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    Chapter One

    

    I Learn the Nature of My Quest

    

    I first heard the name Gabriel Trask from a self-proclaimed emperor in the skies above southern Mexico, in the year 1882. I was sixteen, almost seventeen, at the time, and newly commenced upon a career as an adventurer – an occupation which, curious as it may seem, is my family trade.

    That conversation took place aboard a gigantic airship, where I had confronted a would-be conqueror by the name of Reverend Hezekiah McKee. I was there entirely of my own initiative, but Reverend McKee did not believe that; he was quite certain that I was in the pay of one of his old enemies and named this Gabriel Trask as the most likely candidate.

    I had, as I said, never heard of Mr. Trask before that moment. Had McKee survived those events I would have liked to have questioned him about this person, but I regret to say that Hezekiah McKee did not survive. My curiosity remained utterly unsatisfied until some weeks later, immediately after my safe return to New York City.

    I had business to conduct there with Dr. John Pierce, proprietor of the Pierce Archives, concerning certain details of my Mexican adventure, and when I had concluded that more or less to my satisfaction I asked him, “What can you tell me about Gabriel Trask?”

    “Trask?” he replied. “The name does not immediately bring anything to mind. Where did you encounter it?”

    “When I confronted Reverend McKee, he supposed that I was working for this Trask,” I explained. “He said that Gabriel Trask employed a cabal of spies and assassins and was not to be trusted, but that was all I learned. The circumstances were such that I could not inquire for more details.”

    Dr. Pierce nodded. “I see,” he said. “Let me see what I can turn up.” He rose and crossed to a wooden cabinet.

    We were, I should explain, in his private office, at the rear of the Pierce Archives. This unique establishment occupied the entire second floor of a very large building on Lafayette Street in New York City, perhaps other space, as well, and housed the most complete records anywhere of the doings of adventurers past and present. Here were copies of virtually every treasure map ever to come to light, along with notes on whether the treasure in question had been recovered or yet remained to be found. Here, also, were reports on every villain apprehended, every monster slain, by any of Dr. Pierce’s clients – or those catered to by his father, or his grandfather, or their fathers, for the Pierce Archives had been in operation for some three hundred years. Here was gathered the accumulated knowledge of scientists and mystics of every stripe. If knowledge that would be of use to an adventurer was to be found anywhere in the civilized world, it was most probably here in the Pierce Archives.

    I had traded the right to copy my late father’s journals for a full membership and free use of the archives, and that included the services of the archivist himself, Dr. Pierce, and his employees. If I wanted information on Gabriel Trask, then any information there might be about such a man in the archives I would have.

    Thus I sat and watched as Dr. Pierce pulled out a drawer and shuffled through the folders therein. After a moment’s search he slid the drawer closed and said, “He has never been a client here – at least, not under that name. Come, let us check the cross references.”

    I rose and followed as he led the way out into the main room, where what seemed like miles of shelving held hundreds, perhaps thousands, of books, ledgers, journals, and file boxes of various sizes, as well as innumerable stacks of loose documents.

    I would have had no idea where to begin, but Dr. Pierce was the master of this vast domain of paper and ink; he led me directly to a high shelf where dozens of leather-bound volumes stood.

    I am not a short man; I stand only a little below six feet in height. Even so, this shelf was above my head, and I am not certain I could have reached those books. Dr. Pierce, however, was a man of extraordinary stature; by lifting up on his toes he could read the spines, and he had no trouble in selecting the tome he wanted.

    A white label on the cover read Trab – Trea, and I glanced up at its companions. If this fat book covered so small a portion of the alphabet, that explained why the complete set ran fifty feet or more along that shelf.

    I watched as Dr. Pierce set the book on a reading stand and flipped it open. He made no attempt to conceal the pages, so I took the liberty of reading over his shoulder – figuratively, for in fact he was tall enough that I instead leaned around his side.

    The content was hand-written and unevenly spaced; I realized that these records were still being kept, and that space had been allowed for future entries. I watched Dr. Pierce as he turned pages until he finally found the entry he sought.

    “Trask, Gabriel A.,” he read aloud. “See Norton, Joshua, Emperor.” He glanced at me. “Are you familiar with the late Emperor Norton?”

    “I have heard of him,” I said. “But he’s been dead for some time, hasn’t he?”

    Dr. Pierce nodded. “More than two years now.”

    “Was he Gabriel Trask? I don’t understand. McKee must have known he was dead.”

    “Oh, I wouldn’t be too certain of that,” Dr. Pierce replied. “After all, McKee spent most of that time since the emperor’s death out in the Arizona desert, building that monstrous airship. But no, Gabriel Trask and Emperor Norton are not one and the same. Let us see what the connection was.” With that he restored the volume to its place on the top shelf, then led the way to another part of his establishment. Here he readily located, presumably from memory because he did not bother to read any of the labels pasted on the leather spines, another set of journals – perhaps a dozen fat volumes, on a shelf at waist height. He drew out the last of these, opened it seemingly at random, and began thumbing through the pages.

    I waited patiently until at last he found what he sought. He nodded to himself, then peered over the book at me.

    “It appears that Mr. Trask was in His Imperial Majesty’s employ. According to this, Mr. Trask was rumored to be the head of the late emperor’s secret service.”

    “Emperor Norton had a secret service?” I exclaimed. “But I thought his claim to be emperor was a joke, the ravings of a lunatic that the people of San Francisco found it amusing to humor!”

    Dr. Pierce smiled a dry and humorless smile. “In time I think you may find, Mr. Derringer, that the distinction between a madman’s fantasy and the real world is not always as clear-cut as one might expect. Emperor Norton was indeed mad, or at least so everyone believes, but his delusional reign endured for more than twenty years, and in that time it acquired some of the characteristics of a real government. He had the respect of many important men; Dom Pedro, the Emperor of Brazil, met with him as an equal. The legitimate authorities in San Francisco treated him with some deference. And this man Trask, it seems, attended His Majesty intermittently for over a decade, and the circumstances surrounding these meetings led more than one observer to conclude that Mr. Trask was the emperor’s spymaster.”

    “But then...” I struggled to make sense of this. “Then had McKee run afoul of our self-proclaimed emperor? He gave no indication of this.”

    Dr. Pierce slid the book back into its place on the shelf. “I have no idea,” he said. “I cannot even say with certainty that the man associated with Emperor Norton is the same Gabriel Trask to whom McKee referred. I can only report that I have no other records of anyone by that name.” He tapped the spine of the journal. “This tells me that there were more than a dozen reports of a man calling himself Gabriel Trask keeping company with His Majesty, and that two of my correspondents – a woman named Felicity Samuels, and a young man who goes by John Beckwith – independently surmised that Mr. Trask was in charge of at least some of the emperor’s confidential agents.”

    “I still find it astonishing that the emperor had any confidential agents!”

    Dr. Pierce smiled again. “Perhaps he did not. Perhaps Miss Samuels and Mr. Beckwith were mistaken, or embroidered the truth for some reason. I am amused, though, that you find it so unlikely, given your own recent experiences.”

    I did not see any very great correlation with my own adventures, but did not care to argue. Instead I asked, “And you have no other references to a Gabriel Trask?”

    “If I do, they have not yet been indexed, and I cannot hope to find them for you any time soon.”

    I nodded thoughtfully, then thanked Dr. Pierce and took my leave.

    It did make a certain amount of sense. McKee had said that Trask commanded spies and assassins; perhaps those spies and assassins had been working for Emperor Norton. Perhaps that gentleman’s government had indeed been a little more real than I had been led to believe. Oh, certainly he was never really the Emperor of the United States or Protector of Mexico, and his edicts ordering Congress to disband had all been ignored, but could it be there had been more to his position than pure fantasy?

    If so, did any of his organization still exist? If it did, what was it doing now that Joshua Norton was dead?

    Was he truly dead?

    I found these questions fascinating. I had no real business with Mr. Trask or any of the late emperor’s other acquaintances, but my curiosity was piqued.

    Perhaps, I thought, I should investigate the matter. If Gabriel Trask really commanded a cabal of spies and assassins, then wasn’t that a criminal matter? Shouldn’t he be brought to justice?

    There was no great urgency to it, though. I had only just returned from Central America and had not seen my mother or sister in months. More immediately, I was to be guest of honor at a dinner party that evening, celebrating the completion of my first adventure. Following that, it was my intention to spend the night at the Robertson Hotel, and in the morning to take the first train north to my home town. Other concerns could wait; I wanted to see my family, if only to reassure my mother that I had indeed survived my journey intact. I did not intend to stay home, but a visit of moderate duration really seemed the minimum of filial duty. At the very least, the Christmas holiday was approaching, and I wanted to spend it in the bosom of my family.

    Accordingly I took my leave of Dr. Pierce and carried on with my plans. The celebratory dinner was held at a downtown restaurant and was rather overwhelming, but certainly enjoyable; I told and retold the tale of my journey from Flagstaff to Belize Town, and was introduced to individuals who had been, up to that point, only legends to me. There was much discussion of whether I should join the Order of Theseus immediately, or further establish my credentials as a serious adventurer first.

    The evening was well advanced when I finally took a hansom cab to my hotel and took to my bed.

    And in the morning I made my way to the Grand Central Depot and boarded my train.

    That brought certain wistful memories. It had been on a train on that route, albeit one bound in the opposite direction, that I had first met Miss Elspeth Vanderhart, the brave and brilliant young woman who had accompanied me on my adventures, and who had in fact been instrumental in the success of that expedition. It would probably not be an exaggeration to credit her with saving my life more than once.

    In that first encounter she had called herself Betsy Jones and had been amused by my naïveté. There had been times in our subsequent experiences when she found it not so much amusing as infuriating, and indeed, in retrospect, I had sometimes been foolishly innocent.

    I had very much enjoyed her company, though, and I very much hoped I would see her again. Perhaps, after spending a few days assuring my mother and sister that I had not forgotten them, I might make a little trip to New Brunswick to bring that meeting about. Or perhaps I might write and invite her to join us for the New Year festivities.

    That would certainly be more sensible than heading out to San Francisco in the depths of winter in pursuit of the mysterious Mr. Trask...

    Well, I told myself as the train rolled northward past snow-covered hills, I did not need to decide my entire future immediately.

    

  
    

    Chapter Two

    

    An Unexpected Visit

    

    There is no need to describe in detail my arrival at the family homestead. Rest assured that I was greeted enthusiastically by not just my family, but the neighbors, as well. My throat tightened at the sight of our house, the familiar bare trees overhanging the snow-covered lawn, the white-painted swing on the broad front porch pulled up for the season, the sunlight glittering through the beveled glass in the parlor windows. I was treated as a conquering hero – I had been slightly concerned that there might be some lingering displeasure that I had gone off on an extended journey on little more than a whim, spending a significant amount of our money in the process, but there was no sign of any such cloud shading the glorious sunlight of my mother’s welcome. Even my sister Mary Ann treated me with respect.

    Sleeping in my own bed was a delight; eating my mother’s cooking another. There were times I thought I must have been mad to leave.

    But once I had been home for a few days there were other times when I felt a certain unease, and those pleasant surroundings seemed confining, even stifling. Retelling my adventures, which had been great fun at first, grew tiresome. When these moods struck me I would consider how I might best investigate Mr. Gabriel Trask. Obviously San Francisco would be the place to start – but San Francisco was more than three thousand miles away.

    Of course, modern express trains could make the journey from New York to the San Francisco Bay in less than a week, and I had just returned from an expedition that had covered well over three thousand miles in all, so the distance was not so very daunting, really. It was, however, enough to keep me from heading out west immediately; the prospect of at least four days aboard a train was not very appealing, especially at a time of year when the mountain passes of the far west might be blocked by snow. I had recently made the trip from New Brunswick in New Jersey to Flagstaff in the Arizona Territory by train, and it had been rather tedious.

    This was an aspect of the adventurer’s life that I had not fully understood until I experienced it firsthand – adventuring required of long stretches of boredom between the moments of excitement. Now that I knew this, I was a little reluctant to undertake any such open-ended enterprise. During my visit to the Pierce Archives I had thought of heading west within a day or two, but why should I fling myself into an extended period of discomfort and inconvenience? If I was to be bored, I might as well do it in the comfort of my own home, rather than aboard a cramped and noisy train.

    There was also the question of what I would do, if and when I found Mr. Trask. I had no evidence that he had committed any crimes beyond the allegations of a would-be conqueror who most definitely had violated more than a few laws. Was there a point to going in search of this reputed spymaster?

    In quite another way, I also thought about going to New Brunswick to pay my respects to Betsy Vanderhart – a much shorter journey – or at least writing her a letter to broach the subject of a visit, but somehow my nerve failed me. What would I say to her, either in person or by pen? We had shared a remarkable adventure, but what else did we truly have in common? And the longer I hesitated, the more difficult it seemed – how would I explain this delay?

    Christmas came and went, a properly joyous celebration where I was jokingly chastised for having gone all the way to Mexico without bringing back any gifts for my mother and sister. The New Year of 1883 arrived, and the snows of winter deepened significantly. The season had already seen some severe coastal storms, as well. Any attempt to travel before spring would be challenging.

    During these winter days, when leaving the house required an effort, I did finally gather the courage to write to Miss Vanderhart. I had hoped that she might open a correspondence first, sparing my nerves, but no letters arrived, and of course I knew that no proper young lady would be expected to begin such an exchange unprompted. At last, in mid-January, I overcame my own reserve and sent her a brief missive, thanking her for her services and inquiring after the health of her family.

    There was no reply. I waited for a fortnight, and then ventured another note, and this time included an apology for any hardships my actions had visited upon her.

    Three more letters followed as the snows melted and buds appeared and then opened on the trees, until finally, in my last letter, sent in early May, I wrote that it was now clear that she did not wish to hear from me, and I would trouble her no further, but that I would welcome a change of heart, or a brief explanation. Even a card merely stating that I was correct in my assumption that she wanted no further contact would relieve my concerns for her well-being.

    And with that, I resolved to move on. No great inspirations for adventures I might pursue had presented themselves over the course of the winter; the idea of a journey to California to find Mr. Trask had not been abandoned, but there were, as I saw it, three reasons to not undertake such an expedition as yet.

