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The Last Town

The saloon had no name worth remembering.

It sat at the edge of a dying settlement somewhere between the Laramie foothills and the flat grey sweep of the Wyoming plain — a building of warped timber and ambition that had outlasted the mine it was built to service by perhaps six months. The mine was played out. The men who had worked it were mostly gone. What remained was the bar, a handful of tables scarred by knives and boot heels, a piano that nobody played any more, and a barman who had long since stopped asking questions about the men who came through his door.

Tom O'Leary sat at the bar with a glass of whiskey he had not yet touched.

Outside, in the late afternoon light, Diamond stood at the rail — seventeen hands of black stallion, still as sculpture, patient as stone. Those who passed gave the horse a wide berth without knowing quite why. There was something in the animal's eyes that did not belong to a horse. Something watchful. Something that observed.

Tom wore black from hat to boot. The Colt 1860 sat in its holster with the particular stillness of a thing that had never needed to announce itself. The Henry rifle was sheathed along Diamond's flank. The stock whip was coiled at his left hip like a sleeping snake. He looked like a dozen men the barman had seen before, and nothing like any of them.

The barman polished a glass and said nothing.

Then the door opened.

There were five of them. They came in the way that men come in when they have already decided what is going to happen — spreading wide, filling the doorway, letting their eyes adjust to the dim interior with the particular theatrical slowness of men who enjoy the moment before violence. The other three customers — a miner nursing a beer, a card player with a cold hand, and a young man who had been asleep in the corner — all read the room at the same instant and left it. The barman found something to do in the back.

Tom O'Leary did not move.

The leader was a broad man with a red beard growing in wrong directions and eyes that had the flat, uninterested quality of a man who had done this too many times to find it interesting any more. He wore Confederate grey that had been washed to the colour of old ash. A red strip of cloth — faded but deliberate — was wrapped around the top of his left boot.

He looked at the man at the bar. The man at the bar looked at his untouched whiskey.

"Mister," the leader said.

Tom said nothing.

"We got a toll in this county. Dollar a man, five dollars for a horse worth keeping." He paused. "That's a horse worth keeping outside."

Tom lifted the whiskey glass. Set it down again without drinking.

"Dollar, then," the leader said. His hand moved toward his hip. The men behind him shifted their weight, the collective body language of men about to draw.

Tom O'Leary let his right hand drop.

His index finger found the tiny recessed button on the side of the Colt's grip — a button invisible to any eye not looking for it, flush with the metal, no larger than the head of a pin. He pressed it once. Felt the faint, soundless vibration that ran up through the weapon's frame and into his palm like a heartbeat.

The leader's hand closed on his gun.

What happened next took less time than a drawn breath.

The Colt cleared leather in a movement that was not quite a movement — it was simply there, and then it was in Tom's hand, and then there was light. Not muzzle flash. Not the orange-red percussion of black powder. Something else. A pale, electric white that touched each of the five men like a finger, precise and absolute, in the space between one heartbeat and the next.

Five cracks. Instantaneous.

Then silence.

On the floor: five pistols. Five sets of clothing — shirts, trousers, boots, hats — arranged in the rough shapes of the men who had been wearing them, settling into themselves like shed skins.

No blood.

No bodies.

No men.

The barman appeared in the doorway to the back room, looked at the floor, looked at the bar, looked at the man sitting there with his whiskey.

Tom O'Leary set a coin on the bar. Stood. Settled his hat.

Through the chip embedded in Diamond's remarkable brain, he sent a single, wordless instruction — and heard, distantly, the sound of hooves moving around the side of the building to the rear.

He walked through the back, through the store room that smelled of sawdust and old whiskey, and out into the afternoon where Diamond was waiting.

He put his boot in the stirrup and swung up.

"Guess it's time," he said, to no one who would understand, "to move on to the next town."

Diamond moved. The settlement fell behind. The Wyoming plain opened ahead, enormous and indifferent, and somewhere on the western horizon a column of smoke climbed into a sky the colour of old iron. A valley of smoke!

Tom O'Leary rode toward it.
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Chapter One: Hell on Wheels
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May, 1869

He smelled Benton before he saw it.

Coal smoke and cooking grease and the sharp mineral tang of fresh-cut timber. The smell of a town that was being built faster than it could be thought about — thrown up by necessity and speed and the inexhaustible logic of the railroad, which moved west like a tide and left towns in its wake the way a tide leaves wreckage.

The Union Pacific had been here. Its ghost was still arriving.

Tom O'Leary crested the low ridge east of the settlement and sat Diamond for a long moment, looking down.

Benton, Wyoming.

It was not a beautiful town. It had not been designed to be. It had been designed to be useful, which in the language of 1869 meant profitable, which in the language of the railroad meant temporary. The buildings were raw wood and canvas and ambition — saloons running three deep along the main street, a hotel of two storeys that leaned slightly south as though reconsidering its commitment, a general store, a land office, a barber, and at the far end, set slightly back from the others, a building whose hand-painted sign read: SHERIFF — V. LEVINSON.

The train station was new. The track gleamed.

Three thousand people, the listening array in his hotel room back in the last town had told him. Twenty-five saloons. More than a hundred violent deaths in the town's brief existence already.

Tom had seen worse. He had seen worse on four continents and across a span of human history that no human could claim to have witnessed. He had watched Rome consolidate and fracture. He had sat in a field outside Crécy while longbows sang. He had stood on a ridge above the Valley of the Nile and watched armies destroy each other with a professionalism that would not have been out of place on any battlefield he had since observed.

The people of Earth, he had learned, were consistent in their violence. What varied was the reason they gave for it.

He touched Diamond's flank lightly and they moved down the slope toward town.

The main street received him the way main streets always did — a brief, collective pause in which the town took his measure and filed its conclusion. Men on boardwalks. A woman in a doorway who looked away too quickly. A group of children who stared openly in the democratic way of children. A dog that barked once and then thought better of it.

Diamond moved through all of it with his particular fluid authority, and Tom O'Leary rode easy in the saddle, hat pulled to the brow, seeing everything and appearing to notice nothing.

The hotel was called The Wyoming Star. Tom tied Diamond at the rail, took his saddlebags over his shoulder, and went inside. The lobby smelled of fresh pine and something being fried in a back room. The man behind the desk had the specific wariness of a hotel keeper in a town with twenty-five saloons — he
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