
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


Journey to Absentia

by Samuel R. George

 


 


All Rights Reserved

Copyright © August, 2010, Samuel R.
George

Cover Art Copyright © 2010 by
Charlotte Holley

 


 


Gypsy Shadow Publishing

Manchaca, TX

www.gypsyshadow.com

 







Names, characters and incidents depicted in
this eBook are products of the author's imagination or are used
fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales,
organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental
and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.

 


No part of this eBook may be reproduced or
shared by any electronic or mechanical means, including but not
limited to printing, file sharing, and eMail, without prior written
permission from Gypsy Shadow Publishing.

 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


 


Dedicated to KB

 


 


How Doc Acquired a

Chimpanzee Named Lincoln

 


The machine needed a pilot who possessed all
four limbs. However, the men at this encampment were all veterans
of the War Between the States; therefore very few could present
more than three. But those very few absolutely refused to go flying
in the infernal contraption. It might go tumbling down the
mountainside. Not that they doubted it could fly, it was just too
unnatural a thing to trust.

Old Doc looked over the scruffy crew and
chuckled to himself. They were good boys, if a little crazy. He had
known most of them since the war; had removed quite a few of their
missing limbs, as a matter of fact. These fellows hadn’t changed
much since those days; they seemed to miss the war. They relived it
every day, whereas Doc seldom thought about it, though
involuntarily, war images would creep into his thoughts early in
the morning before he had his coffee. At these moments, long dead
soldiers would pass through his mind. He saluted them all, even the
Yankees, even the deserters. The men at this camp, with the
exception of Cooper, had retained that one brief moment of American
history, the early 1860’s. Cooper, the only Yankee there, wore a
straw hat and overalls. The Southerners, although not exactly in
uniform, all wore at least one garment from the old Confederacy.
Many still had their ageing grey caps. Doc didn’t want to live up
here with them, but he liked to visit occasionally; they were a
refreshing change of pace.

Cooper had explained to Doc that the
invention was actually a glider; a true flying machine would have
its own propulsion. Doc was afraid they might try to cajole him
into flying the craft. But no, they had trained a chimpanzee for
that.

“I’ll be damned,” said
Doc, truly impressed. “You mean to tell me that a monkey has
already flown this device?”

“That’s right, Doc,”
Cooper replied. “Lincoln has an excellent grasp of the controls,
and has made dozens of successful landings.” He frowned. “He
wrecked it last week, but we repaired the machine, and he knows his
mistake now. He had pulled back just a little too early. If he’d
stalled her just two feet off the ground instead of ten, everything
would have been dandy. Instead he fell like a rock.”

“I see,” said Doc. “But
how did you communicate that to him?”

“That was Stumpy’s doing.
Old Stump had John play his fiddle for ‘Pull!’ or Julius strum his
banjo for ‘Push!’ Once Lincoln understood this, we pulled him
around until he had the hang of it. He doesn’t need them now, but
they stand by with their instruments just in case.”

“You fellows seem to have
it all worked out,” Doc said.

“This morning we gave her
an entire new canvas, the glider is better than ever, Lincoln will
not even put a strain on it. But we towed him over level ground. He
hasn’t yet taken it over the cliff, which is what we hope to
accomplish today.”

Doc looked forward to the demonstration, but
he tried to stay out of the ensuing argument. Cooper wanted to wait
a few hours for the glue to dry, but the rest of the boys wanted to
do it right away. And just like Doc figured, they tried to bring
him into it. “Come on, Cooper. Doc ain’t never seen the thing
fly.”

“That’s right, Yankee. Is
that any way to treat our guest?”

Cooper was outvoted, and they summoned the
monkey. He came running from one of the small houses nearby and
raced to the machine, bumping into Doc on the way. Old Doc was
amused at the furry homunculus, who wore Cooper’s old Union cap,
pinned in the back so it would stay on. Lincoln, clasping an unlit
cigar in his mouth, hopped into the cockpit, and the boys hitched
the machine to the horse.

“Just beyond the cliff,
there are updrafts from the warm Chinooks coming off the Rockies,”
Cooper explained. “Lincoln ought to be able to use those drafts to
gain the altitude he’ll likely lose in his turn.”

They towed the craft to the edge of the
cliff and released it. Over the horse it went and sailed smoothly
out into open air. Doc, amazed, shouted “Yes! Well, I’ll be damned!
This is the god damnedest thing I’ve ever seen.” He watched in awe
as Lincoln took the machine out about a hundred feet, and made a
graceful turn of 180 degrees. “Isn’t he a little low?” Doc
asked.

