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 Prologue: If My Wings Should Fail Me 
 
      
 
    The Northern slope of the Himalayas: 1874 
 
      
 
    Biting cold wind held the battlements in a cruel lover’s embrace. Moonlight caught on the swirling snowflakes like jewels suspended in midair as the last few torches were snuffed out in the gathering gloom. Breathing too deep in this chill could kill a weak man; yet the armored Knights of St. Germain maintained their silent vigil. Hard men for a hard task, they stood like the Colossus of Rhodes against the gale. Ever watchful, most had been stationed here for ten years at the least. Few reached middle age. Theirs was considered a powerful and necessary duty to a higher mystic power. Only a select cadre of men knew the origin of their order and what the truth of that awesome power yet was. 
 
    Far from the outside, yet still swaddled in a frigid cold, a single prisoner slumped, chained to a sloping cyclopean wall deep inside the fortress-like monastery, down into the very bowels of the mountain. An unusual feature for a Tibetan monastery, the dungeon had been built and gradually expanded upon by the Knights of St. Germain in ages past to specifically house and keep this single man imprisoned for all time. 
 
    He was an immortal and an extremely dangerous one at that. There could be no execution, no death he could not come back from. There was only containment for a perceived eternity for such a being. 
 
    Hanging upon the wall, he was but wasted flesh and bone. Gaunt as a skeleton, he bore almost no resemblance to a living human any longer. His face seemed a skull with some dim dark fire of life yet remaining in the eyes. Anyone looking upon him would have imagined a demon, a ghoul, or a devil, and none living but the highest echelon commanders of the Knights themselves knew his name any longer. Clothed in rags rotting away at his torso, he knew only pain and suffering, having been there long centuries already. Long enough to drive anyone else to madness. Tortured and drained by his captors, there was only the dream to escape. Any semblance of sanity remaining within the prisoner’s mind came from his astral projection to see the world outside and marvel at the changes of mankind down through the ages. Magical wards of protection, written in Enochian, had stayed the prisoner’s mind from truly flying free in the astral realm, but he was still able to travel through dreams. Through these means he knew all his friends and family had died generation upon generations distant and the world was a smaller place than it had been. Grim as his predicament was, there was yet hope to escape, to cheat his captors of their prize and finally meet death. But death is a fleeting phantom for those seeking it, while remaining a looming specter for those avoiding it. If he could but escape, death would come for them all. 
 
    The creak of the door being unlocked echoed throughout the dank chamber. Torchbearers approached, beating back both the cold blackness and maddening quiet. The sound of armor clanking and even the orange flames licking at the damp air seemed thunderous to a forgotten man so accustomed to the viscous silence and dark. 
 
    His own rusty chains clanked softly as he shielded his eye sockets from the murky glare. Before him stood a trio of men. 
 
    Two Knights of St. Germain in their gleaming armor and crimson tunics with burnished faceplates of Damascus steel to hide their features like the masks of Greek tragedians. Indeed, they must have known they looked upon either a terrible tragedy or dark comedy. They remained silent as statues, almost afraid to breathe. They had heard horrific rumors of what the prisoner was capable of, only the presence of their commander granted them some sliver of courage. 
 
    The Count of St. Germain, their leader, was a handsome goateed man of middle age who wore the finest of silks while priceless gems wrapped in gold rode upon his fingers. His eyes flashed with wicked humor and slyness. 
 
    “I have a question for you,” said the Count. 
 
    “Ask,” rasped the skeletal man. 
 
    The Count swung a golden pendulum from his left hand. “A solar eclipse happened but a few hours ago, and my pendulum went mad. It writhed without tempo or reason. Not unlike you.” He waited a moment to see if the prisoner would give any reaction. “I thought to ask you about it, since you are usually so full of answers.” 
 
    The prisoner’s voice croaked as it found passage through the unused throat. “Aetheric forces, the electrical energies from the sun were blocked by the moon’s trespass. The magnetic currents were in a brief flux.” 
 
    “Of course, I should have known that.” 
 
    “You were always deluded by your own gifts,” said the skeleton with a cackle. 
 
    “And yet, you are the one still paying me for it,” the Count answered smugly. He dismissed his two knights with a gesture, waited for them to leave a torch in a sconce and shut the door behind them. “I have missed these visits, John. It’s been a long time since I last came to see you, not that you can tell down here. What has it been? Perhaps thirteen years. It looks like you are getting a little more color. Perhaps it is time for another extraction of your vitality.” 
 
    “How much do you think I have left?” asked John with a wretched chuckle. 
 
    “We both know there is no end. You are an Ouroboros who has tapped into the very wellspring of life, the umbilicus of the universe. If I were to leave you hanging there long enough, I am sure you would eventually resume your former appearance and vitality, and that is not something I will ever suffer the world to endure.” 
 
    “How kind. Never mind you reap the benefits like a cosmic mosquito.” 
 
    “Someone has to hold that essence in check.” 
 
    “Do it then, Edward, you parasite,” croaked John. 
 
    The Count frowned. “I no longer use that moniker.” 
 
    “Which one? Edward or parasite?” his laugh was a death rattle. 
 
    The Count threw his cloak over his shoulder in a show of frustration and wrath. He revealed a golden dagger. “I do not use the name Edward any longer. I am the Count of St. Germain, and everyone has called me such for the last two hundred years. Should I use this upon your bones and give you even more pain?” He waved the dagger in front of John. 
 
    “If you think I’ll use your latest faux title, you are mistaken.” John shrugged in his chains. 
 
    “It matters not. I’ll drain you just the same.” The Count put away the dagger, brought his hands together in an intricate and ritualistic finger knit clasp, and concentrated. A blue light gradually formed beside him, taking on the shape of a man, further materializing until it was a near double image of the Count. “My Tulpa shall do the work,” he said, with some satisfaction. 
 
    An almost exact match for the Count, the Tulpa stepped toward John and put his lightly glowing left hand upon John’s skeletal brow. 
 
    Crying aloud, John gnashed and shook as energy was withdrawn as if through a syringe. The Tulpa grew brighter. John, however, became even more thin, drained, and wretched. He sagged in his bonds. His muscles were almost non-existent, skin hung like a sheet draped over bone. No one would have thought him alive to see him. 
 
    The Tulpa, now bright as the noon day sun, strode to its master and placed its left hand on his brow. The energy flowed like a river into him. The Count, rejuvenated, now appeared to be at least five years younger than he had been, the sparse grey hairs having vanished from his chin and temples replaced with a solid black. “You know, John; I think this is the most I have ever taken from you.” 
 
    “No,” argued John, weakly, “you took more…once.” 
 
    “Ah yes, dear Jane. Until next time then,” said the Count over his shoulder as he and his subdued Tulpa left the dungeon. The door clanged shut, the sound of the lock and bolt being thrown echoed in the dim recesses. 
 
    They had forgotten a dying, flickering torch. Shadows danced on the walls in a mockery of freedom. Water droplets, warmed by the flames, condensed and rained back down on the torch. John saw it as a metaphor for himself, a self-fulfilling prophecy of doom. If he could but save that light, he could hold onto hope for but a few moments longer and perceive a means of escape. 
 
    He strained once toward the dying of the light. The flames guttered and died; like all hope had just expired, leaving him in a cold dark world. He slumped, exhausted. His bony hand nearly slid free from the manacle. What luck! A gift from the angels themselves! Could he free himself? His weak heart fluttered that could there be a chance now at freedom that had been so long denied. He had never been this emaciated before. With effort he slipped his hands free for the first time in what? Decades? Centuries? He had no sure idea. Having watched the outside world astrally, he had learned and grown in knowledge but not in the relative time. 
 
    With a spare more effort he stole his feet free from the shackles of flaking, rusted iron. They clacked on the hard granite floor. He was more bone than flesh now. 
 
    In the long darkness he reached the door and tore down the archaic wards of protection and binding from its secure position. Flung to the ground, it shattered into a thousand pieces. More signs and glyphs representing arcane powers meant to hinder his own talents were painted upon the stone walls or even carved on the wood of the door. These he scratched into oblivion or graffitied to destroy their meaning and thusly their inherent powers. The mental prison around him fell like the tumbling of Jericho’s walls. With each defaced ward he felt a relief flood into his mind. No longer was he shackled from extending his power outward either. The door, however, was solid as anything and still kept him trapped in this awful dungeon. 
 
    On the dust of the prison floor, he traced lines of power, letters that the chthonic Angels had shown him centuries ago in another time and place, Enochian letters which, when combined correctly, could answer the secrets of the universe. For now, they would but help him escape this hellhole. 
 
    He reached his senses beyond and felt for the nearest Knight standing at attention up on the closest landing almost three floors above his own deep dungeon. 
 
    “Open,” he whispered in the awful command of the powerful Infernal voice. “Open.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Far above, the Knight shuffled uneasily, unsure he had actually heard anything. 
 
    “Come. Open.” 
 
    He cocked his head toward the stairs leading to the dungeon. Had he heard what he thought? Never before had he heard a voice calling from below. 
 
    “Come. Open.” 
 
    Compelled beyond reason, he shuffled down the stairs, through a wide hallway and storage pantry. Down another flight of stairs to a natural cavern antechamber. 
 
    “Come. Open.” 
 
    There the door to the dungeon stood leering at him. 
 
    “Open.” 
 
    Sure he could not have actually heard a voice, he approached the door. 
 
    “Open.” 
 
    His mind twisted in peril for his own safety and sanity, he knew he had not heard a voice, but was compelled to open and look upon the prisoner; the bag of bones who had been hanging on the wall since the time of his great grandfathers. Each male in his family had done their duty here; a decade of service at this task in the remotest part of the world. Surely, he could look upon that corrupt face of doom one more time and then return to his station. 
 
    He unlocked the door and darkness met him standing there, pitch black, inky darkness yawning away into nothingness. 
 
    “Foolishness,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He started at the whispered, yet clearly audible greeting, then with a rushing corrupt wind, bony fingers scratched at his throat. 
 
    He had no time to scream as the cold appendages wrapped tightly about his larynx, squeezing. He fought to pull his pistol. His left hand grasped against his opponent and then felt the pommel of his revolver. Drawing in a blind panic, he shot once, twice, thrice. Each shot hit his nemesis, the stinking rag-covered ghoul, square in the chest, and he could feel the ripping impact of the bullets tearing through the monster, but to no avail. The gun rattled to the ground as his life was choked from him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Infernal voice was a magic John had learned of from the Angels in ages past. It was the same power and voice the Creator had used to frame the world into being and, though the human usage was but a candle compared to the sun in contrast to the creator’s power, it worked very well against those with a weaker will. Putting on the suit of armor was much more difficult than escaping the shackles, but John didn’t want to be noticed, and this was the only disguise he could abscond with. 
 
    By the light of guttering torches, he examined himself in a convex silver tray which became a makeshift mirror. He looked at himself. The grinning death’s head looking back was so different from the self he remembered. The beard was utterly gone as was the light in his eyes. If not for the aches everywhere, he surely would have thought himself an undead revenant, worming back from the depths of hell. 
 
    Creeping up the stairs, he walked in an unnatural gait that would betray him to anyone who looked twice. He could not manage the arrogant swagger of the Knights, the Teutonic discipline, their very strength. 
 
    Up from the dungeon he found himself in a massive Hall. The walls were lined with gongs and drums. Fine banners hung emblazoned with the crimson cross of the Order. The lofty roof above was set with sculpted glyphs and in the center was a magnificent gold planisphere which lit the Hall with a strange light and granted artificial view of the gleaming cosmic host above. Below, the floor had multiple marble tiles arranged to give the impression of a colossal dark wheeling fixture. The Black Sun? It certainly seemed so. The Count must surely be communing with dark forces far beyond anything previously hinted. 
 
    He wasted no more time on these esoteric furnishings and trappings and made his way to a doorway that seemed to have natural light behind it. 
 
    Throwing it open, he awoke the sleeping stars from their slumber. The first he had seen in centuries. He took in the frozen view and realized there was no escape this way. 
 
    Back inside, he crossed the decadent Hall again and paused while a pair of Knights passed. They glanced at him curiously. 
 
    “Do not see me,” he whispered. He sent the invisible power of his mind outward overpowering their own into thinking him no one—beneath notice. 
 
    They paid him no mind and went their way to the rear. 
 
    A horn blew from some far corner of the fortress and men spilled into the Hall. He walked cautiously now, mindful not to give himself away for the limping gait. There were far too many for him to bend to his will, that and he suspected Edward would be here, too. 
 
    The bodies pressed in and he shuffled surreptitiously about them with some effort. He headed toward the door from whence most of them had come, eager to find the exit from this lofty pinnacle. 
 
    Just as he reached the iron wrought doors, the Count and his bodyguard slammed them shut. 
 
    John backed away and manifested a protection ward in front of himself that he hoped would cloud anyone to noticing him. “Do not see me,” he whispered. 
 
    “Brothers of Agartha, and most noble Knights of St. Germain,” called the Count. He took his place at a podium on a slightly raised rostrum. A golden tripod beside the Count held a brazier from which deliciously intoxicating smells wafted. “I have called this council together. We have received word that we are needed to defend one of our most devoted allies. The NYMZA needs our agents in the retaking of Mexico. This will be a great day for all who volunteer…” 
 
    “Do not see me.” 
 
    The Count paused to stare curiously at John who had inched toward the closed door. “Brother Leopold. Where are you going? Shouldn’t you be on guard duty below?” 
 
    John nodded and turned to scuttle away. 
 
    The Count scrutinized John, peering deep into his soul and recognizing the forgery therein. “That’s not Brother Leopold! Seize him!” shouted the Count. “Tis the Abomination himself!” 
 
    John pushed against the brazen doors and barely parted them. He squeezed through as someone caught at his cloak wrenching him against the door. 
 
    “Leave me be,” he whispered with the Infernal voice, and the stunned Knight let go. 
 
    John raced as fast as he could along a snowy parapet, hoping to find an egress to a mountain trail, a stable, something. But the view granted only snowy darkness above and below, broken occasionally with soaring peaks of white covered granite. 
 
    Men shouted and came from multiple directions. 
 
    Tearing off the armor as he ran, John glanced behind at the scores of Knights and ahead at the blocked gate. He could not persuade the doormen to open to him before the others and the Count could catch up. His own use of the Infernal voice would be countermanded by the Count, and sooner or later they would overpower him and toss him back into the dungeon with more wards of power cutting his link to the eternal powers. 
 
    He went to the edge of the parapet and glanced over the frost covered stone edge where cliffs reeled into bottomless darkness. 
 
    “Stay where you are, demon!” snarled the Count. 
 
    “Stay back!” rasped John Infernally. 
 
    An invisible wave caused the foremost wall of knights to fall back a pace, but the Count was unfazed. “We will not let you escape. Your kind will not be unleashed on the world again.” 
 
    “My kind? Ha! Look in the mirror Edward!” 
 
    “I’m just a man, but you—you’re a monster. You’re a devil that I will spare the world from ever enduring again!” 
 
    “Monster? You’re the one who lied to me, you robbed everything from me!” John cried. 
 
    “Do not listen to anything he says, my sons, anything he can do to dissuade you of your sworn duty,” called the Count. 
 
    “I trusted you. You betrayed me and the angels,” said John. 
 
    “You have only fooled yourself with these lies in the twisting of ages,” argued the Count. “You betrayed yourself and now I hold you prisoner for the good of the earth.” 
 
    John looked over the edge to the nothing that awaited and back to the Count and all he had planned. There was no choice. 
 
    “Take him!” commanded the Count. 
 
    “I will not go back.” 
 
    “You have no choice. The die of your fate was cast a long time ago. It cannot be undone.” 
 
    “Liar! There is always a way.” 
 
    “Take him!” shouted the Count as Knights rushed forward. 
 
    John would not be shackled again, anything but that. He made his personal sign of power and leapt over the side of the parapet, momentarily borne aloft on the wings of dark rippling currents, airborne in the deep black gulfs, falling from the grim peaks of the Himalayas down into the impenetrable gloom of infinity. 
 
    But, he was free. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    An adventure is only an inconvenience rightly considered. An inconvenience is only an adventure wrongly considered. — G. K. Chesterton 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 1. Going to California 
 
      
 
    San Francisco, 1875 
 
      
 
    An urgent knock at the door disturbed Elizabeth while reading about a lurid tragedy in the paper, and afterward yet another grave robbing. It was the twelfth or thirteenth reported this week, not to mention the murders of whomever happened to be near the soon to be interred caskets. 
 
    The rapping at the door came louder. 
 
    “Who is it Elizabeth?” called Father. 
 
    Ignoring both, she gave thought to the paper, who would murder and steal the bones of the departed? Most of those looted coffins were Americans and a few English shipped over from the orient. Poor souls who succumbed to yellow fever or worse while doing missionary work. How odd. Such things shouldn’t be happening in this modern age, it was like a penny dreadful come to life. 
 
    The knock persisted quite rudely. It was mid-afternoon and Elizabeth was not expecting anyone for tea. Father, in his study with his paper and pipe, obviously was not expecting company either. The knock was continuous and sharp. Who could it be, she wondered? The Marsongaille sisters would not interrupt her, not after yesterevening’s debacle over the Jones brothers. 
 
    The paper’s alarming headline stole her attention back from even the trans-Atlantic airship flights and crashes. BONE MARAUDERS STRIKE AGAIN!!! Can the dead not rest in peace? Is anyone safe? The paper loved to play upon the idea of a body not being safe. Several of the stolen skulls had been prominent wealthy citizens and those of their bereaved family members attending their arrangements. Elizabeth imagined undertakers arguing over funeral parlor security and how they would take better care of the dead than their competitors. The paper itself had several wild guesses at the nefarious perpetrators, none involving a mortician’s plot, though nothing of any credible likelihood. As usual the Chinese were to blame for most of the jingoistic conjecture, everything from deranged addicts roused from opium dens to maniacal Daoist monks bent on bringing back Genghis Khan through occult forces. All of it absurd, of course. The only thing in common was that all of these desecrations had happened on coffins returning from the orient. The most likely explanation, Elizabeth decided, was that smugglers had misplaced something in the wrong coffin—but what? 
 
    The knocking continued. 
 
    Opening the curtains over the front door to take a look at the persistent caller, Elizabeth at the serendipity of a Chinese man waiting there with a small box under his arm. He wore a faded blue Tang jacket and had an unassuming look upon his face for as impatient as his knocking had been. 
 
    “Who is it, Elizabeth?” called her father, sounding exasperated at not yet receiving an answer. 
 
    “A Chinese gentleman with a package,” answered Elizabeth. She opened the door and said, “Ni hao.” 
 
    “Hai hou,” he said, visibly surprised at her greeting. That a beautiful white girl with platinum blonde hair could speak even a simple greeting in Chinese was highly unusual. 
 
    “I’m afraid my Mandarin doesn’t extend much farther than that yet,” she said. “I’m still learning.” 
 
    He smiled ever so briefly and asked, hopefully, “Miss Erizabeth Dee?” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded with a quizzical look. 
 
    “I have been instructed to give you this,” the deliveryman said with a bow. “My master requests you to accept his humble and most gracious offer.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mr. Meethrusarah,” he lisped. 
 
    “Do I need to sign? I don’t believe I have ordered anything from whomever you just said. Do you need a tip?” 
 
    He waved his hands in the negative and his long braid swung like a pendulum as he stammered, “No, no, no. I have been paid for the work and was to see that you receive package, offer, and address—to claim the rest of your property.” He handed her the letter and a crude scrap of paper marked from the pier front. “Is good? Yes?” 
 
    “I suppose so. Wait, what other property?” she asked, staring back at the letter and package. 
 
    “Is good? Good.” He smiled, bowed, and strode away, arms swinging wide as his braid kept time to a primal beat. He never looked back, and promptly disappeared into the crowded street. 
 
    The box, stamped with a Hong Kong address, had been carefully wrapped. It was heavy for its size with a slight shifting of contents audible inside. 
 
    Her father strode up beside her, his cane thumping the floor. He puffed on his pipe like Vulcan at his forge. “Who was that? You said some sort of damn coolie?” He took a drink from his perpetual glass of brandy. Since the illness had taken hold in his leg, he used spirits to ease the sorrowful pain. The sheer excess of alcohol was more than Elizabeth cared for, but she knew of no alternative to help her father. 
 
    “I said no such thing. It was a deliveryman and, yes, he was Mandarin.” 
 
    “Mandarin? How can you tell any of them apart? You didn’t pay him anything did you?” He finished his brandy. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. Besides he would accept no tip, saying something about already being well paid to deliver the package.” 
 
    Father harrumphed and puffed a great cloud of smoke. “What is it?” He looked about the parlor fruitlessly for more liquor. Several empty bottles belied the routine. 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head, though the curiosity was eating her alive. She didn’t want Father laying his callous nature over her surprise, her mystery. “I don’t know what it is and frankly, after last night and the fight I had with the Marsongaille sisters, I don’t think I care to open it today. Perhaps tomorrow.” 
 
    Father harrumphed once again. “Have it your own way. I just don’t want you getting caught up in any coolie nonsense.” 
 
    “I highly doubt it has anything to do with them. He was just a deliveryman.” 
 
    “It comes from Hong Kong. Who in the blazes do we know there?” asked Father, puffing in locomotive fashion. 
 
    “There was Robert Deacon.” 
 
    “He’s been dead for years. Mark my words, this nonsense will be nothing but trouble. Throw it, whatever it is, in the trash.” 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged. “Perhaps I’ll open it tomorrow, perhaps I won’t. But it’s my choice to decide.” 
 
    Father shook his head and laughed, saying, “Women and their secrets.” He hobbled back to his study, smoke trailing overhead as his cane rhythmically struck the floorboards. 
 
    Elizabeth waited an awkward moment and took the package upstairs. She shut the door quietly and sat on her bed, surprised that she breathed heavily in anticipation. Father was probably right; this was trouble if it was anything at all. It was also very possible that it was a mistake and not meant for her at all. Surely there must be another Elizabeth Dee in San Francisco. Though she had to admit she had never met or heard of another. 
 
    Waiting and staring a furious minute, she pounced, and rapidly tore open the letter. 
 
    The letter attached to the packages was addressed to her specifically, even including her middle name, though she was sure she did not know anyone in the Orient, nor even anyone with the mysterious initials Mr. M. There was also a peculiar scrawl beside the initials that looked like a pair of glasses on a slanted stick. 
 
    It was quite curious, a proposal of employment? And was that a warning or a threat at the end, along with a bizarre religious affirmation? 
 
    San Francisco was quite the worldly city and Elizabeth had not been to church since her mother died when she was very young. Regardless, this was a mystery that Elizabeth wanted an answer to. Perhaps it was a trick, but the effort someone put into it deserved recognition. 
 
    Glancing it over again, Elizabeth carefully considered the words, and the possible danger excited her. This would be much more than a night at the theater or another round of tea with Hattie and the Marsongaille’s. 
 
    Salutations, My Dearest Elizabeth Jane Dee: 
 
    I need your help. Forgive that we have never met but I am not a stranger to the family, I knew your great grandmother. I have never been this way before, and in my coming to California it is my sincerest wish to meet in person when I arrive. I am also sad to say, in need of someone of your rare skill and abilities. Should you agree to this proposal you will be well rewarded for services rendered in helping expedite my much needed and unusual transportation and lodging back to England from China and through these United States of America. It is my hope that you will accept this incognito offer and earnest money herein contained and arrange all of this as my personal secretary. We will discuss more details in person when we meet. My Boxer agent will leave you with the final address as I do not yet know what the safest meeting place shall be. I have many enemies and must be cautious. 
 
    Your utmost discretion is required as well as advised. I have also taken the liberty of arranging some protection for yourself in these endeavors. His name is Orrin Porter Rockwell and he will be waiting for you at the Rising Sun Saloon by the time you receive this. Please retrieve him before coming to find me. Don’t use his name. 
 
    Your sincere well-wisher in Christ 
 
    Mr. Methuselah. [image: ] 
 
    What if the Marsongaille sisters were playing a trick on her? No, they didn’t have the imagination to route multiple packages through Hong Kong and back. Was she being foolish to pay it any mind at all? Who knows what this mysterious Mr. Methuselah was playing at? 
 
    Attached to the handwritten letter was another note scrawled in a much less refined hand. Could it have been written by his Boxer agent? It read: 
 
    Midnight: Brannan Wharf: Warehouse 42 sea level 
 
    That last part seemed sinister. Brannan’s street alongside Chinatown was not an area she ever went to, let alone at midnight. But the allure of this mystery was too much. If they had never met, why on earth would he say he was not a stranger? 
 
    She was so caught up in the letter that she almost forgot the box. Smaller than a hat box, it was heavy with a slight sliding inside that could be anything. Taking her pen knife in hand, she cut away at the multiple layers of colorful paper and Chinese glyphs she could not understand. Seems whomever had wrapped this had wanted it to hold together securely. The pile of paper on the floor grew to immense proportions and finally she reached the actual box. 
 
    Opening the flaps, Elizabeth saw a small purple bag amidst yet more crumpled colorful paper. She took a hold of the velvet bag, amazed at its weight. Loosening the drawstring she could not withhold a surprised gasp. 
 
    It was full of gold coins, stamped from many nations, some she had no idea of. One was English, another perhaps Indian or Tibetan? Most looked Asian of some kind. 
 
    Father was at the door. “What is it?” 
 
    She didn’t want to say but couldn’t hold back the look of shock. 
 
    Enchanted, he hobbled closer and picked up the bag. “Who is this from?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She handed him the letter but kept back the scrawled address for the wharf. 
 
    He read it several times, furrowing his brow before finally saying, “I forbid you have anything to do with this person. This must be the worst kind of joke or some nefarious plot. I will take the money to Sam and we will get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Elizabeth didn’t like the sound of that, she didn’t think very highly of Sam Brannan. “I don’t think that scoundrel is the best person to talk about gold with.” 
 
    “Nonsense, he is the best person. No one knows more about how to use and make a fortune than a man who has made so many.” 
 
    “He lost the Calistoga! Only last month, the bank foreclosed on him!” Elizabeth retorted. 
 
    Father waved off her protests as he reread the letter. “I’ve solved the riddle! This Mr. M—it must mean a Mormon. They will do anything to get their money back from Sam and I! And this mention of a Porter Rockwell! That’s Brigham’s Destroying Angel. He has killed more men than—” 
 
    “But this is my letter and my gold!” 
 
    “You’re seventeen and under my roof young lady, and you’ll obey me while you’re here! Which apparently is going to be a very long time.” 
 
    Elizabeth snatched at the bag, but he dodged away. “It’s mine,” she protested. 
 
    “How dare you!” The liqueur spirits had taken hold in his eyes and red fury blazed there fueled by the brandy, and he made as if he might backhand her across the face. 
 
    She had dealt with his drinking and curses for years, but this was the first time he had ever feigned violence. Elizabeth swore there would not be a second time. She stuck out her chin, ready for the blow. 
 
    “Headstrong and belligerent as your mother, you are! I’ve been too soft on you and it will only cause grief. Can’t you see that? These tricks from wife stealers and cricket-crunchers will only bring trouble. I need to protect you from these predators until you can come to your senses.” 
 
    “You have no right!” 
 
    “It’s for your own good,” he countered. “Besides, I’m your father and if they think to lure you away from me with gold, I’m going to spend it!” 
 
    He tore the letter up and regret instantly washed over his face. “Ugh! I shouldn’t have done that,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Acted like you might hit me?” 
 
    “No, because I need it as evidence for Sam and the police. Foolish girl.” 
 
    She shook her head and flinched away as he moved to touch her. 
 
    He paused and instead picked up the tattered pieces and put them in his pocket. He stopped at the door. “I’m sorry. Sometimes you remind me of your mother too much.” And then he was gone. 
 
    She buried her face in her pillow for a long moment and let it all out. When she was done, she went to the parlor. She kept a picture of Mother in the rolling desk because Father didn’t like it being visible. He said it had too many memories, but now Elizabeth wondered if that was true. 
 
    She did look like her mother, long pale blonde hair, almost white in its brilliance, sharp features and a devil may care smile. She had always been pleased that she looked like mother, not that she could admit that to Father. 
 
    Unable to have any more children after Elizabeth was born, her mother had been a dutiful wife, but there was a sadness that Elizabeth could only remember hints of. There was an aspect of her personality that was lost. That was a mystery. Her mother’s journals contained ideas but not deeds, it seemed she had always longed to see the world and never had. 
 
    “I’ll see the world you never could,” said Elizabeth, staring at the picture. 
 
    She decided then and there that she would not be satisfied unless she found out for herself about this mystery. Anything to take her far away and let her start over. She looked at the note regarding the time and place again. If she was going to the wharfs at midnight, she would need protection. Though she would decline the services of the man who would be waiting in the Rising Sun Saloon, instead she would be prepared for any occasion all on her own. No point in giving anyone warning of her intentions if this was not legitimate. Either way she had to look out for herself. 
 
    It was a long wait for dusk, and Father’s snoring was a welcome release for this promising new adventure. 
 
    Tiptoeing down the hall, she listened for a moment, sure Father was asleep, crossed the threshold silent as a cat’s shadow and went into his study. 
 
    The drawstring of the purple bag teased from his coat pocket. Elizabeth deftly tried to reach in and scoop it out, but Father snorted and turned in his sleep, rolling over on top of the bag, almost trapping her hand. 
 
    Could she start a new life without this money? Why not? 
 
    If this new employer, Mr. M, could offer her that much gold as a precursor retainer, surely, he would have much more for the sake of whatever venture he was hiring her for. Elizabeth decided she needed other supplies over the wealth now, and she went for those instead. 
 
    Opening her father’s sea chest carefully, she found what she was looking for: a revolver, a new Remington 1875 chambered for .45 caliber. It was a big pistol, which she had only shot with her father once. But it made her feel strong and protected. She took the belt and slung it beneath her frock. It hid the gun belt and she felt ready to take on the world and solve the mystery of Mr. M. and his strange proposal. 
 
    She then crept to the porch window and slid it open, it being the quieter means of exit over the rattling front door. 
 
    Elizabeth put her hair back with a pair of Chinese chopsticks and slung her small bag over her shoulder. Out into the night and new unknown possibilities. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before. — Edgar Allen Poe 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    2. In The Evening 
 
      
 
    Dark as the city was, sound still jumped out from every corner; sailors carousing, saloon music jangling out the open doors, harlots cooing, and pimps hooting all washed together in the quick hushed chatter of twilight folk up to no good. Animals sensed the misdeeds about to be perpetrated throughout the nightly carnival and were skittish, nervous, and fearful. A horse in a blind panic rushed past Elizabeth almost running her down as three men cried out, chasing after the beast in a hopeless pursuit. 
 
    It had rained ever so lightly not long ago, and the moon peeked from behind fast moving clouds. Night smells cantered across the alley as Elizabeth made her way toward Brannan Street. 
 
    Elizabeth felt like she should be afraid but instead she was invigorated, excited to the point of near giddiness, besides she felt powerful with the heavy weight of the revolver at her hip. The gun belt kept slipping and she found herself adjusting it every half block, but it felt good, like it belonged there always. 
 
    Furtive shapes bent and stooped together throughout the last alleyway before Brannan Street, and Elizabeth placed her hand on the comfort of the pistol’s smooth wooden grip. 
 
    A panhandler with a crooked hat and a crutch called to her. “It’s awful late mum, how’s about a little change for a poor lost soul?” He certainly looked like a lost soul, though vagabonding from hell rather than one ever having been in the light. 
 
    “I have no change, I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said, taking a step to the opposite side of the alley. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you have something to give.” He stepped livelier now than he had seemed but a moment ago. He lost the crutch and instead produced a curved knife meant for fishing, but currently employed for cut pursing. 
 
    Elizabeth did not aim but drew the revolver. She thumbed back the hammer and pulled the trigger. Smoke and flames exploded faster than she even meant. The shot was deafeningly loud in the close quarters of the alley. She had only meant to beat back the threat with a greater weapon, but instinct is often smarter than we are. 
 
    The man stood before her frozen like Lot’s wife. The hole in his bent hat still wafting smoke. His jaundiced yellow eyes leered upward. He lost control of his bodily functions and fell backward in a faint. 
 
    If Elizabeth had not seen gaslight shining through the hat a moment before, she would have thought she had killed him. But he was still breathing, albeit he would smell even worse now. A few folk peered down the alleyway at the gunshot but none seemed to pay it any real mind. Somewhere a policeman’s whistle blew, but it was a long way off, several blocks at least, and Elizabeth knew she would be gone and fade into the dark streets like so many other strangers in the night. Feeling rather proud of herself, she turned on her heel and stepped in a proud stride toward Brannan Street. She had just proved beyond any doubt that she was more than capable of taking care of herself, even in this city. Nothing could stand in her way now. 
 
    “Miss Dee,” called a voice with a thick Teutonic accent. 
 
    At least it wasn’t the police or her father roused early from his liquor. 
 
    The Teuton was a tall man with a trim beard wearing a dark overcoat and bowler. He held a bare hand aloft. He wasn’t holding a weapon, but there was something strange and dark there, something sinister that made Elizabeth recoil just a little despite his seemingly innocent gesture of peace. 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” she asked. 
 
    He stepped closer, and gaslight illuminated a black outlined Crimson Cross upon his palm. “You need to tell me where you are going. It is of utmost importance.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Tell me where you are going right now!” he insisted. 
 
    The stranger might have looked like a dandy, but he certainly didn’t speak like one. He was almost upon her and she realized she had been nearly hypnotized by his empty tattooed hand. She drew the revolver and this time she aimed. 
 
    The Teuton took a step closer, not the slightest bit perturbed by her slightly shaking weapon. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “I know how to use this, as you plainly saw a moment ago, sir!” Her statement lacked conviction and they both knew it. She hoped pulling the hammer back would give it some lead lined gravitas. 
 
    He took a sharp step forward and snatched the weapon away in a blink. 
 
    Elizabeth, amazed at his speed, wondered what effect the Crimson Cross tattoo had on her own reflexes. 
 
    “Tell me where you were going!” he urged. 
 
    She could smell the rancor of his breath. “I was out for a walk when that jackal accosted me. It was self-defense,” she answered. 
 
    “I’m not playing games with you. We know you received a letter from das monster.” 
 
    She looked around for any type of support. Perhaps the police would be here soon, after all, they’d heard the shot moments before and must have been on their way. “From whom?” 
 
    The Teuton made as if to slap her, but simply tucked her revolver into his own coat pocket. 
 
    The gesture brought back the fear and anger she held for her father from only a few hours ago. This would not stand. “How dare you accost me on this street and act so rudely. I’ll not have it. I’ll call the constabulary.” 
 
    He looked at her, chuckled softly to himself, then whistled once, high and shrill, and two men appeared from around the corner. One was dressed similar enough to the Teuton, wearing the same style clothing minus the beard, the other was bound and gagged. It was the Chinese deliveryman from earlier. Even in the dim gaslight, Elizabeth could tell he had taken quite a beating; his features were bruised and swollen, and a smear of blood ran from his nose and lips. 
 
    “We know everything except where you were going. I strongly suggest you tell us now! It is a matter of life and death!” 
 
    Anger welled in Elizabeth’s throat, everything she had held back from her father for so long came crashing out at these two vulgarian intruders. “Whose? Mine? That poor deliveryman? You can’t make me do anything!” 
 
    “We have our ways!” he snapped back. 
 
