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PART ONE







     

Chapter 1




Never bothered me much to pull a gun on a man, but a woman was a different matter. Even if it was 1883, despite a lot of new contraptions like electric lights and telephones, women still needed a whole lot of protection.

The place was Kansas City, the Elite Hotel, room 227, six minutes after midnight. I was sitting in my dark room listening to the giddy Friday night noise from the casino one floor below me and the whorehouse one floor above me.

I had been planning on visiting the latter but Id had so much bad luck with the former that night that I wasnt much in the mood, not even for the kind of soft and perfumed young flesh a man could find in a good-sized city like that one.

I was trying to think about my job there so I wouldnt have to think about how much Id lost at the casino. Faro had never been kind to me. But then neither had poker or blackjack. Gambling was one of my curses.

The knock came at nine minutes after midnight, which I knew because the moon was cordial enough to shine on the railroad watch that sat ticking away on the arm of my chair.

Frantic. One knock followed almost instantly by another.

Id been warned that a man named Fred Cartel was going to try and kill me that night and the way my luck was running, he might just have been able to pull it off.

Please, please, Mr. Ford. Please open the door. It was a womans voice.

Fred had a lot of imagination, which was how hed managed to embezzle so much money from the veterans hospital there. Because it was a federal institution and because I was a federal agent, Id been sent there to arrest him, even though it wasnt my area. I specialized in weapons threatsnew technology, better explosives, more modern delivery systems, things like that. I was in the area, though. Id been working a job in Wichita so Washington had wired me to take a train and make the nab. Fred must have consulted a crystal ball because right after Id checked in that afternoon, I received a large envelope containing $5,000 in fresh new American currency. The letter that went along with the money said that Mrs. Fred had a cousin who worked for our office in Wichita and he had tipped her that I was coming to arrest Fred. She said that Fred would come to see me that night and that I should treat him politely because he suffered from what some folks considered a pretty bad temper. And, in fact, had said that if I didnt take his money he might just kill me. I guess that qualified as a bad temper.


But Fred was clever.

He was going to trap me.

What better way to get me to open my door so he could shoot me than to have a woman pretend that she was in some kind of dire emergency? And when I opened the door

Fred would show me just how bad his temper really was.

I decided to make the surprise on her.

Just a minute, I said, sounding calm.

I was almost glad for this. A good shootout is a way to keep a man from thinking about his gambling losses.

The surprise was simple enough.

I crossed to the door on tiptoe and then yanked the door inward without warning, shoving my .44 in her face as I did so. I didnt give her time to scream. I yanked her inside with my hand and kicked the door shut with my heel.

Before I got the lamp turned up, I shoved her on the bed. Then I got the lamp going.

And then she said: Youre going to feel very stupid, Noah.

And she sure wasnt kidding about that.

Oh, God, Susan, I didnt have any idea it was you.

I figured as muchunless youd changed a lot.

Tom Daly was one of my best friends in the agency. Wed worked a couple dozen assignments together since the war. And once he ran into a burning building on the suicide mission of hauling me out. He saved my life when not even the volunteer firemen would give it a try. Tom was a fine husband, father, friend. I would add worker to that except he had a bottle problem. He disappeared on benders, and bosses, for some reason, frown on that.

A year earlier, Tom had come under suspicion of stealing and selling the location of a secret government munitions laboratory. He still worked for the agency but he was angry that hed even been suspected. And he had a fixed idea about who had stolen and sold the information. The boss tired of Toms anger so he moved him to a different office.

Id known theyd settled in Kansas City so Id wired ahead to let them know that I was coming. But when I got to their house that day, nobody was home.

That night, after midnight, Toms wife Susan, an appealingly slight, dark-haired woman, was lying across the bed where Id just shoved her.

Im really sorry, Susan. I thought you were dodging for some embezzler who threatened to kill me.

She sat up, smiled.

Same old dull life, huh?

I laughed.

Yeah. But why so late, and wheres Tom? I stopped by but nobody was home.

She shook her head.

He doesnt want to see you.

Why not?

He thinks youll talk him out of it. You know the kind of influence you have on him. He always jokes that when he grows up he wants to be just like you. Big, strong, handsome. But hes only half-joking.

I had to laugh.

