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Gatling was a master armorer, a
dead shot and an expert in his field—which was death. Armed with
the latest automatic weapons from all over the world and paid in
gold to test them on living bodies, he was probably the single most dangerous
man in the Old West. At his command he had more firepower than a
cavalry regiment, and more guts than a Cheyenne war party. He would
need all of his skill to take on...

THE MISSION

 


The Copper Trust was arming the
savage Jicarilla Apaches to drive the peaceful Zunis off their
land. A mountain of ore was at stake and the Zunis had only one
weapon—Gatling. The odds were a hundred to one against him, but
Gatling figured it was the Apaches who had better start
praying.
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Prologue

 


GATLING LISTENED FOR
sounds in the
darkness. A night-hunting sidewinder had slithered through the sand
close to where he was, a few moments before. Even in the shadows
there was light enough to see the snake as it raised its evil head
before it wound away into the brush.

The brush grew in close to
where Gatling waited for his man to make a move. Not a patient man
by nature, he could be patient when he had to be. It was something he
had learned the hard way, many years before.

He had dulled the knife blade
with spit
and dust so the shine wouldn’t give him away. A small thing, one of
the things you did without thinking, one of the things that could
mean the difference between life and death.

Gatling knew the man stalking
him was Estevan the Yaqui. A few days before, Estevan had looked him over,
casually and insolently in a Fort Craig saloon, and he knew he was
marked for death. That was Estevan’s way: to let his man know he
had only so much time left and there was nothing he could do about
it. Estevan had been pointed out to him before, this time in
another saloon, in El Paso, but there had been no reason to be
interested in the light-skinned assassin from Sonora.

Now there was a very good
reason. The Copper Trust, a group of millionaire businessmen,
wanted the Zuni Indians off their lands so they could grab off the
rich copper deposits that had recently been discovered there.
Gatling had been showing the Zunis, his friends, how to fight back,
so the Trust wanted him dead.

The Trust’s agents had hired
Jicarilla Apaches to raid the Zuni pueblo and the farms outside the
canyon. Armed with factory-new Winchesters, crazed with liquor and
paid in gold, the Jicarillas had murdered, raped, and mutilated
men, women, and children. They had burned crops, slaughtered
livestock, poisoned wells. They had had it all their own way until
Gatling took a hand in the fight. He was backing the Zunis with
money and guns. The odds were still bad, but it was no longer a
one-sided war.

Waiting, listening for sounds,
he knew he couldn’t make a move until the moon was down. One mistake
could be his last. Killing was Estevan’s profession, and men who
ought to know said he was the best. Gatling didn’t doubt it for a
minute.

Up high, ragged black clouds
were moving fast in the wind. When it came, darkness wouldn’t last long, and
he had to be gone from where he was and back in good cover before
the wind blew the clouds away.

The light faded and it was
dark. He rose effortlessly from a squat and ran silently for the
place he had chosen, a wide crack in the rock face with a shelf of rock
overhead. He made it with only a few seconds to spare. Light
flooded the silent desert as clouds sailed past the face of the
moon.

For two days now he had been
waiting for Estevan to get down to it. Crossing the red
desert hills, on
his way back to the pueblo, he had watched for the ambush that
could happen at any moment. The hills were bare except for dwarf
junipers, but a professional killer like Estevan wouldn’t need much
cover. Sometimes Gatling used binoculars to scout the country
ahead, but that was just what any hunted man would do. It was a
precaution, something like looking for scorpions in your boots. But
there was no sign of the Yaqui, and he didn’t think there would
be.

Red dust blew. It was cold.
Crouched in
the rock cleft, he wondered why Estevan hadn’t tried to pick him
off with a long-range rifle, a Big Fifty Sharps, a Remington
Rolling Block, or even a Schutzen. A killer as well paid as Estevan
could afford the best rifle money could buy.

But he hadn’t
used a rifle.
Instead, he’d come in the dead of night, crawling in close to the
decoy bedroll Gatling had set up, but hadn’t been fooled by it.
Getting in close, lying still for a while, he’d thrown a rock at
the bedroll and was already rolling away when Gatling opened fire
from high up. Bullets fired fast had spattered on rock and kicked
up sand. Half-blinded by the flashes of his own rifle, Gatling had
known he hadn’t hit anything. He’d slid down behind big rocks
choked with brush.

