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Fremont Gorge

Utah Territory

April 1871

Dead-Eye squinted his one good eye as they turned a bend in the arid desert trail. A narrow canyon stretched ahead for a quarter mile. The floor of the gorge was barren except for clusters of jagged boulders and a sparce scattering of cactus, sagebrush, and twisted junipers. At both sides of the trail loomed towering walls of layered sandstone that rose a good two hundred feet or more in height.

It was the wall to their right that caught the gunfighter’s attention… or, rather, what was on it. “Is that Indian drawings scrawled across that cliff?”

Job urged his white mule forward until they were directly beneath the etchings in the rock. “They ain’t drawings a’tall,” the little negro in the bowler hat surmised. “It’s writing.”

“Then what does it say? I can’t make heads or tails of it.” Dead-Eye reined his black Morgan to a halt and scratched at an itch in his mustache, dislodging several maggots that had taken up residence amid the bristles. Brimstone snorted through his nostrils and, spying a juicy Gila monster sunning on a stone, gobbled it down; scales, bones, poison, and all.

“I don’t rightly know. It appears to be ancient Aztec or Mayan, or something akin to ’em.”

“You got a page in that little, black spell book of yours that can decipher it?”

Job rummaged through several pouches of his multi-pocketed vest. “No, but I do have my enchanted spectacles.” He flashed a satisfied grin that was more gold and silver than ivory as he withdrew a pair of wire-rimmed eye glasses from a lower pocket.

“Are you bullshitting me again?” grumbled the tall gunman with the sunken face of a cadaver and the funeral duds to go with it.

“Like you thought I was bullshitting you about the Staff of Moses? Your lack of faith in my abilities astounds me, particularly since I’ve proven you downright ignorant and wrong-headed more times than I can rightly calculate.” He unfolded the ear stems and placed the spectacles over his upper face. His dark brown eyes were comically magnified by the thickness of the lenses. “These glasses have the power to decipher any language on God’s green earth.”

“Then why didn’t you use ’em to decipher Mymahthu’s warning in that church back in Mexico?”

“I was referring to our God’s green earth,” said Job, side-eying him irritably. “Not that of any number of lesser gods we’ve encountered from the Hole Out of Nowhere. Now, hush up and let’s see what this inscription has to say.” The black man peered through the magical lenses, studying the massive symbols that had been carved deeply into the rocky face of the bluff. “Just as I suspected. Another damn warning.”

“So, what does it say?”

“It says, TO THE LIVING DEAD MAN AND THE COCKY, LITTLE BASTARD! CEASE YOUR SOJOURN AND TURN BACK, OR BE CRUSHED AND DEVOURED!”

Dead-Eye grunted. “Ain’t no denying I’m the living dead man who’s mentioned. That would make you the filthy, little bastard, more than likely.”

“Cocky, little bastard,” Job corrected. The mojo man turned the ultimatum over in his mind. “Wonder what sort of monstrosity Evangeline has talked into pestering us this time?”

Abruptly, a loud crackling sounded in their ears; a familiar noise that always served as a harbinger of potential death and destruction. They looked around, but saw no sign of the spinning, sparking portal that usually heralded such an arrival. Then the commotion grew louder and more furious, drawing their attention upward.

There, in the cloudless blue sky, was a massive circle of blue-white lightning. Within the portal the brilliant orange and red hues of some hellish realm was revealed. As the opening grew larger, a blast of intense heat washed across them, like the Devil had opened the door of his fiery furnace and stoked it up, good and hot. Then the glow of whatever lay beyond was obscured as a dark form began to slither from the depths of the otherworldly Hole Out of Nowhere.