    “Klaus! I beg your pardon, Miss Dee,” interrupted the beardless Teuton, “but my brother can be a bit harsh. There are worse things waiting in dark places than you can even comprehend. I fear telling you the truth of the matter.” He stood a little straighter but did not let go of the bound deliveryman. “We are servants of a holy order and bound to protect the innocent. This man I hold in bondage is a willing servant of an abomination, and we are charged with apprehending this most foul creature. We know he tried to contact you and we need your assistance, please.” 
 
    He looked kind in comparison to Klaus, but Elizabeth could see the Crimson Cross tattoo on his hand as well, and something about it stirred uneasy prickles up her spine. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” she asked, stalling to see if the police would arrive, but neither man seemed concerned about such. 
 
    Klaus spoke, “You must tell us where you were going. Where does the monster you were contacted by hope to meet?” 
 
    “Monster?” 
 
    “Monster,” affirmed Klaus. 
 
    “I’m not sure. The deliveryman only said to meet him here at midnight,” she said. 
 
    “She is lying,” said Klaus, over his shoulder. “We don’t need one of his accomplices if she is going to keep lying to us.” 
 
    What did they mean by ‘his’? She hadn’t agreed to anything yet, this was all a lark, a chance to be free of Father and start her own life, not become mixed up in some holy order’s mission. 
 
    “Tell me what this is about,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “The less you know the better,” said Klaus. “We are done if you will not tell us where he is.” 
 
    The other Teuton sighed, then nodded his head in agreement. “A pity then. No witnesses.” 
 
    “I’ll just be going then.” Elizabeth took a step backward. 
 
    “Nothing in life is that simple, I’m afraid,” said the Teuton. “It is for the greater good.” 
 
    Klaus agreed saying, “We can’t have you telling anyone about us or what you have seen. The monster, he has eyes everywhere and we must keep them as closed as we can.” He pulled a short, thick flaxen cord from his coat pocket and, catching it in both hands, snapped it once for effect. “It’s all right, I understand it is like falling asleep.” 
 
    Stalling, Elizabeth stepped backward. “To fight monsters, you would become monsters?” 
 
    “Jah, it has been said before, it will be said again,” said the Teuton. 
 
    Elizabeth looked behind to the alley, her only avenue of escape. 
 
    “Don’t run. We will catch you all the same,” said the Teuton. 
 
    “Please, no.” 
 
    “We do this as a necessity, not because we enjoy it.” 
 
    Klaus affirmed, “We do what must be done, no matter the cost.” He moved closer, pulling the cord over his knuckles in preparation to strangle the life from her. 
 
    Elizabeth weighed her options. No white knight upon a daring charger was coming, no hero, no champion, no father, not even a whistle-wielding policeman. She was going to have to do this herself, and it was not going to be ladylike. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The dark side of life, and the horror of it, belonged to a world that lay remote from his own select little atmosphere of books and dreamings. — Algernon Blackwood 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 3. Night Flight 
 
      
 
    “Make it quick then, so I can die easy.” Elizabeth raised her arms to the back of her head in a look of submission. She did her best to look pouty, sad, yet accepting. Of all the things in this world, she wanted him to believe she was afraid and would take what madness they offered. 
 
    “You know your place,” said Klaus with a nod. He closed in with his strangler’s cord. His smile was predatory and cruel. The Crimson Cross tattoo on his palm leered at her from behind the wrapping of flaxen cord as it moved inches closer to her pale throat. 
 
    With her imminent murder in mind, Elizabeth no longer wondered at why the Crimson Cross filled her with such dread. She had never seen this particular stylization before, of that she was positive, but she felt that it was a loathsome sign that triggered a response so primal her spirit could not deny the malevolence staining their hands. 
 
    “Quickly Klaus,” called his brother. 
 
    Elizabeth knew Klaus was fast, he had taken her revolver like a thunderbolt. He looked strong, too, and had a determined hard face. She believed he had likely done this many times, he was probably used to it, and pleading would grant nothing. Hard men can be immune to suffering, especially if they truly believe the end justifies the means. 
 
    “You can put your hands down,” he said, gesturing with his cord. 
 
    She grasped both chopsticks in a backhanded fashion. 
 
    He was close as a lover with the cords of death nearing her neck. 
 
    Like a viper’s twin-fanged strike, Elizabeth pulled the chopsticks from her hair, and slammed them into Klaus’s eyes. 
 
    He screamed and swept his cord wrapped hands up to her instruments of doom and pulled them free. 
 
    Elizabeth recoiled at the foul deed as blood shot from his gaping sockets. 
 
    Taking advantage of the chaos, the bound Chinese delivery man dropped to his buttocks and kicked the Teuton who attempted to draw his own pistol. 
 
    Elizabeth thought to take her own weapon back from Klaus’s coat, but the murderer was flailing and howling wildly; if she touched him, he surely would grasp her in a death’s embrace and strike her down despite his painful blindness. 
 
    The Teuton rolled away from the deliveryman and shot twice. 
 
    Elizabeth turned and ran down the alley. She looked behind once to see the Teuton standing over what must be the dead deliveryman. 
 
    Klaus’s blind staggering covered Elizabeth from the Teuton brother shooting at her. 
 
    She rounded a corner, out of their sight. 
 
    She breathed hard and glanced about for the best place to hide. 
 
    Night folk heard the shots in the alley and looked her way, but none approached. Everyone minds their own business in the city. 
 
    A policeman’s whistle grew nearer now. 
 
    Elizabeth walked at a quick pace toward a common house and turned a sharp left at the next corner. She went into a pub and took a table in the far, dark corner. 
 
    Smoke filled the room along with bawdy laughter. Men drank, played cards and several looked Elizabeth’s way with some interest. This was not an establishment she ever would have gone into, but these were dire circumstances. 
 
    “Is that your blood?” asked a large man in an apron. 
 
    She was shocked to see her light blue skirt splashed with vibrant red. “No, it’s not. I’m fine.” 
 
    “What’s yer name?” he asked. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “I am Nobody and no thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, I know this one. Odysseus, how are we? Well, I’m Poseidon and this is my place and unless that’s Polyphemus’s blood on you—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s not mine. I got into some trouble.” 
 
    “I hate to kick a lady out, specially if she has had trouble, but you can’t stay here like that. Bad for business.” 
 
    More of the patrons turned to watch Elizabeth. “I’m sorry. Yes, I could use some help. Can I clean up somewhere?” 
 
    “Sure, right in the back to the left. By the way, my name is Rowdy, and I’ll do what I can, miss.” 
 
    Elizabeth stood. In the back of the kitchen she used water on her hands, face, and skirt. She glanced at the now useless gun belt still strapped about her hips. 
 
    Rowdy watched her from behind. “I don’t know what happened, but people are talking. You probably ought to get on home or somewhere safer than my dive of a bar.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’m sorry to bring any ill will to your establishment. I have some dangerous men looking for me.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about me, now that we have an understanding. But you best hightail it back to where you’re safe. I’ll watch you leave out the back if you like.” He grabbed a coat and hat off a hook. “Put this over your frock, it will help disguise you ‘til you can get on home. That stained blue skirt sticks out even at night.” 
 
    She nodded, put on the dark coat and hat, then he showed her to the door. He went out first and signaled that it looked clear. 
 
    She hurried up the side street and across a busy avenue to a thoroughfare that would lead her straight home. 
 
    A couple of blocks from her house, the smell of smoke burned her nostrils. As she neared, sirens blared and smoke rose into the dark sky, orange light reflecting off the roiling murk. 
 
    “No, no, no!” 
 
    She pushed through the gathering crowd to her beloved home, engulfed in roaring flames. Father was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Fire wagons ringing bells rolled around the corner, forcing the crowd back. The firemen set to work quickly pumping hoses, but they sprayed down the adjoining homes and buildings, not her own. It was lost, and now the best they could do was keep the fire from spreading. 
 
    Elizabeth pushed through the throng, searching for her father. She called his name against the droning of the fire’s dirge and the excited chattering awe of the crowd. She pushed into an old woman she recognized. “Miss Matilda, have you seen my father?” 
 
    The old woman looked away, shocked, and then shook her head. “Elizabeth is that you? Whose hat and coat are you wearing?” 
 
    “My father? Have you seen my father?” 
 
    “No, oh dear.” She took Elizabeth in her arms saying, “I assumed he must have been drinking and knocked down a bottle against a lamp. Someone heard broken glass and then… this. I’m sorry, dear, I truly am. I’m just glad you weren’t in there. It went up terrible fast.” 
 
    Elizabeth pulled away to gaze up at the towering inferno. “I never got to say goodbye.” 
 
    Miss Matilda reached a hand out to console Elizabeth. “You can stay with us for the night until things get figured out.” 
 
    “Thank you, but,” stammered Elizabeth, “I have to think.” She pushed away from the crowd watching the fire. She eluded the old woman who made a far too slow attempt at catching her. She crossed over to the far side where the view of her burning home was not as crowded, and she sat on the edge of a walk. 
 
    Emotions flooded in and held fast most of the night. She had wanted to run away, to leave this all behind, but not like this, she hadn’t wanted anything to happen to him. This night was too much, —shooting, stabbing, and burning. She slumped to the ground and covered her face in her hands, tears flowing freely through her fingers. 
 
    “Did you find her?” asked a man with a Teutonic accent. 
 
    “Nein,” came the even thicker response. 
 
    Keeping her head down, Elizabeth slowly let her eyes rise to see who was speaking. Less than a pace away, two men stood at the edge of the crowd watching the fire. She could not see their faces and their clothing was fine yet indistinct, but she could plainly see the Crimson Cross on the right hand of the one directly in front of her. 
 
    “If she did not come home, where could she go? What if it was to the police?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “They say she blinded Klaus.” The superior man gave no response, so the man said again, “We will find her and the monster.” 
 
    “Das ist gut,” said the second with his hands folded behind his back. He walked away into the crowd while the first remained watching. 
 
    Elizabeth couldn’t see them very well as they were backlit against the fire, but she was sure that neither one was Klaus’s brother. How many of these Crimson Cross men were there? 
 
    She kept her head low to avoid being noticed by the man. When she looked up again a moment later, he too was gone. 
 
    Wiping away the tears she felt a paper in her frock’s pocket. The note with the time and address of her meeting. The one thing she was sure of was that these men of the Crimson Cross didn’t know where it was. She also remembered the warning for protection; that the man Porter Rockwell would be waiting at the Rising Sun Saloon. Did the Crimson Cross know about him? Had they already gotten to him? Could he handle these malevolent forces? Father had said he was Mormon and the whole thing was a plot, but it didn’t matter what father thought now did it? She had to go on and find answers—no she needed more than that, she needed justice. 
 
    There was only one way to find these things, and after the last hour she knew she would need some help on this most violent and curious road. 
 
    She glanced about for the men of the Crimson Cross. Spying none, she stood, tightened her sagging, empty gun belt and strode toward the Rising Sun Saloon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    But not all men seek rest and peace; some are born with the spirit of the storm in their blood. — Robert E. Howard 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 4. The Rover 
 
      
 
    The Rising Sun Saloon was near Brannan Street and not far from the wharf. Elizabeth’s eyes swept back and forth, constantly scanning for the Teutonic brothers. The closer she came to Brannan Street, the nearer she felt to the danger, but then, was anywhere safe anymore? Not at home, she would need to find home again somewhere far, far away. She didn’t think a lot of destiny, but maybe this had been what she needed. 
 
    Orange and finely cut lettering made up the sign for the Rising Sun. The music of an organ came tumbling out the door of the large saloon. Wild laughter and song followed. This border establishment served many folk and sailors from all over the world as they stopped in San Francisco on the way to wherever they were going, and as such, it had some of the worst, too. Drunks lay outside the doors along the gutter, and some stumbled to and from the opium dens. Wanton women plied their trade and eyed Elizabeth with jealousy and suspicion as she went inside. 
 
    Bright oil lamps blazed from the rafters and a wide mirror behind the bar reflected their cold light. Men played with greasy cards, drank cheap alcohol, and smoked semi-fine cigars. Voluptuous women danced and laughed as they worked their magic on sailors and cowboys alike. 
 
    Elizabeth realized she had no idea what Porter Rockwell looked like or how he might find her. Father had said he was a Mormon and a destroying angel, whatever that meant. A killer? What would a Mormon killer look like? Would he be bookish with a clean-shaven face resembling a preacher or Quaker? Perhaps he would have the look of swindler or a deviant with multiple wives. She wished the letter told her something more on how to recognize him. 
 
    In an effort to fit in better than she had at Rowdy’s bar, she ordered a drink and looked about at the motley crowd of the Rising Sun. There were sailors, longshoremen, cowboys and miners, oil men and whalers, thugs and roustabouts. 
 
    After several minutes of scanning the faces for some sign that she could recognize as her man and not knowing what else to do, she called out in a loud voice, “I’m looking for a Mr. Rockwell! Has anyone seen a Porter Rockwell?” 
 
    “Port Rockwell?” exclaimed a dubious drover. 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. 
 
    “And if I did,” answered a miner, “I’d give that murdering son of a bitch both barrels!” 
 
    The crowd roared its approval at that response and soon enough most of the rest of the Rising Sun’s crowd were calling out the same and shouting down Elizabeth for even breathing the cursed man’s name. Some few swore at Elizabeth for the harm and damage Rockwell had done them or others. 
 
    One table of prospectors said he had run them out of the Utah territory, and they would get the drop on him one of these days. 
 
    Another miner claimed Rockwell was responsible for untold murders in the gold rush days at a boom town called Murderers Bar. Was it named for him? 
 
    Some few hollered slander at Elizabeth for being a Mormon sympathizer or worse. She sat down, red faced if not perhaps a little wiser. 
 
    As the chatter died down and the cruel taunts and cursing did too, Elizabeth went back to her drink. She stared at the dirty glass for a few minutes until a man came through the doors. He stood out from the others, he had the look of a schoolteacher or perhaps a parson. Tall and thin, with curious spectacles and a long, almost hawkish, nose. He must be the man she was looking for. 
 
    Elizabeth pushed through the drunks to reach him at the far end of the bar. She gave a dazzling smile, relieved to have finally found the man to help her on this most dangerous quest. “Pardon me, but I am Elizabeth Dee and I was told to find a Porter Rockwell,” she said. “That is you, isn’t it?” She beamed, so hopeful, and so ready for something positive on this, the worst night of her life. 
 
    “I’ll be anyone you want me to be my young filly,” he said, as an ugly smile split his face. He reached spindly hands for her with a most ungentlemanly grope. 
 
    Elizabeth tried to pull back but he had her around the hips with a long-fingered grip. His fetid breath of alcohol and opium made her stomach revolt. 
 
    “Let me go!” said Elizabeth, recoiling. 
 
    “Not before I’ve tasted your charms.” He moved gross puckered lips towards hers. “Give us a kiss.” 
 
    “The young lady wants to be left alone,” said a long-haired cowboy, putting a firm hand on the groper’s shoulder and squeezing. 
 
    “See here, you—” The groper let go of Elizabeth and tried to stand, but the long-haired cowboy forced him back down—hard. 
 
    The cowboy’s hands, hard and lean by years out in the wilderness, gripped the groping parson’s shoulder like an eagle grips a trout. “You stay down if you know what’s best for you, ya puke.” 
 
    “My apologies,” stammered the groper. 
 
    Elizabeth looked at the older cowboy, gray peppered through his long, black locks and beard. He wore a battered hat and coat, spur-less boots and had no visible guns. He was of average height but thick shouldered and strong. His eyes though, those struck her as fiercely as her father’s potential slap, they were a pale ice blue and his gaze appeared to be looking right through her. She found them quite unnerving. They were the eyes of a killer. “Judas priest,” she unconsciously muttered. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the cowboy. 
 
    Elizabeth recovered herself, though inwardly wondering if those eyes might be the very mark of Cain. “Thank you, sir, but I didn’t need assistance. I am quite capable of handling drunks myself. I had best be going,” she said hesitantly to the old cowboy. 
 
    “Too right,” he replied, “but we had best go out the back before any of them others you don’t need assistance from notice, Liz.” 
 
    Shocked, Elizabeth asked, “How do you know? And don’t call me Liz. It’s Elizabeth.” 
 
    “I was told to be discreet, unlike you,” he said, in an urgent whisper. “Let’s get out of here, quick.” He motioned for the backdoor. 
 
    “You’re Rockwell?” she asked, far too loudly. 
 
    The music blasting from the organ and the drunken singers all stopped at once. The drunken carousel of nightlife had come to a screeching halt. All eyes inside the Rising Sun Saloon were suddenly fixed upon the two of them. 
 
    “Aw, hell,” swore Rockwell. “Get in front of me and run!” He shoved Elizabeth toward the door, letting her get well ahead of him before moving himself. 
 
    A chorus of clicks sounded right before the cacophony of trigger pulls erupted. 
 
    A volley of gunshots pockmarked the doors and walls beside Elizabeth as she burst thru the back and into the alley. Dust, debris, stucco, and wood splattered over her as she escaped. She took cover beside some garbage bins as stray bullets whistled out into the night like banshees on the haunt. 
 
    There was a dreadful pause. The only sound was the creaking of a small board with hand painted letters over the back door, a stray bullet had tagged it. 
 
    Smoke pushed out the open splintered door, cursing and blustering chatter came from inside the saloon. She shook her head, having found Rockwell, he was surely dead already—at least he had saved her from the trigger-happy vultures inside. She knew she had better get moving again, they would be out and after her. How many were there? Was there no end to the death and destruction this night? 
 
    A cry of alarm sounded from inside. 
 
    Another wave of shooting commenced as Rockwell exploded out the door. 
 
    He had a short-barreled gun in hand but he wasn’t returning fire yet. 
 
    “Liz,” he cried over the din. “Get the two horses from out of the stable just up there! A Dun for you, Appaloosa for me!” He gestured at a stable half a block away. She nodded and ran, looking back over her shoulder as he took a stick of dynamite out of a saddlebag lying next to the back door, lit it with a cigar, and threw it inside. 
 
    The shooting promptly stopped as screams and cries of hysteria forced the belligerent customers inside to run out through the front door in a panic. 
 
    Silence from the saloon, though Porter had his gun trained on the exit. 
 
    Elizabeth came leading the two horses. “What did you do? Why aren’t you hurt? That was a hell of a lot of gunfire.” 
 
    Rockwell laughed. “I’ll tell you soon enough, but let’s ride before anyone comes out the back. I threw in a dud.” 
 
    “A dud?” 
 
    “Yeah, thought it might come in handy.” 
 
    With little more than thirty seconds passing since he had thrown the dud, a few cursing men were at the back door shooting toward Elizabeth and Rockwell. 
 
    “Git, we gotta reach the corner!” cried Rockwell. 
 
    A massive explosion rocked the night and the Rising Sun Saloon and its shooting occupants were gone in a flash of orange flames and black kindling. 
 
    Elizabeth and Rockwell raced around the corner and into the welcome embrace of the night. Rockwell directed them down several side streets before slowing to a canter. Police whistles shrilled in the distance. 
 
    “What was that?” exclaimed Elizabeth. 
 
    “Huh, guess it wasn’t a dud,” drawled Rockwell. 
 
    “Excuse my stating the obvious, but how aren’t you full of holes? That was a lot of shooting.” 
 
    “Heh,” laughed Porter. “Guess they all missed.” He looked at his coat. There was at least one glaring hole just below his right pocket and another through the top of his battered hat. 
 
    “You seem unsurprised at that kind of luck.” 
 
    “Luck has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Meaning?” asked Elizabeth as they turned about in an alleyway and Porter led them in a new direction. 
 
    “I’ll tell you sometime when I’m comfortable and we aren’t in such dire straits,” he said. 
 
    “You’re not what I expected at all,” she said, thinking it a compliment. 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re exactly what I expected.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Elizabeth’s smile dropped. 
 
    Porter shook his head. “Trouble.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I’ve been through tonight.” 
 
    “How about you clue me in then, ‘sides we had best keep a good look out before approaching our employer anyhow. I don’t fancy walking into any more traps you spring up around us.” 
 
    Elizabeth huffed. “Me? You’re the one who blew that place to hell.” 
 
    “Because you said my name!” he shot back. 
 
    “How was I to find you?” 
 
    “I clearly expressed to this Mr. Methuselah that if I took this job, you were not to use my name.” 
 
    Elizabeth remembered that now that he mentioned it. The letter did call for discretion and she had forgotten that in the heat of the night. “I’m sorry. I was accosted by two gentlemen, well, they weren’t gentlemen, were they? I was accosted by two men with thick Prussian accents who tried to kill me, I stuck one in the eyes and then they burned my home down with my father still in it. At least I think he was.” 
 
    “Austrian,” said Porter. “Let’s tie the horses up here and go the rest of the way to the wharf on foot.” They dismounted and Porter tied the horses as well as hobbling them with a chain. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They weren’t Prussian, those boys were Austrian.” He watched the street a moment then beckoned her on as they crossed to another dark alleyway. 
 
    “How do you know that?” she asked. She looked behind where they had left the horses, nervous of the Crimson Cross men springing from the shadows. 
 
    “Let’s just say I’ve been around a long time, too. Maybe not so long as this Mr. Methuselah, but I’ve been roving an awful lot of miles.” 
 
    “But how do you know who they are?” 
 
    “Do they have red crosses tattooed on their hands?” 
 
    She shivered at the thought of them. “Yes.” 
 
    “Those pukes are something called the Knights of St. Germain, and so far all the ones I’ve seen here in Frisco are Austrian, French, or English. Haven’t seen a Prussian one yet.” 
 
    “You’ve been watching them? Why didn’t you help me?” 
 
    “I was where I was supposed to be—you weren’t.” 
 
    “Well I—” 
 
    Porter cut her off with a broad hand over her mouth. “Quiet. They’re lurking about.” He slid his hand back to guide Elizabeth into the covered shadows next to the wall of a general store. Two men slowly walked past, glancing into the gloom before moving on. 
 
    Elizabeth didn’t get a good look at the men, but they were dressed similarly to the ones from earlier. 
 
    Porter watched around the corner a long silent minute. “Let’s hurry and cross to the other alley.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s frock rustled as they moved past a stack of crates, and Porter grimaced. “We are going to have to get you some more practical clothes.” 
 
    “I am a grown, independent woman. I don’t need to be told how to dress by any man.” 
 
    He turned, pushing his face close to hers and whispered sternly, “I’m not telling you what to wear, just saying that it should suit our job. And being quiet is one such suitable thing when we have a pack of foreign killers after us.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” She held her sides tight as they moved, to keep the frock from scraping again. “What else can you tell me about these St. Germain Knights?” 
 
    “That they thankfully have very poor hearing.” 
 
    Elizabeth frowned. “Anything else? Something useful perhaps?” 
 
    He waited until they were in the cover of shadows again beneath the eve of a warehouse on the wharf. “Not much except that’s what the letter said to me from Mr. Methuselah. They are his dire enemies and will kill if they feel like it. They serve some Count of St. Germain and are after our employer.” 
 
    “So, who is this Count of St. Germain and why does he want our employer? Who, by the way, I am not certain I’m accepting the job from yet.” 
 
    Porter shrugged. “Well if you don’t, I won’t either.” 
 
    “Why is that, pray tell?” 
 
    “Because my job is supposed to be protecting you. If you don’t take this job, there won’t be anything for me to do, and I’ll head back to the Utah territory.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then I suppose this St. Germain bastard will get Mr. Methuselah for whatever reason he wants him.” 
 
    “Are you trying to guilt trip me so you can have a job?” 
 
    “No ma’am, I wouldn’t do that. Just telling you the facts as I see them. As for this Count of St. Germain character, all I know is he wants Mr. Methuselah real bad. ‘Sides, there is still another part of all this.” 
 
    “Well, I do want to hear Mr. Methuselah’s offer in person, I am terribly curious, and I want to know why these St. Germain men want him so bad. On top of all that I think they murdered someone I care about deeply, and I want them to pay for that. What is the other thing you mentioned?” 
 
    “Just a strong hunch, but I suspect it isn’t just him anymore. It’s you too for some reason.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yup. I think those St. Germain pukes want you dead. I heard some of them whispering some unkind words a few hours ago.” 
 
    “But why? I’ve done nothing to them. I don’t know them from Adam.” 
 
    Porter shrugged. “I surely don’t know. But there has got to be an answer inside this warehouse. We just have to find this coffin.” 
 
    “Coffin?” 
 
    “Yeah. He didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “No. What didn’t he tell me?” 
 
    “We are looking for a crate with a coffin inside that came from China, with a man inside that should look like warmed over death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    There a painless death awaits him who can no longer bear the sorrows of this life. If death is welcome let him seek it there. — Robert W. Chambers 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 5. Down By the Seaside 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean ‘looks like death’?” shot Elizabeth. The slap of the waves against the nearby docks was ominous. She could see the dark water, it suddenly felt cold down by the seaside. 
 
    “Quiet,” he insisted. “Just what I said. The letter I got that was read to me said that Mr. Methuselah has a dire condition and would look dead and we shouldn’t be alarmed by that no matter what and to just take it in stride.” 
 
    “Not be alarmed? The St. Germain men called him a monster, an abomination. Is that what they meant?” 
 
    “Who the hell cares what those killers call him. Gotta remember they’re playing for the other team. One man’s monster is another man’s messiah. Maybe he just looks real bad.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve seen more strange things in my time than you could ever shake a stick at. I hate to say anything is impossible.” 
 
    “Do you think he means he is just very old?” 
 
    “I highly doubt he picked the name Mr. Methuselah on a whim.” 
 
    Porter watched a long time and finally beckoned Elizabeth to follow him up the stairs into the warehouse. The wooden slats creaked uncomfortably with each tread and the door needed oil too as Porter pushed it open. Inside it was blacker than a crow’s wing, while a stale, palpable darkness assaulted their noses. 
 
    “Get low and behind me,” Porter whispered. 
 
    Elizabeth did as he asked, waiting a long tense moment. 
 
    Finally, Porter struck a match, illuminating a small island in the sea of darkness. Rats scurried and hid. Porter found an oil lamp beside the door and lit the wick. The gloom retreated a spell, and Elizabeth stood up beside Porter. Crates beyond number stretched out as far as they could see. 
 
    “I still want you to keep behind me a pace.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m here to protect you, that’s why.” 
 
    She harrumphed, then instantly regretted it, she sounded like her father when he disapproved. Father, he was dead, and it was her fault, she had led the Crimson Cross back to her own home. 
 
    Porter sensed her unease. “What is it?” 
 
    “I lost my father tonight.” 
 
    Porter looked at her with those pale blue eyes. “Sorry to hear that. That why you’re doing this?” 
 
    “I have been rushing around so much I have scarcely thought about it, but he’s gone, and I never got to say goodbye, and it’s all my fault.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’m mixed up in all of this, that’s how.” 
 
    “Look, you are mixed up in this but from what I gathered, these St Germain pukes were coming for you in any case, and Mr. Methuselah was just a warning us.” 
 
    “Did your letter say that?” 
 
    “Not in so many words, but I got a strong witness in my gut that that’s the case, and my gut is rarely wrong.” 
 
    She wiped away a tear and whispered, “I hope you’re right. I wouldn’t want my father’s death to be for nothing. I want justice.” 
 
    “I’ve been a lawman by trade for years now and anything I can do to help facilitate that I will. ‘Til that day, at least try and remember the good times.” 
 
    “Good times?” 
 
    “Our memories are something,” he said. “I’ve lost a lotta folks that mattered to me and there ain’t much else to do in this life but appreciate what we had and keep ’em in our thoughts. We’ll see ’em again someday.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “I know it,” he said, scanning the darkness again. He had his pistol out, careful where he kept it aimed, always keeping the gun close behind the lamp so someone staring straight on wouldn’t see it. 
 
    They made their way almost to the end of the corridor when they heard someone coming. Porter put a finger to his lips and ushered her behind a stack of crates as he doused the lantern. 
 
    A trio of men entered the same door they had come through earlier. They, too, waited a moment in the darkness before lighting a lantern. 
 
    “Chinamen,” whispered Porter. “We’ll wait and see if they are looking for us or just here to get some opium.” 
 
    “How can we tell?” 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough,” answered Porter. 
 
    The men moved cautious but quick as if they knew exactly what they were getting and where it was. Perilously close to Porter and Elizabeth’s hiding spot. But the men lifted a few cases and made their way back out. 
 
    “They may return for more and draw unwanted attention. We had best hurry,” said Porter, relighting the lantern. “Stay—” 
 
    “Behind you? I understand why you keep saying that Mr. Rockwell but why risk your life for me? Is Mr. Methuselah offering to pay you that much?” 
 
    “Call me Porter, and it’s enough, I suppose but I’m not risking my life for money. I can do this all day long.” 
 
    Elizabeth paused, “I don’t follow.” 
 
    Porter seemed a little embarrassed, but said, “I’m trying to say I’m not worried about anything happening to me. I’m not risking my life. I have to look out for you.” 
 
    “But if you get shot?” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later.” 
 
    Elizabeth said, “I’ll hold you to that explanation.” 
 
    Rats scurried a little bolder now and more than once Porter kicked them aside as they approached. “Any chance you remember any details about where we can find Mr. Methuselah in here? I haven’t seen any coffins yet.” 
 
    “Half a moment.” Elizabeth reached into her pocket and found the twisted scrap of paper. “It says Wharf 42, sea level.” 
 
    “Aw hell,” grumbled Porter, lowering the lantern. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Last thing I want to do is go into a basement.” 
 
    “Is it more dangerous?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Not a place to get trapped in when we have killers after us. For all I know they want us to go down there.” 
 
    “Well, they were very intent on finding out where I was going, and I never told them, so I don’t believe they saw this note or have this information.” 
 
    “Could anyone else have told them?” 
 
    Elizabeth thought a moment. “They did torture and kill the Chinese deliveryman who gave me the note, and my father, well…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I never showed it to Father, he didn’t know. He died for nothing.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Porter, pulling her close. “Would he have wanted anything to happen to you? I’m sure he—” 
 
    “I don’t know if he cared about me at all,” snapped Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter’s eyes widened, his eyebrows disappearing beneath the brim of his hat. His lips curled this way and that as if he were searching for the right words and coming up empty. 
 
    “I think,” said Elizabeth, wiping away the tears again, “that’s why I am so upset. I don’t really know if he cared or not.” 
 
    “All right then. Use that anger and we get this done. I have to assume that the pukes know, and you are safer beside me than out there.” He handed her a pistol. “You know how to use this?” 
 
    She nodded. “They might not know. It seemed like they were angry that the deliveryman wouldn’t tell them anything either, and then they shot him. It’s how I escaped, partly.” 
 
    “Partly?” 
 
    “I also stuck a man in the eyes with my chopsticks.” 
 
    Porter’s eyebrows raised. “You are a hellcat!” 
 
    She nodded in satisfaction. 
 
    “All right, we get to the stairs and look down there, but don’t shoot unless we are being shot at. Got it? I don’t want to be giving away our position over rats.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” 
 
    They found the stairs and went down slowly. Porter waved the lantern over the stairs looking at dust trails and footprints and grunted. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He smiled. “My skills are usually in the wilderness, but here there are too many folks walking, leaving tracks and such, I can’t tell how many have come down these stairs today.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you tried that at all.” 
 
    “I gotta keep up on my skills,” he said, with a smirk. 
 
    She shrugged and followed him down the stairs. 
 
    They pushed through a pair of swinging doors into an even mustier space within. The sound of surf slapped against the walls and Elizabeth was suddenly aware of Porter’s trepidation at coming into the sea level basement of the warehouse. 
 
    A few portholes high along the side granted moonlight to enter, casting an eerie light on everything they touched. Rats in the walls scraped and squeaked, causing a wave of nausea to wash over Elizabeth. 
 
    “There,” said Porter. He pointed to the end of the corridor at a long rectangular box. They cautiously approached, ever watchful for a trap. 
 
    Rats ran past and went up and over the crate. 
 
    It was stamped with “M.M.” and the same curious signature that had been on Elizabeth’s letter. “This is it,” said Porter. He used a bowie knife to cut straps and pull nails before he tore off the crate’s lid. Inside was a decorative oriental casket. 
 
    Ornate with curious mandalas and spindly dragons, it looked heavy, black, and old as the hills and altogether unsettling. 
 
    “What should we do?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter shrugged. “Knock?” 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged back and rapped gently on the brazen lid. 
 
    Something groaned and stirred within and the three golden clasps upon the lid flew open. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The best match in the world will not light a candle unless the wick be first suitably prepared. — Algernon Blackwood 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 6. In The Light 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth gasped and stepped back as Porter leaned in holding the lantern aloft to get a better look. 
 
    The lid of the casket grated and bumped once. A fine layer of dust was cast off, creating billowing clouds of murk in an already dank and shifting field of view. A crack grew as the lid slid open ever so slightly and, to Elizabeth’s eyes, it seemed snakes wrapped in gossamer strained upward from that dark crevice within. 
 
    “Judas Priest! What are those?” 
 
    “Easy,” said Porter, not altogether convincingly. 
 
    As dust settled, and the four snakes in unison grasped the edge, it became apparent, they were in actuality fingers wrapped in a gilded shroud that reached and felt the edge of the lid and forced it open. 
 
    “What if he is a monster? An abomination like the knights of St. German said?” asked Elizabeth in a whisper. 
 
    Porter didn’t respond, so completely intent on the opening coffin; but he had not put his six-gun down either. 
 
    The skeletally thin hand exerted and pushed the lid off just as the light from the lantern died. 
 
    “Porter!” cried Elizabeth. 
 
    “I sure didn’t do it on purpose,” he said. 
 
    “Be at ease, friends,” called a new voice, sounding ragged and deep as the crypt from whence it came. “Perhaps it is best if we speak before you look upon my thrice cursed form.” 
 
    Elizabeth held Porter’s arm and stared into the blackness of the open crate. The poor moonlight from the portholes only played tricks with the shadows making wild chaotic shapes dance and fornicate in the gloom. 
 
    “We’re here. Liz and I, let’s talk then,” said Porter. 
 
    A hoarse guttural sound came from the wooden crypt. Neither Port nor Elizabeth were sure if the thing laughed, cackled, or coughed at this point. 
 
    “Please, light the torch Porter,” said Elizabeth, gripping his arm all the tighter. 
 
    “Wait!” came the cold command of the specter in the dark. “Understand that though I appear as I do, I am but a man. A cursed man, but still just a man and not a monster.” 
 
    “Care to tell us a little more? What can I expect?” asked Porter, as he drew a match. 
 
    Now the specter certainly gave a sardonic laugh. “I am waste. I am bone without skin. I am desolation personified under a terrible curse. You may think I ride a pale horse, but no beast would deign to carry me in this condition, no matter the pallor.” 
 
    “I think I get the idea,” mused Porter. He lit the match and Elizabeth gasped again. Before them stood a skeleton wrapped in a faded maroon shroud. 
 
    “You can understand now that it is not an easy thing to move about in the world of men,” it said. 
 
    “How did this happen?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “A longer tale than even I have time to give at the moment,” said the lich. 
 
    “What do we call you?” 
 
    “Call me Mr. Methuselah,” said the lich. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Mr. Methuselah’s teeth clacked as he took a step from the crypt. “All I want for you to do—is take my body home.” 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    “So I can finally die and be laid to rest.” 
 
    “Where?” said Porter and Elizabeth simultaneously. 
 
