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Gatling was a master armorer, a dead shot and an expert in his field—which was death. Armed with the latest automatic weapons from all over the world and paid in gold to test them on living bodies, he was probably the single most dangerous man in the Old West. At his command he had more firepower than a cavalry regiment, and more guts than a Cheyenne war party. He would need all of his skill to take on ...

	THE MISSION

	After thirty years in jail, Wilson Murrill was back in business, organizing every gang of cutthroats west of the Mississippi. The Italian Black Hand from New Orleans was ready to join, as was the Sydney Ducks, a group of Australian killers who ran roughshod over the Barbary Coast. When combined with all the other isolated groups of vicious vermin, Murrill would control crime in the U.S. Only Gatling had the skill to eliminate him and his rabble. Only Gatling had the weapons to utterly destroy them all.
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Chapter One

	 

	AS SOON AS the naked girls danced off the stage, Gatling opened fire with his Skoda machine gun ...

	Sprawled at their tables, the Sydney Ducks didn’t have a chance. Gatling swung the barrel of the Skoda and blew the Australians to bits.

	The Sydney Ducks made up the biggest gang in San Francisco. Escaped convicts, murderers and thieves, they had drifted to California at the time of the Gold Rush and become notorious for their ferocity and contempt for the law. Now, nearly thirty years later, some of the old thugs had died off, been killed off, or become overlords of crime on the Barbary Coast. They were as much a part of the city as Telegraph Hill, the Embarcadero, the Oakland ferry.

	At first people didn’t know what to make of them. Few Americans had ever talked to an Australian and had no clear idea of where Australia was. These self-styled Sydney Ducks drank tea instead of coffee. They guzzled prodigious quantities of strong, bitter beer made in their own brewery. The vicious crimes they committed had brought the Vigilance Committee down on them, and some had been hanged, but that was in the past. Nobody could touch them now ...

	Getting into the beer garden with the Skoda had been a hell of a job. Tonight’s party was in honor of Specs Margate, acknowledged leader of the Ducks; it was his fifty-fifth birthday; the beer garden was closed to the public; there were bodyguards inside and out.

	Specs, a small, wiry man, got his nickname from the spectacles he wore and the three extra pairs of eyeglasses he kept in his vest pocket for emergencies. It was said that Specs’ poor sight had caused him to kill his wife’s brother instead of her lover, a crime that had forced him to leave Australia on a wool clipper. But that may have been a joke. True or false, Specs liked the story, proving that he had a sense of humor.

	Specs owned the beer garden, and Queen’s Garter, which had grown from a needle beer saloon to an elaborate establishment with red plush walls, many mirrors and potted palms, a pressed tin ceiling painted gold. There was a stage on which singers, comedians, magicians, and dancing girls entertained. The bouncers were well dressed; there was a minimum of blood-letting on the premises. Outside in the alley it was different, especially if the troublemaker put up a fight. Then, unless he happened to be of some importance, he was beaten to a pulp.

	Upstairs there were high-priced whores in residence, supervised by a tough but ladylike madam who made sure a gentleman got exactly what he paid for. If a gentleman wanted to drink champagne from a chamber pot while being whipped on the bare buttocks, then Madame Boulanger, better known as Maggie Baker in New South Wales, made the arrangements.

	Tonight there was no staff present, no bartenders, waiters, musicians, or whores. Madam Boulanger had gone to see a performance of Gilbert and Sullivan at the Golden Gate Theater. The long bar was tended by bodyguards; bodyguards waited on tables. Although the city’s underworld had been peaceful for months, Specs Margate was taking no chances. He had known too many gang leaders who had been murdered during their own birthday celebrations. People got drunk and careless, making it easy for a killer to walk in and pass himself off as something else. No one from the other San Francisco gangs had been invited. It was a night for Australians.

	Gatling knew all this before he made his move. Drinking a few beers at the bar had given him the lay of the land. Getting the rest of the information had been easy enough. He’d gotten it from one of Specs’ musicians who was peeved at being docked a night’s pay.

