








THE SWARM

Junior had found the well buried under ten feet of sand. He cleared enough space to heave off the heavy
lid, and had the pleasure of the first gulp of fresh coolness. The party refilled their skins, sated their
mounts, and gorged themselves on the rough fare Hank, their cook, slopped out of a cast-iron pot. The
sun had set by the time Hank got the pot clean and rinsed and full of fresh water for freshening up, if
anybody was interested. Turned out everybody was, and after the round of scrubbing the men settled
themselves around the campfire, smoking reds or the occasional tobacco cigarette. Hundred Fingers kept
to his wanderer. Their leader tapped the ashes out of his pipe, leaned back against his saddle, and
looked at the Scavenger guide.

“So can you tell how you knew there was a well here yet? Or will Awate or whatever his name is bite you
on the ass?”

The man in the frayed suit they’d picked up outside Madre de Noche cleared his throat and croaked,
“Atawe.”

“Right, him. You gonna tell us, Hundred Fingers?”

The elderly Scavenger smiled and nodded. “Itis an old story, a tale older than this dune, a song sung in
the time of my grandfather’s grandfather. And this is a good night to sing it, for the sky is clear and not
full of sand or wind or demons. Umutwe likes to hear the songs of the people, for her memory is short—
see how Atawe has eaten a third of her? This is so he can keep her in constant sadness, sadness which
never gives way to anger. We must remind her of the things she once saw so that when they happen
again, she will not be disturbed. And so I shall sing for you all the song of my grandfather’s grandfather,
and then perhaps you can sing songs of your own, for it is a very poor person who has no songs to sing in
trade for songs to hear. And so, this is what my ancestor saw, and these are the words that we use to
remind Umutwe of the power of Atawe.
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Listen—

The sands tell of a city that once
A city that was

A city that won't

Be.

Listen—

The sands speak to the people
The people that are

The people that were

Hearing.

Listen—

Can you hear the screams?
The screams of the men
The screams of the walls
Falling.

Listen—

The screams tell of a flood
A flood of blackness

A flood of bodies

Flying.

Listen—

Our fathers found death
The death of a city

The death of a people
Innocent.

Listen--

The city has fallen
The mothers dead
The fathers dead
Forgotten.

Listen—

The sands hide a secret
A secret to keep

A secret to hold

Fast.

Listen—

The sands hum with the body
The body of Atawe

The body of a thousand
Wings.

Listen—

The Swarm is His body
A body of many

A body that takes

All
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Listen—

The Swarm is His power
The power to take

The power to make

All

Listen—

The Swarm is not one
Yet one in mind

Not one in body
Gestalt.

Listen—

The Swarm sleeps for a century
A century of rest

A century of decaying

Waste.

Listen—

The Swarm will awaken
Awaken from sand
Awaken to feed

Atawe.

Listen—

We all serve Atawe
To serve is to live
To serve is to die
Eaten.

Listen—

Atawe is the Father
The Father of death
The Father of Life
Eternal.

Listen—

Atawe creates all
With all of himself
From all of the Wastes
Taken.

Listen—

The sands speak of a city that once

A city that is
A city that will
Be.

Listen—

The Wastes are Atawe
The Swarm is Atawe
And We are Atawe
All.




his father, and his father. Yet that is not the only thing our men have been passing to our sons. There is
one other thing we are told to remember:

“The Wastes belong to the Swarm. Everything else just lives here.”
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THE SANDMAD

No.
No, I won'’t.
I can’t.

If I got to think about them one more time, I will lose it. [ know. See, even thinking about thinking about
it is making las manos shake.

No, it’s not the whiskey, Junior. It’s not the sun. It’'s the Sandmad.

There you go, laughing at me again. I'm telling you, I won’t have it. You wouldn’t laugh if you knew. If
you had been there. If you felt the teeth in your arm, teeth that are not in your arm for biting. Teeth
there for ripping, for tearing, for leaving with a chunk of your arm, of your flesh, of you. If you had seen
Doctor Gibbons on his back, in the sand, with something dangling from the sparkling jaws of a black-
painted kid. H doctor just laying there, crying out, asking why he could not see nothing, why his cheeks
were so hard and slippery. Asking what had happened to his eyes, when you could hear a squishy
popping sound loud in your ear and feel a splash on your cheek. You wouldn’t laugh if you been there, if
you knew. Ifyou’d heard that laugh, that husky, tittering laugh.

First time I heard that laugh we were already four hundred klicks north of Blackrock. See, Doctor
Gibbons had heard about this natural oasis, furthest oasis into the Wastes hed ever heard of. Got
himself the idea that he wanted to see that oasis and figure out why there was water there an nowhere
else within a thousand miles. Well, Doctor Gibbons never got to see that oasis, nor did any of the other
twelve he brought with him. I told him and told him thirteen was a cursed number, a bad number, a
number that would kill us all. Nobody go on no expedition nowhere with a group of thirteen. Well, Doc,
he a scientist and all, went along and left anyway with his three pencil-pushing thinkers, a Scavvy escort
of five and us five grunts that el Generalissimo Jorge Mendoza de Saavedra, head honcho of the hacienda,
would let him sneak off with. Turned out that we wouldn’ have thirteen for long

First couple hundred klicks was fine, just fine, if travelin’ in the Wastes is ever fine. Hot, sticky, and big,
but aren’ they always? Then it started. Firs’ we lost Shattered Feather, the Scavvy what kept the other
four in order. He had a few chats with Doctor Gibbons, who spoke whatever lingo that passes for
language with those damn Scavvies. None of those chats sounded friendly. H doctor later said
something about how he should have listened to the Scavvies, should have listened to Shattered Feather,
but he never did say about what. I'm guessing Scattered Feather had a good idea what was out there.
Wish Idid.

We camped that night under a big picture sky cut short on one side by a slab of granite a little more
fuerte than your common rock. We huddled in its shadow, hoping to find safety at its foot. Well, we
ended up being good and safe, but Shattered Feather wasn’t. Midnight that night was the first time I
heard that laugh, and it was the last time I saw Shattered Feather. Saw his silhouette against the moon;
he was standing up straight on a jutting lip of that chunk of granite about thirty feet up. He was just
standing there, his feet spread wide, his spring rifle pointed at something in the night. Then he’s gone,
like the solid rock sucked him right up. I heard a bit of a scrabble, a wet gasp, then that laugh. That
damned laugh.

Next day, soon as the sun come up into the sky, we take a look up where Shattered Feather had been
standing. Well, something had sucked him right up, but then it spit him right back out again. What was
left of him, dios mio, was covered in flies and sticky and smelly but carved, like a man carve a pig. The
skin covering his body had been peeled away and left in a heap in the sand, and his arms and legs had no
muscle, no meat, on them at all. Well, we go an’ talk to Doctor Gibbons, and we tell him that somebody
carve Shattered Feather like a pig an’ he nod an’ shake his head an’ say we go on, that rippers got him or
cliffhawks or something. But Shattered Feather, some say he could talk to rippers, and to clifhawks, an’
besides, no cliffhawk can carve a man like a pig. But we go on, anyway.

