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CHAPTER ONE

DEATH rode the Washoe Zephyr on that hot and blowing day. Blood stained the blistering dust of C Street, and the heat waves shimmering up from the baked earth of Sun Mountain stank of spilled lives.

Fifty strike-breaking Hounds recruited from the dregs of San Francisco’s infamous Barbary Coast overrode ten unarmed miners where they picketed before the Calico Mine on the lens, near pure silver, of the Comstock Lode. Beat them to death there under the eyes of their womenfolk.

The bodies lay side by side in a row on the wooden sidewalk in front of the Territorial Enterprise, surrounded by the silent, stunned throng of off-shift men and newly-made widows, when the stage from Placerville rolled down the grit grade and stopped.

A tall man, black-haired, wearing a major’s uniform, looked over the heads as he stepped down. For an incredulous moment, he hung in the coach doorway, then he strode against the wall of backs, wide shoulders charging a path through them. At the edge of the boardwalk, he looked down on the pulp that was his father’s face.

He turned, searching over the crowd, and found his mother there and shoved to her. She did not know him. The wild blankness in her eyes told him she would not know him again.

Mark Dorne, on transfer to new duty, had stopped to see his parents on his way to report to the next post in Montana. Through the Civil War, he had been the youngest major in the Union Army and had held that rank when peace returned, and he chose to stay in the service. For five years, he had moved from fort to fort, an ordnance officer, an expert at demolition.

He left his mother in the arms of the friends who supported her, moved again to the sidewalk, across it, and into the newspaper building. The editor was an old friend. He rose, offered a hand, and said in a hushed voice.

“Terrible. Terrible.”

Mark Dorne’s tone was flat, without expression, “Who? Why?”

Young Arthur McEwen looked older than his years today, drained of his fine energy and shaken to his boot soles. A man of great editorial courage, he minced no words.

“Strike. The miners’ wages are being cut to a rotten three-fifty a day. The fat cats of Montgomery Street think they’re not raking enough cream off the hill.”

“Who’s behind it?”

“A new company. Union Mine and Milling. The Bank of California came in and loaned the mills a lot of money when the mines were down; now they’re foreclosing. They’ve got nearly every mill in town, taking over and slashing wages.”

“I said who? What men?”

The editor spat names, “Bill Ralston is cashier of the Bank. Bill Sharon is local head of Union Mine and Milling. He runs Virginia City and the state as personal property. Water, timber, you name it, they control it all.”

“And they murder men wholesale. How do they think they can get away with that?”

McEwen looked at the Major, bleakly. “They own the courts, too. The legislature. The governor. They’ll claim the pickets were trespassing on private property, and butter won’t melt in their mouths while they say it. And nobody will raise a hand against them. Except me. I’ll write the goddamned story for the world to read.”

The cold knot in Dorne’s stomach tightened. While he had been fighting for his country, these robber barons had been raping the land with impunity, killing with impunity, had made themselves gods over the fates of men by usurpation. Because there was no force powerful enough to stop them.

Dorne silently added his own name to Arthur McEwen’s as one who would stand.

He left the editor and went to the post office. There, he wrote to Scoffield Barracks in St. Louis, from which the Seventh Cavalry had been recruited.

SIRS: I HEREBY RESIGN MY COMMISSION IN THE UNITED STATES ARMY. I AM ENLISTING IN A WAR OF MY OWN. 
VERY TRULY YOURS, 
MARK DORNE, MAJOR, SEVENTH CAVALRY, U.S. ARMY.

Then he climbed the barren mountain to bury his father in the flinty soil the miner had worked so long. Looking down on the plain, closed coffin, he spoke a low vow.

“They will not forget you. I promise that. They will remember as long as they live.”

Afterward, he made arrangements that his mother be cared for.

Then he began a new life.

Raids began against the vast mining and milling company and its affiliates. At the scene of each was found a silver dollar. Not one produced by the government. These were stamped out by one of the private coinage companies that had grown up in San Francisco during the gold rush and were still in business into the eighties. One side featured a bloated caricature and the inscription: In Boodle We Trust. On the opposite face was embossed a hangman’s noose and the words: Pat Dorne. Murdered at Calico Mine. Through a hole near the edge, a wire was tied.

