
crew at the same time Eggplant was running to 
the back of those assembled. She was preparing 
to take them all on when cooler heads prevailed. 

Karver Humble touched her arm and hissed 
into her ear. “Stand down, Bola. There are too 
many and this space is too small. You don’t do 
Flynn any good punctured.”

A wig-wearing officer strode into the room and 
took up a position at the front of the line. “If you 
will be so good as to be seated again. You won’t 
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be going anywhere for some time, I’m afraid.” 
He looked at Bola. “I will allow you to keep your 
blade if you sheathe it at this moment. Otherwise, 
I shall have it removed from your person and you 
shall be whipped for your impertinence.”

She growled but relented to Karver’s pressure 
on her arm. She angrily sheathed her sword and 
flounced down into the nearest chair.

“That’s better,” said the lieutenant. “Best get 
comfortable—we’re going to be here until we 
receive the all-clear.”

Tonight
Flynn was known well enough at the gate that 

all he had to do was inform the guard that he was 
expected at the graduation ceremony and they 
gave him passage through. He reflected that a 
high profile had its uses for both ill and good and 
hurried along through the downpour.

He arrived at the great hall and stalked under 
the curving arches without taking time to shake 
himself off. He carried his hat in one hand and 
the parchment in his other.

When he got to the amphitheater, he noticed 
that Deena and Pitt were in line together and 
about to ascend the steps to the stage. Flynn 
walked through the door and stood there in the 
middle of the aisle. The light from the golden 
globes illuminated his legs but obscured his 
face in shadow. The light clearly shown the tri-
corned captain’s hat he carried in one hand and 
weathered parchment in the other, both dripping 
wet.

The commodore spoke the name of a cadet 
and he stepped forward to salute, receive his pin, 
and accept an ornate rolled parchment of gradu-
ation and commission. 

Between cadets, Flynn whistled, low but 
piercing.

All eyes turned back to him. Flynn spotted 
Clarissa MacDougal in the crowd, and his heart 

stuck in his throat. He executed a dashing half-bow 
in her direction, and then turned to see Pitt on 
the steps approaching the stage. Deena had her 
hair up for the occasion, and Pitt wore the sash 
and medals he’d been awarded from the defense 
of the peninsula the year before.

The commodore spoke from the podium. 
“What is the meaning of this interruption?”

His face still shadowed, Flynn spoke up so 
all could hear. “I apologize for the interrup-
tion, Commodore. Couldn’t be helped. I am on 
a stringent time schedule. I have come here to 
retrieve my First Officer.”

The commodore put his hand over his eyes 
to shade them. He squinted, trying to see better. 
“Who are you?”

“Come now, Commodore. I think you know.” 
He bent forward and executed a full, deep bow, 
his face briefly visible in the light. “Captain Cooper 
Flynn, Privateer, at your service.”

A gasp went through the room.
“You have a nerve...!”
Flynn straightened and held out his hand in 

placation. “Please accept my apology. I did not 
come to disrupt your ceremony, however, my 
timetable is now out of my hands, and I must 
respond quickly or risk losing my ship. As I said, I 
am only here for one thing, my First Officer.”

Flynn turned to Pitt and Deena. “I need a First 
Officer, but I cannot wait even another moment. 
You have my word that I did not plan the timing 
of this, but the simple truth is that if we’re going 
to go to sea, we must leave immediately. Mr. Pitt, 
this is your moment of truth.”

Pitt’s eyes lit up with a savage joy, an expres-
sion that almost immediately became stricken 
when Deena’s hands grasped his forearm.

“No...” she whispered. “NO!”
The commodore spoke to Pitt from the stage. 

“Lieutenant! Think of the Reach. Think of your 
family, your reputation. You would be the first of 
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your line to graduate from the Academy. Think of 
what finishing and accepting your commission 
would mean to your home islands!”

Deena laid her other hand on his arm. She 
struggled to keep her voice low, professional. “I 
love you, Pitt. I need you. I need you to accept 
your commission, now. Do what you know is right. 
Right?”

“What is right...” he said, thinking, repeating 
after her.

Pitt looked at the Commodore and then Deena. 
He looked at Flynn. He leaned down and kissed 
Deena on her cheek, and then straightened his 
back and saluted the commodore. Then he laid 
his hand on hers and carefully broke her grasp. 

Deena shrieked and started sobbing. “No! 
No!” 

He reached over his head and removed his 
sash. The hall was silent except for her sobbing 
and the sound of his medals jingling as he started 
to remove his uniform jacket collar. 

Deena pulled on his arm. “Pitt, no! I am your 
wife!”

He looked at her sadly. “Since time began, 
sailors and their wives have learned to deal with 
spending time apart—it is part of life at sea. I 
thought it would be different for us. It never is.”

The commodore gritted his teeth from the 
podium. “Lieutenant Pitt, if you remove that 
uniform, your career will be lost to you forever. 
If you...”

Pitt, fumbling at the buttons, stopped, and 
pointed at the Commodore. “Commodore, you 
do not command me. I follow whom I will. I am a 
Reacher. I am a free man! I came here of my own 
free will, and I leave here the same way!” 

Pitt grasped the lapels of his uniform with his 
great hands and pulled. His back arched, his great 
chest heaving mightily. The manifold gold uniform 
buttons popped off, crackling like musket fire out 
into the crowd. The back of the coat split from 
top to bottom. He shrugged out of the remnants 

of the heavy coat and laid it down on top of his 
sash. He stood there in his white undershirt and 
took a huge breath of fresh air.

He turned to Deena and placed his hand over 
hers. “I love you, but your path is here. If you 
ever need anything and I can come to you, I will. 
Otherwise, I sail a different course. You mean the 
world to me. I’m sorry.”

He leaned down and kissed her cheek and she 
laid her hand on the side of his face.

“Pitt...”
“Goodbye,” he said. 
He bent down, put one hand on the stage, and 

dropped lightly down into the central aisle. The 
ceremonial honor guard sprang into action and 
crossed their lances in front of him.