    Firstly, I had gone over our accounts with my mother and was dismayed by how much damage I had inflicted upon our finances in my pursuit of the Reverend McKee’s airship. While a trip to California would not cost as much as had purchasing, shipping, and supplying the Vanderhart Aeronavigator, it might well prove expensive. I thought I should allow more time for the exchequer’s recovery, or perhaps even seek an adventure that would be remunerative.

    Secondly, my mother was not eager to see me leave. She professed to enjoy my company, and I was, now that I was nearly a grown man, useful around the house when sheer physical size and strength were wanted. She had managed by herself for years, of course, but was in no hurry to return to doing so.

    Thirdly, and most importantly, I still hoped, quite irrationally, that I might hear from Miss Vanderhart, that I might even receive an invitation to visit her, in either the family home in New Brunswick or her father’s pied-à-terre in Manhattan.

    But by the end of June I had tired of domesticity and decided that I really ought to do something. I resolved to take a trip to New England, to visit Boston and Lowell. This would be a holiday, and one that I could cut short on a moment’s notice should I receive word that my mother or Miss Vanderhart wanted me elsewhere, or should I come across any circumstances I thought deserving of investigation.

    As it happened I had a few noteworthy experiences, in Lowell and elsewhere, but I will leave those stories for another time.

    I returned home in mid-August to find that nothing had changed in my absence, and I once again settled into the bosom of my loving family.

    I was in a curiously unsettled mental state, though, constantly wavering between staying where I was, and heading out to seek new excitement, either in California or elsewhere. I kept an eye on the newspapers, watching for oddities that might provide a springboard to adventure, often reading and re-reading them while sitting in the porch swing, while my mother sewed in the parlor and my sister was out with her friends.

    August of 1883 ended without any resolution of this uncertainty. The weather began to cool suddenly in the month’s final days, sometimes driving me from the porch and lawn to indoor activities. The skies seemed to have dimmed prematurely, as if summer had ended early – though the sunsets around that time were spectacular.

    I was in the upstairs study one afternoon, going over the volume of my father’s journals describing his visit to California in 1855 and studiously ignoring the railroad timetables I had acquired a few days before, when I heard the distinctive sound of the heavy brass knocker on our front door.

    I was not expecting any callers, nor had my mother mentioned any, so I guessed it was most likely someone come to see my sister, either one of her girlfriends or a would-be suitor braver than most – despite her tender age, she was beginning to attract the interest of some of the local lads. I heard footsteps, and thus reassured that someone would be answering the knock, I resumed my reading.

    I was rather startled a moment later when my mother called, “Tom? You have a visitor.”

    I put down the journal, found an old envelope to mark my place, and then arose, setting the book aside. I did not care to show any unseemly haste, but I was quite curious about who it might be; from the tone of my mother’s voice I did not think it was merely one of the neighbors. Perhaps Tobias Arbuthnot, who handled our family’s business affairs? Or “Mad Bill” Snedeker, once my father’s fellow adventurer? To the best of my knowledge Mr. Snedeker did not know our address, but he certainly had friends who did. I trotted across the upstairs hallway and started down the stairs.

    And I very nearly lost my balance and tumbled down those stairs when I saw who was waiting for me at the bottom. “Miss Vanderhart!” I exclaimed. “What an unexpected pleasure!”

    Indeed, it was Elspeth Vanderhart who stood beside my mother at the foot of the stair. She was staring up at me with the most remarkable expression; I thought I saw anger and unhappiness and defiance under the polite smile she cast my way.

    “Tom,” she said. “I thought we had agreed you would call me Betsy.”

    “We had,” I admitted, as I managed to untangle my feet and make my way down the steps. “But I did not want to presume upon that invitation when we have not maintained any sort of communication.” I reached the floor and took her hand, brushing my lips against her fingers.

    The chivalrous thing to say at this juncture would be call those fingers dainty, or delicate, or soft, but in fact hers were none of those things. Hers, though small, were strong and hard, roughened by her work on a variety of machines. This did not make them any less appealing to me; if anything, it added to their charm.

    Her smile wavered as her eyes met mine, and then she abruptly flung herself against me, crying, “Oh, Tom!”

    My arms wrapped about her quite without any conscious act on my part, and I found myself, for the first time in my life, embracing a beautiful young woman. Under other circumstances this might have been delightful, but I was standing not three feet from my mother, and I had no idea what Betsy was doing there, or why she had thrust herself upon me. It was most thoroughly unlike her. I managed an awkward pat on her back, but then stood in helpless confusion, with no idea what I should do next.

    “Well, I see you two do know each other,” my mother said.

    “Yes,” I said, lowering my hands. I could think of nothing else to say. I could not move away without falling over the bottom stair, but Betsy had collected herself sufficiently to step back, breaking our embrace.

    She threw my mother a glance. “I’m so sorry, Tom, Mrs. Derringer,” she said. “I just... it was so good to see Tom again.”

    “The pleasure is mine, I assure you," I said. "But I confess you have caught me off guard.”

    “I’m sure I did!” She managed to restore a weak smile to her features, but it was plain to me she was desperately unhappy about something, in a way I had never seen before. I had seen her faced with deprivation and danger, but slogging through jungles, or facing tropical storms, or plummeting from great heights, or being shot at, had only made her angry. Whatever had befallen her now was clearly something very different.

    “What’s happened?” I asked.

    “I...” she began. But then she stopped, looking silently up at me. She turned to look at my mother for a moment, then back to me. She swallowed. “I will tell you, Tom, but not just yet,” she answered.

    “As you please, then,” I said. I would not press her. “Will you be staying for supper?”

    She threw my mother another glance. “If I may,” she said. “In fact, Mrs. Derringer, I’ll stay for as long as you’ll have me.”

    “Oh,” my mother said, startled.

    “I left my bags at the station,” Betsy said.

    Mother blinked. “Well, we’ll send Tom for them later, shall we? And I’ll have Mary Ann make up the guest room.”

    “Thank you,” I said.

    “That’s very kind, Mrs. Derringer,” Betsy said. “I’m so sorry to impose on you, but I just didn’t know where else to go.”

    This time my mother looked at me, as if seeking a signal that would tell her what was going on, but I knew nothing more than she did, and could only raise a shoulder slightly, in an intimation of a shrug. “Well, you’re certainly welcome to stay here for a few days,” she said.

    “I’m sorry,” I said, hoping to restore some normality to this extraordinary situation. “Have you two been properly introduced? Good heavens, where are my manners? Mother, this is Miss Elspeth Vanderhart, who accompanied me from Flagstaff to Belize Town as my engineer. Betsy, allow me to present my mother, the former Arabella Whitaker, one of my late father’s companions in adventure as well as his wife.”

    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Vanderhart,” Mother said, taking her hand. “Tom’s told us so much about you!”

    “Thank you, Mrs. Derringer,” Betsy replied, with just a slight dip, well short of a real curtsey. “Tom certainly spoke highly of you during our travels.” She threw me a glance. “But you know, I don’t think he ever told me both his parents were adventurers.”

    “Oh, I was never very serious about it,” Mother said. “I just went along to keep Jack company.”

    That was followed by a brief but awkward silence, and it occurred to me that I had never heard my mother refer to herself as an adventurer, though I knew from my father’s journals that she had been an active participant in several of his expeditions. I had never really talked to her about it; she was my mother, and that was not really the sort of thing we discussed.

    “Well,” I said, “why don’t we settle in the parlor, rather than standing about like this? We can talk more comfortably there. Would anyone like a cup of tea, perhaps? I can put the kettle on.”

    “Oh, I’ll do that,” Mother said. “I’m sure you two have much to catch up on.” With that, she headed for the kitchen.

    I led Betsy into the parlor and guided her to the big armchair by the hearth, then seated myself on the horsehair sofa. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you,” I said. “I feared, when you did not answer my letters, that I had somehow offended you. If I did, perhaps now I’ll have a chance to apologize.”

    She stared at me. “You wrote letters?”

    “About half a dozen, last winter and into the spring,” I said. “You did not get them?”

    “Oh,” she said. “I thought...” Her voice trailed off, leaving the sentence unfinished.

    That was not at all like the Betsy I knew. I had promised myself I would not press for an explanation of her actions, but I could not help myself. “You thought what?” I asked, while silently berating myself for my impatience.

    “I thought perhaps you might have written, but I never received any of your letters. They must have been intercepted.”

    “Intercepted by whom?” The question left my lips with no conscious volition on my part; I could no more have held it back than I could have suppressed an unexpected sneeze.

    “My parents,” she said.

    I could hear my mother moving around the kitchen, two rooms away, and wondered whether she could overhear us – but I had no secrets from her. “Do you think they would do that?” I asked. “Have I offended them somehow?” It occurred to me that it was very possible that they had thought I was courting their daughter and that they considered me unsuitable for her – adventurers made notoriously unreliable husbands, prone to wandering off on long journeys on short notice, and with a very short life expectancy. Discouraging my attentions, while somewhat underhanded, was understandable.

    “Ha!” Betsy’s tone was bitter. “You didn’t offend them; I did.”

    “What?” I was baffled and made no attempt to hide it.

    “They were, as they told me at great length more times than I could count, absolutely appalled at my behavior in Mexico – beginning with the fact that I ever was in Mexico; they seem to think that I should have refused to fly across the border with you.”

    “But I...but it was your father who insisted you accompany me!”

    “A detail that my mother has used to berate my father endlessly these past few months.”

    “I don’t understand,” I admitted.

    “Neither do I, despite their attempts to explain it to me,” she said. “When I first returned to the bosom of my family I was greeted with all the warmth one might expect, embraced and showered with words of welcome.”

    “Of course,” I said.

    “That lasted perhaps half an hour, possibly as much as forty-five minutes, and then my mother started telling me I should be ashamed that I worried her so. I should have left you to your own devices, she said, the instant I realized that you were taking me into danger.”

    “A mother’s natural concern...” I began.

    “And she told me that I should have realized you were being reckless,” she continued, interrupting me, “by the time we crossed the border into Mexico, because everyone knows all of Mexico is a savage wilderness inhabited by heart-eating Aztecs and degenerate Spaniards and gigantic snakes and vicious bandits and man-eating jaguars.”

    I blinked. The Mexico we had seen was nothing like that.

    “I protested that Father had sent me to help you fly the Aeronavigator and had never said anything about abandoning you if you crossed the border, and I had wired them at every opportunity to reassure them that I was safe, but they were having none of it. By this time they were both reprimanding me – my mother for risking myself, and my father for risking his airship. In truth, he seemed more upset that I had allowed the Aeronavigator to be destroyed than anything else.”

    “But that was entirely my doing!” I exclaimed.

    “And I said as much! Ungenerous of me, perhaps...”

    “Merely truthful,” I assured her.

    “Thank you. It’s nice to know someone agrees with my version of events.”

    “Still, while I can understand that they were upset, surely after a few days...”

    She shook her head violently, and I did not finish my sentence. “They might have gotten over it,” she said, “were it not for one thing. They found out it was I who shot and killed Hezekiah McKee.”

    “But...” I frowned. “That was self-defense.”

    “That doesn’t matter – at least, not to my mother. As far as she was concerned, I was no longer her eldest daughter, but a depraved murderess who must seek redemption at once. She immediately called our minister and began a relentless campaign to save my soul, whether I wanted it saved or not.”

    “That seems...” I could not find the right words.

    “Ridiculous!” Betsy exclaimed, with the first flash of her old fire that I had seen since her arrival. “It’s just ridiculous!”

    “I...”

    “And she won’t stop!” Betsy continued. “Every day, morning and night, nagging me to devote my time to prayers for forgiveness. The minister is at our home more than he is at his own church, though in truth I think it is as much for my mother’s cooking as for any concern for my immortal soul. I am allowed no privacy, nor the company of anyone my own age, lest I be lured into the more common follies of youth – the murder of the Reverend McKee, it would seem, has so warped my judgment that I am now considered susceptible to the temptations of liquor, gambling, and harlotry, where a year and a half ago my father would blithely send me roaming about the country unescorted, running his errands.”

    “It’s absurd,” I said.

    “It is! And I had no idea it was coming. While my mother has always attended church regularly, she was never so devout as this must imply. Apparently during my long absence her worries about me drove her to the comforts of religion, provoking this sudden obsession with my salvation.”

    “And your father agrees with her?”

    “No, he does not,” Betsy said. “And that lack of support seems to have driven her to redouble her efforts. Thank heavens, my father realized this was happening months ago, and while he did not dare openly defend me, or send me on any errands of the sort he so often employed me for in times past, he did provide some comfort and sympathy – until a few days ago.”

    “What happened a few days ago?”

    “Oh, some volcanic island in the Dutch East Indies exploded – Krakatoa, I believe was the name.”

    “I believe I saw a report to that effect; whatever does that have to do with your father?”

    “It seemed he absolutely must go to visit the site, as soon as he could put together an expedition. The scientific knowledge to be gained is, so he said, incalculable. He and Mother fought furiously over it, but he would not yield – he is off to Sumatra. His ship sailed from New York this past Saturday morning, leaving me at home with my mother and siblings.”

    “I am surprised you did not arrange to accompany him.”

    “Oh, I tried, but Mother would not hear of it. She said... Oh, she said terrible things, Tom! She accused us both of horrid betrayals and abominable behavior, and said, in no uncertain terms, that if he allowed me to go with him that when we returned she would not be there – she would sell the house and take the rest of the children and begin a new life somewhere else.”

    “Do you think she really would?”

    “I don’t know. She might. But we will never know, because my father gave in. I don’t know that he really wanted me along – what would he need with a messenger and engineer on such a voyage? Not to mention the costs and inconveniences of bringing a girl along. So he yielded the point and left without me.

    “Since he did, Tom, my life has been absolute Hell, as my mother has nothing restraining her any longer, and I have no refuge, no one to whom I can speak who is not fully on her side, no one who might sympathize with me. My siblings dare not say a word in my defense, not even little Nicholas; indeed, they dare not come near me, for fear our mother might think some of my depravity has contaminated them. I think she has them spying on me – I have twice caught Cornelia going through my belongings. It has been a constant nightmare since Father left, and I could see no prospect of any improvement. When I could stand it no longer, I packed my bags and came here.”