Estevan hadn’t
returned his
fire, and now the only sound was wind rattling the thorn bushes—a
faint sound, but enough to cover movement. Even now, Estevan could
be circling and climbing, trying to get him from behind. He
couldn’t be sure about Estevan, except that the Yaqui usually
killed the men he was paid to kill.

Like hell, Gatling thought with sudden
ferocity. Let the sneaking bastard try every trick he knows and I’ll
still be ready for him.

Even so, he knew this was no
ordinary test of skill. The Yaqui had been doing
this for half a
lifetime. Waiting, as much as anything else, would decide how it
ended. Gatling smiled savagely. If he came out on top he would make
the Copper Trust pay for this. Just as he would settle up with the
bloat-bellied politicians and the paid-for Army officers who made
the war on the Zunis possible. If anything, he hated the bought-off
Army men more than the politicians, even more than the
sticky-fingered officials of the Indian Bureau.

He hated the colonel at Fort
Craig more than anyone. Like as not, the braided bastard took his orders from
Washington, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t speak out and tell the
truth for once in his stinking life. Gatling had talked to him,
insisted that he move against the Apaches. All he’d gotten was a
bullshit answer: “It’s an Indian tribal war. Let the savages kill
themselves off and we’ll all be the better for it. As long as they
don’t attack white settlements, who the hell cares?”

Gatling tensed when there was a
slight, clinking sound and pebbles and sand began
to drop on the rock
shelf just over his head. Drifting sand caused pebbles to fall, or
a boot could do it, and so could a stone thrown from a distance.
The rock shelf protected him, but he couldn’t look up. Gatling had
a choice to make, and he made it. He didn’t do anything.

He wasn’t sure he had made the
right choice when five minutes passed and nothing happened. There
was a good
chance that Estevan was directly overhead, barely breathing.
Estevan could wait there all night, to sunup or well past
it.

He smiled when more sand and gravel came
down. Estevan was climbing back to the top, making too much noise
as he did it. The Yaqui was telling him, See, gringo, I’m changing my
position. Now is your chance to find a better place.

His horse screamed, and he
knew the
Yaqui was using the knife, not killing the animal outright as he
might have done, but dragging out pain to its limits. The animal
went on screaming, and the awful sound echoed across the red hills
standing gaunt in the moonlight. A good horse, Gatling thought. He
owed the Yaqui for that. It was one thing to torture a hated enemy,
another to mutilate a poor brute of a horse.

His Winchester
seventeen-shot
rifle had plenty of shells left in it; the Bergmann semi-automatic
pistol hanging from his belt hadn’t been fired. More than enough
firepower, but he would use the long-bladed double-edged skinning
knife stuck in his boot. Not a practical decision by any means;
just the same, he thought the Yaqui had more coming to him than a
quick, merciful bullet. He might not beg for his life, but he sure
as hell would scream.

The moon clouded over and he
counted off thirty seconds before the light came back. A short, fast
run would have given him better cover, but he stayed where he was.
Chilled, tired, and hungry, he had made cold camp and gone without
sleep, all the time waiting for his enemy. He was sick of dodging
and backtracking, all the things a hunted man did. It was time to
end it, and even if forcing it got him killed, then he’d be nothing
but dead.

He didn’t like it when the wind
blew up harder than before. No real sandstorms came at night, when
the wind was as cold as it was now. But it was blowing hard enough, and
usually that happened in the hours before daybreak. Real
death-dealing sandstorms howled across the desert in the full
furnace heat of day. Gatling wasn’t thinking that far
ahead.

Sand thickened the
light, stung
the eyes, made it hard to see. No sound came to him but the wind.
No better time for Estevan to move in for the kill.

He pulled his neckerchief up
over his nose and mouth, kept watch through slitted eyes. Under the
neckerchief his mouth was dry and sand gritted between his teeth. He thought of
the two canteens, one full, one nearly empty, that he had buried
before he set up the decoy bedroll at nightfall. Riding back from
Fort Craig, he had gone easy on the water, not knowing when he
might have to hole up in a place where there was none. Like the
place he was in now. If the Yaqui found his water, unlikely but
possible, it would put him in a real fix. Walking home from here
would be bad enough; without water he might not make it at
all.