You dont think Im any of those things, do you? And be honest. In fact, you never cared for me much.


Youre really putting me on the spot. Thanks.

You never looked happy to see me. And the times I kept Tom out drinkingyou ragged on me a lot more than you ragged on him.

She sighed. Looked down at her hands.

Youre a nice-looking manbut sos Tom. And youre clever and decentand Toms those things, too. His older brother died in the war. Tom was always so used to playing second fiddlehaving somebody to look up tothat when he met you, you took the place of his brother Bob. So, no, I dont see you as this kind of dime-novel hero that you are to him. I just wish he had a little more confidence about himself. With no warning at all, her green eyes glistened with tears. But now hes got too much confidence. And thats what hes afraid youll talk him out of.

She paused. But I have to say, for all the times you two went out drinking, youre the one who got him to stop. He wouldnt even listen to me when I talked to him about how much he drank. But he listened to you and Ill always be grateful to you for that.

I went over to the bureau and picked up my sack of Bull Durham and my cigarette papers. As I rolled my cigarette, she kept on talking.

He hasnt changed his mind. He still thinks it was Harry Connelly and Clint Pepper who sold that material.

I shrugged.

Well, I think hes probably right. Those two should have been kicked out of the agency a long time ago. They were good agents onceor so Ive heardbut now, the things I hear I shook my head. Problem is that theyve got two senators in their pocket, both of whom are on the appropriations committee that oversees our budget. The senators make sure Connelly and Pepper stay on the payroll.

I went over and sat back down in the chair. The cigarette tasted good that time of morning.

Theyre here, Noah. Connelly and Pepper.

In town?

Yes. And Tom got up and snuck out of bed tonight. He thinks he knows where theyre staying. He told me that earlier tonight. And

I finished her sentence for her: And hes drinking again.

Its been nearly a year since hes touched a drop. But two days ago, when he heard that Connelly and Pepper were in townhe hasnt even gone to work. He just sits in this saloon and drinks. Then he staggers home and tells me what hes going to do to them. I thought that it might be just talk until tonight. But then somebody told him that Connelly and Pepper were staying at the Gladbrook. Thats where he must have gone tonight.

Kansas City was filled with various types of gambling establishments, and the Gladbrook was the spot preferred by the high rollers and the rich folks. One night in a Gladbrook room cost you three or four times what it did in a hotel like mine. You paid a lot more for chefs who spoke French and a restaurant that featured a string quartet. Id take a player piano any day.

I got up, strapped on my gun. I got my coat and pinned my badge to the lapel. I had a feeling I needed to look official that night. People are more cooperative when they see a badge, and just about any badge will do.

I really appreciate this, Noah.

I have to help him, Susan. Im his hero, remember?

She shot me a troubled smile. I held the door open for her and soon we were in the hall and headed down the stairs.







    

Chapter 2




A man in a top hat, a red silk vest, and a smile he probably practiced in front of a mirror handed out numbers to the people impatiently waiting to get into the casino. Most of these high-toned people just couldnt wait to lose their money. They filled the reception area outside the massive casino doors. They would be admitted according to the numbers the slick man in the top hat handed them.

This was where my badge was better than a bribe. I tapped it and said, Im here to arrest somebody.

But you have a lovely woman with you.

So I do. But Im still going to arrest somebody.

The other customers didnt like me or my badge. They had a lot more money than I did, but I had my badge and they didnt think that was fair at all. This was a world of money, was it not?

Top Hat opened the double doors. The crowd behind us tried to push inside. Top Hat was harsh: Try that again and I wont let any of you in for an hour.

The casino was an assault of talk, laughter, smoke, light from huge chandeliers, the scent of good whiskey, the noise of gambling devices clicking and clacking, blackjack dealer patter, coy serving girls pampering lustful old patriarchs, callow rich boys pampering coy serving girls, and the whispers of professional gamblers deciding which poker table looked to have the most amateurs.

Compared to the finery worn by the women and men around us, we looked like hill trash. I felt sorry for Susan. Some of the glances set upon her by the grande dames were more insulting than words could ever be. A security person stayed with us, four feet behind.

It probably took us fifteen minutes to walk around the huge room. Susan got more and more anxious. We didnt see Tom anywhere.

