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THE DEMON'S CRADLE

Coyote-Chan gathered us around the fire  and told us to  pay 
close attention: This is how you kill a demon.

Suzuki Joe was lashed to a pole that used to belong to 
the gallows, and tied with the rope that used to be the noose. 
He stared at Coyote-Chan, the flames dancing in his eyes like a 
reflection of his true soul. I didn't pick up on the symbolism at 
the time, but I guess there's a kind of irony to it. Or maybe it  
was  part  of  Coyote-Chan's  ritual  all  along.  Fire.  Fire  in  the 
eyes.  Spirit  of  the  desert,  alive  with  fire  in  the  eyes.  His 
featureless chrome mask lay discarded in the sand.

Coyo  stared  up  at  Joe  and  said,  "you  are  not  my 
brother."

She picked up a fistful of sand and blew it into his face. 
The sand channelled into his eyes, blinding him. He let out a 
repressed groan like he didn't want us to know he could feel it. 
Yeah, he could feel it. Coyo cupped her hands and made a shrill 
cry into the night air. She waited a little while and did it again. 
I  looked  at  the  other  two  sitting  and  watching,  and  the 
bandaged man - laid down by the fire - and I watched Coyo 
make the call  a third time. Then the birds came. They were 
crow-like in appearance, yet they looked all the more sinister, 
as if they were born of an evil not of this world. There was a 
flock, a murder, a real fuckin' murder of demon-birds landing 
on Joe as if he were a flaming scarecrow that aint never scared 
no crows before. And they ripped his flesh to ribbons, making 
their  sad,  harrowing  bird-cry  while  Joe  grunted.  He  just 
grunted.  Like he wasn't  'all  there'  any more.  Just  burnt,  torn 
flesh and bones. When the birds were done feasting, they took 
flight, a black mass swarming to the sky. Coyo said that it takes 
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more to kill a demon than it does to kill a person.
She nodded at the bandaged man by the fire and said, 

"sometimes people are harder to kill off than you'd think."

A  gentle  breeze  rolled  in  and  reduced  the  fire  to 
smoking ashes and reduced Joe to smoking ashes, bones and 
torn, burnt flesh. The ropes that were binding him crumbled 
and he fell to his hands and knees, breathing in deep the rich 
smoke that surrounded him. He looked up at Coyo, the flames 
in his eyes had since been torn out and replaced with caverns. 
Coyo grabbed Joe by the neck, lifted him off the ground and 
threw him over to where the old gallows used to be. That was 
where the coffin was sitting by the open grave.

Coyo knelt by the bandaged man's head and said, "do 
you mind if I borrow your coffin, Diesel?"

He coughed, but was otherwise unresponsive.
"Good," Coyo said. "I thought you'd be cooperative."
She patted Diesel on the shoulder and walked over to 

the place where Joe landed, groaning. He lay still and smoking 
in the sand, defeated.  Coyo picked him up again and placed 
him in the coffin. She dropped the coffin into the grave. She 
flicked her wrist, and a gust of wind picked up the ashes from 
the fire and sent them spiralling into the hole. That was where 
we left Suzuki Joe. Patience. Coyo told us we needed patience. 
We needed to wait for the demon to die and return her brother 
back to the desert. For the time being, Coyo just picked up a 
few more bits of timber from the remains of the gallows and 
got the fire going again.

Ghost-Lee looked across at Coyo and said, "once Diesel 
regains his strength, we need to keep moving. Besides, this... 
this right here. It's between you and ol' Joe over there."

Coyo nodded. "I understand. You going back to the 
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town?"
"Mm. Got  to  make sure  Diesel  gets  home safe.  And 

Warton." Ghost-Lee looked up at me. She brushed her hair out 
of her eyes and sighed. "We'll open that can of worms when we 
get to it. Let's just say we're saving that for another chapter."

Coyo reached into her bag and pulled out a small black 
kettle, filled it with tea and put it on the fire, and placed four 
dusty mugs on the ground by her feet.

She smiled and said, "poor Joe won't be bothering you 
folks any more now." She let  the pot sit  in the flames for a 
couple of minutes then lifted the lid to see how it was boiling. 
"He used to be so nice. Of course, that changed when people 
came and started  building  their  city.  He didn't  like  it.  Well, 
neither of us did. But it made him... angry. Them, desecrating 
his  desert."  Coyo  carefully  lifted  the  kettle  from  the  fire, 
poured out the tea, and passed the cups around. "He tried to 
tear down the city by himself, tried to bring the city to ruins. It 
started with little  things,  bringing down a building here and 
there, giving people a chance to see that what they were doing 
was wrong. When they didn't stop building and expanding Joe 
knew they wouldn't give up. It became a sort of game of cat-
and-mouse, him tearing the place, them building it back up, all 
the while they tried to hunt him down and catch him. But even 
then, the city was growing, there were too many people with 
nowhere to go. Joe got fed up with the chase and he started 
gunning  for  blood.  The  authorities  caught  him before  long, 
found out who he was, scoffed at the idea of a spirit of the 
desert. He escaped the noose and they put a bounty on his head. 
The  outlaw Suzuki  Joe,  it  was  at  that  point  he  donned  the 
chrome mask. He fled the city and disappeared amongst the 
mining boom and found his way into the town."
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"For a while, the desert was as it should be, and there 
was peace and quiet in the town, and the city was near enough 
to peace and quiet to count. Nothing ever really changes. And 
nothing ever  really stays  the same. Sure enough, the bounty 
hunters found Joe out, and sure enough they hungered for his 
blood.  He hungered for theirs.  The difference between them 
was that the bounty hunters underestimated him. They didn't 
think he could give as good as he takes. Not until it was too 
late. One by one, the bounty hunters worked their way to the 
grave, and the bounty on Joe's head increased. He claimed the 
town for his own. He changed. He became jaded by the power 
to manipulate others to his will. He forgot the desert was his 
home, his soul. That was right about the time Diesel came into 
town. Things turned ugly. I didn't know Joe any more. I lost my 
brother  to  the  madness.  I  just  hope  that  out  here,  he  can 
remember who he was, who he really is."

