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      After a very difficult series of life events that occurred in the last two or three years, I found my creativity failing. I thought I might never write another book. This is when a dear friend who had been dealing with difficulties of her own offered to help. It was only because of her help and encouragement that I was finally able to finish this book. While mired in a flood of life challenges, she made sacrifices that only a true friend could make. I can offer only my humble thanks for all she has done. Thank you, Amy.

      

      
        
        This book is dedicated to my friend Amy Atwell.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      The Rawlins Saga began in 1864, when a youthful Tennessean named Virgil Rawlins saw his best friend, Tom Saunders. hung from a tall sycamore tree by partisan Yankee cavalry. They had come from nearby Fort Pillow, and Tom’s sin was squirrel hunting. Virgil watched the same cavalry troop heading back to the fort, only to discover later that day they had also killed his mother and sister and burned the family cabin. Driven to a life of revenge, he was saved only by the love of Sarah McCaskey, the woman who became his wife.

      Theirs was a tumultuous life in Missouri and Kansas after the war, and the young couple did what they could to survive. Virgil went out as a hunter/scout with a wagon train bound for Oregon. When he returned to Independence, Missouri, from the trip, he brought with him two orphaned toddlers, Hannah and her younger sister, Katie—girls he and Sarah would later adopt as their own.

      This was the beginning of the Rawlins family, and the following year Rawlins traveled with Sarah and the kids out on that same Oregon Trail in hopes of reaching a remote mountain valley in the Montana Territory. It was this valley that Rawlins’s friend, an old mountain man named Jack Briggs, said was God’s own private garden. It was nearly a year later when the little family finally arrived in Paradise Valley, where the Yellowstone River flowed north from that land called Colter’s Hell, a place Congress and President Grant would eventually designate as Yellowstone National Park.

      Sarah gave birth to two sons, Tom and Jack, and the family fought through outlaws, Indian attacks, as well as frigid winters, rogue bears, and wolves attacking their cattle. And only after years of hard work, the Rawlins ranch became a success. Every spare head was sold to miners and soldiers, and the family was eventually well established with a large ranch and comfortable means.

      Life became somewhat more settled for them, and in 1880 Hannah married a young ranch hand named Malachi Johnson, who later became a Montana Deputy U.S. Marshal. While Hannah remained close to home, Katie married a railroad civil engineer and now lived in east Tennessee. This story takes place in the years 1886 and 1887, two of the most consequential in Montana history. While working toward eventual statehood, the people of the Montana Territory experienced two natural disasters that tested them to the very limits of human endurance. First came a severe drought in 1886, and when many believed it couldn’t get worse, there followed the most brutal winter in the state’s history. During this time, while many settlers and ranchers fought for survival, they also faced unscrupulous businessmen and politicians bent on bleeding the territory’s wealth into their personal coffers. This story takes place during those times, and I have woven these characters into this history in hopes of reflecting the spirit and determination of the people of Montana.

      —Rick DeStefanis
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MALACHI JOHNSON, DEPUTY UNITED STATES TERRITORIAL MARSHAL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Livingston, Montana Territory

        May 1886

      

      

      Deputy U.S. Marshal Malachi Johnson sipped his coffee and gazed out the window at the Yellowstone River, its icy waters churning with the foaming spring thaw. A string of Canadian geese glided downstream—their honking and squawking echoing in the crisp morning air. It was another magnificent Montana day. Although it wasn’t an easy life, compared to the covered wagon journey with his parents when they escaped Texas Comanche country, this was heaven.

      Winters were long in Montana, and Malachi looked forward to the new summer with cautious optimism. With each new summer came more settlers—people he had to look after and protect from those who would come to prey on them—the drifters and outlaws. Dealing with them had defined his life of late as a deputy territorial marshal, mostly corralling drunks and petty thieves.

      Both his boss, Territorial Marshal Alexander C. Botkin and his mentor, father-in-law Virgil Rawlins, said he was a top-notch lawman. But Malachi remained unsure of himself with a new challenge he faced—dealing with some of the wealthier folks who had allowed their greed to get the better of them—schemers who took advantage of the common folk. They were now the greatest threat to the territory—one over which he had little control because of the politics involved in dealing with them.