“Yes,” replied Cooper.
“But he’s gaining slowly; you can see the excitement in his face
with every foot he gains. Look at that, Doc, he’s level with us
now, and he’s still coming up.”

“I’ll be damned,” Doc
shouted. “He’s definitely above the cliff now.” Without taking his
eyes off the spectacle, Doc asked Cooper: “How do you motivate him?
Do you give him a banana when he lands?”

“No,” Cooper answered, “we
give him a match so he can light his cigar. We can’t trust him with
his own matches.”

“By God!” said Doc. “This
deserves a cigar.” He pulled one of his own from his vest and
searched his pockets for a match.

Lincoln had piloted the craft into the
perfect position, and had but to fly straight in fifty feet for an
easy landing. He looked excited, and in control of the situation.
The men started to cheer, scream and dance all about. Lincoln
himself seemed to emit his own version of the Rebel yell. “I don’t
see how anything could go wrong now,” Cooper said with a grin.

“Where the devil are my
matches?” Doc mumbled, still patting his shirt and vest.

An expression of horror came over Cooper’s
face. “Lincoln’s got them,” he said. “He’s an expert pickpocket. If
he strikes that match . . .”

But he didn’t get a chance to say what might
happen. Just then, the monkey in the gliding machine struck a match
and put it up to his cigar. As the fumes from the glue ignited,
there was a loud “Poof!” as when a lit candle is touched to a pool
of kerosene. The glider burst into flames, collapsed, and fell to
the ground. Doc listened as Lincoln screamed like the damned in
hell on his descent.

Everyone stood there speechless. Then they
milled about like soldiers after a battle when there was nothing
more to do. But it didn’t take them long to start drinking. Doc
decided to take his leave, not wanting to be around when the boys
became inebriated.

As soon as Old Doc was out of sight, Lincoln
came limping up the trail to the veterans’ camp. His Union cap was
smoking, and he still held the blasted cigar between his lips.
Harris was the first to spot him. “Well would you look at that,” he
said, pointing to Lincoln. “That god damned flea-bitten varmint is
still alive.” The others turned to look.

“And you got the nerve to
come back here,” offered Caulfield. “Why, we was gonna take the
world by storm, and you went and wrecked the goose that lays the
golden eggs.”

“You got no self
discipline,” Sergeant Boudreaux shouted from his wheelchair, a
cigar in one hand and a bottle of whisky in the other.

A few of the old soldiers wanted to shoot
the enemy on sight, but Cooper wouldn’t let them. Still, the monkey
received a few kicks and cuffs, and a barrage of curses and
insults. He might not have understood all the words, but even a
monkey could sense the hostility in their voices. Maybe if Lincoln
had remained out of sight until they sobered up, all would have
been forgiven. Indeed, as soon as he started to walk away, most of
the men felt ashamed of themselves. A few even tried to call him
back for a peace offering. But Lincoln must have been more
downhearted than even the most repentant of his detractors.
Dejection must have turned to anger and then to stealth; because he
snuck into a few windows and was soon hurrying along the road with
a satchel in hand. He caught up with Doc and screeched his
approach.

Doc pulled up on the reins and stopped. He
took a long look at the comic, tragic, slightly singed creature
that stood before him. “I thought you had joined Darwin by now,” he
said. Lincoln cocked his head, confused. “It means I thought you
were dead; it’s a joke, son. What you got there in that satchel?”
To Doc’s surprise, Lincoln opened it up for inspection: rings,
watches, and cigars. “You’re a thief,” Doc declared, though not too
harshly. Lincoln pulled the stolen box of matches from the bag and
returned them to Doc. Then he offered the whole bag, and Doc took
it. “Those boys give you a rough time?” Doc asked, pointing in the
direction of the camp. Lincoln hollered and yelled, jumped up and
down. “I’ll take that as a ‘Yes,’” Doc said. “Don’t you think you
ought to go back?” Doc pointed once again to the camp, and once
again the monkey screamed and gesticulated. “I’ll take that as a
‘No.’”

Lincoln calmed down. The breeze whispered
softly in the trees. The chimpanzee’s brown, soulful eyes seemed to
hold as much emotion as any human’s. But they suddenly filled with
fear, and he scurried up a tree. A few seconds later, Doc
understood why. He heard a horse coming up. It was Cooper.



