
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_0316737-1087de45-fd58-4a4d-a484-019ffc07588f_H4o3i4_html_2a1b54f9.jpg]

The Home of Great

Western Fiction!


Gatling was a master armorer, a
dead shot and an expert in the art of death. Armed with the latest
automatic weapons and paid in gold to test them on living bodies,
he was perhaps 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

At the end of the
Civil War, General
Jackson Kilby took some of his fellow Confederates south to settle
in a new land—Parimba Province, Brazil. There they prospered, and
were continuing to prosper when Jorge Suarez, a violent
revolutionary and his army of murderers and maniacs, threatened
their continued survival.

The old general was a
fighter. But
to fight Suarez he needed guns. So he bought eighty thousand
dollars’-worth of weapons and ammunition from the Maxim Firearms
Company, and Maxim’s representative, Gatling, was sent along to
make sure they arrived safely and that Kilby’s men knew how to use
them.

Gatling had no intention of
fighting the war himself. But Fate had other ideas about that. And
that’s why
the Amazon started running red pretty soon after he got there
…
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Publisher’s Note

 


Gatling is quite possibly author Peter
McCurtin’s finest achievement—high praise indeed when you consider
that Carmody and Jim Saddler are also in the running … not to mention his hauntingly
compelling stand-alone Mafia novel, Omerta. Fast and original, slick and often funny,
filled with action, exotic locations and memorable characters, it’s
hard to imagine that McCurtin ever wrote anything better
than Gatling.

Neither was he any stranger to the
house name of ‘Jack Slade’: he’d already written half a
dozen Lassiter westerns under that pseudonym by the time he penned his
first Gatling novel, Zuni Gold.

But not everyone
shares my opinion
about Gatling. And by the time McCurtin’s publisher, Dorchester
Publishing, made a decision to cancel the series after the sixth
book, McCurtin himself had already written books seven and
eight.

Having paid for them, it
certainly seemed a waste not to publish them, but for reasons best
known to himself, McCurtin’s editor at Dorchester decided to change
Gatling’s name to the similar-sounding ‘Garrity’ and then issue
both Rapid
Fire and Texas Renegade almost as if they were stand-alone stories with no
real connection between them.

In the event,
Gatling’s name was
the only change that was made. Gatling’s boss, Colonel Harry
Pritchett, remains exactly the same, as does Gatling/Garrity’s
employer, the Maxim Arms Company.

When we at Piccadilly Publishing got the
chance to reinstate Gatling’s correct name and issue these two
orphan books as part of the series to which they rightfully
belonged, we leapt at it. So what you are about to read now
is Rapid
Fire as it
was originally intended. Texas Renegade will join it in a few months’
time.

Enjoy!

 


Ben Bridges

Piccadilly Publishing


Chapter One

 


GATLING WAS SURPRISED
to be summoned to
Colonel Harry Pritchett’s swank offices at Twenty-eighth Street and
Fifth Avenue in New York City. Usually his business with the
colonel was conducted at the Maxim Arms Company warehouse on the
Lower East Side. The Crosby Street warehouse, with its thick,
windowless walls and armed guards, was the real center of the Maxim
Company’s operations in North and Central and South America. It
stood like a red-brick castle among the overcrowded tenements
packed five floors high with gibbering immigrants, the sweepings of
Europe, as the colonel liked to say when he was in a charitable
mood. The fact that the colonel made a great deal of money from his
investments in these same immigrant rookeries counted for nothing.
He knew what he knew.

The Fifth Avenue building was
for show. It was a place the colonel used to confer with clients—men of
substance who never went south of Fourteenth Street unless it was
to do business in the financial district. Technical men who worked
for these arms buyers did come to Crosby Street, but most of the
deals of any consequence were made on Fifth Avenue. The Maxim
Building, four floors faced with New Hampshire granite artificially
aged to give it a London look, was where the big powwows took
place; and everything about it was intended to inspire feelings of
respectability, old money and sound business practices. Instead of
a sign, there was a small, discreet glass plate set into the
blackened gray stone above the electric bell. Stamped into the
brass, lacquered in black, was one word: MAXIM. No initials. Nothing to suggest
guns.