The next night we make camp in a old arroyo with steep sides and a sandy bottom. I make sure to seta
perimeter, with Sanchez an’ Castillo an’ Perez guarding the north an’ me an’ Ignacio guarding the south.
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The Scavvies what remain, they scrabble up into the rocks an’ perch up there like loros, talking back an’
forth an’ chatterin’ away. I set watches for the men, for them to sleep an’ watch in four hour shifts, but
Ignacio must have fell asleep during his watch because I get waked up by the soun’ of him screaming. I
jump up an’ Ignacio’s covered in three or four laughing black shapes with long, curving knives an’ they
are stabbing an’ stabbing an’ stabbing away at him, an’ then he stops screaming. [ scream myself an’
level my rifle and let loose with the whole magazine. In the light of the muzzle flashes I can see maybe
hondreds of these black, slippery shapes, all over the walls, all over the floor, everywhere.

My gun starts to click an’ I am panting an’ still screaming an’ looking for another magazine when I look
over an’ see el doctor stumble out his tent with something on his face. Then I hear a wet, ripping sound
and the thing on Doctor Gibbons’s face goes flying back, knocking el doctor to the groun’. Another thing
come up an’ stan’ between me an’ el doctor for a minute but by the time I have the magazine in the gun
the thing is gone an’ Doctor Gibbons, he asks why he can no see, an’ why his face is wet and hard. They
took his face an’ his eyes so I shoot him so I don’t have to answer his questions, ¢si? By that time there
are screams and laughs and cuttings coming from everywhere, so I scream for my men to fall back, to get
out of el arroyo, to make for the Quei-Quei so we can retreat, this battle is over, is done. Then the pain
come from my arm and I look down an’ see one of these things, these Sandmad, trying to tear off part of
my arm with its teeth. For a moment we stand there, our eyes peering into one another’s eyes, and I
know that this thing, this once-man, was not always loco but the sand and the heat and no having water
have made his mind go crazy. Then the moment is over an’ he starts to wrench his head from side to side
an’ I start to feel a piece of my arm come loose an’ I scream again and put my rifle against its body and
shoot and shoot and shoot an’ it is dead, butI shoot it again. Then I feel one land on my back and hear
that laugh and hear that wet spongy pop and feel that splash against my face and I know what happen to
Doctor Gibbonss eyes. I hear the sound of a knife coming out and I shoot back over my shoulder an’ I
must have hit it because it falls off. Then I run. Irun an I run an [ run an I shoots anything that moves.

An’ I use up all the bullets for my nineteen but I still have mi pistola, a hard-nose Heven Mike Mike, an’I
stop shooting everything that moves. Which is very good for me because the next thing out of el arroyo is
a Quei-Quei running like el diablo is on his tail an’ perhaps he is. I whistle to him and he comes to me
and I jump on his back and wait for what feel like forever for somebody else to come out of el arroyo. Pero
nadie lo hace. I hear shooting, I hear screaming, but more than anything, I hear that laughing. That
high-pitched, loco laughing.

I say that nobody else come out of el arroyo, an’ nobody else did. But the Quei-Quei did, all but one. I
found it very hard to imagine why they would let all but one bird free, but maybe I shoot that bird when I
was shooting like I was a loco myself, or maybe it got shot by somebody else. Anyway, I no think more
about nothing right then, because I start riding south and I don’t stop until I see la hacienda on the
horizon. But I think about everything when el generalissimo ask me why I bring back all the Quei-Quei
an’ no doctor, no soldiers, an’ no Scavvies. Why would they let so many Quei-Quei go, so much food go?
I tell you why. They no like the meat of the Quei-Quei, no no no. They may be the Sandmad, but they
know what they like, an’ it ain’t bird.
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THE NAMELESS |

Now after three weeks of eating my cooking I’'m sure it'll come as a big surprise to y’all to know I wasn’t
always a slop slinger in a wagon train. Now now, quiet down, I'm telling the truth. [ wasn’t always fat
and lazy. Believe it or not, once upon a time [ was quite the ladies man, a bit of a swinger, ya might say,
and a quick hand with a Blackhawk and a mean shot with a Salente. Yup, a regular killer, as they say,
and a pretty damn fine bounty hunter, too. I've traveled all over the Wastes, from down south where
there’s Arachnid tanks crawling out of dingy border towns to up north where the sands disappear under a
belt of green, from out west where the ocean beats hell out of a bunch of tired rocks to over yonder east
where the sands get mixed up in adobe to make more houses than anybody’d ever care to see.

Well, it was on one of these trips that I found myselfdeep in the Barrens and getting on towards the edges
of the Arid Sea. Some lazy settler outside of Rock Falls had lost his wife and daughter to a bunch of
horny Bandits, and, being the pathetic cuss he was, he hired me to track them down, which I did. Turns
out the wife and daughter liked being with the bandits a whole hell of a lot more than they ever liked
being farm wenches, what with being given pretty clothes, good food, and regular rolls in the sand with a
selection of strapping, well-hung young men, so they paid me double what their pappy’d paid me to track
them down to bring back stories of their violent rape, abuse, and eventual murder. Which I did. But on
the way back, I ran into something else that ended up scoring me even more creds than this double-sided
fibbing gig ever could.

I was headed almost due south along a ridge of fine sand that was relatively well packed so my Quei-Quei
was making decent time. I had left that bandit camp about three days before, and they’d told me the only
oasis of any decent size in the area, other than the one they had claimed as their own, was reachable if I
rode straight south as fast as I could get my Quei-Quei to go then turn directly east at sunrise on the
fourth day, after which I would reach water by mid-day. I took them for their word, mainly because they
were amused by my mission and happy that I hadn’t made them waste ammo in killing me for trying to
take the women. At any rate, it was nearing sunset when I noticed a dark shape in the sand off to my
right, down in the gulley between two dunes. I pulled out my lenses and took a closer look, and, sure
enough, there was somebody planted face-down in the bowels of that dune.

So I spurred my bird in the direction of the fallen shape, figuring that, at worse, he might have something
worth pawning at the next town. The closer I got, the bigger the figure got, until I was staring down at the
collapsed form of an Outsider. I kicked myself free of the saddle and rolled the poor bastard onto his
back, and nearly had me a heart attack; he was still breathing. I poured some water down his gullet and
his eyes fluttered and he yakked at me in a language I ain’t never heard; it was different from the usual
blabber that Outsiders use to poke fun at the rest of us. He looked different, too, all decked out in deep-
desert gear, with a black head wrap, a dark robe-like thingy, and a pair of boots that were more gone than
there. He was armed with a pair of Blackhawks, one of those fancy head-splitter sticks, and a big-ass
book bound in thick leather. He was also packing around a long strip of cloth like one of those banners
that Outsider clans fly to identify themselves, only this banner was caked thick with blackish brown goo
and didn’t have no sigil that I could see. The Outsider took another drink of my water before passing out,
muttering in that weird language.