Pitt held up and crossed his arms over his 
massive chest, glaring down at them. 

The commodore shouted down from the stage, 
“Belay that! Stand down. Let him pass.”

They nimbly—one might say ‘gratefully’—
withdrew their lances and returned back to 
attention. Pitt stalked up the aisle between 
them and approached Flynn. “We sail a different 
course,” Flynn repeated to his friend, and then 
stepped out of the way to allow Pitt passage. Pitt 
passed out of the hall.

Flynn turned and executed a jaunty salute to 
those assembled, and then followed his friend 
out of the hall. 

The only sound remaining behind them was 
the sound of Deena weeping alone.

Out in the alcove facing the courtyard, Flynn 
passed over a large leather coat in Mr. Pitt’s size. 

“Sorry about the rotten timing,” said Flynn. 
“This is the auditor’s doing, not mine. You have 
my word on it.”

Pitt shrugged. “It is what it is.”
Flynn nodded. “You ready?”

“This time, I know what I am doing, and choose 
this of my own free will. I will follow you to Hell 
if need be.”



Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                          Issue 24, June 15, 2007

Serial: The Adventures of the Sky Pirate, Assembling The Crew, by Johne Cook Pg. 37

Flynn chuckled. “Let’s start with Port Town 
first, shall we?” He ran out into the driving rain. 
Pitt cocked his head as if he wanted to look 
behind him, but he stopped himself. He drew in 
a deep breath, and followed Flynn out into the 
elements.

#

The rain lessened as they trotted through the 
grounds, and subsided entirely by the time they 
got to the gate. The moon was breaking through 
as they approached the dock.

“Wait ‘til you see her,” Flynn was saying. “She’s 
a slimmed down Sloop-of-war, ten guns, galley-
rigged. She’ll do fifteen knots in the sea, and 
that’s just scratching the surface.” Flynn stopped 
at a gate. “You sure you’re ready?”

Pitt nodded eagerly, his eyes lively.
Flynn pushed against the door and revealed 

the bay and the dock beyond. He waved his arm 
dramatically and stepped out of the way to let 
Pitt go through first.

“I don’t see it,” Pitt said.
Flynn’s face fell. “What?” He pushed through 

the gate in the expanding moonlight and the 
clearing sky. He saw an empty dock and no 
crewmen. “No. No no no no...”

“Cooper, is that you?” Chain stepped out of 
the shadows, followed by the rest of the crew.”

Flynn rushed over. “Chain! What happened 
here?”

Bola was a little slow on the up-take. “I’m 
missing something. Where’s the flappin’ ship?”

Chain said, “The auditor was here with an 
armed guard. Remember the rain we were going 
to use as cover to make our departure in stealth? 
Somebody had the same thought. The ship is 
gone.”

Flynn looked around at the crew. “What 
happened to you lot?”

Bola looked fit to kill somebody. “They 
ambushed us! We never left the tavern.”

Chain said, “There’s more. Welston left a note. 
‘You can run from the Frugal Bloodhound, but you 
cannot hide. Thank you for the retrofit.’”

Flynn took off his hat and slapped it against 
his leg. “I knew I should have fed him to the daf 
fish. Do we have any idea where she’s gone?”

“The nearest berth is just up the coast at Bitten 
Bay. I assume they’ll have her there to outfit and 
return to the main Navy port at Haddirron City.”

Flynn said, “Do you think they know what she 
does?”

“Oh, yes,” said Chain. If they have her, they 
know what her special characteristics are by 
now, assuming they haven’t overheated her and 
dropped her back into the sea. If they keep her 
low, she’ll be fine.”

“Fine,” repeated Eggplant from the shadows.
Bola spoke up. “Coop, they stole our 

boat—what are we going to do now?”
“Ship,” Flynn correctly, absently. 
He paced back and forth, thinking. Then his 

eyes lit up and he nodded his head. Mr. Pitt cocked 
his head in question, and Flynn smiled mischie-
vously. He looked around at the assembled crew 
and nodded to himself. 

Flynn bounded up on the wood railing and 
grabbed a rope. He spun around and faced his 
crew, the moonlight on his face, his wild black hair 
blowing in the cool, brisk wind. A moon shadow 
flitted across his face. 

“There’s only one thing to do. We’re going to 
steal her right back!”

 

End of Season One
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Stay  tuned  next month  for  Issue  26  and  the 
beginning of a new season of The Adventures of 
the Sky Pirate.

With  the  crew assembled,  all  they need  is  a 
ship—their  ship.  The  adventure  they  find  will 
shake nations and create heroes. It will also start 
them down a path that can only end in rebellion. 
But rebellion against whom, and at what price?

Johne Cook

Johne  Cook  is  a  Technical  Writer  and  a 
long-time space opera fan.

Johne  is  an Overlord  of Ray Gun Revival 
magazine.
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The Story so Far: Three years ago, Takeda Croster 
woke up in the city of Greendome on the colony 
world  of  Belar  with  no  memories,  no  connec-
tions, and no possessions aside from the clothes 
he was wearing and an Imperial citizenship card 
with his name on it. He worked at the Silver Sun 
Casino, ignored by most, until one night when he 
began to manifest superhuman powers in a fight 
against two corrupt cops: enhanced senses, great 
strength,  lightning-fast  reactions.  He  seriously 
injured both cops. Strange dreams and a feeling 
of great exhaustion followed the encounter.

Takeda  now  travels  with  the  Lithrallian  hunter 
Zartsi,  who  saved  his  life  after  he  fled  into  the 
jungles of Belar, and the Vitai Rover Esheera Nii, 
who  granted  them  passage  for  nothing  more 
than a little money and their life stories.

Now,  stranded  in  the bleak deserts of Nihil,  the 
three must  trek  across  the  wasteland  to  Nihil’s 
sole  colony  town.  Arrayed  against  them  are 
heat,  thirst,  exhaustion,  and  the  fierce  beasts 
that  inhabit the desert, with Brian Vass and the 
assassin Lashiir still in pursuit...