Gatling thought it looked like
the kind of specialty whorehouse where old rich men came to have
their way with dead young women or dead young men—or something
older if that was they liked and could pay for.

To gain admittance he had to
push a bell and wait until the uniformed man at the desk facing the
door gave him the once-over; then he had to explain what he wanted
by means of a speaking tube. Gatling took the brass cap off the
mouth of the tube and said who he was and what his business
was.

The man who let him in was mutton chopped
and big and wide and fortyish. He had a British Army bark and his
concealed pistol didn’t show too much. Gatling didn’t return his
salute because he wasn’t in any army and didn’t much like
Englishmen who thought being English made them somewhat better than
the average man.

“Go right up,
Mr. Gatling,” the lime juicer said. “Second floor, top of the
stairs, the colonel is expecting you, sir.”

“Good show,” Gatling said.

He went up the marble steps,
which were covered with a rich, red carpet that he hated to walk on with
his muddy boots. The door was locked, but a secretary opened it
promptly when he knocked. The man could have stepped out of a
haberdasher’s advertisement. He wore a black suit without a speck
of dust on it; his black silk necktie sat just right; Gatling got
the feeling that he had been put into the job so he could spy on
the colonel.

“Good
morning, Mr. Gatling,” he said with a tight little smile. “Colonel
Pritchett is expecting you, but I’m afraid you will have to wait
for a while. I’m sure it won’t be long. My name is
Shawcross.”

The room Gatling had to wait in
was big enough for a square dance. He sat on a studded leather
couch that
must have cost what three workingmen made in a year. Most of one
wall was taken up by a huge painting of the Maxim Arms Company
factory in England. The grounds surrounding the weapons factory
were green with shrubs and bright with flowers. Also in the
painting was a balloon. Set aloft by steam-powered propellors, it
sailed past a tall brick chimney belching smoke; in the gondola
were two men wearing top hats. Facing the painting on another wall
was a larger-than-life portrait of Hiram S. Maxim, the Maine-born
inventor whose weapons were used throughout the world. Sudden death
had made him a multimillionaire.

Gatling paged through that
morning’s New York Times until the shouting started behind the enormous
double doors to one side of the secretary’s desk. The doors were
thick but the shouting was loud. It sounded as if three men were
shouting; he recognized the colonel’s bellow without any
difficulty; he had heard it often enough when the colonel lost his
temper. The words were muffled by the door, but there was a lot of
anger being unloaded in there. He thought he heard the colonel
shout, “You can kiss my royal Devonshire arse, you bloody foreign
johnny! Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to eat garlic before a
business meeting? And as for you. ...”

It was the other visitor’s turn to feel
the full hot blast of the colonel’s wrath. After thirty years in
the British Army, a good many of them spent in India, Colonel
Pritchett had a fine command of bad language. Behind his
spindle-legged desk, the secretary went on writing. Gatling went
back to his newspaper when there was a lull in the storm. In a
nearby office, a typewriter clacked.

The shouting started again; the
doors banged
open and two men, one short and skinny, the other tall and skinny,
came stalking out like actors in a melodrama. Red spots of rage
colored the short man’s sallow cheeks. He had a forked beard, a
waxed mustache, and eyebrows that twitched like woolly black
caterpillars. Doing his best to stalk on short legs, he turned back
to shout through the open door, “Mark well my words, Colonel! Of
this you have not heard the last!”

On a stage the little man might
have been funny, Gatling decided, but at that moment he looked like a
dangerous character—a tooth-baring rat who didn’t make threats
without the means to back them up. His accent was Spanish or
something like it.

“To
hell with you, Senhor Coelho!” the colonel shouted back. “Threaten me, will you,
you unwashed blackguard! I’ll sell guns to any and all who can pay
for them. Now get the blazes out of here and take your bum-sucker
Radley with you! Shawcross, you idle fellow! Shawcross, close the
goddamned door!”

The secretary waited until the
two men left; then he went to the door and said, “Mr. Gatling is
waiting, sir.”

Gatling went in. Shawcross
backed out, closing the double doors at the same time like a
well-trained servant. Gatling decided he’d turn to crime before he took
a job like that.

