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NIGHT OF THE COOTERS
Howard Waldrop
This story isin memory of Sim Pickens (1919—1983)

Sheriff Lindley was adeep on the toilet in the Pachuco County courthouse when someone started
pounding on the door. "Bert!" the voice yelled as the sheriff jerked awake.

"Goldang!" said the lawman. The Waco newspaper did off hislap onto the floor.

He pulled his pants up with one hand and the toilet chain on the water box overhead with the other. He
opened the door. Chief Deputy Sweets stood before him, acomplaint dip in hishand.

"Dang it, Sweetd" said the sheriff. "I told you never to bother mein there. It'sthe hottest Thursday in the
history of Texas! Y ou woke me up out of ahdl of adream!™

The deputy waited, wiping sweset from hisforehead. There were two big circles, like haf-moons, under
the arms of his blue chambray shirt.

"I was fourteen, maybefifteen yearsold, and | wasaAztec or aMixtec or somethin’," said the sheriff.
"Anyways, | was buck naked, and | was standin’ on one of them ball courts with the little bitty stonerings
twenty foot up onewall, and they was presentin' me to Moctezuma. | was real proud, and the sun was
shinin', but it wasreal till and cool down therein the Valey of the Mexico. | look up at the grandstand,
and thereés Moctezumaand dl his high muckety-mucks with feathers and stuff hangin' off 'em, and more
gold than acircus wagon. And there was these other guys, conquistadors and stuff, with beards and rusty
helmets, and Italian priests with crosses you coulda barred alivery-stable door with. One of
Moctezumals men was explainin' how we wasfixin' to play bal for the gods and things. | knew in my
dream | was captain of my team. | had aname that sounded like abird fart in Aztec tak, and they
mentioned it and the name of the captain of the other team, too. Well, everything was goin’ al right, and |
was prouder and prouder, until the guy doing the talkin' let dip that whichever team won was gonnabe
paraded around Tenochtitlan and given women and food and stuff like that; and then tomorrow A.M.
they was gonna be cut up and smmered real dow and served up with chilis and onions and tomatoes.

"Wadl, you never seed such afight as broke out then! They was a-ydlin', and apriest was swingin' a



cross, and spears and axeswere flyin' around like it was an Irish funeral. Next thing | know, you're
abangin’ on the door and wakin' me up and bringin' me back to Pachuco County! What the hell do you
want?'

"Mr. De Spain wants you to come over to his placeright away."
"He does, huh?'
"That's right. Sheriff. He says he's got some miscreants he wants you to arrest.”

"Everybody dse around here has desperadoes. De Spain has miscreants. I'll be so danged glad when the
town council gets around to movin' the city limitsfifty foot the other sde of hisplace, | won't know what
to do! Every time anybody fartstoo loud, he calsme."

Lindley and Sweets walked back to the office a the other end of the courthouse. Four deputies sat
around with their feet propped up on desks. They rocked forward respectfully and watched as the sheriff
went to the hat pegs. On one of the dowels was a sweat-stained hat with turned-down points at front and
back. The side brimswere twisted in curves. The hat angled up to end in acrown that looked like the
business end of a Phillips screwdriver. Under the hat was aholster with aNavy Colt .41 that looked like
someone had used it to drive railroad spikes dl the way to the Continental Divide. Leaning under them
was aten-gauge pump shotgun with the barrel sawed off just in front of the foregrip. On the other peg
was an immacul ate new round-top Stetson of brown felt with a snakeskin band half aswideasa
fingernail running around it.

The deputies stared.
Lindley picked up the Stetson.
The deputies rocked back in their chairs and resumed yakking.

"Hey, Sweetd" said the sheriff at the door. " Change that damn calendar on your desk. It ain't
Wednesday, August seventeenth; it's Thursday, August eighteenth.”

"Surething, Sheriff."
"And you boystry not to play checkers so loud you wake the judge up, okay?"
"Surething, Sheriff."

Lindley went down the courthouse steps onto the rock walk. He passed the two courthouse cannons he
and the deputies fired off three times ayear—March second, July fourth, and Robert E. Leg's birthday.
Each cannon had a pyramid of ornamenta cannonballsin front of it.

Waves of heat came off the cannons, the ammunition, the telegraph wires overhead, and, in the distance,
therails of the twice-a-day spur line from Waxahachie.

Thetown was till asarusty shovd. Theforty-five-star United States flag hung like an old, dried dishrag
from its stlanchion. From looking at the town you couldn't tell the nation was about to go to war with
Spain over Cuba, that Chinawasfull of unrest, and that five thousand miles away a crazy German count
was making airships.