Coyo  swilled  the  dregs  of  her  tea  and  tossed  them, 
sizzling, on the fire. Hunter hadn't touched his tea. He hadn't 
spoken a word since we saved Diesel and buried Suzuki Joe. 
He just sat there, bruised and silent, looking hurt. It must have 
been hard growing up with an outlaw father, only to learn he 
wasn't your father, but your mother's killer what kidnapped you 
when  you  were  fresh  out  of  the  womb.  He  crawled  on  his 
hands and knees over to his bandaged father and touched his 
bandaged face.

"Who are you?" Hunter said.
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MARS

Clancy Armstrong: The first man to die on Mars
"I felt the tremors before I saw what caused 
them, and my guts dropped. The shuttle was 
leaving without me."

The  man  sat  down and  stared  up  at  the  lone  tombstone  on 
display in the exhibition hall of the old Mars Museum. It was 
old and abandoned and people just didn't come here like they 
used to. The man sat on the red dirt floor, talking to himself,  
reading  the  final  words  of  the  lone  astronaut  to  himself, 
echoing out  into the hall.  The space pioneer  died alone and 
remained alone for years before they came back for his bones. 
They knew what they were doing when they left him there, and 
they  did  it  anyway.  And  they  buried  him  like  he  meant 
something to them. Then the note showed up years later in the 
desert and it could be only his and it was only their guilt which 
drove  them  to  engrave  his  last  words  on  that  tombstone. 
Looking at the display in the museum, the word "unsettling" 
seemed the best way to describe it. Some people said Clancy's 
crew were haunted til death for what they did. Some people 
said it was Clancy haunting them, where others said it was the 
spirit of the wind, or the spirit of the desert. But all of them 
died saying the same thing. Said they wanted to turn off the 
roaring noises and stop the ground shaking. They never made it 
into the exhibition. There was only the man and Clancy and me 
in the museum, but the man hadn't seen me yet. He was leaning 
against  the tombstone,  staring around the hall,  staring at  the 
photographs and artefacts of the failed mission, and the man 
began  to  cry.  I  walked  up  to  him  and  sat  down.  Yeah, 
unsettling.
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"You're crying," I said.
He wiped his sleeve.
"My father said men aren't allowed to cry."
He looked at me and frowned.
"It's  ok,"  I  said.  "I  didn't  like  listening  to  my father 

much. But why are you crying? Clancy died so long ago."
He  smiled.  "He  died  alone.  Isn't  that  a  frightening 

thought? Dying alone?"
I shrugged. "Sure, I guess."
"It's just, this place is so big and... empty."
"I like big empty places. I don't have to talk to people if 

I don't want to."
"Why did you come talk to me?"
"You were crying. I thought I should do something."
"But this place is closed down. No one's supposed to be 

here."
"You're here."
He shrugged and looked at his shoes. "You're here too."
"I've been here a long time."
"How long?"
"I've been here a long time."
"Do you... you know, live here?"
I nodded.
"Alone?"
I nodded.
He smiled at me. "Where are your parents?"
"I don't live with them any more."
He  didn't  say  anything  for  a  while.  He  just  sat  and 

looked at  the  exhibitions.  His  face  crinkled  like  he  had too 
many things running through his mind.

"How long were you watching me?" he asked.
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"Since the bullet train exhibit."
"The one right near the entrance?"
I looked away from him then.
"What's your name, boy?" he asked.
"Warton," I said.
He looked at me and smiled as if he'd known me all his 

life. Or all my life. "I'm Diesel."
I looked up at a statue monument of Clancy Armstrong. 

It  was  missing  one  hand  and  half  the  face.  "This  is  my 
favourite exhibition in the museum."

Diesel looked at the statue with that crinkled thinking 
face again. "Why?"