Forget the goddamned water,
he thought. Water
or the lack of it was something to think about later. By his
reckoning, about ninety minutes had passed since the killing of his
horse. For all he knew, the Yaqui could be miles away, burrowed
into some hole and sleeping with a blanket over his face, waiting
for first light to prod him awake. Then, with his head clear, he
could start again, wearing his man down until the final kill was
just a matter of waiting.

No sound, no smell warned him,
but suddenly he knew the Yaqui was close by. Some sort of movement was
out there in the wind-driven sand. The fine, dry sand had drifted
deep, and he knew the Yaqui, short and small-boned, was slithering
through it like a human sidewinder. Right across from where he was,
the small, dark head raised up and seemed to look right at him. He
waited for the night crawler to come in for a closer look. But the
head ducked down and now the Yaqui was past his hiding
place.

Gatling reached for the
Bergmann, and even in the sand-choked light it
would have
been easy to put half a load in the killer’s back. But when he slid
out of the rock cleft it was with the skinning knife in his hand.
Ahead of him, the Yaqui was still moving toward the circle of
rocks, the best cover in this rocky upthrust of the desert. With
his hand wrapped around the butt of the Bergmann, he stopped when
the Yaqui did. No more than ten feet separated them. Gatling sprang
forward, the knife ready to stab and slash.

He came down hard as the Yaqui
rolled away and came up in a half crouch with a heavy Tampico fighting knife
in his hand. His hammer-thonged pistol was still in its holster,
and when he reached for it with his free hand Gatling pulled the
Bergmann and blew away half the bone and muscle in his shoulder.
But even with the shattered arm dangling from his body, he rushed
at Gatling, maddened by pain but not making a sound. Their knives
clashed, and even though Gatling was stronger and heavier, he was
driven back by the ferocity of the Yaqui’s attack. The Bergmann
would have ended it in two seconds, but he didn’t want the Yaqui to
die just yet.

The Yaqui had his back to the
wind, but Gatling was getting its full force in his face. He aimed
a kick at the Yaqui’s kneecap, and just missed losing a leg as the
big knife chopped down like a short sword. He tried to circle again, and
the Yaqui blocked him by swinging the big knife from side to side.
The Tampico knife had a hooked tip and Gatling knew one cross slash
would open his guts from hip to hip. It came close to doing that,
but was stopped by Gatling’s heavy gunbelt. The hooked tip snagged
in his belt buckle, and his counter slash opened the Yaqui’s arm
from elbow to wrist.

Still silent but breathing
hard, the Yaqui pulled his knife free and moved back, weak from
loss of blood but determined to fight to the end. Blood soaked his clothing
from shoulder to boot. It looked like he was trying to gather his
strength for one last, fierce onslaught. So far he hadn’t uttered a
sound. Now he raised his head and howled like a crazed wild animal
and came at Gatling in a whirlwind of knife slashes and kicks. The
hooked tip of the huge knife seemed to be everywhere. It slashed at
Gatling’s face, then at his belly, then at his thighs. Gatling
moved back, trying to keep from being turned into the wind. He came
close to dying when his heel caught in a split rock buried under
the sand. The big knife made a long, thin wound over his belt and
there was blood, but no pain. There was no way to tell how serious
it was, no time to check. He parried a downward chop that nearly
tore the knife from his hand. The Yaqui howled again, but by now he
was reeling, ready to drop. He tried to raise the big knife above
his head, and it was coming up when Gatling stepped in and knocked
him cold with a savage blow to the jaw. The Yaqui was slightly
built and the blow all but lifted him off his feet. He crashed to
the ground and lay still. Gatling took the hook-tipped knife and
stuck it in his belt. It was a good knife.

The wind was beginning to fade.
Gatling sleeved sweat and sand from his face, then got down beside the
unconscious killer and slapped him awake. It took some doing, but
finally the Yaqui opened his eyes. He saw his knife in Gatling’s
belt and tried to grab for it. Gatling pushed him down and he
stayed down. His broken yellow teeth grated in a soundless snarl as
the pain hit him full force. A tough little rat, Gatling thought, but he would bite no
more.