It was a gigantic serpent the length of a dozen railroad cars. Its massive head was that of a fanged viper, but adorned with colorful feathers, each the length of a grown man’s leg. Its eyes blazed like pig iron fresh from the forge and the scales that covered its tubular body glistened and caught the sun in such a way that they changed to different hues; from green to blue to violet to gold. The creature sported a colossal pair of wings that nearly spanned the width of the canyon; a bony framework with inner sails of putrid yellow flesh that caught the currents of the air, adding stability and speed to its flight. The tip of its enormous tail held no rattlers like a sidewinder. Rather, it brandished a wickedly sharp barb dripping with a nasty green substance that was undoubtedly some lethal venom with which to disable them.

“What in tarnation is that thing?” asked Dead-Eye. He drew his Colt Dragoon with one hand and his sawed-off shotgun with the other, preparing for battle.

Job frowned sourly. “It’s the demon god Quetzalcoatl! Looks like my witchy daughter is summoning forth some big guns to discourage us from our quest.”

The zombie watched as the flying serpent swiftly descended toward them. “Well, I’d say she’s doing a damn fine job of it!”

As the leering face of the winged serpent grew nearer, Dead-Eye lifted the 44-caliber pistol, took aim, and fired. The bullet hit the behemoth square on the tip of its nose, bounced off the iridescent plates of its scales, and ricocheted back. The slug ripped into the base of the gunfighter’s right ear, tearing it clean off. It spun through the air and landed in the dust beneath Brimstone’s hooves.

“Dagnabbit!” growled Dead-Eye. “Lost another ear!”

“Don’t worry!” called Job. “I’ve got plenty to choose from in my saddlebags!” Then the little mojo man noticed that the serpent god had its blazing eyes centered directly on him. “Oh, shit.”

A long, forked tongue the color of bruised flesh unfurled from Quetzalcoatl’s toothy maw, snapping swiftly toward him like a bullwhip. The length of mucus-slick muscle wrapped around the negro’s waist, yanking him bodily from the saddle. The huge serpent then twisted and glided skyward once again, taking Job with it, leaving the man’s hat and his mule behind.

Brimstone’s dark head stretched forward and Dead-Eye felt the horse’s innards begin to heat up beneath the ebony hide. He knew immediately that he intended to unleash a burst of hellfire from his gullet. “Hold up, boy!” the gunfighter warned. “You might miss that overgrown tapeworm and fry ol’ Job to a crisp instead!”

From his vantage point, Job watched the earth beneath him recede at an alarming rate. Soon, his traveling partner, the black horse, and his mule Balaam looked no bigger than piss-ants. What the hell does this confounded serpent have in mind now? he wondered. Then he felt the coils of the serpentine tongue begin to grow slack and he remembered the last part of the warning on the canyon wall.

… CRUSHED AND DEVOURED!

The mojo man suddenly found himself flailing through midair, dropping like a stone. Five hundred feet below him a cluster of boulders awaited, ready to pulverize bones and split muscle and flesh like the cracked rind of a ripe melon. Damn! he thought to himself, fighting the urge to surrender to a wild fit of kicking and screaming at the top of his lungs. Think of something… fast!

Soon, a hundred feet of sky had been left behind, then two hundred. An idea came to mind and he yanked one of the small blue glass bottles from the necklace of talisman and jujus around his throat. He tossed it ahead of him as the canyon floor – and the gathering of boulders – rushed up to meet him.

As the bottle hit the rocks and shattered, scattering a dusty blue powder upon the deadly stones, he began to quickly recite an incantation, hoping to the good Lord that his memory wasn’t lacking. As the words of the spell hissed between his clenched teeth, the powder on the boulders began to bubble and steam.

A hundred feet… fifty… forty… thirty…

As the tops of the boulders grew nearer and nearer, Job closed his eyes and braced himself. Well, I reckon I’ve got about three seconds before I find out whether or not that cockeyed spell worked. If it didn’t, I’ll be beyond worrying about it at all.

The mojo man prepared himself for the momentary agony of shattered bones and burst organs, followed by the deep, dark sleep of death. But it failed to come. Instead, his body sank into the cluster of boulders as though they were the feather pillows on the brass bed of a fancy whore. His weight forced him a foot or two into the cushiony stones, then he bounced upward and out, landing squarely on the soles of his mule-eared boots.