    “Oh, I...” And then a realization burst upon me. “They don’t know you’re here, do they?”

    “No.” She shook her head and smiled. “I’ve run away from home, Tom, and I’ve come to you, as the one person I still dare trust.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Three

    

    A Request for Sanctuary

    

    I had no idea what to say to this request. While I was quite happy to see her and would welcome her company for as long as she chose to stay, I recognized the unacceptable impropriety of allowing an unmarried girl to remain in our home without her parents’ knowledge and consent. Adventurers are allowed a certain leeway in the social niceties, as a recognized element inherent in the nature of the profession, but it did not extend that far, not without some very serious mitigating circumstances! Had I just rescued Miss Vanderhart from a Turkish harem, or retrieved her from the clutches of some monster, then she could spend a few days recovering from her ordeal before anything need be done, but when she had, by her own admission, simply run away from home? That was inexcusable.

    Of course, the two of us had spent months unchaperoned during our travels through the Arizona Territory, Mexico, and British Honduras, and back, but that had been in the course of an adventure and was therefore pardonable. Here in my home, though, was another matter.

    It could certainly be argued that there was a certain hypocrisy in this, but nonetheless, appearances mattered. We both knew that – but Betsy was sufficiently distraught just then to not care about appearances, and I did not know how to put it into words the conflicting emotions that beset me.

    Fortunately, before the silence grew unbearable and prompted me to say something regrettable, my mother returned, tray in hand. No tea was visible, but she had brought the sugar bowl and a plate of butter cookies.

    She saw our faces, observed the silence, and I am sure she formed some idea of what was going on, but what she did was to set the tray on a table and say cheerfully, “The tea will be ready in a moment. Tom, could you give me a hand?”

    “Of course!” I said, leaping to my feet. While I like to think of myself as a generous and helpful person, I will readily admit that my primary and more selfish motivation for acting so promptly was the opportunity to remove myself from the conversation with Betsy. Recognizing this, and ashamed of that recognition, I assured her, “I’ll be right back.” Then I followed my mother to the kitchen, where the kettle was steaming vigorously.

    I collected the cups on a second tray, along with the little cream pitcher, while Mother filled the teapot, and as we worked she remarked, in the most casual way imaginable, “She isn’t supposed to be here, is she?”

    “What?” Again, I was at a loss for words. Despite eight years of training in the adventurer’s arts, I did not yet have the quickness of thought that can be so essential in the trade.

    “If her parents knew she was coming, they would have wired us, would they not?”

    “Not everyone cares to spend the price of a telegram on such a thing,” I said, making entirely unnecessary adjustments to the positioning of the cups and saucers.

    “But they don’t know she’s here, do they?”

    “Probably not,” I admitted. “I think it fairly certain her father does not; he is traveling.”

    “But her mother is at home?”

    I nodded. “With the other three children.”

    “How serious is it? Do you know yet?”

    “She seems to have...disagreements with her mother regarding our experiences in Mexico.”

    “Does Mrs. Vanderhart think you have debauched her daughter?”

    “Oh, I certainly hope not!” I exclaimed. “I assure you, I never...I did no such thing.”

    “I never thought you did,” she replied. “I know you better than that. But Mrs. Vanderhart scarcely knows you at all, and any young man may be suspected.”

    “Betsy has not mentioned any such suspicion,” I assured her. “But it seems her mother thought she was reckless in accompanying me into Mexico, and that her...” I hesitated, looking for an appropriate euphemism, then decided on bluntness – after all, my mother knew what had happened. “That shooting Reverend McKee was a mortal sin, requiring repentance and penance that Betsy has refused to display to her mother’s satisfaction.”

    Mother plopped the lid on the teapot and set it on the tray. “I see,” she said. I stepped aside as she lifted the tray. “Will you allow me to discuss the situation frankly with our guest?”

    “I am hardly one to tell you what to do in your own home, Mother!”

    She nodded, and lifted the tray. I followed her back to the parlor, where we went through the customary polite little ceremonies of serving tea. Betsy did not take cream or sugar.

    When we were all seated, with teacups in hand and cookies nearby, Mother said, without any preliminaries, “Am I to understand, Miss Vanderhart, that you are here without your family’s knowledge or consent?”

    Betsy threw me a look, but I widened my eyes and gave my head a small shake; I had not revealed the situation to my mother, but had only confirmed what she had already guessed.

    “I am afraid that is correct, Mrs. Derringer,” Betsy replied, setting down her cup. “I’ll go, if you want...”

    “Oh, I didn’t say that,” Mother exclaimed. “Drink your tea.”

    Betsy picked up the cup, eyeing my mother warily.

    “Tom tells me that your parents were upset by some of your actions in Mexico,” Mother continued. “Having heard Tom’s account, I can see how someone unfamiliar with the life of an adventurer might be. Having been in such situations myself, though, I am entirely on your side – there are situations where the niceties of civilized life, or even common human decency, will get you killed; you need to be able to respond quickly and decisively and hope for the best.”

    Betsy blinked at her. “Yes,” she said.

    “Well, you did what you had to do, and because you did we are all here, safe and sound, and Reverend McKee is not waging some monstrous aerial war against the Mexican government. I am not going to fault you for that!”

    “Thank you, Mrs. Derringer,” Betsy said, and she appeared to relax a little.

    “That said, I am afraid that we cannot allow you to stay here for long – certainly not without informing your family. You are not yet twenty-one, are you?”

    “No. I’ll be eighteen next month.”

    “You are very mature for your age, my dear; I’d have taken you for a year or two older. But it is twenty-one that matters; until your twenty-first birthday the law views you as a child, and your parents’ responsibility, and keeping you hidden from them is a crime – perhaps not by statute, I have never investigated the matter, but certainly in practice. Quite aside from the law, allowing you to stay here with Tom – and no matter how we might disguise it, the world will certainly see you as staying with him, rather than with me or Mary Ann – would be a scandal.”

    “I suppose it would,” Betsy acknowledged. “But you said you didn’t want me to leave – what are you proposing?”

    I had no more idea than Betsy what my mother had in mind, so I listened closely and said nothing.

    “It is a curious feature of the adventurer’s profession,” my mother said, “that behavior that would be completely intolerable in other circumstances becomes acceptable if it occurs in the course of a successful adventure – assuming, of course, that the adventure is undertaken with a good purpose in mind. No one will consider it unforgivably scandalous that you spent weeks traveling with Tom by wagon and airship without benefit of chaperone – oh, it may cause a few tongues to wag, but there is a general understanding that you are adventurers, and certain rules can be bent...”

    “I’m not an adventurer!” Betsy interrupted. “I’m an engineer!”

    Mother sat back in her chair and smiled indulgently. “Miss Vanderhart,” she said, “you piloted an airship across the length of Mexico, infiltrated a would-be conqueror’s flying fortress, shot and killed him, improvised an escape from his doomed airship, and then made your way to safety through a hundred miles of jungle; how can you possibly not be an adventurer?”

    “I never intended to be one!”

    “Neither did I, really, but if you mention the name Arabella Whitaker to anyone who knew me before I married, the response will almost certainly be, ‘Oh, the adventurer?’”

    Actually, I thought the response was more likely to be, “Oh, Jack Derringer’s girl?” but I was not foolish enough to say so; I continued to hold my peace.

    “But I’m an engineer!”

    “One can be both, you know.”

    “No, I don’t know! Adventuring is a stupid and dangerous thing to do, and I have better sense than that.”

    I suppressed a smile at this blunt opinion of my own career choice.

    “Yet you did not turn back when Tom offered you the opportunity,” my mother said. “You constructed that breathing device and helped him destroy McKee’s airship.”

    “I just...” She stopped, took a deep breath, then started again, more calmly. “I do not consider myself an adventurer, Mrs. Derringer, however my actions in Mexico might appear.”

    “That’s fine, my dear; you can see yourself however you choose. But how do others perceive you?”

    “What does it matter?”

    Mother smiled again, and shook her head. “Miss Vanderhart, you are not as quick as I hoped; I must assume that you are rattled by your present stressful situation. Cannot you see that I am offering you a respectable choice that does not involve either staying here and causing a scandal, or returning home to suffer your parents’ disapproval?”

    “No, I do not see that! What are you talking about?”

    I was tempted to speak up, since I thought I finally did see where my mother’s thoughts led, but I restrained myself.

    “You can stay here and become the target of gossip and opprobrium, or you can return home to domestic tyranny, or you can go adventuring with Tom. Unless you have other friends who will take you in and not deliver you back to your parents, I see no viable fourth choice.”

    “Go...adventuring?”

    “Yes.” She turned to me. “I believe you had something in mind?”

    This was an occasion that called for something more than another trip to New England. “Well, it may turn out to be of no significance,” I said, “but there is something I want to investigate in California – a possible remnant of Emperor Norton’s retinue.”

    “Emperor Norton?” Betsy looked utterly baffled. “Who is Emperor Norton?”

    “The late Joshua Norton was a madman who declared himself Emperor of the United States and Protector of Mexico,” I explained. “It amused the people of San Francisco to treat him in some regards as if he were an actual monarch.”

    “I don’t understand.”

    “Well, I can explain it, if you like, but I think we should first decide whether it matters. I think my mother has hit upon rather a clever solution, actually. If you accompany me to California as a fellow adventurer, it will give you a sound reason to stay away from your parents, and a way to do so without any great impropriety.”

    “Does your investigation require the services of an engineer?”

    I shrugged. “Who knows? It might. A clever and resourceful companion is bound to be of use even if I do not, in fact, require your skill with machinery. I would be very pleased to have your company. In fact, the major reason I had not already departed on such an errand was that I had hoped to hear from you and could not reasonably expect that to happen while I was on the far side of the continent. Should you agree to join me, there will be nothing to prevent me from heading for California at the first opportunity.”

    I thought I saw a hint of a blush in her cheeks.

    “You don’t need to answer immediately,” Mother told her. “I can wire your mother and tell her that Tom has offered you a position, and you have come here to discuss it in detail before deciding whether to accept.”

    “I don’t...” She stopped, thinking.

    “I can assure you,” I said, “I have no plans for any travel by airship this time, nor for any expeditions beyond the borders of the United States.”

    “Though one can never be certain of what might happen, when one goes adventuring,” my mother added, in perhaps her least-helpful contribution to the conversation.

    “My parents don’t want me to be an adventurer,” Betsy said.

    “No sane parent would,” Mother replied. She did not look at me as she said this, and I admired her self-control.

    “Your parents are already unhappy with you,” I said. “Could accompanying me make matters any worse? Indeed, the separation may serve to ameliorate matters – tempers will have time to cool, and the natural familial bond may thereby reassert itself. You will not have your mother’s constant attentions troubling you, and she may find herself more concerned with your physical safety than with the well-being of your soul – not that I think either to be at any great risk – to salutary effect on your future interactions.”

    “Staying here, on the other hand, she will most likely see as a terrible threat to your virtue and reputation,” Mother said.

    “As if there won’t be plenty of opportunities while traveling!”

    “There is far less privacy on a train,” Mother said. “And many people overestimate how much care hoteliers take to protect their female clientele, and assume their daughters will be kept safe.”

    “We won’t be camping out in a wagon, then?”

    “I don’t have any plans to do so,” I replied. “At present, I am unaware of anything that would take me out of the city of San Francisco, once we have reached it.”

    “You were unaware we would cross the Mexican border last time.”

    “That’s true, and it’s possible we’ll wind up in Siberia or Timbuktoo, but at present I am unaware of anything that would cause that to happen. And you can always leave me to my own devices and return home by yourself.”

    She managed a smile. “You are such a charmer, Tom Derringer, offering to abandon me on the Barbary Coast!”

    I smiled back. “I will do what I can to please a lady.”

    “You don’t need to decide this very minute, dear,” my mother said, rising and reaching for the teapot. “Think it over. Would you like more tea?”

    

  
    

    Chapter Four

    

    Our Journey Begins

    

    I will say that Miss Vanderhart did not rush into anything; she had me explain at great length everything I knew of Gabriel Trask, Emperor Norton, and the Pierce Archives. She demanded to see my father’s journals, and I allowed it. She did not read through them all, but skimmed several volumes, stopping now and then to read a passage more carefully. She studied maps of California, railroad timetables, and what few other relevant sources of information we had in the house.

    “And you have no particular reason to suspect this Mr. Trask of nefarious deeds or evil intentions?” she asked me, looking up from a page of notes.

    “None,” I admitted, “save that his name was on the mind and lips of Hezekiah McKee, who spoke of him as a master of spies and assassins.”

    “But you’re going to California in search of him, all the same?”

    “So it would seem, yes.”

    “Idle curiosity hardly seems sufficient justification for crossing the continent!”

    “Yet I had nothing more than idle curiosity driving me when I bought your father’s airship and shipped it to Flagstaff to pursue reports of a mysterious flying object.”

    She could scarcely argue with that. “Let us hope that this time your investigations are a little less hazardous,” she said.

    “Our investigations,” I corrected her.

    “If I agree to go.”

    “If you do not, I may well leave Mr. Trask untroubled.”

    She frowned at that, and returned to her studies.

    And finally, at suppertime on her second full day with us, she announced that she would accompany me to San Francisco if we could agree upon a suitable wage for her services as my assistant.

    The negotiations did not take long; my mother had not yet served out the pumpkin pie for our dessert when we settled our terms. I had the impression that Betsy had thought her demands extravagant, but I found them reasonable enough, and I wondered what her father had paid for her services in the past, when she had acted as his messenger – or whether he had paid her at all!

    After that we needed another two days to prepare, including sending a telegram to her mother to inform her of our plans and gathering the supplies I thought appropriate. On the third morning after her acceptance we were aboard a train bound for New York, the first step in our journey.

    Upon reaching the city I brought Miss Vanderhart to meet our banker Tobias Arbuthnot, and my father’s old friend, Mad Bill Senedeker. I showed her the Pierce Archives, and introduced her to Dr. Pierce. If she was to play the part of an adventurer, it seemed only fitting to make her acquainted with a little of the professional community – and of course, I wanted to call on Messrs. Arbuthnot, Snedeker, and Pierce myself.

