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Prologue




I hope this has been worth waiting for, scoffed the stout man. I still say it looks like just another Gatling gun.

And so it did, a yoke-mounted machine gun on a carriage of wood and brass. The tires were steel, spoked. Nothing new. The Gatling gun had been around since 1862. This was 1881.

Four somber men in dark, expensive traveling suits walked around the gun, giving it expert appraisal.

How many men would it kill? And how quickly?

Around the world, politicians, kings, monarchs, mercenary leaders, and despots of every description wanted to know.



Noah Ford watched this inspection through his field glasses. A tall man with a long, melancholy face, dressed in trail-dusty denim shirt and jeans, he sat his pinto on a foothill that overlooked the field where the machine gun was being demonstrated.

The mountains looked cool and austere in the distance, much more inviting than the sticky eighty-one degrees that had kept his clothes damp since waking early this morning. Somewhere it was written that Montana Territory wasnt supposed to get this hot and humid. Somewhere.

Ford watched as the blond man in the tan suit stepped forward, smiling, gesturing for his helpers to come over. The next few minutes resembled the final routine in a magic show.

The blond man and his helpers lifted the yoke of the mounted gun and moved the weapon out farther into the empty field. Then he began walking around the gun, gesturing to various parts of it as he spoke, much as a magician would to the box he was about to disappear into.

Even in pantomime, the blond man was impressive. He had the skills of a good stage actor, one who spoke with his body as much as he did with his mouth. While the men hadnt burst into applause, their faces had taken on expressions of lively interest.



The first thing the blond man wanted to show his guests was how easily the gun could be loaded. There were loading problems with several models of the Gatling. There was no problem with this one. He then gave each man one of the bullets he would be using. In the past few years Gatling had started chambering rimfire copper-cased cartridges for more reliable use. He pointed out the improvements hed made with the copper casings for his own weapon. They were superior to those Gatling used. Or so he claimed.


The final part of the prefiring demonstration was the discussion of the barrels that revolved around the central shaft. Six in the Gatling. Ten in this one. And then a two-minute walk-through of the cam-operated bolts that controlled the bullets. No misfires here; no, sir.

Ford scanned the faces, tight. If they werent smiling, the guests were at least nodding along with the things the blond man was saying. Nodding in agreement. Yes, the blond man was saying, even given the considerable number of improvements Gatling had made on its weaponryespecially after it was bought by Coltit still suffered from a number of problems

And then

the only part of the demonstration that really mattered. The part that provedor disprovedall the claims the blond man had made for his own unique machine gun.



My God! one of the four men shouted above the furor of the hand-cranked gun exploding into action.

Where the Gatling fired 900 rounds a minute, this fired 1,400. Where the Gatling bores were troublesomely tapered, these were round. And where the Gatling had never measured up to its potential in terms of accuracy, this weapon was ripping into the center of each of the three bulls-eye-style targets the blond man had set up before the demonstration.




Noah Ford again put his field glasses to his eyes. There was real joy on the countenances of the four men. They seemed almost childlike in their enthusiasm for the extraordinary show they were watching. Probably not even women and whiskey could excite them to this degree. What they were observing was power, the kind of power that could topple kingdoms, democracies, empires. You could always buy whiskey; you could always buy pussy. You couldnt always buy power.

The air was hazy blue with drifting gunsmoke; the mountains boomed with the echoes of the relentless gunfire. And then, in the ensuing aftermath, as if the blond man had conjured it up, a cooling wind came from the north. On its invisible streams soared a huge hawk, as spectacular in wing span and majesty as the new weapon theyd just witnessed in action.

The smiles were plain to see now. One of the men, unable to contain himself, strode over to the blond man and wrapped him tightly inside an embarrassing bear hug. The others soon gathered around the blond man and congratulated him in less effusive ways.



The field where the demonstration took place was on the eastern edge of the ranch where the blond man had lived for the better part of the past year. After the guests had seen what they came to see, the blond man led them over to the stagecoach hed rented for the day. Then all of them climbed inside and went back to town, leaving the blond mans assistants to wheel the weapon back inside the big, white barn that theyd fitted out as their laboratory.



Noah turned his pinto back toward the city, taking a narrow pass as a shortcut.