Dunes stretched to a flat horizon on every 
point of the compass. Takeda blinked his 

eyes. They were simultaneously dry and gummy, 
hard to keep open for more than a second at a 
time. He coughed, and a jolt of pain raced through 
his skull. The coughs kept coming, uncontrollable, 
and he bent forward while they wracked his 
throat and chest. His head throbbed every time, 
like an accompanying beat.

They had spent the day rolled up in blankets 
covered in sand, both camouflaging them amidst 
the sand and keeping their moisture against their 
body where it could cool them. But it had been 
hell. Takeda had slept sometimes, but most of 
it had been just lying awake, eyes shut from the 
sun’s red glare, half-delirious with heat and thirst. 
A thousand insane dreams had floated through 
his head. He had forgotten, for a little while, who 
he was, where he was, who he was with.

Familiar images had walked through his mind 
among a thousand other things: a landscape of 
shadow and flame, yellow eyes with no irises—
only pupils, blades, and saws, even when he 
wasn’t completely asleep. Or maybe he had slept 
through the whole day, and his vague memories 
of waking, of seeing Zartsi and Esheera beside 
him and the burning orb of the sun overhead had 
been dreams themselves.

Maybe he had been dreaming since that last 
night he remembering falling asleep in his room 
at the Silver Sun Casino. But no—the possibility 
of waking from this nightmare, this hell, was too 
good to be true.

He turned and watched the sun sink towards 
the horizon through eyes clogged with sand and 
sweat. He was lost. He had been lost for his entire 
life. Even the Silver Sun hadn’t been a home to 
him—not really. His place in it, in Greendome 
society, had been artificial. No family, no past, no 
future.

Zartsi was awake and had crawled up out of 
the sand. Flecks of quartz glistened in the cracks 
of his leather armor, and his pure blue eyes 
shone as he faced the sun, setting beyond the 

Memory Wipe 
Chapter 12: Ghost Town 
 by Sean T. M. Stiennon
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mountains. The wound on one eye had begun to 
heal. Takeda watched his friend for a moment. In 
a way, he still couldn’t be certain he could trust 
Zartsi. He didn’t know where the Lithrallian had 
come from, or what drove him.

But Zartsi had put his life down for Takeda’s 
more than once, and never asked for anything in 
return. And Esheera had told him that he could 
trust the Lithrallian. She had heard his story. She 
knew his past. Esheera...she had also saved him. 
In a way she had lost everything for his sake. The 
Ixlu Seer had been her life.

Takeda’s eyes went to her, still asleep, her 
nostrils widening as air sighed in and out of 
them. She looked oddly vulnerable, even with 
her hotchoker well within reach. Sand filled the 
braided locks of her hair. He could see the single 
black bead on each strand, in remembrance of 
her husband Jaggo.

An odd peace filled Takeda’s heart. Zartsi and 
Esheera. Lithrallian and Vitai.

Zartsi turned to face him. “Any sleep, 
Takeda?”

He grimaced, and his words came out as a 
croak. “I can hardly tell.”

A cool wind stirred the sand. Night was coming. 
“You want to wake Rover, or I?”

Takeda got up, pushing away sand. He had 
learned a few things about ignoring pain in a 
relatively short span of time. Now, he was able 
to stand, get to his feet, and cover the distance 
to Esheera without wincing. Bending down made 
him scrunch his eyes slightly.

He gripped her shoulder and shook her gently. 
She mumbled something in a Vitai tongue. Takeda 
shook harder, and she bared her teeth in sleep. “I 
have a knife, you bastard.”

He stepped back quickly. For an instant he 
could see individual grains of sand and smell 
Zartsi’s sweat. He stood quietly for thirty seconds, 
watching Esheera, before she yawned loudly 
and opened her eyes. “Morning Tak,” she said, 

crawling out from under the sand. “Or evening, I 
should say.”

Zartsi laughed softly. “Good dreams, Rover?”
She stretched, loosening her joints. “Can’t 

say they were. That last one was interesting, 
though.”

She wiped sand off her hotchoker and ran 
through a quick cleaning, using nothing but a piece 
of cloth which she kept stained with oil. She had 
obviously done it hundreds, maybe thousands, of 
times in her life. Fuselage, tank connecters, barrel, 
and a dozen other parts and mechanisms Takeda 
hadn’t picked up the names for. Keeping it clean 
in this desert was a constant battle. Zartsi fought 
a similar one with his rifle.

She slung it in its holster and stood for a 
moment, looking at the sun. “Another full night,” 
she said. “Good.”

“Clordite flew over,” Zartsi said. “To the 
north.”

Esheera’s nostrils flared. “When?”
“After noon.”
She snorted and drank water. “Let’s get 

moving.”

#

The stars wheeled overhead as they walked. 
Takeda dropped a couple empty containers of 
water, and was simultaneously relieved his load 
had been reduced and afraid all of them would go 
dry before they escaped the desert. The sand felt 
slick and unyielding through his shoes, and the 
sand filling them rasped against his feet. He had 
no time and energy to shake them out and, if he 
tried, they would only fill up again. He sweated, 
thirsted, groaned at the aches in his limbs. But he 
refused to complain. If anything, the others were 
in more pain than he was—Esheera had changed 
the bandage on her shoulder recently, and Zartsi 
obviously had injuries he hadn’t mentioned, 
along with the ones Lashiir had given him weeks 
ago, on Freedan.
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An hour into their trek, Esheera began to 
hum. It was a soft sound, and for a minute Takeda 
confused it with the wind gently sighing across 
the dunes. Her volume increased as they went 
on. Takeda recognized it as a variation of one of 
the songs she had strummed out on her wingwire. 
Her humming didn’t do the song justice, but the 
sound comforted Takeda, made the pain a little 
easier to bear.

When the song was over, she fell silent again, 
and five minutes passed before Zartsi took a 
long swallow of water, inhaled, and began to 
sing. Takeda had never heard him before, and 
the voice surprised him—it climbed to high, 
almost mournful heights and sank to depths that 
echoed and rang with passion. The words were 
Lithrallian, full of slippery consonants and edged 
vowels, each one seeming to blend into the next. 
Zartsi’s voice cracked—Takeda knew how dry his 
throat was—but he sang on. If he had to guess, 
he would have said that it was a song of war. It 
had a refrain that sounded as if it was meant to 
be accompanied by rolling drums.