	 

	The trombonist was half-drunk when Gatling met him in a saloon a few blocks away from the Queen’s Garter. At first Gatling didn’t know what he was talking about. For days he had been looking for a way to crash Specs’ party—some newspapers had it listed under social events—but nothing had looked promising until he met the musician. He was moving away from the drunk when he mumbled, “You’d think that lousy Specs would pay us for the night. How much would it cost him to pay us? Stinking foreigner’s loaded with money.”

	Gatling made sympathetic sounds and ordered drinks: beer for himself, a Stone Fence, bourbon and hard cider, for the musician. The Stone Fence was served in a beer stein, but the musician drained it in two long swallows. Then he wiped his wispy brown mustache with the back of his hand. Gatling called for another bourbon and cider.

	“For that matter,” the musician said, “how’re they going to have a party without music? Be like a wake. What’s Specs going to do? Play the tissue paper and comb?”

	“What is he?” Gatling said. “A theater manager?”

	The musician scratched his head. “Ain’t you never heard of Specs Margate? You must be new in town. Specs heads up the Sydney Ducks. A gang of jailbirds from Australia. Bad bastards every one of them. Specs is the worst by far. These days he calls himself a businessman, and the little shit does own a lot of real estate. But he’s no different than when he started out rolling and shanghaiing sailors on the docks. You could fill a graveyard with the men he’s done away with. Who the hell cares? What gripes me I’m going to lose a night’s pay.”

	Gatling didn’t have to do much prompting; the musician talked on and on. Specs, as suspicious as an old maid, was going to throw his party without benefit of staff.

	“Only the dancing girls will be there,” the musician went on. “Dancing girls my ass! Sticking German sausages up their coozes is more like it. They’ll be dribbling all over that stage and anybody wants to join the fun is welcome.”

	Gatling bought the musician another Stone Fence. “Sounds like a right lively get-together,” he said.

	“If you like that kind of dirty show,” the musician said virtuously. “I can’t see it myself. But Specs and his pals don’t know what decent sex is. Ah, well. I’m more worried about what my wife is going to say when I come home with a light pay packet. A couple of dollars short, she accuses me of going with whores. Least this time it won’t be true ...”

	Later that night Gatling had walked past the Queen’s Garter, on the other side of the street. The beer garden was on the street floor; the three floors above it were where the whores lived. Beer, liquor, and wine were stored in the cellar. The cellar steps were covered by steel doors that couldn’t be forced even if the street hadn’t been crowded at all hours. An alley separated the beer garden from the next building. No fire escape. Troublemakers were bounced into the alley through an iron door, with a peephole, that bolted from the inside.

	Getting in the front way was impossible. There were two sets of double doors. The street doors were made of solid wood, the inner doors of wood and scrolled glass. Ripping the doors apart with the machine gun would take too long. By then the Australians would be running for the alley or the upper floors or waiting behind overturned tables with guns drawn. The bartenders would be shooting from good cover behind the massive bar. Back there would be sawed-offs as well as pistols.

	The safest and hardest way was to climb up to the roof. He doubted if any men would be posted there. The brick wall facing the alley was slimy from rain and fog. It rained and fogged a lot in San Francisco. Climbing the wall would be like climbing a glacier. But he decided there was no other way.

	It could be done with a knotted rope and grapnel. He thought of using a rope ladder, which could be bought in ships’ stores, but discarded the idea. Too heavy, too awkward. Hard as the climb would be, it would be a hell of a lot harder with the Skoda slung across his back.

	He couldn’t make that many throws because every time the grapnel failed to catch it would have to be dragged back until it fell. No way to catch it without risking a shattered skull or a ruined shoulder. The muddy, unpaved alley would do something to dull the sound. Just the same, the number of throws would be limited. A guard might open the door, a drunk might wander in from the street to piss or vomit. No matter what he did, there was sure to be some noise.

	 

	Back in the basement he had rented from a Norwegian cabinetmaker who was going home for a long visit, he took the Skoda machine gun from its leather carrying case and checked it thoroughly. The basement windows had iron bars; an iron gate was at the bottom of the areaway steps, a heavy door behind the gate. The windows could be shuttered from inside. Afraid that thieves would break in and steal his costly tools, the Norwegian had turned the basement into a little fortress. It suited Gatling fine.