Lindley had seen enough changesin his sixty-eight years. He had been born in the bottom of an Ohio
kedlboat in 1830; wasin Bloody Kansas when John Brown came through; fought for the Confederacy,
first asacorpord, then asergeant mgjor, from Chickamaugato the Wilderness, and had seen more



skirmishes with hostile tribes than most people would ever read about in a dozen Wide-Awake Library
noves.

It was as hot as under an upside-down washpot on atin shed roof. The sheriff's wagon horse seemed
adeep asit trotted, head down, puffs hanging in the still air like brown shrubs made of dust around its
hooves. There were ten, maybe a dozen people in sight in the whole town. Those few on the street
moved like molasses, only asfar asthey had to, from shade to shade. Anybody with sensewas adeep a
home with wet towels hung over the windows, or Sitting as still as possible with afunera-parlor fanin
their hands.

The sheriff licked hisbig droopy mustache and hoped nobody nodded to him. He was aready too hot
and tired to tip his hat. He leaned back in the wagon seat and straightened hisbad leg (a Y ankee
souvenir) againgt the boot board. His gray suit was like aboiling shroud. He was too hot to reach up and
flick the dust off his new hat. He had become sheriff in the specid e ection three years ago to fill out
Sanderson's term when the governor had appointed the former sheriff attorney generd. Nothing much
had happened in the county since then.

"Gee-hup," hesad.

The horse trotted three steps before going back into its walking trance.

Sheriff Lindley didn't bother her again until he pulled up at De Spain's big place and said, "Whoa, there."
The black man who did everything for De Spain opened the gate.

"Sheriff," hesad.

"Luther," said Lindley, nodding his head.

"Around back, Mr. Lindley."

There were two boys—raggedy town kids, the Strother boy and one of the poor Chisums—sitting on the
edge of thewell. The Chisum kid had been crying.

De Spain was hot and bothered. He was only half dressed, with suit pants, white shirt, vest, and
stockings on but no shoes or coat. He hadn't macassared hishair yet. He was pointing ariflewith a
barrel big as adrainpipe at the two boys.

"Herethey are, Sheriff. Luther saw them down in the orchard. I'm sure he saw them stealing my peaches,
but hewouldn't tell me. | knew something was up when he didn't put my clothesin the usua place next to
thewindow where| liketo dress. So | looked out and saw them. They had half a potato sack full by the
time| crept around the house and caught them. | want to charge them with trespass and thievery.”

"Well, well," said the sheriff, looking down at the sackful of evidence. He turned and pointed toward the
black man. ™Y ou want meto charge L uther here with collusion and abetting acrime?' Neither Lindley's
nor Luther's face betrayed any emotion.

"Of coursenot,” said De Spain. "I'vetold him time and time again he's too soft on filchers. If this keeps
happening, I'll hire another boy whao'll enforce my orchard with buckshat, if need be.”

De Spain was ayoung man with eyeslike aweimaraner's. As Deputy Sweets said, he had the kind of
face you couldn't hit just once. He owned half the town of Pachuco City. The other haf paid him rent.

"Get inthewagon, boys" said Lindley.



"Aren't you going to cover them with your wegpon?' asked De Spain.

"Y ou should know by now, Mr. De Spain, that when | wear thissuit | ain't got nothin' but a three-shot
pocket pistol on me. Besdes'—he looked at the two boys in the wagon bed—"they know if they give
me any guff, I'll jerk abowknot in one of ‘em and bite the other'n's ass off."

"I don't think there'saneed for profanity,” said De Spain.

"It'stoo damn hot for anything else" said Lindley. "I'll clamp ‘em in the juzgado and have Swesets run the

papers over to your office tomorrow mornin'.

"I wish you'd take them out one of the rural roads somewhere and flail the tar out of them to teach them
about property rights,”" said De Spain.

The sheriff tipped his hat back and looked up at De Spain's three-story house with the parlor so big you
could hold arodeo init. Then helooked back at the businessman, who'd finaly lowered therifle.

"Well, | know you'd likethat," said Lindley. "I seem to remember that most of the fellerswho wrote the
Condtitution were pretty well off, but some of the other rich people thought they had funny idess. But
they wereredly pretty smart. One of the things they were smart about wasthe Bill of Rights. Y ou know,
Mr. De Spain, the reason they put in the Bill of Rightswasn't to give al the little people without jobs or
money alot of breskswith the law. Why they put that in there wasfor if the people without jobs or
money ever got upset and turned on them, they could ask for the same justice everybody else got.”

De Spain looked a him with disgust. "I've never liked your homespun parables, and | don't like the way
you sheriff this county.”