For a few minutes, at least, the song gave 
Takeda strength to go on, to keep lifting his feet 
from the cool sand and putting them down 
again.

“You aren’t bad,” Esheera said. “Voice 
training?”

Takeda saw Zartsi flick his tail, even though 
Esheera wasn’t watching him. “Little,” he said. 

“Long ago.”
She nodded. “My father taught me how to 

sing. He was one of the best on our ship. Knew 
some songs other clans had forgotten when their 
great-grandfathers were sucking milk.”

When Zartsi went for a minute without 
replying, she glanced back over her shoulder and 
asked, “That was ‘Sunblade in the Dire Pit,’ wasn’t 
it?”

Zartsi hissed with a hint of anger. “How does 
Rover know?”

Takeda could almost hear her smile. “My 
father taught me to sing a little Gold Lithrallic, 
and he played me some songs. That was one of 
them. I’ve never heard the story, though.”

“Is long,” Zartsi said. “I don’t remember all.”
“Of course,” Esheera answered.
Another short period passed. Takeda shivered 

underneath his wrapped clothing. Wind and sand 
grew increasingly cold as the sun continued its 
journey across the planet’s other side.

“Tak,” she called. “Can you sing us 
something?”

His tongue still hurt from where he had bitten 
it open during their descent into Nihil’s atmo-
sphere. He rolled it against his teeth and felt the 
cut flare up again.

“I don’t really know any songs,” he said.
“Just hum us a tune. That shouldn’t hurt your 

tongue too badly.”
He was surprised she had remembered—he 

had tried not to complain about it.
Takeda thought about what had played over 

the casino’s loudspeakers when he had been 
making his rounds, talking to Sherri, or whatever. 
It had mostly just been recycled pop, purchased 
on the cheap years after it had fallen out of popu-
larity in the wider Empire. He hadn’t liked most 
of it.

He called to mind one that had a catchy 
sound to it and began to hum. It felt strange. The 
landscape around him was as harsh and cold 
as ever. Pain racked every muscle and his head 
swam. Thinking strained him. But he could think 
enough to follow the tune.

They continued on across the barren sands.

#

Cracks of scarlet light broke through the black 
sky as dawn came. Takeda’s head throbbed in 
time to his heart, and his throat seemed to have 
reached the point where no amount of water 
would dampen it. In a way, he was relieved to 
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see Nihil’s blood-red sun approaching. At least it 
meant he could lie down, stop moving, rest his 
scorched muscles, stop his legs moving up and 
down, let the weight slide off his back.

For some time they had been walking through 
a region with more plants than the others, their 
dark, leathery leaves uncoiled across the sand. 
Takeda had mostly just felt his boots crunch on 
them before returning to sand. Sometimes he 
had caught a glimpse of something moving in the 
dark—herbivores the size of small pigs, probably 
nibbling on the plants. They always fled from the 
three weary humanoids, and Takeda couldn’t 
get a good look at them in the darkness. Now 
the pre-dawn light revealed plants on every side, 
some with radii on par with his height.

Zartsi was walking in front. That fact saved 
their lives.

Takeda almost ran Esheera down and looked 
up to see Zartsi standing still, one hand held up 
silence, his head cocked slightly to one side as if 
he was listening intently to something. Takeda 
stepped around Esheera and saw that Zartsi’s 
gaze was slowly moving across the sand at his 
feet.

The Lithrallian unslung his rifle and checked 
the breech, making sure it was loaded. The slide 
snapped forward. He took a step backwards. 
Esheera opened her mouth and started to speak. 
Takeda stepped forward.

Then the sand exploded. Takeda felt a wave 
of hot grains smash into his face, rasping against 
his exposed skin and shoving him down. He cried 
out and reeled backwards, crushed beneath the 
sand and pulled down by the weight of his pack. 
Senses flashed into hyperactivity. He smelled 
sand and felt every grain. He smelled something 
else, too, and heard ponderous movement.

Even as he fell he threw his arms back behind 
him, felt warm sand, and pushed off, hurling 
himself into a flip, pack and all. His gun was 
holstered on his right side. He sent his left hand 

down for it while his right supported his weight 
on a dune that hadn’t been there seconds ago. 
Sand burned in his eyes. He heard something 
crash into the sand, sending shock waves through 
it. The steel of the gun was warm in his hand.

Through burning grit he saw Zartsi push 
Esheera to the ground, snap his rifle up to his 
shoulder, and fire a shot that roared loud in 
Takeda’s ears. He chambered another round with 
a motion almost too fast even for Takeda’s sight.

Takeda saw a lump of darkness vanish into the 
sand only feet away from his boots. It went down 
with a sucking sound of flesh pulling against sand. 
Zartsi fired again, and his bullet drew a spurt of 
fluid from it before the beast vanished. Leathery 
plates over dark hide.

“Takeda!” Zartsi roared. “Where?”
He chambered a round. Zartsi knew that he 

could hear its great body moving underneath 
the desert surface. It was moving away to the 
southwest, fast, making a wide loop. He listened 
carefully, waiting for it to turn.

Esheera scrambled to her feet, shaking brown 
sand from her hair and wingflaps. She shrugged 
off her pack, tugged her hotchoker out of its 
holster, and hooked up the fuel tank. “What in 
the Hot Nothing was that?” she hissed.

“Dust worm,” Takeda answered. It had begun 
to loop back. “It can go for months without food 
and gets a lot of its nutrients from the sand, but 
it does need meat eventually.”

Takeda saw a series of ripples in the sand as 
it moved. He pointed with the barrel of his pistol 
and Zartsi aimed his rifle, tracking it. The thing 
was moving at least thirty miles an hour, forty 
feet or more below the dunes. Takeda could hear 
it, smell it, even feel it in the sand beneath his 
shoes.

