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  Chapter 1

 

 

            Life consisted of the same shirt, jacket, slacks, and tie for Albert. Perhaps that explained why he wanted to spend more time in New Orleans, to experience all that the city had to offer. His visits here were always brief and secretive, never permitting him an opportunity to absorb the spectacle and revelry. After returning home to Munich, he often dreamed of foods flavored with spicy ingredients and brass instruments creating jaunty music that was both foreign and alluring. These mysteries teased him during every visit.

            During the night, seen only by the moon, Albert slipped into the city to meet with his American partner, Howard. By sea was the easiest; the New Orleans port asked the fewest questions. Alas, Albert would have only enough time to complete his mission and return home, no prospect of enjoying the city.

            As a professor at the University of Munich, he knew little about mooring a ship. Standing on the boat’s deck, he watched the crew and dockhands scurry about to make the docking procedure as smooth as possible. His disguise of a thick, off-white cotton shirt and jeans gave him anonymity, not ability. There was little he could do to aid the crew except to stay out of their way.

            Waiting on the wharf, Howard met Albert as he disembarked. Twenty years of age, Howard had a long face with rounded chin. A slight under-bite and perpetually furrowed brow gave him an air of determination, resolute that his ways and ideals were the only ones that mattered.

            “Your trip?” Howard asked, his tone clipped as if courteous small talk pained him.

            “Uneventful,” Albert answered.

            “Good. Follow me.”

            “Carriage, train, or another boat?”

            “Foot. The site is only a mile this way.” Howard slung a satchel over his left shoulder and started down the road, the contents of the bag clanking in muffled rhythm with his gait. As they walked, Howard offered the details of their mission in hushed tones to mimic the silence of the night. Albert had hoped to glimpse the city, even for a moment, to see how the denizens celebrated the arrival of comet Halley. Instead, he listened to his partner as they walked among the warehouses, the streets desolate this time of night. Alas, sightseeing was simply not meant to be, as Howard led them to a deserted warehouse tucked away in the armpit of the district.

            The building stood as a monument to yesteryear—two stories tall with plank wooden walls, the only windows located immediately below the roof. Howard sifted through the contents of the satchel. He pulled two weapons from the bag and handed one to Albert. “Here.”

            Albert took the gun, as he had done so many times before, but he never felt comfortable with it. Shaped like any pistol, it had a silver handle and barrel. However, the cylinder was bulbous, pregnant with a battery that displayed its contents—green and black liquids swirling about, but never mixing. The battery contained what he and Howard had dubbed “dark energies.” Howard had discovered the energy and pulled it from a different plane of reality, and Albert had created the battery to contain it: the metaphysicist and the physicist working together to develop guns that harnessed the energy. When dark energy was discharged in controlled bursts, it was a formidable weapon. Albert detested wielding the gun, but he knew it was a necessity, for his foes would possess great power as well.

            Slinging the bag over his shoulder, Howard skulked to the nearest door, a rotted chunk of wood hanging from rusted hinges like a scab upon the building. Albert followed, crouched and ready. The door made nary a creak as they opened it, and what noise it did make was drowned out by the humming of voices emanating from the center of the warehouse.

            The stale smell of mildew hung in the air. Mold conquered the stacks of wooden crates resting in pools of dank water, their origin and purpose long forgotten. The men took care not to make a noise, moving from behind one stack to the next, inching their way closer to the center of the warehouse. Howard moved with caution, fastidiously trying not to sully himself with any of the omnipresent filth.

            The duo found the best vantage point behind a pile of boxes that formed a sloppy pyramid tall enough for them to stand behind without being seen. Thirty feet away, in the center of the warehouse, was their target.

            Oil lamps placed upon crates and boxes threw illumination about the open area, but it was quickly consumed by the rippling darkness. Around the perimeter, a dozen hooded figures swayed to and fro, their cloaks and cowls as black as decay and trimmed with red piping, the flickering light giving the illusion of blood flowing through veins. They all chanted in unison, “Eeeeeya. Eeeeeya. Eeeeeya. Eeeeeya.”

            More lamps were arranged in a smaller circle, close enough for the glow of the light to converge. Standing in the center was the man Albert and Howard sought: Szilveszter Matuska. He wore robes as well, void black with green piping that writhed like tentacles as he moved.

            “He’s barely an adult,” Albert whispered to himself.

            “Evil knows no age,” Howard replied. “Need I remind you that I am a scant year or so older than he.”

            “I fear your words are too true. Too true indeed,” Albert muttered, unable to look away from the spectacle.

            “Brothers!” Szilveszter addressed the hooded figures, his thick accent similar to Albert’s. The chanting stopped, the followers allowing their leader to continue. “Tonight, Halley’s comet passes by Earth, weakening the cosmic fabric between our reality and that of the one imprisoning our ancient god. Tonight, we shall call him forth. He will hear our unified plea to reshape the world to his vision. Tonight, we shall free our master. Tonight, we will be rewarded with unfathomable power!”