    At the archives I reviewed some of the known facts about the late Joshua Norton, but there was so little about his connections with Gabriel Trask that I saw no point in studying excessively. I made polite conversation with some of the other adventurers, introducing them to Miss Vanderhart, but made no effort to deepen my acquaintance with any of them.

    I had turned down a dinner invitation from Mad Bill Snedeker, but Tobias Arbuthnot was harder to refuse, so we dined with him at a finer restaurant than any I had ever before visited.

    And then at last we boarded our train for Chicago. There we would change trains, and continue westward. There would be further transfers in Omaha, where we would pick up the Union Pacific’s famous No. 3, and in Ogden, in the Utah Territory, where we would switch to the Central Pacific for the final leg. In all, the journey would be slightly over a week; perhaps more research might have found a better route, but I was satisfied. For every portion of the trip I had booked us adjoining sleeping compartments.

    “I seem to have spent half my life on trains,” Betsy remarked, as we settled in and stowed our luggage.

    I could not think of an appropriate response, so I smiled silently.

    And then we were on our way.

    She joined me in my compartment so that we could chat. I reviewed with her what I knew of Joshua Norton and Gabriel Trask, told her a little about my recent visit to New England, and regaled her with some of what I had read in my father’s journals about my parents’ adventures. She, in turn, explained how she had become her father’s assistant as a very young girl, as he was tired of training a new student as his aide every few years, only to see that youth graduate and leave. She had learned the engineering necessary to build and maintain his various inventions; he did not want to waste his time on mere mechanics and devoted his own efforts to theory and design. She had also been sent everywhere from Boston to St. Louis to carry his messages and to deliver the assorted devices he had created; he hated to travel, since he could not very well tinker while riding in a Pullman car or driving a buggy.

    Her mother had always been the mistress of the household, seeing to the everyday business of keeping her husband and children fed and clothed and their house clean and in good repair. She had never put on any great display of religious devotion and had tolerated a fair amount of irreverence and anti-social behavior from the professor, but apparently learning that her daughter had killed a man had brought about a sudden revulsion against her earlier tolerance and a zealous determination to drag her family back to the path of righteousness.

    Betsy did not care to be dragged anywhere.

    She was able to discuss her mother more calmly now; the few days away from her, and the promise of a good many more, had had a salutary effect on her emotions. Simply having someone to talk to about the matter seemed to help immensely, so I let her talk as much as she cared to, even when her outraged protestations grew repetitious and ultimately tedious.

    She was still talking about how unreasonable it was for her father to have sided so often with her mother when it was he who had been responsible for her unorthodox upbringing when we made our way to the dining car for a late supper. We were, I believe, somewhere in eastern Pennsylvania at this point, and many of the trees rushing past the windows were already showing their fall colors, making a splendid display.

    I made some remark about the scenery and how it was quite different from what we would see on the train west from Chicago. Then the steward showed us to our table, and we had just taken our seats when a man in a battered bowler hat tapped my shoulder.

    Startled, I turned. His face looked vaguely familiar, but I could not place it.

    “You’re Tom Derringer, aren’t you?” he asked.

    “I am,” I acknowledged. “And who might you be?” I asked in return.

    “Edward Hancock,” he said, extending a hand. “Call me Teddy.”

    I recognized the name. I took his hand and shook it. His grip was firm, but not excessively so, and his gaze was friendly and open.

    “Steady Teddy” Hancock was an adventurer, one of fairly modest accomplishments, but with a reputation for honesty and for being a good man to have at your back in a tight spot. I had no reason to doubt that this man was he.

    “Tom,” I said. “And this is Miss Elspeth Vanderhart.”

    “I recognized you from the Pierce Archives,” he said.

    “You must join us for dinner,” Betsy said, gesturing at one of the unclaimed seats.

    “No, no; I’ve already eaten, and I would not want to put you to any trouble. I did wonder, though, what your destination might be. I thought I overheard something about a westbound train from Chicago. If we have the same goal, perhaps we could join forces.”

    “We are bound for San Francisco,” I said. “And you?”

    “Ah. I’ll be disembarking at Ogden, Utah. Then you are not...well, we are clearly not pursuing the same matter.”

    “Apparently not,” I said. “Might I ask...”

    “Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing,” he said hastily, before I could complete my inquiry. “Just a rumor.”

    “One I had not heard, it would seem.”

    “So it would seem. And what takes you to San Francisco?”

    “A name,” I said. “A name I heard from a man who is no longer with us.”

    “And what would that name be?”

    “Gabriel Trask.”

    I waited to see his reaction; did the name mean any more to him than it had to me?

    He cocked his head to one side for a moment, considering, then shook his head. “I don’t recall ever hearing it before. Why are you looking for him?”

    “Hezekiah McKee was convinced I was in Trask’s employ. I’m curious as to why he thought so.”

    “And McKee is dead, so you’re planning to ask this Trask fellow about it?”

    “Exactly.”

    “Doesn’t sound very lucrative.”

    “I don’t expect to earn a cent.”

    “Ah! Well, I have hopes of coming home with something I can sell to a museum. I’ll wish you well in your search, then. It’s been a pleasure, Mr. Derringer, Miss Vanderhart.” He tipped his hat and turned away.

    I might have followed him to ask for more details of his own quest, but just then the steward arrived with our menu cards.

    When we had ordered our meal, Betsy asked me, “Does that happen often, one adventurer encountering another on an unrelated mission?”

    “I don’t really know,” I admitted. “It has never happened to me before, but I’m still just a beginner in the trade. I don’t recall many such meetings mentioned in my father’s journals.”

    “He seemed wary of telling you what he was after.”

    “I noticed that.”

    “Perhaps you should not have been so quick to tell him your own intentions.”

    I dismissed her concern with a gesture. “He’s after a treasure of some sort, I suppose, and doesn’t want competition. You heard what he said about a museum. I, on the other hand, am merely seeking knowledge, and I don’t see how that would concern him.”

    While Betsy was considering this, I added, “And I don’t see what harm it could do if he knew everything I do about Mr. Trask and our intentions. Even if he should decide to join us, what would that do to interfere with my own interests?”

    “He might not believe your intentions are as benign as you claim.”

    “And what if he does not?”

    “He might warn Trask that you are looking for him.”

    “Again, what harm would there be in it?”

    She waved the question away. “Oh, don’t mind me. I am full of dire imaginings of late – I suppose from listening to my mother. I see assassins on every side.”

    “There are very few active assassins in the United States these days; these are the Appalachians around us, not the Balkans.”

    “Pay me no mind.”

    I shrugged, and put the matter aside.

    After that, though, we spoke much less; I was not sure just why, but she seemed much quieter, almost withdrawn, through our supper and into the remainder of the evening. We were preparing to retire to our separate compartments when she asked me, “You do remember, don’t you, that Reverend McKee said that Trask employed spies and assassins? We may not be in the Balkans, but this Trask might still be dangerous.”

    I did not answer immediately. In truth, I had let the image of Mr. Trask as spymaster to a prancing comic-opera buffoon sway me and had assumed he would turn out to be harmless, but McKee had certainly not thought him to be harmless. He had thought Trask might be a serious obstacle to his plans to build an empire. And McKee had clearly had direct dealings with him, whereas everything I read at the Pierce Archives was at best second-hand reporting. I might indeed be underestimating Trask.

    But why should I worry Betsy, who by her own admission had been of late prone to unpleasant fancies?

    “He might be,” I said. “But I doubt it. Still, I shall be careful, I promise you. I shall be more circumspect in the future than I was with Mr. Hancock, as well.”

    She did not seem entirely reassured, but she turned to her compartment door without further protest. “Good night, Tom,” she said.

    “Good night, Betsy.”

    I retreated to my own compartment, where I removed my coat and boots, but I sat in thought for a moment before undressing further.

    I remembered how often Toby Arbuthnot and Mad Bill had warned me about the dangers of an adventurer’s career and how they had both listed many sad and gruesome deaths that had befallen my compatriots. I remembered my mother’s warnings and how much effort she had put into seeing that I was properly trained. I remembered how many of my father’s adventures, as described in his journal, had involved treachery and other unexpected hazards. Not all of his companions in Darien Lord’s band had survived.

    Betsy was right. I needed to be more careful, in word and deed. Hezekiah McKee had thought of Gabriel Trask as a formidable adversary; Trask’s association with Emperor Norton might have been a ruse, some sort of protective coloration to conceal real and dangerous schemes.

    Henceforth, I promised myself, I would tell no one any more about my quest than absolutely necessary. From the first moment we arrived in San Francisco I would strap on my Colt and travel armed at all times. My Winchester rifle was in the baggage car, but the revolver was in a case by my feet; I debated opening it, but then dismissed the idea. I thought it was more likely that I would accidentally shoot a steward than that I would actually need it to fend off a real foe.

    With that resolve fresh in my mind I extinguished the lamp and settled in my berth.

    

  
    

    Chapter Five

    

    We Arrive in San Francisco

    

    No untoward incidents or irregularities troubled us on the way to Omaha, which was a bustling little city on the western banks of the Missouri. I admit to some excitement upon seeing the Union Pacific name on our next train; we were crossing the entire continent! Messrs. Lewis and Clark had needed a year and a half to accomplish the feat we would complete in scarcely more than a week.

    We found our compartment and settled in. To avoid any risk of missing the train’s 12:15 departure we had foregone taking our luncheon in any of Omaha’s dining establishments, and had instead packed a few sandwiches, which we now unwrapped and ate. By the time we brushed away the last crumbs we were well under way, rolling westward across the plains of Nebraska.

    I cannot say the scenery that streamed past our windows was of any great interest, and in short order we resorted to reading two of the books we had brought, and rode on in companionable silence.

    Our conversation was more sparse on this leg of the trip; I think we were both running out of things to say to one another. We had spent a great deal of time traveling in each other’s company on our previous adventure, after all, and were already a few days into this new journey.

    The scenery improved on the second and third days out of Omaha, as we climbed into the hills and mountains. I glimpsed Teddy Hancock in the passage once or twice, but did not speak to him.

    We were almost an hour late pulling into Ogden, the transfer point between the Union Pacific’s Number Three train and the Central Pacific’s Number Two, as well as the junction with the Utah & Northern’s narrow-gauge line. The various agents and salesmen on the platform seemed to have been wearied and annoyed by the unaccustomed wait, but we were able to fend them off and make our way to the boardwalk that led from the station to the heart of town without making any purchases.

    The station itself was rather disappointing – a two-story wooden structure that seemed to be surrounded by mud anywhere that was not actual rail bed – and our late arrival meant that we had missed a chance to see the magnificent mountains east of the city as anything more than pale shapes in the distance, their stony peaks gleaming faintly in the light of a crescent moon. That boardwalk, though, kept our feet out of the worst of the mire and led us to a thriving town that offered a choice of several small hotels and boarding houses. We chose one called the Reed Hotel, which proved to be entirely comfortable and reasonably priced.

    As we were registering for the night, Teddy Hancock and two companions walked in. He gave me a curious look, as if wondering whether our presence was mere coincidence or something more sinister, and I interrupted my discussion with the desk clerk to call a greeting.

    “Mr. Derringer,” he replied. “A pleasure to see you again – but I thought you were not stopping in Ogden.”

    “We are not staying long, Mr. Hancock; we will be taking the Central Pacific tomorrow afternoon.”

    “You cannot stay on the train tonight?”

    “Not that I am aware of, nor would I want to remain in such cramped quarters when I have this fine establishment available to me!” I waved an arm to take in the Reed’s lobby, a lobby that would be a shabby embarrassment back in New York, but which I was fairly certain was the best one could expect in this part of the country.

    “Ah. Perhaps I will see you at supper, then.”

    “Or at breakfast.”

    But in fact, we did not see him again during our stay in Ogden; indeed, when we had our keys and were being shown to our rooms, I glanced back and saw Mr. Hancock arguing with the other two men; then all three turned to go, having apparently reconsidered their choice of the Reed.

    The following day we took in such sights as there were, admiring the grand mountain vistas to the east and the lakes to the west, and we strolled the streets with some caution – I did not take Ogden to be an entirely safe place and was careful to keep Betsy in sight so far as I reasonably could. The locals at the hotel had told us proudly that just a month before a company had been formed to build and operate mule-drawn streetcars, but we saw no sign of their efforts.

    By mid-afternoon we made our way back to the depot, and we were comfortably ensconced on our train when its whistle sounded and the wheels began to turn.

    As the train pulled out of the station I leaned out the window and glanced back and saw a group of half a dozen men watching our departure. I thought one of them wore a familiar bowler.

    It seemed to me that there was something curious about all this, and I wondered what to make of it. Had I done something to antagonize Mr. Hancock? What was his business in Ogden? I had certainly seen no sign of anything that would interest a professional adventurer.

    Whatever it might be I was leaving it behind and was on my way to San Francisco to find Gabriel Trask. I drew my head back into the carriage and closed the window.

    The remainder of the journey was uneventful, and after two nights on the train we arrived in Oakland and transferred to the railroad’s ferry, which landed us safely in San Francisco around midday.

    We were well out of the mountain snows here, but a chill wind blew off the water and we wasted no time in consulting the locals regarding a suitable hotel to serve as the home base for our search. I had learned from the Pierce Archives that in 1876 the late Emperor Norton had met with Dom Pedro II, the actual Emperor of Brazil, at the famous Palace Hotel, so that establishment was my preferred choice, and I was assured that it was indeed convenient and despite its fine reputation, not excessively expensive.

    We might, I suppose, have taken the new Market Street cable cars from the ferry port, but I felt more comfortable riding a more familiar and private conveyance, so we engaged a hansom cab.

    A short ride brought us to the Palace Hotel, at the corner of Market and New Montgomery Streets, where we took adjoining rooms on the fourth floor, looking across at the topmost levels of the smaller, but still splendid, Grand Hotel on the other side of New Montgomery Street.

    I have previously referred to the shortcomings of our hotel in Ogden; the Palace had no such lacks. It was easily the equal of the finest I had seen in New York. Its proprietors claimed it to be the largest hotel in the world; I have no reason doubt the claim. Its splendors were many and obvious, and it was not surprising that the Brazilian monarch had chosen it for his residence when visiting the city.