“Who hired you?” Gatling said.
“I want a name.” He didn’t say anything about the Copper Trust
because the Yaqui wouldn’t know anything about it. “Give me a name and I
will give you a quick, merciful death.”

The Yaqui tried to spit in
Gatling’s face, but his mouth was dry and all he could manage was
the sound of spitting. His head fell back and he shuddered
with pain.

Gatling started again. “You will die from
your wound, but it will take a long time. The pain will get worse.
You think you won’t scream, but you will. You will want to kill
yourself, but there will be no way to do it. I can give you an easy
death, but I must have a name. The man who hired you—you owe him
nothing. I can help you to die, no one else can. Do you want to die
like a man or a wounded animal? I will count to five and after that
you will be on your own.”

Gatling had counted to four
when the Yaqui gasped, “Major Fisk sent for me. Fort
Craig.”

“Is he still in the Army?”

The Yaqui shook his head. Then
his entire body was convulsed with unbearable pain and he cried out
in a surprisingly clear voice, “Kill me now! Please kill me!”
Gatling drew the Bergmann and the Yaqui closed his eyes. His body jerked
once as Gatling put the muzzle close to his forehead and fired a
single bullet into his brain.

The wind was gone and it was
quiet and first light wasn’t far off. The corpse lay in the sand,
the vicious
face softened by death. Gatling unbuttoned his shirt and inspected
the thin slash made by the Yaqui’s knife. It hurt some but the
bleeding had stopped. He took off his shirt, cut the sleeves into
strips, and bandaged the wound. Then he used the hook-tipped knife
to cut off the Yaqui’s head. He would send it to Major Fisk,
whoever he was, in care of the Trust. He hoped nothing happened to
Major Fisk in the days and weeks to come. The Yaqui was just a
hired hand, a half-wild Mexican Indian who killed for a living. The
major was different. No doubt he felt secure with all the money and
power of the Trust to back him up. If that’s what he thought, then
he was making the biggest mistake of his life. Gatling vowed to
catch up with him, to make him squeal. It might take time, but that
was all right. There was a lot of catching up to be done, and the
major was just one among many.

Gatling picked up the severed
head by its coal-black Indian hair and started out to look for the
dead man’s horse. It was light by the time he found the animal hobbled and
tethered to a thorn bush a quarter of a mile from where he had
camped. It spooked and tried to tear loose when it saw—smelled—what
Gatling was carrying. But the hobbles and the tether held, and it
was less fretful after he wrapped the head in a blanket and tied
it. Then he went back to where he had hidden his saddle and other
gear.

Talking softly to the frightened animal, he
saddled up and headed for the Zunis.


Chapter One

 


GATLING WONDERED WHY
anybody would want
to live in New York City if he didn’t have to. It was early evening
and Twenty-third Street was choked with horse cars, hansom cabs,
freight wagons. A city as frantic as an anthill disturbed by fire.
In the street there was enough horseshit to manure a fair-sized
farm. The air was thick with coal smoke and the noise of foreigners
jabbering in a dozen languages. People scattered as a fire engine
thundered past, pulled by wild-eyed horses.

He asked a mountainous Irishman
with a beer belly the best way to get to Crosby Street.

“Ah now, that’s way downtown, south of
Canal,” the policeman said. “Ye in a hurry?”

Gatling said he was.

“Then yer best bet is to walk
east and take the Third Avenue Elevated. Get off at the Canal
Street stop and ask another p’liceman. Don’t be askin’ nobody else,” the
copper warned. “It’s a rough district down there.”

South of Canal Street the
streets were quiet and dark, with few lights. Stew-bums snored or
mumbled in doorways, and the cobblestones were greasy. Rats
squeaked in
the uncollected trash that blocked the sidewalk in
places.

He didn’t know he was being
followed until he spotted a man taking cover behind an abandoned
wagon without wheels. It could be one of the skull busters that infested the
district, but he knew—without really knowing why—that this was a
killer hired by the Copper Trust. He had lived too long among
Indians to be wrong about danger.

