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Prologue




The rogue scientists Dobbs had read about always hid out in the West, though there were a few who went to South America where women were as plentiful as wine.

But now that it was 1885, now that there was transcontinental train travel, now that even small cities out West boasted the beginnings of electrical and telephone servicenow it would be tolerable for a city man to live there. Safe for a rogue scientist like himself to live there

The thing was to get away from the Army lab before anybody figured out what he was up to.

The arms merchants who had contacted him had assured him that there was nothing to worry about. They told him what to say in his retirement announcement, they told him how much money would be waiting for him out in Junction City, Colorado. They even told him how to invest the bulk of his money so he could enjoy his life no matter how much longer he lived.

But he, for his part, didnt tell them about the federal agent hed come to know. The only one in the whole deal there he trusted.

He didnt tell them because they wouldnt like it. But he had a sense that as soon as he handed over the materials they wanted, theyd kill him.

But they wouldnt kill him with his friend the federal investigator on hand. If anything, the investigator would kill them and then he and the scientist would have a lot of moneymore money than either man had ever even dared dream ofand they would still have the materials, too. Which, as the investigator suggested, they could sell over and over again. Get the money, kill the buyer. They could probably do this four or five times before it got too dangerous.

These were some of his thoughts as he sat in his train seat looking out the window at the unfolding panorama of the West. Hed heard talk that the buffalo had been killed off but hed sure seen plenty of buffalo in his first three days. Hed also heard talk that though the Indian wars were substantially over, there were still many fierce bands of Indians prowling the prairies, too angry to settle on reservations. But the Indians he saw from his window were disappointing as far as ferocity went. They were old and shabby and shambling, defeated people dragging themselves along the railroad tracks in search of anything the white people in the train cars might have tossed out or dropped.

He wasnt a drinker but he drank. He wasnt a brave man and every once in a while a wave of terror would overwhelm him. If anything went wrongdespite the bravado of his friend the investigator about how safe it all washe would be in prison or dead. Hard to know which would be worse.

The drinking stilled the fear.

But no matter how much he imbibed, he couldnt silence the one word that haunted him like no other: treason.

No matter how he tried to justify it to himself, that was what he was committing there. Even if their scheme worked and they never actually gave the plans and materials to agents of other governments, that was how any court in the United States would view what hed done.

He had committed treason

And so he drank and stared out the window at the snow-peaked mountains and the desert areas that were an alien if beautiful mauve color at dawn and at all the fuss and drama of train stops where exuberance of the new West put jubilation on nearly every face

But not his.

No jubilation for a man who committed treason.

For a man like him there was just the money.

He prayed that that would be enough for him.
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Chapter 1




The Regal Hotel

Junction City, Colorado

Room 207

12:07 a.m.

March 23, 1885

I knew youd wake up eventually, Mr. Ford. I put a little sleeping powder in the coffee the maid brought up.

You seem to have a knife at my throat.

Its dark, Mr. Ford. Its really a straight razor.

Ah.

My names Molly Kincaid, in case you want to know. And if it wasnt so dark, youd be able to see that Im a very beautiful woman.

Any particular reason you want to cut my throat? Its a messy business for a beautiful woman, you know.

Dont worry. Ive had plenty of practice at cutting throats and Im very careful. I dont get a drop on me. Ever. And as for why Im here, its very simple. I want you to trust me.

Well, were off to a good start.

Im proving something to you. Im proving that you can trust me. I could kill you in just a few seconds here, Mr. Ford. If I wanted to.

Im sure you could. What is it you want exactly?

Oh, cmon now, Mr. Ford. You know what I want. I want to know where Grieves is.

She cut me then. I jerked in the rocking chair where Id fallen asleep looking out the hotel room window.

Warm blood sliding down my neck. A nasty sting from the sliced flesh.

You see how easy it would be, Mr. Ford? Now, youre a federal agent just like Grieves is a federal agent. That means you know what he knows. Am I right?

Its never easy knowing what to say when somebodys got a razor pressed against your throat.







    

Chapter 2




All this happenedIm referring of course to the blade held against my throatbecause an agent named Arnold Grieves had gone missing while working on a case in Junction City, Colorado. Grieves was a very good agent except for the times he got distracted by women and liquor. Then he tended to disappear, sometimes for weeks. He was a man of strong constitution where vices were concerned.

Now, Ill admit that I didnt come to Junction City in the best of moods. Something had been mentioned in a telegram about one Noah Ford going on vacation but then Grieves seemed to be lost somewhere so Ford had to forget his vacation until his fellow agent was found.

I was hoping to find him in the town and then quickly find one of those legendary mountain streams where the fish are practically suicidal.