            Howard sneered and whispered to Albert, “His accent is as deplorable as yours.”

            “Need I remind you that he is Hungarian, while I am a son of Germany?” Albert whispered his reply.

            “I hardly recognize the difference. At some point in time your ancestors were cast from the same set of Bavarian loins.”

            “Now is not the time, Howard,” Albert mumbled. “What are they doing?”

            Five hooded figures oozed from the shadows. One of them held a tetrahedron filled with the same green and black swirling liquid found in Albert’s and Howard’s guns. Once close enough, the hooded figure bowed and placed the pyramid at Szilveszter’s feet. He then rejoined the ranks of those at the edge of the shadows. The other four men dragged a naked woman before their leader. Her black hair, a nest of tangles, flopped around as she shook her head from side to side, back to front as she cried for help. She twitched and trembled with every head jerk, changing the language in which she shrieked. Snapping her head to her right shoulder, she screamed for help in French. Mere seconds later, her head peeled backward and she moaned her pleas in German. Snap to the left. Spanish.

            “She seems to know more languages than the average person. Have they bewitched her?” Howard whispered to Albert.

            Tightening his grip on the gun, Albert shifted his stance, readying himself to rush from behind the boxes and stop this ceremony. “I don’t believe so. It appears that she is mad, touched by different personalities. I have read cases about people with different personalities being able to speak different languages, sometimes never knowing them beforehand. This poor woman seems to be one such case. That hardly matters now, we need to stop this.”

            Howard grabbed Albert’s shirt sleeve. “Not yet. We need to see what Matuska is doing, which Forbidden Knowledge he’s attempting to access.”

            The hooded figures tied the woman to the floor in front of Szilveszter, strapping her wrists and ankles to metal stakes, and then moved away to join the others in the shadows. Flopping on the floor in jerking spasms, she continued to scream in ever changing languages. The low chant of “Eeeeeya” started again, but quieter than before.

            “Madness! Madness begets madness! Madness and pain!” Szilveszter shouted.

            The hooded men all stepped forward, each holding a large glass jar. They weren’t close enough to the lantern light for Albert to see what the jars held; he only saw movement within them. A jar shattered by the woman. Shards of glass cut small slices into her skin, blood slowly oozing from the fresh wounds. The contents of the jar scattered over her. Insects.

            Another jar crashed to pieces beside her. Then another. The hooded figures all threw their jars to the ground, each exploding like a glass grenade and throwing insects over the woman. Flying, crawling, squirming, stinging insects swarmed on her, making their way into her mouth, ears, bloodied cuts. The insects buzzed as the woman howled and thrashed.

            The liquids in the pyramid swirled, churning faster as if controlled by the volume of the woman’s screams, rising to a crescendo.

            With the gleeful look of a satisfied child, Szilveszter took the pyramid from the floor and raised it over his head. Thunder rolled around outside, each rumble growing louder than the last, shaking the building. In a crackling explosion of noise, a hole formed in the roof, wood and shingle raining down. A column of blazing white light shined though the hole to the pyramid.

            “Ia!” Szilveszter shouted. Upon his word, the light refracted from the pyramid into dozens of tiny beams shooting outward, each piercing the chest of a worshiper. The intensity of the insects’ humming ratcheted up another notch.

            “Ia!” Szilveszter shouted again. Another beam shot from the pyramid, green light swirling with black arcs of electricity, and shined upon the woman staked to the ground. The buzzing intensified, rising in pitch, as the insects began to dissolve, desiccating mid-flight. The screaming woman fared no better. Chunks of flesh covered sinew popped from her legs and arms, then exploded midair into a red mist. She was being deconstructed piece by piece until she was no more than slimy pink strings swirling with the insect particulate.

            “Ia!” Szilveszter bellowed one final time. The whirlwind remains of the woman and insects twirled and formed thin strands. The strands spun together, cording into a single rope of carnage. Both ends of the rope anchored to the floor, forming an arch tall enough to accommodate the height of any man in the room. The air under the arch rippled, then split, discarded like tissue paper and giving way to an inky darkness, a whirlpool of green swirling within it. Two gray tentacles covered in sizzling goo wriggled from the archway, striking out with purpose toward the closest of the hooded celebrants. With a bone-crunching grip, the tentacles wrapped around the man and squeezed. A river of blood poured out from under his robes. The tentacles retracted and pulled the corpse into the darkness, leaving slick red streaks along the floor.

            “How much madness and death must we witness?” Albert asked Howard as he moved to intervene.

            “I believe we have discovered all that we need,” Howard replied.

            Leaping from behind the pile of boxes, Albert and Howard both shot at Szilveszter. Their aim was off, shaken by a burst of thunder rattling the building. The beams of dark energy crackled through the intervening space, striking a crate and a celebrant. The crate exploded into splinters; the robed figure’s chest exploded into gore.

