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The sun had just reached its apex when the old roan wavered and went down on both front knees. Jeremiah dismounted just in time to avoid a broken leg – or worse – because moments later the horse toppled over on its left side and was still. "Ya done good, girl," Jeremiah said, patting the animal on her side. She was still breathing shallowly, so he put her out of her misery, then dug out his canteen and lifted it to his parched lips. Halfway through the motion he realized that it felt a mite insubstantial, and when he examined it he found the clean, round bullet hole, not quite four hours old. "Ya missed, Jonah, ya ugly cuss," he said out loud. "But ya mighta killed me anyway." Tossing the useless canteen aside he gathered what he could easily carry – six shooters, bed roll – and continued across the desert on foot.

Heat, dehydration, and exhaustion collected their debts in short order. Within the hour he had a headache to beat all, and after four he started seeing things. A shimmer, always just at the edge of his vision, suggesting cavorting falls of crisp, clean water, surrounded by lush green foliage dripping with moisture. Shadowy figures that disappeared when he looked directly at them. At one point a phantom tumbleweed rolled lazily past him in the opposite direction, against the wind. The vultures that were circling him now were probably real enough. Not that it mattered either way.

As the sun dipped towards the horizon the wind started picking up, and soon it was whipping up blinding whorls of sand that impeded his halting progress even more. He wrapped a kerchief around his nose and mouth, pulled his hat low, and pressed the fancy tinted eyeglasses he wore flush against his face, but the sand still found its way into his eyes, his nose, his throat. After a time he resigned himself to the fact that each step was his last, but he always managed just one more, and uncountable hours later, after the sun had fallen and risen again, freezing him to the bone in the interim, his tenacity paid off when something that resembled civilization coalesced out of the maelstrom. A score of buildings, facing each other across an expanse of packed earth suggesting a road, where a liberated rain barrel danced back and forth, battered by the shifting winds. A wooden sign that read "OUTSKIRTS" banged repeatedly against the weather-beaten building where it hung from two rusty eye bolts. There was a hotel/saloon, but it was shut up tight, the watering trough out front half-filled with sand. All the buildings, it seemed, were shut up tight. Where were all the people? A sheet of newsprint fluttered by on the wind, caught on a hitching post, and Jeremiah snatched it up before the wind could claim it again. The Weekly Outskirter, the masthead proclaimed. Outskirts, Arizona – July 7, 1881. Today's date. So now he knew where he was. Far more compelling, however, was the story dominating the front page:

Every Man, Woman, and Child on Earth Disappears!

"What th' holy hell?" Jeremiah whispered to himself.

"Hey, mister, ain't you got no sense to come in outta the wind?" someone shouted.
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The slim young man the voice belonged to ushered Jeremiah through the door and slammed it shut behind them, barring it securely against the storm. A large, functional desk dominated the room he found himself in, flanked on one side by a Daughaday printing press and on the other by stacks and stacks of printed news sheets that matched the one in his hand. The papers were freshly printed, the press itself quite new. The young man's hands were stained with ink, and his spectacles were askew, but he couldn't have looked happier. "Welcome to the offices of the Outskirts Outskirter!" he beamed. He indicated the sheet in Jeremiah's hand. "Looks like you're my first-ever customer!"

"I ain't got two cents," Jeremiah said.

"Keep it. Gratis."

Jeremiah studied the paper in his hand again.

"Looks like my presence is puttin' th' lie t' yer big story," he said. "Never mind yer own."

"Oh, well..." the young man blushed. "See, it's not really a newspaper. I mean, I'm not printing real news, as it were." He grew excited again. "I'm a purveyor of speculative fiction."

"So, lies."

"Excuse me?"

"Fiction is lies."

"Well, I suppose, but this is speculative fiction."

"Fancy lies."

The young man deflated slightly, and Jeremiah figured he'd twisted him long enough.

"So what is spec'utive fiction?" he asked.

"They're stories," the young man explained, "about things that might happen in the future. Or stories about amazing new inventions, and their inventors. Adventure stories, essentially, but with a firm foundation in science."

"I see. Spec'utive fiction."

"S-F for short."

Jeremiah mulled this over.

"Ess-Eff ain't memorable an' it's hard to say. Ya oughta call it..." he brainstormed for a moment "...Spec-Fic."

The young man frowned at this appellation. He quickly changed the subject by extending his hand and belatedly introducing himself.

"Harold Artemis Faust, author/publisher extraordinaire, at your service. Art, if you prefer."

"Jeremiah Riddle, all-around malcontent." They shook.

"So why don't ya put yer stories in books?" Jeremiah asked.

"Binding books is expensive. Not that this press was cheap – it cost me eighteen dollars! – but now, for the cost of the paper and ink, I can print up a run of one of my stories any time I like. And I got to thinking, why not lay it out like it was a real newspaper, full of news stories that aren't real stories but are..."