Now, at the time, I was more likely to kill the bastard, take his guns and ammunition, and leave him there
in the sand for the rippers, but the fact he was packing around a book made me think twice about his
worth to me. So I ran a rope under his arms and tied it to my saddle and headed south again, much to
the dismay of my Quei-Quei; dragging the dead weight of an Outsider’s a tough job for a team of birds,
and he had to do it alone.

But he was a good bird and pulled through all right. My passenger hadn’t come to by the next morning,
so I steered toward the rising sun and gave the bird his head. His nose for water was much better than
mine, and we reached the shade of a few scraggly bushes about three hours before sunset. I took a bath,
the bird took a bath, and I poured some more water down the Outsider’s throat. He coughed, sputtered,
and groaned a bit, but didn’t come around. I figured hed prolly stay like that for a while, so I helped
myself to most of his ammo, his book, and left him his pistols and that stick of his. Come next morning, I
filled all my water bags, loaded up, and struck out for the eastern horizon, leaving the Outsider at least a
little better off than he had been.
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About halfway through that day, I made a quick stop to rig a little travois that dangled back behind the
Quei-Quei and allowed me to lay back and appreciate the freedom of the Wasteland sky without having to
get my spine all jerked around by the bouncing of the bird. I propped up a tarp to give myself a bit of
shade, pulled out that book, and let the bird go where he wanted, as long as it wasn’t back where we just
come from. I cracked the book and started to try and figure out what it said.

Now, I ain’t that much of a reader in our language, and sure as hell ain’t much of a reader in any other
language, but, lucky for me, they was plenty of pictures in the Outsider’s book. Ilooked at that book for
about a week, tryin’ to piece together whatever story was painted on those thick, hide-like pages, and this
is basically what I came up with. Once upon a time, a long time ago, and all that, there was about fifty or
so groups of people, all with their own distinguishing marks and signs and whatnot. In the book they
was a picture of every type of people with their different flag flying above their head. Some of those flags I
kind of recognized as being the sigils of Outsider Clans like the Cliffhawks and the Longstriders and a few
others, but there was one that was real strange. See, it was somewhere in the middle of this list where
there was a picture of a person with his flag flying over his head, only both the figure and the flag had
been blotted out with reddish-brown ink. Strangest thing you ever saw.

Well, right after the big long list of people with flags flying over their heads, there was a picture of that
blotted-out person talking to a wolf. I mean, you could see under the brownish ink where there used to
be a normal picture and a normal flag, but somebody had gone through and painted over it. Anyway,
right after that picture of the guy talking to the wolf was another list, only this was a list of battles, each
with the wolf against one or other of the peoples. The wolf always won. Then, about in the middle of the
book, there was a big layout of the rest of the people on one page, about ten or so, including the one
which was all painted over, and on the facing page, the wolf. Then, on the next page, somebody glued a
whole bunch of sand over a layout identical to the one on the previous page. Then, on the next page,
there was the picture of the collected peoples on one side, but the wolf was gone from the other. I don’t
know exactly what that’s supposed to mean, but I guess that maybe the Wastes themselves took care of
the wolf problem.

Anyway, then there was another strange layout. On one side of the page was nine of the people with their
flags, and all of them had their hands pointing away, toward the other side of the book, where there was
that one person that was all inked out. Looked like he was walking away in the direction of those
pointing fingers. I'm guessing they found out about him talking to the wolf before all those battles and
banished him or something. Well, it worked. Next few pages are kinda like maps, I suppose, with the
flags of the peoples occupying different parts of it. The one that’s all blotted out is there, but it’s smack
dab in the middle of a wide-open space with nothing else in it, except for a green dot. I’'m guessing that
instead of packing up and moving on, that nameless group just packed up and moved to a place nobody
else wanted.

And that was it. They was writing all through the book, sure, but I couldn’t read any of it, and I really
didn’t need to. The pictures told a good enough story alone. Now, I can see y’all ain’t nearly as interested
as [ was with the story, but then again I ain’t got the book here to show. Nope, I sold that book to a
weird, military-type in Dust Hole about ten years back. I was drunk, talking about this book to a bunch
of Scavvies, who, upon hearing me tell about it and seeing this guy walk in, made themselves real scarce
real quick. This newcomer was dressed funny, in a blackish-grey one-piece suit that looked all soft and
squishy but was hard as a rock to the touch; I know, cause I went up and poked it to see. When I
touched him, the guy looked three-quarters ready to tear my finger off. He was tall, clean-shaven, and
had close-buzzed blonde hair. His eyes were brown and angry and cold, but he smiled anyway and asked
me some questions about that book. He bought me a few rounds and I told him everything. He seemed
to think for a bit, frowned down at me, looked me over good and proper, then offered to buy the thing for
enough money to let me retire right then and there.

Thing was, I'd been having a bit of a down-time with work and had nearly run dry on my money, my
friends’ money, and any other money I could beg, borrow, or steal. So I took him up on it; I got the book,
he got the cash together (quickly, too, like he had it ready or something), we swapped, and he vanished
into the sunset and me into a bottle of whitesnake for a long while. Well, I ain’t never been too good with
money, and what should have lasted me a decade barely lasted me a year. Well, at the end of that year, I
was fat, lazy, and not at all willing to go back to doing what I had been doing, and now I sling hash is the
Boss’s wagon train. Ah, well,  had a good run of it. And I ain’t never forgot about that book, and that
one group of people who will forever remain Nameless.
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THE SHOALTOWN HORROR

It was during a scholarly sabbatical from the Harkman Institute for Ethnic Studies in Metro that I
happened across a singular occurrence that I scarcely find myself able to relate. I speak none of none
other than the Scavenger settlement of Shoaltown. I can see by the newly pale visage of our esteemed
guide that he, at least, is not wholly ignorant to the legends that surround that evil place, but, in all my
research, I have come to believe that I am the sole living witness to the quintessence of inhuman
malevolence that calls the caverns under Shoaltown home.

As I have mentioned, I am a student pursuing an advanced degree, for which I needed to travel to the
Wastelands to find information regarding the panoply of Scavenger deities. I henceforth booked passage
on a vessel specializing in transporting freight between Metro and the offshore province of Atlan. It was
not my fate on this trip to remain aboard the vessel until its final port-of-call; instead, I was due to
disembark in Dust Hole, which is the destination of our charming Quei-Quei train and the reason I am
traveling with you. Iseek to escape these sands, these infemal, shifting sands, which conceal the essence
of malfeasance from the unwary scholar.