            “No! Not again. You shall not stop me. The Ancient Lord of Madness will walk the Earth!” Szilveszter yelled. He wielded the pyramid before him, light beams still connected to each of his minions like shining marionette strings. The hooded figures all snapped to attention and turned to Albert and Howard. They rushed as one to attack.

            Albert and Howard ran, weaving around boxes and crates, knocking them over to slow their pursuers. Looping around the perimeter of the warehouse, they continued to shoot at Szilveszter’s minions, missing more than they hit.

            Szilveszter continued to use the pyramid like a puppeteer yanking on the strings of his followers. He pulled left and right, snapped up and down. The tendrils of light cracked like whips as he commanded his charges to protect him and thwart the interlopers. Albert and Howard used their weaponized dark energies to destroy his drones. With each fallen worshiper, the duo advanced. The number of puppets dwindled.

            A stray beam struck a crate, and the oil lamp upon it fell. Flames engulfed the surrounding wood and corrugated paper-board. The blaze found purchase immediately, consuming more and more of the warehouse. Fire climbed the wooden support posts and blanketed two of the four walls.

            Heat rippled the air. Wood popped. Ash and glowing ember rained down. The fire danced behind Szilveszter, growing larger by the second and eating into his chances for escape. Hope bloomed within Albert’s chest as he and Howard drew closer.

            Szilveszter rushed to the portal and cried out, “Master! Great Lord of Madness, hear my plea! I wish to free you, to be your harbinger, but my enemies… our enemies ruined it. Save me!”

            In response to his begging, the archway portal throbbed, and the buzzing grew louder than the raging flames and cracking wood. The green and black within the portal swirled, blending together into one sickly color of milky fester. The whirlpool of decay spun faster, subtle shapes formed in the murkiness. The color darkened, shifting back to black as the spiraling slowed. Finally the maelstrom stopped, and within the portal was the view of a desert wasteland. No sun to illuminate the barren ground. Without hesitation, Szilveszter lunged through, the image rippling like waves in a pool.

            The portal began to fade. The organic archway slowly sloughed apart, the flesh flaking away and mixing with the floating ash. Albert and Howard arrived too late to snatch their prey. Albert pushed aside the frustrations of defeat while he scanned the warehouse for an unencumbered way to exit. Finding a tenuous path through the flames, he grabbed his friend’s arm and yelled, “This way, Howard! If we hurry, we can—”

            “No!” Howard yanked his arm away and pointed at the collapsing archway. “We must pursue.”

            “You’re as insane as he. This is a portal to the unknown crafted from mystics and madness. We must run before the fire robs us of all chance of escape.”

            “Szilveszter escaped through the portal and we must follow. We must put an end to his plans. Nothing else matters.”

            “I have two children and one on the way, that’s what matters! My wife is pregnant and I must go back home to be with her.”

            Howard regarded Albert, his expression pleading more than his words. “Albert, you saw. You saw with your own eyes what Szilveszter intends to do. If we do not follow, there will be no world for your wife, your children.”

            Tears welled in Albert’s eyes. He looked at the dissipating portal. What horrors lie beyond? To what world, dimension, or universe must he travel? “My family.”

            “Yes! Your family will only survive if we do this. I cannot track and defeat him alone, Albert. We must traverse through the portal together. And we must hasten our pace!”

            Gritting his teeth, Albert grabbed Howard’s arm again, his strength born from fear, frustration, anger. Without another word, Albert Einstein and Howard Phillips Lovecraft leapt through the portal just as it vanished and the fiery ceiling collapsed.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 2

 

 

            William McCarty, Jr. had a face that seemed a half-decade younger than his twenty years; oval in shape, with eyebrows arched in a way that implied youthful curiosity. His sandy hair was shaggy and unkempt, just long enough to tickle the bottom of his neck and peek out from under the front of his slouch hat with dented crown. His front teeth were a bit more prominent than he cared for, but they did nothing to diminish the charm of a smile disarming enough to get him out of, and sometimes into, trouble. But his smile alone was not enough to put food in his belly. For that, he needed to call upon other skills.

            William played poker with four other men at a round wooden table, the top rippled with warps and dents from years of sweat and spilled drinks that worked into cuts and cracks, testaments to the many years of bored or nervous patrons picking away at it with a knife. The evening crowd at the saloon took little notice of the men at the table, partaking in various forms of merriment from drunken tall-tale telling to small groups singing to ogling the girls dancing to the upbeat tunes of the piano. Nary a hand in the bar could be found bereft of a sloshing mug of beer.

            Across the table from William sat a burly mountain of a man with hands so large the playing cards he held looked like postage stamps. Eyes the color of coal squinted at his cards while the left side of his black handlebar mustache jiggled each time he mumbled his intent from the corner of his mouth. “Raise ten,” he said sliding two five-dollar notes into the pot at the center of the table.