She stayed on my arm until wed made a complete circle of the place. Then she broke away momentarily, looking pale. She found two straight-back chairsthe casino discouraged sitting any place but at a gambling table so they provided chairs but they made them damned uncomfortableand half-collapsed into one of them.

In moments, shed gone from looking wan to looking flushed.

I leaned down so I could whisper. Are you sick? I asked.

She put her lips next to my ear. Its my womans time of the month. I get chills. Theyre even worse than the cramps.

Im sorry. I started to bring my head up, then stopped: Why dont you stay here? Ill look around some more.

Her grip was iron.


Im going with you.

When we had made another quarter circle of the huge room I stopped and looked back at our security guard.

You interested in money?

No, I hate money. Thats why I work in a casino.

We need to find some people and fast. They may be in danger.

Then its casino business and I wont take money. Just tell me what youd like me to do.

Therell be two men together. One is Harry Connelly, the other is a man named Clint Pepper.

I described them.

You didnt find them on the floor?

No. Is there a private room somewhere for high rollers?

Im not at liberty to talk about anything like that. Youd need to talk to the casino manager.

There isnt time for that. You can get in that private room a lot faster than I can. You go in there and see if theyre there. If they are, tell them that Noah Ford needs to talk to them. And tell them its urgent.

Ill have to get permission to leave the floor.

Thats fine. But theres one more thing. I looked at Susan. Describe Tom to him.

She did, even including the clothes hed been wearing.

Connelly had put on some weight but he was still the urbane dandy that far too many women found appealing. Pepper had lost some weight. A casino was their natural habitat and they were turned out nicely for it in the kind of Edwardian coats, brocaded vests, and mutton-chopped sideburns favored by the prosperous city men of the day. The clothes were an affectation. They hid the truth about the men who wore them.

That night, theyd probably been playing without benefit of cheating. There were all sorts of places where you could skin rubes alive and get away with it, but in a casino like that one, cheating could be dangerous, even deadly, even though they would have been just about the only armed men in the casino. Guns were not permitted at poker tables, neither big nor small, but federal agents had a lot more freedom than most people.

Both of these men lived outside the law. They used their status as federal agents to stay free of jail cells. Crooked agents were standard ever since the war. The best spies, it had been discovered, were often pretty terrible people. But they were usually not quite as terrible as the people they were after. So they were given the chance to hide behind their badges. Agents didnt come much more terrible than Harry Connelly and Clint Pepper. Their specialties were robbery and rape. Theyd broken three major cases over the past two years, though, so the powerful senators who sponsored them were adamant about keeping them in place.

Good evening, Connelly said. Hed been with a traveling theater troupe in the West before the war. He tried to add flourish to everything he said and did. When the security man told me that Id get to gaze upon the beauty of Susan Daly, I of course came with great dispatch.

Pepper laughed. Good old Harry never changes, does he?


I doubt you do, either, Pepper.

Our fellow agent doesnt sound very happy to see us, Connelly said.

Shut up and listen. Tom Daly is drinking again. Hes still bitter that Washington thinks he stole those secrets. Hes out tonight looking for you two. And he just might try something.

Pepper glanced at Connelly and said, I dont know about you, Harry. But Im positively terrified.

They were working their old familiar stage act. Id gotten tired of it a long time ago.

To be safe, go back to your rooms and stay there. Ill find him and get him home.

Id be willing to spend the night with his missus, Connelly said.

Id kill myself before Id let that happen, Susan snapped.

If I didnt know any better, Harry, Id say neither one of these folks are glad to see us.

Well, I warned you. Thats all I can do, I said.

You know your problem, Noah? You always think youre in charge of every situation that comes up. Youre going to be worm food a lot sooner than Pepper and I will be. The day Im afraid of some nervous little bastard like Tom Daly, Ill start wearing a dress.

He leered at Susan. That offer still stands, Mrs. Daly. Id be right happy to keep you company tonight.

She was even angrier than I thought. A second after she took a single step forward, a huge silver globule of spittle hung from Connellys nose.

He couldnt help himself. He lunged for her the way he would a man. I stepped in front of him and shoved him back at Pepper.

Pepper grabbed his arms and said, Cool down, Harry. Any bitch whod marry somebody like Daly isnt worth getting mad at. He smirked at her. If I know Daly, shes still a virgin, anyway.