During this first leg of the voyage, I engaged in informative conversations with the maintenance engineer
of the vessel, a Scavenger called Broken Wing, regarding the major hierarchy of Scavenger gods, namely
Atawe and Umutwe. [ asked after differing belief systems present in the Scavenger population, and
Broken Wing maintained that Atawe and Umutwe are the principal deities of the majority of the
Scavenger population, including the destructive Redhair and all other sects save one. Broken Wing was
at first hesitant to respond to my about this divergent population, then adamant in his refusals, then
uncommunicative, and finally vanished into the bowels of the ship. I thereby went to the captain of the
vessel and assailed him with entreaties regarding the scholastic necessity of unearthing the secrets of the
Wastelands, but it wasn’t until I plied his capitalistic senses with a sizable sum that he summoned
Broken Wing and demanded that he answer my questions under pain of expulsion from the ship.

Upon receiving such a vehement command from his superior officer, Broken Wing revealed a tale which I
immediately attributed to the disjointed ramblings of a sunstroked brain. Although he maintained that
he had never visited the place, he had heard of a village, Shoaltown, which housed a population of
Scavengers who paid homage to a many-armed demon they called Tlapaniatzontecomatl, a translation of
which I was unable to illicit from him. These Scavengers did not wear masks, dressed in hide robes of
differing colors, and lived in stone houses centered around a spring that flowed out of the ground and
allowed them to cultivate the desert. Although these Scavengers did not wear the traditional totem masks
of which I had already seen examples, they apparently did construct elaborate masks of a different type. I
asked after the purpose of these facial coverings, but Broken Wing professed ignorance to their usage. He
said they might have something to do with Tlapaniatzontecomatl, who reportedly resided in the spring
itself, was ten feet tall, and could regenerate his arms should they be separated from his body. After
divulging this information, Broken Wing became sullen and uncommunicative, and the captain ordered
him back to his duties and me to my cabin.

My interest now piqued about this cult of Scavengers, I began asking after them everywhere. I received
no information until I reached the Borderlands, and in cities like Epitafio the legend of the Verdant Green,
which is what the valley in which Shoaltown rests is called, is common. In fact, in a vile Borderlands
town called Madre de Noche, I was able to lay hands on a specimen of their cultural output; I purchased
one of the faceless, hinged masks from a bandit who had acquired it during a raid to the north. It was an
odd mask, without totem or other distinguishing mark. Constructed of a coarse, pebbly clay that
reminded me of a mollusk shell, it was comprised of two halves that split along a seam that resembled a
pair of extruded lips. An unwarranted shudder of revulsion struck me as I inspected the reverse side of
the mask to discover a series of four hooks that, upon placing the mask upon the face and strapping it to
the head by means of several sturdy leather thongs, pierced the lips and gums of the wearer until he
opened up and gave said hooks access to his mouth. Then, if one were to pry the twin halves of the mask
apart, the hooks separated, forcing the wearers jaws wide. The mask opened much farther than was
comfortable; the strain on the lower mandible quickly became unbearable. The purpose of such a
masochistic and revolting mechanism lay beyond my rational thinking processes at the time, and to my
memories of its use I can not attach any sane recollection beyond what is surely half hallucination and
half frenzied terror.
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However, upon my acquisition of tangible evidence of a splinter sect of the largely homogenized beliefs of
the Scavenger peoples, I was elated. [ vowed to search for Shoaltown and speak with its inhabitants to
discern the function of the mask. I set about amassing a party to accompany me, but could find no
Scavengers who would dare undergo such an excursion. I turned instead to the ranks of the Industrial
military, which is highly visible and powerful in that region. I pitched my desires to the general in charge
of the garrison at Madre de Noche, and, after a substantial monetary donation, secured myself a vehicle
and an escort of four soldiers who would pilot said vehicle and protect me from any bandits in the area.
We set out the next day and headed northwest.

The voyage was long and arduous, but during the course of our trek, the soldier in charge of piloting the
vehicle, one Miguelito Montoya, instructed me in the use of the vehicle’s controls so that I might pilot the
Jackal, as it was called, myself. I delighted in having something cerebral to occupy the long hours in the
cab of that jeep-like conveyance. It took us nearly a week before we saw signs of a populated area; the
increase in birds was the first sign that we were nearing an area that had water.

Two days after we noticed the first circling hawks we crested the lip of a deep valley from which wafted
the fecund aroma of tilled earth. We came to a skidding halt upon dipping down into that valley, so
sudden and rare was the sight—a rich, green carpet heralding unfathomable fertility. From my extensive
studies and travels to agricultural centers, I identified several crops ranging from corn to cabbages to
carrots, all flourishing in the abundance of water. In addition to the truly Verdant Green, the southern
bend of the protected cove was devoted to pastureland and we could see a sizable herd of fat cattle. The
sight brought tears to the eyes of two of the soldiers, and the other two cursed the affluence of the
farmers. I simply sat and let my eyes roam over the pocket of agriculture, paying particular attention to
the handful of stone structures that dominated the center of the community. Ten structures had been
built around a central, five-pointed edifice that resembled certain species of aquatic echinoderms to which
a colleague is devoting his doctoral efforts. It struck me as strange that such oceanic iconography had
penetrated so far into this arid region, and it whetted my intellectual appetite to know the source of this
veneration. I urged Miguelito to make all haste to the center of the settlement. He selected a likely path
and we barreled into Shoaltown.

We were surprised by the warm and hearty welcome that awaited
us when we disembarked from the Jackal. A collection of lithe,
healthy Scavengers greeted us in a patois not unlike that of the
Scavenger nation outside Shoaltown. Luckily, I had spent
sufficient time with those peoples to have acquired a working
knowledge of their language, and my ear tingled at the genuine
delight these people were shewing us. They hadn’t had any
visitors in ages, it seemed, and our arrival to their village
warranted a feast the likes of which we’d never seen,
according to what we took to be the village elder. He was
dressed in a heavy robe of rough leather painted in five-
pointed stars of red, blue, yellow, and black. He was
surrounded by an ever-increasing collection of villagers who
_ chanted “Tlapaniatzontecomatl” repeatedly; recognizing
\ E\,' this as being the name of their supposed deity, I replied
" with a “Tlapaniatzontecomatl” of my own, which evoked
a tittering response that chilled me to my very soul. I
shivered in the sunlight, but the disarming smiles and
benevolent, almost desperate, gestures of a pair of
matrons put my fears at rest. They ushered us toward
the five-pointed cathedral and bid us enter.