    “In England, London, specifically the cemetery in Mortlake. There is, of course, much more to it all than that, but the grave is my goal. As you can see, I cannot arrange passage on my own, which is why I need you, Miss Dee, and you, Mr. Rockwell for her protection. I have seen in my mind’s eye that you each have had encounters with the Order of St. Germain already?” 
 
    “Yeah, we have,” grunted Porter. 
 
    “How have you seen that?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “I have some occult powers and a curious set of talents, some of which are why I am in this dreadful state to begin with. More will be revealed soon enough. I humbly pray that you accept this service I have entrusted to you both. Otherwise, I shall surely be retaken by the Count of St. Germain and reinterred in that awful Tartarus like dungeon.” 
 
    Porter looked to Elizabeth. “This is your call, if you’re out, I’m out.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked at Mr. Methuselah. He was a wretched, twisted creature. She could detect no flesh at all between the joints of bone and cloth. There were no facial expressions to be had, but she sensed a look of worry and hope from the lich. 
 
    “I am in your tender mercy,” said Mr. Methuselah. 
 
    Despite his ghastly appearance, Elizabeth sensed a goodness and a sadness that required her assistance and even, specifically, her help. It was beyond anything she had ever felt before, and something called her soul to assist this horrific creature. “I need more answers, but I will do all I can,” she said. 
 
    “Looks like I’m on board, too, then,” said Porter. 
 
    “Grand, grand,” said Mr. Methuselah, clacking his fingers together in a disturbing semblance of a clap. “I do have gold to pay you each handsomely and cover expenses. Of which you, my dear Elizabeth, must navigate our route with all due haste. I am somewhat unawares of the new and best methods of travel, though I do understand that machines are accomplishing much more than ever before.” 
 
    “Where have you been?” asked Porter. 
 
    If the lich could smile, it did. “In a hole. I was prisoner for quite some time, whether it was lost Shamballa or dim Carcosa I know not. But when blessed opportunity arose, I took it with both hands and escaped out of that cruel place and, following the Yellow River, made my way out of those frozen peaks and on to Khitai. It took some time to find those who venerated their ancestors enough to help me, and I came hither, arranging things upon the way. Since he is not with you, I suspect he is no more?” 
 
    “Your servant, the deliveryman?” 
 
    “Yes, Wang Lung.” 
 
    “He is dead. One of the Knights of St. Germain shot him.” 
 
    “A pity, he was a good man and faithful friend. I left him with monies to see to it that he could sail home, now it must go to the repatriation of his bones back to far Khitai. He was wholly unsuited to help on the rest of my journey, which is why I have impressed your services, Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Me? Yes, but couldn’t you have found any number of others? Why me?” 
 
    “That is more than I can say at the moment. We will talk again. Until then I should sleep here while you arrange passage. As you can see, I must remain in this casket unless directly needed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” broke in Elizabeth, “but you simply must tell me a little more on why I must be the one to help you. I have no experience in this kind of thing, and it seems that in your asking for me to do this, it has put me and my family in grave danger. My own father was murdered tonight in relation to all of this!” 
 
    “I am sorry,” said the lich softly. “I reached through the void of dreams to find who on this earth could help me, and I was guided to you.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked firmly. 
 
    “Our bloodline is bound together, and I need someone with Magic in the Blood to help me be put to rest.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s jaw dropped. “Me? You’re saying I have magic in my blood?” 
 
    “You do. You are a savant, and the end of a glorious family line and the last I could turn too. The Knights are surely searching for all of us, and you must expedite this with all possible haste. I understand they have been desecrating graves in hopes of finding me.” 
 
    “The Bone Marauders!” said Elizabeth, realizing the connection. 
 
    “The very same men, I assure you.” 
 
    Still in shock at the whole situation, Elizabeth looked to Porter who simply shrugged again. “I’ll get started right away then. But I will want more answers.” 
 
    “And I will give them to you as soon as you are in a place to comprehend them. These things take time.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked to Porter, but he had no words. She said, “I will arrange passage, but I need to know these things soon.” 
 
    “Grand. No need to awake me or speak again until necessary.” He reached into the casket and took out a heavy bag. “This should suffice for our needs.” 
 
    Porter took the bag with raised eyebrows and nodded at the weight of it. 
 
    “I have so many more questions,” said Elizabeth, slumping as Porter handed her the heavy bag. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Porter, taking the bag back. “Plenty of things in life we never learn the truth of.” 
 
    “I will answer them in time. Despite the new machines at your disposal I know the journey will yet take some time and we can correspond then,” said Mr. Methuselah. “Mr. Rockwell, unless there is anything else pressing, please seal up the crate again.” He lay back down in the casket and closed the lid. 
 
    Porter put the lid back on and hammered it back together as best he could with the butt end of his big Bowie knife. 
 
    “So odd. This is truly the strangest night of my life,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “Not me, I’ve had stranger.” He reached for a flask in his vest pocket and took a long pull. 
 
    “If that was supposed to make me laugh, it didn’t.” 
 
    “Just the truth.” He offered her the flask. 
 
    She shook her head. “Where do I start?” 
 
    “Train station, I suppose?” 
 
    “If you have all the answers why didn’t he just hire you to do all of this? Why involve me at all?” 
 
    Porter laughed softly. “I can’t read.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “I can’t. I told you my letter was read to me.” 
 
    “I remember you said that, but it didn’t register.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “My life might be real different if I had taken the time to learn, but you know sometimes problems get in the way, things happen and here I am, still illiterate.” 
 
    “You’re right, I just didn’t expect someone as well spoken to be unable to read. I’ll arrange passage on the next train heading east. We will start this mad journey. And then I’ll get some answers.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    “Poor joke, Mr. Rockwell.” 
 
    “Can’t fault me for trying.” 
 
    Looking inside the gold bag, Elizabeth exclaimed, “All of this looks oriental! The coins all have square holes in them.” 
 
    Porter looked inside and shrugged, saying, “Gold is gold. I know a few spots we can trade ’em in for greenbacks.” 
 
    “At this hour?” 
 
    “In this town? At any hour.” He grinned. 
 
    “Then as you said, let’s get to it.” She rapped once on the crate. “We are going Mr. Methuselah, and once we are on the train, I shall get my answers.” 
 
    A muffled reply echoed from within the crate, and she smiled that maybe between the two of them, he didn’t have all the answers for once. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A rabbit's foot may bring good luck to you, but it brought none to the rabbit. — Ambrose Bierce 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 7. For Your Life 
 
      
 
    Outside the warehouse but still cloaked in the darkness pervaded with sea spray and mist, Porter turned his coat inside out and it was revealed to be a dark brown in harsh contrast to the opposite side which was a light dusty brown. With his hat he did the same and it, too, looked a different shade and style, though the bullet hole remained. 
 
    “You’re a man of surprises, Mr. Rockwell,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “I try and manage. Now we gotta do something to make you a little less noticeable,” he said. “Pretty women tend to attract a lot of attention.” 
 
    “Me? Less noticeable?” Elizabeth had never thought herself striking and was surprised at the “pretty” remark. 
 
    “Yeah, men must stare at you everywhere you go. Don’t know that I’ve ever seen locks more golden white.” 
 
    She blushed. 
 
    “Let me guess.” 
 
    “Don’t.” She said holding a hand up. 
 
    “Fair enough. We’ll find some new duds after we exchange this Chinese scrip then,” he said. 
 
    They cautiously made their way back to the horses, all the while keeping a suspicious eye out at every moving person and lurking shadow. 
 
    Once they were mounted, Porter led them on a twisting route farther into the city toward neighborhoods Elizabeth never would have dreamt of visiting. 
 
    In a street where moonlight barely touched between tight packed slums and ghettoes, they stopped, and Porter tied the horses to a rail. “This is a place I’ve used before. They know me and I know them but keep that pistol I gave you handy.” 
 
    “Aren’t they friends of yours?” she asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call them friends, just acquaintances.” 
 
    It didn’t look like much, paint was peeling off the ramshackle door and the sign above the door said it was a laundry. A line in lieu of a knocker was ready for Port to tug and Elizabeth faintly heard a bell ring inside. 
 
    “Is this a place to get clothes? Disguises?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope, this is a place for discreet unlawful transactions. The laundry is a front.” 
 
    A tiny flap on the door opened and a pair of eyes looked sharply at the two of them before the man asked in a sharp harsh bark, “Who is it? What do you want? We’re closed. Go away.” 
 
    “Tell Cluff, sack of crap that he is, to get out of the jakes, that the Mormon is here to see him. He’ll know who it is,” snarled Porter. 
 
    The eyes behind the flap narrowed like the man considered a retort but thought better of it. 
 
    “That an acquaintance, too?” said Elizabeth, with a smirk. 
 
    “I have no idea, but it is hard to get good help.” 
 
    They waited a long minute until they heard a board thrown back from the door and it opened. Elizabeth was surprised at the man who opened it. He was very short and had a stool to stand and see who it was that would knock. He had a nasty face and scowled while pointing toward the back room through a series of three more doors. Elizabeth could tell that they were in a completely different building by the time they walked into the final room. A man sat in a rocking chair with a pair of spectacles on his brow and wild red hair with fuzzy muttonchops. He was reviewing ledgers and did not get up but looked at them blankly. 
 
    “Porter,” he muttered. “Hope this is worth my while.” 
 
    “It is, Cluff,” Porter said, with some venom. 
 
    “I asked you not to call me that anymore. It’s Pennyworth now.” 
 
    “Ha, that’ll stick. ‘sides, I always use my real name with you.” 
 
    “And you shouldn’t around these parts,” Cluff said, with a wicked grin as he finally noticed Elizabeth. “And who is this pretty young thing? You get a new wife, Porter?” 
 
    “I am not his wife,” snapped Elizabeth, “my name is—” 
 
    “Don’t tell this puke anything,” said Porter. “He doesn’t need to know but what we work out as a deal.” 
 
    “And what is that deal?” snarled Cluff. 
 
    Porter reached into his coat and pulled out the bag of gold coins from Mr. Methuselah. He opened it and drew out a handful. “These. I’ve got quite a few and for a fair deal they can all be yours.” 
 
    Cluff’s eyes widened with fright. “Get out! You can’t come in here bringing me blood money. Even I can’t move that shite!” 
 
    “What the hell you talking ‘bout?” Porter shoved the handful back at the retreating Cluff. 
 
    “You can’t pretend you don’t know! I’ve dealt in a lotta bad things but don’t bring me your murdering gold!” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything! I got this from a new employer. I’ve got to scout for him, and this Chinese coin is what he has. Fresh off the boat from Shang Hai,” retorted Port. “You’re mixing this up with something else entire.” 
 
    Cluff glanced at the coins and shook his head. “Look, word has been out all week over the black market. Someone killed a lot of people to get a Chinese hoard. Now a bunch of Hessians are asking around, cuz it belonged to their benefactor and they want revenge. I take that gold and me and mine are as good as dead soon as we try and pass it on.” 
 
    “Horse chips,” said Porter. “You think every Chinese coin belonged to some euro-trash?” 
 
    “It’s a helluva coincidence ain’t it?” 
 
    “No, it taint,” said Porter. “That someone is just trying to make life difficult for my employer.” 
 
    “I can’t take the chance,” said Cluff. “I won’t tell anyone you were here.” 
 
    “The hell you say,” said Porter. “Liz, keep your six-gun on that dwarf.” 
 
    Elizabeth pulled her pistol just in time to get the drop on the dwarf as he was producing a shotgun. “Drop it,” she said. 
 
    The little man did as she asked with a sheepish look rather than the usual scowl. 
 
    Porter had his short-barreled piece at the ready as well. “Keep your hands where I can see ‘em, Cluff, and we’ll get on just fine. We need to make a deal that we can all live with. I aim to get outta town and you’re gonna help me with my fiscal responsibilities.” Porter struck a match with his left hand and lit a cigar that had magically appeared in his teeth. Even Elizabeth was confused at where it had come from. 
 
    “You’re the worst Mormon I’ve ever met and that includes Sam Brannan,” said Cluff. 
 
    “I’ll take that compliment with pride, ‘specially considering your family tree.” Porter blew a puff of smoke in Cluff’s face. “Now, let’s deal.” He shoved the red-headed man back down into the rocking chair. 
 
    “You’re signing my death warrant,” said Cluff. 
 
    Porter ignored him and pulled the scales from the far side of the desk closer. He then pulled out the whole bag and, weighing it once in his own hand, pocketed a few of the gold coins. “These I’ll keep for later as evidence, but the rest—we are gonna make a trade.” He then counted out and weighed. “Looks like we have about twenty-five pieces at say about—” 
 
    “Is it right?” asked Elizabeth. “What if this is blood money?” 
 
    “If it’s Porters, it must be,” said Cluff. “You Destroying Angel, son of a bitch!” 
 
    “Shut yer pie-hole, Cluff. Liz, we need to trade in this Chinese loot or we ain’t gonna be able to be getting anywhere. We’ll deal with where it comes from later.” 
 
    “Doesn’t feel right having to trade at the barrel of a gun,” she said. 
 
    Porter smirked and blew smoke at Cluff again. “Ole Cluff here is usually the one taking advantage of other folks, this here is turnabout, fair play as it were. He has more resources than he lets on, he can melt it down or find something else to deal with these pieces and he will give us fifty cents on the dollar—that’s a steal!” 
 
    “Fifty cents! Those Hessians will have my head!” 
 
    “I’ve already explained to the girl here, they’re Austrians, and don’t lose any sleep or give anymore lip, I’m cutting you a square deal.” 
 
    “Like hell you are!” 
 
    “Don’t take your eye off that dwarf, Liz.” Porter aimed his gun back toward the scowling midget, who just happened to be leaning toward the shotgun. His face turned bright red. “You better keep hold of that scattergun, Liz, we may need it later. You’re gonna throw that in as part of the deal, ain’t ya, Cluff?” 
 
    Cluff gave a sarcastic crooked smile and nodded. 
 
    “All right then, where is your cash?” asked Porter. 
 
    Gesturing with his thumb, Cluff said, “In the back, but I have to get it. Not even Goliath knows the combination to the safe.” 
 
    “Goliath?” 
 
    “The dwarf,” said Cluff. The little man turned an even deeper shade of red. 
 
    “Of course,” said Port. “But I can’t have you out of my sight reaching into a safe that you no doubt have a piece in, so we have to make a deal.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Tell you what Cluff, I’m getting on in years. I doubt I am ever gonna come back to Frisco after this trip and I can’t wait to leave. You tell me your combination and I ain’t ever gonna be back to mess with you.” 
 
    “No dice.” 
 
    “How about you tell the girl?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Goliath, but I get to keep a bead on him.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Well, what’s it gonna be Cluff, cuz I shore as hell ain’t letting you open it,” said Porter, waving his six-gun in the man’s face. 
 
    Cluff rubbed his chin. “How about I blindfold you and tell you where to turn the dial? I can say left a pace then right. Deal?” 
 
    “I ain’t gonna be blindfolded for you, Cluff.” 
 
    “The girl then?” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Elizabeth. “Anything to get going.” 
 
    Now it was Porter’s turn to scowl. “I suppose so. But first…” He tore a curtain from the window that stared at a blank wall. 
 
    “Thanks a lot Porter, always a pleasure when you visit.” 
 
    “Turn around,” ordered Porter. He tied Cluff’s hands together. “Now you Goliath.” He tied both men up snug, then shoved Cluff forward toward the safe in the next room. “I’ll blindfold Liz so she can’t see your precious combination. You tell her which way to turn the dial.” 
 
    Cluff nodded while scowling. 
 
    Porter took a handkerchief from his pocket and gingerly put it on Elizabeth and whispered, “If’n I say to freeze, you freeze and don’t open that safe’s door. Got it?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “How do I know she can’t see, since you tied the knot?” 
 
    “Cuz I tied it ya puke, she can’t see.” 
 
    “I can’t see,” said Liz, bumping into a couch as she felt her way toward the safe. 
 
    “All right, you’re right there, two steps to your left,” said Porter. He kept back toward the far end of the room. “I can’t see your combination either, Cluff, tell her what to do.” 
 
    “Turn it a quarter degree to the left. Stop. Halfway to the right. Stop. Three quarters to the left and stop,” said Cluff. 
 
    The safe clicked and rattled. 
 
    Sweat dripped from Cluff’s forehead and Porter didn’t like it all. 
 
    “Hang on Liz, don’t open it yet.” 
 
    “Sure, its fine now, it’s open and you all don’t know my safe combination. Go ahead and get the money out Porter, fifty cents on the dollar, we got a deal right? You get the money, Porter.” 
 
    “Don’t it seem like he wants us to get the money now, Liz? Ain’t that a bit odd?” 
 
    “You got what you wanted, Porter, you win. Get the money.” Cluff was sweating like a baked ham. 
 
    Porter looked from him to the safe to Goliath. “What if we have Goliath open it and get the money?” 
 
    “Not me, no thank you,” said the dwarf. 
 
    “Goliath!” shouted Cluff. 
 
    “What do I do?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “Just back away and get that scatter gun ready for old Cluff here. He is gonna open that safe when I untie him.” 
 
    Elizabeth removed the blindfold and took the shotgun from the crook of Porter’s arm. He was still blowing smoke toward Cluff. 
 
    Cluff rubbed his wrists where Porter had so forcibly bound him then touched the dial and barely cracked the safe door open a hair of an inch. The rattling within grew louder. “You know, I just remembered, this isn’t the safe I keep my money in.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” growled Port. “Your trap might’ve worked on a city slicker, but not me, I ain’t an idiot.” He stood with his pistol out about six feet directly behind Cluff and the door. 
 
    “You’re not?!” shouted Cluff, as he threw back the safe’s door and ducked. 
 
    A massive rattlesnake, fangs bared, shot from the dark of the vault right at Porter. 
 
    Elizabeth screamed. 
 
    Cluff rolled and lunged toward Elizabeth. He knocked her down and took the shotgun from her. 
 
    “Not so fast, Cluff.” Porter had his six-gun trained on the man with his right hand while in his left, he held the snake. “Nice trick, having that door rigged with a springboard, but me and snakes, we have an understanding. Now how’s about we quit the games or I’m throwing it at you. You all right, Liz?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I have surely changed my mind about forcing him to cut us a deal.” 
 
    “Yep, you just had to get to know this puke is all.” Porter gestured with his pistol and the snake. 
 
    Cluff nodded and revealed a false shelf behind which was the real safe. This time he opened it with a rattling at his back and Porter’s gun in his ribs. 
 
    “Now get down on the ground,” ordered Porter, as he kicked Cluff’s feet out from under him. 
 
    Inside the safe was a pile of silver coins, gold nuggets and what looked to be several hundred dollars’ worth of greenbacks. 
 
    “You can count it if you like, Liz and give the dog a fair deal, or we can just take it all and call it square on account of him trying to murder us,” said Porter. 
 
    “Look who you’re calling a murderer! How’d you get those Chinese coins? Huh?” snarled Cluff. “You murdered for ‘em just like you always do, you Danite sunovabitch!” 
 
    Porter made as if he would shoot Cluff, pulling back the hammer but cursed under his breath instead, “Aww, why waste the bullet.” 
 
    Elizabeth put the cash into a bag but left the nuggets and coins. “I agree that it’s a fair deal to leave the coins. Maybe better than he deserves, but…” 
 
    “Take that coat too, Liz, it will hide you better than the frock. If you don’t mind the suggestion,” said Porter, tipping his hat back with an air of apologetic afterthought. 
 
    “Thank you, I will. So long as Mr. Cluff doesn’t object.” She looked to Cluff who still lay on the floor in exasperation. He threw up his hands in a look of surrender. “Thank you, Mr. Cluff.” 
 
    “You’re lucky she’s leaving you anything, you cur. Let’s go, Liz,” Porter waited until Elizabeth went through the front door, then he gingerly tossed the snake to the ground on his way out. “Enjoy your pet.” He shut the door. 
 
    Goliath screamed as Cluff shouted curses at Porter and Elizabeth. They could still hear the two rogues’ cries as they rode off into the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Every branch of human knowledge, if traced up to its source and final principles, vanishes into mystery. — Arthur Machen 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 8. Out on the Tiles 
 
      
 
    They hurried thru the back alleys of the city until Porter had them stop at a Chinese All-Night Laundry where they bought clothes for Elizabeth that looked completely unlike anything she had ever worn before. Vertical striped pants, black and brown, they were comfortable but so unladylike. She also purchased a brown leather jacket and white blouse. Glancing at herself in a mirror, Elizabeth imagined she looked like some kind of airship pirate. It didn’t help that Porter suggested she also buy the accompanying goggles, gloves, and boots. For a very handsome price the laundry would tell the real owner they had lost everything. Porter even got himself some new duds, a jacket and flat top wide brimmed hat. 
 
    “I stick out like a leathery black and brown thumb, everyone will notice me!” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “True enough, but not the folks looking for polite Elizabeth Dee. They’re looking for prim and proper, not a hell cat, and,” Porter said, with a grin, “nobody who knows me expects me to be wearing such a fine coat.” 
 
    “Hell cat?” 
 
    “That’s what they call the zeppelin jockeys, or so I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Elizabeth put the goggles on her forehead and swept her wild uncombed hair back. It stood flaring out like an Indian chief’s feathered headdress She examined herself once more in the mirror before being satisfied at her new, dangerous look. “Lead on then, Mr. Rockwell.” 
 
    They rode on toward the train station. Elizabeth said, “Perhaps it would be swifter if I arranged transportation and you retrieved our Mr. Methuselah.” 
 
    “It would be faster sure, but a whole lot more dangerous ‘Sides I’m supposed to stick with you and keep an eye out. Can’t do that if we split up,” said Porter. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    They came around a corner to the train station which, despite the lateness, still had a score of people milling about. A locomotive chugged at the gate, sending black smoke raining down upon the city. A chubby porter was loading the baggage car when they rode up. 
 
    “Sir, when is the next departure?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “Right now, you could still catch it,” he said. 
 
    “What about the next one, we have to wait for some… luggage.” 
 
    “Then that would be the 6:30. At dawn, heading for Sacramento.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Elizabeth dismounted and tied her horse to a rail. “P—I’ll get the tickets.” She smiled that she remembered at the last second not to use his name. 
 
    He tapped his brim at her, watching the street and milling night folk. “I’ll snag a wagon.” 
 
    Elizabeth checked the routes and times with the station master then purchased tickets for them, the horses, and an undisclosed crate of some size. Porter had already negotiated to rent a wagon for the next hour. “We’re ready, I spent just over three hundred dollars, but we have first class passage as far as Omaha, we can renew our tickets from there.” 
 
    “Good, wouldn’t be bad to stop there and exchange the horses either. Well, let’s go get him.” 
 
    They sat together on the wagon and Porter whipped the reins to get the mules heading back toward the wharf. 
 
    Elizabeth said, “Do you think the gold could be blood money? Do you think Mr. Methuselah killed someone for it? Are we on the right side?” 
 
    Porter took a swig from a bottle he had lying behind the wagon’s seat. “Can’t we talk about something else? If you had a good enough feeling to go with this—and I’m trusting you did—let’s not worry about what those killers said.” 
 
    “All right. Fair enough. I did have a good feeling about Mr. Methuselah despite his ghastly appearance.” 
 
    “Good.” Porter took another pull. 
 
    “You said you would tell me later about why you weren’t in any danger at the saloon. You had bullet holes in your coat and hat. That’s pretty lucky.” 
 
    “Don’t much believe in luck,” grunted Porter, over the top of his cigar. 
 
    “So is there another explanation?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Elizabeth waited a long moment. “Well?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when I feel ready and we’re good enough friends. Right now, you’re my job.” 
 
    Elizabeth frowned. “Excuse me for thinking we had been through some rather remarkable things together tonight and were friends already.” 
 
    Porter looked at her and smiled. “We’re getting there.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Soon enough they reached the wharf on Brannan Street. Porter noticed a pair of men that looked like Knights of St. Germain standing at the warehouse right beside the one they needed to get to. “We could bluff our way past, but if we try and get the crate, they’re a gonna notice.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Probably take ‘em out.” 
 
    “Do you mean kill them?” 
 
    Porter looked her in the eye. “You gotta problem with that? They tried to do you in didn’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “This is the same thing. Who do you suppose them Bone Marauders are?” 
 
    A flash of recollection went through Elizabeth’s eyes as she realized what the Knights had been doing in their hunt for Mr. Methuselah. “They’ve been desecrating bodies and killing to find him?” 
 
    Porter nodded. “And the sooner we leave, the sooner everyone in town will be safe. We’ll have the trouble on our tails but…” He shrugged. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “I’m gonna drive us right past them, unless you recognize them?” 
 
    “No, it’s not the same ones, besides, one will never see again.” 
 
    “Right, you stuck him.” Then Porter understood what she said. “What’d you stick him with?” 
 
    “My hair needles, Chinese chopsticks.” 
 
    “You are a hellcat.” 
 
    “Thank you, I think. What’s the plan then?” 
 
    Porter chuckled. “You seem pretty good on your feet, maybe you should come up with the plan.” 
 
    “That’s your job!” 
 
    “All right,” Porter said, with a grin. “Keep your head down so they don’t get a good look at you no matter what I say, got it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    Porter brought the wagon right up to the warehouse as if he owned the place and settled it against the landing ready to load at his leisure. He looked right at the two smartly dressed Knights of St. Germain. Each wore a long dark coat, suits, and fancy bowlers. “Hey, you two! How about helping me load a crate? I’m a bit low on cash and can’t find any good help at this hour.” 
 
    They looked at him with surprise. “What did you say?” One asked in a thick accent. 
 
    “I said I could use some help and you two are just standing there so I thought maybe you’d help a man out. The boy here is no help at all.” 
 
    “No, we are not common laborers to work loading boxes,” snarled the other. “Swine Hund.” 
 
    The first agreed with him and they walked away, cursing under their breath. 
 
    Elizabeth kept her head down stifling a nervous laugh. “I cannot believe that worked.” 
 
    “Never underestimate people’s willingness to avoid work. But we better be quick, they’ll be back in the neighborhood soon enough,” said Porter. “Besides, it didn’t hurt giving them a false impression of us. They didn’t get a good look at you and will assume you’re a boy because I just said so—so we are not who they are looking for.” 
 
    They crept back into the warehouse and warily hurried to the basement. Mr. Methuselah’s crate was still there, looking undisturbed. Rats remained the only companions. 
 
    Giving it a shove, Porter said, “This thing is heavier than it looks. I’m pretty sure he has more coin if you know what I’m saying. Let’s see if we can’t find a hand truck of some kind.” 
 
    They glanced around the darkened corridor until Elizabeth found a cart. Struggling, they were able to put the crate upon the cart and wheel it to the stairs. 
 
    “Now what?” asked Elizabeth. “Are you all right in there Mr. Methuselah?” 
 
    A muffled thump, thump from inside was the only reply. 
 
    “I’m going to tip you sideways and push it up the stairs,” said Porter to the crate. 
 
    Another thumping made them wait a moment. Porter stood back as the crate started vibrating and it lifted itself off the cart and floated a few inches off the ground. 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes could not have been wider, and Porter’s teeth clicked as he slammed his gaping mouth shut. 
 
    “Maybe this is the strangest night I’ve ever had,” he mumbled. 
 
    Though the crate was floating in the air, Porter still had to guide it up the stairs to the ground floor level. Once up, it settled back down to the ground. Elizabeth brought the cart up and they repeated the process of putting the weighty thing back on. 
 
    “How did he do that?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “Damned if I know. That was some sorcery, I’ll tell you what.” 
 
    They brought the crate to the outside doors and, looking about for any sign of the Knights of St. Germain and sighting none, made ready, wheeling it out the door to the wagon. They carefully put the crate in the back and threw a tarp over to conceal it. 
 
    Porter shut the tail gate and untied the reins of the mules. “Let’s get going before we push our luck too hard.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t believe in luck.” 
 
    “I don’t, we were blessed, but blessings only get a man so far and the rest is up to you.” 
 
    Porter had just joined Elizabeth on the seat when a voice called out in a light Irish brogue. “Hold on there.” A man revealed himself from the shadows. “I’d like a word with you.” 
 
    “Can’t, busy,” answered Porter gruffly, as he whipped the reins. He wheeled the wagon about to head back to the train station, but the man stood in the road blocking them. 
 
    The Irish stranger was dressed smartly in the latest fashion with a pin striped suit, fancy wide brimmed hat, and an ivory walking stick, a long black cloak covered his shoulders like a cape. “I need to talk to you, and you need to listen,” he said. 
 
    “You got nothing I need or want to hear,” answered Porter with a snarl. “Kindly move out of the way, Irish.” 
 
    The Irish stranger held out what looked like a pocket watch, but it wasn’t. Elizabeth made out a small crystal attached to the gold chain, it spun and turned like a pendulum. The tiny thing swung unnaturally toward them with some momentum. 
 
    “It seems we do have business,” answered the stranger with menace. “You have property belonging to me, I have divined that it is indeed here, in your wagon.” 
 
    “Like hell,” answered Porter. He cocked a six-gun inside his coat. 
 
    “Brothers,” called the stranger. Several pairs of the Knights of St. Germain appeared from the alleys and surrounding streets. Elizabeth counted a dozen and guessed more were on the way. 
 
    “Get your piece ready, Liz. Scattergun is best. Keep low and behind me,” Porter whispered. 
 
    She nodded and clambered over the buckboard to take cover behind Porter with the crate behind her. 
 
    “No need for alarm now,” said the stranger. “I am quite willing to make you a most generous offer. Walk away and leave the wagon its contents and the girl to me.” 
 
    “And?” barked Porter, surreptitiously cocking a second pistol in his coat. 
 
    “And, I’ll let you live,” answered the stranger, signaling his men in with a wave of his darkly clad arms. Like a tidal response, the dark Knights of St. Germain drifted closer with an inaudible shuffle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    We are all drifting reefwards now, and faith is our only anchor. — Bram Stoker 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 9. Trampled Underfoot 
 
      
 
    Men closed in all around them, like deep waters rushing up to drown Elizabeth like the pharaoh and his charioteer army. 
 
    “What do we do?” whispered Elizabeth. 
 
    “Say your prayers and keep low,” grunted Porter softly. 
 
    Elizabeth counted at least nine men surrounding them not counting their insidious and arrogant leader. Several hung back as if on lookout. She did not see the blinded Klaus, his brother, or the other two she had overheard when her father’s home burned down, and this caused concern in the sense that there must be a lot more of the Knights of St. Germain in the city looking for her than she initially guessed. They all were dressed in fine dark clothing and wore pistols at their belts, a few even had sabers. They looked malicious and ready to attack, even hungry, hoping for such a confrontation despite their Irish leader’s admonition for her and Porter to simply walk away. 
 
    Porter, as usual, was undeterred. “I don’t care to do business with a man I don’t know the name of,” said Porter, with more than a hint of disdain. 
 
    The stranger stepped closer and looked Porter in the eye. “I have had many names in my time, but for now you may know me as the Count of St. Germain, and these,” he signaled to his approaching men, “are my Knights. They are more than ready to shoot you and your companion down, if you stand in the way of what is mine any longer.” 
 
    Porter let out a sinister chuckle. 
 
    “What is so funny?” snarled one of the Knights. 
 
    “Kinda funny how much folks think threats might work on a man like me,” said Porter. “How about I make you a deal, Irish.” 
 
    The Count frowned but beckoned with his hand holding the ivory walking stick for Porter to continue. 
 
    “I pass on by, as I was already going to do, and I let you and your boys live another day.” 
 
    “We outnumber you three to one,” said one of the Knights. 
 
    “Throw down your guns!” ordered another. 
 
    The Count shook his head. “Must we do this the hard way?” 
 
    “I don’t drop my guns,” Porter shook his head, “but I’ll cut you a deal on the business end.” 
 
    “Business end?” asked a Knight, confused at the American terminology. 
 
    “Take them!” cried the Count. 
 
    Lightning does strike twice. 
 
    Porter drew his two pistols and shot the Count square in the chest before aiming at the nearest pair of Knights and shooting each of them in turn with flawless precision. 
 
    Elizabeth saw the look of horror and surprise on the Count’s face as blood jetted from his white shirt and he fell backward into the dust. 
 
    Porter turned his attentions to more of the Knights, shooting bowlers off heads or vice versa. The remaining Knights returned fire in kind. 
 
    The bleak twilight erupted in the thunder of guns. 
 
    Parts of the buckboard splintered and flew away as whistling bullets struck on both sides of Elizabeth right behind Porter. 
 
    “Stay low!” shouted Porter. 
 
    Elizabeth blasted twice from the shot gun, but never knew if she hit anyone. 
 
    The Knights returned fire but ran for cover at the same time, as Porter’s shots had been deadly for the first few rounds. Several Knights lay on the ground, as did the Count with two gaping wounds in the dead center of his chest. 
 
    Porter fired more rounds from his right-handed pistol then dropped it to Elizabeth in the back as he took the reins and took control of the panicked mules. “Reload!” 
 
    A Knight charged the wagon with a saber. Porter kicked him in the teeth, sending the man flying backward. 
 
    The wagon raced down the street but faltered and dragged to the edge of the lane as one of the mules collapsed. 
 
    Porter leapt down, drew his Bowie, and cut away the harness from the dying animal. 
 
    “Liz! Gimme the scattergun!” 
 
    She tossed the shotgun to Porter. He caught it in an instant. 
 
    “It’s empty!” screamed Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter grimaced in dismay. 
 
    A Knight lunged but took the butt stock in the face as Porter swung the shotgun like a club. 
 
    Reloading from a pocketful of shells, Porter blasted two rounds at closing Knights. 
 
    “Liz! Take the reins! Let’s git!” 
 
    Elizabeth took the reins and whipped the lone mule to a dead run, which was not nearly as fast as she would have hoped. She decided to turn a corner to better escape the Knights. 
 
    Porter jumped in the back and shot two more rounds at the Knights who now stayed well behind cover. 
 
    Elizabeth looked back and saw at least five men lying in the street. One of them stood up. It couldn’t be possible! It was the Count! But she had seen him take two shots to the chest! She saw the blood spray from his heart and lungs. He had fallen backward from the force. But he was standing! He was calling after them and his men to pursue her! 
 
    “Wheat! That don’t happen every day.” Porter took a shot at the Count who stumbled but got back up and continued toward them. 
 
    She gasped to see the Count running after them. He had lost his hat and his white shirt was a bloody red mess, but he was running with a fiendish grimace upon his face! 
 
    Porter took a couple more shots at the foe until they turned around the block. He dropped down beside Elizabeth and took the reins, whipping the mule to quicken their pace. 
 
    “Are you all right,” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m none the worse for wear. You?” 
 
    “I was behind you.” 
 
    “Safest place to be.” He glanced over his shoulder at their pursuit. 
 
    “How did they miss you? They did miss you, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I’m not hit. I’m fine, if not a little winded from jumping down and back up on a moving wagon, been awhile since I done that.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked at the buckboard again. Even in the shadowy moonlight there was no hiding that it was peppered with bullet holes everywhere except where Porter sat. 
 
    “You ever going to explain that?” she asked. 
 
    “When we ain’t on the run,” he answered, whipping the reins on the lone mule. 
 
    They raced through the thoroughfares and back alleys, every which route Porter decided on a whim to speed their way back to the train station and away from the Count and his men. 
 
    “I looked back and saw the Count rise after you shot him,” said Elizabeth, hoping for an explanation. 
 