William Sharon, who ruled the mountain for the Bank of California, cursed and thundered and sent gunmen out to stop the vandal. Those of them who came back reported it must be a ghost they hunted. The strikes were made all across the territory wherever the Ring claimed property. Always in some unpredictable place. A mysterious figure people called the Major was seen in each of the areas before or after a raid. He was described as more shadow than man, dressed in fringed buckskin such as Custer had made famous, black instead of dun, a cavalry slouch hat, carrying an arsenal. Sharon did not believe one man could move with the arms it was said he wore. Two revolvers holstered at his hips, a derringer with a four-inch barrel and revolving action in a coat pocket, a rifle in a sling over his shoulder, a Greening with two three-foot barrels that hurled fifty-caliber slugs on a swivel hanging from his belt, knives in his boot tops, or at times a strange vest decorated with short yellow tubes.

This figure now sat under the ponderosa stand above the winding stage road between Virginia City and Placerville, on the west of the high Sierra range, his back against the bole of a giant tree, in patient waiting. Within his sight squatted the buildings of the stage station at Strawberry Flat. The dusty ribbon of the toll road that the stage company had hacked across the mountains as a lifeline to the Comstock snaked past a hundred feet below him.

Over that road flowed all the supplies that fed the thirty thousand miners, storekeepers, saloon men, boarding house managers, all the equipment, heavy and light, that was needed to keep Virginia City functioning night and day. To the east, the road was visible for some distance. From that direction, the river of silver gutted from the bowels of Mount Davidson, locally called Sun Mountain, and, smelted into bars there, was hauled to the outside world. 

Mark Dorne wanted silver.

The shipments went over the mountains to the San Francisco Mint, where the bars were made into coin for the coffers of the Bank of California. But the treasure due today would not reach its destination as expected. The Major meant to divert it, use the bright bars as a war chest to carry on his siege against what the newspapers were calling Ralston’s Ring, that consortium of the greediest business pirates who had ever combined to despoil the resources of the land.

He wore the vest with the yellow sticks, a soft, putty-like substance packed into them. As a demolition man, the army had sent Dorne to Sweden to consult with an associate of Alfred Nobel, the chemist who had invented nitroglycerin, the highly explosive syrup destined to revolutionize excavation and make war more hideous.

In its liquid form, nitro was treacherous to use. Dorne and Nobel’s associate had experimented and developed a stabilizer to complement it, mixing nitro with kieselguhr, the fine-grained diatomaceous earth that was the residue left by billions of years of marine algae deposits. Molded into long rolls, the dough could be wrapped in cardboard sleeves and detonated by another Nobel invention, a cap to be pressed into the end of the stick and activated by a fuse, a hollow, pliable tube loaded with gunpowder. The powder was ignited by a match, and a little flame sparked along the fuse like a burning rope.

Nobel named his product dynamite and patented it in France in 1867 and in America in 1868, but very little of it was shipped into the country in the next two years.

Mark Dorne did not need it shipped to him. He could nitrate the glycerol and mine the kieselguhr himself and had been doing so since his personal war began. The deadly supply was waiting for a break in the traffic when Dorne could plant his charge without the danger that some teamster would light a cigar and drop a burning match, which conceivably might accidentally light the fuse. A careful man, Mark Dorne, was more particularly so now in his new hazardous occupation. He wanted no accidents, no innocent people hurt in his actions against his specific targets.

Haulage was always heavy, slow-moving freight wagons drawn by long teams of mules or oxen toiling up the west slope, over the crest at Strawberry, and down the eastern mountain face to the Carson Valley on their way to Washoe. Dorne had chosen this spot because most freighters stopped at the stage station to eat and rest the animals, leaving gaps in the endless procession. But today, for every string that pulled off the road, another left the station to fill the place. And time was running out.

Dorne frowned at his watch. It was going to be close, perhaps too close, and he would have to abandon this attack, delay it until another time. Then, as if the gods of justice smiled on him, three wagons in line turned into the station yard and none left it. He slipped off the hillside to where a small log bridge spanned a sparkling mountain stream. There he capped the dynamite, placed it under the end of the bridge, fastened the fuse, and crossed the road, uncoiling the lethal line, kicking loose grit over it, and climbed back to his vantage point.

That there had been no uphill traffic for fifteen minutes warned him that the silver shipment was very near. For protection from road agents, the all-powerful company decreed that no freighters might drive within a half a mile of the treasure train in the direction it was moving, and it was heavily guarded against the opposing traffic.