"l don't doubt that,” said Lindley. "Y ou've got sixteen months, three weeks, and two daysto find
somebody to run against me. Good evening, Mr. De Spain."

He climbed onto the wagon sest.
"Luther."
"Sheriff."

He turned the horse around as De Spain and the black man took the sack of peaches through the kitchen
door into the house.

The sheriff stopped the wagon near the railroad tracks where the houses began to deviate from the
vertica.

"Jody. Billy Roy." Helooked a them with eyeslike chips of flint. "Y ou're the dumbest pair of squirtsthat
ever lived in Pachuco City! First off, haf those peaches were dtill green. Y ou'd have got bellyaches, and
your motherswould have beaten you within an inch of your lives and given you so many doses of Black
Draught you'd shit over ten-rail fencesall week. Now listen to what I'm sayin’, ‘cause I'm only gonna say
it once. If | ever hear of either of you steding anything, anywherein this county, I'm going to put you
both in school.”

"No, Sheriff, please, no!"

"I'll put you in there every morning and come and get you out seven long hourslater, and I'll have the
judge issue awrit keeping you theretill you're twelve years old. And if you try to run away, I'll follow
you to the ends of the earth with Joe Sweeper's bloodhounds, and I'll bring you back."



They were crying now.
"Y ou git home." They were running before they |eft the wagon.

* % %

Somewhere between the second piece of corn bread and the third helping of snap beans, aloud rumble
shook the ground.

"Goodness sakes!" said Elsie, hiswife of twenty-three years. "What can that be?!

"| expect that's Elmer, out by the creek. He camein last week and asked if he could blast on the place. |
told him it didn't matter to me aslong as he did it between sunup and sundown and didn't blow hiswhole
family of rug rats and yard apes up.

"Jake, down at the mercantile, said Elmer bought enough dynamite to blow up Fort Worth if hed amind
to—all but the last three sticks in the store. Jake had to reorder for sump-blowin’ time.”

"Whatever could he want with dl that much?"

"Oh, that damn fool hastheideatheveininthat old minethat played out in'83 might Start up again on his
property. He got to talking with the Smith boy, oh, hdll, what's his name—?"

"Leo?"

"Y eah, Leo, the onethat studies down in Austin, learns about stars and rocks and dl that shit..."
"Watch your language, Bertram!"

"Oh, hell, anyway, that boy must have put abug up Elmer's butt about that—"

"Bertram!" said Elde, putting down her knife and fork.

"Oh, hell, anyway. | guess Elmer'll blow the side off his hill and bury his house before he's through.™

The sheriff was reading aweek-old copy of the Waco Herald while Elsie washed up the dishes. He sure
missed Brann's Iconoclast, the paper he used to read, which had ceased publication when the editor
was gunned down on a\Waco street by an irate Baptist four months before. The Waco paper had alittle
squib from London, England, about there having been explosons on Marsten nightsin arow last month,
and whether it wasasign of life on that planet or some unusud volcanic activity.

Sheriff Lindley had never given volcanoes (except those in the Valey of the Mexico) or the planet Mars
much thought.

Hooves came pounding down the road. He put down his paper. " Sheriff, sheriff!" hesaidinahigh,
mocking voice.

"What?" asked Else. Then she heard the hooves and began to dry her hands on the towel on the nail
abovethe sink.

The horse stopped out front; bare feet dapped up to the porch; small fists pounded on the door.
"Sheriff! Sheriff!" yelled avoice Lindley recognized as beonging to either Tommy or Immy Atkinson.

He strode to the door and opened it.



"Tommy, what'sal the hooraw?'

"Jmmy. Sheriff, something fell on our pasture, toreit dl to hell, knocked down the tree, killed some of
our cattle, Tommy can't find his dog, Mother sent—"

"Hold on! Something fell on your place? Like what?'

"I don't know! Like abig rock, only sparks wasflyin' off it, and it roared and blew up! It's at the north
end of the place, and—"

"Elde, run over and get Sweets and the boys. Have them go get Leo Smith if he ain't gone back to
college yet. Soundsto me like Pachuco County's got itsfirst shootin' star. Hold on, Immy, I'm comin'
right along. Well take my wagon; you can leave your pony here.”

"Oh, hurry, Sheriff! It'sbig! It killed our cattle and tore up the fences—"

"Wedll, | can't arrest it for that," said Lindley. He put on his Stetson. "And | thought Elmer'd blowed
hissdf up. My, my, ain't never seen ashooting star before..."

* * %

"Damn if it don't look like somebody threw alocomotive through here)" said the sheriff. The Atkinson
place used to have asizable hill and the tallest tree in the county on it. Now it had haf ahill and abig
stump and beyond, ahuge crater. Dirt had been thrown up in aten-foot-high pile around it. Therewasa
large, rounded, gray object buried in the dirt and torn caliche at the bottom. Waves of hest rose fromiit,
and gray ash, like old charcod, fell off it into the shimmering pit.