    “Yep, I admitted this might be the most fantastical night of my life earlier.” 
 
    “Do you think you just winged him?” 
 
    “Oh no, he got them square in the chest. He is something else all right. Something I’m hoping you can get Mr. Methuselah to tell us about later. I’m sure we’ll tangle again.” 
 
    “Well, I have to ask, is he like you? You seem immune to being shot.” 
 
    Porter laughed. “Naw, I’m nothing like that Irish feller, whoever he is. I just didn’t get hit!” 
 
    Elizabeth pondered for a moment at the mysterious new things that had come into her life this night, the revelations from her father about her mother, skeletal Mr. Methuselah and his powers of levitation, Porter Rockwell, and this Count of St. Germain and his killer Knights. “I will do this service as I have promised, but Mr. Methuselah has a lot to answer for if we get on the train.” 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “We have a long way to go yet, don’t we?” 
 
    “Another mile or so,” answered Porter. “Why?” 
 
    “They’re coming,” said Elizabeth. She pointed behind to the dark riders coming like a pack of howling, ravening wolves. 
 
    “Then I suppose we had best make them feel real welcome. Reload the scattergun for me, soon enough I’ll be tossing some more lead downwind.” 
 
    “Are you always this nonchalant about being shot at?” 
 
    “Heh, I’m always being shot at,” he answered, full of mirth.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Who does not understand should either learn, or be silent. — John Dee 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 10. Traveling Trainside Blues 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth could see at least five men on horseback swiftly gaining on them through the black cloaked alleys. Dawn reddened in the east and played tricks on the eyes. 
 
    Porter sounded like he could use such to his advantage. “We’ll have to make do as best we can. Liz, take the reins, keep us a going straight. I got an idea.” 
 
    He handed her the reins and stepped back into the wagon bed. He tore off the lid of the crate and waited for the horsemen to close in. 
 
    They shot at him a time or two, but to no effect, so jostled by their own racing mounts. 
 
    When the first rider was only a horse length away, Porter tossed the crate’s lid at him, knocking the man off his horse, which panicked and tumbled into the next one behind. The next hit them and threw its rider as did the two after that, creating a blood clot of horse and man flesh in the congested alley. 
 
    “We have a minute or two lead now, I’ll wager.” 
 
    “What about the conductor looking at our friend? The oriental casket is sure to attract unwanted attention,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter looked at her and barely contained himself. “I’ll cross that bridge, Liz, after a ‘thank you for saving our necks, Mr. Rockwell’!” 
 
    “I’ll thank you as soon as you start calling me Elizabeth and not Liz.” 
 
    “Will do, Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Rockwell.” 
 
    The sun crested the mountains a hot orange as they raced up to the station. Porter pulled right alongside the gangplank and began to unload the open crate. The man they had rented the wagon from came and shook his head at the sight of the missing mule and shot up wagon. 
 
    “What on earth happened? What did you do, rob a bank?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, we can pay for the damages,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” said the drover. “I expect a lawful inquiry.” 
 
    Porter pulled the casket down and set it on the deck. “Wilson, I paid you in advance and there is always risk in life, we can’t help that a bunch of bandits attacked us. You’ll get what the nag and the damage is worth, drop it.” 
 
    Elizabeth handed the drover twenty dollars and walked away. 
 
    The drover stared dumbfounded at the bullet holes riddling the wagon, yet noticeably absent from the center of the buckboard where Porter had been sitting. 
 
    Tipping the crate onto a hand truck, Porter hurriedly wheeled the cargo to the far end of the deck where the baggage train was. “Elizabeth, check that our horses have already been loaded as per request.” 
 
    The conductor called out, “Six thirty AM to Sacramento is departing in just one minute!” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded and went toward the conductor who was overseeing the boarding, just as she reached him, a hand grabbed her shoulder wheeling her about roughly. 
 
    It was Klaus’s brother, the one who shot at her and killed Mr. Methuselah’s deliveryman. “Not so fast, my dear. The Count wishes to have a word with you and take a look at the cargo your friend is loading. Tell him to stop or I shoot you.” 
 
    “Porter!” called Elizabeth, as the Knight held a gun at her back. 
 
    Porter had just finished pushing the crate onto the baggage cart when he turned and saw Elizabeth and the Knight behind her. He walked swiftly toward them, when another Knight came up behind him. 
 
    “We have you surrounded,” said Klaus’s brother. 
 
    “Jah,” said the one behind Porter. 
 
    “You boys ought to rethink this plan of yours. It’ll hurt,” said Porter. 
 
    The Knight behind him scoffed, saying, “You are not in a position to threaten anyone.” 
 
    “If you want the casket so bad, let us go, and go get it,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “I might have done just that if you had not blinded my brother. You will pay dearly for striking one of the Order.” 
 
    The conductor turned around from his duties and saw the interchange. “What’s this?” 
 
    “We’re Pinkertons,” said the one behind Porter, without any trace of the Teutonic accent. 
 
    “I’ll be dipped,” muttered Porter, as glanced over his shoulder at the Knight. “That is a good trick.” 
 
    “Who are they,” asked the conductor, waggling his finger. 
 
    “Thieves. We need that cargo they just loaded. Evidence,” said Klaus’s brother, without accent. 
 
    “They’re lying,” said Elizabeth. “They’re the thieves.” 
 
    “Quiet, you,” said the one behind Porter. “They are wanted in three states.” 
 
    “Can I see some paperwork?” asked the conductor. 
 
    “I guarantee they got nothing,” said Porter. 
 
    “You don’t need to see it, we are taking these persons to headquarters. Have that cargo unloaded.” 
 
    “You best just do as they say and back away,” said Porter to the Conductor. 
 
    “I’m sending for the sheriff,” said the Conductor. 
 
    “No, you will not. Go and get our cargo unloaded!” said the Knight, whose accent started to slip as he got angry. 
 
    “Who are you? You’re not Pinkertons,” said the conductor. 
 
    “Let it go, get away,” growled Porter. 
 
    The conductor nodded and began backing away. 
 
    “Nein! You will get for us the cargo or we will shoot these people!” 
 
    The conductor ran, shouting, “It’s a holdup! Get the sheriff, get the town marshal!” 
 
    The Knight behind Porter made as if he would shoot at the conductor but as his gun leveled, Porter wheeled and struck him full in the face and gut. 
 
    Elizabeth spun on her heel as Klaus’s brother pulled his own trigger. She felt the muzzle break and powder burn against her jacket and hand, but she was already sending her knee to his groin. 
 
    Porter grabbed hold of the Knight and sent him flying against the train, the Knight crumpled in a heap upon the tracks. 
 
    Elizabeth hit the Knight again in the throat, collapsing him, and then stomped the gun from his hand. 
 
    The train whistle blew twice in high pitched succession, and a new cloud of soot settled over the gangplank. 
 
    “You do play rough, little lady,” said Porter, with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t take threats kindly, at least not nearly so easily as you do.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t take ‘em at all, but I also know when some folks don’t have any sand behind it either,” said Porter. He looked at the two prone Knights and pointed to the conductor. “He is already calling the authorities and we best be on our way without any more questions.” 
 
    “Won’t they want to talk to us?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “Likely, but we got a schedule to keep on account of more of those Knights are sure to be a coming quick.” 
 
    Porter motioned to the passenger cabin and held out a gold piece to the approaching conductor. 
 
    “For me?” asked the conductor. 
 
    “Yeah, so long as you forget our descriptions and just get the sheriff to handle these two bandits. And keep a good lookout, they may have friends. We’ve got a schedule to keep, ya know?” 
 
    The conductor nodded. “I understand, Godspeed sir.” 
 
    Porter chuckled and nodded then boarded the passenger cabin behind Elizabeth. 
 
    A bullet thudded into the wood beside Porter as a dozen horsemen rode up shooting. The Count himself was with them and directing curses their way. “Slay the dogs and get me that package!” 
 
    The train’s whistle screeched once again and the lumbering collection of steel shuddered to a crawl as the engine belched black against the bruised, early morning sky. 
 
    Porter pulled his six-gun and returned fire. 
 
    Elizabeth strained to look beneath Porter’s arm. “I need to see what’s happening!” 
 
    “Keep down,” he shouted, “these cabins’ walls aren’t much thicker than the wagon’s sides.” 
 
    Bullets whined and ricocheted off the steel along the train’s underside. 
 
    A jerk brought the train to a slightly quicker pace. 
 
    Two Knights with rifles were now upon the train station’s deck and firing indiscriminately in Porter’s direction. 
 
    Elizabeth shot at the two rifle Knights out the cabin window, causing them to take cover. 
 
    Up ahead, Knights lit their formerly rented wagon on fire, preparing to slam it into the engine several cars ahead of them. 
 
    “Those bastards are gonna try anything to keep us from getting outta town!” He started climbing to get on the car’s roof. “I’ll keep ’em shooting up here instead of at you and the passengers.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Stop ’em! You keep your head down!” 
 
    “You’re gonna get shot up there!” 
 
    “Not me,” he said, disappearing over the top. 
 
    The flaming wagon barreled toward the engine as the train crawled from the station. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    There have been times when only a hair's-breadth has intervened betwixt myself and the seething devil-ridden world of madness; for the hideous knowledge, the horror-blackened memories which I have carried so long, were never meant to be borne by the human intellect. — Clark Ashton Smith 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 11. Train Kept A Rolling 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth shot at a Knight as he ran forward to gain entrance to the passenger car behind her. She missed, but the flying lead made the man run back to cover behind the station house. 
 
    Another ran ahead of her to attempt the same. She readied another shot, but he was already aboard the car in front of hers. 
 
    Now she had to worry about assailants from outside and in. 
 
    A quick buzzing of bullets made her duck again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Porter got a face full of black smoke as he ran along the tops of the train cars. Bullets hit all about him but none connected, not that he was particularly worried about it. But he had to make this work or Elizabeth and Mr. Methuselah would be in a heap of trouble, and he wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
    He jumped into the coal car as the two engineers saw the flaming wagon ahead and slammed on the brakes of the train in a jarring, deafening squeal. 
 
    “We gotta keep moving!” shouted Porter. 
 
    “Not with that ahead of us!” 
 
    “Jump!” cried the other. They made ready to bail off the opposite side when Porter grabbed an arm. 
 
    “Hold up! I’ll take care of it!” shouted Porter. 
 
    The rain of bullets in his direction had not ceased, and one of the engineers caught a slug in the arm. 
 
    The other dove off the other side while the wounded man took cover in the cabin. 
 
    “That fire can blow the vacuum tubes and the boiler, we’ll be goners!” 
 
    “I got this.” Porter pulled a stick out of his coat pocket and cut the fuse perilously short. 
 
    “You’re mad!” 
 
    Porter leaned out the cab and threw the stick of dynamite at the burning wagon. 
 
    No sooner than it landed in the wagon, an explosion rocked the gathering dawn. Wood and flame flew in all directions. Chunks smacked at the engineer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Peeking out the window, Elizabeth saw a Knight outside rush toward the baggage car where Mr. Methuselah was stowed. 
 
    Rather than waiting to be pinned down between forces coming from both ends, she ran to the rear on her way to meet the Knight going after Mr. Methuselah. She pushed past screaming and indignant passengers astounded at this blonde young woman in a man’s clothes waving a gun above her head. 
 
    A well-meaning brakeman tried to get Elizabeth to stop. “Miss, I must ask you to put down your weapon and let the authorities handle this.” 
 
    “Out of my way,” she said sternly, signaling him to move with the barrel of the oversized gun. 
 
    He backed onto a seat atop already seated passengers as if hypnotized at her very words. 
 
    She rushed past, looking back once to see that she wasn’t followed. The train moved slowly and she stepped lightly to the next car and went in, wary of the Knight she knew to be farther down. Not sighting him yet, she moved between the cowering passengers. At the end of the car she thought she saw a shadow just outside the door. She ducked into a seat to the left of the door and waited to see if the Knight would come through. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Elizabeth waited another long moment and stepped forward, only to be grabbed by a man with a blood-soaked shirt. The Count! 
 
    “You can’t stand in my way, lass, I always get what I want, and I want your new master.” 
 
    “An employer is not a master!” She tried to pull away from his vise-like grip. 
 
    He was too strong, she could not escape. “We’ll see, perhaps I shall be your new master,” he snarled with a lascivious grin. 
 
    He was met with the most unladylike response and wiped away the saliva. “That won’t do at all. You force my hand. Such a pity.” He pushed her back against the seat and window, trapping her. 
 
    A senior Knight came from behind him. “We think Dee is in the caboose.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked at them, incredulous. Could the fool not see her slammed against the window by the Count right in front him? 
 
    He gave her a sinister smile. 
 
    Yes, he could see her, but what Dee was in the caboose? Her father? Was he still alive and being held a prisoner in the caboose? Did Mr. Methuselah know and arrange all of this? 
 
    The Count smiled and looked at the confusion washing over her face. “Could it be?” 
 
    “What?” she snarled, wriggling in his grasp. 
 
    The Count withdrew his crystal pendulum and held it before her. It swung back and forth wildly, then abruptly halted and swung a new direction between her and the Count. “Aha! She doesn’t know!” he proclaimed with malicious glee. “Look at the puzzlement upon her beautiful face. Perhaps I can’t yet end her existence without sharing the cruel cosmic joke.” 
 
    “What joke? You scoundrel.” 
 
    “Your birthright, of course,” answered the Count with a laugh. “I wonder that your blood could succor me as well?” 
 
    “My birthright? My blood?” 
 
    The Knight broke in, “Sir, all these witnesses.” 
 
    “You’re right, I’ve said too much, you need not know before you die. How does it feel to be in the last moment of your life?” He started to take the glove off his left hand. 
 
    A sudden, violent shaking throughout the train proved a welcome distraction, and Elizabeth took full advantage of the open door and centripetal force. She pushed the two men backward out the open door and slammed them off the walkway to the waiting ground below. 
 
    The Count drew a gun, but the shot went wild as he fell back against the rail. 
 
    They tumbled end over end to the ground, and the Knight cried out as the train’s wheels took a misplaced leg. 
 
    *** 
 
    Porter took aim and shot a Knight down. He shouted at the engineer, “Let’s get this pig iron moving! We got some serious pukes after us!” 
 
    The engineer nodded and spun the reverser to fifty percent and then eased on the throttle. 
 
    “That’s not enough!” Porter pushed the throttle farther. 
 
    “It will slip until it grips!” said the engineer. 
 
    The wheels spun, squealed, and momentarily the train stopped as friction mounted. Sparks flew from the wheels, spraying hellfire at the ground. Then the steel caught, jerked the entire train and cars in violent upheaval, knocking standing passengers to the ground as the force hurled the locomotive forward at an even greater speed. The engineer spun the reverser to fifty-five percent, gaining them acceleration in every passing moment. 
 
    The Knights, not to be outdone, raced horses alongside, and Porter fired careful shots at each. Carefully aimed lead sent men to meet the earth in cries of agony as they took bullets and horses trod upon their broken bones. 
 
    “They done it again!” cried the engineer. 
 
    Ahead on the tracks another bonfire erupted in oil induced flames, blazing into the morning sky. 
 
    “And I got another stick!” said Porter, as he reached into his coat pocket. Finding nothing, he reached in and felt again, finding only a hole. Fingers stuck out in vain. Porter glanced about the cab for any sign of his explosive and, sighting none, he looked out at the swiftly approaching flames. 
 
    “I gotta stop this, we can’t fight these devils,” said the engineer in a panic. 
 
    “Like hell!” Porter pushed the throttle and the train jerked forward, again gaining speed. 
 
    “You’ll kill us all!” squealed the engineer. 
 
    “Wheat!” shouted Porter with the wind in his face. 
 
    The train smashed into the stacked blaze and burning kindling shot away while a mass of the flames remained in the cow catcher of the train, becoming a radiant demon’s head. Knights that had thought to stand close by and board as the train stopped, were instead hit with the burning debris striking them like the hammer of the gods. 
 
    Porter took off his hat and stuck his face out the port window, and shouted at them, “Wheat in the mill, you pukes! Don’t you dare follow me!” 
 
    He knew they would, but he had to say something, it wasn’t in him to let anything alone without a word. Watching a long moment until he was sure all pursuit was left far behind, he patched up the engineer and went back to the passenger cars to find a replacement fireman to man the coal slinging needed to get the train to Sacramento. He then went and found Elizabeth. 
 
    “Took you long enough to check on me,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “I was busy; ‘sides I knew you were all right.” 
 
    “How could you know that?” 
 
    “Cuz, those pukes wouldn’t have been trying so hard to stop me if they got what they was after.” 
 
    She shook her head. “They weren’t after me, they wanted Mr. Methuselah for some reason or another.” 
 
    “I got a feeling they wanted you, too.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Just my gut feeling is all, and it tain’t rarely wrong.” 
 
    “The Count, he did say something to me about a birthright and one of the Knights said something curious about thinking a Dee was in the caboose when he was looking right at me. Made me wonder for a moment if my father was still alive and in the caboose.” 
 
    “That’s odd. He say anything else?” 
 
    “Just that he was gonna taunt me and kill me,” she said, with a shiver. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “The train jumped like the devil and I pushed him out the side door. He and his man fell out. The one screamed terribly. I think the train got him.” 
 
    “The Count or the Knight?” 
 
    “The Knight, though I wish it had been that damnable Count. He is the creepiest man I have ever had the displeasure to meet—and I have met a passel of unsavory characters growing up in San Francisco.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” Porter nodded with a grin. “Should we check on him?” 
 
    “I’m about as sure of him being fine as you were of me,” she said. “They were concentrating on stopping the train rather than jumping with the casket, and I never saw it taken. 
 
    “Still, we better check for sure.” 
 
    They made their way past another passenger car and the livestock to the caboose, and sure enough, the casket was still there amidst the other large cargoes, albeit all of them had been knocked to the rear of the caboose with the herky jerky acceleration. 
 
    She glanced about the compartment until she was sure there couldn’t possibly be another person in the caboose besides themselves and Mr. Methuselah. “It doesn’t make any sense. Why would they say that Dee was back here?” 
 
    Porter shrugged. “Maybe he was just mistaken. Or maybe they were trying to mess with your mind.” 
 
    Elizabeth wiped away soot from her face where tears had created a strange pattern like a triangle. “I was so ready to leave my father behind for good and not worry about him anymore. Then when they killed him all I could think was that it was my fault and I should have been there for him. That I could change all of this and somehow maybe he was still alive and wrapped up in a burlap sack here in the caboose. But I suppose those are all just dreams and regrets.” 
 
    “I throw my regrets out every night,” said Porter. “Won’t do any good to carry ‘em with you.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe, really I would. But it’s hard,” she said. 
 
    “Sure is, I never said it was easy, but you gotta do what you gotta do to get by in this world.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. “Best let Mr. Methuselah know what’s going on, if he doesn’t already.” She rapped gently upon the casket twice. 
 
    A replying knock sounded from within. 
 
    “We had some trouble, Mr. Methuselah, but we dealt with it. I expect we should be in Sacramento in a few hours and we shall be switching trains. I’ll find a new cover for your crate and casket then. And once we are on the rails to Salt Lake City and we are safe, I need some answers.” 
 
    Another knock was the only answer and they let it go at that. They had left the twisted blaze and city of San Francisco behind as the sun fully woke the day. Elizabeth collapsed in a tired heap beside the morbid cargo, while Porter kept an eye out the back window for a spell. It didn’t matter that Elizabeth had spent over fifty dollars for first class cabins, today she would sleep upon burlap and sawdust, and sleep had never come so readily before as this day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    There was a Door to which I found no Key: 
 
    There was a Veil through which I could not see. 
 
     — Omar Khayyam 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 12. Ramble On 
 
      
 
    The sleep that came so easy from such an exhausting night brought forth the most wicked of daymares. Elizabeth tossed and turned, imaging flying snakes, skeletal hands, and dark featureless men with scarves coming to strangle her, until finally waking up in a cold sweat of summer. 
 
    Porter was still watching the back window and rails. “We’re almost to Sacramento.” 
 
    “I slept that long?” 
 
    “Yeah, it ain’t that far and you needed the sleep.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “I got some shut eye, and I always have my fuel with me.” He shook a nearly empty bottle of Valley Tan whiskey at her. 
 
    She fully sat up and looked out the rear window. “Now that we’re so far ahead, they can’t possibly catch us can they?” 
 
    “Can’t ever be overconfident in something like that. They might catch another train and be only an hour or two behind us. If it’s down to just us on a train all the way to the coast and a ship, they could very likely beat us on another rail line.” 
 
    “But we’re ahead.” 
 
    “For now, but going over the Sierras anything could happen and slow us down, same thing with going across the plains.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Oh, the usual—bandits, Indians, weather.” 
 
    “You sound like you already have a plan, I hope.” 
 
    “I do,” said Porter, smiling wide. “I say we wait it out in my home territory of Salt Lake for a bit. I have a lot of resources there and those St. Germain pukes have none. They may pass us by and keep going east strong and catch up to nothing. We then take our time heading east when the trail for them is awful cold and we sneak on through to the other side well after. We get you all on a ship for England and you finish whatever you gotta do.” 
 
    “You’re making it sound like you’re not going all the way with me.” 
 
    “I don’t do ships.” 
 
    “You’re only going as far as New York?” 
 
    “Yep, and even that is pushing my luck.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t believe in luck.” 
 
    “I don’t, but I also don’t push it. I’m an awful wanted man east of the Mississippi, and I’m sticking my neck out real far going that way.” 
 
    She went quiet. “You’ll leave me high and dry like that?” 
 
    “I ain’t gonna leave you high and dry, don’t make it out like that. I’ll see you two get on a ship, safe and sound.” 
 
    “You’re the one who just said we don’t know when they might overtake us or beat us to our destination, they could surely be lying in wait in England if I follow your advice and wait things out in Salt Lake City. No, I think we need to keep the advantage and stay as far ahead as possible. We know we are ahead now, let’s keep it that way, especially if you are going to leave a young woman and old bag of bones defenseless like that.” 
 
    Porter scowled and a muffled thump erupted from the casket. 
 
    “Apparently, he doesn’t want you to leave either,” she said. 
 
    “Or maybe he doesn’t like being called a bag of bones,” Porter retorted. “We better open it up and see what he wants.” 
 
    Porter pulled back the casket lid. 
 
    Mr. Methuselah slowly reached a bony hand out to the edge of the crate and stood upon shaky legs. 
 
    “Don’t mean to break your concentration or anything but we are just about to Sacramento and folks are gonna be popping in,” said Porter. 
 
    “I won’t speak long, I am tired and weak. It drained my energy floating this crate when we were in the warehouse.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was gonna say that was some kind of neat trick.” 
 
    “T’was no trick but a vibrational frequency I learned long ago. But it is not something I can long maintain, and unfortunately it drew my enemies down upon us swifter than I had hoped. I shouldn’t do it again except for the most dire of emergencies.” 
 
    “Using that power attracted them?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “Absolutely. I would imagine that the Count used a scrying device or crystal as he approached?” asked Mr. Methuselah. 
 
    “He had something swinging in his hand.” 
 
    “A divining crystal. At this juncture he can divine my location whenever my power is used, I’m afraid. He has a connection to me that makes it so that I cannot hide from his prying eyes for long. The young woman is correct in assaying that speed is of the essence and we should move on in all due haste. But….” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “There may be another reason to stop in Salt Lake City. There may be an artifact there I believe of grave importance. I will feel for it when we are closer down the line.” 
 
    “Artifact?” puzzled Porter. 
 
    “Something that will help in the end game,” said Mr. Methuselah. 
 
    “Fine then, but I would appreciate letting me get a few things and calling in a favor or two in Utah. I need to get a few things from a shop in Ogden and that is right on the way.” 
 
    “If you think it that valuable, I’m certain we can do that, sir,” said Mr. Methuselah in his strange hollow voice. 
 
    “Why does the Count want you? Why would he say I could succor him, what is this mysterious business? He said I had a birthright?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    Mr. Methuselah cracked his knuckles, giving Elizabeth an uncomfortable queasiness. “When you are ready to ask the right questions, I can give you the right answers.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes flared and she stood up in a fury. “What?! That’s not fair, not after all I’ve done and risked for you to get this far from that monster—and that’s what he called you, a monster! What are you? What is he? I saw Porter shoot him point blank twice in the chest and he got up and ran after us! I need something more than semantics! I need some trust! I need some faith, Mr. Methuselah or whatever you want to call yourself; after all, I can’t imagine that is your Christian name!” 
 
    Mr. Methuselah looked to Porter for support, but the old gunfighter just laughed and shook his head, saying, “This is your barbecue, I’m just invited for dessert.” 
 
    “No, it is not my name, but I am not ready to tell you that history yet. Neither is the Count of St. Germain his real name. He and I are both far older than we might seem.” 
 
    “Well, not you so much,” said Porter with a chuckle. 
 
    “Too right Mr. Rockwell. My condition has lapsed into a fate worse than death, and as such, it was brought upon me by that most terrible of betrayers, the man now calling himself the Count of St. Germain. He brought me to this lowest of conditions and seeks to keep me there still. I live in constant fear of returning to that most vile of dungeons where he kept me for centuries. He has sapped my life’s essence many times over to regain his own youth, and though my well replenishes, he drinks it dry again and again.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand yet,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “And perhaps you never will, for if I can just return home and, by the grace of God, die, I will be at peace and gain my wings and St. Peter will let me through the gates. I never tried to do anyone any wrong. I never did anyone any harm.” 
 
    “Forgive me for asking, but can you die? Are you sure you can when we get to your home?” 
 
    “I am certain that with your help, I will be able to pass through that veil and blow Gabriel’s horn and finally die.” 
 
    “What about the Count? He got up after Porter shot him twice in the chest!” 
 
    “The Count has stolen my life essence and is beyond the ken of the normal man. He has taken the Black Pilgrimage to the city of Chorazin, granting him occult powers from the Left-Hand Path, and together we are entwined in his devilish machinations, I can say no more for now.” 
 
    Porter coughed. “Sorry to break this up, but we are pulling into the Sacramento station and have to be ready to move. No sense in those bastards knowing which train we are on.” 
 
    “We have options?” questioned Elizabeth. 
 
    “Yeah, about three.” 
 
    “Among the first lessons, you must learn,” said Mr. Methuselah, “Is how to draw on that power that resides within your very blood.” 
 
    “Inside of me?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    “Indeed, for your ancestral line is exactly why I so desperately need your help.” 
 
    Elizabeth rubbed at her temples. “There was more to the story than you first told me?” 
 
    “Yes, please forgive my trespass.” 
 
    “Please explain more.” 
 
    Mr. Methuselah coughed once, then said, “When I lifted the crate so you and Mr. Rockwell, could move me to the wagon. I used my own elder sign of power.” 
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    Mr. Methuselah held out his bony hand and with the fore and middle fingers extended, he drew a sign in the air not unlike a hexagram. A small light leapt from his fingertips leaving behind a light in the air like a comets tail. “This is my sign. You shall have your own to do your work.” 
 
    “Anything in particular, I should sign?” 
 
    “You will know your own sign.” 
 
    Elizabeth pondered a moment, then thought of the crosshatch symbol she doodled absently on her own letters. She mimicked Mr. Methuselah’s use of the fore and middle fingers and traced her own sign through the air. She wondered a moment if it had been her own imagination or if she had seen a slight glow of the sign in the air before her. “Porter, did you see that?” 
 
    “What?” He had not been paying attention. “We’re almost to the station.” 
 
    “You have begun your journey of discovery,” said Mr. Methuselah. “I pray that you never deal with a nemesis like mine.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she acknowledged. 
 
    “We will discuss these things more on the morrow, I must sleep, you choose the path we take,” said Mr. Methuselah before lying back down and closing the casket lid. 
 
    “It seems his horrors are far worse than anything I had previously imagined,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter nodded. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I've labored long and hard for bread, 
 
    For honor, and for riches, 
 
    But on my corns too long you've tread, 
 
    You fine-haired sons of bitches. 
 
    —Black Bart, 1877 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 13. Black Mountain Side 
 
      
 
    They disembarked from the train, much to the pleasure and relief of the passengers and crew who had witnessed the assault hours earlier. None had been hit by the barrage of fire from the Knights of St. Germain, but it had been a harrowing experience that they did not wish repeated. Elizabeth and Porter were soon negotiating a route to Salt Lake City with a portly stationmaster who had been warned of their ill luck. 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t have such a conundrum aboard our train service again. You have truly spurious vandals after you, madam, and I deeply sympathize, but I cannot have such a danger upon Union Pacific property,” insisted the stationmaster. 
 
    “But I have already paid for our passage in good faith!” shouted Elizabeth. 
 
    “And I will gladly refund your money.” 
 
    “We need to be on that train and away from here post haste!” 
 
    “I understand your predicament, and it sounds like you need to call upon the law, madam. Our Chief of Police, a Mr. Matt Karcher, will be most interested in apprehending these miscreants that do so plague you and, in turn, vex me with your demands.” 
 
    “No need for such rhetoric,” she said. 
 
    Porter took Elizabeth’s shoulder and pulled her aside. “I’ve another idea to get us as far as Reno right away. We will fall behind schedule and the bastards will likely get ahead of us, but we may make them think the trail is cold.” 
 
    “What is your plan?” 
 
    Porter pointed at a Wells Fargo stagecoach that was preparing to leave. 
 
    “I’ll book passage before they hear about earlier,” said Elizabeth. “You get Mr. Methuselah. Oh, and what about the horses?” 
 
    “Pains me to say it, but we best sell them here and let the Knights think we went another way altogether.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Porter negotiated a poor to middling price with a drover and then got his reluctant help carrying Mr. Methuselah’s casket to the stagecoach. Elizabeth had secured passage and, even though the crew and other passengers were unnerved by the arrival of the coffin, they strapped it to the roof and were on their way in less time than the train. 
 
    It was a smooth ride until they reached the canyon heading over the Sierras. No matter what care was taken the road became bumpy, jarring them against the ceiling and floor, or so full of ruts that it slammed them against each other side to side. Elizabeth wondered if she had eaten any breakfast if it wouldn’t be all over her fellow passengers. Porter, as usual, looked unperturbed and nursed his bottle of Valley Tan between napping. 
 
    Elizabeth, however, couldn’t sleep with such jostling. She became more nauseous and began to wonder what it felt like to have a smooth ride and if she would ever feel good again. 
 
    The stage abruptly stopped. 
 
    Porter was the first to rouse and stare out the window. “What gives?” 
 
    “We got us a robber,” said the man riding shotgun. “And he has us outgunned.” 
 
    “What?” muttered Porter, stepping out of the coach. 
 
    “That’s far enough mister,” said a man wearing with a long dark duster and a flour sack with the eyes cut out. He held a shotgun and motioned to the surrounding boulders and brush. “My pardners are overhead and have their guns trained on you all.” 
 
    Porter saw a few straight brown barrels aimed in their general direction. 
 
    “Please throw down the strongbox and whatever else is in the big one up there,” said the masked man. “If they give us any trouble, give them a volley,” he said loudly to the surrounding hillside. 
 
    The stagecoach driver threw down the strongbox and started to unstrap Mr. Methuselah’s casket. 
 
    “No,” said Porter, firmly. “That stays.” 
 
    “Mister, he has men up there,” said the driver. 
 
    Porter approached the masked man. “Who are you? Charley?” 
 
    “You don’t know me mister, now you better step off.” 
 
    Porter only stepped closer, cocking his head at the masked man. “I know you.” 
 
    The masked man took a step back and whispered, “Port, don’t call me that, it’s Black Bart now and I ain’t robbing you, just the Wells Fargo office. They done me wrong way too many times.” 
 
    “You don’t want to go down this path, Bart, it’s gonna go bad one of these days.” 
 
    “I’ll only take what I need, nothing from any women or children, you know that.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    The masked man looked sheepish beneath the flour sack, if that were possible. “Honest.” 
 
    Elizabeth leaned out the window and asked the driver, “What are they talking about?” 
 
    “Don’t know, I can’t hear them,” he answered. 
 
    “Porter? Is everything all right?” called Elizabeth. 
 
    He looked back and waved his hand up. “Its fine. Black Bart here is gonna let us pass if we leave the strongbox. He isn’t taking the casket of a dead man. Is he?” Porter asked, swiveling on Black Bart and giving him a vicious look. 
 
    “Of course not, I never hassle passengers.” 
 
    “Let’s keep it that way or I’ll have to come after you” 
 
    Black Bart laughed a little under his mask. “Ole Port, you ain’t never changed, have you?” 
 
    Porter grinned. “Maybe not.” 
 
    The driver looked nervously up at the rifle barrels pointed down at them. “But those gunmen?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Porter, “they’re gonna let us pass.” 
 
    The driver wiped away the beading sweat of his brow. 
 
    Elizabeth waited for Porter to return before asking, “What was that about?” 
 
    “Man just wants a little payback I suppose, wasn’t worth me getting involved this time.” 
 
    “A thief is a thief.” 
 
    “True. But I ain’t about to take him back to Sacramento while we are a rushing on.” 
 
    “I can appreciate that—but a bandit.” 
 
    “He’s a gentleman bandit, it will be fine.” 
 
    The coach started to crawl forward and Porter leaned out the window. “Bart. If you see some fancy men, Europeans, coming after us in a spell I’d appreciate if you and your posse could lead them down the wrong path if possible or slow ’em down. I’d be much obliged.” 
 
    “I can do that for you right now,” said Bart. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Black Bart nodded. “I had a plan in case the coach wouldn’t stop for me.” 
 
    Porter smiled and the coach went around the bend and up the dark mountainside. They hadn’t gone far when an explosion rocked the canyon and they looked back as an avalanche of boulders blocked the road behind them. 
 
    “Now, that’s one way to hold off a pursuit,” said Porter. 
 
    “Did you know he would do that?” 
 
    “Nope, but I figured he had something up his sleeve.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Because all those rifles poised overlooking us were fakes, just sticks and branches made to look like we were being trained on. Old Bart is one sly old fox.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    There are few states, I suppose, which exact so severe a toll from one’s nervous system as the anticipation of calamity. — Sax Rohmer 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 14. Hot Dog 
 
      
 
    The road became smooth and easy. Elizabeth only found herself noticing because she could now fall asleep without being jostled into the laps of the other passengers. 
 
    By morning’s light they had mounted the summit which gave a magnificent view of the basin. Elizabeth marveled at the incredible size of Lake Bigler. She had never before left the San Francisco area and seen so much of the world. “How long will this take?” she asked Porter. 
 
    “We ought to get in a little after dusk, but before midnight I’m sure. This is a quick route and these drivers know their way around real well.” 
 
    Elizabeth thanked him and continued watching the landscape. As twilight came on the trees thinned and the mountains looked ominous and barren. 
 
    “Is that Virginia City?” 
 
    Porter rustled awake and looked out. “Yeah, Comstock Town. Den of thieves, miners, and politicians.” 
 
    “Or worse?” 
 
    “What’s worse than a politician?” 
 
    Elizabeth had no answer for that, she had never met any she cared for, though there also hadn’t been many either. Brannan was one of the few she knew by name. 
 
    “I suppose we ought to get some rest for the evening and make our way to Reno tomorrow and get a train into Utah.” 
 
    “You think they’ll let us ride again?” 
 
    “Yeah, they can’t keep track of everyone, and we could try a few disguises, too.” 
 
    “What about those Knights of St. Germain?” 
 
