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There was gold in the
Montana mountains for sure. Gold to make a man rich past his
wildest dreams. And there were plenty who’d risk hostile Indians
and evil weather to dig it out. When Brad McGarry hit town Sheriff
Plummer was hanging from his own new gallows tree. Plummer’s
diamonds and mansion and fancy women had finally paid their dues.
Now lawmen McGarry and Lee Fisher had more than just the vigilante
mob to sort out. They were up against the oldest enemy of all—gold
fever.
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“We, the assembled citizens
of Virginia City, Montana, dedicate ourselves to the laudable
purpose of arresting thieves and murderers and recovering stolen
property.”

The oath of the Montana
vigilantes:

December 1863

 



Chapter One

 


THE BARREL OF Jed Franks’s Colt Navy was like
blue-gray ice against his fingers. He cursed and pushed the ramrod
back into place, the lead tamped down into the waxed paper of the
cartridges. As he pressed the percussion caps into the chambers his
finger ends fumbled numbly, nearly blue, frozen themselves.

“Damn this to
hell!”

Franks hawked phlegm from deep in the
back of his throat and spat: the yellow ball struck the frosted
ground and seemed to freeze on impact.

“Damn it for
sure!”

Franks turned in the saddle, raising
one hand to his face and wiping the flakes of snow from his
forehead, his mouth and nose. He could see the wagon moving slowly,
unsteadily down the trail between trees. Trees—thin as whips and
coated down one side with white, skeletal branches lashing under
the north-easterly wind.

They had been on their way towards
Virginia City for two days; normally they would have been there by
now, money in their pockets, gold in the bank, a full bottle at the
bar. But in this weather there was no hurrying: they were fortunate
to be moving at all.

He saw Jim Phillips in the front of
the wagon half stand up and wave; he heard the old man’s reedy
voice shout something but couldn’t tell what it was. Franks touched
his spurs to his horse’s flanks and started to move towards the
wagon. Phillips was waving with more agitation now—almost like to
fall out.

“What you carryin’ on
about, Jim?”

“Down there, down by that
dip. Saw somethin’ movin’.”

Jed Franks turned his mount round and
followed where the old man was pointing. All he could see was a
falling away of ground and a covering of frost on the hard
earth.

“Saw somethin’ fer
certain.”

“You say.”

Franks reckoned that the old man was
getting spooked. Not only that, his eyesight wasn’t as good as it
had been. That stood to reason. Besides, who or what was going to
be out in this? No self-respecting animal would show itself, never
mind another person.

Jed called up to Mose Williams,
sitting with the reins wrapped round his wrists and pushed inside
the folds of the Indian blanket he always carried. Tales he told
about how he got that blanket!

But Mose just shook his head and
carried on staring ahead of him; he hadn’t seen nothing
either.

“Looks like you made it up,
Jim, whatever it was. Let’s keep movin’. Weather like this’ll
freeze your balls clear off if’n you stop shiftin’
around.”

Jim Phillips shook snow from the brim
of his hat and slapped it against his side before jamming it back
down onto his balding head. Maybe he hadn’t seen anything after
all; maybe he was getting too old; whole damned country turning
white by the minute, a man’d see anything. Weren’t natural, that’s
what it weren’t. Not natural. Folk had said the last winter, winter
of sixty-two had been a bad one—but this…

Words failed him. Jim Phillips sat and
mumbled to himself instead. Mose kept a tight grip on the reins and
Jed Franks let his horse drift on ahead, keeping watch.

When they’d left their claim the three
men had been worried about the possibility of attack on the trail.
More than half of the folk who’d tried to get their gold into the
bank or the assay office had got shot up for their pains. That and
lost their gold. Six months or more it had been like that. Nothing
anyone could do to stop it, so it seemed.

There was a sheriff who was supposed
to take care of law and order in both Bannack and Virginia City,
but he sure didn’t seem to be getting it done. Then there was a
rumor that a group of vigilantes had been formed—like the ones they
had down in California the time gold was discovered down that
way.

Killing and thieving went on just the
same.