Haf the town wasriding out in wagons and on horseback as the news spread. The closest neighbors
werewaking over in the twilight, wearing their go-visting clothes.

"Well, well," said the sheriff, looking down. " So that's what a meteor lookslike."

Leo Smith wasin the pit, walking around.

"| figured you'd be here sooner or later,” said Lindley.

"Hello, Sheriff," said Leo. "It's still too hot to touch. Part of acow's buried under the back end.”

The sheriff looked over a the Atkinson family. "Y ou folksis danged lucky. That thing coulda come down
smack on your house or, worse, your barn. What time did it fall?"

"Straight up and down six o'clock,” said Mrs. Atkinson. "We was settin’ down to supper. | saw it out of
the corner of my eye; then dl tarnation came down. Rocks must have been faling for ten minutes!™

"It's pretty spectacular, Sheriff," said Leo. "I'm going into town to telegraph off to the professors at the
univergty. They'll surewant to look at this"

"Any reason other than generd curiogity?' asked Lindley.

"I've only seen pictures and handled little bitty parts of one," said Leo, "but it doesn't [ook usud. They're
generdly like big rocks, dl stone or iron. The outside of this one's soft and crumbly. Ashy, too."

There was adight pop and a stove-cooling noise from the thing.

"Well, you can come back into town with meif you want to. Hey, Sweetd"



The chief deputy came over.

"A couple of you boys better stay here tonight, keep people from falling in the hole. | guessif Leo's
gonnawire the university, you better keep anybody from knockin' chunks off it. It'll probably get pretty
crowded. If | wasthe Atkinsons, I'd start chargin’ anickel alook."

"Surething, Sheriff."

"I'll be out here tomorrow mornin' to take another gander. | gotta serve a process paper on old Theobad
before he lights out for his chores. If | sent one'a you boys, he'd as soon shoot you as say howdy."

"Surething, Shexiff."

He and Leo and Jmmy Atkinson got in the wagon and rode off toward the quiet lights of town far away.

* * %

Therewasanew sndl intheair.

The sheriff noticed it as he rode toward the Atkinson ranch by the south road early the next morning.
There was an odor like when something goes wrong at the telegraph office. Smoke was curling up from
the pasture. Maybe there was a scrub fire started from the heet of thefalling Star.

Hetopped thelast rise. Before him lay devadtation the likes of which he hadn't seen since the retreat from
Atlanta.

"Great gawd ahmighty!" he said.

There were dead horses and charred wagons al around. The ranch house was untouched, but the barn
was burned to the ground. There were crisscrossed lines of burnt grassthat looked like they'd been
painted with atarbrush.

He saw no bodies anywhere. Where was Sweets? Where was L uke, the other deputy? Where had the
people from the wagons gone? What had happened?

Lindley looked at the crater. There was a shiny rod sticking out of it, with something round on the end.
From here it looked like one of those carnival acts where aguy spins aplate on the end of adowe rod,
only thisglinted like meta in the early sun. Ashe watched, asmal cloud of green steam rose aboveit
from the pit.

He saw amotion behind an old tree uprooted by a storm twelve years ago. It was Sweets. He was
ydling and waving the sheriff back. Lindley rode his horseinto asmal draw, then came up into the open.

There was movement over at the crater. He thought he saw something. Reflected sunlight flashed by his
eyes, and he thought he saw arounded silhouette. He heard a noise like sometimes getsin bob wire on a
windy day. He heard ahumming sound then, smelled the eectric smell red strong. Fire started afew feet
from him, out of nowhere, and moved toward him.

Then his horse exploded. The air was an inferno, he was thrown spinning—

He must have blacked out. He had no memory of what went next. When he came to, he was running as
fast as he ever had toward the uprooted tree.

Firejumped all around. Luke was shooting over the tree roots with his pistol. He ducked. A long section
of the trunk was washed with flames and sparks.



Lindley dove behind theroot tangle.

"What the dingdong isgoin' on?" he asked as hetried to catch his breath. He still had his new hat on, but
his britches and coat were singed and smoking.

"God damn, Bert! | don't know," said Sweets, leaning around Luke. "Wewas out here dl night; it wasa
regular party; most of the timewe was up on the lip up there. Maybe thirty or forty people comin' and
goin' dl thetime. Wewas dl taking and hoorawing, and then we heard something about an hour ago.
Welooked down, and I'll be damned if the whole top of that thing didn't come off like amason jar!