    Having completed our transcontinental journey we felt no great desire to do anything but recuperate, and we therefore spent much of the next two days simply enjoying the hotel’s myriad comforts. The search for Mr. Trask could wait until we were rested and until the aches that had accumulated in a week of bone-rattling travel and sleep in inadequate and over-active bunks had subsided.

    We did venture to the local telegraph office, though, where I wired my mother to let her know we had arrived safely.

    Betsy then wired her mother to the same effect, but concluded her message with, “Tom has been a perfect gentleman.”

    I thought this final sentence was a mistake and announced, “I have another message to send.”

    The telegrapher readied his pen.

    “To Mrs. Aloysius Vanderhart, same address,” I said. “Dear Mrs. Vanderhart – I have not debauched your daughter. Stop. Sincerely, T. Derringe...”

    I had not completed the final syllable of my name when Betsy hit me on the arm, with more power than one might expect from so small a frame.

    “That’s not funny, Tom.”

    “No? I thought it was, but if you’re sure...”

    “Don’t send that message,” she ordered the telegrapher.

    He pulled the page from his pad and tore it in half. “Just as well,” he said. “I don’t believe I know how to spell ‘debauched.’”

    After that we returned to the hotel and took tea in the conservatory on the top floor.

    At last, though, I felt sufficiently rested to pursue our purpose in being there. I had chatted with some of the staff and the other guests in the Gentlemen’s Grill and had learned a little more about the late Emperor’s habits. He had lived a few blocks away, on Commercial Street, on the top floor of a place called the Eureka Lodgings, but had largely held court elsewhere, as his meager home did not provide sufficient space for any sort of gathering.

    I was told that his room had been ransacked after his death, in response to rumors that he had concealed various treasures there, but nothing unexpected, and nothing of significance, had been found; for that reason I decided I did not need to explore it myself. I did not exclude the possibility that secrets might have been gone undetected, but I did not think I had any special aptitude for seeing what others had missed.

    He had spent much of his time walking the streets and, when the weather permitted, chatting with his friends and subjects on the city’s sidewalks or in Portsmouth Square. It was in this square that he had most often met with the officers of his court, such as they were. Accordingly, on our third morning in the city Betsy and I set out for that little park. The weather being above reproach, particularly for the final week of September, we walked the dozen or so blocks up Kearny Street rather than employing any sort of wheeled transportation.

    I confess to being somewhat startled to see, on the west side of the street as we neared our destination, shop signs not in English, but in Chinese. I knew of course, of San Francisco’s famed “Chinatown,” but I had not realized we would be traversing its boundaries for much of our stroll.

    But then, I should not have been surprised; the late Emperor Norton had been famous for his advocacy of fair and liberal treatment for the city’s Chinese inhabitants, and indeed his so-called Grand Chamberlain was a Chinaman, so it was perfectly reasonable for his court and residence to be located near the Chinese community.

    Portsmouth Square was a pleasant enough place, a rectangle of trees and grass in the midst of the city. We strolled across it, then settled on a convenient bench.

    For several minutes we watched the people of San Francisco come and go. Many were simply traversing the park on their way from one place to another, while others spent a few minutes reinvigorating themselves before moving on.

    I was most interested, however, in those who did not move on, but settled on a bench, as we had, and stayed. I thought these were the people most likely to have known His Imperial Majesty. Most were a little shabby, of course; their mere presence indicated they had no job demanding their attention elsewhere.

    After perhaps half an hour I selected one of these lingerers, a short man of advancing years, with long unkempt black hair and sunken cheeks, who looked to me as if he was very much at home in the square, as if he had been coming there for years. I got to my feet, crossed the walk, and sat down beside him. Betsy followed, and took a seat on his other side.

    “Good morning,” I said.

    He looked at me warily. “S’pose it is,” he said.

    “Do you sit here often?”

    He cocked his head to one side. “Weather permittin’,” he said.

    “Been doing it for some time?” Something of his manner was rubbing off on me.

    “Long enough.”

    “Back when Emperor Norton held court here?”

    His attitude, already wary, grew downright hostile. “You a reporter?”

    “Good heavens, no!” I said. “Ask my companion. I’m an adventurer.”

    “Look young for that trade.”

    “I’m just starting out.”

    “If you’re lookin’ for poor old Norton’s treasure, you can forget it. He never had none.”

    “I know that. You knew him, then?”

    “I talked to him once or twice. Can’t say I knew him well.” He coughed. “And if you’re hopin’ to find out what he and Dom Pedro talked about, ain’t nobody knows now but Dom Pedro. Emperor stuff, I s’pose.”

    “No, I...well, I won’t say I wouldn’t like to know, but that’s not what I’m after. I’m looking for a man who might have worked for Emperor Norton.”

    “Worked for him? Ain’t nobody worked for him; he didn’t have no money to pay anyone.”

    That was almost certainly true and brought up a number of questions I realized I had not given sufficient thought, but I put it aside for the moment. “All right, then, a man who did favors for the emperor.”

    “Plenty o’ them around; which one did you want?”

    “A man named Gabriel Trask.”

    He scratched his head and gazed thoughtfully at me, then said, “Can’t say I know the name.”

    That was disappointing. “Do you know anyone who might?”

    “Could be. What’s in it for me?”

    I fished a half-dollar from my vest pocket, secreted there earlier for this very purpose, and pressed it into his palm. “There’s another of these for you if I find Mr. Trask.”

    The half-dollar disappeared. “Don’t know if I can find him, but I can find you someone who knew the emperor better ’n almost anyone.”

    “That would be sufficient.”

    “Then be here tomorrow ’round noon, with that fifty-cent piece o’ your’n, and I’ll introduce you.”

    “Thank you.”

    “I’ll see you then, in that case,” he said, and got to his feet. He ambled off toward the west side of the square.

    I was tempted to follow him, but Betsy, who had not said a word since we left the Palace, put a hand on my arm to stop me. “Tomorrow,” she said. “We’ll see if he keeps his word.”

    I nodded.

    We ambled about the park after that and spoke to a few of its other denizens, but found no one else who would admit to having known Emperor Norton. Around noon we betook ourselves to Martin & Horton’s, an establishment said to be patronized by a variety of colorful characters, and where the late emperor had often eaten lunch. Several of the saloon’s habitues had known Emperor Norton, but no one admitted to any knowledge of Gabriel Trask. Two or three gentlemen acknowledged having heard the name before, but none had any notion of where he might be found, or just what his connection to the late emperor might have been. It seemed Mr. Trask had not been any part of Martin & Horton’s regular crowd; his interactions with Mr. Norton had all taken place elsewhere.

    From there we wandered back to Portsmouth Square, but a brisk wind was blowing in off the Pacific and the skies were threatening, driving away the park’s usual clientele. I suggested that we might proceed back to the Palace, but Betsy had an alternative to propose: shopping.

    I protested, but Betsy was insistent. “I did not pack for a journey of this duration,” she said.

    I could hardly deny that. I mentioned seeing a dry goods emporium nearby, but she shook her head. “I can’t sew,” she said. “I was always too busy running errands for my father to learn; my mother made my clothes while I was away. I can’t cook, either, beyond the campfire cooking I picked up on our previous travels.” She gave me a look I can only describe as defiant. “We’ll need a dressmaker.”

    “Of course,” I said, and we set out to find one.

    

  
    

    Chapter Six

    

    The Grand Chamberlain

    

    The next morning we visited another dressmaker and a milliner, then frittered away the remainder of the morning in casual exploration of the city and in conversation with some of its inhabitants – pleasant enough, but in no way advancing our search for Mr. Trask.

    Shortly before noon we found our way to Portsmouth Square again and quickly spotted our informant; he was standing near the bench where we had spoken, deep in conversation with an elderly Oriental gentleman in a faded black frock coat. We approached deliberately, and our man spotted us.

    “Here’s the feller,” he said to his companion.

    They both turned to face us, and the Chinaman bowed, in the fashion of his homeland. I essayed a small bow in return, then held out my hand.

    “Tom Derringer,” I said. “I don’t think I thought to introduce myself yesterday.”

    The Chinaman took my hand and bowed again. “I am called Ah How,” he said, in slightly accented English. I recognized the name as that of Emperor Norton’s so-called Grand Chamberlain. Before I could respond, he continued, “Derringer? Have I heard that name before?”

    “It’s possible,” I admitted.

    “I have, but it was not in reference to yourself,” he said, raising a hand. “Do you know a Jackie Derringer? An adventurer?”

    “He was my father,” I said, startled.

    “You say ‘was’?”

    “He has been dead these thirteen years.”

    “I am sorry to hear it. You are pursuing the same trade as he?”

    “I am.” I realized that we had by this time exchanged several sentences, and he had asked me several questions, while I, who had come seeking information, had asked none. I started to open my mouth to inquire about Mr. Trask, but the other man spoke before I could.

    “Satisfied, Mr. Derringer?”

    “Absolutely, sir,” I said, as I drew forth the promised half-dollar. He closed his hand around it, tipped his hat, wished us a good day, and strolled away.

    Ah How, Betsy, and I watched him go. When he was perhaps twenty feet away I turned back to Ah How, but before I had gathered my thoughts he asked, “Are you aware you are being followed?”

    I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I blinked, astonished. Then I said, “I am?”

    “Yes. There are two of them – a man behind you to your right, in a string tie and flat-brimmed hat, and another to your left, in a red vest and dented bowler hat. I do not believe they can hear us, so if you do not look at them they will not realize they have been spotted.”

    I kept my eyes focused on Ah How’s face while I considered his words and realized that I had seen individuals matching those descriptions more than once since arriving in the city, but had paid them no particular attention. “Interesting,” I said. “Have you any idea who they are, or why they might be watching me?”

    “I have seen them before. The man in the string tie calls himself Smith, but I do not believe that is his real name. He can be hired for a variety of services, not all of them legal, and often works with adventurers. The man in the bowler is Andrew Bowlby, and he worked for the Pinkerton Agency until his drinking interfered with his employment. When he is sober enough, he takes odd jobs.”

    “You seem remarkably well informed,” I replied.

    “I have found it advisable to pay attention to what goes on around me.”

    “Do you have any idea why they are following me?”

    “No, Mr. Derringer, I do not.”

    I glanced at Betsy, who had not said a word. She shook her head, which I took to mean she did not want to be involved any more than necessary. I turned back to Ah How. “I understand you were a good friend of the late Joshua Norton.”

    His expression saddened. “I was.”

    “I am looking for a man said to be associated with the emperor,” I explained. “A man named Gabriel Trask.”

    Ah How’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you hear that name?”

    I considered giving some vague or incomplete answer, but this man had demonstrated remarkable perspicacity and, it would seem, done me a favor in pointing out that I was under observation.

    “From the lips of the Reverend Hezekiah McKee,” I said. “He accused me of being in Mr. Trask’s pay.”

    “Did he say who Mr. Trask was?”

    “No, he did not, but he said that Mr. Trask employed spies and assassins. That made me curious, so I did some research, and found that some people believed this Trask to have been the emperor’s spymaster.”

    He nodded. “And what is your interest in this matter?”

    “I am an adventurer, sir, and follow my whims. Further, I would prefer not to let assassins roam the world unhindered. Accordingly, I have come to San Francisco to see whether there is any truth in McKee’s accusations.”

    “And if there is?”

    I had reached the limit of my tolerance for his endless questions. “Is there?”

    He sighed, his breath fluttering the tips of his mustache. “Mr. Trask was not the emperor’s spymaster,” he said.

    “Oh?” He seemed reluctant to say more, so I pressed him, “Who was Gabriel Trask, then? What was his connection with Joshua Norton?”

    “You must understand, Mr. Norton was a poor man in worldly wealth, but rich in friends, and despite his claim to a foolish and unreal title, rich in wisdom. He could not pay for anyone’s services, nor demand them, but there were those who offered their services nonetheless, and those who accepted my friend’s advice and counsel. Mr. Trask was one such.”

    “And what services did he offer? Spies and assassins?”

    He sighed again. “You let your imagination run away with you. There are wonders in this world, young man, but assassins who serve an emperor who cannot pay them? That is not something I have ever encountered.”

    “What, then?”

    “Mr. Trask was not the emperor’s spymaster. He was the emperor’s ambassador to the hidden people of the world.”

    It seemed that we had reversed roles, and now I was the one asking endless questions. “Hidden people?”

    “Those who choose not to walk openly among us,” he said. “Those who live in secret places in the far mountains, or in caverns beneath the earth, or in the waters of the sea.”

    Comprehension burst upon me. “Places like El Dorado, or Shamballah.”

    He nodded. “Exactly. Mr. Trask served as their advocate to the emperor and his friends.”

    “And his encounters with Hezekiah McKee?”

    “Ah, that I cannot say. I do not know anything about them – or about Mr. McKee. I had not heard the name until you mentioned him a moment ago. Could it be, though, that this McKee attempted to rob or exploit some lost tribe, and Mr. Trask objected?”

    “That is exactly the sort of thing McKee might have done,” I acknowledged. “Exactly.” This suggestion fit the available facts so perfectly that it seemed almost a certainty.

    “Then is your curiosity satisfied?”

    I had no immediate answer for that, as I did not know myself. If Gabriel Trask was neither the mastermind of a cabal of assassins, nor the mysterious companion of a harmless and beloved madman, was there any real justification for seeking him out?

    “I think we will need to consider this further,” Betsy said, startling the two of us.

    Ah How nodded, in a peculiar movement that was almost like a small bow, and I realized how rude I had been in my focus on getting answers. “Where are my manners?” I said. “Ah How, this is my companion – my assistant – Miss Elspeth Vanderhart.”

    “I am honored, Miss,” he said, and this time there was nothing small or indefinite about his bow.

    Betsy curtseyed, a trifle awkwardly.

    Ah How asked, “Could it be, Mr. Derringer, that it is she who is being followed?”

    Betsy threw me a glance.

    “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know why anyone would be following either of us.”

    “Could they be in Mr. Trask’s employ?” Betsy asked. “Perhaps word reached him that we were looking for him, and he was concerned about our intentions.”

    “That seems quite unlikely,” Ah How replied. “As of my most recent information, Mr. Trask is in Los Angeles, hundreds of miles from here.”

    “Then it’s a mystery to us both,” I said. “And a rather troubling one.”

    “Do you have enemies?”