This was my mood as I approached the City Limits sign that was mostly lost in the dirty, dank fog. What the hell ever happened to clean white fog? But this was mining country and the air was never what youd call pure. As one silver millionaire had put it, If you got people walkin around coughin, you know youre makin money.


It was the fogas well as the rain, snow, ice, and the rain againthat had contributed to my sullen mood. I wasnt old but I wasnt young and between the rheumatism and the occasional arthritis, eight days riding in and out of mountain towns was taking its toll on my usual angelic manner.

The previous night, trying to get some sleep in a tiny cave while the snow whipped in the entrance, I even had the thought that maybe Id give up. Just wire Washington, D.C., and the lizards who manned the desks, and tell them that I hadnt had any luck and was now heading for the beaches of California.

That was the dream, anyway, that California sun and that blue blue water. But dawn and coffee and frozen beef jerky took the dream away. Whatever else I was, I was a professional, a military investigator and a federal agent, and even though I hadnt been any good at drinking, marriage, the free enterprise system, or being a desk lizard, I was a passing fair tracker of the human being.

Now I had to see if my tracking skills could turn up an agent named Grieves.



It was a mountain town, all right, Junction City, most of it fashioned hastily out of raw lumber blackened with the residue of various mining procedures, silver being the table stakes there. There were some mansions, of course; you could feel them sneer at the lowly worker houses below. The mansions were actually a bit too splendid for their own sakeminarets and captains walks and a dormer every three feetimpressive if you didnt have any taste, like fat harlots strutting the boulevard in garish clothes.


The one odd note was that the mine was silent. Mines usually ran two, three shifts a day. Not there, I guess.

Unlike too many towns of this kind, Junction City had made the transition from a raw camp to a real town. You could tell that by the cleanliness of the streets and the general condition of the buildings. From what Id been able to read about it, the town council held corruption to a minimum and had a very serious program for controlling the worst ravages of prostitution and gambling. Youd find them there but they were strictly controlled.

Another factor was the town councils determination to oversee the diligent pickup of garbage, fines for anyone who kept unsightly yards and that bane of many towns, the speedy collection of wild dogs.

The five straight blocks where goods were sold and money changed hands were the most imposing aspect of the place. Now, at cold hard dusk, the blocks looked like a fortress against the night itself. Oil lamps still burned in business offices; the saloons at the far eastern end of downtown poured forth the vile wonderful music of drunks and whores; and even the three church spires, normally not anything that would warm an agnostic like myself, lent me the pleasant notion that just maybe, just possibly, just hopefully, there was some kind of divine being overseeing this whole mess after all. There were three pretty fancy casinos for those who chose to spend their hours in other than churchly pursuits.

Nobody paid me much attention when I rode through the business area. Everybody was too burrowed down in their tall collars and winter coats to pay anybody else much mind. The ragged mountain winds were without mercy. The calendar said that spring had arrived. I wanted to complain to the management.

I spent half an hour registering at a hotel and hauling my saddle and other gear up to the room. In the old days I would have traveled with three pints of rye. And the first thing I would have done inside my room was get a hot basin of water for my frozen feet and sit next to the window and watch the human parade spread out below me there on the second floor. And I wouldve gotten drunk in a way I couldnt on horseback. When youre riding those lonely miles by yourself you get a glow on but you dont let the liquor take you completely. Its dangerous enough out there without losing control of yourself.

I got the scalding water in the basin; I got the chair by the window and a pretty good look at all the sad human follies belowstumbling drunks; poor little kids trying to drag their fathers home from the saloons; a shotgun deputy dragging some troublemaker to jail.

The water stung and I let it sting. Id changed into warm clothes and wrapped a blanket around me. And from downstairs an old lady brought me a cup of coffee as hot as the water for my feet.

I smoked three cigarettes, laid my head back against the rocking chair for what I thought was a rest, and didnt wake up again until I felt something cold and sharp pressing against my throat.







    

Chapter 3




I can cut it a little more if youd like me to. If I havent made my point clearly enough, Mr. Ford. Shed gotten a little too cute with the tough-sister talk. She was doing some pretty bad acting now.

Some facts to consider here. Id never seen her before. I had no idea how she knew Grieves. And she was getting so carried away with her little drama, I was afraid she might cut me open just to prove to herself that she could do it.

One more thing. I was so groggy I was watching all this from a distant vantage point. I saw myself with the razor held against me. I saw the slight cut on my neck. I saw the girls slender hand trembling with the razor. But I was so groggy, I wondered if I could actually make my move.