"We was watching, and these damn things started coming out— they looked like big old legther bdls, big
as horses, with snakes dl out the front—"

"What?'

"Snakes. Y eah, tentacles Leo called them, like an octypuss. Leo'd come back from town and was here
when them boogers came out. Martians he said they was, things from Mars. They had big old eyes, big
asyour head! Everybody was pushing and shoving; then one of them pulled out one of them gun things,
red dow like, and just started burning up everything in sight.

"Wedl ran back for whatever cover we could find—it took ‘'em awhileto get up the dirt pile. They
killed horses, dogs, anything they could see. Fire was everywhere. They usethat thing just like the
volunteer firemen use them water hosesin Waco!"

"Where's Leo?"

Swesets pointed to the draw that ran diagonaly to the west. "We watched awhile, findly figured they
couldn't line up on the ditch dl the way to therise. Leo and the others got away up the drav—hewas
gonnatelegraph the university about it. The bunch that got away was supposed to send people out to the
town road to warn people. Y ou probably would have run into them if you hadn't been coming from
Theobad's place. Anyway, soon as them things saw people were gettin' away, they got mad as hornets.
That's when they lit up the Atkinsons barn.”

A flash of fire legpt in the roots of the tree, jumped back thirty feet into the burnt grass behind them, then
moved back and forth in acurtain of sparks.

"Man, that'swhat | call areal smoke pole," said Luke.

"Wel," Lindley said. "Thiswon't do. These things done attacked citizensin my jurisdiction, and they
killed my horse"

Heturned to Luke.

"Bered careful, and get back to town, and get the posse up. Telegraph the Rangers and tell ‘em to burn
leather gettin' here. Then get aholt of Skip Whitworth and have him bring out The Gun."

* % %

Skip Whitworth sat behind the tree trunk and pulled the cover from the six-foot rifle at hisside. Skip was
in hislatefifties. He had been asniper in the War for Southern Independence when he had beenin his
twenties. He had once shot at a 'Y ankee generd just as the officer was bringing aforkful of beansup to
his mouth. When the fork got there, there were only some shoulders and agullet for the beansto drop
into.



That had been from amile and ahaf away, from sixty feet up apinetree.

Theriflewas an .80-cdiber octagonal-barrel breechloader that used two and a haf ounces of powder
and apercussion cap the Size of ajawbreaker for each shot. It had atelescopic sight running the entire
length of the barrdl.

"They're using that thing on the end of that stick to watch us," said Lindley. "1 had Sweetsjump around,
and every time he did, one of those cooters would come up with that fire gun and give us what-for."

Skip said nothing. He loaded hisrifle, which had a breechblock lever the size of acrowbar onit, then
placed another round—cap, paper cartridge, ball—next to him. He drew a bead and pulled the trigger. It
sounded like dynamite had gone off in their ears. The waobbling pole snapped in two hafway up. Thetop
end flopped around back into the pit.

There was a scrabbling noise above the whirring from the earthen lip. Something round came up.

Skip had smoothly opened the breech, put in the ball, torn the cartridge with histeeth, put in the cap,
closed the action, pulled back the hammer, and sighted before the shape reached the top of the dirt.

Metd glinted in the middle of the dark thing. Skip fired. There
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was a squeech; the whole top of the round thing opened up; it spun around and backward, thingsin its
front working like adaddy longlegs thrown on aroaring stove.

Skip loaded again. There were flashes of light from the crater. Something came up shooting, fire leaping
like hot sparks from ablacksmith's anvil, theair full of flames and smoke. Skip fired again.

Thefiregunflew upintheair. Snakestwisted, writhed, disappeared.
It was very quiet for afew seconds.

Then there was the renewed whining of machinery and noiseslike apile driver, the sounds of filing and
banging. Steam came up over the crater lip.

"Soundslike agted foundry inthere" said Sweets.

"I don't likeit onebit," said Lindley. "Be danged if I'm gonnalet ‘em get the drop on us. Can you keep
them down?’

"How many are there?" asked Skip.

"Luke and Sweets saw four or five before al hell broke loose this morning. Probably more of 'em than
that wasingde."

"I've got three more shots. If they poke up, I'll get "em."

"I'm goin' to town, then out to Elmer's. Sweets|l stay with you awhile. If you run outta bullets, light up out
the draw. | don't want nobody killed. Sweets, keep an eye out for the posse. I'm telegraphing the
Rangers again, then goin' to get Elmer and his dynamite. We're gonnafix their little red wagon for
certan.”

"Surething, Sheriff."



The sun had just passed noon.