    “I’m sure they are still on the hunt and we just have to keep ahead of them, but we can’t get to Reno tonight, so we may as well rest.” 
 
    “And if they catch up to us?” 
 
    “We give ‘em some hot lead and cold steel.” She didn’t look satisfied with that answer. The stagecoach bounced along, giving a constant rickety hum. Port smiled and said, “Just be at peace with the idea that we will do our best, but they’ll probably catch up to us at some point between here and England, and when they do we give ‘em all we got and get out and on down the road again.” 
 
    “But surely if we keep up this pace we can remain ahead and never have to fight them at all.” 
 
    “We don’t know who or what is already ahead of us. They could be wiring to anyone, anywhere and we could run face first into a trap. So I think it’s better to keep ‘em on their toes by our own way and not playing by their rules. We just keep on track, but maybe we zig and zag a few more times than is expected.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Yep, have them take us up to A street if you please. I’ll bet we can stay for the night at Kate Shea’s boarding house. She won’t ask no questions nor give anyone else any answers.” 
 
    Elizabeth wasn’t sure of his terminology on all things, it being so seemingly vulgar or at the least without refinement, but it did seem to be well thought out to her mind. She could hardly advise this world-weary man who was sent to protect her. 
 
    “You know, I am supposed to be the one arranging all of our traveling affairs,” she said. 
 
    “Uh huh, and I am supposed to be protecting you. So I do my job and you do yours. Am I not doing my job?” he asked. 
 
    She folded her arms. “You are, but I expect I should have a hand in things.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” said Porter before lowering his hat over his eyes. 
 
    As the coach rattled the last couple miles into Virginia City, Elizabeth got a look at its varied inhabitants. Men, dirty from the mines, wandered the streets, many with bottles in hand. Scarlett women plied their trades on them as did hucksters and con men of another sort with clean hands but dirty hearts. A few churchmen walked the streets as well, hollering that Jesus was Lord, and some few mocked them crying back, ‘We Know!’. Cowmen were in town, too, along with some that looked like sharecroppers and others just passing through. Delivery wagons prowled among the town, stopping chaotically in front of mercantile shops and homes alike. 
 
    Elizabeth had the stage driver take them up to A street at the top of the hill as Porter had suggested. The coach stopped in front of a long row of wooden boarding houses. “I think we have reached our destination,” she said, rousing Porter. 
 
    “Wheat, but I was having a good dream too,” Porter shouted. He blinked and slapped his own face a few times. 
 
    “What shall we do with our—cargo?” she asked. 
 
    “Leave it to me. I’ll have it taken special care of with the coach so that we can sleep and continue our journey in the morning.” 
 
    “Seems risky, letting it out of our sight,” said Elizabeth, watching the carnival of strange characters walking up and down the avenue. 
 
    “I don’t think any of our friends could have caught up to us just yet. And no miner is going to want to steal a corpse.” 
 
    “You were the one who suggested that they might have men ahead of us lying in wait.” 
 
    “So I did,” muttered Porter. “Fine, I’ll sleep in the barn. You take a room in Crazy Kate’s, while I keep the corpse company.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be fine. I’ve slept in loads of places a whole lot less comfortable. Hell, I was in a damned dungeon for almost—” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I meant for me at a place that is called Crazy Kate’s.” She pointed at the boarding house as a drunk cowboy stumbled out, trying to pull up his pants without falling over. 
 
    “Kate’s good people. Lock and bolt your door,” said Porter. 
 
    “That doesn’t give me much comfort. How about you check in with me. Check the place out, then go to the barn in a bit.” 
 
    Porter grinned. “Oh, now you think the casket will be safe?” 
 
    “It won’t be long.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll get it situated in the barn with the stage, then I’ll be right back to check out your room. Wait here.” 
 
    Before she could answer, he followed the stagecoach to the barn across the street and disappeared into the darkness. The boarding house behind her looked much the same as the rest down the street. This was the poorer section of town and was peopled with the lower-class workers and miners. If she spun around, the only way she could be sure which was the right place was because this one had a curious long white bone near the entry. At one end it was nearly eight inches in diameter, tapering down to about three at the end. It had to be almost eleven feet long. It was tied to the porch with elk skins. She decided to ask the gray-haired woman sitting on the porch about it. “Hello, what is this?” Elizabeth ran her hand along the long tusk. 
 
    “It’s me boarding house. What’s it to ye?” asked the old woman. She spat a wad of tobacco perilously close to Elizabeth’s feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I was hoping that I could get a room for the night,” said Elizabeth, trying to sound as gracious as possible. 
 
    “We’ve no rooms for any high fallutin tramp like yerself! Be off!” snapped the old woman. 
 
    “My friend thinks he knows you. He said he thought you might have room for us.” 
 
    “And who might your friend be?” 
 
    That caught Elizabeth by surprise. She now worried if Porter used a false name to avoid trouble, and perhaps this grumpy old woman didn’t know his real identity at all. “He’s coming back in a moment.” 
 
    “Oh, I see you don’t know your John’s name do ye? Be off with ya.” 
 
    “I am not a prostitute.” 
 
    The old woman snorted. 
 
    “He will be here soon. Tell me about this bone. Where did it come from?” 
 
    The old woman looked her over again. “Well, it’s a gift from me last husband. He had been to the mouth of the Columbia River with a company of men chopping ship timber and found it there and brought it home to me two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Two weeks ago? You said your last husband?” 
 
    “Aye. He was shot down last week. Miserable cuss.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I shot him.” The old woman laughed uncontrollably. 
 
    Elizabeth wasn’t sure what to believe anymore, but the long tusk seemed real alright. It appeared to be as fine a piece of ivory as she had ever beheld. She wondered what type of creature’s tooth it was? How came it there? Did the animal grow native in that country, and in what period did it live? What was its food? How much did it eat at a meal? 
 
    “Got us a room yet?” asked Porter. 
 
    “No, I was distracted with this tusk, and I’m not sure she is very welcoming,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “Kate! What’s the holdup?” said Porter, brusquely. 
 
    “Oy, Porter! You’re with this ragamuffin? Yea, I have a room for you, then. I just wanted to make little fancy knickers here look elsewhere if she was planning anything unwholesome.” She laughed again before spitting another wad of tobacco. 
 
    “Unwholesome? Indeed!” snapped Elizabeth as she noticed a man climbing out a window without his shirt, and a screaming woman throwing his boots out after him. 
 
    “Yep, just for the night, Kate,” said Porter. 
 
    “It’s on the house, then,” said Kate. “Room G.” 
 
    “Much obliged.” 
 
    Porter led the way in, turned left then right, and showed Elizabeth the way to Room G. Elizabeth was relieved that it was clean with fresh bedding. It even had a nightstand with a pitcher and basin. 
 
    “It’s better than I was expecting,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “Kate is alright, she was just funning with you. She runs a good place. Now that you’re settled, I’ll head to the barn. Get up with the sun though, you hear?” 
 
    “I hear,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter disappeared, so she shut the door behind him and bolted it. 
 
    Elizabeth crawled into bed, but sleep would not come. Dark dreams came and sat at her feet. She tossed and turned, wondering several times if she had ever actually fallen asleep or if her imagination and worry was running away with her. When her eyes closed, strange visions danced before her in the blackness. She thought she saw a train on fire racing along the golden prairie, while swarms of painted Indians descended on her with wild war whoops crying for blood. She was then transported and saw herself flying through the air outlined against the stars while a bright orange explosion tossed her end-over-end through the air. She was falling and awoke with a start, drenched in sweat. 
 
    She still lay in her bed but wondered at the upsetting dreams and briefly puzzled if they were visions of things to come and whether or not Mr. Methuselah had a hand in her experiencing them. Needing a drink of water, she reached for the pitcher and knocked it over. Grateful it didn’t break, she was still without. Getting up, she threw a cloth across the seeping puddle and put on her boots to go out to the well and get some more water. She carried her lantern in one hand and the pitcher in the other. 
 
    It was hard to tell what time it was, but it seemed quite late. Most of the night noises she had heard upon laying down were gone, replaced by the faint sound of snores and, somewhere far away, a cock crowed. How odd that it should cry out at the false dawn. It was the false dawn, wasn’t it? She wasn’t sure, but it surely couldn’t be morning yet. Stepping outside, she filled the pitcher from the water pump and went back inside. Her lantern was dimmed and gave off just the barest amount of light for her to be sure where she was going without running into anything. 
 
    Her room sat at the end of the hall. Just as she felt for the doorknob, she saw him. A tall man in black, clean-shaven but with a predatory smile. She saw the red cross tattoo upon his reaching left hand. 
 
    “Guten tag,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    God never labels his gifts; He just puts them into our hands. — M.R. James 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 15. Black Dog 
 
      
 
    Porter lay upon the hay and reached for a bottle. It was empty. Tossing and turning, he tried to go back to sleep but it wouldn’t come. He searched in vain for another. He always tried to be prepared and have extras somewhere, a flask here or a bottle there in a saddle bag. But Porter knew deep down he hadn’t had a chance to buy any more since he left Frisco, and he had stretched it out as best as he could on the long ride from Sacramento. 
 
    Success! He found one laying half buried beside him in the hay. Defeat. He threw the empty bottle across the barn. He wanted another as bad as anything. He needed it. Guts churned and grumbled like they were twisting end over end on one another like snakes in a pit. He was tired, but that dry feeling in his throat was calling. Salty demons speared his tongue and his gut cried out for the only sustenance it gave a damn about. 
 
    He told himself that if he got up to leave the coach and casket, nothing would happen. No one knew they were here. Nobody would mess with a supposed corpse. Corpse! Ha! If they only knew. Porter had seen some strange things in his time, but this just about took the whole county fair and then some. At least Mr. Methuselah, being a desiccated mummy, didn’t stink. Most folks wouldn’t say a word for fear of bringing on tears over the deceased. 
 
    He was never sure how much Mr. Methuselah was listening. What do the undead think? How much can they listen? Do they pine after the living like we do departed loved ones? Or do they gradually forget us as we gradually forget them? It was more philosophy than Port wanted to think about now and he realized he was stalling because he felt he should stay put but he wanted that drink. The bottle was calling him again. He would only be gone a few minutes. Grab a bottle from the saloon around the corner and be right back. “I’ll be right back,” Port said softly, to himself as much as to the sleeping corpse. 
 
    There was no response from the desiccated man in the casket. Porter was satisfied that if Mr. Methuselah had any reservations he would have spoken up by now. 
 
    Porter stood and stretched his legs a spell. There was no other movement in the barn, nor much sound either, save the light creaking of timbers against the night winds. Somewhere far away he heard a cock crow. It had to be a fool bird thinking false dawn was the real deal. 
 
    He stepped to the threshold of the door and let the breeze waft over him. Still held by shadows, he watched the city. Stars overhead were comforting. It felt good to be alive. But the bottle called once again, and his addiction was a bottomless hole that could never be filled. Ever since the one time he had cut his hair for the Coolbrith widow to have a wig, he could never resist the bottle’s siren song. That had been a scary few months afterward, letting his hair grow back and avoiding his enemies, but then again, she was no Delilah. It was a gift of love, not deceit. 
 
    Porter looked toward the saloon. One lamp still sputtered orange light invitingly at the window. He trotted forward, his mouth begging for a tasty swallow. Out in the distance he could see some few furtive figures out and about. Nothing seemed unusual in that, folk kept strange hours wherever he went. Especially in a crazy town like this. People were much the same anywhere, he mused. 
 
    Inside the saloon, Porter grabbed a big whiskey bottle and left a generous two bits on the counter for it, the drowsy barkeep hardly acknowledged him. Porter took a long pull and wiped with his sleeve the excess upon his beard from the anticipation. Lord, that hit the spot. Another wouldn’t hurt. Then another. He stood on the porch enjoying the night and bottle. Before long, half the bottle was gone and Porter decided he better get another one for the road. He stumbled back from the porch when a crash of bullets splintered the post where he had just stood. 
 
    He ducked through the swinging doors and hit the floor in a roll. He looked about to see if there was any threat inside. None yet, but they would be coming. He guessed from their vantage point and timing it very well could have looked like he had been hit and fell in through the out door. He pulled both pistols from his belt and trained them on the exit. Listening for all he was worth, he couldn’t hear anything that mattered. The barkeep had fled, and a woman was shrieking in the backroom. 
 
    Porter got to his hands and knees but kept low of the windows and door. He crouched forward. A long minute passed of silence save the continued screams in the back room. Porter judged she hadn’t been hit, she didn’t sound like she was in pain, just frightened. Made him glad that Liz was made of sterner stuff. 
 
    The rear door was thrown open by a burly man in a long duster just as a similarly clad man came through the front. 
 
    Porter’s gut told him neither one was the law. His gut was usually right. But he glanced at them to be sure. Each one looked similar enough in the pseudo European cut of fine clothing, and each man had that scarlet cross tattoo upon their palms. They pointed their guns. 
 
    Porter aimed a pistol each way and shot both in an instant. 
 
    There had to be more of these Knights. Did they already know where Liz and Mr. Methuselah were? 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, Porter burst through the front door to make it to the side of the building and reconnoiter his foes. A half-dozen shots whizzed in his direction but were too slow on the draw for his charge. 
 
    Porter could hear men barking in German, rushing to outflank him. He guessed there had to be more than five or six out there. 
 
    Hoping to cross an alleyway to Kate’s boarding house, Porter got about halfway when the streets erupted in a horrendous storm of gunfire. He ducked into the only shelter at hand—a tiny work hut. It was made of cedar slabs and mud with a small cook stove to the side. The ground inside dropped a good foot and half and that made all the difference, because splinters of wood soon rained down on Porter as more than a dozen men were now shooting the hut, cracking the timbers with their repeated gunfire. 
 
    Holes popped into existence upon every inch of wood. The logs looked like worm ridden pillars while the air buzzed as if Porter sat in a nest of swarming hornets. They were taking no chances on the untouchable gunslinger being spared. He didn’t bother to return fire as he couldn’t see his antagonists for the flying debris. He was covered in a blanket of wood chips. Soon enough though, soon enough. 
 
    Patient as a chopping block, Porter sat, both hands on his fully loaded snub nosed Colts. The shots petered off until all was silent a long, lonely minute. Someone threw a rock at what was left of the door. Porter could tell the difference in that no steps had come close to his position, so he made no stir at the attempt. Waiting, he heard three pairs of feet coming closer. They were speaking German in an Austrian accent. Funny that he knew that now, he never would have known but a month ago. 
 
    They were daring each other to open the door first and, apparently, the greenest recruit was the one pushed forward to look. He poked his head nervously into the room. Even with the shack looking like Swiss cheese with a thousand points of moonlight filtering through, he blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dark. He searched about the bullet peppered shack and stepped back, eyes widening, as his gaze dropped to the recessed floor 
 
    “Gott in Himmel,” he gasped, as his eyes flew to the moonlight glinting on the blue steel of Port’s barrel. 
 
    “Not for you.” Porter moved his finger just to the side of the trigger up to his mouth, and the terrified man nodded, but then screamed and tried to bring his gun to bear. 
 
    Porter shot first. The barrage of lead hit the Knight square in the chest, and he slumped sideways against the door. Porter rose in a heartbeat and used the dead body as a shield as he came forward and shot into the street where the other Knights had gathered. 
 
    They returned fire haphazardly as they sought shelter from his six-guns. It gave Porter time to dump the body and make for the barn before the second barrage of lead headed his way. 
 
    Inside the barn, Porter reloaded and glanced about. The wagon with the casket box was still there, looking untouched. Stepping careful, he slowly moved toward the box to inspect it. His senses were on fire with warning. Someone was in the barn with him, but who? Could Liz have made it here already? 
 
    “Liz?” he whispered. 
 
    Something fidgeted not far away in the dark, breathing deeply but obviously attempting to be silent. 
 
    Porter crept forward with both guns drawn. 
 
    Shadows warped and moved, but the first tangible things Porter could see were the four tines of a pitchfork racing toward his head. 
 
    His guns fired as he dodged sideways. The muzzle blasts illuminated a wounded Knight of St. Germain. The Knight cried out and fell backwards. Port guessed he must have hit the man earlier and, having lost his guns in the fight, retreated here where he found himself armed only with the farming tools. 
 
    “Lucky me,” Porter drawled. 
 
    He moved toward the edge of the barn doors to engage any more Knights that would surely be gathering. From his vantage point, he could stare through the slats of the barn. They were being cautious, but he could tell that his enemies were moving in the shadows to surround him. 
 
    A man on fire ran screaming from Kate’s. 
 
    “Aw, wheat! I better get in there.” He stepped out, firing at the Knights as he made his way toward the hotel. Already, flames burst from the far windows near Elizabeth’s room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Strange is the night where black stars rise, And strange moons circle through the skies. — Robert W. Chambers 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 16. Heartbreaker 
 
      
 
    The Knight of St. Germain held his pistol at Elizabeth and signaled her to enter the room. “Shut the door,” he said. 
 
    Elizabeth thought to turn and run, but he was so close, she could smell both his rank body odor and what he had for dinner—garlic? That and his gun was aimed right at her heart, she didn’t think there was any way he could miss. She looked sideways, wondering what to do. 
 
    “Come in here and shut the door. I don’t want to have to kill you, fraulien,” he said. 
 
    Elizabeth came inside and shut the door and stood against it, granting herself the most room she could possibly have between the two of them. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
    “You know what we want, but you keep running away with it. We want the monster,” he said. 
 
    “What are you going to do with him?” she asked, stalling for time, hoping against hope to find a way out of this. 
 
    “Take him to where he can be contained and dealt with. He should not be free to run about and cause havoc on the earth. He is a servant of chaos and darkness and we cannot have that, can we?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a slight nod of her head. 
 
    “You and your friend have given us a good chase, but it is over now.” 
 
    She was pleased that this one appeared to enjoy speaking, even if it was in a haughty, condescending tone. “Is this the sole duty of the Knights of St. Germain?” Elizabeth could tell by the way his eyes danced and his brow furrowed that he was checking himself, that he had said too much. 
 
    “We are an ancient order and have many responsibilities for the good of man.” 
 
    “And woman?” she said with a smile. 
 
    This statement confused the Knight. Elizabeth wondered how often he even spoke to women. 
 
    “Are you trying to tempt me with your feminine wiles? It won’t work,” he snapped. 
 
    “Of course not.” She grasped in her mind for another avenue to attack and stall with. “I just want to know why you say I am in the wrong.” 
 
    “Because you serve the beast! You are a foul temptress! I don’t need to explain to you why you are evil. You simply are!” he shouted. 
 
    His face turned red in the candlelight. He was getting angry and this wasn’t what she had wanted at all, but then, angry people don’t think clearly, and she wondered at what might push him dangerously over the edge. What could change this equation? What could help her get out of this mess? 
 
    “Kiss me.” Inspiration flooded her mouth faster than she could think the plan through. Almost instantly she was horrified at herself. He had already called her a temptress, what would he do with this call to action? 
 
    He faced her, but he also put his gun down. “I will not be seduced by you,” he said firmly. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she repeated, giving as winsome a look as she could, trying to remember the way the Marsongaille sisters would pout their lips and bat their eyes to gain attention. Ever so subtly she made her elder sign just below her waistline, low and unobtrusive as possible. 
 
    The Knight put his gun in his holster and seized her, smashing his lips to hers. He was brutal, his tongue like a thrashing worm. But she had to pretend she enjoyed it, pretend she wanted it, until she could come up with something. 
 
    The oil lamp flickered beside her on the nightstand. She reached for it. 
 
    “Jezebel!” cried the Knight as he thrust her from himself. “I cannot betray my order like this!” 
 
    “Kiss me.” It was the last thing in the world she wanted, but the one way she had power over him. 
 
    He shook his head and blinked rapidly. “I don’t want too.” But then he was upon her and forced her up against the door with a ferocious pounce. 
 
    She ran a hand over his face, the day-old stubble scratched. She reached again for the lamp. Her fingers deftly caught the base and she brought it up to smash against the back of his head. 
 
    It clacked against his skull and spilled oil ran down his neck and back but did not knock him unconscious. 
 
    “You slut!” he cried, as he fumbled for his pistol. The flames caught hold and ran licking fingers of fire over his body. His neck and back became a mane of orange and he screamed, losing all control. 
 
    Elizabeth shoved him away. 
 
    He dropped the pistol and raced for the door like all the devils in hell stabbed their pitchforks into him. The oil dripping from him left flaming spots on the floorboards like an imp’s footprints as he fled screeching down the hallway. The room erupted into flame as the oil splashed curtains and bedding caught the blaze. 
 
    Smoke filled the room and Elizabeth struggled for the door, avoiding the burning sections in the hallway. The fire touched something combustible in the room and it exploded outward. Half-naked harlots and miners in their long red underwear awoke and ran screaming from their rooms. 
 
    The sound of gunfire was on the street, but Elizabeth couldn’t stay where she was. She had to get out. As she approached the open door, a throng ran out beside her. She moved with them, hoping it would cover her escape from anymore possible Knights. 
 
    A man who looked like he might be one of them stood just outside the doorway, but he was distracted, looking toward the barn despite the rush of bodies fleeing the establishment. 
 
    Another man threw a blanket over the top of the burning knight who had fled, but Elizabeth gathered that since the oil had run down his neck and back, the flames were burning him good. It wasn’t anything he would be walking away from. 
 
    “Halt! Fraulien!” The Knight’s hand went inside his coat. 
 
    A bullet hole exploded out of his chest. Then another. He fell, clutching a revolver. 
 
    “Let’s git, Liz!” It was Porter! 
 
    “How many are there?” she asked, following him. 
 
    “Least a dozen or so. Suspect I’ve killed about five.” 
 
    The hotel behind them burst into flames and the roof caved in. 
 
    “Something was in there that ought not have been,” he said laconically. 
 
    Elizabeth glanced back at the inferno. It was roaring and catching buildings beside it. The orange glow illuminating the city like the fires of hell. 
 
    Shots rang out and Porter stepped between her and the attackers. To Elizabeth it seemed like the bullets buzzed angrily all about them. 
 
    “Stay next to me, we gotta get inside the barn and out of here before it all goes up in flames, too,” he shouted. 
 
    “It can’t cross the street can it?” 
 
    “It will, look!” he said, pointing. The fire skipped across the roof tops as if animated by a malevolent spirit. Like it was trying to circle and cut them off. 
 
    “How is it doing that?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Maybe somebody poured oil on the roof, but still, I’ll be damned if I know how it can do that trick short of black magic,” he responded. 
 
    “That’s it!” she said. “Someone is manipulating it. Maybe Mr. Methuselah can combat it!” 
 
    Maybe you can. 
 
    The thought came into her head so strong and powerful and yet she knew it was not audible to Porter. He was focusing on shooting at the attacking Knights. Was it Mr. Methuselah communicating with her? 
 
    Try and use your will. Like you did seducing the knight. 
 
    Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat. He must be communicating with her telepathically. Could she control the flames? 
 
    She focused her will and directed the racing flames to stop. 
 
    The fire traced along the roof tops and jumped like a cat. It moved quickly and serpentine, as if it intended to fully surround her and cut off her escape. But how? 
 
    She focused and commanded it to stop. It took great willpower and strength but the racing flame suddenly wavered and stopped mid-roof on the building next to the barn. Some force pushed against her will, trying to break her invisible boundary, but she held the wall against it. 
 
    Shots rang out near her, but she hardly registered them she was pushing so hard against the fire and the dark forces that compelled it. 
 
    Porter was shouting at her, but she could not make out the words, her focus was only the burning orange. 
 
    A shot grazed her arm and broke her concentration. The pain was not immediate, but the shock was terrible. The flames, now free to follow their pre-determined course, magically jumped to the barn’s roof as if someone had thrown a pail of oil there. 
 
    “We gotta go, little sister! I’ll tend your wound when we are safe, until then keep pressure on it!” Port picked her up and put her on the buckboard. He leapt up himself and snapped the reins. “Keep low,” he said. 
 
    He raced the horses out of the barn and shot at Knights with his right hand. Already, the barn behind them was engulfed in flames and they barely made it out. 
 
    “How does it burn so fast?” she asked, looking behind them. 
 
    “Black magic,” grunted Port. “Whoever that durn dude is who wants Mr. Methuselah dead has got some serious mumbo jumbo powers of his own.” 
 
    Virginia City was going up in smoke all around them and there was nothing they could do but try and escape the fiery furnace. They turned a corner and there, in the middle of the road, cloaked in black, stood the Count. 
 
    Porter whipped the reins; he wasn’t about to stop. 
 
    The Count’s arms were upraised as if he were but trying to get them to stop and say hello, but the grim visage of his face was terrible indeed. The fiery light all over the city gave him a hellish appearance. His arms were out horizontally, while bent up at the elbows. He flung his arms forward just as they were about to run him down. 
 
    A blinding white light of scourging electricity shot forward from the Count’s hands. 
 
    The horses screamed, the wagon overturned, and all aboard flew into the choking dust. 
 
    Elizabeth slammed against the ground and the edge of Mr. Methuselah’s coffin landed atop her legs with an awful thud. She cried in pain. Too dizzy to see anything clearly, she was aware of the terrible orange and heat of the fire. Black shadows warped around her, then the piercing sounds of Porter’s revolvers echoed. 
 
    The horses snorted and she heard the comforting voice of Porter, “You all right? Can you stand up on your own, or are you broken?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Where is the Count?” 
 
    “Yonder.” 
 
    “Did you shoot him again?” she asked. 
 
    “Course. This time in the head, though. Don’t want him getting back up.” 
 
    Porter lifted the coffin from off her legs, let her slide her feet free, then took her by the elbow and helped her stand. 
 
    “I think I can manage. Nothings broken, just bruised. My arm stings something fierce though.” 
 
    “Hang on.” He strode forward and shot the Count three more times. “We better git. That sum bitch was trying to get up again.” 
 
    The fires consumed the buildings all around them, the heat was getting unbearable. Shots erupted from around the corner. 
 
    “Stay down!” called Porter as he put his back into righting the wagon. “Get on!” 
 
    Elizabeth grasped the edge of the buckboard and hefted herself onto the back. “Mr. Methuselah?” 
 
    “I got him.” He held onto the long reins and urged the horse back, helping slide the tilted coffin up onto the back of the wagon. 
 
    A few more wild shots screeched their way. 
 
    “Take the reins while I give them our goodbye.” 
 
    “But the fires…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, just whip the reins, the horses ain’t about to run into the flames, they’ll stay in the center of the street.” 
 
    Elizabeth whipped the reins and started the horses off at a wild canter while Porter shot at unseen foes. She looked down just in time to see the gruesome, mangled face of the Count. He was getting up once again and shouting. 
 
    “Stop them! Kill them! Fetch the Aeron!” 
 
    She didn’t know what the Aeron was and didn’t want to find out. She whipped the reins again, urging the horses on all the faster as the last few bullets whistled by. 
 
    As they escaped the heat of the firefight and the burning city, she slowed, so as to not run down any other folk who were fleeing the blaze. 
 
    Porter sat beside her on the buckboard and looked at her wound. “It’s not bad at all, you only just got nicked,” he said as he wrapped a kerchief over it. 
 
    “It stings and it stole my concentration.” She rubbed at her arm and makeshift bandage. “When I was holding it back.” 
 
    “That’ll happen,” Porter said with a shrug. 
 
    “No, I mean I was holding back the fire against the Count willing it forward. It wasn’t until I got hit that I lost control and it came to the barn.” 
 
    Porter chewed at his lips. “You saying you got powers, too?” 
 
    “I think I do. Mr. Methuselah, can you hear me?” she asked. 
 
    There was a soft mumbling from the crate. 
 
    “Well, time enough for this once we get to Reno and get on the next train. Right now, we gotta put some miles between us and any of those Knights that are left and are lucky enough to find a horse.” 
 
    “All right, Mr. Rockwell, ride on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The torment of precautions often exceeds the dangers to be avoided. It is sometimes better to abandon one's self to destiny. — Napoleon Bonaparte 
 
   
  
 

 17. Over the Hills and Far Away 
 
      
 
    It took the better part of the day to reach the train station outside of Reno, though Porter said they had made incredible time. 
 
    “Your idea of speed and mine are certainly two different things,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    Port laughed. “We’re getting out in my element now and making tracks from Virginia City to here was almost as fast as my days in the pony express.” 
 
    “You were in the pony express?” 
 
    “For a while yeah, back before the telegraph and railroad. Contract was good money at first, too. But things change.” 
 
    Elizabeth had no experience with those older days. As far back as she could remember there had been the hustle and bustle of civilization all around her, the latest amenities and technological advances were booming with new machines to make life easier. Porter was a man from a primeval time, a savage era, but she was glad he was here now. “That’s what I hear,” she said cheerily. 
 
    “Considering our cargo here, we done real good, little sister. But keep your head down until I have a good look about.” 
 
    He raced them up to the station, leapt from the buckboard and glanced around. 
 
    “See anyone you know?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    He continued to scan for a moment before speaking. “Making sure ain’t none of them St. Germain bastards here, but also I could sell this here wagon and team for men looking to transport goods.” 
 
    “I hardly think that’s noble, we did just take it from the stables in Virginia city.” 
 
    He shook his head with a laugh. “You are noble all right. But I ain’t looking to get rich, just making sure the thing don’t stay here to clue in our enemies. And if I don’t sell it for a fair price somebody might talk.” 
 
    “Well, you do think of everything, but I still think it’s wrong.” 
 
    “I’ll atone in my given day, that’s for sure, ‘til then we gotta make haste.” 
 
    Porter found a drover willing to buy the wagon and team for a fair price and then helped load Mr. Methuselah’s crate onto the baggage car. “We’re moving in five minutes, best get settled in, but I’m also gonna try and wire a friend in Ogden to prepare for our company if an opportunity presents itself.” 
 
    “What kind of opportunity?” 
 
    Porter gave her a sly grin. “I have a friend in a fine business, folks from all around the world like his product, but if those polecats stop by, I want him to know who he is dealing with and prepare in kind, so we don’t get used up by friendly made lead.” 
 
    “Are you talking about munitions?” 
 
    “Indeed, I am, little sister. Browning supplies some top-notch materials.” 
 
    “What if they can intercept your message though?” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of code in a manner only a friend would understand.” 
 
    They strode into the station and Porter slipped the telegraph man a gold eagle, saying, “Send this on to Ogden, exactly as I speak it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” stammered the bespectacled clerk. 
 
    “OPR2JMB. Stop. Gentile. Stop. Saints. Stop. Need. Stop. Extra. Stop. Smoke. Stop.” 
 
    “That’s it?” asked the clerk. “It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Good,” said Porter. 
 
    Soon they were on the tracks and heading east. 
 
    Porter made himself comfortable in the passenger cabin and tipped his hat down. “Let me know if any of our friends arrive but keep an eye out for anyone paying you too much attention, too. Spies could be anywhere.” 
 
    “I shall do my best,” she said. 
 
    Soon he was snoring. 
 
    Elizabeth wished she had a book or something to occupy the time. Instead she watched the desert landscape out the window. She had never seen such a barren, open world so devoid of people. It looked incredibly inhospitable. Most of the people on the train were occupied with their own distractions, they had newspapers, books and several were sleeping like Porter—but none near so loud. 
 
    Her thoughts wandered toward how she had escaped the Knight of St. Germain by asking him to kiss her. It could not have been her own idea, could it? She had never kissed a man before and this first time was decidedly unpleasant. The Knight, for his part, did not seem like he even wanted to but was compelled to obey her. Could it be she had powers somehow akin to Mr. Methuselah? She decided now that it was getting dark that she would slip into the baggage car and try to ask him. 
 
    Elizabeth, careful that she was not followed or noticed, went down the aisle and through the doors. The conductor was asleep in the next car and she got past him without trouble. The next car was baggage. It was solitary and she dared speak aloud. “Mr. Methuselah. Can you hear me?” 
 
    She heard his voice in her mind, if not audibly. I can, my dear. 
 
    Resting her hands upon the crate, she leaned against it as if sitting at the table of an old friend. “I have questions for you. You mentioned that more would be revealed to me in time and I am certain now that I have a gift for the powers you mentioned. It seemed I compelled a Knight to obey me despite it being something I have never asked any man to do before. Do you know of what I speak?” 
 
    I do. You have inherited arcane gifts of both discernment and power. Magic is in your blood. You used the Infernal Voice upon him, and he was compelled to obey. 
 
    “Magic? Infernal voice?” 
 
    Indeed, for that is the best word to describe the phenomenon to the uninitiated. 
 
    “I’m uninitiated?” 
 
    Elizabeth thought he might be giving her a grin, but it was very difficult to tell without seeing him. It took a moment to remind herself the conversation was only happening in her mind. “What will it take to become initiated?” 
 
    That’s the right question, he said. With concentration and meditation as well as studying the right books and working at the craft, you could become a formidable sorcerer within a few decades. 
 
    “Did you just say decades? I’m not even sure what I want to do with my life. I don’t know that following this path is for me at all yet.” 
 
    It chose you, he said. It is your fate. 
 
    “I don’t like that. What about free will?” 
 
    Call it destiny if you like. But it is who you are. It is why I called for you. There is a great mission ahead of you, far beyond your childish dreams. And I need you. 
 
    Elizabeth didn’t like that, she shut the door on whatever transmission had been happening between the two of them. She got up and hurried back to the passenger car. Porter stirred slightly but was still asleep. 
 
    “Port,” she nudged him awake. “What do you know about destiny?” 
 
    Porter moved his hat back and blinked awake. “Say what?” 
 
    “What do you know about destiny? About being chosen for something in life. You know, that isn’t your choice?” 
 
    He rubbed at his beard a long moment. “I suppose we all have things thrust on us. I never expected for things to go the way they have in my life, but I suppose I’m grateful for the good as well as even some of the bad.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Porter pondered a moment, rubbing at his chin and eyes. “Well, see my hair?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I never used to let it grow so long, but I ended up in the poke for a powerful long spell.” 
 
    “The poke?” she asked quizzically. 
 
    Port laughed. “Jail, darlin’.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    He laughed again, saying, “It’s what I didn’t do.” 
 
    She gave him a cross look. “I’m asking an honest question. I’m very troubled and I need answers.” 
 
    “All right, cool off little sister. I was accused of attempted murder on Governor Boggs of Illinois. Now, I didn’t do it, but everyone was convinced I tried.” 
 
    “What was your defense?” 
 
    He snorted again. “If I aim to kill someone, I kill them. I didn’t try to kill Boggs. Lord knows I wouldn’t have spit in his eye if his head was on fire, but I didn’t take that shot at him with a pepperbox. Not my style. I’ve faced every man I’ve ever used up head on. I might be a killer, but I ain’t an assassin no matter what some of those yeller rags have said.” 
 
    “Excuse my curiosity, but what does that have to do with destiny? Is that what made everyone think you are a murderer?” 
 
    “Not exactly. But I did end up in the poke for nine whole months on account of that. Some of the worst days of my life were stuck rotting in there. My beard and hair got real long, those polecats wouldn’t let me have anything to cut it. When I finally got out, they tried to double cross me and take me back. I had to hightail it out of there through the woods and swamps. Made it back to Nauvoo, Illinois just in time for a Christmas party at my oldest friend’s home. He didn’t even recognize me at first, almost had me thrown out, he did. Then when he realized it was me, he gave me that blessing, a real true promise from the Lord God himself.” 
 
    Elizabeth felt chills now as Port became animated in repeating the tale in the dark passenger car. 
 