“Good to
see
you, old fellow,” the colonel said, reaching across the desk to
shake his hand. Gatling was as surprised by the warm welcome as he
was to be there at all. The colonel had to reach far because the
desk was so long and wide; it was so highly polished that a small
boy could have practiced skating leaps on its gleaming surface. The
high-backed leather swivel chair behind it was probably as good as
the one J.P. Morgan had down on Wall Street.

Gatling sat down in one of the
chairs just vacated by Coelho and Radley. The names stuck with him; he knew
he’d be hearing a lot about the two men.

“Nice
diggings,’’ he said.

“Must put on
a show for the paying customers,” the colonel said
casually. Gatling knew the old bastard was very proud of his
fancy front. “I’d much prefer to be at the warehouse getting my
hands dirty.” Another lie. “By God, it’s good to see a white face
around here for a change.”

Gatling, his face as brick
brown as the New Mexico Zunis who had raised him, pretended to look around.
“You must mean me,” he said.

“It’s good to share a laugh with a fellow American.” The
colonel barked his parade ground laugh. “‘You must mean me,’” he
repeated as if Gatling had got off a real rib tickler. “Very droll,
yes, indeed. You know, that buggering Coelho has more than a dab of
the tar brush in him.”

The colonel sounded as American
as a Laplander. As British as Paddy’s Pig was Irish, Colonel Pritchett hated
the Queen and her government because he had been forced to retire
after he’d ordered the slaughter of several hundred prisoners
during the Second Afghan War. His only son, a very young second
lieutenant, had been tortured and killed by Afghan tribesmen. Why
shouldn’t he have a go at the raghead bastards? To bleeding hell
with the flag of surrender and all that rot!

For some reason the colonel lowered his
voice. “I hate foreigners, Gatling.”

Gatling had nothing to say to
that; the colonel’s view of the human race was well known to him. He didn’t
like many people himself—white or black or con leche—but he treated everybody the same
unless they tried to do him dirty. The colonel was different. He
had made up his mind about people and there was no use trying to
shake him. The English were a nation of shopkeepers, as Bonaparte
had said. The Scotch had lost their country through stupid clan
wars and the treachery of the MacDonalds. What could he say about
the Welsh who sang in four-part harmony? Only the Irish—crude and
ignorant though they might be—got high marks for their pugnacity
and unwavering hostility toward the Crown.

“What was the
brannigan all about?” Gatling said. “This Coelho trying to get a
bigger discount? Trying to redeem Confederate bonds? But you were
yelling about guns?” The colonel’s hard face got harder, as it
usually did when he was beginning not to like Gatling’s attitude,
which happened just about every time they met. Many things about
the colonel grated on Gatling’s nerves, but in spite of that they
managed to do business together.

“Well you
must have heard some of it. The sodding boy-raper was attempting to
threaten me. Me, of all people. He’s a Brazilian, you know.”

Gatling just nodded, as if the
colonel’s
statement explained everything.

“The
country’s been in a frightful mess since they forced Pedro II to
abdicate. Second emperor, you know. Fifty-eight years of order and
progress—longer even than that old German bitch’s in Windsor—and a
motley crew of half-castes drive a fine man out of office. All
because he refused to abolish slavery.”

“Lincoln freed the slaves in sixty-three.
What took Pedro so long?”

The colonel hissed his
annoyance through false teeth well stained by the rank shag tobacco
he smoked. “More’s the pity he freed them. What did we gain? What did the
darkies gain? Poor souls wandering from pillar to post when they
could be safe and well-treated on the old plantation.”

“Most of them
don’t
see eye to eye with Stephen Foster. But what about Brazil, Coelho,
the guns he doesn’t want you to sell? Who wants to buy?”

“General Jackson Kilby wants to buy them. He was one of the
ablest commanders in the Civil War, the War Between the States, as
he prefers to call it. Refusing to accept the surrender and the
dictatorship of the radical Republicans, he emigrated to Brazil and
took many fine old Southern families with him. They settled in
Parimba Province, far up the Amazon, where they prospered. They
started all over again and made a go of it. Hacked their own small
civilization from the wilderness. They called their colony New
Columbia, after the South Carolina city destroyed by the Federals.
Now after twenty-four years, they are being menaced by a murderous
savage named Jorge Suarez who recently seized control of the
Parimba region.”

“Suarez has
more men and more guns than they do?”