"I don't know. It's a nice statue. It's a sad story," I said.
"Yes, it is."
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DIESEL'S FIRST DEATH

Diesel lay naked and covered in cuts and friction burns,  the 
sand sticking to his skin like glitter to glue. This is how he tells 
it, anyway, and he's got the scars to back it up. He spat out a 
mouthful of sand and lifted his head up enough to watch the 
four horsemen ride off, leaving him for the desert  worms to 
devour. Suzuki Joe sure was one sadistic son of a bitch. With 
the energy that Diesel had saved up, he curled into quivering 
ball and tried to block out the intense burning all over his body. 
Just  killing  him would  have  been  too  easy  for  Suzuki  Joe. 
Quick and painless just  wasn't  his  style.  Quick and painless 
was unremarkable.  Unmemorable.  Doing it  this  way,  Suzuki 
Joe could really savour Diesel's death.

It took Diesel most of the afternoon to work his way out 
of  the bonds that  tied  him.  His  skin was dried and peeling, 
shrinking in the heat and curling around like paper held too 
close to a flame. With each movement, his skin would crack 
and  open  old  wounds  and  create  new  wounds.  It  was  like 
Diesel had been dipped in a layer of quick-dry cement and if he 
stayed still too long he would be stuck like that forever. Lying 
on  his  side,  he  moved  his  arms  and  legs  gingerly  about, 
stretching and rolling and calling forth his potential energy into 
motion.

Diesel rolled onto his chest and struck his palms against 
the ground. It had to be now or never. Now or never. He pushed 
himself  onto his knees. He pushed himself  onto his feet. He 
started  to  walk.  He  couldn't  remember  which  direction  the 
riders had gone off in but he didn't care. Anywhere was better 
than where he was. Anywhere was better than dead in the 
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desert. The temperature went down with the sun and Diesel just 
walked on.

The sun came up and Diesel was staring down the same 
desert,  walking the same deep red sand and wondering if he 
was actually going anywhere. It's easy to lose your mind out in 
the desert. It's easy to lose your sense of being. With no food or 
water, Diesel was turning into a skeleton. The wind whispered 
taunts in his ears, it laughed at him. How pathetic and weak he 
is. He could die at any moment. He could drop down and die, 
hit  the  ground with  a  thud and never  get  back up.  He was 
walking, and a bird came out of the sky and dug its claws into 
his shoulder. He saw a cactus shaped like a woman. A strong, 
vibrant young woman with a determined face.

"Lindy."
He stopped walking. His mouth was so dry. She offered 

a bowl of fresh fruits to Diesel. He shook his head.
"Not hungry."
She smiled and bit down on a green apple. Diesel kept 

walking. The bird on his shoulder, a crow-like monster, started 
making a shrill,  croaking bird-call.  From off in the distance, 
another bird came flying in and landed on his head. Another 
one landed on his opposite shoulder. Another latched onto his 
forearm. Two came and landed on his feet. Another three on his 
arms. Two on his back.

"Hey, what are you doing?"
"We're waiting for you to die."
"When am I going to die?"
"Soon."

Diesel kept walking and birds continued to land on him 
until he was nothing but a mass of black feathers shifting 
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through  the  desert.  He  felt  all  the  birds  looking  inwards, 
waiting for him to die. He felt weak and thirsty but he didn't 
feel like dying just yet. The sun went down and it felt as if the 
birds,  just  by  being  there,  were  sheltering  him  from  the 
elements.  He  smiled  at  this  thought.  That  the  scavengers 
waiting  to  pick  his  flesh  clean  off  the  bone  were 
unintentionally protecting him. Even though the birds wanted 
him to die, he loved them. In the night-time, they nestled their 
heads under their wings and breathed gently and dreamed of 
tasting  the  juiciest  desert  worms  their  imaginations  could 
muster.

On the third morning, the birds spread their wings and 
flapped. Hard. Their claws dug into Diesel's skin and before 
long, the mass of black flapping feathers began to rise.

"What are you doing? Where are you taking me?"
"Back to the nest. You are nearly dead."
"No, I'm not. I'm going to-"
BANG!
A cluster of loose feathers spiralling to the ground. A 

flock  of  black  birds  scattering  in  every  direction.  A single 
gunshot  ringing  through  the  air,  setting  their  carefully 
constructed plan crumbling to bits. Diesel frowned as he fell 
back to the ground. The impact sent him writhing all over like a 
salted  slug  going through  its  final  death  throes.  He thought 
maybe the birds were right, and he was in so much pain, and so 
thirsty and tired and maddeningly in pain that all he could think 
of was to bury himself in the sand. Millions of desert worms 
crawled through the sand around him and he shovelled them 
into his mouth. He began burrowing himself face-first into the 
desert sand until his body was completely submerged. Then he 
closed his eyes.
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LEAVING HOME

My mother came into my room in the middle of the night. She 
was fully dressed and walking on quiet feet.

"Warton, are you awake?" She made it sound like I was 
the only one in the world meant to hear those words.

I turned over in my bed and looked at her. I nodded. I 
hadn't been sleeping much the past few nights. Having my soul 
removed might have had something to do with it.

"Good," she said. "Get dressed. We're going out."
"Out? Where?"
"It's a secret. You'll see soon enough. It's an adventure. 