“Doc, I’m glad to see you.
Have you seen Lincoln?”

Before he could answer, the chimp dropped to
the ground. He approached Cooper with good will, and friendship,
but the monkey refused to return to the camp. “I can’t just leave
you here, partner,” Cooper said.

Lincoln appealed to Doc. Doc handed the
satchel to the monkey. He took it, but stayed there with those
pleading eyes. “You know what you have to do,” Doc told him.
Lincoln brought it over and handed it to Cooper, who looked inside,
shook his head. Then Lincoln returned to Doc. He had made up his
mind; it was up to Doc now.

After a moment’s hesitation, Doc looked
sternly at the monkey. “If you come with me,” he said seriously, “I
will be absolute master and commander. Understood?”

Somehow Lincoln did seem to understand. The
monkey stood at attention and saluted. Doc invited him up into the
buggy.

Cooper watched them leave. He saw Doc give
Lincoln a cigar, and strike a match. The gathering twilight seemed
to Cooper like a physical manifestation of sadness and gloom; a
promise of constant change. He remained there watching until they
were completely out of sight, then he turned around and rode back
alone toward the camp.

 


 


One Last Request

 


The branch of a huge majestic Oak tree shot
clear across the road. The limb growing quite low and the chestnut
gelding being exceptionally large; Old Doc was forced to lean way
forward in the saddle in order to pass. The pinto mare that
followed was rather small, but her rider, the Peyote Kid, was tall,
therefore he also bent low. As soon as he returned to an upright
position, a painful blow to the back of the head rendered him
unconscious. The Peyote Kid melted out of the saddle and hit the
road like a sack of beans. Doc turned around to look, and when he
did, he heard the cocking of a pistol come from the direction they
had been heading. At the same time, he saw a man with a double
barreled shotgun drop from the branch they had ducked under.

The man who held the shotgun had a
disconcerting tic at his left eye which twitched erratically. Doc
thought at first the man was winking at him. The fellow holding the
pistol disarmed the Peyote Kid, who lay motionless in the dirt. He
placed the Kid’s pistol in his waistband, and smiled up at Doc.
When he did so, sunlight gleamed off of a front gold tooth. “Get
down off of that horse, mister,” Gold Tooth snarled. Doc
dismounted. “Now give me that gun,” he ordered, indicating Doc’s
old Navy Colt, still in its original holster. They both covered Doc
so he slowly moved his right hand toward his pistol. “Oh no you
don’t,” insisted Gold Tooth, “don’t touch it. Unbuckle the belt,
let it fall, then move away from it.” Doc did so. “Now come over
here and sit in the dirt next to your friend.”

Old Doc sat next to the Peyote Kid and
attempted to examine the younger man’s wound. But before he could
pull his friend’s hat off to look, Twitchy cocked both barrels.
“Sit on your hands,” he told Doc with three rapid winks. Doc did as
he was told, remained absolutely motionless, but alert.

The two highwaymen then had a heated
argument about who would get which horse. They both wanted the big
gelding; a truly magnificent animal. Soon though, Gold Tooth won
the dispute. The little mare was also an exceptional horse else
Twitchy would not have given in so easily. Then there was trouble
about who would receive which pistol. They were both manufactured
by Colt, but the Peyote Kid’s was newer by 20 years, and both of
the robbers coveted it. Doc almost mentioned that his gun, though
older, was in some ways better. Also, it might be a mistake to
think of Herodotus as the superior horse; he could be troublesome
at times, and the pinto mare, Falling Star, was a very intelligent
animal with a sweet disposition. Gold Tooth finally conceded that
since he was to receive the better horse, Twitchy was entitled to
the better gun. Twitchy then wanted to find out how much money Doc
and the Kid had in their pockets. But Gold Tooth said to wait. He
called Twitchy a fool, and said “Why take chances? Can’t you see
that old man is a slick operator? If you let him put his hand in
his pocket, he may pull out a derringer and shoot you. Or if you
get close enough to him, he may disarm you.”

“There ain’t no way that
old fellow can disarm me,” Twitchy responded.

“We’ll get their money
after we shoot them,” Gold Tooth said with authority.

“Excuse me, sir,” Doc said
looking directly at Gold Tooth; acknowledging that of the two
bandits, he was the leader. “I have one last request.”

Twitchy pointed the shotgun directly at Old
Doc, but Gold Tooth put his hand on its barrel and pushed it
down.