      His part in overcoming the Maloney Gang in Butte four years ago initially gave him increased confidence, but new troubles now came from a group the newspapers labeled as the “Helena Ring,” wealthy men who colluded with the railroad and banks and had little regard for the land or its people. Malachi was thankful his part in the matter was somewhat simpler. He only had to deal with the influence these people had in appointing new deputy marshals for the territory. At the insistence of Territorial Marshal Botkin, the legislature agreed to increasing their numbers, except Botkin was left out of the selection process.

      Even now, while Malachi awaited the arrival of his father-in-law later in the day, he had to first meet two new deputy marshals when they arrived at the Livingston train depot. Marshal Botkin said in his letter he wanted Malachi to evaluate them for fitness as U.S. Marshals, and this would have been a good thing, such a responsibility, except they were hired by territorial representatives in Helena—no strangers to favoritism and nepotism. Much like his mentor, Rawlins, Malachi had a problem—his commitment to honesty.

      “You’re not going to make things any better by staring out the window,” his wife said. “Come eat breakfast with me and the children before you go.”

      Hannah was Rawlins’s oldest adopted daughter, and for Malachi, she was a wife he never imagined could exist. She could shoot a Winchester as good as any man, make a pan of biscuits with gravy, and ride a horse bareback, and there wasn’t an ounce of whine in her. She had already brought their first two children into the world, and another baby was soon to arrive, but he couldn’t take his mind off the business at hand. He was asked to judge these men for their fitness for duty, men who would have vast swaths of the Montana Territory under their watch.

      “I know, but I need to think about how I’ll handle these new deputies. The younger one is the nephew of the representative from Butte, and he has almost no experience. He’s a Copper King appointment. The other is older than your father, and the letter from Marshal Botkin said he hasn’t had a lot of experience either. I think he got his job from someone in that Helena Ring. Neither of them is the sort I’d have chosen as a federal marshal.”

      “Sit down and eat,” Hannah said.

      Without sitting, Malachi folded a fat strip of salted bacon onto a biscuit and chomped down on it.

      “If it can be done, I’m sure you’ll make them into fine deputies,” she said. “Now, stop eating like a hungry wolf and sit down. Our son is watching you.”

      The boy turned to his mother. “I want to be a wolf like Daddy.”

      “Your father isn’t a wolf. He’s just worried about something and not minding his manners.”

      She gazed at Malachi with her lips pressed together and her eyebrows raised. Her eyes were a deep brown—beautiful but wise. He was cornered. To respond meant he’d have to talk with his mouth full—another violation of Hannah’s required civility at the table. The taste of the juicy bacon on the hot biscuit was a pleasant distraction. He chose silence.
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      When the new deputy marshals stepped off the train at the Livingston depot, it was apparent they’d already met. Neither showed an awareness of their surroundings as they wrangled their gear and sauntered up the platform, proudly displaying their U.S. Marshal badges. Laughing and talking as they walked, they totally overlooked Malachi leaning against a nearby column. The locomotive groaned and hissed a cloud of steam, as if to warn Malachi it would be a chore teaching these two men the basics of not getting killed—not to mention dealing with their political sponsors.

      “Over here, boys,” he called out.

      The older one turned about with wide eyes.

      “Are you Johnson?” he asked.

      His ruddy complexion spoke of years in the western sun. His eyes though betrayed his cocky façade, no doubt effected to hide some underlying insecurity—something likely to expose itself at the worst possible time as either an overreaction or cowardice.

      “I am.”

      Malachi pushed himself upright with the immediate impression he was facing a chore even bigger than he first thought.

      “Dang it all!” the older deputy said. “They told us you were an experienced marshal. I was looking for a man with some years on him.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. Why don’t you introduce yourselves? Tell me what experience you have while we fetch your tack from the baggage car and head down to the livery.”

      “Where are we headed?” the young one asked.

      “I thought we’d ride out toward Bear Canyon. Have you worked as a lawman?”

      “Oh, yeah. Well, I’ve been a deputy for Sheriff Kemper in Butte for the last year.” He extended his hand. “Name’s Buck Peterson.”