Just you and me. Now come get dressed, nice and quiet."
"Ok."
She helped me pick out my clothes and handed me my 

jacket.
"You'll need it when you go outside. It's freezing."
"Ok."
She hugged me tight then led me by the hand out into 

the hallway. There, she had my backpack waiting for me. She 
slung it over one shoulder and took me by the hand out the 
back door. We walked across our yard to the back fence. My 
mother stopped to look back at her bedroom window.

"Is he still asleep?"
She  nodded.  Tears  rolled  down  her  cheeks  and  she 

helped me climb over the fence. On the other side I saw her 
face  in  the  moonlight  and  it  was  dark,  tired  and  sad.  She 
climbed the fence after me and grabbed my hand again and we 
walked down the path that ran behind all  the houses on our 
street.

"Where are we going? Can you tell me now?" I asked.
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She just kept walking. More tears.
"I don't ever want to let you go," she said.
"You're hurting my hand."
"Sorry."
"It's ok."
At this time of night there was no traffic on the streets. 

The only sounds  I  could  hear  were  from our  footsteps,  our 
breathing  and  the  crickets  of  the  night  gardens.  My mother 
walked with me down the street  like she  had the directions 
memorised.  Maybe  she  had  walked  these  paths  a  thousand 
times  in  her  head  until  it  had  become  second  nature. 
Autonomous.

"Are you feeling cold?"
"A little."
"Look, your jacket's not done up straight. Stop."
I shrugged and she fidgeted with fixing my jacket up 

right.
"What are you ever going to do without me?" she said.
We stood in the middle of the road and she fixed up my 

jacket. We stood there and she pulled me into a hug. She knelt 
down and sobbed against my shoulder a little and I stroked her 
hair.

"It's ok."
She wiped her face on her sleeve and grabbed my hand 

again and we kept walking.
"We're almost there."

Then  I  saw  it.  The  massive  clock  in  the  colossal 
archway. The giant pillars. The old ticket stubs that littered the 
ground around these streets. The train station.

"Where are we going?"
She ran her palm gently across my cheek.
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"Are you coming with me?" I asked.
"I have one ticket for you. It will take you to the city."
She slid my backpack off her shoulder and retrieved the 

ticket. She handed it to me with my backpack and kissed me on 
the top of my head.

"The train leaves  in half  an hour from platform four. 
I've packed snacks and a change of clothes for you. And you've 
got some money for food and I've written down a list of places 
you might want to stay. Don't worry. Everything will be ok."

"I'm ok. Are you ok?" I asked.
She nodded, trying to stifle tears.
"Are you staying around until I get on the train?"
"I can't. I don't want your father to worry. I'm sorry."
"It's ok."
She hugged me again, tight and unrelenting.
"Stay safe, my little man," she said."
"Yeah, stay safe, mum."
I held my ticket in one hand and my bag in the other. I 

watched my mother leave the station and then I watched the 
train come in, filled mostly with workers from the mines just 
out of town.
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SANDSTORM

There  was  me,  Diesel,  Ghost-Lee  and  Dustbowl  caught 
wandering  out  through  the  Long  Red  Desert  when  the 
sandstorm hit. Ghost-Lee said that moment right there, she was 
thinking of that scene in that movie where the hero got caught 
in a snow storm and had to cut open his snow-beast and crawl 
inside to survive. She promised Dustbowl that she would never 
do that to her. Even if it meant we would die. Dustbowl was a 
beautiful  creature,  a  rosewood  mastodon  with  the  softest 
brown-red  fur.  Ghost-Lee  locked  her  arms  into  Dustbowl's 
coat, looked back at Diesel and me and gave us a reassuring 
smile that told us that we would not die as long as we were 
with her. Those eyes we could trust.

We were about half an hour out from the town, but in 
these  conditions  it  could  take  hours.  And that's  if  Dustbowl 
goes without rest. And if we stopped, we would probably have 
to rest the night and our chances for survival would plummet. 
Ghost-Lee pulled her mask up over her face, turned back to 
Diesel and me and gestured we should do the same. Her pale 
blue hair whipped about wildly and her cheeks lifted like she 
was grinning at us beneath her mask. And her eyes, the same 
colour  blue  as  her  hair,  pierced  through  her  goggles  like 
magnets. She turned back around and wrapped her arms around 
Dustbowl and she looked like a true child of the desert, mad as 
any soul so thrilled over the peril of the sandstorm.

Dustbowl squinted through the harsh winds and walked 
forward. For all we knew, we could easily have been travelling 
in the wrong direction, but it was a gamble we had to take. 
After two hours walking through a constant curtain of 
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blackness at a glacier's pace, there came a dull humming noise 
which cut its way through the storm. Diesel thought he heard it 
and he called out to me, but I was deaf to everything but the 
storm. I tried to listen out for these invisible noises beyond my 
reach.  I  felt  Diesel  shift  his  body closer  to  Dustbowl  as  if 
having his head full of fur would filter away the storm noises. I 
buried my own head down and listened.  Engines? I  tried to 
hear, thinking that the more I concentrated, the more I could 
amplify the reach of  my own hearing.  I  thought  Diesel  was 
hearing things.  I thought he was delusional.  I  thought I was 
becoming  delusional.  And  then  I  heard  it.  Yes,  definitely. 
Engines.