    “He laid his hands on me and said, and I quote, ‘In the name of the Lord God, Porter Rockwell, so long as ye shall remain loyal and true to thy faith, you need fear no enemy. Cut not thy hair and no bullet nor blade can harm thee’.” 
 
    “Almost like the strength of Samson,” Elizabeth added. 
 
    Porter put his hat back on. “In a roundabout way, sure.” 
 
    “It’s almost as if that nine months made you a newborn man.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I never looked at it like that before, but I reckon so.” 
 
    “Who gave you that blessing?” 
 
    “The Mormon prophet, Joseph Smith.” 
 
    “I see,” she said hesitatingly. 
 
    “Now look,” he said, staring her in the eye. “It don’t matter a hill of beans what anybody thinks of the Mormon prophet, but I’ll tell you what, in my years of violent encounters with every desperado, Indian, outlaw, and damnable bandit, not to mention a whole heap of strange creations, I have never been physically harmed by any bullet or blade. So he was a prophet to me for damn sure and it’s been one hundred percent accurate. That’s all that matters to me. That’s my destiny right there.” 
 
    “So, that’s why you do what you do. That’s why you always say to stay behind you, because no bullet is coming through you?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said, tucking the hat back over his eyes. 
 
    “Well, what about me? Could I have some magnificent destiny laid out for me whether I like it or not?” 
 
    “It’s possible. But I do think a lot more people would be happy if they just accepted whatever the good lot in their life is.” 
 
    “Easy words coming from a veritable super man.” 
 
    Porter laughed. “I suppose you’re right there, but I am what I am. I can’t change that, and nor would I want to. Say, why are you asking me this stuff on a night like this? You got second thoughts about our benefactor?” 
 
    “He told me I have a magical destiny and that he needed me. But what for? To what purpose?” 
 
    “I dunno, you’d have to ask him that. But I’ll tell you what, I got your back through thick and thin.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Rockwell. I suppose I better steel myself, as it were, and go speak to Mr. Methuselah again and try to get some answers.” 
 
    “Mmm Hmm,” he said, from under his hat. As Elizabeth stood and was a few steps down the aisle, he asked, “You want me to go with you?” 
 
    “No, I think I shall be quite all right. Thank you, Mr. Rockwell.” 
 
    Elizabeth made her way back to the baggage car and pressed her hands upon the crate containing Mr. Methuselah. “I’m sorry that I was upset at your words. It is a lot to absorb and I wasn’t ready yet. Please tell me what you can. What did you mean when you spoke of destiny and such?” 
 
    It is quite alright my dear. Some things must be taken in measured doses for us to be ready for them, and I should not mean to alarm you by speaking them all at once. 
 
    “I am ready to learn,” she said. 
 
    You are ready to begin, he corrected. Let me show you how I came to be in this fix I am in and then we will begin the journey of your own path. 
 
    A vista opened to Elizabeth’s mind as if she were watching another person’s dream… or nightmare. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    What is death but a traversing of eternities and a crossing of cosmic oceans? — Robert E. Howard 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 18. Three Hundred Years Gone 
 
      
 
    The first thing he remembered after the long sleep was the palpable darkness and a claustrophobic embrace holding him lengthwise in tight musty garments. 
 
    Neither cold nor warm, he struggled to gain himself from the bed. 
 
    No, this was no bed. He was encased in a box! 
 
    Reaching up, he felt the surrounding rough pine and became aware of the deafening, violent silence. Was this a mistake? A fiendish mistake of some wretched doctor? Had he fallen into a deathlike slumber and been placed here for burial on the morrow? Hoarse shouting brought no response. Isolation from hearth and home, from heaven and hell, this was a damnable limbo. 
 
    He pushed and felt the slightest amount of give, though not from any relief at opening the box but because it was cracking under great strain. Falling earth met his open mouth and he gave a bitter, terrifying scream at the realization of where he must be. 
 
    Six feet underground. 
 
    Rotten wood at his fingertips crumbled upon his touch and he was met with dirt, drowning his dark curses. Blessings failed him now. All the piety in the world wouldn’t release this prison. He clawed through the corrupt planks until they gave way to moist falling soil. It felt like years of digging but, like a conqueror worm, he dug through the suffocating earth until he felt rain upon an extended hand and continued striving to reach the waiting surface above. 
 
    Pulling himself free to a cleansing shower of purifying rain, a gibbous moon above welcomed his triumphant escape. Beyond that waking nightmare, he was clad in rags and alone in a cemetery. Lightning flashed overhead, casting sudden illumination over his withering arms. He was old, true, but it was not his time. Someone would pay for this. 
 
    But who could have done this wretched thing? Who could have wished him dead and buried? 
 
    Time for that later, he had to get out of the rain. But where was he? And which way was home? Could he even go home again? Evading that undiscovered country and escaping the grave might be as far as he could carry himself this night. He collapsed beside a tombstone marked for his long dead wife, Jane. Guilt washed over him anew. Why should he be alive when she was not? And if her place in heaven was not assured, that would be his fault as well. 
 
    A wretched cry escaped his lips as he cursed himself and the one who had tricked him into betraying that which was most precious. 
 
    The ouroboros which is life—it all comes back around again no matter what we do. The sins of the past have to be dealt with or they will haunt us into the eternities. That must be why he was still alive, that wretched cup, that terrible elixir and the pact they had made so long ago. 
 
    He now remembered the face of who must be responsible for his passage back to this world. Now if only he could remember the name of that cruel traitor! 
 
    Being dead, even briefly, takes a terrible toll on a mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Elizabeth gasped. “The man who betrayed you, who cast this terrible estate upon your body! It was him at the docks! He was the one who tried to stop us from getting on the train.” 
 
    Yes, yes. It is coming back to me through your eyes,” rasped Mr. Methuselah. “It was he in the flesh. He has had many names down through the centuries, but for now he calls himself the Count of St. Germain. 
 
    “How did he put you into such a state? What was the pact you spoke of? The betrayal? Who is Jane?” 
 
    I am sorry. I am so weak, so tired. Showing you the beginning was as much as I could do now. Please, let me sleep. 
 
    “No, I have so many more questions, so many more things I need to know. How can I do what you ask when you won’t show me the way?” 
 
    “Some things you must discover on your own. I must sleep.” 
 
    The link broke. 
 
    If anything, Elizabeth only had more questions that needed answers now. 
 
    *** 
 
    The train sped through the desert all day and into the night, and more than once Elizabeth awoke to the moonlight cascading across silvery pools of water. 
 
    “I thought this was a desert.” she said. 
 
    “Oh, it is. Water everywhere, but you can’t drink a drop of that stuff, it’s the Great Salt Lake. It’s even saltier than the sea.” 
 
    “It goes on for miles.” 
 
    Port murmured agreement. “We got another hour or two ‘til we get to the station. I ought to be able to get some supplies and then we can be on our way again before noon.” 
 
    “That sounds good, I suppose to stay as far ahead of the Knights as we can,” she said, still watching the ripple of the moon on the waters. Here and there white patches of salt coated the lakeshore, and the unpleasant scent of brine made the air fetid and rank. 
 
    The unmistakable voice of Mr. Methuselah came to Elizabeth. We must see a man in Salt Lake. I should like to see a magical relic that is kept there through your eyes. It may be of some help to my situation. If it is what we seek it may be necessary for you to acquire it, no matter the cost. 
 
    “What?” she asked aloud. 
 
    I may need both The Talisman of Jupiter, a medallion with specific properties drawn upon it and an obsidian mirror made by the Aztec wizards that may be the one that I myself used to own. The mirror is being held by a woman in New York. 
 
    “A magical talisman and a wizard’s mirror?” 
 
    “Huh?” Porter asked, picking the brim of his hat from his eyes. 
 
    “Mr. Methuselah told me we should seek a man in Salt Lake City and ask to see some relic that he has.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Porter as he rolled onto his side. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” said Elizabeth as the idea of extending and trying out her powers came to mind. 
 
    She reached her mind out into the void and imagined herself traveling like an inanimate specter to see Mr. Methuselah and ask him who he meant. This was getting easier. She found herself in the caboose and glanced at the casket but saw that inside was not the skeletal Mr. Methuselah but instead a waspish man with a long beard. “Who are you?” 
 
    He smiled gently at her. “It is I, Mr. Methuselah, but my given name is John Dee. You are seeing through the veil and witnessing my perfected spiritual form now, not the skeletal waste that I have been turned into. We are traveling on the astral plane and in so doing, I am pleased to see the waxing of your powers.” 
 
    “My powers? I’m just imagining that I wanted to ask you more questions. Your name is Dee, but my name is Dee.” 
 
    “We are related as a matter of course. You look so much like my wife Jane, your dear ancestral mother.” 
 
    “That was the Jane you spoke of?” 
 
    “I spoke of her, yes.” 
 
    “You are my grandfather of ages past?” 
 
    He extended a hand and bowed his head. “All will be revealed in time. That was largely why you were specifically needed. Magic is in your blood and I need your help to break the spells of bindings and let me finally rest.” 
 
    “Why could it have not been my father? Or someone more worldly wise?” 
 
    Mr. Methuselah shook his head sadly. “There is no one else who could do what you can. Your father was not the one.” 
 
    “How distantly are we related?” 
 
    “You are a direct line back to my Jane some seventeen generations.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “So many years, so many people, and yet I never knew.” 
 
    “Most forget where they come from and forgo repeating such things to their children, but now you know a portion of your ancestry.” 
 
    “It is beyond imagination,” said Elizabeth. “How can we converse like this? It seems a dream.” 
 
    “This is not imagination. You are here, but your body remains in the passenger car with Porter. You are using your gifts.” 
 
    Elizabeth glanced at herself, surprised she could see through her own arm as if she were but a ghost. She panicked and instantly came to herself again in the passenger car, nearly falling from her seat. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Porter, glancing about. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m sorry, just stretching my abilities out and seeing what I can do. It was a surprise is all.” 
 
    “Well, don’t do it again without warning me,” he growled. 
 
    “I saw what Mr. Methuselah looks like.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said, putting his hat back over his face. 
 
    “No, I mean his true form. He looks like a biblical prophet or something.” 
 
    “Huh?” Porter pulled his hat up again. 
 
    “He had a long beard and kindly eyes. He was thin, but not like the skeleton man at all.” 
 
    “Keep your voice down, we can’t be talking about this stuff with all these people around.” 
 
    “We’re not. I’m talking to you in your dreams. You’re asleep.” 
 
    Porter bolted upright and almost hit his head on the luggage rack above. He glanced down at Elizabeth. She was seemingly asleep. 
 
    “Now, I’m dreaming,” he grumbled. 
 
    “No, you weren’t. I’m talking to you in your mind. No one can hear us,” Elizabeth said. “I think I’m getting the hang of these tricks that Mr. Methuselah can do.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like it. If you’re gonna talk to me, kindly do it like a normal person,” said Porter, gruffly. “’Til then, don’t wake me ‘til we get to Ogden station.” 
 
    “There is something else you should know,” she said aloud. 
 
    “Yeah, what?” he grumbled, feeling his head through his hat. 
 
    “That thing—whatever it is,” said Elizabeth, pointing up into the sky. 
 
    Some great shadow blockaded the setting moon and hinted at the rising sun’s light. 
 
    “Dirigible,” said Porter. “Even looks like I’m seeing some kind of marking on that gondola, looks similar enough to the Red Cross of the St. Germain Knights, and some kinda wording nearby too. What is that?” 
 
    “It looks foreign, maybe N-Y-M-Z-A?” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe an acronym for their order?” 
 
    Porter raised his brows and shrugged. “Looks like it’s a good thing we’ve got friendlies expecting us in Ogden station.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “In case these guys try and stop the train.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it so far, they are sailing on,” said Elizabeth as the great shadow overtook them and vanished ahead of the speeding train. 
 
    “I hope you’re right and we aren’t gonna get run off the rails and into the lake.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t know this is our train.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” he agreed, “but if they’ve brought out the big guns, I’ll have to get some of my own.” 
 
    “I hardly think Mr. Methuselah ever intended for you to take on the entirety of their order.” 
 
    Porter shrugged. “Did he say not too? I gotta keep you safe, don’t I? Getting what I need in Ogden will be right quick and we can be on our way.” 
 
    “What about the relics I need to see in Salt Lake?” 
 
    “I was hoping that was just a bad dream.” 
 
    “Not hardly. John, I mean, Mr. Methuselah says…” 
 
    “It’s John now?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with using his given name?” 
 
    “I worry over the familiarity with an employer is all.” 
 
    “John or Mr. Methuselah if you’d rather, says we need to see these relics and perhaps even purchase them.” 
 
    “Good thing, that coffin is lined with the Oro y Plata then, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Never mind, just glad he has the script to back up this venture.” 
 
    “I swear I don’t know what you’re saying half of the time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    You may think this all strange nonsense; it may be strange, but it is true, and the ancients knew what lifting the veil means. — Arthur Machen 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 19. Houses of the Holy 
 
      
 
    They reached the Ogden station just after daybreak and the cool crisp air was refreshing. Anything beyond the rankness of the lake and stuffiness of the train was refreshing. Porter was able to get a buckboard wagon for their cargo. Elizabeth whispered an apology to Mr. Methuselah for the rough treatment by the baggage men as they insisted on helping Porter move the coffin box into the back of the wagon, wherein they accidently dropped their end. 
 
    “I don’t see any sign of that zeppelin that passed us earlier,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “I already asked the locals when we stopped in Corinne an hour ago. The Knights are meaning to be inconspicuous, they encamped there. Maybe they didn’t think we would see the airship at night.” 
 
    “Where is Corinne?” 
 
    “It was that little stop. You were still dozing, so I didn’t wake you. It’s unfriendly territory, probably why they went there, but we still have some surprises in store for them.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Elizabeth, puzzled at his enjoyment of this scenario. 
 
    “You’ll see in good time, little sister. Like I said, we are in my neck of the woods now.” He motioned to the white peaked mountains and the town itself. 
 
    “I just want to know that our charge is safe.” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    She mimicked the half smirk of Porter and waved her hand for him to get the wagon moving. 
 
    “Well, we ought to go get some supplies from a friend of mine first. His shop is just up the street,” said Porter. 
 
    “His shop? What does he make?” 
 
    “Tools.” 
 
    “We’re taking a break from the much-needed rendezvous with the keeper of relics for you to look at tools?” 
 
    “Yup. The better the tool, the easier it is to do your job.” 
 
    “I hardy understand why you should need any kind of tool for the jobs you do.” 
 
    “Well, if you like you could say that I am paying my respects in a holy place.” 
 
    “What? Like a temple? I have heard that the Mormons built a temple in Salt Lake.” 
 
    “They’re working on it, one is almost done down in St. George and a few other spots besides, but this is a different kind of sacred space.” They rounded a corner and Porter said, “There it is. Glorious in all her bounty!” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. “I should have known what you meant by tools.” 
 
    They were facing a massive building with whitewashed siding and green trim. There was a cannon out front and a giant rifle on the roofline with a sign that read J. M. Browning & Bro and below that in big block letters on the side that read, GUNS, PISTOLS, AMMUNITION & FISHING TACKLE. 
 
    “You just gotta be prepared. Keep your eyes skinned for any more of them Knights while I’m focusing on my tools.” He hopped out of the wagon and strode through the doors quick, heedless of whether she was following him or not. 
 
    She raced to catch up. “You’re acting like a child in a candy store.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at her and grinned. “Yeah.” He looked to a young boy of perhaps ten who was standing on the deck outside the store. “You know me, son?” 
 
    “I sure do, Mr. Rockwell.” 
 
    “Good, keep an eye on my wagon there and let me know if any gentiles try and mess with it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said the boy gleefully. 
 
    “Good lad.” Porter flipped him a coin. 
 
    They went through the doors and Elizabeth gaped, amazed at the collection of guns on the shelves. There were racks and racks of rifles, pistols, and all manner of firearms. Porter was perusing a set of big black guns when he hurried off after someone in the rear of the store. 
 
    He caught a young man by the shoulder who greeted Porter warmly and ushered him into a back room. Elizabeth hurried after them, catching them only just before the thin young man closed and bolted the door. 
 
    “Who is this young lady?” asked the young man, extending a hand to Elizabeth. 
 
    She graciously took it and looked to Porter for the proper introduction. 
 
    Porter hardly looked up from admiring the half of a strange rifle that was being built on the worktable. He thumbed toward Elizabeth saying, “This here is my current charge, Miss Elizabeth Dee. I’ve gotta keep her safe and sound while she takes a trip back east.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” said Elizabeth. “And you are?” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” said Browning. “I’m John Moses Browning and this is my experimental firearms workshop, you already saw the store.” 
 
    “Did you get my message?” interjected Porter. 
 
    “I did, but so far only one man with a Prussian accent has come in. But I am sure he represented that faction you messaged me about.” 
 
    “You sure he would be one of them?” 
 
    “He was wealthy and wanted to get a very tall order.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I had to let him try out a few of my best, but I think I understood you and they got a lot of smoke shot along with some serious lead.” 
 
    “Smoke shot?” queried Elizabeth. 
 
    “Blanks,” said Porter. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Browning. 
 
    “I do, I do. Especially since I expect most of that is gonna get pointed my way soon enough. Now, you got any heavy firepower I can borrow and put into the crate in the back of my wagon while you hold on to the coffin inside for me?” 
 
    “Coffin?” 
 
    Porter held his hands out and said, “Trust me.” 
 
    “Besides the personal weapons I was planning on having you try out?” 
 
    “Yeah, I want something heavy, you know, just in case.” 
 
    “With you, those just in case scenarios always happen. I have a modified Gatling I’ve been playing with.” 
 
    “That’ll do nicely.” 
 
    “I’ll need it back. It’s on loan from the territorial militia.” 
 
    “Sure.” Porter glanced into the corner of the workshop and Browning nodded. Porter strode to the corner and tore the shroud covering the Gatling from it and stood back admiringly. “That’s nice.” 
 
    Elizabeth interrupted, “What do you need with all this heavy firepower?” 
 
    Porter shrugged. “I’ve got to do my job and get resupplied; sister Think of it as insurance. I won’t use it unlessen I have too.” 
 
    “He knows what he is doing, Miss Dee,” added Browning with a smile. He had hardly been able to take his eyes off her since she had walked in and was clearly flushed every time, he spoke directly to her. 
 
    “So, anyway?” broke in Porter. “What you got to show me?” 
 
    “Who is gonna keep you safe on a trip east if not me?” prodded the young man with a wave of his hands. 
 
    Porter shrugged. “Well the promise will keep me safe, but I believe in being prepared. It sure won’t hurt to take a gander at anything new you’ve cooked up. I could always try out some new tools.” 
 
    “Tools,” sniffed Browning. “This will be the wave of the future.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Elizabeth. “But what is Porter so excited about, that he is actually feigning disinterest?” 
 
    “This,” said Browning as he revealed the strangest looking pistol Elizabeth had ever seen. It was blocky and had no visible cylinder for ammunition. 
 
    “This is it?” asked Porter with glee, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    “This is it.” 
 
    “Where is the ammunition?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “In a magazine, in the handle. It will take some getting used to reload the magazine, especially with the speed you can go through them. I’d recommend you carry at least a dozen already loaded.” 
 
    Porter nodded. “Can we go try it out?” 
 
    “Certainly.” Browning led them out the back door to an alley surrounded with high walls and thick boards and a dirt embankment. Wooden dummies at the far end were made to look like men. 
 
    Porter looked at the pistol. “The sights will take some getting used to.” 
 
    “Just try it,” said Browning. 
 
    Porter aimed and swiftly fired off six shots. He turned and grinned at Elizabeth who was still holding her hands over her ears. 
 
    “The magazine holds nine shots,” said Browning. 
 
    “Nine shots?” Porter’s eyebrows raised with satisfaction. He turned and spent the final three shots in rapid succession. Despite his saying that the sights would take getting used too, he had unloaded with lethal damage upon the targets. He had splintered the heads and chests of the dummies. 
 
    “I loaded it with hollow points. They expand and make quite the impact.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” agreed Porter. “I haven’t seen that kind of damage since I loaded my shotgun with dimes.” 
 
    “So, do you want one?” asked Browning. 
 
    “I’ll take two,” said Porter. 
 
    “I’ve only got two.” 
 
    Porter dropped a heavy hand on Browning’s shoulder. “Then you better get busy making more, these will become a classic.” 
 
    “I can take a compliment,” said Browning. 
 
    Another man came in who looked similar enough to John Moses that Elizabeth knew they must be brothers.  
 
    Browning said, “This is my brother, Matthew. He delivered the load to the Prussian, he might have more information for you, Porter.” 
 
    “Indeed, I do. Ma’am,” he said, bowing slightly to Elizabeth. “Something else you should be aware of. That airship that came in a good couple hours ahead of you. There were a lot of rough men on board.” 
 
    “Ha! I knew that,” barked Porter. “I’ve already put down a good dozen of ‘em.” 
 
    “Well that airship has state of the art armaments that you would not believe. Serious hardware.” 
 
    “What? Better than John Moses and yours? Like what? A cannon?” 
 
    Matthew shook his head. “You should be so lucky. Those airships as they move through the air collect a lot of electricity.” 
 
    “You mean like lightning?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Matthew, getting a little flustered as he tried to think of a way to explain to Porter. 
 
    Elizabeth said, “He means static electricity. Like when you rub your feet across a carpet and touch a doorknob.” 
 
    Porter, still admiring the automatic pistol, made a distasteful face. “When I do what to a carpet and knob now?” 
 
    Elizabeth rolled her eyes. 
 
    John Moses held his hands out. “Allow me to explain. When the airship cuts through the sky it builds up a tremendous amount of energy. It releases that with a lightning cannon. I have been in communication with a young savant named Nikola Tesla regarding such things as potential weapons. The airship builds up a charge and releases it. Now it could do that harmlessly, or it could be devastating, depending on where you stand when they release it.” 
 
    “So, it shoots lightning?” 
 
    “As far as you’re concerned, yes,” said Matthew, looking to Elizabeth for help. 
 
    “So how would I fight that?” 
 
    “You can’t,” said Matthew. 
 
    Porter looked at him, one eyebrow cocked. “There’s always a way to fight anything, in my experience.” 
 
    Elizabeth bit her lip, concerned. 
 
    John Moses said, “The Achilles heel of the weapon is that, while the airship builds up energy moving, it must release that energy, and once it is grounded by letting the landing lines touch the ground, it can no longer fire the lightning cannon. But of course, that isn’t something they would just tell you. I only learned of it from my friend Tesla.” 
 
    “Can you trust him?” 
 
    “I believe so. He also told me that the rear of the airship where the drive engines are located is the most vulnerable. They have armored the gondola and such for the sake of the crew and engines but some of the rearward structure is vulnerable. Perhaps even some of the guidance for the machinery, if you could get inside the armored gondola, but that’s unlikely.” 
 
    “What about the whole blasted bag of a balloon?” asked Porter incredulous. “It’s bigger than the broadside of Brother Brigham’s barn!” 
 
    “Most firepower shot at the envelope can be countered because it has multiple layers encasing the gas, and even a rain of gunfire usually only lets in small puncture holes which can be easily patched,” said John Moses. 
 
    “Some have even developed an automatic sealing situation by having a sealant compressed within the envelope. So as bullets strike, they are filled with a quick drying foam,” said Matthew. 
 
    Porter rubbed at his beard. “You’re saying it would take something serious to bring one down? Ripping a big hole real fast?” 
 
    “Very serious,” agreed John Moses. “Something too wide for just bullets, I should think.” 
 
    “But let’s say I had to bring one down,” said Porter, awaiting an explanation. “Since I needs be best accounting for any given situation.” 
 
    John Moses looked uneasy. “I suppose, I would take out the rearward steering mechanisms and engines, if I could, but that wouldn’t be easy. They’ll be armored.” 
 
    “In your case,” added Matthew, “I’d sooner think taking out the pilot and crewmen would be simpler than taking out the machine. Not that any rational person would consider that option.” 
 
    John Moses pondered a moment and said, “Mr. Tesla did mention that the ‘Supe” mixture could be volatile if the core around the dynamo was ruptured.” 
 
    Matthew added, “No, he said that if something were to rupture the drive system of these new-fangled Aeron’s, that a chain reaction would probably take one down. He mentioned that Mennis and others had that happen when they accidentally hit a Redwood.” 
 
    “No one is going to hit a Redwood in Utah,” said John Moses. 
 
    Porter snorted. “Well, it’s as much as I can go on then.” He tipped his hat and guided Elizabeth back out of the lab. “You’ll look after our cargo then?” 
 
    “It’s done,” said John Moses. 
 
    “Much obliged.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Now that I’m ready to take on the world, who do we need to see about some relic?” asked Porter. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I just know we need to go to Salt Lake and then Mr. Methuselah wants to see this talisman through my eyes,” explained Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter grunted and chewed on his mustache. “Well, let’s get going. We’re burning daylight.” 
 
    “What about Mr. Methuselah? What if they discover that he is not in the back of our wagon?” 
 
    “I don’t intend to let them just look in there,” he said. 
 
    “But if they discover we did a switch here at Browning’s?” 
 
    “He’ll be as safe at Browning’s as anywhere, I reckon. I don’t think even the Knights have enough firepower to mess with John Moses and company.” 
 
    They were soon wheeling toward Salt Lake. Elizabeth took in the curious sights. These Mormons were a peculiar people. Their churches didn’t have crosses and once they left Ogden, she didn’t see much in the way of saloons or bars considering how many people lived along the road. 
 
    “How long have you lived here?” she asked. 
 
    Porter rubbed at his chin. “Quite a while I suppose. We came out in ‘47. Back then it was quite a wasteland.” 
 
    “Where is your home?” 
 
    “It’s a bit farther south, at the Point of the Mountain in Lehi. Good spot, near a spring.” 
 
    “Are we going that far?’ 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to see your family?” 
 
    “Sure, but I don’t want to bring any Knights that way, so we best keep moving along. I’m done talking about it.” 
 
    “But shouldn’t you—” 
 
    “I’m done talking about it.” 
 
    There was silence for a long spell except for the rolling of the stagecoach wheels. When they rounded a wide bend, Elizabeth was surprised to see a bustling city. Structures filled the valley and even the strange beginnings of a curious building going up. 
 
    “So, has he told you who we have got to see yet?” 
 
    “I’ll ask for more directions. I hope he has gotten enough rest to answer,” she said. 
 
    Elizabeth closed her eyes and reached through the void. She felt herself traveling through the black of the aether until she was face to face with Mr. Methuselah. 
 
    He looked surprised to see her, especially since, while she was traveling in her astral form, she could see him as he really was instead of a skeletal monster. 
 
    It seems your gifts grow by leaps and bounds. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I am trying to stretch my abilities.” 
 
    That is how you grow, he said with a nod. 
 
    “Whom should I look for and what does the talisman you spoke of mean?” 
 
    The Talisman of Jupiter may have the abilities to help in the process for that which I seek. With it we should be able to ascertain the right conjunction of stars in both time and space to ease in my passage. 
 
    “Who has it?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    No singular man now possesses it, but it is held in a vault by a cabal of blind magicians. 
 
    “Blind? Who are they?” 
 
    Amateurs. The most dangerous types of magic users since they know not what they summon. Their guardian is in the vault waiting. 
 
    “A vault?” asked Elizabeth 
 
    A cavern near the mouth of the canyon in the mountains behind us. It is guarded by both the living and the unincorporated beings. 
 
    “What? The vault?” asked Porter. 
 
    “You can hear him?” asked Elizabeth, realizing she was no longer in the astral realm speaking with John but back in the stagecoach with Porter. 
 
    “No, but I’m hearing your side of the conversation,” said Porter, adjusting himself in the seat. 
 
    “I’m sorry John, I will speak with you again soon.” 
 
    Porter touched her on the shoulder, as if wanting to be positive he had her undivided attention. “Wait, little sister, are you saying we have to go to the vault?” 
 
    “Well, that’s good isn’t it? You know where it is, don’t you?” 
 
    Porter tore off his hat and slapped it across his knees. “Sort of, but that’s not the point. I don’t have permission to just go waltzing in there and you sure as shooting don’t either.” 
 
    “I thought you were in high esteem around here.” 
 
    “I am and … I ain’t.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “It might seem like a peaceable kingdom hereabouts, but there are plenty of folks who don’t appreciate my kind and everything I do around here. Some of them might be pulling duty at the vault, but besides that, I’m not allowed up there.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Let’s just say some of my colorful temperaments have put me in the way of good judgment at times and, maybe I have taken to cussing out some folks when I ought to have kept my mouth shut.” 
 
    “Did you say something to your church president Brigham Young and get yourself in trouble?” 
 
    “No, he don’t mind my ways too much, but the fellers that I am talking about are an offshoot branch from the church. They are a dissident breakaway called the Godbeites. They’re into spiritualism and magick.” 
 
    “Sounds like just the kind of fellers I should be talking to then,” she said with a wink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Be careful what you wish for, you may receive it. — W. W. Jacobs 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 20. Carouselambra 
 
      
 
    Porter reluctantly drove the wagon to the Godbeite building. The massive red brick, rectangular edifice stood almost seven stories tall. 
 
    “There’s an elevator in there that I hear is the biggest this side of the Mississippi,” said Porter. 
 
    “What for?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “Freight mostly. There’s all kinds of things in there, markets, craftsmen, and offices at the top. That’s’ where the big Galoot is most days so far as I know.” 
 
    “Big Galoot?” 
 
    “Godbe. William Godbe. He is the defacto leader of the breakaway spiritualist group called the Godbeites, and they’re the ones that got a vault of occult curios.” 
 
    “Well, you seem to know everyone, and everyone knows you. Why shouldn’t he agree to a visit and let me have a look at these things?” 
 
    “Little sister, maybe you don’t understand. These men are not my friends and they don’t care for me one bit. Awhile back, I took down one of their plans to put the squeeze on the church here. I killed one of the monsters they conjured. A skin-walker. Granted, they had lost control of it, but those kinds of people don’t appreciate my kinda favors.” 
 
    “They’re really sorcerers like Mr. Methuselah and the Count?” 
 
    Porter stared at her with eyes hard as iron. “Seems so. Not as skilled, I’m certain, but dabblers in dark powers just the same.” 
 
    “And he despises you, like an enemy?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Well then, how am I going to be able to take a look at this vault and the Talisman of Jupiter that our benefactor thinks is so important if he won’t be cordial to us and let us see it?” 
 
    “Guess we’ll have to break in,” said Porter with a shrug. 
 
    Elizabeth furrowed her brow. “I’m going to try and do this legally and kindly first. I know you are supposed to be keeping an eye on me, but perhaps I should try and speak with the gentleman without your assistance at first? Mayhap he might be agreeable to a pretty face?” 
 
    “Mayhap,” answered Porter, with a chuckle. “But I wouldn’t turn my back on him for a second. Take this, just in case.” Porter handed her a six-gun. 
 
    She slipped it under her jacket. “I pray that I shan’t need it.” 
 
    “Me too. I’ll meet you back of the place soon as you can. I suspect it will go right quick.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning I don’t think he’ll give you the time of day excepting he likes a pretty face and then shoos you out.” 
 
    “Shoos?” 
 
    “I’m being as polite as I know how.” 
 
    She nodded and went inside. 
 
    Elizabeth passed by a number of offices and shops with an army of clerks tapping away on an infinite number of typewriters and keys. One had a headset and rapped away on a wire service while a ticker tape machine spit out a long stream of type written code. The center of the structure was open to the ceiling and Elizabeth saw the open balconies of a multitude of floors above with people scurrying to and fro. A huge elevator at the far end of the building had a team of horses heaving to a teamster’s whip and hefting the flatboat sized monstrosity up to the third floor. Elizabeth had never seen anything like it. 
 
    “Can I help you?” asked a bespectacled young man in a fine tweed jacket. 
 
    “Yes, I’m hoping to get an appointment with Mr. Godbe.” 
 
    “Mr. Godbe?” gulped the young man. “Did you mean an appointment with his secretary?” 
 
    “No, I did not. I am hoping to speak with him about a curious artifact that my benefactor is interested in.” 
 
    “Your benefactor wouldn’t be Mr. Young would it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. I didn’t think you looked Mormon, though you are dressed rather unconventionally. Who shall I say is calling?” 
 
    Elizabeth peered at him hesitatingly. 
 
    “Whom do you serve?” he asked. 
 
    “His name is Mr. Methuselah.” 
 
    “Are you pulling my leg?” 
 
    “No, it is an alias, but that is all I am at liberty to say at the moment.” 
 
    The tweed jacketed man pulled at his collar. “I’ll see what I can do, but such secrets won’t likely intrigue Mr. Godbe. But for a pretty face I will see what I can do, Miss, uh?” 
 
    She flashed a brilliant smile, hoping it would help the situation. “Dee. I am Elizabeth Dee.” 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Dee. I will speak with Mr. Shanks, then pass word on to Mr. Godbe in due time.” 
 
    “Is it always this complicated?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid it is. He is a very busy man and doesn’t get out much anymore.” 
 
    “When should I expect an answer?” 
 
    “Perhaps this evening, if you would be so kind as to tell me where to reach you? Your hotel perhaps?” 
 
    “I’m staying at the Hotel Utah.” 
 
    “Fine. Thank you, and I will bring you word later this evening.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Mr.?” 
 
    “I am Evans, Jasper Evans.” 
 
    “I await your report,” she said before turning and going back out the front doors. Passing along the corner, she looked back once to see Evans still watching her from the darkened windows. 
 
    “Any luck?” asked Porter from the shadows. 
 
    “No. The best I got was a lovesick puppy saying he would let me know tonight at my hotel.” 
 
    “What hotel?” 
 
    “I said we were staying at the Hotel Utah and he said he would bring word there.” 
 
    “Guess we better go get a room but be on our toes, we can’t trust those polecats.” 
 
    “Not everyone is so jaded, Porter.” 
 
    He shook his head. “These folks are. I just had a messenger boy bring me a note from Browning, so we have some surprises in store.” 
 
    “Surprises?” 
 
    “Maybe more for someone else than us,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Porter shook his head. “Trust me.” 
 
    They went to the Hotel Utah and got a room, then dinner in the restaurant. They remained in the lobby for some time, waiting to see if Evans should appear, but long after dark, and he still had not come. 
 
    “I’m tired. I’d better get to bed,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “I’ll walk you up.” 
 
    “That’s quite all right.” 
 
    “Still, I better. I got a bad feeling about all of this.” 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged, and the two of them went to the stairs and strode up to the third floor where the room was. Lamps in the hallway flickered dimly if at all, and it gave an inhospitable air to the place. 
 
    “Don’t seem right,” grunted Porter softly. 
 
    “It is late, they’re letting them run down.” 
 
    “Someone snuffed this one,” observed Porter. “Let me open your door.” 
 
    “It’s probably nothing,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “And if it is, no harm no foul.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    They went to the door, Porter walking a few steps ahead of Elizabeth. When they reached the door he sniffed, glanced cautiously at it, and shook his head. 
 
    “Anything?” she asked. 
 
    Porter shrugged. “I smell something.” 
 
    She opened the door to a dark room and stepped inside, reaching for an oil lamp that was turned very low. As she turned the wick up, a figure was revealed waiting upon a chair, the cold blue steel of a pistol vaguely pointed in their direction. 
 
    “Get behind me,” said Porter. 
 
    A huge figure loomed behind them and shut the door. 
 