Dorne was barely settled when it appeared, crawling up the stiff grade. As always, four gunmen rode in advance, a carriage carrying more followed. The heavy silver wagon came next, and behind it, another four horsemen brought up the rear. All of these guards were hired killers, benevolently shielded from the law by the umbrella of the Ring.

The Major smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. His practiced eye measured the speed of advance and the distance of the train from the bridge. He knew precisely how much fuse he had unrolled, knew to the second how fast it would burn. It must not reach the charge too soon or too late.

The train arrived. The advance outriders passed beneath him. The guard carriage moved below him. Dorne lit the fuse. If one of all those gunslingers had lifted his glance, he could have seen a low plume of smoke lick down the mountainside, but their attention was on the Strawberry yard where a freighter was just shouting his hitch back into the ribbon of dust.

The plume crossed the road, hidden under the grit, and like a striking snake bit at the dynamite. The treasure wagon was on the bridge. It disintegrated as the air shuddered with the blast. The carriage of guards was close enough that it, too, blew apart.

Bodies were lifted by the concussion and hurled away. The horses nearest the bridge were blown into pieces. The man driving the silver wagon was tossed high in the air, flung over and over, then dropped broken into the trees beyond the road. Bloody red fragments of flesh and grotesquely twisted forms fell far and wide.

Even two of the rear riders were killed, and the other pair knocked out of their saddles. The four horsemen in advance fared better, since they were beyond the reach of the rushing wall of wind, and those turned their horses in a dash back toward the wreckage.

The Major was on his feet, swinging the Greening on its swivel first on the survivors at the rear. They were already running. He brought one down to sprawl in a diving fall, then the other was spun and flung aside.

The Greening had been designed for goose hunting. The big Canadian birds flew at great heights, and these barrels were four inches longer than the longest shotgun in the country. Loaded as it was with .50-caliber slugs, the weapon had a shocking power at two hundred yards. It could tear a man to bits. Dorne did not hesitate to use it here. The men he fired on were jackals, murderers from the slums of major cities, and the outlaw gangs that prowled the West. To him, it was a service to the country to rid it of them. He reloaded the Greening and turned.

The advance riders were shooting at him now, riding at him, but having to haul up at the rim of the crater blown out of the road. Dorne turned the Greening toward them as one yelled, “It’s the Major. Get him. Sharon will pay ten thousand to the man who drops him…”

He said nothing more. Dorne shot him in the chest. Bullets were like bees stinging toward the Major, and he stepped behind the thick tree. It was not his intent to be killed by these hirelings, not by anyone. His war must be carried on. He moved out to fire the second barrel and bring down another man, stepped out of sight again, let the big gun swing from his belt, and unslung the rifle and with that finished the remaining riders. Now only the panicked horses reared and bolted. Nothing else moved on the road.

Freighters were erupting from the stage station, shouting questions, running toward the carnage. Dorne had no quarrel with them, but $10,000 was a tempting prize, and a bullet from one of them could kill him if he let them within range. He sent a burst of shots their way but short of them to warn them back, then, satisfied when they stopped and stood looking up at him, he ran easily along the hillside to the draw where he had four mules picketed, fitted with saddlebags.

He took them on a lead rope down to the road, and since the smell of so much blood spooked them, he picketed them close to the shattered wagon: The freighters still stood in the stage yard, men excited and very curious about the blast and the massacre and highly approving that so many of the brutal, high-handed scum were dead.

They watched, shading their eyes, while Mark Dorne pulled debris off the fifty-pound silver bars scattered in the dust and loaded two of them on each mule. That, with the accumulation from earlier forays, would be enough to finance him for a while, time he would spend chipping at the fortunes of the ruthless Ring.

There were many bars he did not take, but he had no fear that any of them would be retrieved for the bank. The freighters knew what they were. When he had gone, there would be a scramble and probably fights to claim them. Or perhaps with the ingenuity of men who could survive in this harsh country, they would find a method of sawing them into shares for all.

The Major pulled the pickets, caught up the lead line, turned toward the yard, and swung a beckoning arm in invitation. Then, smiling, he took the mules back up the draw and was out of sight by the time the freighters swarmed over the bright treasure. 










CHAPTER TWO

GOLD and silver were a magnet that drew the adventurous wherever they were found. In particular, the wealth of the Comstock attracted a horde of hard-faced scavengers of a breed no less hungry for it than the bank crowd who dressed in the disguise of gentlemen, and criminals gathered in Washoe from all across the world.