            The next two men folded, but the third, the cheater wearing the bowler hat, matched the bet and raised it another five. William smiled and said, “Well, don’t we have some very impressive hands amongst the three of us? I reckon I’ll bump it up another five to get myself an idea of how impressive they are.”

            As he suspected, the other two men raised as well, further dwindling their funds. The man with the mustache had four sevens while the other man had a full house of aces over kings. William knew this, since he was the one who gave those hands to them.

            William had controlled the game ever since he sat down, rigging the deck when it was his turn to deal or distracting the other players with pleasant conversation while plying them with jiggers of whiskey. The man with the bowler hat cheated as well, but nowhere near as well as William. During one hand, the man dealt himself a flush, yet William had convinced him to fold. But now William grew weary of cards, and wanted to tickle his fancy with the other dalliances the bar had to offer, so he decided on one last hand, and dealt the sevens right to the handlebar mustachioed monster. The man drew one card anyway, trying to convince the table he was trying for a straight or a flush. Seeing that the fellow with the bowler had a few aces up his sleeve, William dealt him two kings and an ace. Knowing the bowler man couldn’t resist the temptation, he drew two. William watched from the corner of his eye while the man quickly switched the cards. After a few more rounds of raising, William had enough. “Well, I’m gonna go ahead and call so I can have me a gander at your cards.”

            The brute smiled, the curls of his mustache shifting toward his nose. “Four sevens.”

            “Horse shit!” the man in the bowler yelled, slapping his cards down on the table to reveal his impotent full house.

            Knowing that the simmering joy of his large opponent could boil into bubbling ire at any moment, William decided not to tease; instead he quietly placed his four jacks on the table. Forcing back a smile, he collected the pot, and grabbed his satchel from under his chair. Standing, he tipped his hat and said, “Pleasure doin’ business with you gentlemen. I now find myself in need of other forms of entertainment. Good day.”

            William wove his way through the jostles of partially inebriated patrons and sidled up to the bar, taking a spot right next to one of the dancing girls sitting on the corner. Her hair was long and black, loose ringlets framed her tan face and flowed over her shoulders. Her full lips were soft pink and her makeup emphasized the sparkle in her green eyes. Ruffles and frills abounded, her dress was red and the off-the-shoulder short sleeves emphasized her cleavage. The outfit finished with black boots that went up to her knees. William unleashed his smile. It was time for some trouble. “Hola.”

            “Hola,” she replied with a purr that suggested she liked what William had to offer.

            Always feeling the need to press his luck, William continued, “¿Si compro una bebida para usted, usted hará el desayuno para mí?”

            She laughed. “I will always accept a drink. But I will need more than a ‘hello’ to make breakfast for you tomorrow.”

            “Well, that is certainly promisin’.”

            “Is it?”

            “You didn’t say no, so that means there is a chance for a yes.”

            “Well, that is certainly true.”

            Extending his hand, he said, “My name is William. William H. Bonney.”

            Placing her hand in his, she uncrossed and then recrossed her legs. “Rosalina.”

            Looking directly into her eyes, William kissed the back of her hand. “Rosalina? Just Rosalina?”

            “What more do you need?”

            “What if I want to find you after tomorrow mornin’?”

            “You ask for Rosalina, I will be found.”

            “So—” William started, but the large hand clamping down on his shoulder interrupted him. Squirming his way out of the grasp, William spun away from the bar. The swindled poker player, looking none too happy. Only coming up to the angry man’s chin, it was time for William to test the charm power of his smile. “Now, what seems to be the problem?”

            The music stopped. The dancing stopped. The singing, bawdy jokes, and uproarious conversations all stopped. All eyes turned to the large man with the handlebar mustache and the young man in the center of the room. The man pointed to William with a meaty finger and grumbled, “You cheated.”

            William ran his hands over his vest and shirtsleeves to smooth away wrinkles that didn’t exist. “Whatever do you mean, sir?”

            “I counted the deck. I counted fifty-four cards.”

            “Well, did we all hear that? This fine gentlemen demonstrated that he, indeed, did receive enough schoolin’ to be able to count to fifty-four.”

            The crowd laughed. The scorned man did not. Fists clenched, spittle sprayed past his lips as he fumed. “Not funny!”

            “All right, all right,” William said, gesturing to the crowd to cease with the laughter. “So, I must ask, which cards were duplicated?”

            “The aces. Two extra.”

            “And what hand did I win with?”

            “Four jacks.”

            “Well, friend, there you go. Why would I put extra aces in the deck when I had no need for them? Now, I reckon the fellow in the round hat may have had somethin’ to do with the extra aces, since he had an ace high full house.”

            Both men and many of the patrons looked to the table at which the game had been played. All the seats were empty. Scowling, the big man yelled, “You’re trying to trick me!”