When I grabbed her wrist and wrested the blade from her hand, I probably squeezed a whole lot harder than I needed to. And when I came up out of my chair and shoved her away from me, I suppose I didnt have to kind of hurl her into the wall. But the hangover from the sleeping powder had left me slightly dazed and enraged.

She made a fuss out of her pain, of course. She was now the injured party and she wanted to keep that fact well known.

The blade had flown from her hand and was now somewhere in the room. She crouched in a corner, huddled into herself. Tears gleamed on her cheeks and she made tiny grunting sounds of pain.

I went over and closed the window. Thats how shed gotten in. The wooden fire escape covered all three floors. Everything outside was frost-covered and shiny in the light of the ascending moon. Nothing looks lonelier than a small burg all shut up for the night. The only sign of life was chimney smoke from the shabby homes of the miners.

I crossed the small room to the oil lamp and turned it up. She hadnt exaggerated her good looks any. Even in a pair of gray butternuts and a rumpled black sweater, her looks had the power to startle. And startle they did. She had the formal good looks of a princess in her prime, the haughty blondness of big-city women you frequently saw on the arms of powerful men.

I tried the door. She might have somebody waiting in the hall. Nobody in the hallway. The time of the half-death as some of the Northwest Indians call sleep.

I turned back to her and said, Stand up.

She gave up the whining and said, You should see yourself. I wasnt kidding about how beautiful I am, was I? You should see your face.

I couldnt help myself. I had to laugh. She was so used to being flattered that she couldnt quite believe that that much time had passed without me sending compliments her way. I guess she didnt understand that since my throat still stung where shed cut me, I wasnt in the mood for being swayed by her undeniable beauty.

I walked over to the bed, yanked my Colt from the holster hanging off the back of the straight-backed chair, and then sat down. I couldnt ever remember a conversation with a woman telling me how beautiful she was. Id had women tell me how smart, how hardworking, how sweet they were. But never how beautiful they were.

But if anyone had bragging rights on beauty, it was this one.

You really hurt me, Mr. Ford, you know that?

Who are you working for?

Youre not going to help me up?

Answer my question.

You really hurt me, the way you tossed me into the wall.

Whore you working for?

Im not working for anybody except myself and Uncle Bob.

Whos Uncle Bob?

Right now I dont feel like talking anymore. She had decided to sulk. Under other ordinary circumstances her sulking probably would have been kind of erotic. Big bad man kiss away all those fake tears and then pitch her into the sack. Thats where sulking usually ends up.

But hers was so obviously just one more theater turn that all it succeeded in doing was making me angrier.

You ever had anybody stomp down on your instep? I spoke just as my eyes contacted the straight razor beneath the bureau. I walked over and picked it up. It had black grips with small white diamond logos on each side. Not cheap, not expensive. There was a small taint of blood on the tip of it. My blood.

They told me you were educated. Even went to college for a while. I was expecting a gentleman.

It hurts like hell, somebody grinding down on you like that. Can hobble you up for a week.


Im not afraid of you.

You will be after I stomp down on you a little while.

Im not who you think I am.

I wasnt sure what that was supposed to mean. I said again, Stand up.

She put her hand out for me to take hold of and ease her to her feet.

You dont look helpless. Now get up.

Some gentleman.

I watched her struggle to her feet. She looked a lot cuter than I wanted her to at the moment. When she was about halfway standing, she said, Uncle Bob!

I had no idea what she was talking about. This was a girl who spoke in mysterious ways. I was still working on how she knew Grieves and why anybody who knew Grieves would put a straight razor to my throat.

I sensed a presence to my right and when I turned, I found out who Uncle Bob was.

There in the window, standing on the fire escape, was an old man in a tuxedo with a top hat who looked like every ancient duffer you see in those traveling vaudeville shows.

He tipped the hat and waggled his white-gloved fingers at the young woman.

Thats my Uncle Bob. You should let him in. Hes probably freezing.

Once, a very pleasant Mexican woman with whom Id spent a few nights convinced me to try a little peyote. I didnt use much but it had the effect of skewing my perceptions, anyway. Strange images. This was starting to feel like that peyote night again. Middle of the freezing night and some sorry old actor is in my window.

Sure, why not let him in? He have a straight razor, too?


Hed never hurt a fly.

How about a human being?

Well, if you wont let him in, I will.

The situation was so odd I felt I was back in my peyote dream again. A beautiful crazy girl and an ancient vaudevillian grinning and waving inside the frame of my window.

That was when it happened. There is no way to set down the feelings you have in that first moment of recognition.

There is an irritating old man in your window. He is waving like a clown and then he is not waving like a clown because the bullets from the rifle explosion youve just heard have now reached him.