      “Good to meet you, Buck. I thought Kemper had a deputy named Dooley?”

      “He quit a year or two back—something about you and a fella named Rawlins cleaning out the Maloney gang. They said Dooley got spooked after that and just up and quit. He set out for California and ain’t been heard from since.”

      “Those twin Colts you’re packin’ are mighty nice. Can you shoot them?”

      “Probably not as good as I need to, but I saw that fellow Rawlins a year or so ago in Butte, and he was wearing his guns the same way. I figure it was a pretty good way to carry ’em.”

      “At least you’re honest.”

      “I’d be careful who I imitated if I was you,” the older marshal said.

      “You must know Rawlins,” Malachi said.

      “No, but I’ve heard talk of him getting into a lot of scrapes around the territory. That was a good many years back, but I’ve heard tell he’s a tough one to deal with.”

      “Did you know he was an elected representative in the territorial legislature?” Malachi asked. “He’s a friend to lawmen. How about you? Have you worked as a lawman?”

      The men retrieved their saddles from the baggage car and began walking toward the livery.

      “I’ve been around the business for a while—worked some in Utah several years back, but those Mormons got their own way of running things—never could tolerate them too much. They had their little secrets and always kept us on the outside. I’ve been in Anaconda the last few years as a deputy sheriff—rough town, but we kept things under control. How did you end up a federal marshal so young?”

      “I don’t believe I got your name,” Malachi said.

      “Hank, Hank Jenner. Why are we riding out to Bear Canyon?”

      “Target practice,” Malachi said.

      “I can handle my guns well enough,” Jenner said.

      “We’ll see.”

      The words had barely escaped his lips when a gunshot echoed from the buildings over near the saloons. It was quickly followed by two more. Tossing their saddles onto the boardwalk, the three men broke and ran down the street, cutting through an opening between the buildings. Jenner drew his revolver as they ran into the next street where a man stood gazing skyward as he fired his revolver two more times over the top of the buildings. It was Sam Staggs and he’d been drinking again.

      “Let me handle this,” Malachi said in a low voice. “Spread out.”

      “You know him?” Peterson asked.

      “Yeah. He’s been harmless so far but stay back.”

      With that he began walking toward the man who fired yet another round over the rooftops. The gunshot echoed off the buildings as Staggs wobbled backward and sat in the street. Covered with dust and obviously drunk, he was a pathetic figure, sitting there and staring at the sky.

      “Damned sun keeps coming back every morning,” he muttered, still unaware of Malachi standing behind him.

      He raised the gun again. This time with a trembling hand he pushed the barrel against his head.

      “Mr. Staggs, how many times do I have to⁠—”

      The man grunted and spun about on all fours. He stared bug-eyed up at Malachi.

      “Confound it, Marshal, you skier’t the purdee hell outta me!”

      “I didn’t think a man about to blow his head off would be scared of anything.”

      Staggs looked past Malachi as Peterson and Jenner eased closer. Jenner had his gun drawn and pointed in their direction.

      “Who’s that?” Staggs asked as he stumbled to his feet, his gun still in hand.

      “Drop your gun,” Malachi said. “They’re federal marshals like me.”

      Staggs dropped the pistol.

      “Step aside, Johnson,” Jenner said, “and I’ll show you how we dealt with fools like this in Anaconda.”

      “Lower your gun, Jenner.”

      Jenner hesitated.

      “Put it away now!” Malachi shouted.

      Sheriff Bankston came running up the street—gun drawn. Winded, the elderly sheriff stopped beside Staggs and picked up his pistol.

      “It’s not even noon yet,” the old sheriff said, gasping for breath. “What’d he do this time?”

      “He’s just drunk again and acting a fool,” Malachi said. “He’s all yours.”

      “I’ll lock him up for the day,” Bankston said.

      Malachi turned to the two new deputies. “Let’s go back and get your saddles and head over to the livery to get some horses.”

      No one spoke as they sauntered up the street, until Jenner broke the silence. “I’d’ve shot that sumbitch.”

      “There was no need killing him. He was drunk and wasn’t going to hurt anybody.”

      “You don’t know that,” Jenner said. “That bastard had a gun, and drunks like that are dangerous. They will kill you.”