The interior of the stone structure was cool, the
temperature maintained by rivulets of water that washed
over the granite pillars and drained under the floor.
They led us to one of the five alcoves where we found a
series of shallow pools ringed by benches and springy
mattresses of reeds. Ten adolescent girls, supple of
limb and devoid of garments, bade us remove our
travel-stained garb and bathe. The four soldiers were
amused by this, and, although they hadn’t seen bodies
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of water this large for the sole purpose of bathing in their entire lives, quickly overcame their reservations
when directed by the pliant and purposeful ladies. It didn’t take the soldiers long to discover that the
maidens were willing to service the men in any way they saw fit, and [ soon found myself fleeing what was
rapidly becoming an orgiastic bacchanal. Being a man of science and learning, I was astounded that
strangers would be so quickly accepted into the community, welcomed, bathed, and serviced in such a
manner. [ excused myself as tactfully as I had words to do so when propositioned by one of these gidls,
donned alight garment of locally-produced silk, and went in search of the man in the colored robe.

As I escaped the ministrations of the harlots in the bathing house, I found myselfin the central hub of the
cathedral. A skillfully tiled circular portion of floor captured my attention. I wandered over to it and
knelt, admiring the splendid workmanship. With a finger, I traced the intricate tile work back to where it
vanished under the lip of the overhanging floor and noticed slight scratches on the otherwise perfect tiles.
These scratches unnerved me, and I realized that this recessed portion of the floor was meant to slide
under the main floor to reveal a chamber underneath. I determined to seek an explanation from the
village elder when I heard the swish of silken cloth.

My head snapped forward and I cannot humanly express the revulsion and nausea that spread over me
when I glimpsed the wearer of the noisome garments. A glimpse was all I can claim to have seen, for the
form faded from view before my mind had a chance to truly recoil. I can recall seeing a being covered in
knobby flesh that walked without feet, but rather propelled itself forward through the use of three thick,
purplish limbs. It was draped in a shapeless robe that molded to features too inhuman to contemplate. I
stifled a scream and closed my eyes, and when I heard a voice behind me, I threw myself to the ground.

It was the elder in the colored robe, who asked me if the maidens were not to my liking, in which case he
would gladly provide entertainment in the form of young boys or whatever my heart desired. The utter
cheek of the man to insinuate my being a sodomist wrenched me from my terrorized state and I voiced my
disgust. He immediately apologized and begged my forgiveness. I gave it coldly, and proceeded to
question him about the form I had seen, to which he feigned ignorance, attributing it to stress and
discomfort, which seemed to me much more likely than actually having seen the creature.

Thereby assuaged of my worries, I launched into a barrage of questions about his creeds, produced the
mask I had acquired in Madre de Noche, and asked about its significance. He appeared surprised at the
presence of the mask, and claimed that its importance to certain rituals was a tightly kept secret. Other
than that he would offer no information, saying that he was busy arranging a feast, and he invited me to
look on the preparations and make any suggestions I might. I followed him and watched as villagers,
appearing oddly malnourished for the richness of their valley, slaughtered a calf, prepared a mountain of
vegetables, readied wines, fruits, and nuts, and lay a sumptuous table in one of the other alcoves. I
fascinated myself in watching the ritualistic preparation of the meal, wondering why the denizens of
Shoaltown looked so thin, and tried to forget about the hallucination my overtaxed mind had created.

As soon as the banquet was deemed satisfactory, I was ushered to the seat at the head of the table. The
four soldiers were also shewn in, garbed in identical robes to my own, and were seated in the four closest
chairs to me. The resounding voice of our host then welcomed us all to the feast in the name of none
other than Tlapaniatzontecomatl, and bade us all eat to our heart’s content. He then sat at the seat
directly opposite me, and a delegation of elders occupied the remaining four chairs at the expansive
spread. I say elders, but in truth they were youths of not more than thirty, and comprised the oldest
villagers I had yet seen other than the headman, and he looked to be about my own age. I asked after
their customs in regards to geriatric care while the Industrials dove into the delicacies, taking over-large
servings of veal and pouring themselves prodigious amounts of the wine. The village elders laughed at my
questions and asked if the fare was to my liking. I accepted a glass of wine, a few vegetables, and one of
the rarer slices of meat, but, in truth, my mind was the part of me most wanting sustenance. I supped
lightly, unnerved by the way the local delegation accepted sizeable helpings of vegetables but insisted on
keeping the beef for us guests. I asked if they were a culture of vegetarians, and, if so, why the kept such
a healthy and extensive herd of cattle, but they assured me that beef was such a regular part of their diet
that they had no need of it at this banquet.

The soldiers were becoming, at this point, raucous and crude, due to the overindulgence of good food,
good wine, and assumedly good coupling. The elder encouraged the young men to continue gorging
themselves until they were sated, then somnolent. The ladies-in-waiting were then summoned, and they
hoisted the men from their seats and whisked them away. The smiling, almost ravenous faces of the
delegation inspired in me feelings of disquiet, but I could make no rational argument as to why this turn
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of events found me so unnerved. Irose, feeling a touch light-headed myself. Ifound at my elbows twin
girls and I allowed them to steer me in the direction of the closest stone building. I glanced back in time
to see the five villagers throw themselves upon the platters of meat, gorging themselves on the tender
flesh. Before my mind had a chance to ponder this scene, my attention was diverted elsewhere as the
ladies helped me up a flight of shallow steps, down a short hallway, and into a sparse, but comfortable,
room. They lowered me onto a reed mattress, positioned themselves at my side, and began to sing a
strange and ululating chant which finished rendering me unconscious.

I emerged from my slumber later that night as if fighting my way out of a thick and viscous soup. I
remember lying on my back, panting, blinking my dry and scratchy eyes and wondering where exactly I
was. My recollection of the day since our arrival in Shoaltown came to me stubbornly, a phenomenon
which had not been present in my life since my early days at the university in which I had spent
indulging in the finer pleasures of wine, women, and song. Upon waking I am invariably alert and lucid,
regardless of the time and circumstances of my waking, and my subsequent confusion and thick-
headedness led me to believe that I had been, in some way, drugged.

I collected my faculties and managed to gain my feet. The low-lying mattress and the unwillingness of my
limbs to respond to the commands of my brain made rising difficult, but soon I found myself of sufficient
mobility to make my way to the door with plans of seeking a fountain from which I might acquire a drink
of water. I was at first astounded and then alarmed to find that the door did not have any interior latch
and yielded not in the slightest to my most determined push. Disheartened and now distraught, I leaned
my back against the cool wall to the left of the wooden portal and sought to organize my thoughts, which
were still quite disjointed and scattered.

As I stood collecting myself, the sounds of tampering came from my door. I froze, pulling myself erect
against the wall, and my once-languid muscles tensed in realized terror; I was being held prisoner, and
the gaoler had come to check on his charge. The sound of a heavy bolt being withdrawn, as well as a
heavy crossbeam being lifted, sent shivers down my spine. The door opened, and three forms issued in;
two of which were ladies-in-waiting, and the third was none other than the abhorrent form that I had
glimpsed earlier in the cathedral!

