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I ONLY QUIT HEROINING|

.»+1904...n0t a banner. year in the grand scheme of things,
but for me, well, a milestone, to say the least. Born a proper
New England lady, I had already taken shocking strides by enter-
ing a men's profession, journalism. But I was to learn thet
strides tend to get larger as one progresses.

I had been sent by my paper, 3Zoston’s Weekly Observer, to a
ghost town in the old west. Back then, ghost towns were still
something of a recent development, and still a2 bit of a phenome-
non. I was to give our readers a first-hand description of one.

The town I was sent to was called Rhinestone Alley. Like
rhinestones, the town's remains reekez of the imitation wealth
and glamor...perhaps there was poetic irony in the town's name.
No gold or other wealth was ever found there.

While strolling through Rhinestone Alley (no tour guide was
available to me), taking copious notes, I spied a large, saucer-
like olect sitting in the sky about a block away. UF0°'s were un-
heard of then, so I approached, curious. On my way to the sau-
cer's area, I came upon 2 man in the street, though he was unlike
other men I had known. He had antennae on his head, and a large;
dull white gem on his forehead. I assumed he had something to do
with the saucer.

w"Excuse me, sir," I asked, "Are you, by any chance, alive?"

His antennae quivered, then he answered, "Yes I am, Earth-
girl. Perhaps you could help me improve my odds of staying that
way."

"Wy name, sir, is Telle Starr, of the Weekly Observer. What
do you want me to do?"

"My name, Telle Starr, is Harras, and if you could manage to
find water within fifty miles, I°'d appreciate a drink.”

I had a canteen with me, so I gave it to
him. He weakly took it, drank, and then,
the  jewel on the man's forehead throbbed a
bright red, and he lept up. "Thank you,
Telle Star,” he said, "People of my planet
dehydrate so very quickly...I lost my
strength before reaching my ship.”

"planet!"® I remarked, once again
taking copious notes.

w] feared I would never be
found in time to get water.”

"Jh-huh,* I nodded, jot-
ting all this down. "And why
were you lying so still®?”

"To preserve my energy,
of course.”

“0f course. Tell me, why
are you here, and could you
possibly show me the inter-
ior of that...vessels..
of yours?"
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"WWhy not?" he replied, and the gem on his forehead glowed
eerily. When it stopped, we had been transported aboard the
massive pilece of machinery. *"COh, my.,” I said, in reference to
the jewel. "Do you know where I could get one of those?®

"T'm afraid you have to be born with one. In answer to your
first question,; I'm here on an expedition looking for a new world
for my people., We've overpopulated our own world, and need a new
place to send a colony.”

"Took at all the room we've got around here,”™ I offered,

"Not so," he said, antennae quivering. "By my calculations,
this planet is populating itself at such a rate that the inter-
vention of my people would cause disaster in...say...fifty years.”

"Too bad,” I said, writing hastily. Then, my pencil broke,
and, angrily, I shouted, "QOh...poison ivy! 0Oh, excuse me for
using a rash word.”

Harras looked at me strangely. *I like you. And I owe you
a favor. It is customary, on my planet, to grant three wishes
to benefactors.”

"Oh,” I quipped delighted, as I prepared my allotted three.

But, he went on..."After an extensive study of your people,
I've discovered the three most common human desires, and it is
these three I will grant you.*

Sullen, I disagreed, but this time kept
a civil tongue in my head.

"Pirst, the desire to live forever.”
The gem glowed at me, after which he said,
“Now, though you will eventually die, your
aging process has been slowed to a crawl.
You?ll live hundreds of years.”

*RBut what if I don’t want..."

"Jecond the desire to posses great
strength.* Again, the gem glowed, and
my body tingled. "Now," he sald, "I'm
sure you'll find yourself the healthi-
est of your companions, to say the
least.”

"But I don®t care about tha...”