      Malachi drew a deep breath and exhaled. Jenner was acting like a small-town deputy sheriff instead of a federal marshal. He had also overlooked something.

      “Marshal Jenner, he wasn’t going to kill anybody because his gun was empty.

      “What makes you think it was empty?”

      “I counted his shots.”

      “Oh.” Jenner seemed flustered. “Well, I reckon I missed that. So, that old fool is the town drunk, I take it?”

      “That old fool had a big strike a while back, up at Emigrant Gulch, but he went over to Bozeman, got drunk, and some barmaid stole all his money and gold. The people in this town don’t like the way he acts, but they feel sorry for him, and you better believe they’d know if you killed him when you didn’t have to.”

      Jenner said nothing more. Malachi was already dreading his report to Marshal Botkin about this one. He wondered if the marshal could fire him without some friend of the governor saying it was okay. He would cross that bridge later. Right now, he only wanted to know if Jenner and Peterson could shoot well enough if it became necessary.
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      The chilled wind up near Bear Canyon was steady and unrelenting when the men arrived at a snowmelt-swollen creek. With their mounts tied off, Jenner and Peterson stood on the high bank above him, watching while Malachi walked down and gathered river rocks and lined them in a row. When he was done, he stepped off twelve paces and motioned the men down the slope.

      “Come on,” he shouted above the roaring waters.

      “You mean to tell me we’re gonna shoot rocks?” Jenner said.

      “Unless you have a better idea.”

      “I didn’t take this job to waste my bullets shootin’ rocks.”

      Jenner and Peterson weren’t exactly Malachi’s subordinates. They were his temporary charges, but he wasn’t ready to tolerate Jenner’s guff. He drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled.

      Patience. He’s cocky and stubborn. Best try to reason with him.

      “Marshal Jenner, I want to ask you a question.”

      “What’s that?”

      Jenner’s hand rested on the butt of a .44 Colt. His lips were pressed flat, and his head was cocked to one side.

      “If you were in my shoes and someone hired me to work with you, wouldn’t you want to know if I could shoot?”

      “Marshal Botkin is the territorial marshal, and he wouldn’t have hired me if he didn’t think I could do the job.”

      Jenner did little to mask the sarcasm in his voice, but Malachi refused to be baited.

      “Maybe so, but he wants to be sure, which is why he asked me to check you fellas out before turning you loose. Now, who wants to go first?”

      “I’ll go,” Peterson said.

      Snatching his twin Colts from their holsters, he crouched and began shooting, sending spurts of dust and rocks into the air as the reports echoed from the far hillside.”

      “Whoa! Whoa!” Malachi shouted. “Hold up, Buck.”

      Peterson looked confused and stopped shooting.

      “Those are some mighty fine revolvers you’ve got there. What are they?”

      Peterson grinned and held them up for Malachi and Jenner to see. “They’re 1883, 38-caliber, double-action Colts.”

      “Nice guns,” Malachi said, and he motioned with his chin toward the rocks. “How many rocks did you hit with them?”

      “Well, I got one, maybe two dead-center.”

      “You got one. How many shots did you fire?”

      “Six, but I was close every time.”

      “Close at twelve yards can be a clean miss at twenty-five. You remind me of me when my father-in-law first taught me how to shoot a revolver. Slow down a half-beat, focus on the point, and make each shot count. Speed will come in time.” He turned to Jenner. “Do you want to show Buck how it’s done, Hank?”

      Stepping forward, Jenner drew an older Colt, cocked the hammer, and fired. Its report was substantially louder as gravel and dust spurted from the ground to the left of the target. Quickly thumbing the hammer, he fired again. This time the river rock exploded. He slipped the pistol back into the holster and turned toward Malachi with his head again nonchalantly cocked to one side.

      “You’ve got four more targets there, Marshal Jenner.”

      Jenner squinched his lips sideways and shrugged. “I think the boy is right. Any one of our shots would have hit a man, and we’ve got Winchesters for the longer ones.”

      Frustrated with Jenner’s argumentativeness, Malachi began climbing the embankment up to the horses. “You seem pretty set in your ways, Hank. I just hope you don’t find yourself in a situation someday where you need that edge.”