The white-gloved hands spread out as the explosion lifts him up. He seems to hang in the air there a moment. Even in death the clown-likeness clings to his face. He appears to be smiling in these last moments of his life.

But his will be a spectacular end, probably the same kind of end that all those who trod the boards hope for.

Instead of falling backward, he fell forward, his top hat flying off as the tip of it touched the window. His white-gloved hands came through the window just as it was shattering from the force of his head smashing into it. Glass shards flew into the room. The girl and I turned away from them in time, though tiny bits of glass bit into our backs.

Uncle Bob continued to sail through the window. As I was to find out, he was mostly rag and bones, a tenpenny street performer who couldnt have weighed a hundred pounds. He didnt make much noise when he crashed to the floor and skidded a few feet on the broken pieces of glass his body had brought into the room.


I grabbed the lantern and turned it down. A long moment of empty wrecked window and the cold midnight air rushing in and the girls sobs. I could hear the broken glass crunch under her as she knelt beside her uncle. Oh, Uncle Bob, Uncle Bob.

I made my way to the window. Pressed myself to the side of it and started to peer outside. My Colt was cold in my hand as I leaned forward for a look.

And that was when the shooter pumped two more bullets at us. This time when she screamed, there was nothing theatrical about it at all.

There is always that time after unexpected violent death when most of us lose our capacity to think clearly. In war, this incapacity can get you killed. Youre standing in a daze next to your friends corpse and the enemy keeps firing away.

I pushed the girl on the bed and said, Stay there and dont move. The bed would be safe from any more bullets.

I hunched down and went back to the window. This time I got a better look.

Oh, yes, a much better look atnothing.







    

Chapter 4




According to a lot of the more misinformed magazine articles Ive read from back East, there is so much violence in the West (or New West as some still persist in calling it) that Westerners are used to it. They see so much violence that they brush up against it and just move on. Whatre a few dead bodies more or less?

I wanted to invite anybody who still believed these hoary old tales to the hall outside my room on the night old Uncle Bob took three bullets to his back.

It was a human stampede, the sort you see when horses are in a burning barn. Pure blind panic. Pure blind fear. Pure blind screams and running this way and that. Every single one of them sure that the boogeyman who had just visited Room 207 was now about to visit their rooms, too. And with the same results.

There was no way to stop the girl from sobbing, there was no way to Lazarus-like revive Uncle Bob, so I did the only thing I could do. I took out my federal badge and walked out into the hall and addressed the mostly male group of people who stood in nightshirts and long johns a few yards from my room. Some of them had handguns, some of them had pints of whiskey. Some of them, the visionaries in the crowd, had thought to bring both.


I held up my badge and identified myself and explained that the threat was over. That I was going to be investigating what had happened in my room and that in due time the killer would be brought to justice. They knew what a crock of shit this latter point was as much as I did. The last estimate I saw from the Department of Justice said that as many as 40 percent of murderers were never found.

You knew the man who was killed, did you?

That goes under the heading of the investigation. Im sorry but right now that isnt anything I can talk about.

Theres a girl in there crying. I can hear her right now. Is she all right?

Physically, shes fine. But that was her uncle who was killed in there so shes pretty sad right now.

In the flickering light of the wall sconces, I saw a couple of the men tilt pint bottles of rotgut to their mouths and take a few healthy guzzles. They were calm now. And now that they were no longer afraid for their own lives, they turned into ghouls. Theyd want all the details. All the blood. The smashed bone. The strange grotesque look on the dead mans face. And was there any chancejust maybethat the girl in the room cryingwas there any chance at all that she was naked perhaps?

A stout man in a white shirt and black trousers and wide yellow suspenders said, Its over then, folks. You heard Mr. Ford here. Its perfectly safe to go back to your rooms. Now why dont you relax and get a good nights sleep?

He then began moving them with the subtle skill of a sheepherder easing his flock in just before dusk.

He gently prodded each of them to their respective rooms, offered a polite good night, and when he was finished came back to me.


Names Kent Barlow. Im the night man here. We didnt get a chance to meet earlier. The sheriffs on his way.

We shook hands. Youve got a way with your customers, Barlow.

Well, first of all, credit where credit is due. You and your badge calmed them down. And my part came from sheer practice. I spent my early years working in a hotel in Brooklyn, New York. Have you ever been to Brooklyn, New York?

Couple times.

Have you ever stayed in a hotel in Brooklyn, New York?

Stayed in Manhattan, I guess.

Well, this shooting tonightsomething like this happened four or five times a week where I was night man. Admittedly, these werent the best hotels but they werent too bad for Brooklyn. Shootings, stabbings, drug overdosesnever had any men killed on a fire escape, Ill give you that. But

But you had plenty of practice with situations like this, is what youre saying.