“Could you give my horse
an apple before you kill me?” Doc asked sincerely. “He’s been
mighty faithful, and I’d like to see the pleasure on his face just
one last time. There are some in my saddlebag.”

Gold Tooth now put his hand under the barrel
of Twitchy’s shotgun, raised it, and said “If he moves a muscle,
give him both barrels.” The man with the shotgun smiled; his left
eye blinked and he moved up very close. He pointed the shotgun
directly at Doc’s head.

Gold Tooth found an apple. He gave it to the
horse and said “You and I are going to be good friends.” The horse
snorted. Gold Tooth turned his back on Herodotus and walked toward
Doc and the Peyote Kid. The fellow’s shiny tooth was the center of
a sickly smile, his eyes menacing.

Herodotus liked his apples peeled; the horse
was very particular about it. In retaliation, he turned far to the
left, as though confronting a flea or a horsefly, and then swung
his head forcefully back to the right, releasing the apple like a
stone from a slingshot. It hit the man square in the back of the
head. “Son of a bitch,” Gold Tooth yelled angrily. Twitchy turned
to look. Doc had been waiting for this chance. He yanked the
shotgun away. The man’s empty hands clutched where the shotgun had
just been, his face displayed a dejected look that said–I wish I
could go back in time 30 seconds and not let this happen; damn it!
Doc held the shotgun on the bewildered thieves, the Peyote Kid
groaned as he came to, and Herodotus stamped his hoof in the
dirt.

Doc and the Peyote Kid rode behind the two
thieves as they marched toward the Sheriff’s office in Coldwater;
their hands tied behind their backs. Doc explained to the Peyote
Kid how the situation had remained desperate until that shotgun had
finally changed hands.

“How did you get the
shotgun, Doc?”

“They were distracted for
a second, and I took it away from that one,” he told the Kid, while
pointing to Twitchy.

“But what distracted
them?” the Kid wanted to know.

“That one,” Doc said,
pointing to Gold Tooth, “gave Herodotus an unpeeled
apple.”

The Peyote Kid rarely laughed, or even
smiled. But being familiar with Herodotus’ penchant for peeled
apples, his belligerent attitude when that courtesy is neglected,
and the way he always waits until your back is turned before he
releases the missile; Doc’s sidekick gave a hearty chuckle. “He
never misses, right Doc?”

“He never misses,” Doc
agreed.

Herodotus, for the third time, lurched
forward, lowered his head, and bit Gold Tooth on the backside.

 


 


Smith and Jones

Aka Jones and Smith

 


It was the clanking and squeaking of the
curious old stage coach and the horses’ hooves on the boulders that
alerted the two men. The abrupt cessation of these noises had
brought them out, from opposite sides of a trail. The horses had
followed an old side road which narrowed by degrees until it was a
mere trail. The trail had ended and the horses could neither
proceed nor turn back. Joe Smith and Jack Jones startled each other
as they climbed up to the driver’s box from either side.

The driver was in bad shape, unconscious and
pasty looking; barely alive. He had froth and a little blood in his
mouth, dancing to the off-rhythm of his belabored breathing. The
men managed to get him into the shade, but the spittle and blood
had stopped their waltzing; the man was dead. There were no
passengers. The coach was empty. All they found was a basket
beneath the driver’s seat. Inside it was a sumptuous picnic: fried
chicken, boiled eggs, fried potatoes, bread and jam, a jar of
pickles, and an apple pie. There was also a bottle of whisky,
almost full. The food they consumed in relative silence, then
searched the driver. They found two dollars and thirty cents, a
pouch of tobacco and some documents with the name of the
Denver-based company that owned the stage. They sat for a while
drinking the whisky and smoking cigarettes. They were admiring the
horses, when suddenly each knew what the other had in mind, because
he was thinking it too. But they didn’t head in different
directions on their new horses, instead they decided to return the
rig to Denver, and split the reward, if there was one.

There was. With that and their meager
savings, they had enough to put a down payment on the carriage. The
owner, a nice little old European man named Albert Hoffman, was
very kind in helping them start their own route which ran round
trip from Boulder to Denver three times per week. They began by
renting horses from the livery, but soon bought a very fine pair of
their own. The horses were geldings, docile, perfectly matched, and
they made a fine display with the old varnished coach which had
been built by Spaniards in Argentina. It was quite unusual-looking
to the people in Colorado. Soon enough Smith and Jones had paid for
the rig entirely, and were enjoying a profitable business
together.