“Third, and lastly, the de-
sire to fly." He thought for
a bit., *"This isn't so easy,”
he said. He turned away, the
gem glowed, and when the glow
faded, 2 magnificent horse had
appeared in the ship. *“Sorry,
this is the best I can do.”

"But I°'ve never ridden 2.s."

"Well, once again, I thank you, —:7
and I hope you will use your new
attributes to aid humanity. One
thing is certain: if any race needs
aiding, 1t is this one.”

"Can't I have something else
instead?” I pouted, one last time.

Just then, another glow filled
the ship, and a woman appeared, re-
sembling Harras in that she, too, had
antennae and a jewel forehead. And
her jewel was red hot with apparent
anger,
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"Yho's that?" I whispered to Harras.

Grimly, he answered, "One of my former co-workers, Hernia."

"She doesn't seem very pleasant."

"It's not her fault...she's insane, that’s all.®

"Oh," I said, unbelieving. "Is THAT all?”

"So, Harras," Hernia sald mockingly, "Assoclating with human
races now, eh? It only proves that I deserve the scouting post
you stole from mel” -

"I didn®t steal this post from you," Harras shouted back, an-
grily, "It was given to me by Overlord Hestra.”

"It was stoleni® screeched Hernia, "And I°m here to take it
backi® Her gem burst forth with a flood of light, and Harras
collapsed., "Now," Hernia said, angrily glaring at me, "Get out
of this ship, and take this animal with you.”

"I*'d like to,” I stuttered, "But we haven't even met yet."

I looked at the horse. "Here horsey, c'mon! TILet's go outside,
c'mon..." No reaction.

Hernia, impatient, used her gem, and we found ourselves trans-
ported to the dusty street of Rhinesitone Alley again, watching the
saucer fly away. Harras lifted his head of the ground, saw the
ship escaping, and shouted, "After her.”

I looked around, wondering who he was talking to. "You mean,
me?"

"You see anybtody else around here?" Harras snapped.

The horse came up to me, and I gingerly mounted him, only to
have him bolt away with me half-on and half-off. *Hold onl® I
shouted, but no such luck. I gradually pulled myself to an up-
No-

right position, which was really not much more comfortable.
body who has never ridden should be forced to start bareback.




As we flew along, at speeds entirely too great for one whose
experience at this sort of thing had been limited to merry-go-
rounds, a thought occurred to me; what was I to do when we over-
took the ship? I hadn®*t the slightest idea.

The horse had. As soon as the ship was running neck-and-
neck with us, he reared in mid-air, sending me sailing toward the
craft. Trying to think calmly (a difficult feat when you're
screaming at the top of yourlungs) I extended my fists, and, due
to my tremendous strength, I battered a hold in the spaceship,
leading right to the cabin.

"Meddlesome Earth=-worml” cried Hernia, and a blast from her
gem knocked me out the hole, but the horse caught me.  Then,
mounted in mid-air, we watched as the ship, losing it®s pressure
balance, flailed about wildly, eventually crashing in a small ex-
plosion about a mile from us, in the desert.

Prom then on, the horse, which I named Byron the Rold, and I
were a team. We returned to the East Coast where our adventures
were relatively few (once in awhile there was a brawl at a ladies!?
tea, but nothing big). It wasn®t until World war II that super-
people became popular, so I designed a costume, and Byron and I
entered the War Effort. But, that’s

. r-——\\\
another story. \
Enjoying our fame, we con- /M%W’)J
tinued crime-fighting until the f 1
mid-sixties, when there was a *A\<42J
super-person on every street
corner, sometimes even two in ‘
Manhattan. And, frankly, Aﬂ D>
Byron and I were tired. ¢ r

I also had gotten
married, and had a husband
to look after, as wgll as
the possibility of chil-
dren. We ended our long
careers, and we're enjoy-
ing our retirement, though
I must confess that the
memories of the old days
do seem to make the
house seem a little con-
fining, and the seat a
1ittle uncomfortable, and
my mind wants to move con-
stantly.