I suppressed a scream of raw terror as the creature shambled past me, agile on its three legs. I could see
that it had two identical limbs posing as arms, and a vestigial-looking head with protruding eyeballs and
a blunt, broad nose, but I could identify no mouth. It passed within inches of me, and I fancied I could
feel the texture of its pebbly skin. It paused in the center of the room and the two girls came around it,
one holding a mask identical to the one I had brought. They, too, paused, and looked at one another and
then at the thing, their faces pale and suddenly terrified. I wasted no more time, knowing that the
moment of my escape was at hand, and I bolted from the room. My sudden motion attracted the
attention of my captors and the thing turned, rearing up on two of its legs, revealing an underbelly of
curved spines pointing inward at what I immediately guessed to be the creature’s mouth. I screamed
then, and slammed the door with all the strength in me. The latch was well-oiled and as big around as
my wrist, and I shot it home just in time before a blow upon the wood nearly knocked me from my feet. I
covered my ears as another unearthly blow pummeled the oaken planks, and I could see the wood begin
to splinter. Angled away from the door was a thick crossbeam of a dark, dense wood, and in a feat of
fortitude, I forced the timber into its housing, securing the door. The intensity of the poundings
increased, but the wood held.

Fearing that the noise would draw attention, I resolved to rouse the four soldiers and beat a hasty retreat.
I made a search of the other rooms on this floor of the building, but found them all vacant. The
realization that my four chaperones had already been collected for some undoubtedly nefarious purpose
chilled me to my very core, but I persevered and made my way down the staircase and out the front door.
I could hear the sound of arcane chanting issuing from the cathedral, and torchlight dripping from the
main entrance caught my eye. I could see the Jackal parked in the shadow of a building not far from
myself, and I quenched the urge to put as much distance between myself and this accursed town as
possible. Idid not yet know the fate of the Industrials, and I could not, in good conscience, leave them
here to a fate assuredly worse than death.

I crept into the shade beneath a fragrant tree and surveyed my surroundings. As far as I could tell, I was
alone in the courtyard of the cathedral. I could see through the open door of the building, but other than
the backs colorfully garbed villagers, I could identify nothing. Making sure my feet touched nothing but
soft, silent grass, I neared the entrance and mounted the steps in a crouch. It appeared as if the entire
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population of Shoaltown was present in the main galley of the cathedral, attending a ritual of religious
significance singular in the practice of their cult. Fortunately for me, the crowd was compressed toward
the center, leaving enough space to gain a vantage point on the base of a pillar close to the door. I
climbed up behind said pillar, keeping its bulk between myself and the proceedings until I had gained
stable footing. Then I craned my neck around the curved stone and nearly fainted, for nothing could be
compared to the scene of infinite evil which I forced my eyes to behold.

There before me stood at least sixty people, dressed in either dark leathern robes or in the yellow, red,
blue, and black painted robes of the clergy. They swayed to a chanted, ululating refrain and faced a sight
more despicable, more horrific, more abhorrent than even the most base and inventive of painters could
ever depict. The center portion of the floor had indeed receded and from its depths a loathsome creature
had emerged, a twenty-foot monstrosity of five limbs and a head that eschewed the features of humanity
in a manner most grotesque. Immediately before it stood the elder, still in his multicolored robe. I
suppressed an exclamation of revulsion as I realized that the white-robed figure at his side was none
other than Miguelito, though I could not see his face; it was covered in one of the cunningly crafted
masks. The elder then summoned a fellow priest, who assisted in hoisting Miguelito to his feet. The two
stepped forward, stomping their heavily-clad feet on the floor. They stood with Miguelito, in a stupor but
beginning to come around, suspended between them, stomping their feet to the beat of the chanting. The
subterranean horror moved forward on four of its appendages, and extended its fifth to course over the
elder. I shuddered in revulsion to think of the sensation of that abhorrent arm moving over my skin, but
it wasn’t until the thing turned its tactile sensation to Miguelito that I became truly sickened.

As soon as the pebbly flesh of that arm touched the rough surface of the mask, the creature issued a
piercing shriek that summoned Miguelito from his fugue. The clergy dropped his arms and stood back as
the putrid mass reared and clasped another gargantuan limb to the other side of the mask. I recoiled in
stupefaction as the monstrous strength of the beast wrenched the halves of the mask apart and above the
sound of the chanting the agonized shriek of unparalleled pain erupted from Miguelito’s throat as his jaw
was torn from its socket. Then a sight which will haunt me to my last day displayed itself; the
abomination perched above Miguelito’s gaping mouth and exuded a shimmering, colorless mass that
drowned the soldier’s exclamation. I fancied I could see Miguelito’s eyes widen as his arms flailed against
the limbs that held him and I watched as the blob of viscera inserted itself down his gullet. Miguelito’s
throes grew frantic, then lessened, then ceased as the chanting of the crowd reached a crescendo.

Knowing that Miguelito, and most likely the rest of the soldiers, were beyond my powers to rescue, I
dropped to the floor and fled, sprinting for the Jackal in an attempt to put the shocking realities behind
me. Ileaptinto the cab and fired up the engine, heedless of the noise the battered vehicle would make. I
set the speed for maximum and was accelerating out of the town center when, from behind me, the
piercing wail of a predator denied its prey assaulted my ears and I craned my neck to look behind me.

From the main entrance of the cathedral burst the five-legged monstrosity, dragging the corpse of my
compatriot from its midsection, bounding across the green with a speed unmatched in the natural world.
I shouted and urged the Jackal forward, remembering to engage the overdrive that Miguelito had showed
me during our extensive training lesson. The jeep burst forward in a sudden surge, but the thing reached
out with one massive arm and pummeled the rear of the vehicle, almost flipping it over and sending it into
a four-wheel spin. My reflexes kicked in and I overcorrected, speeding between two stone buildings and
across a field of carrots. The horror collided with one building, crumpling it, and shambled after me, its
five lengthy limbs eating the space between us. I steered out of the loose soil and gained speed on a
packed wagon trail, kicking up a cloud of topsoil that showered the beast in filth. It kept on, pacing the
now speeding Jackal, and had nearly gained enough ground to risk another blow when the jeep launched
out of the valley like a rocket, soaring through the air and coming to a jarring landing in the sands
beyond. The thing stopped at the crest of its domain and reared a final time before turning and
disappearing back into the coolness ofits subterranean lair.