    “None I am aware of – at least, none who are still alive.” As I finished that sentence I realized it sounded rather more belligerent than I had intended; I had meant it as a simple statement of fact, but it came out as a threat.

    “Could it be that these people are looking for Mr. Trask and hope that you will lead them to him?”

    “Perhaps,” I said, “but until a moment ago I had no idea where he might be.”

    “They may not know that.”

    “Would they not have asked you?”

    “That would depend what they already know.”

    I nodded. “You said, sir, that you thought Mr. Trask to be in Los Angeles.”

    “Before we discuss this any further, Mr. Derringer, there is another matter I think we must address.”

    “Oh?”

    “I think I have been of some service to you?”

    “Indeed, very much so!”

    “I mentioned that Joshua Norton was not blessed with earthly goods and was in fact quite poor by most reckoning. I am perhaps better off than he was, but I am not wealthy.”

    “Oh, of course!” But then I stopped. While he clearly wanted payment, I had no idea at all of what sum would be appropriate. Obviously, more than the dollar I had given the man who introduced us, but how much more? I fumbled a half-eagle from my pocket and glanced at it. “And what would you say your time is worth, sir?”

    A finger flickered toward the coin. “That would be sufficient.”

    “I hope you will find me to be generous, rather than merely sufficient.” I added a second half-eagle and presented them both.

    He accepted the coins, then bowed. When he straightened up, he said, “I understand that after the emperor’s death Mr. Trask decided to abandon our world entirely and went to live among the tunnel dwellers beneath Los Angeles.”

    I blinked. “Tunnel dwellers?” I reviewed what I knew of the deserts of southern California, and said, “You mean the lizard people? I had not realized their tunnels extended under the town of Los Angeles.”

    “I have heard them called that; I do not think they like that name. They are humans, not lizards, and they call themselves the Skyless.”

    “Do they? I had not known that. And Mr. Trask has gone to live with them?”

    “That was his intent when last we spoke.”

    “Then am I to take it that they are not hostile to outsiders?”

    Ah How shook his head. “Mr. Trask served well as the emperor’s ambassador to their nation. I do not think others would be treated as kindly as he. If they wanted to conduct commerce with the rest of us, they are free to do so, yet they remain in their tunnels and are thought by many to be extinct, if indeed they are acknowledged to have ever existed at all.”

    That was an excellent point.

    “Thank you,” I said. “Is there anything else you think I should know?”

    “Oh, many things, I am sure, Mr. Derringer. But if you mean is there anything else I think I should tell you, I cannot say there is.”

    “Then again, Mr. How, I thank you, and I wish you a good day.” I tipped my hat to him.

    He bowed one last time in return, then turned and ambled away to the west.

    Betsy and I watched him go. Then I asked, “Shall we return to the hotel, or take luncheon at Martin & Horton’s?”

    “I would say return to the Palace,” she said. “I think we have things to discuss that do not need an audience.”

    “I cannot disagree,” I said. I offered her my arm, and we headed across the park to Kearny Street.

    

  
    

    Chapter Seven

    

    Our Mysterious Pursuers

    

    We were dining in the American Room at the Palace when a bellboy approached our table. “Mr. Derringer?” he asked.

    I acknowledged my identity.

    “A messenger brought this for you just now.”

    I accepted the paper and tipped him a dime; he hurried away.

    The letter I held was sealed with red wax stamped in Chinese and was addressed in an unfamiliar hand. I looked at Betsy.

    “Open it,” she said. “I’m as curious as you are.”

    I did, and read this:

    

    My dear Mr. Derringer,

    After our conversation today I returned to my offices on Grant Avenue, and no more than an hour later I was accosted there by Mr. Smith – you will recall I pointed him out to you in Portsmouth Square. He questioned me at length about our discussion, relying on a mixture of threats and paltry payments to coax answers from me.

    I am afraid the answers I gave him were not entirely truthful, and they were certainly not complete. I thought you would be interested to know that only a single mention was made of Mr. Trask’s name; when I denied knowing any such person my answer was accepted without argument.

    Most of his questions that were not about your own plans – about which I professed complete ignorance – were directed toward the history of Joshua Norton. Mr. Smith seemed to believe your visit to San Francisco was in pursuit of my late friend’s imaginary treasure, or some other secret involving him that might yield a sufficient fortune to interest a professional adventurer such as yourself. I did nothing to dissuade him, for two reasons: First, because I did not believe he could be dissuaded, and second, because I thought it best to let him pursue what your people call a wild goose chase.

    And a third reason, I confess, would be that I simply do not like the man.

    I told him that you had asked me many of the same questions he did. I assured him I knew nothing of any treasure, and convinced him of my veracity in this matter by pointing out that had I known of any treasure I have had more than two years to claim it for myself and have not done so. However, I said nothing that I thought likely to persuade him that no treasure exists. Let him chase that goose.

    Incidentally, he made no mention of your lovely companion at all.

    In hopes that I have acted in a way you would find satisfactory, I remain,

    Your friend,

    

    The signature was two Chinese characters, and I can only assume that they represented the name Ah How; a quick inspection showed me that they matched the characters on the sealing wax. Other than that the handwriting, while slightly out of the ordinary in its style, was beautiful and quite clear.

    I passed the message to Betsy, who read it carefully.

    “He writes better English than any of my father’s students,” she remarked. “Probably better than my own.”

    “He is an educated man and has been in this country a long time,” I said.

    “What do you suppose is going on? Who has hired this Mr. Smith, and why is he so interested in you?”

    “I can only conjecture,” I said. “I would guess that someone noticed my arrival in San Francisco, recognized me as an adventurer, observed my inquiries about Emperor Norton, and concluded that I must be seeking his supposed treasure.”

    “How could anyone think that poor man had some hidden treasure?”

    “I cannot say. Perhaps they assume his madness extended to playing the miser, as well as the monarch?”

    She shook her head. “Poor Emperor Norton.”

    I looked at the letter again, and frowned. “One thing strikes me here,” I said. “It would seem that Mr. Smith did ask about Gabriel Trask, though he did not pursue the matter. But I have been cautious in mentioning Mr. Trask’s name. I cannot recall speaking it to anyone in San Francisco except Ah How and the man who introduced us to him.” I suddenly regretted never learning that man’s name. “Have you heard me say it to anyone else?”

    She thought for a moment, then said, “I have no knowledge of what you might have said in the Gentlemen’s Grill, of course, nor to hotel staff when I wasn’t there. You might have been overheard in Portsmouth Square; I’m not familiar with the acoustics there.”

    I was momentarily puzzled by what the term “acoustics” might mean in reference to a public park; every so often Betsy’s background in science and engineering would crop up in ways that baffled me. In this case, though, I concluded she meant the ease with which one might be overheard from various locations, as in the assorted famous “whispering galleries” around the world.

    Before I could comment, though, she continued, “Other than that, the last place I heard you tell someone you were looking for Gabriel Trask was when you spoke to Teddy Hancock on the train.”

    “Oh,” I said. “Oh.” I remembered Teddy Hancock’s behavior in Ogden, and the other men I had seen him talking with. Perhaps he had not believed me when I said there was no money to be had in my current quest and had hired Messrs. Smith and Bowlby to investigate.

    But I had not mentioned Emperor Norton to him, so far as I could recall. Someone had clearly been observing me in San Francisco, as well. Had Smith himself learned I was asking about Emperor Norton, and assumed that was my real target, and Trask’s name a mere smokescreen?

    That would be rather amusing, if so, since the only reason I had sought out the emperor’s acquaintances was to find out what they knew about Mr. Trask. My pursuers, whoever they were, had apparently gotten everything precisely backward. Let them search for the emperor’s new clothes if they wished!

    “You think he’s involved?” Betsy asked.

    “I think he must be,” I replied. Then I reconsidered. “Either that, or our nameless friend from the square saw an irresistible opportunity.” I shrugged. “I don’t suppose it really matters. What matters is that someone thinks I know something about an imaginary treasure. I can’t very well lead them to something that doesn’t exist, can I?”

    “Then what are you going to do?”

    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It seems I may have already accomplished my goal. If Ah How is to be trusted, and I have no reason to think he is not, then Gabriel Trask is an ally of the lizard people who live in tunnels beneath the southwestern deserts, and his conflicts with Reverend McKee were presumably the result of some attempt McKee made to interfere with them. The mystery is solved. But I do not think I am ready, as yet, to simply go home. To come so far and stay for so brief a time seems...foolish? Inefficient?”

    “Both,” she agreed. “I’m not ready, either.”

    “You don’t think your parents are ready to be reasonable?”

    She shook her head. “I don’t,” she said. “Particularly if I come home and tell my mother that I did nothing on this adventure except buy clothes.”

    I smiled at that.

    “Do you think...are you absolutely sure Emperor Norton had no hidden wealth?”

    “Quite sure,” I said. “Need you even ask? Half of San Francisco has been looking for some sign of it for three years now and has turned up exactly nothing. The man who was perhaps his best friend in the world says there is nothing to find.”

    “We could go back to Ogden to see what Teddy Hancock is up to.”

    “He has quite a significant head start on us, while we have no idea what he’s after.”

    “All right, then, if we eliminate those ideas, and you don’t have something better, that just leaves a trip to Los Angeles to see what Gabriel Trask is really up to, and whether Ah How was right.”

    I had wondered when she would state the obvious. “Would you be willing to attempt it?”

    “I wouldn’t mind giving it a try.”

    I nodded, then folded up the letter and slipped it inside my jacket. “That has the advantage of making it harder for our friend Smith to keep watch on us.”

    “Mr. Smith, and Mr. Bowlby, and whoever they’re working for.”

    I picked up my knife and fork. “Indeed,” I said, as I cut myself a bite of steak.

    Alas, the letter and subsequent conversation had let it grow cold, but we made a meal of it anyway.

    We spent the remainder of the evening making rather half-hearted plans. We agreed that we were in no hurry and had had enough of railroads for the present and would therefore take a steamer to San Pedro, that being the closest port to Los Angeles. Beyond that we had little to go on. We had come to San Francisco because I had been told Mr. Trask had worked for Emperor Norton, but I had no names to use in seeking him out in Los Angeles. I had a general idea of where some of the entrances to the hidden realm of the lizard people might be found, from my studies in the adventurers’ geography, but none of the exact locations, and none of the entrances I recalled were in Los Angeles itself. The information could probably be found in the Pierce Archives, but those were in New York, with no branch office or equivalent operation known to me in either San Francisco or Los Angeles. I did not know anyone in Los Angeles personally and did not feel myself in a position to further impose on anyone in San Francisco. I thought I had heard that the Order of Theseus had a small office here, but I was not sure, and I had never gotten around to actually joining the Order in New York, so I did not think I would be in a position to exploit the Order’s resources should I find it.

    The evening was well advanced, and I was considering suggesting that we retire, when Betsy asked, “Couldn’t you wire Mr. Snedeker and ask him to consult the archives for you?”

    I blinked, and may even have gaped at her, before gathering my wits and saying, “Of course I could! I’m a fool not to have thought of it sooner. Thank you, my dear. I shall do precisely that in the morning.”

    “Sometimes, Tom, I think I may be better at this adventuring business than you are!”

    “I rather think that if you chose to pursue it seriously you would rapidly leave me in the dust.”

    “Lucky for you, then, that I have no intention of pursuing it seriously.” She laughed, and I smiled in return, even as I realized it was the first time I had heard her laugh since she first appeared on my mother’s doorstep weeks before.

    In the morning we made our way to the telegraph office once again, where I wired my questions to Mad Bill Snedeker. Since we were there, I also sent a message to my mother, assuring her that we were well, and were making good progress, and would be leaving for Los Angeles shortly.

    Betsy’s wire to her mother was surprisingly brief, and I quote it here in its entirety:

    Still fine - stop. Los Angeles next - stop.

    Apparently she either did not wish to speak to her at length, or did not want to waste my money.

    From there we headed down to the pier, where we discovered the next steamer bound for Los Angeles would not depart for another three days; this time of year they sailed only twice a month. Most people preferred the train, it seemed. We booked passage, then returned to the hotel.

    We were now free to do as we pleased until our ship was ready to board, so we spent the following days in exploring the city and seeing the sights. We did stop in for a cup of tea with Ah How – we did not have an address, but knowing he was located on Grant Street, a few polite questions brought us to his door, and we were able to thank him for his letter and his other kindnesses.

    We saw Mr. Bowlby once or twice, and I thought I caught a glimpse of Mr. Smith once as he vanished into a doorway, but we gave them no heed. Let them observe us, if they chose; we were doing nothing of consequence and had nothing to hide.

    Betsy continued with her shopping. She was not at all extravagant, but I noticed the bills were beginning to add up.

    The day before our scheduled departure, as we returned to the Palace, the desk clerk called to me.

    “A telegram, Mr. Derringer.”

    I accepted it eagerly, and saw that it was from New York, as I had hoped. I unfolded and read it.

    It was quite long; Mad Bill Snedeker must have spent a small fortune sending it. It answered all my questions, though.

    As I had remembered, there were six known tunnel entrances scattered across California and the Arizona and New Mexico territories. I had not been certain of this, but the telegram confirmed that none of them were in Los Angeles itself. The nearest was in the San Gabriel Mountains, well east of town; the telegram provided the exact location in surprising detail, explaining that the information came from the Gabrieleno Indians, who had once traded with the lizard people there. I found the tribal name’s similarity to Mr. Trask’s Christian name an interesting coincidence.

    That the precise location was known was fortunate, since four of the six entrances could only be narrowed to a general area rather than an exact spot, but that it was so far from the town was a disappointment. Still, it would give us a starting point. I showed the telegram to Betsy.

    “Ah How said Mr. Trask was living beneath Los Angeles,” she said.

    “But there aren’t any tunnel entrances in Los Angeles. At least, not any that are listed in the Pierce Archives.”

    She frowned.

    “We’ll just have to hope the tunnels all connect up,” I said. “Or that the lizard people at this location can direct us to an entrance to tunnels under Los Angeles.

    “I suppose so. And really, if we don’t find Mr. Trask, it’s no great catastrophe – he isn’t trying to conquer the world.”

    “Well, not so far as we know.”

    She laughed. Her mood definitely seemed to have improved of late; I think the knowledge that we had learned Mr. Trask’s whereabouts without hardship or violence and that we would not be returning her to New Jersey for a while yet was responsible.