* % %

Leo looked haggard. He had been up al night, then at the telegraph office sending off messagesto the
university. Inquiries had begun to come in from asfar east as Baton Rouge. Leo had another, from
Percival Lowd| out in Hagdtaff, Arizona Territory. "Everybody a the university thinksit'swonderful
said Leo.

"Peoplein Auginwould,” said Lindley.

"They're sure these things are connected with Mars and those bright flashes of gaslast month. Seems
something's happened in England, starting about aweek ago. No one's been able to get through to
London for two or three days."

"Youtdling me Marsis attacking London, England, and Pachuco City, Texas?' asked the sheriff.
"It seems s0," said Leo. Hetook off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.
""Scuseme, Leo,” said Lindley. "I got to get another telegram off to the Texas Rangers.”

"That'sfunny,” said Argyle, the telegraph operator. "The line was working just a second ago.” He began
tapping hiskey and fiddling with his coil box.

Leo peered out the window. "Hey!" he said. "Where'sthe 3:147' Helooked at the railroad clock. It was
3:25. In sixteen years of rail service, thetrain had been four minutes|ate, and that was after amud didein
the storm twelve years ago.

"Uh-oh," said the sheriff.

* % %

They wereturning out of Elmer's yard with awagonload of dynamite. The wife and eleven of the kids
werewatching.

"Easy, Sheriff," said Elmer, who, with two of his boys and most of their guns, wasriding in back with the
explosives. "Jake sold me everything he had. | just didn't noticetill we got back here with that stuff that
some of it was aready swesting.”

"Holy shit!" said Lindley. ™Y ou mean we gottago amile an hour out there? Let's get out and throw the
bad stuff off."

"Well, it'sal mixedin," said Elmer. "l was sortagonnaset it al up on the hill and put one blasting capin
thewholeload."

"Jesus. Y ou woulda blowed up your house and Pachuco City too."
"l wasinahurry,” said Elmer, hanging his head.
"Well, can't be helped. Well takeit dow."

Lindley looked at hiswatch. It was six o'clock. He heard a high-up, fluttering sound. They looked at the
sky. Coming down was alarge, round, glowing object throwing off sparksin dl directions. It was curved
with points, likethething in the crater at the Atkinson place. A long, thin trail of smoke from the back end
hung in the air behind it. They watched in awe asit sailed down. It went into the horizon to the north of



Pachuco City.
"One," said one of the kidsin the wagon, "two, three—"
Silently they took up the count. At twenty-seven there was aroaring boom, just like the night before.

"Fiveand ahdf miles," said the sheriff. "That putsit eight milesfrom the other one. Leo said theonesin
London came down twenty-four hours apart, regular as clockwork." They started off asfast asthey
could under the circumstances.

* % %

There were flashes of light beyond the Atkinson place in the near dusk. The lights moved off toward the
north where the other thing had plowed in.

It was the time of evening when your eyes can fool you. Sheriff Lindley thought he saw something that
shouldn't have been there sticking above the horizon. It glinted like metal in thedim light.

Hethought it moved, but it might have been the motion of the wagon asthey lurched down agulley.
When they came up, it was gone.

Skip was gone. Hisriflewas il there, It wasn't melted but had been crushed, as had the
three-foot-thick tree trunk in front of it. All the caps and cartridges were gone.

There was a monstrous series of footprints leading from the crater down to the tree, then off into the
distance to the north where Lindley thought he had seen something. There were three footprintsin each
series. Sweets hat had been mashed along with Skip's gun. Clanging and banging still came from the
crater.

Thefour of them madetheir plans. Lindley had his shotgun and pistol, which Luke had brought out with
him that morning, though he was still wearing hisburned suit and his untouched Stetson.

Hetied together the fifteen sweatiest sticks of dynamite he could find.

They crept up, then rushed the crater.

* ok %

"Hurry up!" ydled the sheriff to the men at the courthouse. " Get that cannon up those staird™
"He's gill coming thisway!" ydled Luke from up above.

They had been watching the giant machine from the courthouse since it had come up out of the Atkinson
place, before the sheriff and EImer and his boys made it into town after their sortie.

It had come across to the north, gone to the site of the second crash, and stood motionless there for quite
awhile. When it got dark, the deputies brought out the night binoculars. Everybody in town saw theflash
of dynamite from the Atkinson place.

A few moments after that, the machine had moved back toward there. It looked like a giant water tower
with threelegs. It had athing like ateacher's desk bell on top of it, and something that looked like a
Kodak roll-film camerain front of that. Asthe moon rose, they saw the thing had tentacles like thick
wires hanging from between the three giant legs.

The sheriff, ElImer, and his boys made it to town just as the machine found the destruction they had



caused at thefirst landing Site. It had turned toward town and was coming at a pace of twenty milesan
hour.