    Porter turned and punched the tall figure in the chin, dropping the behemoth. 
 
    “Not so fast,” said the shadowy stranger. “I could shoot her before even you could move in front of her and do the only thing you’re good at.” 
 
    “Killing you?” challenged Porter. 
 
    “Please,” said Elizabeth. “If he wanted to shoot, he could have done it already. What do you want?” 
 
    “I understand you wanted to speak with me,” said the man. 
 
    “Godbe?” asked Porter, squinting into the shadows to make out the darkly clad figure. 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    “Who’s the big man?” 
 
    “Titus Miller, my iron giant,” said Godbe. 
 
    “Iron giant? He has a glass jaw,” taunted Porter. “What made you decide to crawl out of your hole and see us?” 
 
    Elizabeth put her hand on Porter’s shoulder and shushed him. 
 
    Godbe snorted. “I am here to speak with the Enochian Sorceress, not you, you Destroying Angel.” 
 
    Elizabeth flinched at the mention of her being a sorceress, especially one with a title in a manner of something she had no previous experience in. Mr. Methuselah had not told her this yet. 
 
    Porter made a move closer, but Godbe leveled his gun menacingly. “I only brought Titus and this for my own protection. I thought it might be a trap.” 
 
    “You ambushed us!” Porter accused. 
 
    “Porter, please. Then why did you come, Mr. Godbe?” asked Elizabeth. “I could have come to your office, if you liked.” 
 
    Godbe gave a scornful guffaw, then said, “You have Orrin Porter Rockwell, the Destroying Angel and chief captain of the murderous Danites, looking after you. I didn’t want him entering my private sanctuary and tearing it apart like a bull in a china shop. I mean to keep my own safe from the likes of him. But indeed, I wanted to speak with you Miss Dee. The spirits have told me of your coming and the phenomenal power you possess.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked surprised. “No, you must mean my charge, Mr. Methuselah. Not me.” 
 
    “I mean you and yes, that mummified thing you are looking to take back to my own homeland.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked quizzically at Porter. 
 
    “He’s a Brit,” said Porter offhandedly, “and he’s been into the spiritualist mumbo jumbo for a long while.” 
 
    Godbe snorted again. “You scoff at these powers you hardly understand and yet you know better than most at their potent veracity, Rockwell. I’ve asked before, and though I know the answer, I would still like to offer you a place in my employ. I meant for you to join us.” 
 
    Porter laughed sharply. “My answer has not changed.” 
 
    “I knew you would say no, but still.” 
 
    “My stripes ain’t gonna change no matter how much green you offer to paint me.” 
 
    “Alas, I did not doubt your resolve, still I want what your young charge here has,” he said, standing up from the chair. “Let us go and speak peaceably without the ruffian.” 
 
    “Like hell,” growled Porter. 
 
    “I’ll be all right, Porter. You can wait in the hall.” 
 
    “On the contrary, madam, we will be going somewhere safe and I must have the Danite stay here.” 
 
    “Like hell,” Porter repeated. 
 
    “Porter please, I can handle myself, and no more words,” she said. 
 
    Porter’s brow furrowed and he reached for his gun, but Godbe kept his barrel leveled at Elizabeth and shook his head. 
 
    Elizabeth reached and made an instinctive motion of the crosshatch with her two forefingers. She then used the Infernal voice. An awesome power resonated from deep inside, amplified like thunder. “Lower your gun,” she ordered Godbe. 
 
    Godbe looked dumbstruck, he eyes glassed over in blind obedience and he lowered his gun. 
 
    “You will take me to the vault,” she said. 
 
    “I will take you to the vault,” agreed Godbe. 
 
    “You will give me the Talisman of Jupiter.” 
 
    “I will give you the Talisman of Jupiter.” 
 
    Porter pursed his lips in surprise and scowled at Godbe. He whispered to Elizabeth, “Be careful, this polecat knows what he is doing with this type of thing and he might just be playing possum.” 
 
    “I don’t know rightly what that means, but I think I have this figured out,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter clicked his teeth, then feigned a punch at Godbe, who stood stone still as if he was still ensorcelled by Elizabeth’s Infernal Voice. 
 
    Porter shrugged. “All right, maybe he is under your spell. Still, don’t think we can trust him any further than I could throw him.” 
 
    “I’m getting the hang of this,” said Elizabeth. “We’ll have the artifacts that Mr. Methuselah needs and be done with it.” 
 
    Porter chewed at the edges of his beard and gave Godbe an unfriendly shove as he disarmed him. The apparently enraptured man did nothing but stare, awestruck, as he was pushed then he straightened once again, still wrapped in obeying Elizabeth’s voice. 
 
    “Porter, you didn’t need to do that, he is under my command.” 
 
    Porter shrugged. “Maybe I just wanted too.” He stooped and tied up the still unconscious Titus Miller. “Don’t want him following after us too soon if he wakes up.” 
 
    “Let us go to this vault,” she said, and Godbe turned for the door, but Porter headed them off first. 
 
    “Let us go to the vault,” repeated Godbe. 
 
    They stepped into the hallway but found that the far end was already crowded with men in dark coats and slanted jaunty hats. 
 
    “My dear Elizabeth,” said the Count of St. Germain, “It seems there is nowhere you can go, that I cannot find you.” 
 
    The Knights of St. Germain leveled their guns and the hallway burst into the deafening roar of gunfire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    They say foul things of Old Times still lurk 
 
    In dark forgotten corners of the world, 
 
    And Gates still gape to loose, on certain nights, 
 
    Shapes pent in Hell. — Justin Geoffrey 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 21. No Quarter 
 
      
 
    Porter shoved Elizabeth and Godbe back behind him into the room. The hammer of guns slammed like thunder. The violent retort of the six-guns filled the hallway with a hellish amount of gun smoke and belching flame. The gloom ridden cloud blinded all in the hall for a moment. 
 
    Then there was silence. 
 
    As the murk cleared, a figure stood opposite them, wrapped in curling black fumes. 
 
    The crowd of Knights were aghast as Porter faced them. He stared at the ground. He looked up and said, “You missed, you sons of bitches.” 
 
    “Impossible!” cried the Count. 
 
    “My turn,” drawled Porter, pulling out his new Browning .45 semi-automatics. The lightning fast boom took down a score of men before him. Bodies hit the floor in a caterwauling of shock and awe. The Knights toward the rear scrambled to escape, clawing over the top of one another, but the Count himself stood his ground against the tide of desperate men. A glow wafted from his body like lightning-fused smoke, corkscrewing over him in shimmering blue oscillations until what appeared to be the Count himself, yet a larger thicker man stood alone, facing Porter. 
 
    “Big man, huh” growled Porter over the top of his smoking pistols. He ejected the magazines and reloaded like thrown lightning then emptied the twin Browning’s into the big man. The glowing vision of the Count was unaffected by the spent lead which hit all over his torso like falling stars and passing through, tore into the wall behind which was shredded by the hollow points. 
 
    “You cannot harm a Tulpa with mere bullets,” said the Count. 
 
    “Don’t know what that is, but anything alive can bleed,” answered Porter, emptying the second magazine into the Tulpa. 
 
    “Not if it doesn’t have blood,” said the Tulpa, crossing the distance of the hallway in a flash. It picked Porter up and slammed him into the wall. Stucco and wood smashed to kindling as Porter crashed through to the other side. 
 
    Sprawled upon the floor, Porter managed to get to his hands and knees before the thing came through the opening and kicked him in the gut, sending him flying across the room. 
 
    Porter spit a mouthful of blood out and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “You feel solid enough. What are you made of? Piss and vinegar?” 
 
    “I am beyond your understanding, little man,” answered the Tulpa. 
 
    Porter rolled, avoiding the next kick, and hit the table beside the window. He grasped a wash basin lifted it over his head to strike. 
 
    The Tulpa, which bore an exaggerated resemblance to the Count, stood grinning at him. 
 
    Porter slammed the basin down on the crown of the Tulpa. It reverberated in Porter’s hand, causing him shock and pain as if he had struck an anvil with it. 
 
    The Tulpa backhanded Porter, sending him sprawling across the bed behind him. Up in a flash, Porter made it to the door and slammed it shut behind him. 
 
    “Coward!” challenged the Tulpa, which went toward the door just in time for Porter to kick it back into its face. 
 
    The door splintered from the impact, but the Tulpa was unaffected and unamused. 
 
    It punched back at Porter sending him reeling into the wall behind, cracking the stucco and slats. Porter dodged aside as the Tulpa charged through the wall and into the room behind. 
 
    A woman screamed. 
 
    Porter dusted himself off and reloaded, just as the woman threw back the door and raced down the hall, before screaming louder at the sight of the pile of dead Knights. 
 
    “Get outta here!” Porter shouted at her. 
 
    The Tulpa broke a larger hole into the wall before entering and coming after Porter. 
 
    Opening fire, Porter unloaded the entire magazine into the Tulpa’s face hoping the bullets might enter an orifice and harm the bizarre being. 
 
    Instead, the Tulpa slapped the gun away from Porter with a malevolent chuckle then slammed him across the shoulders, knocking him into the original room. 
 
    “You are wasting my time. Where is the girl? Where is the monster?” it said. 
 
    “Monster? You look in the mirror?” gasped Porter, still laying upon the floor. 
 
    The Tulpa struck Porter across the back with a hammer-like fist, slamming him to the ground and the air from his lungs. 
 
    “I will find them without your help.” It turned to go back into the hall. 
 
    “Wait,” said Porter, spitting blood. “I ain’t done with you yet.” 
 
    The Tulpa turned to look at Porter, who was now on his knees. 
 
    “You seek me to end your life, do you not? Very well.” 
 
    As the Tulpa stepped back through the hole in the wall, Porter whipped the carpet out from under him, tripping the Tulpa, it only lost its balance for a fraction of a second, but in that time, Porter shoved it sideways toward the window, and pushing with all his might, sent it out through the broken glass. 
 
    Unable to fully rise just yet, Porter leaned against the windowsill and caught his breath. “Liz!” he shouted hoarsely. “You all right? Where are you, girl?” 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    Porter moved to get up just as an electric blue glowing hand slammed through the wall just below the window where he had been sitting. 
 
    Porter’s eyes flared in disbelief as the hand withdrew and appeared on the sill above. 
 
    Then the awful face of the Count’s Tulpa was there, looking much the same, though perhaps angrier. “A good trick. But you cannot harm a being made from smokeless fire. I am of the aether and no weapon made by man can harm me.” 
 
    Porter rounded himself out of the shattered room and glanced inside Elizabeth’s room but didn’t see her. “Liz!” he cried. There was a muffled sound from inside. 
 
    Titus Miller, on the floor, glanced up at Porter, unable to move because of how Porter had hogtied him earlier. “Hey! You can’t leave me like this!” 
 
    A terrible crash sounded down the hallway as the door was thrown against the wall. 
 
    “You’re a gonna have to wait, puke. I got bigger fish to fry.” 
 
    The Tulpa stood in the hallway, grinning like the devil. 
 
    Porter wiped blood from his face and raced over the top of the bodies of the dead knights and down the stairs with the Tulpa in rapid pursuit. 
 
    His first option took him to the kitchen of the hotel. Inside, the warmth of the dying cook fires still brought the smell of fresh bread and baked ham. Glancing about, Porter saw a kettle of steaming water. 
 
    The Tulpa threw back the door. “Accept your fate.” 
 
    Porter flung the boiling water at the Tulpa. Steam wafted off the being like a cloud, but the Tulpa remained unharmed and undeterred. Porter struck him with a cast iron pan and his hand ached like he was pounding stone. 
 
    The Tulpa tsssked at Porter, saying, “How weak your understanding must be. Have I not said that I am smokeless fire, I am the aether, I am a thought form made manifest in your reality, nothing made by mere men may harm me?” He caught hold of Porter and tossed him through the aperture and into the deserted and darkened dining room where Porter landed atop a set table. 
 
    The table broke his fall but snapped and dropped Porter to the floor. 
 
    The Tulpa was there before Porter even got his bearings again. “Anything left? You certainly do cry out for a lot of punishment,” mocked the Tulpa. 
 
    “Let’s see how you do with blessed steel.” Porter drew his bowie knife. The edge gleamed in the faint twilight. 
 
    “No such pitiful weapons made by men can harm me,” countered the Tulpa as it stretched its glowing hands for Porter. 
 
    Still reeling from being thrown through a wall, Porter’s speed and aim was off. The Tulpa blocked his strike and snapped its glowing forearm across his back, throwing him to the floor. 
 
    Porter coughed and gasped as the blade fell from his grasp. His fingers inched for the bowie knife, but the Tulpa kicked him again. 
 
    Rolling away to lessen the brunt of the blow, Porter glanced at the knife laying on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Let us end this charade,” said the Tulpa. 
 
    Porter took hold of an oil lamp and smashed it against the Tulpa, flames licked over the Tulpa for an instant, but he glowed ever brighter as if swallowing the flames. The flames extinguished, the brief fire having no discernable negative effect at all. 
 
    “Must I reiterate with you, foolish mortal, that no weapon forged by man can possibly harm such as I.” It lunged for Porter and despite its terrific speed, it only caught at his coat as Porter slipped out and rolled toward the bowie knife. 
 
    “You are almost as fast as the monks of Mount Yimsha, but they, too, were felled by my power.” 
 
    Porter grasped the knife in his fist and shot forward at the Tulpa, straining with his remaining might to cut that imperceptible being of false light. 
 
    The Tulpa blazed toward Porter, long fingers reaching to tear the very life from him. 
 
    The blade shot up and slashed across the Tulpa’s chest. The glowing blue body was gouged, revealing something like starry darkness within. Midnight violet speckled with dewdrop covered spider webs leaked out and fell like syrup down the front of the glowing being. 
 
    The Tulpa stumbled back, shock registering on its face. It backed away as Porter slashed again, ripping a hole in the light across its facsimile shoulder. The leaking wounds left no trace on the floorboards below, evaporating like dry ice as soon as they touched matter, but it sounded as if a babbling brook was washing down a stony mountainside. 
 
    “Look at that, seems like everything’s got a weakness if you poke it enough times.” Porter spat another mouthful of blood and charged at the Tulpa. 
 
    “This cannot be,” it said, receiving another wound. 
 
    It tried to flee out the backdoor, but Porter leapt atop it like a hunting puma, and buried the knife in its back again and again. 
 
    The sound of its failing energy changed from a babbling brook to a roaring river as the light reduced with yet another strike from Porter’s blade. Finally, it dimmed like a shadow surrounded by too many lights and vanished altogether. 
 
    Porter breathed hard, the sound of his heartbeat like war drums in his ears. Wiping away the blood that threatened to blind him, he stood upon shaky legs and went back upstairs to search for Elizabeth. 
 
    Glancing about for anymore of the Knights, Porter was relieved that none remained living. The hallway was crowded with their bodies, several deep. The Browning guns had done their work with incredible fatality. More than a dozen Knights clogged the hallway. He retrieved one of the Browning’s from the floor of the hallway and then the other which had been cast into an adjoining room. 
 
    Porter called out to Elizabeth. “Little sister, you all right in there? It’s me. It’s safe to come out now.” 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    The rope that he had hogtied Titus Miller with was left on the floor in front of the doorway. 
 
    He entered Elizabeth’s room, wary of ambush. He panned the scene with his drawn weapon but was met with near silence. The open window’s curtain fluttered in the night breeze and, glancing farther outside, he saw no one on the streets below. But he could smell where Titus Miller’s grimy hands had been on the windowsill only moments before. 
 
    Holstering his weapon, Porter moved to glance out the window. Titus’s broad hands shot up and grasped him about the throat. Calloused thumbs pressed into Porter’s bull neck. 
 
    “Think you can leave me hogtied?” snarled the strong man. “The Boss wanted me to lead you into a trap, but I’d rather break your neck and gain some renown for myself!” 
 
    Porter whipped his hand over to break the big man’s grip, but the iron-like fingers were too powerful. He strained to reach his holster, but Titus slammed him forward against the sill. 
 
    “Will I become a legend, when I kill a legend?” asked Titus. 
 
    Porter’s consciousness waned, he had only a moment but with his head pressed down, he couldn’t see to shoot his enemy. He had another idea. His hand reached for the pistol and fired blindly through the wall. He hoped some bullets might make it through the bricks or at the least startle his opponent enough to escape his grasp. 
 
    “Good try, but these are solid brick walls, I helped build this hotel before Godbe employed me as a strangler.” 
 
    Titus squeezed harder. Despite the bullets not fully penetrating the wall, they did break the mortar of the casement upon which Titus stood. 
 
    The ledge crumbled underfoot. 
 
    A wide chunk of the ledge fell to the streets below. Titus, thrown off balance from his perch on the outside, danced to regain a foothold. He let go of Porter with one of his hands to grab the support of the sill. He caught it for a moment, then let go of his quarry with his other hand as Porter knocked it away as well. 
 
    Another piece of the casement broke and fell with a crash. 
 
    Porter smashed Titus’s fingers with his .45 then shoved him away from the window, still clutching the end of Titus’s tie. 
 
    Titus flew back while his hands waved forward trying to capture anything to catch himself. 
 
    “You trying to fly like a bird?” asked Porter, still wheezing and trying to catch his own breath. “Flapping like that?” 
 
    Titus flailed his arms, straining to catch the windowsill. 
 
    “Where is he taking her? No tricks or I’ll let go. And remember, you’re no bird,” said Porter. “You can’t fly.” 
 
    “He is taking her to the Hall. The Order meets there.” 
 
    Porter squinted disbelievingly. “Where were you supposed to lead me then, ya puke?” 
 
    Titus groaned and tried to pull himself closer, but Porter let the tie slip back an inch. 
 
    Titus cried, “The Mill! The Mill! I lied. He is really taking her to the Mill in Sugarhouse! I swear it!” 
 
    “That where the real vault is?” 
 
    “Yes, I swear it!” 
 
    “Alright, I believe you,” said Porter, as he pulled Titus’s tie an inch closer. 
 
    “It’s the gods own truth, please, bring me back in.” 
 
    Titus relaxed and as Porter pulled him closer, the strongman reached for something in his rear waistband. 
 
    Porter let go. 
 
    Titus fell back into the air, still clutching a knife. He slapped the ground with a bone crunching crack. 
 
    “I said you weren’t no bird.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The world was held in a savage gloom - cold and intolerable. Outside, all was quiet - quiet! ― William Hope Hodgson 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 22. Bring It On Home 
 
      
 
    Moments earlier… 
 
    “Porter, no! I can help!” Elizabeth and Godbe were shoved unceremoniously by the long-haired gunfighter back into the room, they crashed together to the floor. She wasn’t about to let Porter take all of those Knights on by himself. She knew in her heart that she wielded a power greater than mere bullets, but the sudden sound of gunfire was deafening. Thick smoke curled around the doorframe like groping hands and concealed the spare bit of the long-haired gunfighter she could still see. Elizabeth clenched her fist, extended her fore and middle fingers and making the elder crosshatch sign and called up her innermost power, that she might utilize her full strength and use the Infernal Voice to command the Knights in the hallway to leave, when a hand clamped over her mouth. 
 
    The gunfire in the hallway abruptly stopped. 
 
    “Not a word, Lassie. You’re good, so very good, but you can’t catch me with parlor tricks you only just discovered last week. I’ve been at this esoteric game for a long, long time,” whispered Godbe. “And I know all of the dark ways of the left-hand path.” 
 
    Godbe held her so tight and close, she couldn’t escape his iron grip. His rank breath wrapped around her ear and bled into her nostrils. 
 
    The sound of a body slumping against the wall and floor reverberated from the hallway. 
 
    “I should pray it be so to all the devils in hell, could it be?” he asked, listening intently. “Is the Destroying Angel dead?” 
 
    Elizabeth realized in that moment that Godbe was praying for Porter to be dead, gunned down in the hallway under a barrage of lead, but with words simply spoken, her heart leapt while Godbe’s sank. 
 
    “You missed, you sons of bitches, my turn.” Porter’s distinct voice echoed in the hallway. Knights panicked and the devastating barrage of his guns announced themselves and men died. 
 
    “Alas, the Destroying Angel is still alive. But you will come with me and be quick about it!” He shoved Elizabeth toward a rear doorway. “Hurry now.” 
 
    She strained against his talon like fingers, but he pushed her hard against the rear door of what she had thought was only a door to an adjoining room, but instead, open darkness waited beyond. 
 
    “These are steep stairs, but I trust you can use them without forcing me to throw you down them,” snarled Godbe. 
 
    “Boss?” mumbled Titus Miller. “What about me? I’m still tied up.” 
 
    Godbe cast a secondary eye upon his bound manservant. “Lead him away toward the Order’s temple. I will have men expecting him.” 
 
    “You sure?” questioned Titus. 
 
    “Do as you’re told,” snapped Godbe, as he yanked Elizabeth into the darkened stairwell and shut the door. 
 
    Elizabeth was sure she would have plummeted face first down the dark stairwell but for the terrible grip Godbe kept on her. The airship jacket she wore helped by having straps her assailant could hold on to. At the bottom, Godbe released a latch that opened onto West Temple Street. 
 
    “My man Titus will let Porter go down on the opposite side and take him to a trap I have set, but in the meantime you and I, lassie, will be going the other way about. I’m anxious to see what else you might have learned from your masters.” 
 
    “What would you know about it?” she countered. 
 
    “I know enough that the Count of St. Germain himself is tailing you, for what I can imagine is good enough for me. Now you could save me the trouble of tormenting you for answers, but I also don’t mind a woman screaming every now and then either.” 
 
    He urged her into a waiting carriage. The unseen coachman whipped the reins and they were off at breakneck speed. 
 
    “Well? I’m waiting, my wee lassie. Tell me everything,” he cajoled. 
 
    “You’re mad.” she said, straining against his grip. 
 
    “That’s not a way to win friends, is it? You will tell me why you wanted to find me and what the Count of St. Germain is looking for.” 
 
    “The Count is tailing me, but I was asked to find out about a talisman that my employer is interested in.” 
 
    “And just who is your employer? I wonder. It couldn’t be Brigham; he doesn’t know what to do with any of the artifacts he still has. Could it be Henry Olcott?” He stared unblinkingly at her. “Old John Brown and his spiritualists in San Bernardino? I know you came from California, tell me the truth!” 
 
    “He says his name is Mr. Methuselah,” she admitted. 
 
    “A hidden identity? Is it Albert Pike then? Eliphas Levi? No, he’s dead. Who?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Try me. Your life depends on it.” 
 
    “John Dee.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The John Dee. The magus and alchemist, advisor to Queen Elizabeth.” 
 
    Godbe let go of her and leaned back in the coach. “You’re playing with me. It won’t work. Who is it really?” 
 
    “If I tell you the truth and you don’t believe me, what am I to do with that?” 
 
    “Too fantastic. Impossible. You may have communed with the spirits to tempt me with knowledge and answers.” 
 
    “What answers? I’m nearly as confused by all of this as you are.” 
 
    Godbe shook his head. “I’m looking for keys to open doors to other worlds, entrances to take back what was lost in Eden, to remake the world in my own image. If you have these secrets, you will tell me.” 
 
    Elizabeth protested, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Don’t lie. You have magic in the blood. I know it. I can sense it being in your very presence. You have the gifts passed down from your ancestors. Are they all instinctual? I wonder, what has he taught you?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answers to what you seek.” 
 
    “It’s very simple. The Count of St. Germain has the secrets of immortality; you will tell me what you know so that I can gain such power!” 
 
    “All I know is he wants me and my employer dead. I do not have the secrets you want.” 
 
    “This Mr. Methuselah. Where is he?” 
 
    “In hiding.” 
 
    Godbe slapped her. “That isn’t what I asked, lassie. Where is he?” 
 
    Elizabeth held a hand to her reddened cheek. “You can fetch more flies with honey than vinegar.” 
 
    “You’re already in my web though, aren’t you? Where is he?” 
 
    “Ogden, with a friend. Well-guarded where you can’t find him.” 
 
    A vile grin split Godbe’s face. “You’re with Porter, so therefore he must be at John Moses Browning’s. I’ll find a way.” 
 
    “Then let me go, what do you need me for? I only wanted to ask about the talisman anyway.” 
 
    “Ah, the Talisman of Jupiter. If only you knew the power it conveyed, you would not dismiss it so offhandedly.” 
 
    Elizabeth surreptitiously made the crosshatch sign. “So tell me. Gloat in your majesty and triumph.” 
 
    Godbe looked away. “The Talisman is a work of extreme age and power, crafted by a seer unparalleled in our dispensation. With it, you can see the life spark of the universe, if you but know how to ask. A simple girl like you, even a savant, as I assume you are, would not know what to do with such a thing.” 
 
    “So tell me,” she said. 
 
    Godbe glanced at her. “Are you trying it again? Trying to use the Infernal Voice on me? On me?” he shouted. 
 
    “So tell me,” she said firmly while staring into his eyes. 
 
    Godbe jerked reflexively. “I will, I will.” 
 
    “So tell me!” Elizabeth commanded as she flexed her powers, pushing as hard as she ever had. She wanted answers and she boomed with a voice that sounded like thunder. The driver of the coach and the man riding shotgun even began to “tell her” what they thought she wanted to know. They babbled incoherently from above. 
 
    Godbe blinked rapidly. A trickle of blood flowed from his left eye like a tear. “The Talisman of Jupiter is my prized possession. I was able to buy it from the widow in Nauvoo. I can see, I can see, I can see…” he trailed off and fell over, catatonic. 
 
    The carriage was almost to the mill, where she guessed Godbe had a secret headquarters. The gate was opened on the perimeter fence and the horses instinctively trotted inside and stopped for a man that clasped their reins. 
 
    “You boys all right? What’s going on? You drunk?” he asked the driver and shotgun man. Both drooled and mumbled as Elizabeth stepped down from the carriage. 
 
    “Where’s Mr. Godbe?” asked the attendant. 
 
    “Inside. You may join him,” commanded Elizabeth. 
 
    The dumbstruck attendant nodded, slack jawed, dropped his rifle, climbed into the carriage, and shut the door. 
 
    Elizabeth glanced about, took the attendant’s lantern, and went up the steps and inside the grand edifice. A few oil lamps flickered from sconces on the wall in the front room, which looked like a well-ordered office. 
 
    She carried the lantern down the main hall, realizing she did not know where she was going in the massive building and had no idea where the secretive vault could be found. 
 
    “John?” she asked, sending her message through the ether. “Can you hear me? Where is the vault and talisman? I am trying to help, but don’t know where to go.” 
 
    Silence met her ears as the weak glow of the lantern cast long shadows upon the bleached walls. She reached out into the etheric astral plain. John stood there, as if expecting her. 
 
    “I need your help to find the artifact,” she said. 
 
    My apologies for my tardiness, but it has been all I could do to keep my defenses up and stay in hiding from my enemies. 
 
    “The Count?” 
 
    Of course, he has men hunting for me even now. Have you found the artifact? 
 
    “No, I’m in the building that supposedly houses a secret vault containing it and other items, but I cannot find a door…” She ran her dainty hand over the rough-hewn stone of the mill and waved the lamp about looking for any clue as to where the entrance to the vault might be hiding. “This is a vast building, and there is no telling what secret chambers it may hold.” 
 
    John held up a hand, silencing her. You have the gifts of discernment and more, you have but to tap into those celestial powers. Ask and it shall be revealed unto you. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Concentrate and ask, you will find them. 
 
    Elizabeth was dubious to the simplistic answer. “I would like to understand if you can visualize all through my very eyes and see these things and even their secret location, why can you not materialize here and see them for yourself? On the astral plane?” 
 
    Wards of protection inhibit my movement there. Whatever room holds the artifacts is bound and protected by spiritual guardians as well as a host of runes clouding my sight. But such overt attempts at concealment only reveal that there is indeed something special contained within, otherwise… 
 
    “Then how will I be able to find it?” 
 
    You are physically there and have greater strength than you yet understand. Beware the trickster nature of the guardians. I must now conceal myself from the Count and his minions, fare thee well. 
 
    “No, wait,” she said all to herself. The words echoed in the tomb-like hallway. 
 
    John faded from view as if a cloud of impenetrable mist was brought between them and Elizabeth was once more standing in the white-washed hallway of the mill. She glanced inside an office, then followed her intuition and took a left turn then a right then another left and she was met with a solid, ox-blood stained door. It was locked, but she pressed an inward power against the knob, and it buckled as if an invisible hammer had struck it. She sniffed approvingly to herself, reminding herself to perfect this newfound ability. She opened the door and stairs beckoned downward. 
 
    Carefully descending, she kept the lantern high to cast as much illumination as possible. The air was chilled and stale. Each block of stone was marked with a peculiar black substance smeared into a similitude of ancient glyphs. What they meant exactly she had no clue, but their unwholesome presence was answer enough that she was on the right track. 
 
    “Wards of protection,” she said to herself. She ran a finger across one, hoping to smudge it into oblivion, but the sticky substance shocked her as if the thick tarry ooze were alive and wholly unfriendly. 
 
    The steps curved, taking her deeper underground. A sudden wind threatened to extinguish her lamp, and she forced a hand over it for protection. She turned the wick up to cast a brighter glow, surprised to find herself at the final step. 
 
    A long dark hall continued ahead of her. Bizarre drawings were on the walls now, some looked Egyptian, but others were monstrous and beyond her wildest imagination. One looked to be a fishman, another a squid-faced monstrosity, and further on a goat-like entity but with entirely too many limbs and teats. 
 
    Elizabeth grimaced at the scene and clutched her scarf tighter about her. The inspiration came that she ought to cast a ward of protection about herself since she was so brazenly walking into a veritable lion’s den. 
 
    Instinctively, she made the crosshatch elder sign and created a ball of light that surrounded her on all sides, and her lamp brightened in the gloom. She could now see to the end of the gallery. At the end of the otherwise empty hallway lay a great steamer trunk. 
 
    “Perhaps John was not abandoning me but creating the experience that I should strive to empower myself and expand my abilities,” she said to herself. “There is nothing to fear.” 
 
    “You’d like to think so,” answered a hollow voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Perhaps other souls than human are sometimes born into the world, and clothed in flesh. ― Sheridan Le Fanu 
 
   
  
 

 23. Hammer of the Gods 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth saw no one, but a voice came from somewhere before her. 
 
    “Who is there?” she probed, attempting to sound braver than she felt. 
 
    “You would not know my name.” 
 
    “Tell me your name,” she commanded, using the Infernal Voice. 
 
    “Presumptuous girl! I am not bound by you, nor do I recognize your authority. The voice will not work on one such as I.” 
 
    “Then why do you fear to answer my questions?” She shined the lamp all about the gallery. She expected a side chamber or perhaps a hidden passage or maybe even a speaking tube causing the voice to emanate from a secret cove, but she could not deny that it instead sounded as if a mountain of a man stood before her in the nearly empty vault. 
 
    The voice rebuked her. “I fear nothing from you. Your kind cannot harm me. And I owe you no answers of any kind.” 
 
    “Then tell me, since you are so untouchable,” she insisted. 
 
    “I am older than the roots of the earth and stood by as mankind wasted his potential.” 
 
    “Don’t be bitter,” said Elizabeth, still hoping to see to whom she was addressing. 
 
    The voice gave a snort. “You were endowed with physicality, while we were thrown out. My rage is justified.” 
 
    “Then we are at an impasse,” she said. 
 
    “Hardly,” came the voice. “I can break your lackluster ward, for I know who created it!” A powerful gust of wind came up and blew out the lamp. The wind vanished, and Elizabeth was surrounded by palpable darkness. 
 
    “You don’t know my name,” she said. 
 
    Footsteps approached and cold fingers crushed Elizabeth’s swan-like neck. 
 
    “Ha! Elizabeth Jane Dee, seventh ancestral granddaughter of the seventh ancestral granddaughter of Jane Dee and…” 
 
    Blind and robbed of air, Elizabeth strained to free herself, but her body was frozen. She was dying as a malevolent being strangled her and laughed. 
 
    The only way to see and fight her antagonist was to venture forth to the astral plane. She expanded her mind and opened her spiritual eyes. 
 
    I’ve made a mistake! Elizabeth thought as a horrific scene materialized before her. 
 
    A black void opened wide. Winds roared and pulled at her with inexorable force. A being stood on the lip of the brink, as unaffected as if it were a calm summer day. He was not unhandsome but the sneer on his face and cruel countenance left no doubt that he was no friend, but a hateful being bent on her destruction. 
 
    “Stop this,” she cried. 
 
    “Why? So that you might waste your miserable life playing at what the creator would have of you? We will thwart his plan and all those that would follow him.” 
 
    She threw a wall of light at the being. He brought his hands up and deflected her attack. 
 
    “I have been upon this earth for thousands of years watching your kind, you cannot stand against me,” taunted the vile spirit. He sent a purple spiral of energy flying serpentine at Elizabeth. Where it touched her, stabbing pain flared throughout her soul. The energy flew back to the being and he laughed. “You have made me stronger. Coming here was a mistake you won’t live to regret.” 
 
    Elizabeth blocked the next assault with a shield of light, but she still felt the impact of the blow. It rattled her nerves, as a drumbeat of attacks hit again and again. 
 
    “Soon, with your life force I will escape this prison that I have guarded for many days. Then I will have revenge on the Master.” 
 
    “You could have asked for my help, rather than attacking me!” countered Elizabeth, as more blows sounded like the beating of a gong against her shield. 
 
    “Why? Why should I help you when I can help myself? Mere insect!” snarled the being. “I need no help from the living nor the light!” 
 
    “Very well.” Elizabeth concentrated her own manifestation of light, focusing it into a solid square the size of a fist and wielding it like a Valkyrie of old. A prayer formed silently on her lips to bless this holy weapon. Words she did not know came to her mind’s eye and, she understood they were from before even the Enochian, a predated sacred language of the gods known as Adamic. She spoke the words that could not be uttered and with that force upon her weapon of light, she hammered back at the foe. 
 
    “You cannot harm me,” said the dark spirit, until a direct strike sent him reeling away with a cry of anguish. 
 
    Every blow brought a sharp throbbing din, and sparks flew like a blacksmith’s forge with each strike upon the dark spirit. 
 
    The demon yowled with pain and tried to turn and escape, but Elizabeth created a lariat of light with her other hand, lassoed the spirit’s left foot, and brought him tearing and scraping across the floor of the abyss. 
 
    “Stop,” he cried. “Stop!” He fell to his knees and rolled away, groveling as Elizabeth continued the attack. 
 
    “I banish you! Back to the abyss!” she commanded. She struck one more time with the hammer of light and a blinding radiance filled the room, sending the swirling vortex of darkness and all its false promises spinning away into nothingness. 
 
    The dark spirit hung his head and obeyed her order, slinking away like a whipped dog into the waiting maw of dark. As he took the steps to Tartarus, the black sigils on the walls melted and slid down the stones, following after him like iron filings drawn to a magnet. 
 
    Back in the gallery with its own natural darkness, filled with newfound confidence, Elizabeth clapped her hands and created her own light in the gallery. A sphere of brilliance illuminated the room and Elizabeth stepped forward to the steamer trunk. It had a huge padlock upon it and she no key. Focusing her powers, she snapped her fingers utilizing her own elder sign and caused the lock to disassemble. It fell with a clank to the floor and she lifted the lid. 
 