Adolph Jinks was among those. Born in the depraved Soho district of London, he had killed two men before he was eight years old. He had been caught and transported to the penal colony off the shore of Australia. At eighteen, he had escaped, hardened by the years of association with the worst of society’s rejects, and, learning of the California gold rush, had made his way to San Francisco.

He did not come to pan or mine the ore himself. He joined and soon became a leader of the notorious Hounds, a marauding gang that the Vigilance Committee finally drove out of the city. Jinks would have been hung, but again he escaped and found temporary safety in Placerville. When silver was identified on Sun Mountain, he moved east to new territory and made a comfortable living holding up stagecoaches. Bill Sharon heard of his growing reputation, and in a move to relieve the pressure on the coaches and at the same time make use of him, he offered Jinks the job of head security officer for Union Mining and Milling, paying him even more than he was taking at the point of his gun.

The day after Mark Dorne’s attack on the shipment, Jinks stood with Sharon at the rotting scene. What could be found of the dead men and horses had been buried or feasted on by birds and animals gorging themselves through the night, but a strong stench pervaded the area from flesh still lying in the brush. The killer and the robber baron shared more than a lust for money and power. They were in a rage against one lone man.

“Damn him to hell,” Bill Sharon was a little man with dark, beady eyes and a cold, cruel temper that satisfied itself by breaking anyone who dared to cross him. As if it squeezed the Major’s neck, his hand clamped around the medallion that had hung winking on a bush. “He has to be stopped and quickly.”

“He will be.” Jinks’ voice was high with a wicked rasp, frightening in itself. “Dangler is coming with the dogs and fifty men. They should be here by noon, and we’ll keep on his tail until we kill him or run him out of the country.”

“Kill him. I don’t want any chance of him coming back.”

“It will be a pleasure. And I’ll take my time, make it last. I want to hear the bastard scream his head off. Then I’ll let the dogs have him.”

Jinks untied his horse from the rear of the carriage they had ridden from Virginia City, and Bill Sharon turned it back down the grade. Jinks mounted and left the road, skirting the wreckage at the edge of the repaired bridge. He continued up to the Strawberry station to wait where the air was less foul—hoping to frighten out of the innkeeper a confession that he had helped in the robbery, probably been paid with a silver bar.

Pete Dangler came with his posse. They took time for a quick meal and at one o’clock started up the draw where mule tracks indicated the Major had gone, the dogs restrained on leashes. They were specially trained mastiffs imported from England to run down thieves who tried to hi-grade the Comstock mines—big, powerful, vicious animals. It is said a dog takes on characteristics from its master, and Pete Dangler had trained these to brutality and to obey only those men he trained with them. Dangler and Jinks had met at the penal colony on Van Deeman’s Island, and the Britons had escaped together by murdering two guards and the crew of a fishing boat that hauled them out of the water.

The fifty-two-man party climbed the draw, having trouble holding back the straining dogs, unaware that they were watched by Dorne. The Major stood on a shelf high on the mountainside where his strong field glasses brought the toll road close to his eyes. He had seen Jinks’ conversation with Sharon, had read their lips in grim satisfaction. More recently, he had seen the wagons bring the men and dogs and waited patiently through their stop at the station.

When Sharon had left, Dorne had made preparations to prevent the dogs from leading the search to the cave behind this shelf. He had dropped down on his steep short cut to the valley where his mules were pastured, brought them out and to the branch trail where yesterday he had taken them up to unload the silver, walked them over their old tracks and scent, then returned them by a wide swing around a long knoll in the direction opposite the cave, returning them to the valley bowl. This was round as a saucer, probably a meteorite basin surrounded by sharp cliffs that could not be scaled afoot. A water-carved passage at the lower end was the only entrance.

He picketed the animals inside, unwrapped the rope from around his waist, tied a stone to one end, and tossed it over a pine bough that reached out from the rim fifty feet above the floor. When the rock came down, he tied the ends of the rope together and pulled himself up hand over hand. He would leave no tracks that dogs could follow.

A superb athlete, Dorne could run a hundred yards in less than ten seconds. He had never seen a horse he could not ride. He had broad-jumped a narrow canyon where a miss would have plummeted him a thousand feet to the rocky bottom. Climbing the rope was more play than work. 