    The next morning we sent our luggage to the pier and checked out of the Palace. I doubted we would find so fine a hostelry in Los Angeles and said as much to the clerk.

    He surprised me by saying, “Oh, you’ll find nothing like the Palace, but the United States on North Main Street isn’t bad, nor is the St. Elmo. The Pico House has the reputation, but good luck getting a room there!”

    I had not expected anyone in San Francisco to be so knowledgeable about lodgings practically at the far end of the State of California, but the clerk saw my surprise, and said, “I talk to a good many travelers, sir, and I listen to what they tell me, so I can pass it on to others like yourself.”

    “Of course,” I said. “Thank you!”

    And with that we left our temporary residence and made our way to the pier, where we boarded our ship and were shown to our cabin – which, due to the limited accommodations aboard, we would share, a fact I hoped that Professor and Mrs. Vanderhart would never learn. We inspected the room and our baggage and found them both satisfactory, then went back out on deck to watch our departure.

    As the ship pulled away from the dock I saw a familiar flat-brimmed hat. Mr. Smith was standing on the pier, watching us go. I could not resist; I waved to him, then formed a trumpet of my hands and called, “Farewell, Mr. Smith! Best of luck in your treasure hunt!”

    To my surprise, he called back, “Goodbye, Mr. Derringer – for now!” Then he turned and shouldered his way through the crowd.

    We watched him go, and then watched the city itself fall away and dwindle behind us as the steamer turned west and sailed out through the Golden Gate.

    

  
    

    Chapter Eight

    

    We Reach the San Gabriel Mountains

    

    The cruise from San Francisco to San Pedro was not without excitement; we were caught in a storm – just a squall, really – off the coast just south of a village called San Simeon, and while the captain assured the passengers that we were never in any real danger, he altered course to keep us well away from all known hazards to navigation and slowed the engines to further reduce the chance of mishap, adding significantly to the duration of the journey. We were at sea almost four days in all, where the norm was somewhere between two days and three, but we arrived in San Pedro unharmed.

    With the recommendations from the desk clerk at the Palace in mind, once we had made our way ashore and taken the train from San Pedro into Los Angeles itself, we took rooms at the United States Hotel on North Main Street. It was not particularly large or modern, being built in the style of two decades past and rising a mere three stories behind a fairly narrow facade, but the rooms were comfortable and well appointed.

    I knew that ten years before Los Angeles had been a notoriously rough town, but that was said to be largely in the past; still, I thought it advisable to wear my revolver on my belt, rather than keeping it packed away, and I made a point of stopping in at a local shop and buying Betsy a double-barreled derringer and a box of cartridges for it.

    I hated to do it; the similarity of my name to Henry Deringer’s had always been a source of irritation, and the use of my family’s name to designate the products of his imitators (with the double r, as distinguished from the single r and capital initial of the genuine article) was downright annoying. Nonetheless, it was the most practical weapon to provide for Betsy’s self-defense, as it could be easily concealed on her rather diminutive person and would not weigh her down.

    She accepted it without argument and reviewed the device’s operation with the salesman before tucking it away out of sight.

    When we had secured lodging and provided for our defense, we found a telegraph office and once again reassured our mothers. That done, we set about acquainting ourselves with the city.

    It was larger and more populous than I had realized, sprawling over an extensive stretch of flat plain, and up into surprisingly steep brush-covered hills and canyons to the north. It struck me as entirely possible that an entrance to the tunnels of the lizard people – or rather, the Skyless – could be somewhere in those hills, completely undetected.

    Or perhaps Ah How was mistaken, and Mr. Trask’s new home lay beneath empty desert somewhere east of the city, rather than under the city itself.

    We did not learn much that first day. On the next I continued to study Los Angeles itself, but also discussed matters with the gentlemen at the hotel’s front desk, both staff and casual visitors. I asked if anyone knew a Gabriel Trask – I described him as an adventurer like myself, one who was thought to be seeking a lost treasure.

    The men I spoke with were fascinated to learn I was a professional adventurer. In San Francisco it made me just another of the city’s numerous eccentrics, but here I was a rarity to be admired. I was able to trade tales of adventure for the information I wanted – what there was of it; no one knew anything of Mr. Trask.

    Of course, even for the little I learned, my own adventures were not yet extensive enough to fill the demand, so I drew on some of my father’s, as well.

    I discovered that the location Mad Bill Snedeker had given me was almost forty miles away, more than halfway to the inland town of San Bernardino; it would take two days just to get to the general vicinity, and we could not expect to find any sort of lodging there. A tent and camping gear would be required.

    My funds were becoming depleted by this point, and I found it necessary to wire Tobias Arbuthnot for more money so that we could purchase camp supplies and a pair of horses. The money arrived that same afternoon, and I begin compiling a list of what we would need.

    This was when I discovered that Betsy did not want to ride horseback. While I had thought a certain minimum level of horsemanship was necessary for any civilized member of our society, male or female, Betsy insisted that this, like cooking and sewing, was a basic skill she had never acquired. She had always traveled in carts, wagons, buggies, boats, and trains when her own two feet were not adequate – oh, or airships. I remembered her in Mexico, bounding across the jungle canopy, supported by hydrogen balloons, and wondered that a woman who would dare such a thing balked at climbing onto a horse’s back, but balk she did. She insisted we should buy a wagon, pointing out that this would allow us to bring more equipment than we could load on two riding horses, even if we added a pack mule.

    “If you intend to be an adventurer, you’ll eventually need to learn to ride,” I chided her.

    “Yet another reason I don’t want to be an adventurer,” she retorted.

    I had no reply to that.

    In truth, once I looked at the complete list of what I thought we might need, buying a wagon seemed to be the more sensible option, so I acquiesced. Acquiring the wagon and everything else we needed took another two days. I also arranged storage at the hotel for those portions of our baggage that would be of no use on the journey; there was no point in overloading the wagon.

    We were well into October, but the weather remained warm and for the most part sunny; it seemed unnatural to those of us more acquainted with northerly climes, but made for easier travel. We encountered no difficulties in setting out to the east.

    As we rode the terrain, never lush, grew more barren; this was dry country, and we were heading out into desert, not unlike what we had flown over between Flagstaff and Phoenix the previous year. There were scattered ranches and even small villages wherever water could be found, but for the most part the land seemed empty and desolate, with greenish-brown brush covering the hills to our left, and bare flat earth to our right.

    There were other people on the road, in both directions; we greeted the westbound travelers politely, and also acknowledged the horsemen who overtook us going east – some of whom we saw more than once, when they stopped to rest and we passed them. Despite the area’s reputation for violence, no one seemed hostile or even unfriendly.

    Betsy kept glancing behind us, but did not say anything of what she saw there.

    Late on the first day of travel, as the sun was setting behind us, we came across a vineyard nestled against the base of the San Gabriel Mountains; from my conversations in Los Angeles I guessed this was a property a man named Joe Phillips had bought the previous year, in hopes of establishing a town. It seemed as good a place to make camp as any, so we found a sheltered area and pitched our tent for Betsy, while I slept in the wagon – by her choice, as I would have thought the reverse a safer arrangement.

    In the morning we gathered ourselves up and continued to the east. I began looking for landmarks and checking my compass, which slowed us a little.

    It was as I checked a particular outcropping against a written description I had received that Betsy remarked, “I think we’re being followed.”

    I looked up, startled. “What?”

    “That man back there – he was behind us most of yesterday, too.”

    I glanced back in the direction she indicated and saw that there was indeed a horseman riding behind us, perhaps as much as half a mile back. He was wearing a broad-brimmed hat that shaded his face, and his clothes were dark and undistinguished. His mount was a bay horse, but I could not make out any further details.

    “He’s been matching our speed,” Betsy said. “Everyone else has fallen back or caught up and passed us, but he’s always there, about the same distance away.”

    I started to ask if she was certain, then thought better of it; Betsy was not given to foolish imaginings. I frowned, and checked that my Colt was loaded and secure in its holster.

    “If he is, he’s wasting his time,” I said.

    “Are you going to do anything about it?”

    “I don’t see what there is to do.”

    Betsy did not seem particularly satisfied with this response, but apparently could not think of a better one.

    We rode on, and around mid-afternoon I recognized one of the landmarks I had been watching for. I had been afraid I might miss it, but when at last I spotted it, just where I thought it should be, it was unmistakable. I hope my readers will forgive me if I am not more specific than that, but I do not wish to encourage anyone to seek out the ancient tunnels we hoped to find.

    “There,” I said, pointing. Betsy looked, and nodded. I pulled the left rein and swung our team off the road.

    In a surprisingly short time we reached a slope too steep for the wagon; we stopped, got out, chocked the wheels, and unhitched the horses. I was about to head on up toward where the tunnel opening should be when Betsy tugged at my sleeve. I turned to see what she wanted.

    She said simply, “Look,” and pointed to the west.

    The sun was on the horizon. Despite the deceptive warmth, it was late October and the days were growing shorter. If we wanted to have daylight to pitch the tent, we needed to make camp immediately.

    “Right,” I said. I paused and scanned the area, looking for any hazards that might endanger a camp in that particular spot, and for a water source other than the keg in the wagon.

    I saw neither hazards nor water, but I did see a tethered horse at the foot of the slope, and a man in a broad-brimmed black hat standing beside it and looking up at us.

    “Do you suppose that’s Mr. Smith?” I asked, pointing. “He could have come by train and found us.”

    “I think it must be,” Betsy replied. “Who else would be following us?” She glanced up the slope. “He probably thinks we’re after the emperor’s treasure here.”

    “Joshua Norton never visited Los Angeles, let alone this wasteland,” I said.

    “Does he know that?” she retorted. “And maybe he thinks someone else hid the emperor’s treasure for him.”

    “He’s a fool,” I said, then stepped to the wagon to lift out our tent.

    The sunset was fading fast by the time we had our campsite properly set up; I lit a cookfire while Betsy rummaged through our supplies, looking for something that would serve as our supper. I had hoped to shoot a jackrabbit or some other small game, but had not seen anything suitable, leaving us to rely on salt beef and canned beans.

    Once I had the fire lit I looked down the hillside. Our unwanted companion’s horse was still there, but I saw nothing of its master, nor anything that could be a tent. Worried that he might be creeping up on us, I retrieved my Porro prism binoculars from our luggage. With their aid I spotted an occupied bedroll near the horse; apparently our pursuer had not brought a real shelter, but was not completely unprepared.

    It struck me as slightly odd that he should already be tucked in for the night; had he eaten? Perhaps he wanted to rest while he could, in case we tried to slip away under cover of darkness.

    That might, I thought, not be a bad idea. I did not like being followed.

    I adjusted the binoculars and tried to get a look at our pursuer’s head, and succeeded better than I had anticipated, getting a fairly clear view of his face, catching the last of the fading sunlight. It was unquestionably Mr. Smith.

    He might be in his bedroll but he was awake, and staring up the slope at our own camp. It was entirely possible he could see my binoculars; I half expected him to wave to me.

    He did not, and I lowered the glasses. I realized the fire was behind me, so he had probably not had as good a look at me as I had at him. “Betsy,” I said quietly.

    She put down the can opener and looked at me.

    “That’s Mr. Smith down there, all right,” I said, holding up the binoculars to explain how I knew.

    “I thought it must be,” she murmured.

    “He’s settling in for the night. Probably intends to wake up before we can break camp.”

    “Yes.”

    “If I’m right, the opening into the lizard people’s tunnels is less than a hundred yards up the slope. I could take a lantern and look for it while he’s asleep, and maybe we could get down into the tunnels and slip away in the middle of the night. Underground it won’t matter whether it’s daylight or pitch black out here. Come morning, he wouldn’t know where we’d gone.”

    “What about the horses?”

    I opened my mouth to say that we could leave them, then closed it again. That wouldn’t be right, leaving them. Even if someone found them...

    And there was the wagon, and all our supplies.

    “We could take a look, anyway,” I said. “See whether the lizard people have guards or gates – assuming there really are lizard people; most of the stories I’d heard back east say they’re extinct. If they really are there, maybe we could send a message with them to Mr. Trask.”

    She considered that for a moment; I couldn’t see her face very clearly by firelight, but I could see how she held herself, and she was plainly thinking about it. Then she shrugged – I could see that.

    “I won’t stop you, if you want to try,” she said. “But I’m not about to go gallivanting about in the dark on a hillside where you know there are holes we could fall through, with no idea how deep they are.”

    “I’ll be careful!” I said – and was careful to keep my voice down, even now.

    “Then please yourself.”

    I glanced down the slope again; Mr. Smith was scarcely visible in the gathering gloom. “Whatever we do,” I said, “I think we had better keep watch, so that our friend down there can’t get the drop on us.”

    “I won’t argue with that,” she said.

    “I’ll take the first watch, then.”

    “Fine – but let’s eat some supper before anyone stands watch or goes to sleep, shall we?”

    “Right,” I said, and set about stirring beef and beans into a pot, while Betsy set up our folding tripod over the flames.

    

  
    

    Chapter Nine

    

    We Find the Entrance

    

    The sky was beautifully clear, the stars sharp and bright, and I was able to keep time by them without pulling my watch from my vest pocket – practical astronomy had been one of the subjects I studied in my eight years of training to be an adventurer. I knew it to be a little after midnight when I decided to move around a little. Betsy had been asleep for hours, and there had been no sign of activity from Mr. Smith since we finished our supper; I had the night to myself.

    I could have awakened Betsy to take her turn on watch, but I preferred to let her sleep; besides, now that we were so close to the next step in our search I was full of nervous energy and did not think I needed to rest. Moving as quietly as I could – and stealth was another area I had been trained in – I rose from my post, made my way to the wagon, and found one of our two lanterns. After making sure the oil reservoir was full I took a splint from the campfire and set it to the wick, then adjusted the flame to my liking before restoring the chimney. Moving cautiously, I set out up the slope, looking for the tunnel opening.

    I thought I saw signs of an old trail, probably long abandoned, and I followed that, in hopes that it was one that had been used by those long-ago Gabrieleno traders. It was definitely heading the right direction.