"Hurry the hell up!" yelled Luke. "Oh, shit—!" He ducked. Therewas aflash of light overhead. The
building shook. "That heat gun comes out of the box on thefront!" he said. "L ook out!" The building
glared and shook again. Something down the street caught fire.

"Load that son of abitch,” said Lindley. "Bob! Some of you men make sure everybody'sin the cyclone
cdlars or where they won't burn. Cut out al the damn lights!™

"Hell, Sheriff. They know we're herel” ydled adeputy. Lindley hit him with his hat, then followed the
cannon up to the top of the clock-tower steps.

Luke was cramming powder into the cannon muzzle. Sweets ran back down the stairs. Other people
carried cannonbal s up the steps to the tower one at atime.

Leo came up. "What did you find, Sheriff, when you went back?"

There was acool breeze for afew secondsin the courthouse tower. Lindley breathed afew deep
breaths, remembering. "Pretty rough. There was some of them ill working after that thing had gone.
They were building another onejudt likeit." He pointed toward the machine, which wasfiring up houses
to the northeast side of town, swinging the ray back and forth. They could hear its hum. Homes and
chicken coops burgt into flames. A mooing cow was tilled.

"Wethrew in the dynamite and blew most of them up. One wasin amachine like asteam tractor. We
shot up what was | eft while they was hootin' and a-hollerin’. There was some other thingsin there, live
things maybe, but they was too blowed up to put back together to be sure what they was, al bleached
out and pae. Wefed everything there adiet of buckshot till there wasn't nothin' left. Then we hightailed it
back here on horses, left the wagon sitting."”

The machine came on toward the main street of town. Luke finished with the powder. There were so
many men with guns on the building across the street it looked like abrick porcupine. It must have
looked thisway for the James gang when they were shot up in Northfield, Minnesota.

The courthouse was made of stone. Mogt of the wooden buildings in town were scorched or aready
afire. When the heat gun camethisway, it blew bricksto dugt, played flame over everything. The ar
above the whole town hested up.

They had put out the lamps behind the clockfaces. There was nothing but moonlight glinting off the
three-legged machine, flames of burning buildings, the faraway glows of prairiefires. It looked like
Pachuco City was on the outskirts of hell.

"Get ready, Luke," said the sheriff. The machine stepped between two burning stores, its tentacles pulling
out smoldering horse tack, chains, kegs of nails, then heaving them thisway and that. Someone at the end
of the street fired off around. There was ahigh, thin ricochet off the machine. Sweetsran upgtairs,
something in hisarms. It was a curtain from one of the judge's windows. Hed ripped it down and tied it
to the end of one of the janitor's long window brushes.

On it he had lettered in tempera paint COME AND TAKE IT. There was aragged, nervous cheer from
the men on the building asthey read it by thelight of the flames.

"Cute, Sweets" said Lindley, "too cute.”

The machine turned down Main Street. A line of fire sprang up at the back side of town from the empty



corras.

"Oh, shit!" said Luke. "l forgot thewadding!" Lindley took off hishat to hit him with. Helooked &t its
beautiful fdt in the mixed moonlight and firdight.

The thing turned toward them. The sheriff thought he saw eyesway up in the belittling atop the machine,
eyeslikeabig cat's eyes seen through a dirty windowpane on adark night.

"Goldang, Luke, it'smy best hat, but I'll be damned if | let them cooters burn down my town!”

He stuffed the Stetson, crown firgt, into the cannon barrd . Luke shoved it in with the ramrod, threw in
two 35-pound cannonbals behind it, pushed them home, and swung the barrel out over Main Street.

The machine bent to tear up something.

"Okay, boys" ydled Lindley. "Attract its attention.” Rifle and shotgun fire winked on the rooftop. It
glowed like ahot cod from the muzzle flashes. A great dather of ricochetsflew off the giant machine.

It turned, pointing its heat gun at the building. It was fifty feet from the courthouse steps.
"Now," sad the sheriff.

L uke touched off the powder with his cigarillo. The whole north Sde of the courthouse bell tower flew
off, and the roof collapsed. Two holes you could see the moon through appeared in the machine: onein
the middle, one smashing through the dome atop it. Sheriff Lindley saw the lower cannonball come out
and drop lazily toward the end of burning Main Stret.