"Spec'utive fiction."

"Right!"

"Well," Jeremiah said, "yer not off t' a very good start."

"How do you figure?"

"If every man, woman, and child done disappeared, then who printed this story about it?"

Art's face blanched noticeably.

"You'll have to read it to find out," he quickly said, not a little defensively.

"Okeh," Jeremiah said, folding the sheet under his arm. "Ya done me a solid so I'll do that. And I'll pass it on t' th' next fella I meet who might want t' enjoy some spec'utive fiction."

"Thank you!" Art grinned. "How'd you find yourself on foot in that habūb, anyhow?"

"Haboob?"

"Dust storm. That's what the Arabs call it."

"Had a horse keel over unnerneath me."

"Shame. Well you're lucky you stumbled across us. If you'd missed Outskirts there's nothing but desert until Yuma, and you'd be dead by then."

Jeremiah nodded. He couldn't disagree with that logic.

As it turned out though, "lucky" was relative.
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The two of them retreated to Art's room upstairs, where he produced a bottle of palatable whiskey and poured them both a heaping glass. "Hope it's not too early for you," he told Jeremiah. "It would be for me, but I've been up all night." They discussed the town, what there was to discuss, because it was less a town than a way station, a convenient stopping point for people on their way to California – San Diego, specifically. "I predict San Diego is going to be the capital of California some day," Art said, tipping his glass to Jeremiah. "You mark my words." His plan was to distribute his "speculative fiction" newspapers to anyone and everyone passing through to San Diego, on the assumption that sheer boredom would move them to read the things during the final leg of their journey. Then, with any luck, they'd talk the stories up once they reached their destination, spreading his fame throughout the city. "Once I create enough demand, I'm hoping to relocate there," Art concluded.

"As good a plan as any," Jeremiah acquiesced.

By eight o'clock, the dust storm had abated.

"I'm gonna need t' earn a handful," Jeremiah said as they stepped outside. The town was slowly coming back to life. "Enough t' buy a horse, or passage on th' next stage that comes through."

"Well, there's always something needs doing. Let's take a walk around town."

At that moment, a man barreling by on the far side of the street glanced their way, did a double-take, and altered his trajectory to intercept them. Easily topping three hundred pounds, his clothes appeared freshly pressed, and his red, neatly-trimmed beard did nothing to belie his boyish features. The shiny gold star on his chest came as such a surprise that Jeremiah blinked and shook his head, just to make sure he wasn't still seeing things.

"Who's your friend?" the corpulent lawman asked Art.

"This is Mr. Jeremiah Riddle. He lost his horse in the desert."

"I'm gonna have to ask you where you were last night," the sheriff said to Jeremiah.

"Out there," Jeremiah said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of said desert.

"I'll vouch for him," Art said. The sheriff gave the itinerant the once-over and decided that he was bedraggled and dusty enough for his story to be true.

"Okeh." He dismissed Jeremiah and addressed Art. "I had to ask because it happened again! One of George Bartlett's this time. I'm heading over there to check it out right now. I know you like this queer stuff, so you can come along if you like."

"Queer stuff?" Jeremiah asked. He followed Art, who followed the sheriff.

"Real queer," Art enthused. "Someone..." he paused for effect "...or some thing has been tearing up horses – three so far. And one person, we think. The town drunk. Got him when he passed out behind the saloon one night."

"We got no shortage of town drunks," the sheriff interjected. A strange juxtaposition, his soft appearance and this cold-blooded, no-nonsense dismissal.

George Bartlett's stables were a fifteen minute walk from town proper, and when the trio arrived George was waiting for them, fit to be tied. "'Bout time you waddled out here, Sheriff!" he shouted. The dead horse was in the yard, several hundred feet from the stable. Stripped to the bone in several places, one of its rear legs missing entirely, its death was obviously the work of a predator.

"I lost 'er in the storm last night, found 'er like this!" George grumbled. "It's those Apache. They're fuckin' cannibals, you know, the lot of 'em."

"Cannibalism implies an inter-species act..." Art began.

"Sheriff, what is he doin' here?" George groaned. "I ain't in the mood for all his facts."

"I'm an interested party," Art said, folding his arms.

"All right, all right," said the sheriff, holding his hands up in a warding-off gesture. "No need for everybody to get all riled up. Art, run back to town, get my horse, and round up two, three layabouts. Tell 'em I'll pay 'em one dollar for a day's work. We'll scour the area, see what we can find."

"I could use a dollar, Sheriff," Jeremiah said.

"You're hired." The sheriff extended his hand. "Cason Merrick. Case, if you like."

"Jeremiah Riddle."

They shook.

"I'll be your third," Art volunteered. "If we borrow three of George's horses, it'll save us some time."

"This lumberin' tub mounts one of my horses, I'll have
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