In a passing break in the storm, Ghost-Lee must have 
heard it too, because she made her hands into a funnel and held 
the funnel to her mouth.

"Hey! Help!"
Her voice carried off in the wind.
"Hey! We're over here!"
Darkness rolled over again and the next thing I saw was 

a red glow quickly shrinking into black. I clutched Dustbowl's 
fur and hoped there was the slightest chance someone could see 
our  flare.  I  rested  my  head  close  against  Dustbowl  again, 
listening for the engines. They were growing louder. Yes. And 
definitely more than one. A search party? A rescue? How far 
were we from the town? How much further?

Ghost-Lee made the funnel with her hands again. The 
storm was easing up a little.

"Hey! Please! We're over here! Come help us!"
Diesel called out "hey!" but the wind was too strong.
Then, the engines came through the storm and Ghost-
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Lee redoubled her grip on Dustbowl. She looked back at Diesel 
and me, her eyes wide as craters. She waved us to get down 
low then slid her arms back around Dustbowl's neck. It was a 
pack of mech-wolves. Their eyes were glowing white through 
the storm, locking on to Dustbowl. They were neither wholly 
wolf, nor machine, a hybrid of both. Motors and pistons drove 
their steel limbs, steel jaws and laser canons transformed the 
beasts into cold, ruthless predators. They sure as hell had the 
heart and instincts of wolves. Their engines revved hungrily. 
Ghost-Lee retrieved her scattergun from her pouch and fired 
warning shots at the wolves'  feet.  The pack leader stood her 
ground  as  if  daring  Ghost-Lee  to  shoot  again.  She  fired  a 
couple more warning shots. The wolf fired her laser canon into 
Dustbowl's  side  and  Ghost-Lee  shot  at  the  wolf.  Dustbowl 
groaned and lurched backwards and I held on to Diesel's coat 
to keep from falling off. The other wolves crept forward, their 
laser canons humming as they warmed up.

Howls came from behind us. I turned around and saw at 
least a dozen more wolves. Ghost-Lee swung around and fired 
her scattergun, but the wolves held their ground and fired their 
laser canons. Dustbowl cried out and fell to the ground. Ghost-
Lee handed Diesel the scattergun and dug frantically through 
her pouch, spilling its contents onto the ground. Dried meats, 
bottles of drinks, tools and bandages and other assorted items 
splayed out on the ground. She grabbed at a little bottle of red 
liquid,  dipped  her  fingers  in  and rubbed  it  on  her  face  and 
clothes. She tipped some onto Dustbowl's body. Dustbowl was 
breathing heavy, lying in the sand, covered in scorched flesh. 
Ghost-Lee passed the bottle to me and mimed coating herself 
in  the  liquid.  A tag  hanging off  the  neck of  the  bottle  read 
'wolf's blood'. I dribbled some onto my fingers and smeared the 

18



stuff on my forehead, nose and cheeks.  I  rubbed it  onto my 
neck and dabbed it on my clothes. Diesel handed the scattergun 
back to Ghost-Lee and took the bottle of blood. The wolves 
backed off  a  little,  the  rotating  barrels  of  their  laser  canons 
slowed down to a cautious whir. Dustbowl would not last long, 
but at least the wolves wouldn't touch her - or us - with the 
wolf's blood on us.

The wind picked up again and the storm enveloped the 
wolves until all that was left were their white eyes, receding 
into the dark of the storm. Ghost-Lee put her scattergun away, 
took the bottle back off Diesel and went around Dustbowl in a 
circle, rubbing the wolf's blood into the ground and muttering 
words to herself, and the wolves then disappeared completely. 
Ghost-Lee  rested  against  Dustbowl's  body  as  the  blackness 
pressed  down upon  us  and  she  stayed  there  until  Dustbowl 
stopped breathing.  She apologised with tears sliding beneath 
her goggles and stinging to her cheeks as mud.

"I'm sorry," she said.
She collected her pouch with all the things she could 

find that hadn't been blown away, and she withdrew her knife.
"I'm sorry."
She looked over at Diesel and me, and waved us over to 

Dustbowl's great belly, slit it open and ushered us inside.

19



THE SLOW HANGING

Diesel had a noose around his neck. And it prickled, it prickled, 
the rope tickled at  his  neck.  And out  here in the Long Red 
Desert of Mars we got a good old fashioned slow hanging like 
what used to go down so long ago.

Diesel hanging naked by the noose. And every hour on 
the  hour  for  twenty four  hours  straight,  the  hangman dug a 
hook  into  his  skin  and  hung  a  weight  from  it.  With  the 
hangman, there were just  two other people out in the desert 
watching the slow hanging. After one day hanging, twenty four 
small round iron discs covered Diesel's body and pulled down. 
The noose pulled tighter around his neck. With all the weights, 
the noose was tight enough to hurt, but not tight enough to kill. 
The gravity on Mars aint the same as Earth. Diesel looked up at 
Suzuki Joe and Suzuki Joe grinned. The sadistic bastard had 
done his fair share of slow hangings before. Diesel looked at 
the boy beside him. For the first time in fifteen years, Diesel 
saw  his  son.  Here  of  all  places.  Now  of  all  times. 
Unrecognisable.