The rest of my tale is a story of a long voyage back to civilization, of my subsequent recovery and attempts
to get the general to send a division of troops to destroy the abomination and its cadre of human
caretakers. He laughed at my suggestion that a giant beast had killed his men, and imprisoned me for
some time, convinced that I had killed his men and dumped them in the desert to steal their equipment.
He finally came to his senses, however, and put me aboard the next transport out of his territory, which I
was only too happy to take. I have since been fleeing the sands, hoping that by putting the Wastelands
behind me, I may one day come to forget the things I have seen, and, most importantly, that I may be able
to sleep for one whole night without my dreams being invaded by the Shoaltown Horror.
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THE DEMON

Well, long’s we’re tellin’ stories outta school, I got one to lay on you boys that might make ya sleep a bit
lighter in the sack tonight, if you'll lissen. This here tale takes place down yonder in Dust Hole, that 1i’l
speck o’ light on the horizon there all you tenderfoots been eyein’ since that old bastard of a sun went
down. Lemme see, woulda been ‘bout three, four years ago, I reckon. I was runnin’ Quei-Quei outta this
little hacienda down past Sandy Point and it'd been a bitch of a time, lemme tell ya. Dust Hole wasn’t my
last stop on that cussed trip, and it wasn'’t the first one neither. But it was the only stop I cut short; after
what I’'m about to tell y’all went down, I didn’t wanna be any closer to Dust Hole than I absolutely had to,
an’ no two-bit whore was gonna change that, no matter how randy I was. Seein’ what I saw that night
takes the juice right out of a man, and don’t give him no pleasure in it, neither. That was the last time I
been in Dust Hole, and I don’t plan on goin’ back any time soon. Now I know y’all’s thinkin’ I'm a
superstitious old coot got no right bein’ trail boss’a this here train, and maybe youre right. Then again,
maybe you’re wrong, too.

Like I said, I was down there in Dust Hole sittin’ in the only waterin’ hole in the place; town’s lil more’n a
bump in the desert, but it’s got a nice homey saloon and a rip-roarin’ cathouse right next door with a
skinny little Madam and plenty of cheap, willin’ tail. I s’pose some you boys gonna be findin’ that out fer
yerselves come day after tomorra, but that ain’t what I'm here to tell you ‘bout tonight. Nope, I was sittin’
in that saloon losin’ my shirt off to a bunch of Scavvies in a game o’ sticks, sippin’ the local brew and
getting’ myself worked up enough to go show those ladies I done already tol’ya ‘bout a good time.

Well, I was sittin’ there, losin, when in walks a guy just off the trail. He wasn’t much to look at, for sure,
but he was packin’ a guitar case along with a pair of dirt-caked saddlebags and two of the damndest
pistolas I ever seen. They was slung low, gunfighter style, and those silver inlaid ebony grips sparkled.
Seemed to wink at me, they did, as if they knew what was comin’ and was lookin’ forward to it. I ‘member
shudderin afore I went back to losin, but I kep’ my eye on that mariachi, shore nuf. They was somethin’
not right about him, somethin’I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

So he goes an’ takes hisself a seat at the bar, proppin’ that guitar case on the stool next to him. He
orders up a shot o’ whitesnake and some pulque to top it off. He drops the ‘snake, sucks back the
pulque, then turns ‘round and sees us over’t the table, playin. His ol’ scratchy face jus’lights up with a
smile that stopped short o’ those two pale blue eyes o’ his, like the Wastes’d jus’ sucked the color right
outta ‘em. He comes right over, plops hisself down in th’ only open seat, which jus’ happened to put his
back to the door, don’t ya know, and pulls one o’ them fancy shooters. Damn thing broke in half like a
shotgun, and he spills six fifty caliber shells onta th’ table. “Deal me in,” he says, an’ his voice’s like the
wind outta the north: cold, sharp, and deadly iff'n ya ain’t ready fer it.

Well, th’ o]’ Scavvy tossin’ sticks jus’ looks at that mariachi an’ says, “I lost enough scrap to you on th’
trail, Demon. I ain’t playin’ wichoo no more.” Went round the table like that; none ‘a those Scawvies’d
play sticks with im and all of ‘em callin’ him Demon. He jus’sat there, grinnin, till it came round t’'me.
Then he lay those dead eyes on me an’ nodded. “You playin’?” he asked, “or doI gotta go next door to find
somebody with balls?”

I ain’t never been one t’be called gutless, ‘specially when Ive had a few. So I cussed him fer a fool and
tossed me up some sticks. And wouldn’t you know it, but I won, fer the first time that night. Won me
that handful o’ bullets, I did, and I whooped and hollared and cussed him fer a fool again. Well he jus’
pulled his other pistola right outta its holster, snaps it in half, and dumps that one empty, too. So now
he’s sittin; there, acrost from me, with two of the fanciest six guns aroun’, an’ both jus’ as empty as
Junior’s head over there. Aw, come on, Junior, sit down now, Is only pokin’fun.

Anyways, I toss the sticks again and win me that fistful o’ lead, too. The mariachi, he jus’ grins and that
old Scawvy scoffs at im an’ says, “Quit playin’ with the man, Demon. We’s gotta get t’ the warren, and
sooner rather than later. I’s gonna go round up Nanahuatzin.” Or some such nonsense name, y’all know
how them Scavvies call themselves. Well, the mariachi nods as the ol’ Scavvy bastard gets up, tips his big
ol’ hat, and scoots his way outta the bar, all the shit tied up in his stringy old white hair jinglin’ and
tinglin’ and makin’ all kindsa racket. Iffn I’'d had half a brain, Id’a followed his lead and lit out m’self,
but before I could make up m’ mind one way or th’ other, that mariachi pulls out both o’ those pistolas
and lays them on th’ table.
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“All or nothin’, Quei-Quei driver. These are all I got, ‘cept my guitar an’ my Strider, an’ neither o’ them’re

up fer grabs. What ya say?” He jus’ sits back an’ grins and watches me with them cussed eyes o’ his as I
go goggle-eyed over them shooters.

Well, I never did get a chance to lose my shirt that night, which, from what I heard ‘bout dat man since, is
exac’ly what I'd’a done. From what I hear, that man, if he is a man, don’t never lose lessen he wants t’
lose. Nope, I was jus’ about to take him up on dat bet o’ his when all of a sudden the saloon door crashes
open an’ three Outsiders come bustin’ in, all big an’ ugly, an’ carryin’ their big-ass pistolas an’ shotguns
an’ lookin’ three-quarters ready to ventilate ever las’ one a’ us. They took one look at th’ mariachi and
then ‘bout two dozen things happened in the space of a second.

I been in a few fights in my life, an’ ain’t none of em ever lasted very long. Pete, you been there, an’ Gene,
you been, too, an’ Cookin’ Hank, he’s a damn fine man t’have by yer side when the shit comes down. One
thing ya learn from a fight’s that time’s funny. When yer fightin’, seems like every move takes forever an’
by the end ofit, feels like you been fightin’ all day. Then you look at yer timepiece or the sky and find out
that only a few minutes gone by, that the fight’s practically over fore it began. Well, this is one fight that
was over fore it began. Whole thing took mebbe five seconds, if that.