	The Skoda was air-cooled and could be fired in long bursts. He would need plenty of firepower when he came down the stairs and opened up. The Sydney Ducks were no amateur gunmen and they wouldn’t just sit there. Guns were as familiar to the Ducks as bitter beer, but they hadn’t seen a Skoda machine gun. The first shipment had arrived in New York only a few months before. Hiram Maxim, the Maine-born inventor now producing weapons in England, had made a deal with the Austro-Hungarian Skoda company to distribute the new weapon in the United States. The Hungarians would have preferred to distribute it themselves, but Maxim’s political influence had prevented them from doing so. He had retained his American citizenship, which gave him a legal advantage, and he had many friends in Congress.

	Colonel Pritchett, Maxim’s agent in the U.S., had seen the Skoda. So had Gatling. So had a handful of trusted employees at the Maxim warehouse on Crosby Street on the Lower East Side. But no one else.

	Pritchett and Gatling had tested the Skoda in the block-long, soundproof firing range on the second floor. Earlier in the day they had tested the new autoloading pistol invented by Hugo Borchardt, an American who’d had to go to Germany to find financial backing. The Borchardt pistol used a toggle-lock system and a magazine of bullets could be inserted in the butt in one easy motion. It had a long barrel, which made for greater accuracy, and it fired as fast as the Bergmann autoloader Gatling had used in his recent war against the New Mexico Apaches.

	A telegraph message was what had brought Gatling to New York. The colonel had wanted him to see both weapons. He was very enthusiastic about the Skoda. It loaded thirty- or fifty-round magazines instead of being fed bullets from a canvas belt. The standard model came with a wooden stock, but a metal folding stock could be fitted in its place. It was lighter than the Light Maxim because there was no ammunition box. An empty magazine was removed and a loaded one was pushed into place. The gun made a clicking sound when the magazine was firmly in position.

	Though not meant to be a portable weapon, the Skoda could be used as such. Normally the gunner would lie behind the gun, the bipod extended, a number of loaded magazines within reach. One man could operate the gun efficiently.

	Gatling had a deal with Pritchett which required him to use new weapons on every assignment. The colonel had said quite bluntly that he would be testing these weapons on human targets, and would have to provide a detailed report on their effect.

	At the time the colonel had also said, “You will be paid fifty thousand dollars for each assignment. And keep this in mind: The men you kill should deserve to die.”

	“Just as long as I don’t have to kill old ladies,” had been Gatling’s reply.

	Now Gatling was in San Francisco on his second assignment, and he knew as much about Specs Margate’s beer garden as he would ever know. Getting away wouldn’t be too hard if he came in through the roof. He would kill the bodyguards after he killed Specs. Then he would go after the guests.

	Only Specs’ top lieutenants got to sit at the table of honor. Fifteen or twenty favored guests would sit with Specs, basking in his reflected glory. The others would be reliable thugs who brought home the bacon, kept things moving, were always on the lookout for a new racket that could be brought to the head man’s attention. Specs rewarded some men with promotion; others were slapped down or shot down if they objected. It was all right to be ambitious, but not too ambitious.

	Up early on the morning of the big day, Gatling bought the rope and grapnel at a ships’ chandler on the docks. The store smelled of tarpaulins and paint and was cluttered with goods from floor to ceiling. The old man who ran the place put the stuff on the counter without as much as a good morning. He showed no interest in Gatling or what he bought. What you didn’t know couldn’t get you into trouble. Besides, Gatling had a large seaman’s bag with drawstring, a pea jacket, a seaman’s cap. Gatling put everything in the bag and left.

	He spent the morning knotting the rope, making double knots because they would provide better hand holds. The grapnel was the smallest they made; it was heavy enough. Usually grapnels were used for anchoring small boats or dragging for bodies. It was a fine tool for climbing.

	Gatling laid the grapnel on top of the coiled rope and put it in the seaman’s bag. There was nothing more to be done before ten or eleven that night. By then the party would be going good, but even a loud party wouldn’t be enough to cover the rattle of the Skoda, the scattered pistol shots as Specs’ men tried to return fire. Gold Street was noisy—the Barbary Coast streets were a bedlam of noise—but not even paddy-wagon bells and fire bells or the blaring music from dance halls would drown out the sound of gunfire.