The security guard had seen the dustup. He came over. Everything all right here?

A little disagreement, is all, I said.

Old friends, Pepper said. Just a little too much to drink, is all.

Connelly was still boiling. Ill tell you one thing, Ford. If I do run into Daly and he gives me any excuse at all, this little woman herell be pickin out a pine box for him by sunup.

You gave him every excuse there is to shoot if he sees Daly, Pepper said. You warned him that Daly was stalkin him. No court in the worldd blame Harry here for bein scared enough to shoot first.

The guard could see that this argument wasnt going to end anytime soon. Why dont you take the lady here and go stand on the porch in back? Ill see that these two gentlemen get a drink on the house and some more gambling. Hows that sound?

He was good at what he did. He had a job I wouldnt want. Trying to soothe people whod just dropped a lot of money or break up fights between drunks wasnt my idea of a good time.

I took Susans arm and started to steer her toward the back porch, which was about ten feet away.

And that was when it happened.

Just as we had turned, and presumably just as Connelly and Pepper had turned, Tom Daly made his appearance.

He stood in the doorway of the back porch, his .45 aimed and ready to fire. Which one of you wants it first? Connelly or Pepper? His smile was drunken and ugly. Get Susan out of here, Noah, so I can do my job.







    

Chapter 3




The bouncer froze. His instincts were obviously to rush Tom, who looked like the worlds oldest altar boy in his slicked-down hair with the cowlick in back, the cheap disheveled suit, and the face that would have been adolescent if not for all the wrinkles and lines.

To the bouncer, Tom said: Get them to turn around and then take their guns. Ill kill at least two of you if you try anything.

The bouncers first responsibility was to see that nobody got killed. Bad enough that a drunken little man with a gun could cause a scandal in such an exalted casino. He said to me, Is he your friend?

Yes.

Then talk to him.

No! Tom said. No talking. Just have them turn around and face me. And then you take their guns.

I nodded to the bouncer. At that moment there wasnt much hope of calming Tom down.

All right you men, turn around slowly and then hand me your guns. And lets keep everything friendly here. Im sure we can talk to this man.

Just stand here and let him shoot us when he wants to? Connelly asked.

There isnt going to be any shooting, the bouncer said.

You going to guarantee that? Pepper asked.

Cmon now. We all agreed. You two turn around and then well talk.

The bouncer sounded a lot more confident than he looked. He was as pale as Susan and his right hand had begun to twitch, little tremor-like explosions. I was pretty sure he was coming to the conclusion that he had little or no control of the situation, the kind of moment a bouncer isnt used to.

Now, cmon, men. Just turn around here.

The bouncer sounded like a camp counselor pleading with bullies.

By then, we had an audience, an ever-expanding one. This would be something else the owner would not be happy about. The worst thing that could happen to a casino was when its customers were distracted away from the tables.

They turned around.

Connelly was covering his fear with jokes.

I dont know about you, Pepper, but I sure dont want to get shot by a dwarf.

And a drunk one at that, Pepper said.

Shut up, you two, I said.

Oh, oh, Connelly said, its the boss.

We sure wouldnt want to make the boss mad.

You notice how the boss is kindve standing behind the dwarfs wife there? Like if theres any shooting, hell hide behind her.

Well, the boss is too valuable to kill. He told me so himself.

A few people in the crowd laughed. They had to be thinking what Connelly and Pepper wanted them to thinkthat here were two really tough men. Even in the face of a madman holding a gun on them, they had enough presence to joke it up.

Susan took three steps toward Tom. He got a little frantic there, trying to keep his eye on Connelly and Pepper, but also to peripherally watch Susan as she approached.

Stay there, Susan!

I just want to take you home, Tom. Youll feel better after you get a good nights sleep.

Wed still be in Washington if it hadnt been for these two stealing that information and then making it look like I took it.

They dont matter, Tom. Only you and I matter. Now please just give me the gun and let me take you home. The kidsll be so glad to see you.

No! he shouted. Then he raged at me. I asked you to get her out of here, Noah. Now take her away. Im going to get a written confession from these two because if I dont, theyre going to die here tonight.

But youll die, too, Susan said.