      When he reached the top of the bank, Malachi stopped and waited on the others. Jenner stopped beside him. The older man was panting but wearing an open-mouth grin.

      Don’t let him get your goat.

      It was something Rawlins taught him long ago, “The man who controls his temper, controls the fight.” He would ignore Jenner for now—at least until his blood wasn’t coming to a boil.

      “Tell you what, Marshal,” Jenner said. “Why don’t you show me and young Buck here what that edge looks like.”

      Still grinning, Jenner motioned with his head back down at the four rocks that remained lined beside the water. They were now nearly thirty yards away. Without hesitation, Malachi skinned his Colt, fired four times, and dropped the gun back into the holster before the gunshots echoed back from across the canyon. Jenner’s grin fell with the last of the rock fragments raining down into the water.

      “Holy shoutin’ in church!” Peterson yelled. “I ain’t never seen nobody shoot like that.”

      He had their attention, and Jenner was apparently now a believer as he gazed down at the creek bank where the rocks had been. He looked as if he’d swallowed a green persimmon.

      “Let’s mount up and head back to town. I’ve got to meet a man coming in on the train from Cinnabar this afternoon. Maybe you fellas will be in a better mood after you get settled in at the boarding house, get some grub, and have a round of drinks on me.”

      Rawlins has always been good working with people like Jenner. Maybe he can offer a suggestion or two.

      The afternoon train returning from Cinnabar would be arriving soon. He’d talk with his mentor then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          NO HONEST POLITICS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Train to Livingston

        Paradise Valley, Montana

        May 1886

      

      

      It was late afternoon on a brilliant sunny spring day, and Rawlins gazed eastward out the train window across the Yellowstone River at the snow-laden slopes of the Absaroka Mountains. He longed for the smell of a leather saddle and the thawing ice that was out there, but the locomotive provided something different—the smoky odor of burning wood and steam. The car swayed and rolled as the train barreled along at a breakneck speed of nearly thirty miles an hour. A newly elected representative for Park County, Rawlins was headed to Livingston and eventually Helena, where the territorial legislature was meeting for the first time this year.

      Although it was late May, the snowy remains of winter were evident on the slopes in the higher elevations. It had been another long one, and it felt good to finally move about without the burden of a heavy coat, but times and the territory were changing. The clacking rails beneath the train weren’t a new experience for him. He had ridden trains before, but for most of his life his miles had been counted on horseback, and traveling on a train didn’t seem at all natural. A man couldn’t talk to a train, and a train couldn’t stand guard over him when he slept out on the prairie.

      With his stop in Livingston, he looked forward to seeing his oldest daughter, Hannah, and her husband, Malachi, and the kids. The infant girl, Abbey, was now nearly two years old, and little Rawlins, his grandson—RJ they called him—was four years old. This would be the first time he’d seen them since the snow began falling last November. RJ always wanted to see his horse, Sampson. Together they’d ridden him last summer, but perhaps a train ride would satisfy him this trip, as long as they avoided the club car.

      This train’s club car was occupied by a boisterous crowd of wealthy businessmen, apparently returning from a visit to Cinnabar and the Yellowstone Park. They were gathered at the tables, and each shouting louder than the man beside him. A shroud of cigar smoke hung near the ceiling, and the tables were cluttered with glasses, which the attendant was busily refilling with expensive liquors. The men wore fancy suits with silk vests and gold watch chains and were discussing opportunities and potential investments—something that had gotten Rawlins’s attention. They were talking of land acquisitions along the rail line, something one of them said could entail purchasing cattle ranches.

      This was something rumored to be occurring all over the territory. Everywhere the railroad was provided with massive federal land grants, it created opportunities for speculation. Wealthy investors—miners, bankers, and politicians were using inside information to buy up land adjacent to the right of way, often determining which towns and areas would boom and which would die.

      Representing the ranchers and people of Park County in the territorial legislature was something Rawlins initially resisted, but Gabe Pelton, Nelson Story’s ranch foreman, told his neighbors Rawlins was the sort of man they needed—an honest one. It was the last thing he ever wanted, but he’d been drafted to deal with the crooks. He didn’t understand all the particulars, but his philosophy was simple. He wasn’t selling out to anyone. Hell would freeze over first. Paradise Valley and the family ranch were his life.