But, let®s face ita.ss
I'°m old. I°'l1l never see
88 againl
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Her vision was limit~-
ed by the opaque mask which
allowed only minimal eye-
holes. Yet her sight did not
deceive her when it perceived .
the chaotic scene around her. Mitch Owens, dazed, contorted into a post-
impact position on the hospital floor, a crimson-splotched island in a darz-
ling sea of broken glass— evidence of her entrance., Marilyn Leonard and
Mark Owens, their previous emotions temporarily
put aside and replaced by the proverbial open-
mouth grimace. A drawing, white-clad crowd.

The woman removed the loathsome skull mask
and revealed her true countenance to be very
beautiful indeed, as was her voice when she
spoke, "I have come to vanquish Skull Goddess.,
I, Countess Cranium, am the true skull-faced
crime-fighter., 1In order to remain unique and
frightening to the criminals here and in my
country, I must deal with this imposter."

Dr. Jerry Marlowe, still in his surgical
garb, had appeared and was standing near Mari-
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‘ . j lyn and a revived Mitch. 'Imposter?" Mark Owensp
|| oull Pouus, - cried. "I've never heard of you, and Skull
TH DoWN . Goddess really does have a skull-face,"
1 . "Jerry," Marilyn whispered to her lover,
V "Is the Skull Goddess woman all right?"
i g**g{;;/ ” Jerry stared at Countess Cranium and then §
; s replied, "They've taken her to the recovery room."
NOW I'VETOST : y

The bizarre costumed woman heard the whisper and donned her mask, ex-
claiming, "Then that is my destination!' She pushed past Jerry and dashed
down the antiseptic corridor in the direction of the recovery room. Jerry,
Mark, and a host of orderlies ludicrously pursued her.

L "What the hell do you make of that?" Mitch Owens asked
Marilyn Leonard. "How did she even know in which direct-
.-\ ion the recovery room was, for crying out loud?"

o "I'm more concerned about the woman that weirdo's
going to try to hurt. She's Mark's Mitch, you
always avoid her. The two of you have only been to-
gether briefly a few times, Mark told me. You really
do distrust Skull Goddess, don't you?"

"If you knew what I know about that Halloween
lady you would too, Marilym.,"

""Oh, my God," weakly whispered the man attend-
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poured into the room after her like freshly-spewed lava from a volcano.

"Get out of the way!" Countess Cranium roared at the doctor. Her voice
resounding within the mask sounded eerie., Jerry and Mark's flailing arms
attempted to grab the strange Countess. She stared down at the women in bed.
"This is too easy, to coin a cliche,” she murmured to herself.

"Don’t do anything to that woman!' the doctor shouted, regaining his
courage., ''She's dead!"

"Dead?"” Countess Cranium echoed. The mask almost made a second echo.
She ripped it off. '"How did she die? When did she die?" Mark registered
a pained expression as the Countess voiced his questions.

"I suppose the bullet-removal surgery simply was too much for her.

Dr., Marlowe, see for yourself. I find no heartbeat.”

Jerry gingerly stepped forward and pressed his stethescope against
Skull Goddess' breast. The instrument lingered there for an electric moment.
Finally he said, "I can't find one either,"

Suddenly Countess Cranium felt strong hands seize her from behind. A
look over her shoulder told her that the police had been summoned and an
emissary of said institution was gripping her now. "Don't struggle, Miss
Whatever-You-Are. You'll have to come with me."

"No! You can't arrest me! I—"

"You disturbed the peace of this hospital — rorally. Now will you
accompany me to the police station, please? That Batman getup suggests that
you’ll be good company.”

"Joke all you want, but you won't be able to hold me,” retorted Countess
Cranium as she was being "escorted" out of the room. "My country...”

"...Better than you do," Mark ? T~ )
was telling Jerry, "And I also know T S B T~ ;\///;7”\
that she isn’t really dead.” ’

"Mark," began Jerry.