    I moved very slowly, not setting foot anywhere until I had shone the lantern on each spot and determined it to be solid ground. Thus, step by step, triangulating from the landmarks visible by starlight, I proceeded toward the location Mad Bill’s telegram had described.

    I thought I still had another dozen yards to go when the lantern’s glow fell on a shadow under a stone outcropping, a shadow that did not disappear when the light struck it. I stopped abruptly and set the lantern down carefully. I broke a branch off a nearby bush – not a variety I recognized, but one that was common in the area – and lay down beside the boulder, then thrust the stick gently into that patch of darkness.

    It penetrated without difficulty and did not touch bottom.

    Moving cautiously, I slid forward a few inches and continued to probe that darkness until the hand holding the stick was elbow-deep into a hole beneath the stone. Moving the stick from side to side, I determined the opening to be wide enough for a big man’s shoulders.

    This was undoubtedly the tunnel entrance. I had been imagining something like the mouth of a mine, where a man could walk in upright, but that, I realized, had been foolish; if there were so obvious an entrance as that, the lizard people would not have remained as little known and mysterious as they were.

    I drew my arm back, rearranged myself, and pushed the lantern into the opening. The light showed me the shape of the tunnel – a space beneath the boulder just large enough for a man to squeeze through that widened somewhat, into an oval perhaps three feet high and four feet wide, before slanting down into the hillside farther than I could see. The walls of this tube were smooth brownish stone – and obviously artificial, though I could see no seams nor chisel marks.

    That was not a wide passage, to say the least. The idea of crawling down into it was not appealing in the least – but to turn back now, after coming so far, seemed cowardly.

    Of course, I was not ready to venture into the depths; Betsy and the horses were sleeping perhaps two hundred feet down the hillside, and I could not simply vanish and leave them there. I withdrew, pulling the lantern out of the hole, then got to my feet and brushed myself off. Then I picked up the lantern and started back down toward the camp.

    It was even slower going down than it had been coming up, because the risk of falling and tumbling down the slope was greater, but in a few moments I was back at our campsite, gently shaking Betsy’s shoulder. I had taken a look with the binoculars and concluded that Mr. Smith was still in his bedroll, apparently asleep, and to ensure that did not change I held a finger to my lips where Betsy could not help but see me as soon as she opened her eyes.

    “My turn?” she whispered, sitting up.

    I had almost forgotten about standing watch, and it took a second or two before I realized what she meant. “I suppose it is,” I said, as quietly as I could, “but I want to show you something.”

    “What is it?” she asked.

    “I found the tunnel entrance,” I said, pointing uphill.

    “Tom!” she said. “You were just supposed to stand watch!”

    “I got bored. Come on, I’ll show you.”

    “It’s the middle of the night!”

    “So Mr. Smith won’t see us, and honestly, I think it makes it easier to see inside the tunnel.”

    As I had hoped, that piqued her interest. Realizing she was not going to get any more sleep in any case, she sighed and followed me out of the tent. I had left the lantern burning by the flap; now I picked it up and said, “This way.”

    “Let me put my boots back on.”

    I could hardly argue with that, so I waited impatiently while she donned her footwear and retrieved a shawl from the wagon. Wrapping the shawl around her shoulders, she said, “Lead the way.”

    I did, and held the lantern so that it illuminated the shaft leading down into the mountainside. She stared for a moment, then said, “You intend to climb down that?”

    “Well...yes,” I said. “An adventurer’s career does require getting dirty now and then.”

    “Yes, of course, but that? Sometimes, Tom Derringer, I think it’s you who should be called mad and not Mr. Snedeker!”

    “Is it really so terrible as all that?”

    “I think so! Look how slick those sides are! And what if it turns downward further in? You’ll slide right down and never get back out!”

    I realized she had a point, but I was not about to give up. “I’ll climb down a rope,” I said. “You can anchor it to something up here and pull me out if I signal that I’m in trouble.”

    “Pull you out? Tom, I’m scarcely half your size!”

    “Betsy, I’ve seen how strong you are, despite your sex and your size, and of course I’ll be helping, pushing against whatever surface I can reach, or simply climbing the rope.”

    “What is there around here to anchor it to?” she demanded.

    That, I had to admit, was a valid point. There were no trees, and the bushes and shrubs that abounded did not look strong enough to support my weight; if we tried to use one of those and I fell, the rope would most likely yank it out by the roots.

    “We’ll have to bring the wagon up here,” I said.

    Betsy looked around at the dark hillside – or really, to be fair, the dark mountainside – and demanded, “How?”

    “I don’t know!” I replied, rather more loudly than I had intended.

    Betsy glanced warningly down the slope toward Mr. Smith’s encampment.

    “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice lowered again. I looked up at the stone above the opening, then down into the darkness, where I could barely make out the shape of our wagon and the fading embers of our campfire. “How much rope do we have?” I asked.

    “You bought it; you should know.”

    I had, in fact, bought a large coil of good hempen rope without paying much attention to just how much I was getting. I knew it was considerably more than a hundred feet. I had been thinking more in terms of leaving a trail, rather than lowering myself with it, but I knew that rope was a good thing to have for any number of reasons.

    “It might be enough,” I said, “to run up here and into the hole without moving the wagon at all.”

    “Tom,” she said, “can’t you just come back to camp and get some sleep? We can deal with this in the morning, and you’ll be clearer headed after you’ve had some rest.”

    I was reluctant to acknowledge it, but she was right. There was no need to dive into the hole right away; for one thing, what if Mr. Smith were to wake up while I was down in the tunnel, and Betsy was up on the surface alone?

    I realized I had not really planned this expedition very well at all. I had focused entirely on locating the entrance to the realm of the Skyless. I had expected to find a tunnel where we could simply walk in and find lizard people to talk to, rather than a narrow, sloping shaft, and I had not expected to be followed out here into the wilderness.

    I did not think my father would be very impressed with me.

    I came up with three or four possible approaches, but did not say anything about any of them; instead I agreed, “I’ll get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”

    Together, we walked back down the slope to our camp, where I climbed into the wagon, pulled a blanket over me, and went to sleep.

    When I awoke the sun was high in the east, and I found Betsy asleep by the ashes of our campfire – she had obviously dozed off while on watch.

    There was no harm done, though; the wagon was undisturbed, the horses still tethered where we had left them. I looked down the hill and saw Mr. Smith sitting by his horse, holding a spoon and a bowl of something. His bedding was not visible; he had presumably rolled it up and put it away.

    This, I decided, was ridiculous. There was no reason to go on pretending we didn’t know he was there, and I didn’t see any reason I couldn’t have a few words with him. I left Betsy where she was while I fetched my Winchester from the wagon, straightened my clothes, and started down the slope.

    Mr. Smith saw me, of course. He set down his bowl and got to his feet. He made no move toward the gun on his belt.

    “Good morning,” I called, when I was close enough to be sure he could hear me.

    He tipped his hat, but did not speak.

    “I’ve heard your name is Smith,” I said, as I drew nearer. “Is that right?”

    “That’s what some folks call me,” he replied.

    “Would you care to tell me what brings you out here?”

    He let out a bit of a laugh. “I could ask you the same.”

    “You could,” I acknowledged. “But I don’t see that it’s any of your business. It looks to me as if you’ve been following me, though, and I’m curious as to why.” I was no more than twenty feet away now, which seemed close enough; I stopped walking. I kept the rifle in my right hand pointed at the ground.

    “Fact is, Mr. Derringer, I had more than one reason. Rather a collection of them, in fact.”

    “Would you care to tell me a few? You and that fellow Bowlby were following me back in San Francisco; what for?”

    He smiled and shook his head. “Someone asked us to, of course.”

    “Teddy Hancock?”

    “Teddy? No. I won’t say he wasn’t involved, but he wasn’t the one who hired us; he’s off chasing fairy stories in the Utah Territory somewhere.”

    “Then Hezekiah McKee? Did he survive somehow?”

    He seemed genuinely startled. “Good Lord, I hope not! That man was a snake, and we’re all better off if he’s gone. I’d heard you shot him dead; are you telling me you didn’t?”

    “I wasn’t the one who shot him,” I said, “but I saw him die. Or at least I thought I did.”

    “Well, I haven’t heard a word to the contrary.”

    “Who was it, then?” I shifted the rifle a little – I didn’t mean it as a threat, exactly, but a reminder that this was not just polite conversation. “One of McKee’s men?”

    “Mr. Derringer, it’s nothing to do with McKee. You were closer to the truth when you asked about Teddy Hancock.”

    “I’d appreciate it, Mr. Smith, if you’d get to the point.”

    He shrugged, keeping his hands well away from his gun belt. “If you insist. It seems that you spoke to Teddy at some point on your way west and told him you were bound for San Francisco on some mysterious errand involving Gabriel Trask. Teddy mentioned this to some gentlemen of his acquaintance, and they became curious as to just what this errand might be. One of them wired me from Ogden and asked me to keep an eye on you, in case there was money to be made that you might be persuaded to share.”

    “I told Teddy there wasn’t any money in it.”

    “I’m sure you did, but not everyone believed you. I can’t speak for Mr. Hancock, but the gentleman who sent me that telegram thought you were merely disinclined to share. That’s hardly unusual among adventurers, after all; your own father contrived to wind up richer than any of Darien Lord’s other companions.”

    “He was more careful with his investments,” I said, annoyed at his implication. “He never took more than his share; ask Bill Snedeker.”

    “Oh, I didn’t mean to impugn his honesty! I never met the man, and his reputation is about as good as any adventurer could ask. But he did wind up with a goodly sum to his name.”

    “And your mysterious employer thought this might be a case of like father, like son? That I might be on the trail of some great treasure?”

    “Exactly! And really, is that so very unlikely?” He smiled, but it was not an endearing expression.

    “I can see how a fellow might think it’s not, but the fact is I’m not in this for the money; as you said, my father did very well. I don’t need money.”

    “It’s a rare man who wouldn’t like a little more, though.”

    I couldn’t very well argue with that. “That’s as may be,” I said. “But in this particular case, I’m not after money.”

    “You’re after this man Gabriel Trask.”

    “Yes.”

    “Seems to me, Mr. Derringer, that the two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

    “And what would you know about Mr. Trask?”

    “Well, I met him a few times.”

    That caught me by surprise, and I almost dropped my rifle. “You did?”

    He nodded.

    For a moment neither of us spoke; then he said, “I’m guessing, Mr. Derringer, that you did some research at the Pierce Archives.”

    “I did,” I admitted “But I don’t see what that has to do with it.”

    “You said you’d heard my name was Smith; well, that’s what I call myself when I’m looking for work where I think it might be unwise to use my real name. Most folks assume it’s not the name I was born with, and they’re right. But I use other names at other times, and when I’m selling my reports to Dr. Pierce, I go by John Beckwith. Does that strike a chord, by any chance?”

    It sounded familiar, but I could not place it immediately. “I can’t say it does. But you say you sell reports to Dr. Pierce?”

    “Indeed I do. Perhaps I have over-estimated the value he places on them, though, or perhaps Gabriel Trask is better known than I thought...”

    “Oh!” I exclaimed, as my memory finally made the connection. “You were one of his sources! You and a woman...” I stopped, even though I now, after a few seconds’ thought, remembered the name Felicity Samuels. There was no reason to reveal to Smith – or Beckwith, if that name was any more authentic – everything I knew.

    “There was another? Someone else reporting to him about Trask?” Smith looked genuinely surprised, then smiled again, more broadly this time. “Well, who would have thought it?”

    “You said that Trask was Emperor Norton’s spymaster.”

    “I did,” Smith agreed. “To the best of my knowledge, that’s exactly what he was. And one reason I followed you was the hope that you would lead me to him, so that I might see just what’s become of Emperor Norton’s secret service. Even if you have not, in fact, learned the whereabouts of the late emperor’s legendary treasure, unemployed spies can be valuable.”

    It was my turn to smile. “It’s a shame, Mr. Beckwith, that you never earned Ah How’s trust. You could have saved yourself a trip. There are no spies, and there is no treasure.”

    “You trust the old Chinaman?”

    “I do.”

    “I never did.”

    “Indeed, that was my impression.”

    “If there is no treasure, and there are no spies, then what, Mr. Derringer, are you and your pretty assistant doing out here in the desert? I had assumed you either knew the location of some hidden valuables, or had arranged to meet someone here – perhaps Mr. Trask himself. When you came down here to speak to me, I thought perhaps you wanted to chase me away so that whoever you’ve come to see could approach you privately.”

    “We aren’t meeting anyone out here,” I said.

    He shrugged.

    “So let me see if I have this straight,” I said. “You have spent the last two weeks following me all over San Francisco and halfway across the entire state of California because some acquaintance of Teddy Hancock suggested I might – I say, might – have information about some lost treasure.”

    “Well, that’s a part of it. That’s certainly what got me started. But you knew the name Gabriel Trask, which to the best of my knowledge not very many people do, and that got my own curiosity up. Mr. Trask met with the emperor several times and insisted on complete privacy for these meetings, and he would generally disappear for months at a time immediately after their little discussions, only to eventually turn up and do it all over again. Is it any wonder I assumed he was carrying out secret missions for His Imperial Majesty?”

    “I suppose not,” I acknowledged. “But I’m still trying to wrap my mind around this. You followed me out to the middle of nowhere because you thought I was meeting with Mr. Trask, or one of his theoretical underlings?”

    “Or retrieving a treasure, or some clue to a mystery of some sort. Yes.”

    “You have the funds to waste this way?”

    “Oh, I’m not spending my own money; Teddy Hancock’s friends are still paying my expenses. They even gave me the train fare to Los Angeles. They don’t know what you’re doing, but they’re convinced it’s worth paying me to find out.”

    I considered this. It sounded foolish, but plausible. There was more than one case in my father’s records of Darien Lord racing some other adventurer to a particular treasure.

    And was it really any more foolish than traveling across the continent just to find out what a dead man’s words had meant?

    But if this was all true, what should I tell this Mr. Beckwith? Would he believe the truth? Should I tell him what Ah How had told me about Gabriel Trask? Should I explain that we were within a few hundred feet of an entrance to the tunnels of the lizard people?

    I was turning this over in my mind, trying to decide what to say, when Betsy called from behind me, “Mr. Smith, would you care to join us for breakfast?”
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