Gatling wondered if he had been
followed all the way from Santa Fe. On the train a man who said he
was a drummer had tried to strike up a conversation. Something hadn’t been
right about this too-friendly gent and Gatling had told him to go
to hell.

He turned the corner and ducked
into a dark doorway, and heard a splashing sound as the man
following him ran through a puddle. Moments later he could see the man,
slowed down to a fast walk, moving silently in rubber-soled shoes.
He wore a dark suit and derby hat and had a short-barreled revolver
in his hand.

Gatling grabbed him from
behind, twisted the five-shot Webley Bulldog from his hand, and dragged
him into the shadows. Then he slammed his head against a cast-iron
pillar and shoved the gun barrel in his mouth, breaking teeth as
the gun went in. The man gagged as the sight scraped against the
roof of his mouth.

Gatling said, “You got three seconds to say
who hired you. Tell it straight, you go free.”

The man stank of sweat and fear, so eager to
talk he began to babble.

Gatling slapped his face with his free hand.
“Don’t piss your pants. I want a name.”

“He didn’t give a
name,” the
killer mumbled. “Just said I was recommended. Paid me two hundred
and said I’d better do it right. I wouldn’t lie to you, mister. I
got nothing against you.”

“I believe you,” Gatling said.
He dropped the Webley and dug his fingers into the killer’s
neck. It was a
thick neck and it took a while to choke him to death. Voided bowels
made a stink as he let the corpse slide to the ground.

He looked up and down the dark
street. No policemen around, nothing to connect him with the
killing; he hadn’t even raised a sweat.

Crosby Street was one
block over, one
block down. The Hiram Maxim warehouse was four stories high and
took up most of the block; the bricked-up windows gave it a blind,
sinister look. An electric bulb burned in a wire basket above a
steel door with a bell-pull set into the wall to one side of
it.

A peephole cover slid back and somebody
looked at him and ordered him to state his business.

Gatling said he was John
Gatling and had an eight o’clock appointment with Colonel
Pritchett. A guard holding a ten-gauge police riot gun let him in. Tacked
to a cork board inside the door was a photograph of Gatling clipped
from some old newspaper. Twenty feet back from the door the
entrance way was blocked by iron bars that went from floor to
ceiling. Two guards sat behind a machine gun with its muzzle stuck
out through a firing slot.

One of the gunners unlocked a gate and let
Gatling through. “First door, top of the steps,” he said. “Knock
and wait.”

The entire building smelled of
gun oil, faint here but still pungent. Weapons were Gatling’s business and
he liked the smell. He knocked and Colonel Pritchett opened it
without asking who was out there.

“Glad you could come, Mr.
Gatling.” The colonel waved him in and pointed to a leather chair
in front of a small blond oak desk with a telephone box behind it. “Make
yourself comfortable. Drink? Cigar? No? Very well, let’s get down
to business.”

Colonel Harry Pritchett was
small, white-haired, about sixty. A tough, wiry sixty. His long, bony face
was divided by a drooping mustache. Even in the well-cut
businessman’s suit of dark gray, he looked very much the military
man he had been for most of his life. Years of shouting at
subordinates had given his voice a permanent rasp, but now—out of
the Army and trying for a more urbane manner—he made an attempt to
keep it under control. Like many small men, he was
aggressive.

Gatling didn’t like him, but that was all
right, because he didn’t have to like him to do business.

Pritchett settled himself
behind his desk and began to stuff a curved pipe with shag tobacco. “How
much do you know about the Maxim Company and Mr. Maxim himself?” A
match touched to the pipe produced a smell like burning
horsehair.

Gatling said, “I know Maxim is
a Maine Yankee who lives in England and manufactures weapons there. His most
famous is the new, fully automatic machine gun, .303 caliber, in
various models. He distributes European-made weapons in this
country. He’s been able to do this because he’s an American citizen
and his Washington connections have kept the Europeans from selling
direct. You head the American company, but haven’t done as well as
you’d like to because the U.S. Army—the market you’re after—doesn’t
like foreign weapons.”

“I can see you’ve been doing
your homework.” The colonel didn’t like Gatling’s slow sales talk and it showed
in the set of his face. “But I’d like to remind you that Mr. Maxim
is more than a weapons inventor and manufacturer. Mr. Maxim is a
genius. I’m not giving any secrets away when I tell you that
certain projects—a heavily armed flying machine and a compact war
vehicle powered by steam—will revolutionize modern warfare.
However, that doesn’t concern us right now.”