Then one day they were returning from Denver
without any passengers, when they hit a horrendous hole in the
road. The coach had always made a racket, but now there was
something new, a metallic clanking they could not account for.
Finally they determined it was coming from under the seat. They
pried it off, but nothing was there. They pulled up the boards and
were awestruck; gold! The old Spanish coins had resided in a
leather sack that must have been there for years. The seam had
burst and the coins had spilled. There was also a wooden box. It
concealed some clay cylinders, very old with strange writing on
them. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to store them securely,
for they were wrapped in silk, and each resided in a felt-lined
indentation and was secured by a leather thong.

Jack and Joe removed these items, and
restored the seat. They couldn’t believe their good fortune. They
melted down a few of the coins, and hid the rest of them, and then
they sold the stage to a fellow who sold it to a businessman, who
sold it again to a company in Kansas.

That’s when the dandifying started. On the
pretext that they had made a good deal on the rig, they proceeded
to buy suits, fancy watches, and fine cigars. They dined out and
drank the best whisky and brandy. They were often seen at the
barber shop, or buying hats and shirts when they weren’t wining and
dining.

Then they got a visit from their old friend
Albert Hoffman, who alerted them to a horrifying pattern; the
current owner of the coach had been murdered, and soon after the
owner before him. “Who did you sell it to, gentlemen? He’s next, we
have to warn him.”

So they went up Boulder Canyon to warn Phil
Collins, but when they got to his cabin, he was already dead, and
like the other victims, his place had been ransacked. Somebody was
looking for that gold. Jack and Joe were beside themselves. The
three murders had not been a coincidence; someone was killing
backwards in a direct line to Smith and Jones, who would be next.
“Mr. Hoffman, what are we going to do?” Jack pleaded.

“We must go to the man who
sent me to warn you,” Hoffman told them. “He is called Le Comte de
Saint-Germain, the original owner of the coach, and he lives at a
very swanky hotel in Denver. Come boys, we must waste no time.
Where are the cuneiform seals?” Both their faces registered an
obvious ignorance.

“The cuneiform seals: the
clay cylinders. And you must bring the gold coins also,” Hoffman
informed them. Now their faces were guilt incarnate.

They hired a private coach in Boulder. On
the way to Denver Jack and Joe pestered Hoffman with questions, and
with their apprehensions. Couldn’t this Saint-Germain be the
murderer? How will we protect ourselves? Are we being followed?

“Gentlemen, I don’t know
anything except if you don’t get protection from this man, those
other men will kill you both very soon. Don’t worry; this gentleman
is a very wise and powerful man,” Hoffman said. After a slight
hesitation, he added, “A good man.”

 


The hotel was opulent, and just a few days
before, Jack and Joe might have been thinking of how wonderful it
would be to dine in the hotel’s exclusive restaurant, or to try the
imported brandy at the big oak bar behind which resided the tallest
mirrors they had ever seen. But now they were consumed with fright
and apprehension; every stranger was a murderer, every sound a
death stalk, around every corner was hidden a fatal trap. They
could hardly climb the stairs to the Comte’s suite.

Outside Le Comte de Saint-Germain’s door
stood a very large, intimidating man with a shaved head. He had an
exotic, foreign look to him, and penetrating eyes. He was dressed
in a loin cloth and shirtless. Leather straps crisscrossed his
chest and from his back hung various swords. He had knives at his
waist, and he held a spear. He opened the door behind him, ushered
them in, and closed it. Joe held the leather sack, now sewn tight,
with most of the gold inside. Jack carried the wooden box which
contained the twenty four clay cylinders. When they turned around
and saw that Hoffman had not entered, they almost dropped their
cargo. “Be very careful with that box, monsieur,” insisted a voice
from within the room.

Le Comte de Saint-Germain was a tall,
ornately dressed man, perfectly groomed and manicured. With his
coiffed, grey streaked hair and gold jewelry he seemed a dandy–a
harmless eccentric, but his intelligent, grey eyes betrayed a
seriousness that demanded respect. He led them to a desk with two
facing chairs, heavily padded and upholstered in leather. Once they
were seated in front of the desk, Saint-Germain sat down behind it.
Tea was immediately served. The two men seemed to Saint-Germain to
be exceedingly nervous. Jack left a trail of sugar from bowl to
saucer, and Joe could not get the cup to his lips. “Gentleman, you
are in a great deal of danger. I personally know the two men
seeking the gold, and I assure you that they are ruthless killers,”
Saint-Germain informed them. Joe gave up and put the cup down. Jack
returned the spoon to the bowl. “I can make it all go away, and you
will end up with a tidy sum besides. But the Sumerian cuneiform
seals are mine,” Saint-Germain declared. “And the gold coins too,”
he added as an afterthought.