On top of the cliff, he retrieved the rope, wrapping it around himself again as he headed back toward the cave. The little bowl he had discovered on a survey trip to learn the hills before he began his war, and he marked it a trap into which he could lead an enemy. He had found the cave at the back of the ledge the same day and made it his headquarters. It was large, dry, comfortable. He had stocked it well with all he would need for an extended period. It was there he manufactured his dynamite, and there that the silver bars were stored until he was free to visit San Francisco and turn them into cash.

With his secret preserved by the new scent to toll dogs away, he waited on the ledge to watch them up the draw from the road. He heard them before he saw them, the men bawling orders and cursing as they came.

When Jinks had reached America, he had been at pains to change his speech and manners to conform and so be less visible to those he wanted to avoid. His English was now close to the vernacular. But Dangler remained a cockney bum, and his talk was all but unintelligible to American ears. He cursed his dogs in the strange words and pushed forward in a careless hurry because Jinks had promised that when Dorne was laid by the heels, the reward would go to Dangler.

Seeing them reach the head of the draw, Mark Dorne went into the cave to outfit for his next sortie. He put his buckskin jacket aside and shrugged into the canvas vest. It was akin to the type worn by hunters, with rows of loops covering the front to fit shells into. Dorne’s loops were larger. They were made to hold dynamite sticks, and he filled them. He left the Greening and the holster guns with their belt, taking only the rifle and knives. He had to be free to move quickly now that the dogs were on their way.

When he had what ammunition he needed, he stepped out of the cave, paused for a look at the massive, baying brutes that dragged the men who held them at a half run, then left the shelf and ran lightly along the ridge to a point above the gateway into the bowl. He had not much more than reached it when the great dogs towed their handlers through it. Their hue and cry turned to vicious snarls at the sight of the mules, and it was all the men could do to hold them from launching themselves at the rumps of the animals.

In the lead, Dangler yelled back at Jinks. “Here… Al… the mules he stole the silver with… The bars must be around here somewhere. Now all we got to do is run the bastard to ground.”

Dorne stood poised above them, his black clothes blending into the shadow under the trees, and waited until all of the posse had been dragged through the narrow pass. While he waited, he set a cap in one stick of dynamite, pressed in a short length of fuse, lit that, and tossed the bundle against the base of the far cliff. The explosion tore down tons of the rock wall to rain into the gap and close it with a fifty-foot-high barrier.

In the bowl, there was a paralyzed moment, even the big dogs cowering on their haunches, then men were pivoting, scanning the bowl and the rim. Dorne was not in sight. By the time the echoes quit ringing from wall to wall, there was a rush toward the barrier, men looking to escape. There was no escape.

“Dig… dig through…” Dangler was shouting as he ran, yanking the leashes from hand after hand.

Freed of the dogs, the men clawed at the loose rubble, tried to climb the heap that slipped under their feet, and rolled them back to the bottom.

Behind the tree that sheltered him, Mark Dorne set another cap and fuse, lit it, stepped out, and flung it down, this time toward Pete Dangler and the pack he held. His aim was true. The yellow death landed at the cockney’s feet and sputtered toward explosion. The man saw it, screamed, and grabbed it up to throw it from him. He was too late. The blast went off in his hand. Dangler was lifted, torn apart, flung through the air, the dogs blown to pieces. Never again would the man take a trail with those brutes. Never again would the beasts hound down a fugitive, spring on him, and tear out his throat. 

The posse was scattering, running in circles, diving behind boulders that spotted the valley floor, panicked by an enemy they could not locate. Al Jinks had caught Dorne’s movement as he threw the stick, drawn his gun, and snapped away a stream of bullets, yelling.

“There he is… Shoot him… Gun him down.”

Some of the men began firing at the rim, but their lead slammed only into the big trunks of the ponderosa. Dorne was behind one of those preparing yet another charge. This one had Al Jinks’ name on it, but when the Major put his head around the tree, he could not see him in the second he dared risk exposing himself. He compromised, threw the stick toward the rock cluster where most of the firing was coming from, and ducked back.

The firing stopped when the explosion went off. Dorne stepped away from the tree, searching the bowl for Jinks. He did not see him until he ran to the rim and looked directly down, and there was the killer at the base of the wall, staring up it as if his eyes could carve a path to take him to the top.

For a second, they looked into each other’s faces, Jinks snarling as
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