    Inside were a variety of relics, a bell-shaped set of copper plates, a peculiar set of glasses which were much too large for any person she knew to wear and even a curious collection of coins, but she knew which one to focus upon. A dull metal amulet about the size of a pocket watch with an attached gold chain. She lifted it from the trunk and examined the curious writing across each side. Some words she recognized as Latin, even if she could not fathom their meanings. There were also scrawls that looked vaguely astronomical. 
 
    “The Talisman of Jupiter,” she breathed aloud. “Can you see through my eyes, John? Is this what you needed for whatever it is we are going to do?” 
 
    The voice of John came in her mind and she heard his pleased rasp, Indeed, this will help us to the moment that is needed when we can reach Mortlake. 
 
    Elizabeth was puzzled. 
 
    My ancestral home, near London, since I would not expect you to know any nearer geography than that he said. The talisman will allow me to know the precise time to work the final spell, the last cantrip to end all of my tomorrows. 
 
    “Your words make no sense to me.?” Elizabeth said. 
 
    “You are correct, that is my final wish.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Hush now girl. There are numerous affairs involved that you cannot yet understand, among them is my hope to pierce the veil and join my family, being burdened with immortality is more than I care to bear any longer.” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head despite realizing that John could not see her disagreement. “But why? And do not the Knights seek your life?” 
 
    “They do not. Their master, the Count, hopes to preserve me, if only to continue leeching off the great spark I bear. It cannot be snuffed out so long as it is connected to the world grid, the very energy of the earth itself.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said. 
 
    “You are an amazing Savant and have gained gifts and powers unnumbered beyond even my wildest expectations, but like a pitcher, you can only hold so much at once. There is much that can be taught, but much must be learned with experience and there is no shortcut to wisdom. It must be earned in due time and in the right way. I had hoped to teach you more, but our enemies are building your education even greater than I could.” 
 
    “The guardian here said I was the ancestral granddaughter of you and Jane…” 
 
    “Hush now, we can speak of these things another time.” 
 
    Elizabeth glanced over the trunk at the other curious relics contained within. “All right then. Might we also require any of these others?” 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    “John? John, where are you? Are you sleeping?” 
 
    A strange flaring of darkness cut off what had been their communication. 
 
    Elizabeth was alone. There was no one else in the dark hidden gallery, yet something spoke to her. The Count. 
 
    “I see I was wrong to underestimate you. You are very gifted, but I will have my men do away with you. Blood is meaningless in the quest for power.” 
 
    “Why?” she exclaimed. 
 
    “The retort of the damned,” answered the Count. “My men are coming for you. Fare thee well.” 
 
    Clutching the amulet, Elizabeth raced up the stairs into the dimly lit hallway of the mill. She ran past the office and back outside into the starlit gloom. The coach she had arrived in was still there. She thought to unhitch a horse and ride back down to Salt Lake and look for Porter. She hoped he was alright. Godbe and one of his men mumbled inside the coach, having a rambling, nonsensical discussion. Apparently, her use of the Infernal voice had thoroughly dumbfounded them. 
 
    The driver and man riding shotgun lay atop the driver’s box, still passed out cold. 
 
    “I can see things with the talisman,” said Godbe’s familiar English accent. 
 
    “Yes sir, me too,” replied his attendant. 
 
    “I have gazed upon the hills of Arcadia and the fields of Elysium. I have enraptured devils to do my bidding.” 
 
    “Me too, me too,” said the attendant, all too giddy. 
 
    If Elizabeth didn’t know better, she would have thought they were drunk. She’d had to expand her reach to overpower Godbe and his playing possum with her, but it had been too much. It seemed she had befuddled the minds of every person within earshot of her. 
 
    “Can one of you man the coach and take me back to Salt Lake?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The attendant sat up from the floor of the coach. He opened the door of halfway and fell on his face on the ground. 
 
    “Godbe?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at her with wide eyes. “I thought I could see an angel, the very queen of heaven, but no! You are Hekate and no angel! You have enchanted me!” He threw himself to the floor of the coach and shut the half-open door. 
 
    Elizabeth moved to throw them all out of the coach so she could drive the team herself . A wagon and driver came roaring out of the darkness. The driver stopped within a few feet and leapt from the buckboard like a panther. 
 
    “Stay back! I’m warning you,” she said. 
 
    “Liz?” It was Porter. 
 
    “I was afraid you were dead and there was nothing I could do about it! But Godbe took me and threw me in the coach, bringing me here. I fought a demon! But I have the talisman!” She held up the pocket watch-sized item, which on the worldly side of things, wasn’t much to look at. 
 
    “I’ve seen it before,” answered Porter, sounding somewhat disinterested. “We ought to git.” 
 
    Offended that he didn’t appreciate her miraculous battle and what she had accomplished in winning the magical item, she tried another tactic. “I’m sorry if I left you in a bind back at the hotel.” 
 
    Porter laughed. “Not nearly enough of them pukes for me and these new irons courtesy of Browning, even with whatever the hell that sorcerous pooka was.” 
 
    “Pooka?” 
 
    “Something like that. He called himself something weird like that.” 
 
    “But how? How did you not get shot down?” 
 
    “Easy, I told you Browning had a surprise, right?” 
 
    “Yes. But…” 
 
    “Seems the Count or one of his head Knights thought it would be good to go and get outfitted at Browning’s armaments. They had no idea that was where we had left Mr. Methuselah. Anyway, John Moses fixed them up real good with some demonstration pieces and a load of smoke heavy blanks. He knew they were coming for me, so not only did they not get good rounds, but a bunch that would only succeed in blinding them when they shot them together in the hallway like that.” 
 
    “You could have told me.” 
 
    Porter grinned sheepishly. “I thought I did.” 
 
    “I fought a demon.” 
 
    Porter looked at her and nodded. “Good for you, little sister.” 
 
    It wasn’t going to get any better than that for acknowledgement. “You said they had a Pooka? What’s that?” 
 
    “A Tulpa,” corrected Godbe, popping his head up and glancing out the coach window. 
 
    “Wheat,” Porter drew his gun. 
 
    “It’s all right, he is under my spell again,” said Elizabeth, moving to shield the befuddled Godbe from Porter’s gun. 
 
    “You said that last time,” grumbled Porter. 
 
    “I went overboard and maximized my abilities, it made him agreeable and…” 
 
    Godbe peeked over the top of the window again, raising his eyebrows at Porter. 
 
    “Stupid,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    “So what about the pooka or whatever it was?” 
 
    “Tulpa,” said Godbe, hiding on the floor of the coach. 
 
    Porter grinned and drew his bowie knife. “Lead can’t hurt it, but a blessed bowie cuts spirit matter fine as frog’s hair, I can attest to that.” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. “I can’t believe your luck.” 
 
    “Luck has nothing to do with it. I’m blessed, little sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    He that feareth is a slave, were he never so rich, were he never so powerful. But he that is without fear is king of all the world. — E. R. Eddison 
 
   
  
 

 24. When The Airship Breaks 
 
      
 
    Blackness fell over them like a cloak. The massive airship loomed above, blotting out the moon and starlight. 
 
    “I was trying to hurry and get up here to fetch you back, but the Count and his pack of pukes must have other plans,” said Porter. “You said you were successful in getting what you came for?” 
 
    “Yes, I have the Talisman,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “Good, then you ought to skedaddle out of the way,” said Porter, as he strode to his wagon. “I’ll hold them off.” 
 
    “He isn’t going to let either of us walk away, is he?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Porter, growling as he lit a cigar. 
 
    “They’ll see that match,” warned Godbe, pointing a twitching finger at the airship before hiding on the floor of the coach again. 
 
    “Are you with us again now, Mr. Godbe?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “I think I have come back to my senses,” said Godbe. “And I spoke truly, put out that match before the Knights of St. Germain see it!” 
 
    “I want ‘em to,” answered Porter, puffing a cloud of smoke from the cigar like a dragon, “but you all best move off, since their fire is gonna be centered at me.” 
 
    Godbe stepped from the coach, backed away, then turned and ran deeper into the shadowy brush. 
 
    “You best follow him, at least for a short spell,” said Porter. “There ought to be some cover in the trees down by the pond, just yonder. Don’t take a horse just yet, the larger movement might attract some of their sharpshooters’ eyes.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I got that surprise Browning left in the coffin, remember?” 
 
    “What can that do against that airship? It looks armored. They said you couldn’t take it down.” 
 
    “They didn’t say I couldn’t, just that it would be difficult.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to die for me.” 
 
    “I won’t.” He puffed again, letting the cigar flare orange for a half second. “Get going. I’ll catch up one way or t’other.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet, but I intend to find out while you get to some shelter. Get going!” 
 
    The airship drew closer and several lines dropped from the big gondola at the bottom. Bright lights flared to life from the front and weaved back and forth in a searching pattern. 
 
    “Look at that. Amazing ingenuity,” Porter said. “Shame if I have to bust it up.” 
 
    The beams crossed each other several times until they found Porter in the wagon, sitting astride the coffin. 
 
    Orders barked in German from loudspeakers aboard the airship, then in English. “You will surrender the girl and the monster to us.” 
 
    A slight whirring sounded from above as a whirling blue light crackled awake. A flash of lightning shot from a dish-shaped prong attached to the bow of the gondola. The lightning blast lanced to the ground, blackening the earth not ten paces from Porter. The horses hitched to the wagon reared and screamed in terror. Porter held the reins and clicked his teeth at the horses, calming them. 
 
    “No games. The girl and monster or you all die.” 
 
    “That’s your negotiation? All right then, here’s my answer!” Porter kicked the lid loose on the coffin. “Come and get him! I’m done.” 
 
    The airship slowly lowered, facing toward him. Despite the airship’s changing position, the curious lightning cannon remained steadfastly aimed at him. 
 
    “Just a little closer,” Porter muttered to himself. 
 
    The airship, now only a hundred feet or so away, was close enough that the lines that had been released touched the ground. This was what he had been waiting for. He knew they hoped to put the fear of the lighting cannon in him by the earlier displays, but now they were neutralized, having been grounded to the earth with the hemp rope lines. Men made ready to slide down the ropes from the edge of the gondola. 
 
    “All right, that’s close enough,” he yelled. 
 
    A voice, deep and loud, amplified from some electronic source. “You will make no demands but surrender the monster and the girl to us. Where are they?” 
 
    “Right here.” Porter motioned to the coffin and tapped the lid. 
 
    “Where is the girl?” questioned the voice from above, crackling full of static. 
 
    “Oh, she’s here too. She didn’t fare so well in that vault.” He motioned to a pile of rags in the wagon. 
 
    “Don’t lie. Show us.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m done with this, you come and get them.” 
 
    Several men slid down the lines from the airship while more crowded closer at the outside balcony of the gondola. 
 
    “You will stay where you are. You cannot stand against our ultimate weapon,” crowed the voice from the loudspeaker. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of standing against your lightning cannon,” answered Porter. “Come on down and get him.” He waved his hat at them and beckoned to the coffin. 
 
    “Where is the girl?” 
 
    “Well, you spooked her good and she passed right out,” said Porter pointing at the absurd pile of rags in the bed of the wagon. 
 
    “We will claim them,” said the crackling voice once again, and more men slid down the ropes from the gondola. 
 
    Porter reached into the coffin, ratcheted the magazine into the Gatling, snapped it up on its tripod, and brought it to bear. 
 
    There was a cry of alarm aboard the gondola. Someone tried to fire the lightning cannon, but the machine only gave a slight whirring of power, and no lightning blast was loosed. 
 
    “I know how your secret weapon works! Now get some of mine!” Porter turned the crank on the Gatling and loosed a wall of lead at the gondola. The gun sounded like thunder in the canyon. Glass, metal, and men struck by the Gatling fell in droves to the ground below. The men on the ground raced toward Porter, firing their weapons, but they were soon mowed down like grain in a red harvest. 
 
    The airship rocked awkwardly to one side as one of the Knights attempted to man the controls and turn the vehicle astern Several of his compatriots spilled off the upturned deck and fell flailing and screaming to their deaths. The only way the airship could escape was to turn sharply to the north, giving Porter a wider angle of attack. He ripped the Gatling into the side of the envelope and in the spot where Browning had told him it might be vulnerable. 
 
    A blazing yellow spark flared to life on the stern of the gondola. 
 
    “Alarm! Alarm!” cried the fuzzy voice on the loudspeaker. 
 
    An explosion of smoke billowed near the diesel engines and a clawed hand of flame grasped the rear of the mighty zeppelin in a ravenous yet fleeting embrace. 
 
    Porter continued his barrage of lead, crying out, “Wheat!” 
 
    Bullets fell all across the bow of the airship, but Porter concentrated most of his fire toward the engines, hoping to elicit more damage. 
 
    A series of explosions sounded first like popping cracks growing in intensity to hollow drumbeats thundering through the rainforest until fire burst from the seam and tipped the airship on end. A roar of heat followed by a blast of pressurized wind sent the airship careening to the earth. The handful of men on the ground who had survived Porter’s crank onslaught now ran for their lives as the burning wreck threatened to land atop them. 
 
    The blazing zeppelin fell with an awkward crash on the road before the mill, and an orange mushroom cloud lit up the night. Bizarre sounds of twisting metal screeched as the colossal behemoth caved in on itself. A minor explosion sounded again from what was left of the rear and, aside from the pieces of the burnt envelope raining back down to earth, it was over. 
 
    “Ha! Ha! You sum bitches got what was coming to you! You don’t come to my lawn and piss!” shouted Porter. 
 
    Any survivors of the Knights had fled, as no man showed himself, and Porter kept the area covered with the Gatling gun for a long moment until Elizabeth crept up from the darkness. 
 
    “It’s over,” said Porter. “This bit of John Moses ingenuity took down that flying hunk of junk!” 
 
    “It’s not over. We still have a serious undertaking that needs accomplishing,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, we won’t be worrying about them Hessians anymore,” he said with a smirk, before he finished puffing on his cigar. The flare of light from his cigar was eclipsed by the burning wreckage of the airship, which now looked like a black skeleton lying on its back, wreathed in licking orange. 
 
    “I don’t think this is over by any means,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” asked Porter. 
 
    “Because I can still hear the Count calling to me.” Her eyes rolled back, and she fell to the ground before Porter could catch her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A man is a very small thing, and the night is very large and full of wonders. — Lord Dunsany 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 25. Traveler of Both Space and Time 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stood in a windswept desert. The temperature was neither warm nor cold, the air neither dry nor humid—just blank. The ground beneath her feet was cracked and dry. Clouds flew overhead at incredible speed while a trio of dead trees stood as sentinels. The sun’s rapidly changing position caused the trees’ shadows to move like manic clock hands, yet silence reigned as supremely here as might the serpent or scorpion. 
 
    “Where am I?” she asked. 
 
    The Count stood beside her in a fine white suit. “I am sorry I had to do this. But it was the only way to reveal the truth to you.” 
 
    “What truth? Get away from me.” Her hands shot up, ready to fight. 
 
    The Count took a step back with his hands upraised. “Please, just listen a moment. The being you know as John or Mr. Methuselah is evil. He is a master sorcerer and illusionist. He has tricked you into believing that black is white, and day is night.” 
 
    “Impossible! You tried to kill us.” 
 
    The Count stood his ground. “I truly understand how hard it is to believe, because he is so very skilled. He has warped your mind and that of others to seduce you to his dark agenda. It’s a foul conspiracy all made to control your reality. He twists the truth and makes these terrible visions which seem sound and real, but they are not.” 
 
    “And this place?” asked Elizabeth, gesturing all about her. 
 
    “This is a figment, a solitary place I have conjured only to be able to talk and reason with you, to reveal the truth to you. It was all I could do to come up with something for the sake of breaking the hold he has upon you.” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. “No, that can’t possibly be true. I know what I have seen.” 
 
    “He has clouded your mind and made his illusions your reality. You must put up a wall and block his influence upon you.” 
 
    “No.” She took a step away from the Count. “I can’t just leave and turn my back on everything I have known.” 
 
    “What if it was all a lie?” 
 
    “You’re the liar! I know what you and yours have tried to do. I won’t abandon him.” 
 
    The Count gave an exasperated smile. “I’m not asking you to abandon him. I only want to help him. We used to be the best of friends, but then he let corruption in and walked down the Left-Hand path. You saw what kind of a monster it has made him. Please listen to me.” 
 
    “This can’t be real.” 
 
    “Reality is what we make it. That is why I brought you here to show you how it can be done. You must break your link with him.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then, for only a moment, put a wall between yourself and him. The curtain will fall and you will see him for what he is, a terrible, soul-sucking monster. Then you will see the truth of what I say. You will see that he has beguiled you.” 
 
    “Your men tried to kill me.” 
 
    “That was his grand illusion. His incredible inversion. His heart is so dark that it warps everything you see and experience. It makes evil men seem good and good men look like killers. It is most heinous but trust me and see for yourself. He is black magick incarnate.” 
 
    Elizabeth turned away, pondering. Could she sever that link between her and John? Was there a link she had not noticed before beyond that of being simply an employer who desperately needed her help? Was he just using her? Could everything in life be so tops-turvy? Was it possible? 
 
    “This can’t be true,” she said once more, though slightly unsure of anything now. 
 
    “Haven’t you seen me die? Several times over?” 
 
    “Yes. Porter shot you in the street in San Francisco,” she said accusingly. 
 
    “But here I am. It was an illusion he put in your mind, to make me into the monster that he truly is.” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. “How can I trust you either?” 
 
    “Why does this ages old sorcerer want you? Has he really told you why?” queried the Count. 
 
    “He told me that magic is in my blood and that I am needed because someone in his family line is required to assist with the counter spell. He called it the Mortlake Working.” 
 
    “But why you?” 
 
    “I am the last direct descendant. I am Elizabeth Jane Dee. I am named for his wife Jane. I am the seventh generational daughter of a seventh generational daughter.” 
 
    “Do you know my name?” 
 
    “No,” she said, peering shrewdly at him. 
 
    “I am Edward Kelly. I was John Dee’s assistant all those years ago. I helped him scry and speak with the angels, together we rewrote magick for all time! We recorded the Enochian language and found the mysteries of the universe to be mere playthings. And it was because of what the angels tricked us into that you are in this situation now.” 
 
    “What are you driving at?” 
 
    “You are not his descendant but mine. I was with Jane and I sired the child that is your ancestor and it is because of the blood bond between John and I that he needs you to counter it. You are my ancestral child.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked aghast. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I am not. Look into my heart and you will see that it is true.” He tore open his shirt and exposed his chest 
 
    Elizabeth reached with her power to see inside his heart. While some darkness yet hid there in the corner, she was sure that he spoke the truth about being her grand sire. “Why?” 
 
    “Why did he keep it from you?” offered the Count, raising an eyebrow. “Because his master plan requires your death and sacrifice. It will open the key he seeks to take my life force and control the world.” 
 
    “How have you each lived so long?” 
 
    “Time is short, I cannot hold this place unseen against him for long. You must sever the link between you.” 
 
    “You must tell me first,” she prodded. 
 
    The Count brought his hands up and the sky spun about even faster than it had before, moving between day and night every other second. “We each made a pact to hold together using the Telluric currents of the world as an energy source. We did not know what it would do to us. We are connected to the power that flows through the earth itself and we cannot die. But we are linked like opposite sides of the coin. Day and night. Good and bad. Law and chaos.” 
 
    Elizabeth ran her hands over her face and through her hair and sighed deeply. “What are you asking me to do to see the truth?” 
 
    “Break the link with him, even if only for a moment,” said the Count. “Feel the tether he has between you. A binding cord like a spider’s web holding you in his thrall.” 
 
    Elizabeth reached out, trying to feel for the link that the Count told her existed between them. Some strange thing was there in her mind’s eye. A thin black wire running from the back of her neck out past the three dead trees, beyond the desert and into the three snow-capped mountain peaks. She felt no kinship to the cord, no feeling of anything running to or from it, it simply was. She pulled on it and nothing happened. She pulled again and it came loose. She felt nothing, no reveal, no loss, no pain, nothing. 
 
    “This didn’t do anything. I feel nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t you feel free of his influence? Can you not taste the freedom and truth that lies at your fingertips?” 
 
    Elizabeth reached, but there was no change, no realization, no grand truth in following what the Count had said. 
 
    His suit no longer appeared spotless white but had taken on a slight grey tone. 
 
    Somewhere, someone was calling for her. It wasn’t the Count’s trickery, or even John. It was Porter. “Wake up little sister, wake up!” 
 
    Elizabeth faced off against the Count. “You’re a liar. Perhaps you mixed some truth together, even that you are my ancestor, but you are lying. This is the illusion and you wish for me to be your thrall, that I may be sacrificed in your lust for power!” 
 
    “Wake up little sister!” 
 
    “You will be mine!” shouted the Count. His suit was charcoal grey and the sky which had been spinning slowed and returned to nightfall. “No matter your savant skills and teachings from John. I will have your blood returned to me!” 
 
    “Wake up little sister, wake up!” 
 
    “Back fiend! Though you might command the hosts of Hell I shall never give in to you!” She sent a blast of light straight into his black heart. “I’ll never give in!” 
 
    The Count backed away and roared as he became large as a mountain and brought his palms up as if he might crush her beneath them. 
 
    “Wake up little sister!” 
 
    The great palm came slamming down with crushing force and all went black. 
 
    *** 
 
    Elizabeth gasped and opened her eyes. “I see him! He is still there!” 
 
    “Where is he?” asked Porter. “You awake now?” 
 
    “There!” cried Elizabeth, as she pointed at the burning hulk of airship. 
 
    A dark, man-like form rose out of the blazing ruin of the destroyed airship. It strode toward them out of the hellish flames with grim purpose, its long fingers flexing. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Porter cranked down on the Gatling gun once more, sending a hail of lead toward the being, but the gun swiftly ran dry. The being was unperturbed and came on all the same. “Horse chips, gotta go to the new ones, but I suspect anything that can walk out of that barrage isn’t disturbed by any lead.” Porter drew his twin automatics and unloaded on the approaching figure. The bullets struck the being, though they did not slow him down a wink. 
 
    “It’s the Count! I need to come up with something!” shouted Elizabeth. 
 
    “Like what?” Porter reloaded and unloaded at the Count, who had closed to less than fifty feet away. He still looked like the Count save that he was a solid black that seemed to eat whatever light there was. Except for his eyes—he had piercing red eyes that flared with bloody anticipation. 
 
    Elizabeth drew the power within her and used the Infernal Voice to shout. “Away! Away!” 
 
    Porter held the flaps of his hat over his ears and cried out in anguish. 
 
    The Count continued his malevolent stride toward them. “Useless. Now, sleep!” 
 
    Porter blinked rapidly and shook his head to chase the stars away before he gave the Count another barrage of thunderous lead. “Whatever he said made me miss, mostly.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked about, striving to remember what to do to combat this insidious foe. Had she forgotten everything? What had worked before? She couldn’t remember. She was simply grateful she wasn’t asleep at his powerful command. “I need time to think, let’s get inside the Mill and hold up, then bar the door while I come up with a plan.” 
 
    “That’s not a plan, but I don’t want to stand here neither,” said Porter. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Elizabeth ran toward the mill and hurried inside. 
 
    Porter holstered his guns and drew his blessed Bowie knife. “This worked on your Tulpa. I imagine it can cut your heart out too!” 
 
    Elizabeth glanced out the door. “No Porter! He is too powerful. Get in here!” 
 
    “Hang on, little sister! Me and the Count are gonna deal!” His Bowie knife gleamed like a shard of moonlight. 
 
    The Count, a walking patch of midnight, was within a few paces of Porter. “You are a resilient foe. Most men cringe before my voice, perhaps I have been too kind, too easy on you.” 
 
    “Count, huh? Count your men. None, that’s cuz of me, ya puke,” said Porter, with a snarl. He launched himself toward the Count with the Bowie knife, but the Count sidestepped with incredible speed and sent a heavy blow across Porter’s shoulder blades. 
 
    Porter slammed into the ground, the wind knocked out of him. 
 
    The Count loomed over him. “You’re quick, that was supposed to break your neck.” 
 
    “Leave him alone!” cried Elizabeth. She sent a bolt of light flying toward the Count. 
 
    The Count brought up a circular shield of obsidian, which deflected like a stone defying the river. He repelled the force but was forced to retreat a step or two back. 
 
    “Impressive child, you do your forebearer proud.” 
 
    Porter got to his knees and crawled a pace then slashed with his blade at the Count. He missed. 
 
    The Count snarled and turned to kick Porter. Elizabeth’s light bowled him over as his boot sent Porter flying away. 
 
    Elizabeth gasped at how far Porter careened across the lot. 
 
    He did not get up. 
 
    The Count did. 
 
    “You best leave unless you want more of the same,” she said, trying to imagine something Porter would have said. 
 
    The Count picked himself up and glowered at Elizabeth, his eyes flaring crimson. “I’m done with these games, girl,” he rasped, before storming toward the mill. 
 
    Elizabeth, disheartened to see Porter down, was at a loss as to what she could do about it. Fear welled up inside her. The crippling fear threatened to drown her. She slammed the door and dropped a plank across the jam. She ran farther into the edifice, looking for a place to hide, to think, to come up with a way to succeed where all else had failed. What spell was he working to make her so irrational? 
 
    She was just down the hall and around the corner when she heard the door smash open and heavy boot steps striding within. 
 
    “You can’t hide from me. If I couldn’t sense your precious talisman, I could still hear the fear worming its way through your cowardly heart,” he taunted. 
 
    Elizabeth paused in her retreat. She wasn’t a coward. She had faced every foe so far, she had taken on all opponents and wanted to do more. He was trying to get a rise out of her, to make her act foolishly. No, there must be something else, he must still be afraid to face her. If only she could realize what secret she might hold over him. What might he fear? 
 
    “I will feed your entrails to the ravens when I find you,” he boomed from down the hall. “I will cut loose your connection to the Ley Lines and feed your power into myself. Do you hear me? Your death will only make me stronger!” 
 
    Elizabeth withdrew the talisman from inside her jacket pocket. It throbbed like a drum. “What can you do?” she whispered to it before hurrying farther inside and through the larger mill works. Past sacks of wheat waiting to be ground, she found a place covered in shadow to hide. 
 
    The talisman rocked back and forth, left, right, left, right, then abruptly changed direction. It had been going in a solid east west pattern but was now going north and south even faster than it had before. 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me?” She whispered. 
 
    Guessing that it was telling her the Count’s location relative to her own, she decided to move, and squeezed underneath one of the worktables just as the door nearest her flew open. 
 
    “I know you’re in here!” shouted the Count. “You can’t hide. I will divine you!” 
 
    He lies, Elizabeth realized, he lies about everything. His knowledge, his omnipotence—he must lie even about his powers, great as they are. 
 
    His heavy boot steps walked past her once and then came back the other direction. 
 
    Elizabeth held her breath. He couldn’t find her. He was as blind to the arcane forces around him as anyone. 
 
    Silence fell on the mill’s walls. Where was he? 
 
    “I see you!” he said as he snatched beneath the table for her. His fingers grasped the edge of her jacket’s collar and she tore away. 
 
    He snarled in anger and tossed the table across the room, splintering the wood against the far stone wall. The table would have been something that required at least a trio of men to move, but he had flung it as if it were a child’s toy. 
 
    “Surrender and I will make it quick!” 
 
    As adept and strong as he seemed, there was something missing. Some sense of kinship to the universe that he lacked, and Elizabeth would find a way to exploit that. 
 
    Then he saw her. He threw sacks of wheat at her. Bag after bag. The fifty-pound bags flew fast and furious as he tried to pin her beneath an avalanche of them. 
 
    Elizabeth brought up her magical shield. It flared brighter and brighter, blinding the Count until something curious happened. He stopped throwing his projectiles and paused. The force of magical light cast off the black mask covering his form. It ran down from his body like ink, revealing that of the simple Irishman she had first seen in San Francisco. Though he looked decidedly more unpleasant now. 
 
    Now that the darkness was washed from his being, the aura of fear melted from Elizabeth’s mind, and she could think and see clearer. She could find a way to triumph. She had to. 
 
    “A parlor trick, nothing more. But I will have you and add your sorcerous talents to my own, just like I have with John’s!” 
 
    “You’ll never have him again!” she cried. She transformed her shield into a long hammer and sent it swinging back at him. She would take the offensive now that the aura of fear had been defeated. 
 
    He dodged back and under as her attack went high and wide, striking the great mill wheel and rocking it loose. 
 
    Flour flew from the rafters in clouds of choking dust. Glass shattered from windows beside them as something bounded in. 
 
    Porter! 
 
    “I have him,” she said. 
 
    “I can help!” he answered with his Bowie knife drawn. A sack of wheat struck him, sending him reeling into some unseen corner. 
 
    Elizabeth lanced back and struck the Count in the chest and he cried out in anguish. 
 
    “You’re never gonna touch anyone I care about again!” 
 
    “We’ll see!” He zoomed in close and slammed her against the wall. The crack of breaking bones preceded the suffocating pain. The lights went out. 
 
    “Illusion,” she countered, and forced him back. 
 
    He pressed closer, getting fingers around her throat. 
 
    Porter loomed up from behind and buried his Bowie in the Count’s back. 
 
    The Count reeled backward and toppled over Porter. 
 
    Elizabeth brought her hammer of light up again and sent it swinging, striking the Count in the face. Blood flew from his mouth and nose, and he crashed against the wall. Great cracks opened and a section of beam fell inward, bringing a small bit of the roof with it. 
 
    Porter scrambled and grabbed his Bowie knife then got to his feet. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not done with him yet!” 
 
    “This place is coming apart!” shouted Porter. 
 
    “I will have you!” roared the Count. “There is no escape!” 
 
    “I’m not escaping you! I’m ending this!” Elizabeth sent the golden hammer of light into the Count’s chest and smashed him wide open. Electric blue lightning lanced outward in every direction, and he was gone. 
 
    The great rumbling made the stonework shift and the mortar cracked and fell loose. The wooden beams overhead fractured and fell in, dropping the tiles with them. Dust and debris filled the air. Choking, they ran from the falling tumult, narrowly avoiding some of the larger blocks that fell with a deafening thud. Porter urged Elizabeth out the door, and they escaped the porch as the outer wall fell, crushing the wooden landing and stairs. 
 
    “That was close, but we made it,” breathed Porter, dusting himself off. 
 
    “It was a ruse,” answered Elizabeth, as she stuck out her bottom lip and blew ashen dust from her face. “All an illusion.” 
 
    “Huh? That felt real enough to me,” he said. 
 
    “He was playing games with my mind, trying to get me to doubt John and leave him, leaving me open and vulnerable to his machinations.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? He’s still in there, he’s in a squashed tomb now, but he’s in there,” protested Porter. 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. “It wasn’t really the Count. It was his Tulpa again. He played me for a fool so that he could go and get John.” 
 
    Porter cocked his head at that revelation and pointed back at the great ruin of stone. “That one didn’t act like the one I fought.” 
 
    “He wanted to fool us both, he wasn’t going to reveal his hand until it was too late. I realized just as the walls came tumbling down. We need to hurry and see if we can rescue John or if it is too late already.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I have a connection with John that I never knew existed. I can’t explain, but let’s hurry.” 
 
    “Then hop aboard the wagon and let’s git!” agreed Porter. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I am the eye with which the Universe beholds itself, and knows it is divine. ― Percy Bysshe Shelley 
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    They reached Browning’s store near dawn. The sign, broken on one side, hung down to the ground. John Moses and his brother, along with a number of men, were out front. They looked thoroughly dejected and defeated. A small fire crackled near the smashed front door. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said John Moses. “We did all we could.” 
 
    “He’s gone! They took him and got away clean on the train!” Matthew said. “I’m sorry, there was just too many and they caught us asleep at the wheel.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Porter. 
 
    “We only had a couple of men on guard duty,” said John Moses. “Those Knights snuck up and got them. By the time the warning came, they were done for. I brought the cavalry as best I could, but they had him and were racing away.” 
 
    “What do we do?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    Porter answered, “We go after them.” 
 
    “But what if they are taking him back to China or whatever god-forsaken place they were hiding him in a dungeon for centuries?” 
 
    “Then we’ll find him. You know enough of that magic that, between you and I, we can cut sign and track them anywhere they choose to go.” 
 
    Elizabeth was exhausted both mentally and physically. “I wish it was that easy.” 
 
    “We’ll find him. Let’s get a start by finding out which train they could have got off on.” 
 
    She shook her head. “What if it’s not a train?” 
 
    “Well it sure wasn’t an airship,” he said with a deep laugh. “I saw to that, thanks to John Moses’ piece.” 
 
    “Please be serious,” she lamented. 
 
    “All right, look. Precious few stages can carry a coffin and a whole pack of Knights like that. Sooner or later we’ll find out which way they are going, and we’ll catch up. Trust me, I’ve gone after far colder trails than this one.” 
 
    Matthew Browning was nursing his arm in a sling but hobbled closer and said, “I already know where they took him. Somehow, they knew that they lost the airship so a pack of them took to the station. I had a boy follow them to the trainyard. They took an eastbound train. The Jupiter. It’s supposed to be heading non-stop for St. Louis.” 
 
    “Can you trust this boy?” asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “I better, he’s my son.” 
 
    “Then I guess we better get on the next eastbound we can, and hurry,” said Porter. 
 
    “I figured you’d need that,” said John Moses. “I’ve got you both passage on the six o’clock Matterhorn. With any luck you can catch her in a few minutes, and you won’t be more than a couple hours behind the Jupiter.” 
 
    “Much obliged John Moses.” Porter gave each of the Browning’s a firm handshake. 
 
    “My pleasure,” John Moses answered wincing slightly. “How did those guns work out for you?” 
 
    Porter grinned. “Better than expected. They’ll be real handy with what’s coming next.” 
 
    “Let’s catch that train. Thank you, Mr. Browning,” said Elizabeth. 
 
    “My pleasure, ma’am.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They boarded the train named the Matterhorn and were soon on their way racing east to meet the rising sun as it rose centered between the mountains flanking the canyon. Golden shafts fled from over the harsh desert landscape. Elizabeth reached to the powers within her to feel for Mr. Methuselah. Where was he? Was he on the very same track ahead of them? What if it was a trick, another grand illusion, and the Count was purposefully running a ruse to fool her and heading back to San Francisco and then China and beyond? The flurry of thoughts washed over her mind and clouded all reason. 
 
    You must clear your mind, she reminded herself. Let go of the worry and doubt and know that these things can be resolved. 
 
    She made her crosshatch eldritch sign and felt outside herself and across the void and somewhere in the cold distance, a pinprick of light shone like a tower amidst the gloomy face of the land. She zeroed in on it and felt herself flying through the aether to that spot. A train chugged across the land riddled with serpents and scorpions, but inside a boxcar was the trundled coffin of Mr. Methuselah. A half-dozen Knights sat around him, armed with rifles and sabers, and she could tell that in a car ahead of them was the Count. He turned in his seat and he saw her. He frowned and brought his hand up causing a maelstrom of wind to close the scene from her view. It almost bowled Elizabeth over in her seat. 
 
    “Are you all right? Do you need a drink?” Porter held out his flask of Valley Tan whisky. 
 
    She grinned and shook her head. “No, thank you, I’m fine. But I saw him. We are on the right track. I saw the Count too, and he saw me, he tried to block me from viewing them, but it doesn’t matter, we are on the right track and you were right. We will get him back, no matter what.” 
 
    “Right on, little sister, right on.” Porter took a long pull from the flask. “We’ll get ‘em.” 
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