The two men, still full of apprehension,
hesitated in accepting Saint-Germain’s proposal. “How will you
protect us from the murderers, Mr. Saint-Germain?” Jack seemed
unconvinced.

“Quite simple young man, I
shall parade these items around a bit, and then I shall depart,
leading them away. I will ship these things, probably to Europe,
and your troubles will be over,” he told them happily, as though it
were just a matter of simple strategy, like returning a hat to the
haberdashery because it was the wrong shade of green.

“Then the murders will
stop?” Joe asked.

“That is quite doubtful,”
the Comte said philosophically, “the murders will continue, but
elsewhere; probably in Europe.”

They could not deny that it was a good deal,
nor did Jack and Joe have much choice. The Comte carefully examined
the clay cylinders, and weighed the gold. He wrote down some
figures and comments in a big leather journal, and then he counted
out two piles of cash from a desk drawer. Each contained $2100.35.
He pushed one pile of money to Jack, and the other to Joe. “Are you
sure that you gave me all of the gold coins?” the Comte asked, in
such a way that implied he knew they hadn’t.

“We melted down some of
them,” Jack offered feebly.

“I am aware of that,” the
Comte replied. “But it would be too dangerous to keep the coins.
You couldn’t spend them; interested parties might return. All you
could do would be to melt them down and I can save you the trouble
by paying for them now. Come gentlemen; hand over all of the
gold.”

Jack reached into his boot and pulled out a
gold coin. Joe had one hidden in his hat. They put them on the
table, but the Comte de Saint-Germain gave them a stern,
significant look, so they pulled out coins hidden in belts,
wallets, pockets, and boots.

“Very good gentleman,” the
Comte said, satisfied. He heightened their piles of currency with
another 100 dollars each. “Now if you will just sign these
receipts, I believe our business will be concluded.” He put a stack
of documents in front of each man, and a pen. They took up their
pens, and due to all their recent troubles, each saw this as an
opportunity to change his name. That would make it just a little
harder for someone to track them down. Neither man knew the other’s
real name; they had always known each other as just Jack and Joe.
The latter, John Smith, signed his name ‘John Jones,’ and the
former, real name John Jones, wrote ‘John Smith.’

The doorman brought a silver salver with an
envelope on it over to the desk. The Comte pulled the note out,
read it. “Gentlemen,” he said, “they’re already here. I’m leaving
on the next train back east. Siddho,” he said to the doorman, “let
me know when that is, and pack everything we will need. Smith,” he
said looking at Jones, “Jones,” he said, turning to Smith, “stay
here for a few hours, and when that train leaves, you can get on
with your lives.” Then the Comte de Saint-Germain said, “Let’s have
a toast,” and Albert Hoffman appeared with a bottle of
Champagne.

Before the bottle was empty, Siddho came
around with another note for the Comte. But now, instead of a
leather harness equipped with swords, the burly man wore a fine
grey suit and pressed shirt. Yet he still had the appearance of a
man not to be trifled with. Saint-Germain read the note. “I’m off
men, my train leaves in twenty minutes,” he told them. Then he put
on his coat and left. Siddho placed the sack and box in a satchel,
and carried it off to join Saint-Germain. Smith and Jones turned to
Hoffman with a barrage of questions. He fended them off. “Boys,
boys, please! I don’t know the answers to your questions, relax.
I’ll go get some more Champagne,” he said, and left them there,
alone in the Comte de Saint-Germain’s parlor.

“I can’t relax,” Jack
said, “and I don’t understand exactly what’s going on
here.”

“Me neither,” replied Joe,
“maybe we ought to go to the station, to see if we can learn
something.”

“Boys, boys,” Albert
Hoffman exclaimed morosely. But they weren’t there to hear the
disappointment evident behind his German accent. “I was supposed to
keep you here . . .”

 


Jack and Joe hurried down alleys and back
streets to get to the train station. They were frightened, but also
excited; they felt they had somehow fallen into a great adventure.
But they knew some of the other participants were professional
killers; the danger was real. Still, there was mystery here.