            Sighing, William put his hands on his hips, pulling back the bottom of his vest to expose two Colt six-shooters. “It has become quite obvious to me that you might not know who I am, so let me introduce myself. I am sometimes referred to as William H. Bonney, but most people know me as Billy the Kid.”

            Between his erubescent face and his devilish mustache, the man’s countenance began to resemble that of Satan. Hellfire burning behind his eyes, he shouted, “I do not care who you are! I will kill you and your whore for stealing from me! I will—” The empty whiskey bottle smacking the back of his head cut him short.

            Rosalina hopped down from the bar and hit him again on the top of his head. He crumbled to the ground and curled into the fetal position to protect himself as the crowd collectively winced and said, “Oooooooooo!”

            After gently placing the bottle on the bar, Rosalina kicked his exposed rump and said, “Do not call me a whore!”

            William barely had time to grab his satchel and sling it over his shoulder before Rosalina took his arm and led him toward the exit. The crowd parted to give them unimpeded egress; William smiled, occasionally tipping his hat and nodding to the patrons as he passed.

            The night air was crisp and cool. Hanging oil lanterns lit the main street, but did little to penetrate the darkness of any side alley. Laughing about their harrowing escape, William and Rosalina remained arm in arm as they scooted down one of the alleys to a secondary road. Catching his breath, William slowed his pace and placed his hand on hers. “So where to?”

            “Whichever inn you would like. I know them all.”

            “Inn? So, you’re not a local either?”

            “Oh, I am. I do not care to bring business into my home.”

            “Business? You mean…? I thought you hit that brutish man because he called you a name you found a mite unsavory?”

            Rosalina giggled. “Despite speaking it in Spanish, did you honestly think your line would work?”

            William stopped walking. His smile disappeared. “Oh. Then… then why’d you hit him with a bottle?”

            “I just do not like the word. Nor the tone in which he used it. So, do you have a preference of an inn, or shall I pick?”

            Dismayed that his charm did not work quite as well as he thought, he mulled over her offer anyway. There were many other fellows to bed at the bar tonight, yet she chose him. Plus, he was the big winner at the poker table, so a few dollars to slide down her bodice for a night’s worth of company seemed very acceptable. Just before he could articulate his desires, a patch of air toward the edge of town rippled, then split open.

            An oval shaped hole with glowing amber edges hung in the air, flames reaching out from the center. A young man wearing black and green robes fell through the hole onto the dirt road. Rosalina shrieked and ran away screaming, “¡El Diablo! El Diablo!”

            “It’s not the devil!” William yelled to her. “It’s just some fool dressed like a carnival geek! Probably a circus magic trick gone wrong!”

            Rosalina disappeared behind the next building, and William cursed his luck. This fool who ruined a fun night was going to pay. The fall had knocked the wind out of the stranger as he lolled on the ground gasping for air. William drew one of his guns and walked toward the man, but stopped when something on the ground caught his eye—a pyramid-shaped object. He picked it up. It was half as big as a head, and light enough to be held by one hand. The swirling liquids mesmerized him, black and green and refusing to mix together.

            “Mine!” the man barked as he jumped to his feet and lunged at William.

            William sidestepped the stranger with ease, and then trained the sights of his gun on him. “Stay where you stand, sir. I would hate to have the blood of a stranger on my hands tonight, even though you did ruin my chance to peek at Heaven with a mighty fine Mexican dancer.”

            “Heaven?” the man spat the word from his mouth as if it burned his lips. “My name is Szilveszter Matuska, and I tell you that Heaven is a mere fairy tale, told by uneducated cretins slogging about the muck beneath my feet!”

            “Oh my, what an accent you have there. You certainly have a less than delicate way about you, don’t ya? Well, I—” Szilveszter lunged again, but this time William pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the earth by Szilveszter’s feet, the spray of hardened dirt flicking his robes. Szilveszter stopped and glowered. Fixated on the pyramid, his eyes glowed with madness.

            “Hey now. Didn’t I just tell ya not to do that?” Just as William thought he had the situation under control, two more figures flopped from the hole in the air right as it winked into nothingness. Szilveszter took advantage of the distraction and ran down a darkened alleyway before William could react.

            “It’s as if every hair on my ass turned into a briar tonight,” William mumbled as he put the pyramid into his satchel. Gun still drawn, he walked over to the two men helping each other to their feet. They looked harmless enough, but their guns concerned him, like none he had ever seen before. “Now, who the hell might you two be?”

            Panting, the men frantically looked around. The one with the mustache spoke first. “I don’t see him. I don’t see Szilveszter.”

            “You mean the fella wearin’ odd lookin’ clothing and seemed a bit touched in the noggin?” William asked.

            The other man, the one with the long face, looked at William’s gun and took a step backward. He slowly opened the satchel slung over his shoulder and placed his own gun inside. “I do believe your description of the person we are searching for is an accurate one. You’ve seen him?”