“Well, that was one helluva a trick!” declared the lanky gunfighter.

“Maybe so,” replied the little man, shaken. He bent down and, retrieving his bowler hat, seated it squarely atop his bald head. “But I do believe I done shat my underdrawers on the way down.”

Dead-Eye flashed a crooked grin. “At least you can drop a deuce every once and a while. I’ve got turds that’s been holed up in my cold bowels for going on six years now.”

Suddenly, a shadow blocked the sun above them and they looked up to see that the snake god was back for another round. Its wings flapped furiously, blurring like those of a humming bird, keeping it aloft. It hovered overhead for a long moment, then its slender tongue lashed out, attempting to try its luck at Dead-Eye. Before it could take him, however, Brimstone caught the length of purple muscle firmly in his teeth. The demonic horse’s chompers heated up – red as a branding iron, then white hot – scalding the tender flesh of the monster’s tongue. With a shriek, it managed to pull away and surged skyward out of reach.

The two men watched as the dreaded Quetzalcoatl ascended to such a height that, from the ground, it resembled a normal-sized serpent. Then, with a battle cry that threatened to burst their eardrums, it descended at a frightening rate of speed… aimed directly toward them.

“Got any idea how to defeat this thing?” Dead-Eye asked. “Cause it won’t be long before it’s upon us with a vengeance.”

Job’s eyes narrowed and he grinned. “You know, the membrane of those wings are pert near as thin as a bed sheet. I’d say if it’s got an Achilles’ heel, that’s it.”

The zombie nodded grimly. “Then you take the right one and I’ll take the left.”

“Yessir!” Job shucked his Henry repeating rifle from the scabbard of Balaam’s saddle, while Dead-Eye extended the sawed-down scattergun and took aim.

Quetzalcoatl was sixty feet or less from overtaking them, when gunfire rang out. The twin muzzles of the Belgian shotgun belched flame with a throaty boom. Twin loads of double-aught buckshot opened two holes the size of a blacksmith’s anvil in the thin flesh of creature’s lefthand wing. At the same time, Job worked the lever of the Henry, peppering the membrane of the right wing with a volley of .44 rounds.

The well-placed shots had the desired effect. As air rushed through the tattered wings, the serpent lost its graceful dive and began to spiral out of control. Dead-Eye, Job, and their mounts scattered. As they reached a safe distance, the snake god crashed to the rocky earth with a meaty splat and a crackle of fractured bones.

Injured by its fall, Quetzalcoatl shrieked in defiance. Brimstone and Balaam glanced at one another, then galloped forward. The black horse belched a burst of hellfire that blackened the injured god’s snakish head and set its crown of feathers aflame. As the creature’s head recoiled, the white mule drew closer, spun on its front hooves, and kicked out with his hind legs with every bit of strength he could muster. The mule’s silver shoes connected without fault; one hoof knocking several of the serpent’s jagged fangs from its jaws, while the other drove one of its glowing eyes several feet into the socket of its narrow skull.

Defeated, Quetzalcoatl wailed mournfully, its tattered wings flapping uselessly. They watched as the portal the fiend had arrived from rematerialized, spinning and growing larger behind it. Then, sluggishly, it slithered backward, disappeared deep into the fiery mist of the realm within, and disappeared. The Hole Out of Nowhere then receded, growing smaller and smaller, until it vanished with a brittle CRACK.

“Well, that worked to our advantage,” said Dead-Eye. He opened the breech of his shotgun, shucked the spent shells, and replaced them with fresh ones.

“Fortunately,” agreed Job. “I don’t know about you, but I’m growing mighty weary of having to battle these otherworldly assholes every so often.” The black man stretched, causing the bones of his spine to pop in unison. “I do declare… I’m getting too old for this shit.”