And this is the first time anything like this has happened out here. Three years Ive been out here and this is the first time. Footsteps behind us. A glance over his shoulder. Say, theres the sheriff now.

The average monthly wage for a lawman in this area of the West was around $120. He could make himself two dollars for every person he arrested if the arrest resulted in conviction.

I had a sense that this man was probably doing a mite better than that. The dark suit, the white Stetson, and the custom cordovan Texas boots plus the swagger suggested that here was a man who wouldnt settle for living on the economies most lawmen had to suffer. The white hair and cold blue eyes belonged to half the senators Id met back in D.C.

Sheriff Michael Terhurne, this is federal inspector Noah Ford.

His smile was as cold as his gaze. Well, you federal folks seem to have discovered our little town.

If you mean an agent named Grieves, thats why Im here.

And thats why your boys back in D.C. have been sending me a telegram a day asking if I can find him. I guess they dont have much faith in you fellas, huh? They think hes on a toot? He winked at the night man. He was on a couple of good ones out here, wasnt he?

The night man looked afraid to go along. If he was as sarcastic as Terhurne, hed make me mad. If he stayed somber, hed make Terhurne mad.

He was smart. He excused himself and moved quickly to the stairway.

So what happened here?

Im not sure yet. Lets go in the room and Ill tell you what I know.

Whats wrong with out here?

You afraid of some blood, are you, Terhurne?

A fella could get the wrong idea about you, Ford. If he didnt know better, a fella could think you were a prick.

I smiled. Funny, I was just thinking the same thing about you. How a fella could get confused and all.

But he wasnt finished. He thrust his hand out palm up and said, The first thing I need to know here is are you really a federale?

Meaning what?

A badge and some papers, for starters. And tomorrow I wire D.C. to double check on you.


Theyre in my room. I smiled again. Along with all the blood.

Even a swaggering mick bastard like him couldnt conceal his distaste for blood and death.

He was able to hold his face in check when we stood in the room looking down at the mess that had once been Uncle Bob. What he couldnt control was his gulp. Big, incessant gulps followed by ragged, nervous sighs. There were a lot of men in the war like him. They just never could adjust to the carnage. I had felt sorry for them. I had my own anxieties about all the slaughter, especially in the area of nightmares. Terhurne here I didnt feel sorry for at all. I imagined all his deputies did most of the work where corpses were concerned.

A woman came in the door while I was showing Terhurne my papers and badge and pointed to Molly, who was sitting on the bed with her back to the corpse. Mr. Barlow said to take her to an empty room. Ill stay with her.

Molly was at the point where she looked like one of those zombies you always read about in the Eastern tabloids. Creatures who are dead but dont seem to know it. She wasnt crying now, in fact she wasnt making any sound at all. Her eyes were fixed on a realm only she could see. She tripped on a small rug. The frail helpmeet steadied her and then guided her slowly out the door.

You see the tits on that one?

Mr. Swagger was at it again. Maybe playing manly was compensation for being such a sissy about blood.

He didnt wait for my answer.

He handed me back my badge and letter and then walked over to the rocker and sat down. His eyes scanned the corpse. It was cold as hell in there. He apparently didnt find anything interesting but he spent a good two minutes just staring at the mans head. You know him, Ford?

Nope. He came in through the window. Or rather he tried. Came up the fire escape, I guess. Then he stood in the window and waved at the girl and then somebody shot him. He smashed through the window.

What about the girl? You know her?

Nope. She came through the window while I was still sleeping.

Kind of a strange story, dont you think?

Thats not the strangest part. She fixed my drink up so Id be asleep when she climbed through the window. I told him about the straight razor.

It seemed to grab him then. Even with the wind, the smells of death were pretty harsh.

Lets go downstairs and get some coffee. A couple seconds after he said it, he was in the hall, waiting for me. I didnt want to give him the satisfaction of knowing I was ready to get out of this room, too. By now Id picked the last of the glass from my back. That was the last memory I wanted to have of this place.


We sat in an alcove where travelers played pinochle. Barlow brought us hot coffee. Through the doorway I could see two deputies and two men from the funeral home going up and down the stairs.

He got right to it. He didnt give a damn about the murder. All he cared about was that his name came before mine in the newspaper story. This is my jurisdiction.

Technically, I can take over if I need to.

He nodded his white-maned head. Yes, thats true up to a point. But I can make your life hell if I want to.


He turned to the kid deputy who had appeared in the doorway and said, Mr. Ford and I need to be alone here, Hayden. You know how to take care of things.

Hayden had a
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