The station was bustling, it was a Friday
afternoon, and many people were going out of town for the weekend.
Children ran rampant, ladies were talkative and animated, and one
could see several perspectives in the people milling about, from
the excitement of a first train trip, to the boredom of businessmen
tired of the old routine. There were a multitude of men who looked
like they could have been professional killers, but that was
partially due to the fact that Jack and Joe didn’t really know what
high class thugs might look like. They imagined them to be big
beefy men wearing expensive clothes, and sure enough, the station
was crawling with such men. “I don’t know who the killers could be,
Joe. Maybe we should concentrate on finding Saint-Germain,” Jack
suggested. Just as Joe was about to reply, a bubbly feminine voice
from behind them said “Joe Smith, fancy meeting you here.”

“Cousin Martha,” Joe said,
obviously pleased. “Actually, I go by Jones now. What are you doing
here?”

“Why, my girlfriend got me
a job here, selling tickets behind those booths. I relieve her in a
few minutes. Who’s your handsome friend?”

“This is Jack . . .” Joe
left it dangling there, not having the faintest idea of his
friend’s last name.

“Jones,” Jack said. “I
mean Smith,” he quickly corrected. “Jack Smith, at your service,
Ma’am,” he said, bowing gallantly.

Joe had always regretted that Martha was his
cousin; for ever since they were children he had been sweet on her.
Now she was letting Jack feast on those big blue eyes of hers. Joe
felt an irrational pang of jealousy permeate his being. So he
quickly interrupted their communion; “Martha, we are in a frightful
situation. We need information very quickly about a tall rich man
traveling with a foreign servant. They are being pursued by a
couple of merciless killers.” Joe then realized what he’d just said
probably didn’t make any sense. Did she know he was jealous?

“Come along boys,” she
said, and having always been very familiar and spontaneous with her
cousin, led Joe along by the tie, as though he were a pet on a
leash. Jack followed like a faithful dog. “This is a job for
Cecilia,” she informed them.

“Cecilia?” Jack and Joe
asked at the same time.

“She’s my friend who got
me this job. She knows everything that goes on here, she’s the
biggest gossip in Denver, and proud of it. You could say I’m her
protégé,” Martha replied to them.

She led them to an ice cream parlor within
the train station, and sat them at a table between a wall and one
of the big columns. “This is the most private place to talk in the
whole terminal,” she informed them. “Wait here,” she said, and was
gone.

Only a few minutes had gone by, but Jack and
Joe were glancing at their watches and getting nervous. They were
starting to fidget when a voice, even more bubbly than Martha’s,
said “Who’s going to buy me a sarsaparilla?” They looked around,
but couldn’t find the speaker. Then a slim figure slipped out from
behind the column and sat down at the table with them. She
presented to them an intricate coif of very high hair, a tight red
dress, and a pretty face with a prominent nose which nonetheless
gave her a rather aristocratic look. Jack and Joe just stared.
“Fine, if neither one of you will be gentlemanly, well then, I
guess you don’t want to know about Le Comte de Saint-Germain, his
Hindu bodyguard, and the Johnson brothers who are tracking them,”
she said with the air of one who is offended.

“Waiter,” the two men
cried in unison.

Before her drink had arrived, Cecilia told
them everything they would need to know, the whole time smiling at
both of them, and winking at Joe.

“Their train departs in
two minutes,” she added. “If you were planning on following them,
you won’t have time to buy tickets,” and she pulled two train
tickets to Kansas City from her brassiere and laid them on the
table.

 


The porter seemed angry because they were
almost late. Then he became suspicious at their lack of luggage.
“No luggage at all?” He was frowning at them. Jack and Joe each
gave him a dollar and the fellow’s negativity dispersed like fall
leaves in a windstorm. “My name is Rufus,” he told them, taking off
his hat, “and if I can be of any service to you gentlemen, please
let me know.”

They found their seats just as the train
started to pull out. So much had happened so quickly, they could
hardly think about it anymore. They sat next to each other, each
with his hand resting on the pocket which held the big stack of
bills. Their faces exhibited a silly smile as Jack thought about
Martha, and Joe, Cecilia. Sleep very soon overtook them. When they
woke up, darkness enveloped the train, which proceeded east,
rocking gently beneath the waning, starlit night.

They were still heavy eyed and sluggish when
Rufus appeared. “Good morning, gentlemen. Which one of you is
Smith?” he inquired.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/22675
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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