It drove straight at them. Zartsi brought his 
rifle up to his shoulder. The barrel didn’t waver 
a millimeter and his body was as still as if it had 
been hacked out of marble. The ripple of the dust 
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worm came ever closer. Takeda knew Zartsi could 
see it, but he shouted, “Sixty feet under ground. 
Starting to rise.”

“Where come up?” Zartsi growled.
“Five feet in front of you!”
He smelled Esheera twenty feet away, heard 

her breath coming fast through her nostrils. The 
scent of her hotchoker’s fuel was sharp and oddly 
sweet, and the weapon’s ignition flame scorched 
the dry air. The dust worm began to angle up, its 
leathery plates pumping through compacted sand. 
Takeda chambered a round. He knew from his 
reading that the thing had rigid plates all around 
its head and neck, for protection against both its 
prey and the sands and rocks of Nihil. A spine the 
size of a cavalry saber sprouted from the end of 
its body for combat against Walking Evils, with a 
point capable of penetrating their armor.

“Now!” Takeda shouted, a moment before the 
mass of armor and flesh erupted.

Without his enhanced vision, he would have 
had difficulty tracking Zartsi’s movements. The 
instant he shouted—no, a moment before—
Zartsi went into a sideways leap to one side, 
his rifle tracking up. He pulled the trigger, and 
Takeda fired a moment afterwards. Two cracks 
split the desert air. The worm surged a millimeter 
past Zartsi. Blood splashed out as his rifle bullet 
punched through its armor and into the coils of 
muscle underneath. The thing had no eyes, just 
a mass of black armor. A brass casing gleamed as 
Zartsi ejected it. The thing’s head hit the sand in 
a spray of grit.

Zartsi moved like an electric arc. His rifle fell 
and his daggers appeared in his hands, gleaming 
in the faint red light of Nihil’s dawn. He flung 
himself into the air as Takeda discharged another 
round into the worm’s arcing bulk. Zartsi’s blur 
of cloak, blade, and scale passed across the 
worm’s back and landed on the opposite side. 
Blood poured out, adding to the complex scents 
assailing Takeda’s hypersensitive nostrils. Zartsi’s 

daggers were wet. He had sliced the worm open 
in two places.

The two deep slashes he had made across its 
body vanished into the sand almost immediately, 
but Takeda heard the worm stir as it plunged 
into the desert—sand had entered the wounds, 
grinding into exposed flesh and likely tearing 
the cuts open wider. Takeda felt the worm buck 
in agony beneath the sand. Zartsi maintained 
a tense stance, like a tiger preparing to leap. 

“Where?” he asked. 
The worm’s path was chaotic, nearly impos-

sible to predict. Takeda strained every sense. 
He felt the sand quiver faintly, smelled traces of 
blood, saw tiny ripples. The thing writhed with 
pain—he guessed it was about sixty feet down.

No, less. And less still. “There!” he shouted, 
pointing to the ground at Zartsi’s feet.

The Lithrallian backpedaled across the sand 
faster than Takeda would have thought possi-
ble—sand sprayed from his boots. For one or 
two seconds, Takeda’s ears told him nothing—he 
could hear leathery flesh grinding against sand, 
but could no longer plot the sound’s location. He 
kept his gun pointed at the sand.

It erupted six feet to Zartsi’s side, knocking the 
Lithrallian down in a wave of sand. Takeda fired 
into the dark column of flesh, and saw his bullets 
enter cleanly, tearing holes in it. The worm’s bulk 
arced into the air and then collapsed—it crashed 
down onto the sand like a fallen pillar, launching 
twin gouts of sand into the dry air. Zartsi clawed 
his way up; his ivory daggers still clutched his 
hands. The worm rolled towards him while its 
hindquarters continued to emerge. Takeda saw 
the wound Zartsi had given it earlier. The sand 
had torn two narrow slashes into a gaping sheet of 
bloody flesh. He fired into it. The worm bucked.

Zartsi found enough traction on the freshly 
disturbed sand to launch himself onto the worm’s 
body, his daggers moving in glistening arcs. He 
slashed once, twice, three times in the space of 
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a second. Blood stained the edges of his blades. 
The worm heaved, throwing the Lithrallian off. 
Takeda fired twice.

Then he noticed its tail end rolling towards 
him, making the sand under his feet shake. He 
emptied his clip into it with little effect. He threw 
the pistol into its holster, bent his legs, and 
launched himself into the air, hitting leathery 
flesh hard and managed to hook his hands up 
and around its bulk. He scrambled up, using all 
of his strength to dig his fingers in. The worm was 
heavy enough to mash him into pulp.

Takeda felt energy flow through his body. 
He directed it without thinking as the worm 
continued to roll, and he scrambled up its bulk. 
Bolts of blue energy crackled out from his hands 
and into the thing’s leathery hide. The stench of 
cooked flesh overwhelmed him and flesh splat-
tered his face and shirt as his hands blasted open 
a pair of gaping, scorched holes. Takeda threw 
himself into a final lunge that carried him onto 
the disturbed sand on the worm’s opposite side. 
It rasped against his face as he hit. He rolled over 
and leapt to his feet. He grabbed a magazine in 
one hand and his pistol in the other, ejected the 
old one, and slapped the new one in its place. He 
chambered around and brought the barrel up in 
an instant. His palms were sore.

Wind rushed through his hair, and only his 
enhanced reflexes saved him from decapitation. 
The worm’s sword-like spine whooshed over him 
as he ducked. He jogged backwards, emptying 
the clip into its tail. Blood and scraps of flesh 
dropped to the sand. The worm thrashed as if a 
giant hand were clutching its head and whipping 
it back and forth. Sand filled the air—he couldn’t 
see Zartsi and Esheera, and could only pray they 
hadn’t been crushing into bleeding pulp.

Then the worm’s movements slowed. Takeda 
saw its head turn towards him. Its circular mouth, 
edged with a rim of dark bone, sucked at the 
air, opening and shutting slowly. Within, Takeda 

saw rows of tooth-studded tentacles, all of them 
whipping back and forth. Their motion became 
less and less frantic as Takeda watched. One by 
one they went limp, flopped down to lie in a mass 
of dry flesh.