	“Don’t stick your nose in where it don’t belong” was one of the oldest rules of the Coast. All the same, he wasn’t going to rely on the wise sayings of the underworld. Nothing was for sure. The police, who were paid to look the other way, might feel duty bound to see what was happening in the Queen’s Garter. It wouldn’t look right if a massacre took place right under the noses of Frisco’s Finest.

	But it would take some time before the flatfoots got themselves organized. They were poorly trained and poorly paid, and most of them had gotten their jobs through ward heelers, but they would feel they had to do something. A veteran sergeant or inspector would appear and tell them what to do. Then they would set up wooden barricades to keep back the crowds while the meat wagons and the ambulances carted off the dead and wounded.

	Gatling hoped to be long gone by the time that happened.

	That afternoon there was a CLOSED sign on the beer-garden door. A few glum-looking bluecoats were around, passing the time by kicking gutter drunks awake and sending them on their way. A deliveryman was taking huge bunches of flowers from a covered spring wagon.

	Gatling’s rented basement was ten blocks from the beer garden, and before he started out at ten he dirtied up the pea jacket and cap and hoisted the sea bag on his shoulder. Gold Street was shaking with noise, glaring with light. It looked like all the guests had arrived at the party. Nobody went in while he watched from the far side of the street. He walked on, crossed the street, walked back to the alley. It was dark and smelly and muddy underfoot. People went by the entrance to the alley without looking in.

	The alley was narrow, making it hard to swing the rope and grapnel. His first throw was short and the grapnel struck a metal roof gutter. The grapnel hurtled down and buried itself in the muddy surface of the alley. He eased the Colt .45 in its holster, ready to use it if he had to. He tried again, and this time the grapnel landed on the roof with a thud, but didn’t hold. A pull on the rope brought it back down, and he got out of the way before it struck the ground. On the third try the grapnel snagged on something and he put his weight on the rope to see if it held. It held for the moment, which was not to say it wouldn’t tear loose when he was halfway up the wall.

	He slipped his arms through the canvas straps he had sewed to the sea bag. It hung from his shoulders like a haversack and would limit his movements. He grasped the first knot in the rope and started to climb. It was all sheer strength because there were no footholds. The only way he could rest was to brace his feet against the wall and hang onto a knot.

	His feet kept skidding on the slimy wall; the strain on his arms and shoulders was terrific. He was more than halfway up when a drunk lurched into the alley and pissed against the wall. All Gatling could do was hang there and let his feet dangle. Swaying and grunting, the drunk took a long time to empty his bladder. Finally he buttoned up and went away without seeing anything.

	Trembling with muscle spasms, Gatling heaved himself onto the roof and lay on his side gasping for breath. Up where he was the only light came from the bustling street. He slipped the bag off his back and stood up straight. His arms and shoulders hurt and he rubbed them vigorously.

	The grapnel was snagged on the raised edge of a tarred wooden trapdoor bolted from the inside. Using a burglar’s jimmy and a chisel he pried the old boards apart, reached in, and unbolted the door. Before he entered the building he walked across roofs to the end of the block, tied the rope to a chimney pot, and let it drop down into an alley.

	A ladder went down to the top floor of the building. He stood on the ladder and pulled the seabag after him. Dim gaslights burned in the hallway; the only sounds came from far below. Doors lined the hall, but no lights showed. Whores’ night off. He shouldered the bag and started downstairs, and even if there had been bare boards instead of thick carpet, no one would have heard him. Too much noise—shouts, laughter, applause—was coming up from the party.

	Gatling stopped when he was close to the last bend in the stairs and took the machine gun and the magazines from the bag. Smoke drifted up the stairs. He heard the tip-tapping of high heels on the stage. The dancing girls were going at it good, but he wasn’t there to kill dancing girls, and he would wait until they finished entertaining. Pushing a fifty-round magazine into the gun, he edged down the stairs to take a closer look.