    
PART ONE







 

Chapter 1




In the worst of my drinking days, which was right after the war in which Id been a Union spy and occasional assassin, I rarely looked forward to revisiting the saloon where Id gotten drunk the previous night.

I was what people like to call a troublemaker. I argued, I belittled, I started fights for myself. I was even skillful enough in my red-eyed way to start fights for other people. Saloonkeepers were rarely happy to see me return. Many of them, in fact, told me I wasnt welcome and tossed my sorry ass out.

A four-day blackout got me off the bottle. I wish I could tell you that I had had a religious vision, or that I came to the philosophical conclusion that I was wasting my life, or that I realized how much more good, clean fun the sober life would be.

What it was, Id never had a blackout that had stretched beyond thirty-six hours, and a four-day blank spot just plain scared the hell out of me. I woke up on a sunny Sunday morning in an alley in St. Louis, minus my Western boots, my Stetson, all my money, and all my identification. The last was the worst because, for an entire hour, I couldnt remember who I was.

I never did put those missing days together. When I remembered that my name was Noah Ford, that I was a field investigator for a branch of the United States Army, and that I was on assignment looking for two men whod held up a train and unwittingly stolen some secret Army items, I wired Washington that Id been kidnapped, tortured, and left to die. I therefore needed money immediately and new credentials to follow posthaste. I doubted they believed my story. They knew I was a drinker. But I captured 86 percent of the men they sent me after, so they decided to give me another chance.

The money came in seventy-two hours. The credentials took several days. I spent the time working for room and board at a convent. I painted the house the nuns lived in and then cleaned out an ancient barn that had bedeviled them since theyd moved in a year ago.

The first few days of sobriety were a lark. I kept thinking how easy this was going to be. I couldnt figure out why people complained about how hard it was to give up drinking. I didnt realize that I was having a sort of grace period. No anger, no fear, no irritation. Hard physical work that left me exhausted at the end of a ten-hour day, followed by good food, a bit of quiet reading in the attic of the convent, and then ten hours of sound sleep in a clean, sturdy bed.

But after my credentials came and I got back to my real workwhich involved not only investigating, but lying, cheating, stealing, and even killing when necessarythen it wasnt so easy to walk past a saloon without feeling the shaky urge to take a drink, to hide inside the dark solace of drunkenness.



It was the sort of saloon where people who thought they ruled the world gathered to inflict their loud opinions on the expensive air.

You hear the same kind of loud alcoholic opinions shouted in deadfalls and cheap saloons, too, only not with quite the same air of certainty.

The name was the Founders Club and it was in the best section of town, far enough away from the raw wound of the small slum to make you forget slums altogetherwhich the members of the Founders Club had done a long time ago.

The blond man Id seen demonstrate the machine gun earlier in the day sat with two of the men whod seen the gun in action. I was inside the club because a retired colonel Id known from the war had asked the club to serve me lunch here as a guest. They hadnt asked him any questions, which was fine, because he wasnt prepared to give them any answers.

The conversations I could overhear were about what youd expect, most of the subjects gleaned from newspapers and magazines. New York City lighting every street with electricity. Canned fruits available coast to coast. Fifty thousand telephones in use across the country. The sort of things that interested businessmen. The only jabber that really caught my ear was about a gunfight in Tombstone, Arizona, at some corral. Who isnt interested in a gunfight story? A lot of them are bullshit, but if the teller of the tale is good at his craft then the more bullshit the merrier, I say.

I drank coffee until my small steak came. The blond man didnt spot me until Id been there fifteen minutes. He did one of those double takes that stage comedians like to do. From then on, whenever he raised his gaze to look at me, he glared.

It took him an hour to get rid of the two men. At the end there was a lot of handshaking and bicep-patting and contrived smiling. They wanted what he had, which was the weapon; he wanted what they had, which was a great deal of money. Its interesting to listen to all the praise on a mans lips turn to disdain as soon as hes out of earshot of the man hes been buttering up. We all do it but it aint very pretty.

After they had disappeared into the cloakroom, he came over and sat down. Neither of us spoke for a while. He took a cigar from inside his suit coat, snipped off the smoking end with a silver clipper, got it lighted, and said, Mother told me you were dead.

Well, you know good old Mom. Probably wishful thinking on her part. She never did like me much.

Neither did Dad or our dear sister Claudene.

How many husbands has our sister poisoned by now?