"No, listen to me,” Mark
pleaded while the unwanted gatering
dispersed, '""This has happened to
her before., It's only some kind of
deep trance., She'll start exhibit-
ing signs of life again in a few
minutes,"” :

"What are you trying to sell
me? Astral projection? Self-hypno-
sis?" Jerry asked Mark, He glanced | _
at the still form on the bed.

"I don't really know myself,

Jerry. It's just some
another...one," .

"How many times has she done this in your
presence?" Jerry asked, still incredulous.

"I would say every third or fourth time
we are together., I've only know her for two
years and she's reluctant to talk about her
past. Anyway, she'd be, ah, normal and then
all of a sudden she’ll be lifeless like that.,
But, fifteen or twenty minutes at the most
later, she’ll stir and— "

"— And say, 'What happened? Where am I?7'"
Jerry asked.

"Yes," Mark replied, much more serious

than Jerry. 'How did y=— " .
”Damzit, I don't Lmow what to think, Mark.
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This whole thing is so freaky! Have you ever asked her what happens when
she goes into one of these trances?”
"She says she doesn't remember," Mark said slowly, "But I wonder if—
"Well this certainly is something to wonder about," Jerry interrupted
him again. Turning his eyes towards the skull goddess on the bed, he added,
"And she most certainly is someone to wonder about.”

”

"In the local news, certain
citizens downtown this afternoon
witnessed a grim life-and-death
display several stories above street
tevel. The enigmatic, almost fright-
ening, woman known as Skull Goddess——
whose photograph you see projected
behind the newsdesk and me— was shot
by an escaping criminal while she was
attempting to apprehend him and his
partner, who both had robbed the
Developers' Security Natiomal Bank
on the first floor of the forty-story
GF Center., Eyewitnesses reported how

Skull Goddess swooped down upon the
fleeing robbers by swinging on a cord
attached to something many stories above Wilscn Street and was shot at fair-
ly close range by one of the gun-wielding robbers. The pair then escaped.
An ambulance soon arrived and transported the heroic victem to..."

He did not hear any more of the newscasters words. He sat obliviously
staring at the close~up, full-length photograph of the woman whose desirable
body was marred by the grotesquerie which was her face. A sardonic smile
manipulated his scabrous lips. He was formulating a plan of actiom.

"How intriguingly strange. She almost has two distinct sets of molo-
cules, cells, and atoms. They are mysteriously dually divided enocugh to
enable some of them to form and animate a body here, while emough stay on
the other plane in order for a material frame to be left there, My taking
her now is almost too easy!"

The wheezing, cracking voice opened Skull Goddess' eyes., Her mind ex-
ploded in inaudible screams; she knew that she was back in Ethera. When
she saw the gnome, Hesbolo, hovering over her prostrate figure, she bolted
to her feet,

Skull Goddess braced herself for battle. "You can’t judge a book by its
cover" was an axiom which applied to Hesbolo's deceiving appearance. Her
seemingly rheumatoid body somehow stored the agility and power of a berserk
tigress. Hesbolo flung off the rainbow headress and fully revealed a face
almost as distasteful as Skull Goddess’.
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Skull Goddess stared at Hesbolo's crumpled body. Was she dead? No
such luck.

"I've got to be very cautious,” Skull Goddess remarked aloud. "I
never know when my 'self’ will leave this body; it could happen anywhere,
anytime, I can't risk Hesbolo finding my defenseless body again, Where
can T go in order to be safe during my counsciousness -— and unconscious-
ness — in Ethera? Where?"

"It’s been nineteen or twenty minutes mow; Mark.'” Dr., Jerry Marlowe
turned Mark Owens' face towards his own. 'Do you still think —"
“Yes!" Mark cried almost maniacally., "She will revive. She must!"

A smile played upon his lips as he noiselessly entered Skull Goddess'
hospital room, equiptment in hand. Those two men's backs were to him; he
knew that he had to eliminate the men in order to accomplish what he came
here to do.

++-+ TO BE CONTINUED -+
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