Gatling waited.

A Pinkerton Detective Agency
file lay on Pritchett’s desk. Gatling knew one when
he saw one. The
rival Holmes Agency file on Pritchett and the Maxim Company was
just like it, except the Holmes file was green instead of
blue.

Gatling had the contents of the Holmes file
in his inside pocket.

The colonel tapped his file
with a bony forefinger. “This is all the information we’ve been able to
gather on you. No need to take offense, standard procedure. But
there are blank spaces that even the Pinkertons haven’t been able
to fill. So there will be questions I’ll have to ask
later.”

“I don’t like questions,” Gatling said. He
had just been fired from his job with the Gatling Gun Company
because R. J. Gatling’s snotnose nephew down from Harvard didn’t
like him and asked too many questions he refused to
answer.

His answer got the colonel’s
hackles up.
“If we’re to do business you’ll answer any questions I see fit to
ask.”

Gatling pushed back his chair
and got up to go. “Kiss my ass, Colonel.” He needed the money to
help the Zunis, but he’d be damned if he’d take any shit from a
runty Englishman. His first rule was—never take shit, not even if it gets
you killed.

He was at the door when the
colonel said, “Sit down like a good fella. Please sit down.” The
colonel’s red face turned redder with the effort of saying
‘please.’ “We’re getting off to a bad start. You have a quick temper and so
have I. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to read over some of your
background. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

“Why don’t you let me read it? You show me
mine and I’ll show you yours,” Gatling said.

“That sounds a bit
indecent,” the
colonel said, grinning like a wolf. “Let’s get on with it.” He
opened the file. “According to this you were ten when your parents,
members of an emigrant train, were wiped out by Apaches in Tularosa
Canyon, western New Mexico Territory. That was 1862. You were the
only survivor. Zuni Indians found you and took you into their
tribe, not as a captive but as one of them. You remained with the
Zunis until you were sixteen, when a certain Abe McClardy, famous
for rescuing white captive women for a price, raided the Zuni
pueblo but found only you. Later, after he discovered you were an
orphan, McClardy sold you to a whorehouse madam for fifty dollars.
Pinkerton got this information from one of McClardy’s men, now a
deputy sheriff in Oklahoma. Do you find anything wrong with
it?”

Gatling said,
“It’s your
file.”

The colonel turned a page. “McClardy moved
on, the trail grows cold, and even the Pinkertons don’t know what
you did for the next few years.”

That figured,
Gatling thought.
The vicious old bitch who ran the cathouse with the help of a
drunken whore-bully treated him like a dog, always calling him “my
greasy little half-breed” though she knew he was white. But he did
look like a half-breed in spite of his blue eyes; years of sun and
wind had burned his skin a dark brown. After the whorehouse was
burned down by drunken cowhands with a grudge, he drifted from one
stinking job to another, swamping out saloons, shoveling shit in
livery stables. He looked at the white world from the bottom of a
cesspool and hated everything about it. More than once he tried to
get back to the Zunis, but they were hundreds of miles away and he
didn’t even have a horse. He joined a gang of young outlaws for a
time, but when a determined posse got too close he did what many
small-time outlaws did: he joined the U.S. Cavalry under a false
name. There he became an expert shot with the Springfield carbine
and the big Army .45.

“Next we find you in the Army,”
the colonel continued. “At least Pinkerton is sure the soldier who called
himself Nathan Jessup was really John Gatling. Because of your
skill with weapons, you were assigned to a master armorer as his
assistant. He taught you all there was to know about the technical
side of all weapons used by the military. You were promoted to
sergeant and held that rank when you deserted.”

Colonel Pritchett paused for Gatling’s
reaction. “Must have been some other fella,” Gatling said.

“By an odd coincidence,” the
colonel continued, “our old friend Abe McClardy was knifed to death and
scalped while both of you were at Fort Riley, Kansas. McClardy had
signed on as a ninety-day contract scout. The morning he was due to
join his outfit his body was discovered in an alley behind a
saloon. Nobody ever figured
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