You always were a cynical sonofabitch, Noah. I suppose thats why you took up with the Yankees in the war. They dont have any respect for tradition or heritage and you dont, either. You had a good life on the plantation and you turned your back on it.

How many Yanks did you assassinate during the war?


Near as I can figure, thirty.

My last count was forty Rebs, including two colonels.

For the first time, he smiled. We always were competitive.

Thats how they raised us, even though we didnt realize it until we were older. I dont miss them, David.

Well, they dont miss you, either. In fact, nobodys permitted to utter your name in their presence.

The waiter came. My brother ordered whiskey. I ordered more coffee.

We gave the verbal jousting a rest. I silently noted his thinning blond hair, his dentures, his jowly but still handsome face. Just as he no doubt noted my crushed right ear, the twenty pounds Id put on, and the occasional slight twitch of my gun hand, a memento of a day-long torturing by two female Reb spies who disabused me of the notion that females are necessarily more civilized than men.

He said, I suppose I dont really hate you anymore.

Thats awfully white of you.

You look sort of weary, actually. And I guess that makes me sad. I suppose youre still fighting the war.

Half this country is still fighting the war. Therere seditionist groups everywhere. The men youre dealing withthe arms dealersat least two of them are seditionists. They figure if they blow up enough courthouses and trains that the South will rise again.

Maybe it will.

You know better than that.


He sighed. Yes, I guess I do. He finished his drink. The familiar blue Ford eyes stared at me across the long melancholy years. Wed been loving brothers until the war had come along. Now we were nervous strangers. You here to kill me, are you, Noah?

Im here to get the gun back. You stole it from Mannering and then you killed Mannering. He invented it.

He shrugged. One of my men killed him, actually. We took the gun from his laboratory. I was rifling his safe to get the papers for the designs. He got a gun somehow and tried to shoot me in the back. Got me high up in the left shoulder. I still dont have full use of my left arm. My man didnt have any choice. Killed him so he couldnt kill me. And, anyway, hed only gotten the gun to a certain stage and didnt know how to go beyond it. I made the gun into a masterpiece.

Humble as ever.

The waiter again. Another round.

I dont have to kill you, David. Washington would be just as happy if I didyouve poached an awful lot of their experimental weapons the last few yearsbut I convinced them that Mannerings gun was more important than you.

A true and loyal brother.

Dont make me kill you, David.

The refreshments came. We sipped in silence for a time.

I said, Why dont I get a buckboard and come back to your ranch house and pick up the gun?

Just like that, huh?


Just like that. Then you can do whatever the hell you want to do without any Federals on your back.

He took more of his drink. Set the glass down on the starched, virginal, white tablecloth. The whiskey looked rich auburn against the white. I have kids and a wife to support.

I know. Molly.

A beautiful wife and an expensive wife. Shes planning that well use the proceeds from the gun sale to spend a year in Europe. I havent seen her in nearly a year. I want to bring her good news.

Im told you have a woman here.

A smile. Gosh, imagine that.

The waiter. Another, sir? he said to David.

Please.

None for me, I said.

Very good, sir.

When the waiter was gone, I said, David, listen to me. Whatever else, were brothers.

Cain and Abel?

I wish I could find this as funny as you do.

Then what? You take the gun and then arrest me for murder?

Im going to give you a pass on the murder charge. A forty-eight-hour head start. And even after forty-eight hours, I dont plan to look for you very hard.

I suppose I should say thank you, brother. But Im not going to let you have the gun, Noah.

The waiter.

When we were alone again, I said, Make this easy for me, David.

He didnt say anything.


Then, Its my job, David.

Ah, yes, your job. For President Grant. Good old Grant. I hear he drinks a touch. I hear he was quite courteous to General Lee when the South surrendered. Thats the only time he treated us with any respect. Or dont you care how many of us died down there, Noah?

I stood up. Ill be there at sundown, David.







    

Chapter 2




Whenever I needed to pick up a couple freelance helpers, the first place I checked was the local stage line. They generally steered me to shotgun riders who worked part-time or had the day off. Given all the bank and stagecoach gangs working this part of Montana Territory, the shotgun men had to be good. And not be afraid of a little violence if necessary.