“He has more
men,” the colonel said. “General Kilby thinks as many as two
thousand, not the most dependable of God’s creatures, by any means,
but numbers do count. Custer at the Little Big Horn and all that.
As for rifles, this tin-pot dictator’s men are all armed. Weapons
they already had, weapons they seized when Suarez took control of
the province.”

Gatling was thinking about the
weapons he’d
use against Suarez. Nothing had been said yet, but he knew he’d be
going to Brazil. The colonel never called him to New York except to
talk about a special assignment. He was paid $50,000 for every job
he did for the Maxim Company, in addition to testing the latest
weapons on human targets. And not just any humans, but men so
vicious and lawless that their deaths benefited everybody. He had
faced some of the most dangerous men in the world and come out on
top. So far he had.

“Kilby and
his people should have been prepared for this,” he
said. “They had plenty of time to do it. Why didn’t they? Brazil
isn’t New Jersey.”

The colonel lit his pipe and
started puffing like the Maxim factory chimney.
“They’ve
always been well enough prepared for the usual wandering brigands
and the occasional Indian attack. How else could they have done so
well? They’re Southerners and therefore fighters. You know that as
well as I do—they’re your people.”

“My people
are the Zunis.” He had left Mississippi as a child and had no
feeling for the place. The Zunis had taken him in and raised him as
one of their own after he’d survived an Apache massacre of the
entire wagon train he was on. Everyone else had been killed in the
cruelest way; after so many years, his parents were no more than a
dim memory. If there was any place he could think of as home, it
was the Zuni pueblo and farmlands of western New Mexico.

The colonel knew better than to
push Gatling too hard on where his loyalties lay. “Well,
you’re right
in a way,” he said. “General Kilby relied too much on the emperor’s
protection, but you must remember that Pedro was in power for so
long—thirty-four years when the Confederates arrived—that it must
have seemed as if he’d be there forever.”

“Like the Old South?”

“In a way, I
suppose. Though Pedro was—is—a native of
Brazil in the sense that he was born there, his grandfather
was King John VI of Portugal. As a man of European sensibilities,
he welcomed Kilby and his unregenerate Confederates as part of his
plan to redress the racial imbalance of his country. In short, to
encourage European immigration. He assured Kilby’s colonists that
they would have his complete protection. They took him at his word
and he honored it for a quarter of a century. Do you see what I
mean?”

Gatling was tired of the
colonel’s
windbagging. “All right,” he said. “He liked white meat better than
dark, so he took in these diehard Rebs and gave them the red
carpet. Now he’s gone where good emperors go and this Suarez is
casting his evil eye on their lands and possessions. And they want
to buy guns when they should have bought them earlier.”

Colonel Pritchett looked at Gatling in
mock admiration. “Jolly good, old man. I see I’ve taught you to be
concise.” He always said something like that when Gatling stopped
him from wading the river instead of using the bridge. “But let’s
not be a bore about what they should or should not have done. The
point is they want to buy guns now.”

“All right.
What about Suarez? Telling me he’s a murderous savage with maybe two
thousand men doesn’t tell me much.”

“He’s not a backlands desperado who signs his name with an X.
If we must talk in Pittman, he is the twin brother of the former
governor of Parimba. Francesco Suarez. Completely loyal to the
emperor and served him faithfully for many years. Francesco gave
the Confederates no trouble, quite the opposite, in fact. I expect
they paid him some tribute, but it must have been reasonable.
Anyway, they prospered under his long administration. He had a
small but well-armed provincial militia which served as insurance
against local rebellions and the usual banditry. And he could call
on the emperor in case of emergency. But once the emperor was gone
his position was in jeopardy. A few months ago he was overthrown
and executed by his twin Jorge for treason and other high crimes,
and since then Parimba has been in a state of absolute anarchy. The
federal government in Rio hasn’t moved against him for several
reasons. He is a fact of life, far removed from the coast, he has
powerful friends in high places, he sends gold to all of them.
Along with the gold he sends these threats: send an army against me
and the Amazon will run red.”

Thirsty from talking so long, the colonel
got up to make himself a weak brandy and soda.

“Jorge knows how to survive,” Gatling
said.