Takeda felt his hands shaking. His breath 
sounded suddenly distant as his enhanced 
hearing faded, and the grains of sand filling the 
air lost focus and became homogenous clouds. 
He still smelled blood and cooked meat. He 
lowered his gun, slowly, as the worm turned 
over for the last time. Takeda saw slashes from 
Zartsi’s blades stitched across its armored hide. 
The larger wound—where Zartsi had put his first 
cuts—had been replaced by a gaping cavern of 
scorched flesh, ragged and blackened around the 
edges. It looked like it went through most of the 
beast’s diameter.

“Tak?” Esheera’s voice came. “You all right?”
“Yeah,” he said, holstering his pistol. “I’m 

alive.”
She stepped over the far end of the worm’s 

tail. Sand covered her skin and clung to her hair. 
She carried her hotchoker in one hand, resting 
it against her shoulder. Zartsi bounded onto 
the worm’s carcass, his daggers back in their 
scabbards. Blood soaked his scales and leather 
armor. Takeda expected to see him grinning, but 
the Lithrallian’s expression was oddly somber. 
“No wounds, Takeda?”

He felt sore all over, but didn’t think the worm 
had hurt him. He shook his head. “You...killed 
it?”

Zartsi shook his head. “This kill goes to Rover,” 
he hissed, and Takeda heard a hint of anger in his 
tone.

He glanced at Esheera, the scorched crater in 
the worm’s flank, and back at her hotchoker. “You 
did that?”

She smiled. “That’s what this piece of junk 
is for,” she said, patting it almost lovingly. “I 
managed to get the nozzle into one of the cuts 
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and emptied a liter of fuel into the thing.”
Takeda couldn’t help but smile. He holstered 

his pistol and picked up the magazine he had 
tossed away, doing his best to shake the sand out 
of it. “Good,” he said. “Nice work.”

She shrugged. “The fire would have been 
deflected by the hide. I needed those cuts.” Her 
eyes flicked almost cautiously to Zartsi as she 
spoke.

The Lithrallian avoided her gaze, and Takeda 
noticed that his jaws were clenched. Esheera 
looked back behind her. “Did the packs get 
buried?” she asked.

Zartsi jerked his head to look over his shoulder. 
“Yes,” he growled. “No water.”

Takeda shook his head. “I think...I think I can 
smell them. We can dig them up.”

He walked past Esheera, stepping over the 
sword-like horn sprouting from the worm’s tail. 
He was able to focus his powers well enough that 
only his sense of smell was magnified, but the 
stench of cooked dust worm nearly overwhelmed 
him. The smell of plastic water bottles was faint, 
buried beneath sand and many stronger smells, 
including Zartsi, Esheera, and Takeda himself, 
but he found all three, one buried by a thin layer, 
the others by about two feet. He uncovered the 
first and marked the others with his shoe. Zartsi 
attacked one while Esheera helped Takeda with 
the other. When he smelled out Zartsi’s rifle, 
submerged under almost four feet, the Lithrallian 
went after it like a burrowing crab.

They ate and drank in silence. The water had 
been heated by sand and sun, but it was still 
delicious. He chewed the hard rations more reluc-
tantly and chased them down with more water. 
He reloaded his magazines from the packet of 
bullets he carried.

“Do we sleep here?” he asked.
Esheera nodded and started to speak when 

Zartsi interrupted her. “No,” he hissed, pointing.
Takeda followed the line made by his finger. Far 

out on the dunes, almost at the spot where the 
horizon curved downwards, he saw an elongated 
speck of darkness framed against the pale red of 
the Nihil dawn. He squinted. “A man?”

“No,” Zartsi said. “Evil.”
Takeda stared at him. One of Lashiir’s assassins? 

No, he realized. A Walking Evil, sleeping through 
the heat of the day. What else would stand erect 
on Nihil’s surface, this far out from the colony 
and alone? A shudder ran through him.

“Can we kill it before it wakes up?” he asked.
“I don’t want to risk it,” Esheera said, her ears 

drooping. “If we don’t kill it right away, it’ll wake 
up, and...I don’t think we’ve got the strength left 
to take down one of those.”

“Agreed,” Zartsi said. “We should move.”
“Walk?” Takeda gasped.
Zartsi nodded. “All through day, to get 

distance.”
Esheera stood up, throwing her pack over her 

shoulders. Water sloshed in the bottles, and she 
grunted, weary. “Just pray the Evil is content with 
this sandworm carcass. We’re already dead if 
they don’t scavenge.”

Takeda groaned again. His knees felt like 
they would shatter. But he picked up his pack, 
using both hands, and maneuvered it onto his 
shoulders. It seemed to have gained weight since 
the dust worm had attacked. But he knew that, on 
a research survey, an Evil had been seen moving 
at speeds twice as fast as any human runner, 
chasing down prey. They couldn’t outrun it, and 
he doubted they could kill it.

That, and if Esheera and Zartsi could go on 
without complaining, Takeda knew he could too.

“One thing first,” Zartsi hissed, drawing a 
dagger. “Kill was yours.”

Esheera shrugged, sloshing water. “Sure, I 
suppose so. You did more work.”

The Lithrallian knelt down next to the worm’s 
tail and neatly opened a two-foot gash starting 
from the base of the horn. Blood leaked out. 
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Zartsi sliced through the ligaments and muscle 
attaching the spike, then cut away all the muscle, 
flesh, and skin surrounding it. He pulled it out, 
still cutting away dangling veins, and threw it 
onto the sand. Then he chopped through its base 
in three quick motions, cutting it down to about 
three feet. He wiped his dagger on his shoulder-
plate and stood, picking up the spike.

“Your trophy,” he said. “For kill well-made.”
Esheera’s laugh came out as a dry croak. “Two 

things, Lithrallian: I’ve got enough on my back 
already, and I wouldn’t exactly have any place to 
stow it even if we did get out of this sandbox.”