I dont care anymore, honey. I had a good record at the agency until these two messed everything up for me. I dont want my children to think I would sell government secrets. You think I want our children to grow up with that on their shoulders?


They wouldnt think that, Tom. They love you and theyre proud of you. And theyd know the truth, no matter what anybody else said.

All right, sir. Theyre ready to put their guns down.

The confusion was getting to Tom. He wasnt finished talking with Susan, which had to be good for him even under these circumstances, but he also had to watch the two men he wanted to kill.

His eyes flicked back to them and that was when I moved. It was eight steps to the porch. I eased myself around Tomhis gun couldnt cover all of us at the same timeand got myself a couple steps closer to the back porch. A heavy summer moon hung lazy in the plains sky. Somewhere a fiddler, innocent of the little drama in the casino, played a sweet sentimental song. The only thing to spoil moon and tune was the other bouncer sneaking up on Tom with a sawed-off shotgun.

Hed have killed Tom. He didnt look as if he had much interest in life, just death. Who wanted to spend all that time talking, all that time providing thrills for the onlookers whod just turn it into dinner table chatter, anyway?

I moved. Tom saw me. There was no way I could stop that, but he had to choose between keeping me covered or keeping his gun on Pepper and Connelly.

I saw a moment of panic on his face, and then something like defeat, and then he turned away from me, bringing his gun solidly on to Connelly and Pepper.

I heard the sound of his hammer cocking, but I had no more time for Tom. I had to worry about the bouncer on the back porch who was going to try and shoot Tom in the back.

He was maybe five feet from the back door when I stepped in front of him. At that moment, I was like him. I didnt have any desire for talk, either. I hit him hard enough on the jaw to drop him to his knees. Then I hit him a second time, sending him over backward. The sawed-off I pitched off the porch.

Im not going to sign one damned thing, Connelly was saying.

Then youre going to die, Tom said.

Why dont I buy everybody a round or two of drinks and well sit down and try and hash it all out?

I was beginning to like this bouncer. Even if he was just cynical, just didnt want bloodshed because of the casinos reputation, he wanted a peaceful conclusion.

I checked to see if the bouncer had taken their guns. He had. They sat together on a near table. But not near enough for Connelly and Pepper to lunge for them.

I took a deep breath and felt some of the tension leak out of me. Everything was under control by then. Everything was going to be all right. Tom was still drunk, still wanting to shoot Connelly and Pepper with that gun he was waving around, but he was talking now. The longer he talked the more he would sober up. Soon, I knew, he would start crying, and then it would all be over.

Just as long as no one started shooting first.

And then I saw him. A security man, tall, bearded, encircling Connelly and Pepper and aiming his Colt at Tom.

He was going to be the hero. He was going to be the one written up in the newspaper stories. He was the one his lodge would be bragging about for the rest of its days.

I knew I had only a few seconds. I had to combine what Id been planning to do with this new problem.

On my third step toward Tom, I raised my .44 and fired two quick shots at our hero, a few inches above his head. He did what Id hoped he would do. He hit the floor for cover without even thinking of firing his gun. Suddenly, being a hero wasnt half as important as saving his ass.

Tom was just starting to turn back to me when I grabbed him and threw him down on the floor.

Though Id been planning on holding him until the inside bouncer could get some cuffs on him, the outside bouncer changed my plans. It seemed he was sort of pissed off that Id knocked him out and thrown his sawed-off away.

He charged at me through the doorway, his hands leading him, shaping themselves to fit my throat. He must have looked just like a bear cub when he was born because right then he appeared to be the size and power of a full-grown grizzly.

I hadnt counted on him but he hadnt counted on me, either. One thing I rarely did was just stand there when somebody was about to attack me. Somehow, that didnt seem like a very sensible thing to do.

But I did have to stand there long enough to put the point of my Texas boot straight into his groin.

He went into heavy dramatics. Falling face down, clutching his crotch, the noises of frustrated rage muffled somewhat by the fact that his mouth was about an inch from the floor.


Then I looked back to see what was going on behind me. And that was when Connelly threw a full whiskey bottle at me, crashing against the side of my head and momentarily sending me down into some deep damp darkness.







    

Chapter 4




I wasnt out long. When I staggered to my feet, I saw that I was on the back porch along with all the others involved in Toms standoff.