            “Yup. Came fallin’ through that hole a bit before you two did. Said somethin’ about Heaven being a fairy tale and then ran away. Had an accent a little like your friend’s. Now, who might you two be?”

            The man with the mustache put his gun in the satchel as well and stepped forward, “I am Albert Einstein. My young friend is Howard Philips Lovecraft. And your name is…?”

            “Pleasure to meet you, Albert, Howard. I, myself, am William H. Bonney, but you can call me Billy, which is short for Billy the Kid.” With a tip of his hat, William holstered his gun.

            Despite his brow furrowing deeper, Howard’s eyes grew wide. Albert wore a look of confusion. “Billy the—? I understand the question I am about to ask will come across as quite peculiar, but I beg that you answer it honestly—where are we and what is today’s date?”

            William winced as if Howard had splashed him with water. “You’re right. I do find that question rather queer. We’re standin’ in the town of Santa Fe in the New Mexican territory of the United States of America. And today is the fourteenth of March, 1879.”

            Albert wobbled as if he had forgotten how to use his legs. Howard grabbed his friend by the arm for support.

            “What the hell is wrong with you?” William asked.

            “Today,” Albert said, voice but a whisper, “Today… I am born.”

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 3

 

 

            Martha Jane Cannary fiddled with the empty shot glass in her left hand while she absently played with the corner of the poster in her right, as she had been doing for the past two hours. She barely felt the textures of the beige parchment as she rolled the corner inward a couple inches with her calloused thumb, then unrolled it over her index finger. Ignoring the printed words, she stared at the image and tapped her shot glass on the much maligned bar top.

            The barkeep ambled over and filled her glass with an amber colored whiskey. “You see her show yet?”

            Moving only her eyes, Martha glared at the barkeep. “Not yet. Headed there soon.”

            The tips of his walrus mustache fluttered with every “f” and “s” that passed over his lips. “It’s a good show, for sure. Easy on the eyes and hard on the targets with them irons of hers.”

            Martha responded by slugging her shot and tapping her glass again, her sticky stare conveying her lack of appreciation for his comments.

            Smirking, he poured another shot. As he walked away, he said, “She puts on a helluva good show.”

            Stewing, Martha looked at the girl on the poster. She found the pose ridiculous, the girl training her shotgun on something off the right side of the paper while wearing a frilly dress, bodiced in the middle to accentuate her hips and bosom.

            Martha thought about being that young once, that attractive too. Sure, some might think she wasted her youth bouncing from bedroll to bedroll, but she eventually found Bill Hickok. She loved Bill; loved him enough to step out of the way when he wanted to marry another woman. Their time together was brief, but intense. It had been three years since Bill was shot in the back, but Martha still felt alone, her only friends being whiskey and beer. She felt old, too old to garner the same level of attention she could so long ago.

            Hell, at twenty-seven, she could hardly be considered an old maid! So her waist jiggled a bit more while riding her horse. Somewhere along the way, her breasts went from “full” to “floppy,” but she could scarcely remember when. Her thighs spread and her ass added extra padding anytime she sat down. “More cushion for the pushin’,” Bill would have said. She snorted to herself and tossed her shot back, the whiskey burning from tonsils to tailbone. She missed Bill something fierce.

            Martha removed her hat and used her sleeve to wipe the sweat from her brow. She ran her fingers through her short hair while looking at the flowing curls of the strumpet on the poster. The starlet’s hair was hardly the reason why Martha traveled from South Dakota to New Mexico, nor was it because of the girl’s pretty face, perky tits, or shapely gams. No, Martha was here because of the girl’s gun.

            This girl was from Ohio! What did they know about shooting east of the Mississippi? Big stupid creatures like deer? Black bears slow from hibernation? Large and easy targets, in Martha’s mind. Nothing like what she plugged in her days like snakes ready to inject their venom or wolves desperate for their next meal.

            Ire whirling around in her guts and mixing with the whiskey, Martha stood from the barstool and needed to shift her feet to keep from falling. She put her hat back on, used both hands to center it, and shoved the paper in the pocket of her tanned leather jacket. The dozen strings of turquoise beads clacked against each other as she walked out of the bar. She needed to wear a cotton undershirt to keep her nipples from being rubbed raw by the thick hide, but the matching leather trousers were far more comfortable.

            The sun wobbled in the sky, as it often did around noon and after too many shots of hootch. Martha shielded her eyes from the brightness and with short jerky steps wobbled from the bar at the edge of town, across the stretch of plains grass, to the temporary setup of the carnival.