That was why Jed was keeping his
pistol close to hand; why Mose and Jim had a rifle and a shotgun up
in the wagon.

No, they were going to get their
pickings down into Virginia City and no mistake about
it.

Jed Franks started as a solitary black
bird took off from one of the trees over to his left, fluttering a
shower of snow to the ground.

If the old man had seen anything, that
was likely what it was: some fool bird that didn’t have any more
sense.

Franks had passed the dip in the
ground now and he turned the top half of his body again, watching
as the wagon moved along the track. And he’d be damned if old Jim
wasn’t doing it again. Whooping and hollering and waving like he
was demented.

“Take it easy, you
...”

The gun exploded closer to him than
Jed Franks could ever have thought possible. In the middle of the
sound there was a high, strangled noise from the wagon and Jim
Phillips’s arms gave a last despairing wave and he seemed to leap
sideways and fall towards the side of the trail.

Jed whirled round, hand clawing for
his Colt, missing the butt and dragging at air and the side of his
coat. There were three men, no four, five—heads and shoulders
appearing as if from nowhere, dark shapes outlined against the
stark white.

His fingers finally pulled the big gun
free of its holster; he brought it up and took aim for the nearest
of the men. Before he could squeeze down on the trigger something
punched him hard in the left shoulder and he was falling from his
horse. Falling into the snow and the frosted earth.

From somewhere behind him he heard the
sound of a rifle being fired and guessed that it must be Mose. Jed
knew that he had to try and move; his hands pushed against the
ground, and he was half-running, half-scrambling towards the wagon.
Ten yards on, his left arm gave way under him, and he rolled over
on to his back with a groan. His eyes closed and opened almost
immediately. One of the attackers was less than a dozen feet away
and bringing up his pistol fast.

Jed let his body rock backwards and
pulled on the trigger of his Colt. He saw the man drop his gun and
reach towards his leg; Jed took aim and fired a second time, more
carefully now, firing without jerking.

The man leaped backwards and landed in
a sitting position; head slumped forwards between his
arms.

Jed stood up. He could see two of the
men close by the wagon. Even as he looked one of them staggered off
to one side, hit by a shell from Mose’s rifle. Where the other one
was, Jed didn’t know.

He started to run and Mose saw him and
shouted, showing himself from behind the sacks back of the driver’s
seat. One second the face was there and the next it had
disappeared. Permanent.

Jed snapped off a shot that was never
going to hit anything. The man who had killed Mose was running in
the direction of the trees. There was still a fifth man unaccounted
for.

The pair of animals harnessed to the
wagon were shifting this way and that, heads jerking and nostrils
flaring. Jed Franks reached for the wood at the side of the wagon,
trying to steady himself. The snow continued to fall, and he peered
through the wavering lines, seeing nothing. Wherever the two men
were, they were keeping well out of sight.

Jed hauled himself up into the wagon,
wincing at the pressure exerted on his left arm. He lay between the
gold, the few furs, the little that remained of their
supplies—Mose’s body. He glanced at the head and then looked
hastily away. For a few moments it didn’t help; he could still see
it as though imprinted on the untampered white of the middle
distance. A mush of torn and bloodied tissue where the nose, the
top of the mouth had been.

Jed eased himself forward, towards the
front of the wagon. Maybe they’d cut their losses and made a run
for it. He shook his head; didn’t really see it that way. They knew
there was only himself left—and they must know what was with him in
the wagon.

He flexed his fingers, trying to keep
the circulation moving, groaned again at the pain that was tugging
at his upper arm. The rough cloth of his topcoat was soaked through
with the blood, darkened. He began to prise the material back but
it hurt all the more and, besides, it was likely best left where it
was, clotting the blood.

Jed guessed that they’d gone back to
the dip behind the trees to reload and think of the best way of
getting him out without getting shot in the process. Well, let
them…

There was a shifting sound back of the
wagon and Jed moved towards it, his right leg half-tripping over
Mose’s body.