Twenty eight hours into Diesel's hanging, it was going 
to  be  a  long  one.  Diesel  started  choking  on  his  own  spit, 
breathing heavy. His only relief was that there were no more 
hooks. His neck was raw red, and blood dribbled from twenty 
four hooks digging into his body. The blood dripped slowly and 
dripped from his big toe slowly into a puddle on the ground. 
His legs were shaking. His arms were shaking. His whole body 
was aching and trembling and in the desert sun it was burning, 
and burning black where the iron was getting red hot on his 
skin. His son watched him with a keenness that was borderline 
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disturbing. He didn't know what he was expecting it to be like, 
seeing his grown-up son, but he never imagined it would play 
out like this. Not like this. No. Not like this.

Diesel looked at his son again, searching for something 
of a connection. Anything. Just a slim chance of recognition. 
But he knew he was clutching at straws when even he didn't 
see the resemblance. He looked at his son and saw someone 
else's  son.  His  throat  itched  and  he  sniffed  and inhaled  the 
stench of humiliation and disappointment in the air. He looked 
at Suzuki Joe, that featureless chrome mask of his displaying 
no sense of emotion but the cold blank stare that constantly 
stared at the quivering Diesel. Diesel looked down and let the 
sun burn the back of his neck until the sun went down again.

"Ghost-Lee, Warton... what happened to you?"

When Joe took Diesel he left us in Dustbowl's carcass. 
Well, he stitched up the opening Ghost-Lee made, is what he 
did. While we were sleeping. I don't know how we managed to 
actually get some sleep, with the damp and the stink and the 
bones and innards pressing in all around us. I don't know how 
Joe  pulled  Diesel  out  without  waking  us  or  without  Diesel 
making noise enough to wake us. Ghost-Lee said it's because 
he's the demon of the desert. He's no mere mortal man.

Ghost-Lee woke up and then woke me up.
""Hey, Diesel's gone," she said.
"What? Gone where?"
"Gone. Missing. Vanished. Not here any more."
"Strange."
"Oh shit."
"What?"
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"Nothing. Can you pass me my pouch?"
"Where is it?"
"It should be somewhere behind the left lung."
"Ok." I worked my way through the beast to where I 

thought the lungs were and felt  around for the pouch. For a 
creature so large, there weren't many places to lose things. "Got 
it."

"Thanks."
I wormed my way over to Ghost-Lee and passed her the 

pouch. After a couple of moments of rummaging sounds, there 
was a click and a torchlight shining on the opening. The place 
where the opening used to be. But it had since been replaced 
with  a  seam  held  together  by  red  stitching.  Ghost-Lee 
rummaged through her pouch again. Then she dropped it and 
slid  backwards  up  around  the  area  where  she  had  been 
sleeping.

"Where are  you? Come out,  come out,  mister  pocket 
knife."

She slithered around to where I had slept.
"I know you're here somewhere..." she said.
She  worked  her  way around,  sticking  her  hands  and 

nose and feet around organs and bones, and came back to the 
slit empty handed. I looked at her in the dark and I felt hot and 
sweaty and smelly.

"Don't tell me..." I said.
"Mhm."
"The knife's out there."
"The knife's out there."
"How are we going to get out?"
Ghost-Lee picked at the stitching with her finger.
"We just need to break through one," she said.
She opened her mouth and attacked the stitching with 
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gnashing teeth. She tugged and growled and chomped until it 
snapped, and then she tugged at the stitches until the hole was 
wide enough to crawl out  of.  I  followed her  out  and in  the 
desert sun, I could see that her hair was now brown-red instead 
of  sky  blue.  Her  skin  was  also  a  brown-red  colour,  with 
Dustbowl's  blood sticking to her  skin.  I  guessed that I  must 
have looked the same. Like some sort of mud/swamp monster 
thing. Ghost-Lee reached back inside Dustbowl and collected 
her pouch with all its things. She bent down and picked her 
knife up and stashed it in her pouch. Everything in that pouch 
was coated with blood. And the pouch itself was coated with 
blood and Ghost-Lee walked away from Dustbowl leaving a 
trail  of  blood leaking from her  pouch,  acting like there was 
nothing strange at all about crawling out of the belly of your 
own pet and wandering aimlessly through the desert. I wasn't 
mad or frightened or grossed out by it. Just confused. Diesel 
said Ghost-Lee was the best thing that happened to him since 
Lindy died, but I didn't know Ghost-Lee like he did.

It didn't take long in the sun before the blood dried to 
my skin. It dried and cracked and flaked a little but most of it 
stuck  to  my skin.  And Ghost-Lee  was  off  walking in  some 
direction I didn't know where.