Dead-Eye grinned wryly. “Speaking of shit…”

Job nodded wearily and, walking to the canvas packs lashed across Balaam’s haunches, rummaged through the provisions until he found what he was searching for. He stuck a clean pair of long handles beneath his arm and, with a sigh, sought the shelter of a boulder to change his soiled garments in private.


Chapter Two
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Templeton

Utah Territory

July 1871

Dead-Eye and Job had traveled the desolate canyons and treacherous desert terrain of western Utah for some time. The trail of those they pursued – the renegade vampire, Jules Holland, his Unholy Three, and the dark enchantress, Evangeline – had grown cold and they had no earthly idea which point of the compass the gang had headed toward.

It wasn’t until they happened upon an old man on the trail that their luck changed. He sat atop a swaybacked mare and regaled them with tales of the mischief the outlaws had caused in the mining town of Templeton scarcely two months before. A card-shuffling dandy gutted by a big boar of a man over a gambling quarrel, three pistol-happy miners shot down by a tattooed gunfighter with eyes like a rattlesnake, and a lecherous drunk who had attempted to force his misguided affections on a negro woman dressed in black taffeta and lace, and afterward had slowly wasted away from a man of two hundred and fifty pounds to one that scarcely weighed seventy.

The two travelers thanked the elderly man for the information, then headed due northeastward, back on the heels of their quarry once again.
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For a settlement in the middle of nowhere, the town of Templeton had a big city air about it.

While traveling through the territories of Arizona, Nevada, and Utah, Dead-Eye and Job had passed through their share of small mining towns. Most were no more than pitched tents and rundown shanties with scarcely a couple dozen occupants, half of them traveling whores or gamblers. Templeton, however, was as busy and bustling as St. Louis or Kansas City on a Saturday afternoon. The lengthy street wasn’t dusty earth, but had been paved with cobblestones, and many of the buildings that lined the street – including a three-story hotel, a theater house, and a bank – would have put similar structures in San Francisco to shame. It was plain to see that the mining town was prosperous and thriving.

They stopped at a livery stable at the edge of town, intending to put Brimstone and Balaam up for the night. As they dismounted, they noticed some commotion taking place in front of the undertaker’s parlor a ways down the street. A gathering of townsfolk watched as two men unloaded a flatbed wagon. Their cargo looked to be something, or someone, wrapped in a canvas tarpaulin. As the men carried the bundle through the front door of the building, a tall man with muttonchop whiskers decked out in a white, tailored suit, holding a gold-headed cane, followed with an authoritative way about him. Before entering, he paused and looked in their direction, as though studying them. Then he disappeared inside.

After locating the livery man and paying for their mounts’ lodging, they unburdened the black horse and albino mule and got them settled in their stalls. Before Dead-Eye shut the door to Brimstone’s stall, he looked the possessed steed square in the eyes. “Eat your fill of hay and oats, but don’t go ingesting any barn owls or cats or such. If you have need for meat, I’ll allow you one rat, but nothing more.”

Brimstone snorted smoke and ash from his nostrils, regarding his master with disdain.

When the gunfighter and the mojo man left the livery and stepped out into the street, they found one of the men from the wagon waiting for them.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “Mister Templeton would like a word with you.” He was a tall fellow, whipcord lean with a menacing way about his pale blue eyes.

“I don’t recollect having any business with someone of that name,” Job replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse us…”

The fellow stepped in front of them, blocking their way. “There will be no trouble. I assure you that.”

“Trouble we can handle,” Dead-Eye told him coldly. “So, step aside.”

The man with the pale eyes glanced back at the funeral parlor, almost nervously. “Please,” he said. They could tell it was a word he didn’t offer up often or easily. “Mister Templeton insists.”

Job could see that the fellow’s job was on the line, and maybe even more if this Templeton was one not to be crossed. “Exactly why is he so anxious for our company?”

“Said he wanted your opinion on a matter of importance.”

Dead-Eye and Job traded glances. “Then, by all means,” said the little mojo man. “Lead the way.”
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