“What you’re asking is why Francesco didn’t get rid of him when
he could. A reasonable question and one I can only take a stab at.
Both boys came out of the same womb, so to speak, but they grew up
as different as dogs and cats. Francesco the dog, Jorge the cat.
Francesco, devoted to his master, the emperor, content with what he
had. Jorge, treacherous as only cats can be, crafty, vicious,
stealthy, clever.”

Gatling was getting tired of
cats and dogs, but said nothing. The colonel had forgotten his
promise to talk in shorthand; like the ticket-selling ham actor who
listened to no one, he set his own pace.

“Both boys,
of good family by Brazilian standards, attended the same schools in
Rio, where Jorge excelled in everything and good old Francesco did
not. Because of family connections they were invited to the
palace and to the young emperor’s country place. Jorge tried to
curry favor; Francesco did not. The Emperor was pleased by
Francesco’s doglike devotion, repelled by Jorge’s self-serving
feline sneakiness. When the old governor of Parimba stepped on and
was fatally bitten by a bushmaster in his garden, Francesco was
appointed governor of Parimba for life. Francesco offered Jorge a
generous allowance provided he get out of Brazil and stay out. At
first he did, plotting with other malcontents in Lisbon, Paris, New
York and New Orleans. Some years ago, he returned secretly with a
few hundred men and tried to overthrow his brother. They were
scattered by Francesco’s troops. Jorge was captured and sentenced
to life imprisonment in an upriver penal colony.’’

“I guess
it’s
hard to shoot your own brother,” Gatling said.

Colonel Pritchett didn’t see it that
way. “For the life of me, I can’t see why he didn’t. Shoot the sod
and have done with it. Anyway, when Jorge escaped two years ago he
took all the convicts with him. Needless to say, they settled old
scores with the officers and guards before they took to the rain
forest. And these men, Gatling, were and are the worst of the
worst. We have nothing like them here or in Europe. Mass murderers,
bandits, river pirates, homicidal lunatics. In the rain forest they
were joined by runaway slaves as murderous as themselves. Jorge
even recruited some detribalized Indians, many of them cannibals,
with gifts of sugarcane rum, tobacco, and all they could eat.” The
colonel took time out to look appalled. “Do you hear what I’m
telling you?”

“All they could eat,” Gatling said.

The colonel glared at him,
annoyed by his laconic response. Then he got back to his windy
narrative.
“Within six months they became the scourge of Parimba Province, an
area the size of New England. More and more backlanders of all
shades and colors and inclinations came out of the rain forest to
shelter under Jorge’s umbrella.”

Thinking he’d made a witty remark, he
waited for Gatling to show some appreciation; instead of a laugh,
he got a grin.

“But to be serious,” the colonel continued, “Jorge got several
shipments of rifles, none-too-modern French Lebels from the coast.
There is a sort of federal river navy, but the guns got
through.”

“Pedro let that happen?”

“My dear
fellow,” the colonel said, “the Amazon isn’t just a river. They call
it the River Sea, and with good reason. It has ten tributaries
longer than the Mississippi. All the frigates and destroyers of the
British Royal Navy couldn’t patrol it. Besides, Pedro was too busy
trying to remain in power. How could he take the time to worry
about an obscure province far upriver? In the weeks he lost power,
Jorge came out of the rain forest, captured the capital town of
Parimba, shot his brother and all his militia officeholders, and
declared himself the new governor. Now he is absolute dictator of
the benighted place.”

“I read
somewhere how Pedro opposed the abolition of slavery because he
thought it would be bad for the blacks.”

“Quite true,”
the colonel said. “Pedro favored benevolent slavery. A
cooperation of the races, in his words. He did his best to
persuade the fazendeiros to adopt a more kindly attitude toward their Negro
workers.”

“The
Rebs must have liked that. They like happy darkies.”

“With good
reason,” the colonel said. “The odd thing is,
and perhaps it’s
not so odd when you think about it, some of them wanted nothing
more to do with slavery when they arrived in Brazil. Look where
slavery’s got us, ran the argument. We’ve lost our homes, our
country, many family members and friends. A few groups did purchase
slaves, but freed them and paid them a nominal wage. This was
frowned upon by their Brazilian neighbors and immigrant German
neighbors. However, most of the exiled Southerners accepted slavery
as readily as they had at home. Suarez has been using their
proslavery attitudes against them.”