Zartsi rested the spike against his shoulder. 
“Then I carry for you.”

The Rover apparently thought better of com-
plaining. “Sure,” she said. “Whatever makes you 
happy.”

Zartsi picked up his own pack and rifle, and 
the three set out across the desert. Takeda shot 
wary glances at the distant Evil until it passed 
beyond his horizon.

#

They didn’t stop until the molten orb of the 
sun had once again rolled over the horizon, and 
Takeda was on the ground, gasping and shivering, 
an instant after Esheera raised her arm and 
croaked the order. Zartsi shucked his pack a 
moment later, then rolled up in his cloak with his 
arms wrapped around his rifle, the worm spike 
laid on the sand inches from his face. Esheera 
laughed dryly. “No water, boys?”

Takeda was already well on his way to a deep 
sleep.

He woke some time later, sore all over his 
body, to the sound of Esheera singing softly under 
her breath, her ears and braided hair forming a 
distinctive silhouette against the stars of Nihil. 
He listened for a while, trying to fall back asleep, 
but he was painfully aware of the bitter cold all 
around him, of the hard sand beneath him. He 

sat up slowly, stifling a moan.
“Good rest, Tak?” Esheera asked, softly.
“Good enough,” he said. “How long has it 

been?”
“Four or five hours, I think. We’re still kicking, 

so I don’t think we need to sweat about the Evil.”
Takeda ran his fingers through his lengthening 

hair, feeling grains of sand. “Couldn’t you sleep?”
“I woke ten minutes ago. We should get 

moving again, soon—I don’t want to walk through 
another day. We’re still at least forty miles out 
from Hope’s End.”

“Aren’t there...outlying mines or anything?”
“There are, but I’m pretty sure they’re all north, 

and I don’t exactly have a map of their locations. 
Our best shot is the colony itself.”

Zartsi sat up suddenly, rifle still wrapped in his 
hands. He blinked once, winced and touched his 
cut eye, then said, “Two days?”

Esheera smiled. “Less, I’m hoping. We wake 
you?”

“Yes,” he said. “But no grudge.”
He pulled a greased rag out of a sealed pocket 

in his armor and ran through a quick cleaning of 
his rifle, wiping sand out of the breach and oiling 
the action. “I owe you apology, Rover,” he hissed, 
not taking his eyes off his gun.

“And what’s that?” Esheera asked.
“Today I hated you for taking worm. I was 

wrong. Kill was well made.”
She smiled. “Don’t sweat it. You’re the hunter 

here.”
Zartsi shook his head. “I remember...on 

Lithrall...when I was young, I hunted ratboar with 
brothers. Youngest—only ten years hatched—
made killing shot, and bragged many days. Once, 
three days after, he stood on balcony, fifty feet 
above garden...and I fought not to push. No 
servants around.”

Esheera chuckled dryly. “How old were you 
then?”

Zartsi had to think about it for a moment 



Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                          Issue 24, June 15, 2007

Serial: Memory Wipe, Ghost Town, by Sean T. M. Stiennon Pg. 47

before answering. “Nineteen years after hatch, 
twenty-two Terran years.”

“But you didn’t?”
“No,” he hissed. “But next time, I hunted 

alone.”
She glanced at the spike. “You still willing to 

carry that?”
He nodded. “Yes.”

“Then I’d be glad to hang it on the wall wherever 
I wind up. Give me something to remember you 
by. And you, Tak.”

Blood dribbled from her dry, cracked lips as her 
smile widened. Takeda felt some of his exhaustion 
ebb away. Zartsi’s smile displayed fangs stained 
by blood and grit.

“Good,” he said. “Now let’s walk.”
After a few mouthfuls of food and water, they 

stood and continued their trek towards Hope’s 
End. Only then did it occur to Takeda what he had 
once heard—Zartsi had kept servants on Lithrall? 
A fresh wave of curiosity struck him. Zartsi was...
at least in his mid-thirties, probably older. What 
sort of life had he lived back then?

Perhaps he was fated to never find an answer.

#

Two nights later, around midnight, Takeda 
saw light on the horizon, in stark contrast to the 
tar-black of Nihil’s night sky and the slightly lighter 
color of the rolling dunes.

“Ironic, isn’t it?” Esheera said, with a hiss of 
laughter. “My hope is just beginning.”

Takeda’s lips cracked when he tried to smile. 
The journey hadn’t gotten any easier as he had 
gone—it had only been worse, as his exhaus-
tion mounted, and the time since he had eaten 
a good meal lengthened. His face was burnt by 
the sun and abraded by blowing sand. They had 
been forced to cross another ridge of stone hills, 
and he had scraped his knees raw clambering 
over jagged rocks. His mouth was perpetually 
dry, worsening as their supply of water dwindled. 
Zartsi and Esheera weren’t any better off.

But they were alive. Just the thought of a 
roof to sleep under and a pillow under his head 
put fresh energy into Takeda’s stride. The three 
increased their pace just slightly, eating through 
the distance. Dry plants crunched underneath 
their feet. The colony remained far away, but the 
lights approached, bit by bit. If Takeda had any 
strength left to run, he would have sprinted every 
foot. He could only pray there would be someone 
manning the gate—now that sanctuary was 
so close, he recoiled from the idea of spending 
another night on the sand, huddled in his cloak 
against the cold wind.

“You have money, Rover?” Zartsi asked.
“Aye, hopefully enough to get some food if 

they’re not feeling hospitable,” she answered. 
“The food won’t be good, but it’ll be better than 
rations.”

Zartsi grunted. “Should have taken 
worm-meat.”

They crossed over a set of tracks for a train, 
meant to haul ore from some distant mine. Takeda 
could make out the general shape of the settle-
ment. Hope’s End was surrounded by a massive, 
sheer wall made from solid concrete. The lights 
he had seen were arranged along the top, sixty 
or seventy feet above the desert floor. Takeda 
searched in vain for human shapes in their glow. 
That made sense—there wasn’t anything to guard 
against except sandstorms and the occasional Evil 
or small predator. They probably had a custodian 
or two just to keep an eye on things, if even that.