"Where are you going?" I asked.
"I don't know."
"What?"
"I don't know where I'm going?"
"Why are you walking this way then?"
She  shrugged  and  skipped  and  jogged  a  little. 

"Something's telling me we need to go this way."
"You're  not  making  a  lot  of  sense.  We  could  be 

anywhere."
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"Uh-huh."
"We could be lost."
"But we're not."
"I think we are."
"I think we're right where we need to be."
"What makes you so sure?"
She shrugged and jogged off again. She darted in one 

direction,  and  then  another,  as  if  following  an  invisible 
something.

"Hold on, come back!" she called out.
"Who are you talking to?"
"The coyote."
"Where? I don't see a coyote around."
"Oh, you wouldn't. Of course you wouldn't."
"Why not?"
"You need a soul to see it. It's a coyote spirit. Just trust 

me on this."
I didn't really have a choice. Either trust her and follow 

her or die in the desert. I didn't need a soul to work out the best 
decision. Ghost-Lee went off running after the coyote spirit. I 
tried to keep up. The blood on Ghost-Lee's skin made her look 
like some sort  of radical  desert  warrior.  She certainly had a 
madness  about  her,  chasing  after  this  spirit,  animal  instincts 
kicking in. I didn't have those instincts. I was barely human, let 
alone animalistic. It felt a bit like Ghost-Lee had soul enough 
for both of us. She leaped over desert on all fours and I thought 
at that point there was no way I could keep up. It was too hot 
and I  had  too  little  energy as  it  was.  She  called  out  to  the 
coyote spirit to stop, to let me catch up. I guessed that the spirit  
had stopped because Ghost-Lee had also stopped, and she was 
sitting on the sand, waiting for me to catch up.
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"We'll sit for a while," she said.
"Thanks."
"She says we can't  rest long. She says we don't  have 

much time."
I sat down and she got a bottle of water from her pouch 

and handed it to me.
"Thanks," I said.
Ghost-Lee scratched what I guessed to be the invisible 

coyote spirit.
"Is he taking us to Diesel?" I asked.
"She."
"Is she taking us to Diesel?"
"Yes."
"Ok."
"She says her name is Coyote-Chan, but we can call her 

Coyo."
"Coyo... can she hear me?"
"Yes. She also says we need to do a favour for her."
"Yes?"
"She wants us to help her brother."
"Who's that?"
"She says he's with Diesel. And we should get moving 

again. Can't rest long."
"Ok."
"She says  there's  one  more  thing."  Ghost-Lee  held  a 

little  blue  bottle  in  her  hand  that  wasn't  there  before.  She 
handed it to me. "Coyo tells me you should drink this."

"What is it?"
Ghost-Lee shrugged. So I took it and drank it. And then 

I saw Coyote-Chan, a woman with a coyote's face, and a sly 
coyote smile.
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THE DESERT AND THE WIND

We saw the  gallows from a  distance,  and Ghost-Lee  started 
running. I looked for Coyo but she was gone.

“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Come on!” she yelled. “Trust me.”
She was running straight at Suzuki Joe and Hunter, and 

there was no way they wouldn't see her and there was no way 
they wouldn't  kill  her.  Diesel  hung from the  gallows purple 
faced. I started running but I just couldn't see the logic in her 
plan. She was still about twenty metres from Joe when he went 
to ground. It was like he was bowled over by a giant gust of 
wind. Coyo.  As I  came closer,  her  physical  body came into 
being, like a hologram you can only see if you look at it from 
just the right angle. Yeah, there she was all jagged teeth and 
static fur, jaw clamped down on Joe's head. From beneath the 
gallows, the mech-wolves crawled out and powered up their 
laser  canons.  Ghost-Lee  tackled  Hunter  to  the  ground.  The 
wolves  fired  their  canons  at  Coyo  and Ghost-Lee,  one  shot 
grazing Coyo's flesh on the back of her neck. Her back arched 
up and the wind swept into a micro-sandstorm and blew into 
the  wolves.  The  hangman  stood  stationery,  watching,  and 
Diesel's limbs still twitched.

A  breathy  voice  in  my  head  told  me  to 
“saaaaaaaaaaaave hiiiiiiiiiiim...”

How?
A mech-wolf flew out of the sandstorm  and landed on 

its neck, its canon snapped off its head and rolled over on the 
ground.

“Saaaaaaaaaaaave hiiiiiiiiiiim...”
I picked up the canon and felt it humming in my hands. 
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How do I use it? I squeezed it to keep it from slipping and it let 
out a giant beam of neon green, leaving a smoking red hole in 
the ground between my feet. I got down on one knee to steady 
myself, propped the canon on my shoulder and aimed for the 
top of the gallows, as far from Diesel's body as I could aim. I 
squeezed.  My  sweaty  hands  and  sweaty  face  and  shaky 
everything threw the beam off target way too high.  Ok. Get 
closer. Do this and don't miss. Deep breaths. I walked up closer 
to the gallows, ducked another wolf-bot, flailing and soaring 
overhead,  and  I  looked  into  Diesel's  face  and  I  couldn't 
recognise any sort of human emotion. I couldn't tell if that was 
him or me. I fired and broke the rope and Diesel collapsed in a 
shuddering heap.