All six of the tentacles of the machine shot straight up into the air, and it took off like aman running with
his arms above his head. It staggered, asfast asafreight train could go, through one side of ahouse and
out the other, and ran partway up Park Street. One of its three legs went higher than itstop. It hopped
around like a crazy man on crutches before its feet got tangled in ahorse-pasture fence, and it went over
backward with a shudder. A great cloud of steam came out of it and hung inthe air. No onein the
courthouse tower heard the sound of the steam. They were adl deaf as posts from the explosion. The
barrdl of the cannon was burst al adong the end. The men on the other roof were jumping up and down
and clapping each other on the back. The COME AND TAKE IT sign on the courthouse had two holes
init, nester than you could have made with abiscuit cutter. First ahigh whine, then adull roar, then
something like norma hearing came back to the sheriffsleft ear. Theright one il felt like akid had his
figinthere.

"Dang it, Sweets" heydled. "How much powder did Luke use?"
"Huh?" Luke was banging on his head with both his hands.

"How much powder did he use?'

"Two, two and ahalf cans" said Swests.

"It only takes hdf acan abal!" yeled the sheriff. He reached for his hat to hit Luke with, touched his
bare head. "I feel naked. Come on, we're not through yet. We got firesto put out and some hash to
Stle”

Lukewas dill standing, shaking his head. The whole town was cheering.

* % %



It looked like apot lid dowly boiling open, moving just alittle. Every time the end unscrewed alittle
more, ashes and cindersfdl off into the second pit. There was a piled ridge of them. The back turned
again, moved afew inches, quit. Then it wobbled, there was a sound like astove being jerked up a
chimney, and the whole back end rolled open like amad bank vault and fell off. There were one hundred
elghty-four men and e even women al standing behind the open end of the thing, their guns pointing
toward theinterior. At the exact center were Sweets and L uke with the other courthouse cannon. This
time there was one can of powder, but the barrel wasfilled to the end with everything from the
blacksmith-shop floor—busted window glass, nails, horseshoes, bolts, stirrup buckles, and broken files
and saws.

Eyes appeared in the dark interior.
"Remember the Alamo,” said the sheriff.
Everybody, and the cannon, fired.

* % %

When the third meteor camein that evening, south of town at thirteen minutes past s, they knew
something waswrong. It wobbled in flight, lost speed, and dropped like along, heavy lesf.

They didn't have to wait for this one to cool and open. When the posse arrived, the thing was split in two
and torn. Heat and steam came up from theinsde.

One of the pale things was cregping forlornly across the ground with great difficulty. It looked like athin
gingerbread man made of glass with only aknob for ahead.

"It's probably hurting from the gravity,” said Leo.
"Fix it, Sweets" said Lindley.

"Surething, Sheriff."

There was agunshot.

* % %

No fourth meteor fdll, though they had scouts out for twenty milesin al directions, and the railroad tracks
and telegraph wires were fixed again.

"I been doing somefiguring,” said Leo. "If there were ten explosions on Mars last month, and these things
sarted landing in England last Thursday week, then we should have got the last three. There won't be any
more."

"Y ou beenfigurin, huh?'
"Surehave.
"Wdl, well see"

* % %

Sheriff Lindley stood on his porch. It was sundown on Sunday, three hours after another meteor should
have fallen, had there been one.



Leo rode up. "'l saw Sweets and L uke heading toward the Atkinson place with more dynamite. What are
they doing?"

"They're blowing up every last remnant of them things—lock, stock, and asshole.”

"But," said Leo, "the professors from the university will be here tomorrow, to look at their shipsand
machines! Y ou can't destroy them!”

"Shit on the University of Texasand the horseit rodeinon,” said Lindley. "My jurisdiction runsfrom
Deer Piss Creek to Buenos Frijoles, back to Olatunji, up the Little Clear Fork of the North Branch of
Mud River, back to the creek, and everything in between. If | say something gets blowed up, it'sonits
way to kingdom come.”

He put hisarms on Leo's shoulders. "Besides, what little grass growsin this county's supposed to be
green, and what's growing around them thingsisred. | really don't like that."

"But Sheriff! I've got to meet Professor Lowdl | in Waxahachie tomorrow..."

"Listen, Leo. | appreciate what you done. But I'm an old man. | been kept up by Martiansfor three

nights, | lost my horse and my new hat, and they busted my favorite gargoyle off the courthouse. I'm
going in and get some deep, and | only want to be woke up for the Second Coming, by Jesus Christ
himsdf."

Leo jumped on his horse and rode for the Atkinson place.
Sheriff Lindley crawled into bed and went to deep as soon as his head hit the pillow.

He had adream. He was aking in Babylon, and he lay on acouch at the top of aziggurat, just likethe
Tower of Babd intheBible.

He surveyed the city and the river. There were women al around him, and men with curly beards and big
headdresses. Occasiondly someone would feed him alarge fig from agolden bowl. His dreams were not
interrupted by the sounds of dynamiting, first from one side of town, then another, and then another.