“Why
doesn’t he run them out or kill them if they won’t
go?”

“It
hasn’t come to that yet,” the colonel said. “It seems that
Suarez is wildly unpredictable. He sees what they’ve made of their
plantations, coffee and wild rubber, their farmlands; and he knows
the fields will go to wrack and ruin if he puts his own managers
and workers in. So he wants them to go and yet he wants them to
stay. The blighter has already confiscated their lands—at least he
has issued a proclamation to that effect—but thus far he hasn’t
moved to enforce it. He wants them to do all the work while he
takes most of the profits. If they don’t accept his terms, he will
attack in force. Perhaps he already has. Brazil is a long way from
here and Parimba is a long way from the coast. News is slow getting
out.”

“Tell me,”
Gatling said, nodding. “Why is Maxim so interested in a
bunch of diehard Rebs living in the back of beyond? There can’t
be enough money in a weapons deal to risk trouble with Washington.
Is it the rubber?”

“What do you know about rubber?” the colonel
said irritably.

“All I know
about rubber you could put at the end of a pencil. All right, I know
about rubber gun butts, rubber groundsheets, rubber shirt collars,
rubber underpants for old men with bad bladders.”

The colonel glared as only he could. “You
are a font of information and a total ignoramus.”

“Balls,”
Gatling said, adding to his list. “Rubber balls.”

“In your case
the balls are brass. But seriously now, rubber may be
the most important
substance—product—on earth. Forget your rubber collars, for
Christ’s sake. At the moment, most rubber is found in Brazil, where
they tap rain forest trees for a liquid called latex. This may be
shipped as it is, or coagulated by acid and shipped in solid form,
which makes for easier handling and costs less money. Are you
following me?”

Gatling nodded again. “Maxim
wants to get into the rubber business.”

“He wants to
get into the growing of rubber trees. Rubber plantations. The
Brazilian Confederates have been experimenting with that. The native
Brazilians like to think wild rubber will last forever. The
Confederates know better. Pedro was most enthusiastic about the
Southerners experiments. Unfortunately he lost his throne and is
unlikely to regain it. However, rubber plantations are the coming
thing, hence Mr. Maxim’s interest. I’m sure you get my
point.”

“I hear what
you’re saying, but how do the Rebs plan to remain independent?
Secede from the new republic? They tried that here. It didn’t
work.”

The colonel drank off the last
of his mild brandy and soda, then slammed down the heavy glass.
“What rot you talk. It didn’t work here and it won’t work there. What they’d
like to do is to negotiate with the federal government from a
position of strength. That, of course, isn’t possible: there aren’t
enough of them. Next best thing would be to show the government how
valuable they can be to the Brazilian economy. Unfortunately they
don’t have much time.”

“They hope to
buy time with the guns. How soon does the money man arrive to pay for
them?”

The colonel looked at his
watch. “He should be here in about an hour. General Kilby’s son, Otis. He’s
taking the express from New Orleans. It’s to be a cash
deal—American dollars and English pounds. Once the deal is done,
you will be going back with him to see that they use the new
weapons to the best effect, and to make a full report on conditions
there. Mr. Maxim wants to know. All I have to go on are several
letters from General Kilby.”

“It’s a wonder he didn’t come himself.”

“Oh no.
He’s
got to hold the fort. Some of his young men took Brazilian women as
wives and aren’t as loyal as they should be. Have gone a bit
native, don’t you know. Besides, General Kilby gave up his American
citizenship many years ago and has sworn never again to set foot on
American soil. To hell with the United States and all its works and
pomps.”

“The Man
Without a Country? He sounds like a silly old bastard, if you ask
me.”

The colonel hated any reference
to old age; he was sixty and didn’t like it. “Nobody asked you. General Kilby
was a brave soldier. In point of fact, he is a citizen of Brazil.
Much as I would rather not be a citizen of Brazil, that’s what he
has chosen to be. Confound you, Gatling, you and your pointless
asides. Let us talk about the weapons the general wishes to
purchase.”

Before Colonel Pritchett could get down to
guns, there was a knock on the door and Shawcross stuck his head
in. “Mr. Kilby is here,” Shawcross said.
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