The Northeast Stage Line had a full house in back. Four coaches, everything from one of the new Concord models to an Abbott & Downing mudwagon to a pair of newly restored Deadwood stages that could carry eighteen passengers.

There had been some bad accidents with stagecoaches lately, the coach owners saying they were due to bad roads and acts of nature, the editorial writers saying they were due to drunk drivers and overworked horses. They were probably both right. Every coach in this lot had a small sign stuck on its doors: A RECORD OF SAFETY.

A man in a flat-crowned black hat, blue shirt, black trousers, and a small badge on the flap pocket of his shirt was talking to a youngster who was giving a muddy Concord a soapy wash with a bucket of water.

Excuse me, I said.

The deputy took a photograph of me with his eyes and filed it away for future reference. Thats a common trait in well-trained lawmen. He had a blandly handsome face and hard, dark eyes that made snap assessments of every human who walked or ran or crawled in front of their lenses. He didnt dislike me, his gaze revealed, but only because he didnt think I was worth bothering with.

Morning, he said, help you?

Im actually looking for the boss.

He put forth a hand that was even harder than his eyes. Frank Clarion. Im a day deputy in town here.

Nice to meet you, Clarion. Can you point me to the boss?

Right over there. And hes not only the boss, hes the owner.

Tib Mason, the boy chimed in, wiping sweat from his face with the sleeve of his black-and-white-checkered shirt. Thats his name. Hes my uncle. Same as the marshals Mr. Clarions uncle.

Now, Im not one of those people who believe that its necessarily a bad thing to hire your kin. Ive known any number of father-son, uncle-nephew, cousin-cousin lawmen partnerships that work out just fine, even though most folks are automatically suspicious of them, suspecting nepotism and nothing more.

But Clarions bland face tightened some when the kid mentioned that the marshal was Clarions uncle. He tried to make a joke of it. Thanks for pointing that out, Merle.

Merles bright-blue eyes dulled. He realized then that hed said a bad thing, and that Clarion was going to kick his ass, verbally if not physically, as soon as he got a chance.

Having said the wrong thing many times in my own life, I tried to help the kid out a little. I was a deputy onceand my uncle was the sheriff. Same setup as yours, Clarion. I imagine you get razzed about it sometimes as much as I did. But I did my best and got along just fine. And Im sure thats how it works for you.

The dark gaze showed me a little more charity. Maybe I wasnt just another drifting saddlebum after all. Maybe I was a man of taste and discernment.

Yeah, he said, and for an instant there he was almost likable, they sure do like to kid you about working for your uncle.

Merle looked relieved. He went back to his washing with a smile on his freckled face.

Nice to meet you, I said, and offered my hand to Clarion again.

Tib Mason turned out to be a short, beefy man in a tall, white Stetson, working a horse inside a rope corral. I walked over and watched him finish up with the animal. The paint wasnt much bigger than a colt. Mason kept everything gentle. He used his short whip only once, and then with obvious reluctance. When he saw me, he went up to the paint and stroked its neck several times, gentling it down. Then he walked over to me.

If youre looking for Tib Mason, he said, you found him.


Youre mighty nice to that paint.

I like horses. Weve got the best in the Territory on this line. And I personally tamed just about every one of them. And I didnt get mean with any of them. He took out his sack of Bull Durham, then his papers, and went to work. So what can I do for you, mister?

Need to hire a couple of men.

For what?

I told him what I wanted him to know, which wasnt much. I also showed him my badge.

They could get hurt.

Thats why Im paying them so well.

This Ford character out to that ranch. Nobody around here has much time for him. He made it plain that he didnt want anything to do with us. And we obliged him. We didnt want nothing to do with him, either. He got his cigarette lighted with a stick match and inhaled deeply. He looks like he could be a tough sonofabitch.

He is.

You know him, do ya?

Hes my brother.

He surprised me. He didnt look startled. He just grinned. Thatd probably make you just as strange as he is.

It probably would.

Another drag. How come you didnt go to the marshal and ask for some deputies?

Local law isnt always cooperative. We have to run the show and they resent that.

You cant blame em for that, can you?

No, I cant blame them. But on the other hand, I need to do things the way the Army wants them done. I dont act on my own. I take orders.


He said, How about me and a man named James Andrews? Full-blooded Cree. That kind of money, well do it. Just dont cheat him. He makes a bad enemy.

Dont we all.