The train tracks they had crossed ran into a 
steel gate. Only when he had come within a 
hundred feet did Takeda notice that the gate had 
been smashed open. He drew on the little strength 
he had left to enhance his vision, not believing 
his eyes. He stared at the twisted strome. As his 
eyes ran up over the walls, he saw what looked 
like burns—or bloodstains—in the pale glow of 
the lamps. Takeda groaned at the same instant as 
Esheera and Zartsi noticed something amiss.

“Is open?” Zartsi hissed, then answered his 
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own question. “No. Air smells...wrong.”
“Curse it all to the swirling shit of the Hot 

Nothing.” Esheera hissed.
The opening under the gate was about three 

feet high. They slipped under easily, still wearing 
their packs. Zartsi checked the breech of his rifle 
and Esheera put one hand on her hotchoker.

The train was still there, ten cars, three of them 
still piled with ore. But the loading dock had been 
torn apart. As they moved into it, they found no 
bodies, only scraps of clothing, an occasional hat, 
and smears of blood. Gleaming bullet casings 
littered the floor alongside shattered crates and 
broken plastic from the windows. Cheap furniture 
lay broken everywhere. They walked through the 
carnage in silence. Zartsi moved like a soldier, 
covering each dark passageway and abandoned 
room.

The colony had consisted of meticulously con-
structed streets of near identical concrete houses, 
broken up by the occasional company store and 
gargantuan refineries. Shock kept them on their 
legs as they wondered through it. The doors of 
houses were smashed in or torn off their hinges. 
Within they found everything destroyed, stained 
with blood. Sometimes there were bullet casings, 
weapons, firing pins, and shrapnel from grenades, 
and occasional pulser and flamethrower burns. 
Zartsi found a few splinters of bone and nothing 
more. Horrible smells filled the air, nauseating 
Takeda. Without Esheera’s prodding he wouldn’t 
even had taken a drink from the bottles they 
found. The water was cool and far sweeter than 
any he had tasted since Lashiir’s attack. He barely 
appreciated it.

Despair crushed him like a crate full of lead. 
This really was Hope’s End.

“What...happened here?” he asked as they 
entered one of the refineries. Zartsi switched on 
the lights, illuminating the cavernous space and 
its machinery.

“Slaughter,” Zartsi hissed, sweeping his rifle 

through the empty, silent building.
“Any idea who did it?” Esheera asked.
“Perhaps,” Zartsi answered, pointing to 

something lying on the refinery’s concrete floor.
The object was roughly melon-sized and 

colored a bright red. Takeda stared for several 
minutes before he realized what it was. He had 
seen scorpions before, in pictures and in holos, 
and he knew the shape of their venomous stinger. 
The object on the floor was similar except for 
being much, much larger. Zartsi rolled it with his 
foot, displaying a slender barb and a few scraps of 
flesh and chitin attached to one end of the thing.

“Walking Evils,” Zartsi hissed. “On Nihil, nothing 
wasted—not bones, not own dead. That why no 
bodies.”

He gently prodded the stinger with the barrel 
of his rifle. “Nothing here,” he said, “except 
death.”

Next month...Chapter 13: Evils of the Desert
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Sci-Fi news from the past two  
weeks in the Ray Gun Revival forums

RGR Date: June 01, 2007
Battlestar Galactica prepares for final season
http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=1135

LOS  ANGELES  (Hollywood  Reporter)  -  The  upcoming 
fourth season of Sci Fi Channel’s “Battlestar Galactica” 
will be its final one after all.

After months of speculation, the show’s producers are 
set to make the announcement at a press conference 
Friday.

Ending  “Battlestar”  with  the  upcoming  22-episode 
fourth season was a creative decision made by the hit 
show’s executive producers Ronald Moore and David 
Eick.

“This show was always meant  to have a beginning, a 
middle  and,  finally,  an  end,”  Eick  and Moore  said  in 
a  statement  Thursday.  “Over  the  course  of  the  last 
year,  the story and the characters have been moving 
strongly toward that end, and we’ve decided to listen 
to those internal voices and conclude the show on our 
own  terms. And while we know our  fans will  be  sad-
dened  to know  the end  is  coming,  they  should brace 
themselves for a wild ride getting there -- we’re going 
out with a bang.”

RGR Date: June 08, 2007
Wireless Electricity
http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=1154

The three-pin electrical plug could be history as scien-
tists have demonstrated a simple way to transmit elec-
tricity through the air.

The wireless electricity could mean a future of wireless 
gadgets.

Researchers  lit  a  60-watt  light  bulb  from  an  energy 
source seven feet away and they hope the system can 
be adapted to charge mobile phones, MP3 players, lap-
tops and other appliances.

RGR Date: June 14, 2007
Top ten most popular MMOs
http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=1175

The attention surrounding MMOs (massively multiplay-
er online worlds) has never been greater. But  it’s not 
just role playing games along for the ride; non-game, 
avatar-driven virtual communities are  just as popular, 
if not by more, and we’re not just talking Second Life 
here.

So in an effort to cut through the hype and glean some 
context, here are the most popular MMOs in terms of 
active users or subscribers, based on publicly available 
data. These titles may or may not be games, but the 
medium  has  expanded  far  beyond  Tolkienesque  fan-
tasy worlds. They all are Mac-friendly/Web-based with 
exception of Guild Wars.

RGR Date:  June 15, 2007
What is “The New Space Opera”
http://raygunrevival.com/Forum/viewtopic.php?t=1178

From Publishers Weekly:

The new space opera shares with the old the interstel-
lar sweep of events and exotic locales, but Dozois and 
Strahan’s all-original anthology shows how the genre’s 
purveyors have updated it, with rigorous science, well-
drawn characters and excellent writing. Many of  the 
18 stories play with the scope that characterizes classic 
space opera.

The  new  space  opera  teaches  us  that  despite  the  bi-
zarre turns humanity may take to conquer these outré 
settings, a recognizable core of humanity remains.
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