A pistol shot whipped past his head
and he fell flat, coming up again fast. One of his attackers had
taken a long, cold time inching around behind and now crouched less
than a dozen feet away, a gun none too steady in his hand. The
second man was running in from the trees, making ground as fast as
he could without slipping right over.

Jed fired twice, both times too
quickly, but at least he made both men stop and duck backwards. He
was bringing up his Colt again when the wagon started to
move.

The thought of halting the horses if
they got to full stretch wasn’t one Jed Franks liked—not with only
one good arm. And it was more than likely the surface would cause
them to lose their footing and turn the wagon over.

He clambered into the driving seat,
keeping as low as he could, pulling at the leather reins, shouting
at the animals as he did so. A couple of shots sounded behind him,
but they seemed well off target. Jed hauled back and slowed the
wagon down, putting the reins in his left hand now and reaching
across for the wooden brake.

The trail had rounded the beginnings
of a bend and gained a little ground. He could see now the horses
he had guessed the attackers must have tethered somewhere—gathered
at the far side of the tree line.

The men themselves were halfway
between himself and those trees, not running any longer, just
still, dark shapes like old clothes on sticks set there to keep
away the birds.

Jed spat: whoever they were they sure
weren’t too damned good at their job. Even though they could shoot
a bit. He began to raise his pistol, then let it fall. He knew now
why the men had stopped, uncertain. There were riders coming from
below; he could hear their hoofbeats, muffled by the
snow.

Almost before Jed had time to take it
in, they were upon him; half a dozen men, riding at a canter. He
saw pink of faces, black of beards, the dull shine of rifle
barrels. They went past him, three men on either side, and advanced
on the two on foot.

They were running now, were trying to
pull their boots through the snow, arms out at their sides to keep
balance. Jed watched as the leading horsemen drew alongside; he saw
the movement of weapons and heard the two reports almost
simultaneously.

One of the riders climbed down and
turned over the bundles of clothes, taking their guns. The snow was
already settling on them.

“Seems you’re having a mite
of trouble.”

“Tried to rob us. Killed my
two partners. One here, one back up the trail.”

“Lucky we happened
along.”

Jed Franks nodded, still uncertain of
who the newcomers were, yet thankful for his delivery.

The rider who was doing the talking
moved his horse closer to the side of the wagon. He was wearing a
cape made from some kind of animal skin, a dark brown patterned now
with white. A brown Stetson was pulled forward over his forehead
and a scarf wrapped tight about his neck and chin. His mouth, when
he spoke, seemed unusually red amongst the dark hairs of his
beard.

“Name’s Plummer. Henry
Plummer. You heard of me?”

“Know the name, but
...”

“Sheriff of Bannack and
Virginia City. Just goin’ up to the hills to do a little escortin’.
Didn’t realize we’d be workin’ so soon.”

Plummer smiled and turned to one of
his men. “Ride up and bring this man’s partner back down here to
the wagon.” The man nodded and moved away. Plummer slapped his
hands against his cape and the snow shuffled off and fell to the
ground.

“You takin’ your gold down
to the bank?”

Jed Franks nodded his head, wincing as
the movement jarred his shoulder.

Plummer shifted a little in his
saddle. “You hit there?”

“Arm.” Franks pointed to
the wound. “Don’t reckon it’s much, but sure enough burns me
up.”

“If’n it keeps you warm out
here, that’s something.”

“Guess so.”

The rider who had gone up the trail
was returning, Jim Phillips’s body draped across his saddle pommel.
The other men were moving slowly around, still mounted, slapping
their arms against their sides to keep out as much of the cold as
they could.

“You got a lot of gold up
there, I guess?”

“’Round four months we been
panning. Just the three of us. Would have been still but the damned
winter stopped us.”

“Four months!” Plummer
whistled. “That must surely make you a rich man.”

Jed Franks grinned: he guessed the
sheriff was right. Three times as rich now Mose and old Jim
wouldn’t be collecting their share.

“A rich man,” Plummer
repeated softly, smiling.