He shrugged. I suspect you do. And I suspect your brother does. But that doesnt mean were all like you, thank God.

Youll go out to my brothers with me?

Sure. All those coaches you see over thereI owe the bank for every one of them. This should be some easy money for us.

I watched the paint before I spoke. He dug at the dirt with a long leg, as if he was going after buried treasure. He was young and strong. I almost hated to think of him spending his life on stage trails.

Me and the Creere good shots. And were used to taking orders. The customers are our bosses. Same with folks we hire out to. You wont have any trouble with us. None at all.

If hes Cree, whys his name James?

He shook his Stetsond head. Missionaries gave it to him. Thats the name he prefers. I actually never heard him even say his Cree name.

Ill need a buckboard.

That wont be any trouble.

And well meet here just about five? Buckboard and shotguns?

Fine by me, friend. He nodded to the paint inside the rope corral. Better get back to work. Hes getting restless.




I had supper just before four oclock in a caf that catered to townspeople of the merchant variety. You could deduce this from the headwear they wore, mostly homburgs. I was there for a steak and eggs. They were there for drinks.

I wasnt sure when or where hed find me, but I knew he would. They come, of course, in different shapes, sizes, ages, dispositions. The canny ones choose a persona and pretty much stick to it. They can hide in the persona so that you can never guess their real thoughts or attitudes. Some strut like gunfighters; others kind of shuffle, trying to seem harmless; and some are crisp and curt, like bank managers who dont plan to give you a loan.

Then there is the grandfather school. When he came in the front door, several conversations paused, a couple of the waitresses froze in place momentarily, and the man you paid at the front counter put on a smile big enough to please a politician.

He wore no hat. Wouldnt want you to miss that head of long, pure white hair. Checkered shirt, somewhat wrinkled, the way a grandfathers would be. An inexpensive leather vest. Cheap gray trousers of the kind laborers wear. He had blue, blue eyes and a youthful grin, and the left hand he raised to wave withthere was a hint of the papal wave in itwas twisted just slightly with arthritis.

The badge he wore on the inexpensive vest was small. He wouldnt, being a granddad, want to give the impression of vanity or undue pride.

The corncob pipe was the nicest touch. No expensive briar for him. No, sir. Just a plain, ordinary, five-cent pipe, as befitted the good old trustworthy gramps that everybody knew and loved.


After he shook a few hands, the blue, blue eyes narrowed and lost a bit of their friendliness. He was hunting somebody. He was hunting me.

He fixed me with a gaze that wouldve made God tremble in his boots, and then he blessed the crowd with another sort of pope-like general wave (hell, he might have been absolving them of all their sins, the piss-elegant way he did it) and then he ambled over in my direction, pausing here and there for a few words with the men who worked hard at giving the impression that they were important, and probably were by town standards.

When he finally reached me, he said, You mind if I sit down? I hate to bother you, but these old feet of mine are killin me. And just about every tables filled up.

There were four empty tables in plain sight. But I knew he was going to sit down here anyway and so did he.

Be happy for a little company, I said.

Now thats mighty nice of you, friend.

A serving woman with a wide waist and a face full of freckles appeared with a schooner of beer, setting it down in front of the town marshal as if shed been chosen to serve royalty. What was interesting and impressive about her behavior was that she seemed taken with the marshal out of respect, not because of fear. Which was the general reaction. That was to his credit.

When she left, he said, Names Wickham. Charley Wickham. Im the town marshal.

We shook hands. You seem to have a lot of friends.

Im not a bully and I generally dont hold grudges. I give a lot of second chances, and if I get the opportunity to help a good man in bad trouble, I generally do it. Im not a prude and Im not a busybody. Theyve elected me to four two-year terms, and I expect theyll elect me a couple more times before I take my badge off this old vest of mine.

Now how the hell were you going to come back to that? There wasnt any brag in it, he was just stating what he saw were facts, and I had no doubt they were. If I lived here, Id vote for him five or six times.



I hadnt told him my name. He said, Now, Mr. Ford, you know and I know that Ive checked you out and know that youre an investigator with the Army and that youve hired Tib Mason and James to go out to your brothers place at sundown. Now the thing is, I can keep right on going with this cornball bumpkin bullshit or I can cut right to it and ask you why the hell you didnt come to me before you looked up Tib. I couldve gotten you a couple deputies and made it all legal.