Like I done said, those Outsiders took one look at that mariachi and opened up with their pistolas an’
shotguns. Any normal man’d been dead right there, but I think I already mentioned that I don’ think you
can call this mariachi fellow a man. Soon’s that saloon door bust open, his wide grin dropped from his
face the way shit drops from a Quei-Queis ass. He went all tense an’ his hands stopped their movin’
round and got real still. Then th’ strangest thing happened.

Now I been all over th’ Wastes an’I seen all kindsa strange things that’d make a man stop an’ wonder iffn
his mind done took a vacation to Atlan, but what happened to the mariachi was somethin’ I ain’t seen
since an’don’t wanna see again an’ makes all the other stuff [ seen seem harmless as a kid’s stuffed bear.
Y’all gonna think my mind did go off an’ take a vacation in Atlan, but I'm tellin’ ya what happened, an’ I
don’t give two shits ‘bout what y’all think. Vern, pass me that bottle, will ya? Gettin’ pretty parched over
here.

Ahh, that’s better. It was his skin. His skin. One minute he was jus’ sittin’ there, cool an’ calm an’
lookin’ ready to get pumped full o’lead, and the next he was glowin’ blue, like somebody done tattooed
him up in all kinds o’ fancy designs with some kind a liquid ice. Looked damn strange, and what
happened next was enough to make ya wonder bout all this demon talk the Scavvies were spoutin’.

Before any o’ those Outsiders could even get a shot off, the mariachi jumps up, yanks those pistolas off
th’ table, and tosses hisself over that table, kickin’ his chair back toward the Outsiders. After that, it gets
purty damn hard to tell ya what happened, cuz the damn mariachi moved so all-fired fast. Never seen
anything move as fast as that man did, not before that night, an’ not since. I kin tell ya what must've
happened, cuz I saw what happen’ next. His chair done blew into a thousand bitty pieces from a
scattergun shot, but ‘twas th’ only shot any o’ those Outsiders fired that night. That mariachi must have
reloaded both those guns in the air cuz when he landed, he pointed those damn things at the door and
opened up.

Now, like I tol’ ya, them was six shooters. A little on th’ fancy side, what with loadin’ like a shotgun an’
all, but there’s nothin’ else special ‘bout ‘em, tept the way he used ‘em. I heard what sounded like one
shot. One damned loud shot that rang in my ears ‘till I was twenty or so miles down the road later that
night, ridin’ those Quei-Quei jus’ as fast as I could, but one shot nevertheless. Only one. But one shot
don’t make the ends of the barrels of a fifty-caliber pistol glow like the forges of hell and one shot sure as
hell don’t shoot three sep’rate Outsiders, but all of ‘em died that night. One shot don’t empty a revolver
neither, but twelve empty shell casings hit that floor when the mariachi cracked those guns in half, the
ends steamin’ and glowin’ and lightin’ up those damn eyes o’ his. Twelve shells, sure as shit. I counted
‘em. Got ‘em in my saddlebags, too. Twelve. Show ‘em to anybody wants to look. Both those guns, filled
up, emptied so fast that all that flyin’ lead sounded like one shot. And accurate? Shit! I saw those
bodies afterwards. Four bullets plowed their way through each of those Outsiders; two per head, two per
heart. ‘Ceptone. One a’ those Outsiders he played with. Took out his knees an’ his elbows, sos the poor
bastard couldn’t move.
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. I know, Junior, I know. I said all those Outsiders done died that night, an’ I know damn well shootin’ a ’
Outsider in the knees an’ elbows ain’t enough to kill him. Goddamn do I know it. Sit yer ass down an’ M
ik shut up, I ain’t done tellin’ yet. But yer right. One of those Outsiders wasn’t dead. I was sittin’ there, .
' tryin’ t'figure out what'd jus’ happened and why my ears was ringin’ to beat the devil when th’ mariachi 1
1‘ N sighed like all the sand in the Wastes got gathered up an’ set on his shoulders. He walked ‘round the
AN

W\

reloadin’ those damn guns o’ his. He walks right up to the one Outsider wasn’t dead and shakes his head
down at th’ poor bastard. I couldn’t hear a damn thing, what with my ears buzzin’ like the Swarm was
trapped in my head, but the mariachi was sayin’ somethin’ to that Outsider, shakin’ his head th’ whole
time. Then he did the damndest thing.

‘ table, the lights bleedin’ outta his skin the way th’ last drips o’ water dribble their way out a gourd,

He puts one foot on either side of that Outsider’s head and sits down on his chest, still talkin’ an’ shakin’ P
his head. Then he leans down an’ does somethin’ I can’t see, but it’s somethin’ bad, cuz the Outsider .,

starts thrashin’ around to beat hell. The mariachi don’t move, though, just sits there with his head down W |
between his knees with his face good an’ close to the Outsider’s. Coulda been kissin’ him, fer all I know, \\

but I don’ like to think about it like that. Cuz that Outsider was thrashin’ about an’ all that, but it didn’ R B
last. Before long, the thrashin’ died down, then quit, then turned into a quiverin’ twitch. Like the i
mariachi was suckin’ the life right outta him. Then the Outsider stopped movin’ altogether. !

'_‘ And the mariachi got hisself up and looked back, wipin’ his mouth with one hand, the revolver still :
danglin’ from his fingers. His cold eyes swept the bar, then landed on me. He paused, then, and let his |
hand drop. Something sleek and silver and i b |
wrong flashed inside his mouth, flutterin’ ‘gainst
his teeth an’ cheeks, and those infernal blue
lines flared up all over his face an’ hands again.
He drops one of his pistolas back in its holster
and I could smell the way the leather singed with
the heat of the damn thing. The other one he
pointed at me.

“You still want a piece o’ these guns, Quei-Quei

driver?” He says, and even though my ears was i
still a-buzzin and a-ringin [ won’t never forget the é -
way he said those words. It was like his very o
voice was tired and worn out and ready to die. I

won’t tell you what I did right then, plumb froze

by the ice pourin’ from his eyes an’ slitherin’

under his skin, but I will tell you it took about as P
long for my britches to dry out as it did for my s
ears to clear up.

He didn’ wait for an answer, jus’ turned fer the
door an’ walked out into the night. I ain’t seen w
him since, but I ain’t been in Dust Hole since,

neither. Truth be told, I don’ like goin’ into any

towns. I hear he’s got a weakness fer gamblin’

and drinkin’ and whorin’, an’ I don’ want to take

the chance a’ runnin’ into him in some dim

saloon again. So you boys go ahead, day after

tomorra, go ahead an’ go into that little town into

that homey little saloon with the rip-roarin’

cathouse right next door, go ahead an’ go. Jus’

watch out. He might be down there, in that |
homey little saloon or that rip-roarin’ cathouse.
That’s it fer me, boys. I's goin’ to bed. Put out
th’ fire when yer ready, but I wouldn’t, if I were
you; there’s a Demon in these Wastes, an’ he’s
always hungry.
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