            With the edges of her vision rippling, she squinted to focus on the center of her world. Her first priority was getting to the carnival; she’d find the girl once she got there. Streamers of every color flowed from the rows of canvas tents, going from limp to lively any time the slightest breeze kicked up. Past the first layer of tents was the main path, grass flattened or worn away, dirt packed hard from usage. People of all shapes and sizes and ages and skin tones and careers bustled along. Sticky faced children with handfuls of candy zipped about the ever moving maze of adult legs, rushing from one rigged game to the next or trying to get a free gander at what lurked within the arcane tents advertising various freaks of nature. Men in overalls walked equal with men in ties, nary a hand bereft of treats like stick-speared pickles or grease-soaked bags of peanuts, all with salted lips in dire need of the quenching powers of overpriced beers and fruit juices. Women clung to the arms of their respective men, guiding them from vending tent to vending tent, listening to the pitches of snake oil salesmen with their tales of adventures in far off lands to procure the exotic perfumes or spices that could be theirs for a price that was but a pittance of the treasure’s value. Martha found zero interest in any of that, never yielding from her quest to find the girl on the poster.

            Noises and voices blurred into one dull rhythmic thrum. Once in every twenty or so paces, a caller’s booming voice made itself known, but was quickly drowned out by the surrounding cacophony. Martha even ignored the harsh words thrown her way by passersby whom she jostled or stepped on, mere collateral to her mission until she finally found what she was looking for.

            With a glassy-eyed snarl, Martha paid her two bits to the fast-talking man in front of the tent, and followed the throng inside. The patrons filled the benches in an orderly fashion, starting with the rows in the front and working their way back. There was no back wall to the tent, just an opening with a five-foot gap to the stage, thirty feet long, as wide as the tent itself.

            Almost a quarter hour early, Martha found herself sitting in the middle of all the benches. The time passed quickly as she tried to formulate a plan. Or maybe she took an alcohol-induced nap, she wasn’t too sure. She jerked with a start, pretty sure she was awoken by a snort, and also pretty sure it was her own. The glares of disgust from those seated closest to her as well as the line of drool down her chin lent credence to her theory.

            The tent wanted to spin on her, but she anchored herself by gripping the bench with both hands and focusing her attention on the center of the stage. Her stomach throbbed to the beat of her heart, making it difficult to think. However, she ran out of time for thinking or planning when the same man she had paid sauntered his way to the center of the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen, I know you have traveled far and wide, from every corner of this great nation of ours to witness the magnificence of the performer you are all here to see. Since she needs no further ado, I give to you the greatest shot from ocean to ocean, all the way from Cincinnati, Ohio, the one, the only, Miss Annie Oakley!”

            The crowd erupted with applause and cheers and whistles and one lone boo as the curtain raised. Frozen in pose was the girl on the paper, the girl Martha had been hunting and hating, Annie Oakley. She stood facing the crowd wearing a flouncy dress much like the one in her picture, left foot propped up on a wooden crate no taller than her knee, both hands holding a rifle. She smiled so broadly it was as if the gun were made of gold. Loose curls of black hair fell about her face, and a tiny top hat, five inches in height, adorned her head.

            A phonograph played scratchy trumpet music, upbeat and meant to keep the crowd’s emotions high, but the crowd itself soon drowned it out. Applause and cheers filled the tent, some patrons even standing to demonstrate their ovation. Martha jeered, but she, too, was drowned out.

            Annie remained in the same pose as when the curtain lifted, a statue carved from pure glee. The cheers died down, but the booing did not. Annie started the show.

            Still smiling, Annie rested the barrel of the rifle on her shoulder and held the butt of it in her right hand. With a perky spring in her step, she marched around the crate in time to the music. As she did, the backdrop—a cartoonish depiction of the desert painted on a six-foot tall canvas strapped to two rolls—scrolled along as she marched. The audience clapped in time to the music, loud enough to cover up Martha’s continuous booing, as Annie mimed her journey.

            The music changed to encourage feelings of suspense and trepidation. The crowd stopped clapping. From the right side of the stage, a wooden pole pushed a taxidermied coyote onto the scene. The canvas backdrop stopped scrolling. Annie stopped marching and reeled back, pantomiming fear. Gasps, and one jeer, came from the audience.

            Muzzle molded into a permanent snarl, the coyote held a menacing pose, ready to pounce. The pole prodded the back legs, moving the stuffed animal from side to side while inching it closer to its prey. Annie cocked her rifle and pressed the butt against her shoulder, lining up the sights to defend against the vicious predator. The pole disappeared. She squeezed the trigger. Many in the audience jerked in their seats, startled by the thunder of the rifle. A burst of fur exploded as the bullet struck the already dead animal, sending it careening off stage. The crowd erupted with excitement, except for Martha shouting, “What a bunch of horse shit! She’s standing twenty feet from her target!”

            The lively trumpet from the phonograph returned, as did Annie’s cheerful march around the crate, the scrolling backdrop, the clapping, and the booing from Martha. After a minute a new threat appeared. A rogue with a handlebar mustache glued to his face, tips spiraling inward, and a top hat, two feet tall. Brandishing a handgun, he demanded money from Annie. The audience booed and jeered the outlaw while Martha continued to boo and jeer Annie.