It is all legal, Marshal. I had a year of law school in Washington as part of my job. When Tib and James are with me, theyre legal associates of mine. As long as what we do is legal, anyway.

Tib tells me you were afraid I might not cooperate. Hell, Ford, I cooperate with every kind of investigator who comes through here, and that includes the Pinkertons, who can really get on a fellas nerves sometimes.

Then I was wrong about you and I apologize.

He laughed. I think were quite a bit alike, Ford.


Oh? How would that be?

You like to pretend to be all nice and reasonable and civil because you learned that that was the best way to hide what youre really after. Once a fella gets everybody all riled up, hes not gonna get his way except by force. And the only thing that force gets you eventually is dead. This town had four marshals in one year. You can find them up on the hill where the cemetery is. I had to apply three times for this job because they thought I was too quiet and gentle for it. I been marshal here for eight years now and in that time Ive had to kill eighteen men, all of them white. But I didnt pick those fights, they did. Im not especially good with a gun and I consider myself a serious coward. Every time Ive been forced to shoot somebody, I spend a good hour puking my guts up afterward. Im still scared of how close I came to dyin. But what kept me alive is the one thing that none of those eighteen men had. And that was a calm temperament. Just like yours.

My food came and he said, Im going to let you eat in peace, Ford. But I just wanted to say that Id appreciate you stopping by my office tonight and telling me how it went out at your brothers. I never have figured out what hes doing in that barn of his. Hes got a Gatling gun that he fires a lot; his neighbors tell me that. But hes never given me or any of mine the time of day. Now all of a sudden heres this Army investigator who happens to be his brother going out there

He stood up. Youd be curious, too.

I sure would, I said, eager to start on my steak and eggs. Ill stop at your place soon as I get back in town.


Id sure appreciate that. Then: Tib and James. He made a sound not unlike a giggle. Them boys is a pair of wild cards, let me tell you. Really wild cards.

Then he started working his way toward the front door, laughs and handshakes and back slaps for those hed missed before.

Gramps.

Sure.







    

Chapter 3




Tib Mason sat in back with the shotguns. James rode on the seat with me. Autumn night came quickly. Frost gleamed on the prairie; shadows danced in the broken moonlight of the woods. An owls cry followed us for some time.

There were flashes in the forest, mostly moonlight, but it was more fun to pretend the way the youngest soldiers used to, that the flashes were kingrandfathers and dead brothers and maybe even sweetheartsrisen fresh from the land beyond to soothe and comfort the scared and worn young troops who could no longer even remember what they were fighting for.

I hoped David had changed his mind. I suspected he didnt want a confrontation any more than I did. Which didnt mean, of course, that he wouldnt get involved in one if he had to. I had to convince him that hed be free to walk away if he just gave me this gun. Neither of us would be foolish enough to think this would make him give up the kind of life he led.

Of course neither David nor others like him would have been able to even learn about new weapons if the government wasnt so sloppy and corrupt.

The leak would have been in Washington. There was a good reason that President Lincoln had turned over all spy and espionage operations during the Civil War to the Pinkertons. It was because the Army could rarely keep secrets. Gun merchants, foreign and domestic, preyed on the Army people in the nations capital. They used cash, sex, blackmail, whatever was required to pry secrets from the staffers back there. This didnt mean that they had any specific advance word of experimental weaponry, not usually. No, the cash, sex, and blackmail were used to trawl though the staffers mind. Hed confide the number and nature of projects and theyd judge whether any of the projects sounded of interest to their sponsors. The men representing the gun manufacturers were mostly freelancers. If even one out of ten of the weapons proved desirable to their clients, a lot of money would be made.

The dusty road was pale gold. Road apples were heavy, thanks to stage traffic. Even with the railroad running full bore now, the stage in this part of the Territory was still used constantly. Every mile or so youd see the lights of a tiny farmhouse. People had rushed here for gold. What didnt get talked about as much was all the people from back East who came here for several acres of land and a chance of communities better suited to their liking than the ones theyd happily left behind.

James said, For my people, that is not a good sign.

I didnt have to ask what he was talking about. The icon of the ominous owl cut across a lot of racial and cultural lines. Id spent three months in the Ozarks. The poor whites there had a whole legend of owls worked up
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