The wolves scattered and ran off into the desert.  The 
hangman just stood there staring at us. He pulled his gun on 
Coyo and Ghost-Lee and fired. They dropped Suzuki Joe and 
Hunter, ducked and ran. Ghost-Lee pulled out her scattergun 
and fired twice. Coyo turned on a step and vanished again and I 
saw that  Joe and Hunter  both had their  pistols  raised at  us. 
Hunter aimed his gun at Ghost-Lee and the hangman aimed his 
gun at me. Suzuki Joe was aiming at something no one else 
could see.

“Give it up, Suzuki Joe,” Coyo said.
The hangman fired in the direction of her voice. Coyo 

laughed. Joe laughed. I squeezed my laser canon too hard again 
and destroyed the hangman's arm. Hunter shot at Ghost-Lee. 
She  dropped  her  scattergun  and  fell  to  ground,  her  hand 
clutched around a torn, bloody ear.

Hunter aimed his gun at me and said, “drop it.”
I did.
He aimed his gun at Diesel and fired, the bullet pinging 
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off one of the iron discs that still hung from his body. He fired 
again, and again, emptying his gun into the crumpled heap of 
man by the gallows. Noose still tight around his neck.

“How dare you,” Ghost-Lee said.
“Huh?” Hunter watched Ghost-Lee stand back up as he 

reached into his pocket for more ammunition.
They were maybe fifteen, twenty metres apart. Ghost-

Lee charged Hunter, abandoning herself to her wilder instincts. 
Sure, he was a good shot, a skilled gunslinger for his age, but 
Hunter was helpless to the attack. Ghost-Lee leapt at his face, 
catapulting  him  into  the  ground.  In  one  swift  motion,  she 
twisted his arm and pushed Hunter's just-loaded gun into his 
throat.

“How dare you,” she said.
“Father!” Hunter called out to Joe.
Coyo laughed from all around them, pushed Joe to his 

knees  and  ripped  his  stupid  chrome mask  off  his  face.  She 
reappeared and poked a gun into his scarred cheek and snarled.

“Tell the boy who his real father is.”
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THE LONG RED DESERT

So much chaos.  So much yelling and shooting and biting.  I 
mostly just  stood there while it  all  panned out.  Coyo untied 
Diesel  and tied up Suzuki  Joe and tied up Hunter  for  good 
measure. When the hangman came to realising he wasn't dead 
yet, Coyo told him to get walking. When he asked where, she 
said  he  should  go  anywhere  that  wasn't  here.  He  tried  to 
remember which direction was home and wandered off into the 
Long Red Desert  with  his  one  arm caressing  the  cauterised 
stump of the other. We never saw him again.

Coyo and Ghost-Lee removed the hooks and weights 
from Diesel's body and bandaged him up. Hunter was fuming. 
He called us all chickenshits and said he was going to kill us 
when he got out of this. He said his father's men would teach us 
a thing or two. That was when Coyo told me to hit him every 
time he spoke out of line. Which he did. Constantly. His face 
was a  swollen rainbow by the time I  was done with him.  I 
didn't  enjoy  it.  But  after  Ghost-Lee  had  her  ear  wound 
sterilised and patched up, she came over and throttled Hunter 
again. Suzuki Joe just sat silently, staring at the red dirt.

Once Hunter  was adequately silenced,  I  helped Coyo 
and Ghost-Lee pull the gallows apart and get a large fire going. 
Hunter stared at us like he had so many things to say to us but 
he  was  keeping them in  his  head.  Suzuki  Joe  looked  up at 
Hunter and saw the hatred in his eyes.

“We're finished. I told you, I'm not your father. I'm not 
going to help you out of this one. Give it up.”

“You're a piece of shit,” Hunter said.
“Listen  to  the  man,  it'll  only  make  things  easier  on 

yourself,” Coyo said.
“Why, all my life he's been lying to me. What's different 
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now?”
“What's different? He aint looking after you no more, 

how's that for different? And how's about you stop acting like a 
smart mouthed shit. I don't want to have to babysit you. I got 
no problem leaving you out here once I've sorted out your old 
loser father here.”

Hunter looked away and said nothing.
“If we untie you, will you behave?” Coyo asked.
“Why would you do that?”
“The grudge I have is not against you. It is against the 

man you came here with.”
“Ok.”
“Can you do that for us? Behave?”
“Ok.”
Coyo untied the ropes restricting Hunter's limbs and his 

body stretched out and spread out flat. He got up and started 
running. Three steps away, Ghost-Lee tackled him and pinned 
him to the ground.

“Ok, ok. I'll do as you say. Just get off me, alright?”
Ghost-Lee looked up at Coyo, who nodded. She got up 

and dragged Hunter back to the group. He sat down and stared 
into the fire. Coyo untied Joe and retied him to a tall piece of 
timber from the gallows and propped him up in the fire. She 
gathered us around the fire and told us to pay close attention.

This is how you kill a demon.
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