            Wearing a face of bravery, Annie trained her rifle again. The base villain froze. Annie squeezed the trigger. With another booming crack of her rifle, the scoundrel’s hat flew from his head. Arms wind-milling for comedic effect, he retreated.

            Appreciating the storyline, the audience again cheered and laughed. The change in music cued Annie to return to her journey, however it would be stopped again. Not by the story-line, but by one cantankerous audience member.

            Not able to tolerate this farce any longer, Martha stood and jumped onto the bench seat, yelling, “Liar! This is all horse shit and lies!”

            The audience gasped as if the desert bandit had returned to exact his revenge. A scratch came from the phonograph and the music stopped. Searching for answers, Annie looked to her crewmembers off either side of the stage. She received shoulder shrugs in response.

            Martha yelled again, “You ain’t the best in the country! You ain’t some sharpshooter. You ain’t no good at all. I might not be the best in the land, but I sure as shit am better than you.”

            All eyes were on Martha now, including Annie’s. Squinting, she regarded the loud woman. “There’s something mighty familiar about you, ma’am,” Annie called out from the stage. “The way you look and dress. You seem a bit too far along into a bottle of spirits. Maybe too much for my show? But why are you yelling about your gunmanship? Wait… wait a gosh darn second. You…? You wouldn’t happen to be Calamity Jane, ma’am?”

            “I am!” Martha said, straightening her body as best as her inebriation would allow. “But I ain’t no ma’am.”

            Martha took a bit of pride in making the crowd gasp again.

            Annie offered a sugary smile and said, “Well, it is certainly a pleasure to have a fellow sharpshooter among us.”

            “Girlie, you and I ain’t equals.”

            Annie jerked her head back and blinked, still playing to the crowd. “Surely you must have been here long enough to have seen my skills so far.”

            “Skills?” Martha barked as if insulted. “You’re shootin’ things that ain’t more than twenty feet from your face. They ain’t movin’, neither! You got no gun skills. I got gun skills.” With that, she drew her revolver.

            The crowd cringed, those closest to Martha scrambling to get away from her. The men in the crowd tried to shield or shuttle away fussing women and crying children. Martha used her shaky left hand to steady her rubbery right arm. She closed her left eye to reduce the number of Annies she saw from five to three. Aiming for the tiny top hat of the middle Annie, she lined up her sights as best her quaking arms allowed. Screams ripped through the crowd.

            Martha squeezed the trigger.

 

 

 

 




  Chapter 4

 

 

            Feet shoulder width apart and with a slight bend at the knees, Howard stared at the brass pot on the floor, half filled with liquid. This was a form of Hell for him, Albert knew. Attempting to perform such a private act in the corner of a rented room with two other people in it was too great a mountain to climb. Howard drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Much to Albert’s surprise, the sound of splashing water filled the room.

            No sooner did the stream start, William offered a smirk and a wink to Albert and said, “Don’t splash.”

            Howard winced and the stream stopped. “Damnation! The savagery of this place is reprehensible!”

            Leaning back in his rickety chair, William added a few more scuffmarks to the already scuffed table with his boots and laughed. “Ah, come on. I’m just joshin’ ya.”

            Fighting the urge to join in the razzing, Albert stifled a smile and offered, “There is an outhouse behind this inn, Howard. I can’t imagine it being any more comfortable, but it should at least offer privacy.”

            Buttoning his trousers, Howard stormed out of the room’s lone door, all the while mumbling about the barbarism of this period of time in America.

            Wiping away a tear, William said, “Your friend sure ain’t cut out for this kind of living, is he?”

            “No, I’m afraid not.”

            The next few minutes around the room’s lone table were spent in silence. Fingers folded together over his chest, William squinted at Albert, regarding the mustachioed man. Albert knew that William didn’t trust him. How could he? Two men burst from the sky, chasing a third and claimed to be from the future? Preposterous. From the legends of Billy the Kid, Albert considered it a minor miracle that William didn’t shoot everybody and walk away. Instead, William had asked very few questions when they met last night, and reacted to the information given to him as if he had accepted it. He even rented this room for the three of them.

            Even though Howard was the same age as William and more physically suited for sleeping on the floor than Albert, he was ensnared by the trappings of the modern era whence he came and expressed that he could tolerate nothing less than the bed, barely large enough for one person. Allowing Howard the comfort of the bed, Albert took the floor, but slumber was elusive as his mind churned with the notion of traveling thirty-one years into the past. William slept in a chair, placed between the bed and the door, with his feet propped on the bed. He kept his satchel under the chair and looped its strap around the chair’s legs.

            When they had been awoken by dawn’s first pale rays, William was well rested while bags resided under Howard’s and Albert’s eyes. They ate breakfast in the dining room of the inn
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