Then his hand moved from under the
edge of his cape, and he shot Franks clear through the chest. As
the shell tore a hole in the flesh and skin and was deflected down
into the floor of the wagon, Jed’s mouth fell open and almost
immediately a trickle of bright blood appeared at its corner. His
eyes blinked and he could see Plummer sitting astride his horse,
gun nowhere in sight, red mouth smiling. Then Jed’s body convulsed
and he gripped the edge of the wagon, gripped it hard. He saw ...
he saw ... a flake of snow settled on one eyelid and then saw
nothing.

One of Plummer’s men had already
clambered up behind him and was lifting out the gold.

 



Chapter Two

 


THE CHIEF SETTLED his considerable bulk back
into his wing chair and gazed across the top of his rosewood desk.
The traces of a smile played at the corners of his mouth and the
perpetual cigar burned slowly between the fingers of his right
hand. It had been several months since he had seen Emma Wright in
his office; even longer since she had been there alone.

Of all the dozen or so operatives who
worked full time for his detective agency, Emma was the one he most
liked to spend time alone with.

Not only was she the most attractive,
she was also clever, quick-witted—and dangerous. An excellent
combination.

“Emma, my dear, would you
care to join me in a little brandy?”

Emma’s green eyes showed assent. The
brandy decanter and glasses stood on a silver tray at the side of
the room; the tray resting on a rosewood sideboard. Emma got up and
went to pour the drinks.

She knew that had she remained where
she was, the Chief would have fetched the brandy himself, gladly
so. But that would have been agreeing to a certain relationship,
that of predatory male and subordinate female. Emma felt on safer
ground if she kept the relationship one between employer and
employed. So she poured the brandy and took the Chief’s glass to
him, going back to her seat at the other side of the desk with her
own.

“Thank you, Emma. It is not
every day anyone as charming as you is here to perform these little
services as ... as delightfully.”

The Chief tasted the brandy, moving
his tongue against the roof of his mouth. It was good; no, more
than that, the best. He had it especially imported from France. Not
that the detective agency was making that much money. His banking
interests paid for the luxuries in his life. As for the agency, it
was more of a hobby. A way of keeping in touch with the world
beyond his office desk, of feeling a part of the excitement and
adventure for which he was himself unsuited. But, for all that, it
was run efficiently, carefully. He wasn’t yet in the position to
match Pinkerton, but…

“You had something in mind,
Chief?” asked Emma, setting her glass down. “Something other than a
pleasant drink.”

The big man sat forward, rested his
cigar in the ivory ash tray. “Of course, my dear, of
course.”

Emma Wright became more attentive,
watching the heavy features of her employer’s face as he talked.
His jowls shook in a way which made her shudder inside; but on the
surface she was undisturbed. It was not for nothing that her
frequent cover as an undercover agent was as a dealer of faro and
blackjack.

“You’ll have heard about
the extent of the gold strikes in Montana. First round Bannack,
then, when it looked as if the seam was dying out, more gold was
found at Alder Creek—Virginia City.

“Now I don’t have to
explain to you that gold brings a whole lot of money to a host of
people other than those who mine it. There’s banks and assay
offices and then there’s saloons and whore houses and supplies all
raking in their share.”

The Chief drew on his cigar and
smiled. “Everyone busying themselves to get as much of the takings
as they can. That’s the way of business. That’s what this country’s
about. The way I see it.”

Emma wondered if he would see it any
differently if he was working as she did; as did the other
operatives. Men like Lee Fisher and Brad McGarry.

At the thought of Fisher, something
stirred inside her—a mixture of longing and fear that she was quick
to wipe away with a mouthful of brandy. She didn’t like it when men
affected her in that way: or she convinced herself that she
didn’t.

Almost.

The Chief was talking again. “There’s
enough to be made in Montana for it to be worth sending goods over
two thousand miles up the Missouri all the way to Fort Benton.
That’s what the merchants of St. Louis are prepared to do to get
their share of the profit. There are others, too. From San
Francisco they ship north to Portland and then have the crates
taken overland. Merchants from Kansas City use freight wagons on
the Bozeman Trail.”

He looked at
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