Its a terrible thing to hear a drunk cry. Susan had Tom standing against the porch railing and was talking to him in a soft voice. He was choking on his tears. I imagine he was embarrassed then. When he was sober, he wasnt a foolish man. Liquor makes us strangers, even to ourselves.

The good bouncer had Connelly and Pepper in the opposite corner. They were talking quietly, too. The bad bouncer stood nearby, glowering at me as I got all wobbly to my feet.

The casino was the casino again. The noise was that of a midnight train rushing through the night. There was laughter, chatter, the various sounds of gambling devices, and the steady drone of gamblers calling out their bets.

I walked over to Tom and Susan.

Im really sorry, Noah. I made another damned mess. I just wish I could let go of this thing.


I know its not easy for you to do but you really have to just live it out, Tom. I talk you up whenever Im in D.C. and so do a lot of other agents.

Really?

Sure, really. Hell, we know you didnt take those secrets.

Susan reached down and took his hand.

Id still like to see those two in prison, he said.

Youd have to stand in line to. Everybody wants to see them in jail.

What I cant believe is that the agency keeps them on, Susan said. Theyre such scum.

Useful scum sometimes, I said. But theyll slip up one of these days.

You think so? Tom asked, unable to keep a hopeful sound out of his voice.

Sure. They push everything. And someday those senators who promote them will have to drop em. Theyll do something even they cant afford to be associated with.

The good bouncer came over. Well, theyve agreed not to bring in the law.

I laughed. The kindness of their hearts?

They said they have to be on a train tomorrow morning early. They cant wait around for court. And nobody was seriously hurt, so Im sure my bosses wont want to press any charges against Mr. Daly here, either.

Susan leaned over and kissed Toms sweaty head. Now we can just forget about this whole thingand them. Forget it once and for all, Tom.

He lifted his head so he could see her. And thats exactly what Im going to do. It was like I was crazy tonight. I just couldnt think straight.


The good bouncer nodded across the way to the bad bouncer. If I were you, Mr. Ford, Id go through the casino when you leave. The back exit is more private, thats Larrys station, and he isnt very happy with you.

Fine with me. Ive already got a hell of a headache. To Tom and Susan I said: Good luck, folks. Im headed west tomorrow afternoon. The agencys setting up a regional office and thats where Ill be working out of the next year or so.

Susan took Toms hand again. Im hoping they let us stay right here. This is the nicest place weve lived outside of Washington.

Id thought of stopping to say something to Connelly and Pepper. But the bad bouncer stood too close to them. My head hurt too much for another fight.


I made my way slowly back to my hotel. I was worn out from all the tension with Susan and Tom. All I wanted now was sleep.

The lobby was empty except for the night manager. He called my name as I tried to wobble past him. I didnt need him asking me any questions about why a woman came up to my room earlier, or why I was wearing my badge.

But he surprised me. He just handed me a telegram and smirked: Dont worry. I didnt read it.

I guess theres a first time for everything.

I went up the stairs like an old man, slowly and leaning heavily on the railing. I was tired, but it was more than just a physical exhaustion. Dealing with Connelly and Pepper always left me feeling dirty, and seeing Tom like that just left me weary.

The lamps were turned low in the carpeted hallway, but I didnt need much light to find my door, unlock it, and push my way in.

I heard him before I saw him, and the fact that I was moving so slowly probably saved my life. As the door swung inward, I paused for a moment, leaning against the door jamb, and heard a small grunt as the swinging door struck someone hiding in the corner.

I knew right away who it was.

Good old Fred Cartel, with his bad temper and his worse timing.

I didnt have a lot of choice. If I tried to get away, he would shoot me in the back, so I did the only thing I could think of. I dove to the floor, my gun coming into my hand, turned, and just as Fred came out from behind the door to try and shoot me I put two bullets into his shooting arm.

This was a night for drunken crying, which is what he was still doing when the local law got there and took him off to jail. The night manager of the hotel offered to clean up Freds blood and tidy up the room but I was in too much head pain to care about messy rooms or even blood.

I had just laid my head down on the pillow when I remembered the telegram Id forgotten to read. I did my best to make sense of it. Something about a bank robber and somebody blowing up something or other. Something about how I was needed somewhere else and fast. I slept till nearly noon and
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