	The beer garden blazed with light. Specs and his guests were at a big table in front of the stage. Kicking up their heels, the naked girls showed their all. All the guests wore evening clothes. Cigars were stuck in their mouths or smoldered in ashtrays. About twenty men were at Specs’ table; behind them the working thugs sat at a smaller table. A fat man had taken his pants off and was up on the stage dancing with the girls. Red roses decorated his royal blue underpants. Everybody laughed and cheered when one of the girls pulled them down around his ankles and he kicked them off. A slick haired thug with a tin ear thumbed the piano.

	Two bartenders and six waiters were filling in for the regular staff. Four more gunmen stood with their backs to the wall. Specs had to be gunned down first. He was the target and his death would make the whole thing worthwhile. Next came the bartenders, before they ducked under the bar and grabbed the sawed-offs. Then he would swing the Skoda and kill the bodyguards standing along the wall. After that he would fire at will, killing as many men as possible.

	It didn’t matter if he didn’t get them all. What mattered most was killing Specs on his home ground in spite of all the precautions, the squad of gunmen. If that didn’t send a message to the new crime syndicate, then nothing would. Gatling hoped to start the gangs warring again—the new syndicate had imposed an uneasy peace—and killing Specs just might do it.

	Gatling picked up the Skoda and got set. The fat man was down off the stage and the girls were kicking their way toward the wings. When the last high-kicker was out of harm’s way, Gatling opened fire and ripped Specs’ frail body with a hail of bullets. Bottles and mirrors shattered as the two bartenders went down in a welter of blood. The gun moved from left to right and the bodyguards crumpled to the floor, one with his arms still folded.

	Gatling slammed in another magazine and raked the guest tables with bullets, and men dropped as they ran for the alley or the street. The dancing fat man, still without his pants, crashed to the floor, but got a gun out and started firing back. A short burst finished him. Blood soaked his gaudy underpants and he died trying to hold in his guts.

	The main table went over with a crash and Gatling blew the head off a man who stuck it up to aim along the barrel of a gun. He loaded another magazine and ripped the table from end to end. No one else tried to shoot back. He killed a wounded man crawling for the front door.

	Behind the table a man began to scream and Gatling had to fight back the urge to go on killing. If any men deserved to die, these bastards did. If only he had time to finish the job! But all his time was used up; he had to get going.

	He grabbed up the empty magazines and stuffed them in the seabag along with the Skoda. The Hungarian machine gun had worked just fine. Bounding up the stairs three steps at a time, he climbed the ladder and pulled the seabag after him. Cool night air felt good after the stink of the party.

	Down in the street people were yelling. He ran along the roof, put the bag on his back, and climbed down the rope. Nobody paid him any heed as he shouldered the seabag and walked out of the alley. People drawn by the uproar pushed past him without looking. He was rounding the corner of the next street over when a paddy-wagon bell began to clang. Toughs in the crowd swore at the bluecoats as they rattled past.

	Before he turned in for the night, he cleaned the machine gun, cased it, and put it under the bed.

	 


Chapter Two

	A FEW WEEKS earlier, Gatling and Colonel Pritchett had finished testing the Skoda and the Borchardt pistol and were back downstairs in the office. A serious look creased the colonel’s weathered face. The fierce military mustache and black eye patch made him look like a pirate with things on his mind. He had lost the eye during Gatling’s fight against the Apaches, but he was used to it by now. Always when he was worried he fooled with the ends of his mustache, and he did it now.

	Gatling waited.

	Finally the colonel asked, “Do the names John and Wilson Murrill mean anything to you?”

	Gatling said no.

	“John was the father, Wilson is the son,” the colonel said. “Back in the 1830’s John was hanged and decapitated and had his head stuck up on a pole. His crime was armed rebellion.”

	“Sure.” Gatling remembered reading about it somewhere. “He tried to organize all the outlaws on the Natchez Trace into one big gang.”

	The colonel had his notes ready and hated to be interrupted. “A moment ago you never heard of him. Let me tell it.”

	The colonel read: “Between 1780 and the 1830’s the Natchez Trace grew from old Indian trails to become a route of great commercial importance. It was four hundred and fifty miles long, but every mile of the lonely stretches was plagued by murderous outlaws working closely with corrupt local sheriffs. Stagecoaches and emigrant trains were attacked with great loss of life. Money
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