      He continued listening discreetly as the boisterous crowd talked about shooting bison, elk, and eagles in the new Yellowstone Park—something that was supposed to be illegal. They were no better than common poachers, regardless of their money. It was tempting to speak out, but he resisted. It was better to bide his time for now and listen.

      “Leave the bottle, boy,” one said to the attendant.

      He was the loudest of the group, the one sitting beside a Northern Pacific Railroad official, who owned a ranch up near Cinnabar—Carroll Hobart.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the attendant said, “but I have others who are drinking this whiskey, and I need to⁠—”

      “Do you know who you’re talking to, boy? I said leave it!”

      The attendant wasn’t a boy but a man who looked to be in his forties. He hesitated, cutting his eyes to his boss. The superintendent, Carroll Hobart, nodded. “It’s okay, Toller. Leave it. I’ll make it right with the others.”

      Whoever the bigmouth was, Hobart seemed unwilling to challenge him—something out of character for him. Rawlins first met Hobart when the Northern Pacific was purchasing right of way through Paradise Valley, up the Yellowstone River to the new park. He was more than generous, making a sizeable payment for the narrow strip of land that crossed the ranch just west of the river. Hobart, although amicable, was always serious about his business—perhaps the reason he tolerated the big mouth who refused to share the bottle of whiskey.

      Rawlins didn’t care for bullies, but this wasn’t his business, and with no lives threatened he returned his gaze to the swollen Yellowstone River and the mountains to the east. Things were changing, and he was growing concerned about these wealthy men who apparently had more than a passing interest in Paradise Valley and the new Yellowstone Park to the south. Many of them had wanted to hang President Grant and fought Congress when they designated it as a pleasuring-ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people, and apparently, they hadn’t yet given up.

      It was going to be up to the people, cattle ranchers like Rawlins and others, to hold these wolves at bay. Despite not yet being forty years old, Rawlins was one held in the highest respect. His respect though, came not from chronological longevity but from experience, enough for several lifetimes—old war wounds from when he was with the Confederate cavalry, others from his years on the Oregon Trail—when he took immigrants westward—and the years he spent in the saddle driving cattle northward from Kansas. Rawlins was as respected as the oldest of the pioneers.

      His boys, Tom and Jack, were now fully capable of handling the daily chores and running the ranch, while he journeyed to the territorial capital in Helena. Sarah too had stayed behind at the ranch to “look after things.” At least that was her excuse, but Rawlins knew better. With the spring roundup completed and the new calves branded, there was another roundup of sorts coming—the annual ranchers’ dance in Livingston.

      Tom and Jack were leaving with the buckboard the next morning, bound for the town thirty miles downriver. The replenishing of household ranch supplies was their supposed primary mission, but it was no secret to Rawlins and Sarah that the boys’ primary interest was the ranchers’ dance. Sarah had passed her concern to Hannah that the boys be kept under Malachi’s watchful eyes while attending the dance.

      Besides the boys, Sarah was looking after the new ranch hand, Miguel, and the herd. Miguel was young, only a year older than Jack, and Sarah’s watchful presence left Rawlins with a better peace of mind. He could focus on the reason for his trip, and Sarah would come with him to Livingston during the summer for another visit.

      After an overnight stay with Hannah and Malachi, he planned to catch the westbound train the following day. When he arrived in Livingston near dusk, the first familiar face he saw was Malachi’s. The young man was more son than a son-in-law. Having worked on the ranch since his early teen years, he married Hannah and had proven himself a worthy man many times over. During his first year as a deputy territorial marshal, Malachi along with Rawlins faced the Maloney Gang in Butte. They brought them to justice, and Malachi was now a respected marshal throughout the territory.

      “I never thought I’d see the day you rode a train to Livingston, Pop.”

      The two men shook hands.

      “Well, it doesn’t quite seem natural, but this modern world makes us do things we never thought we’d do. Besides, I’m not getting any younger. How’re Hannah and the kids getting along?”

      “We wintered pretty fair. RJ’s growin’ like a weed, and Abbey takes after her mother. She wants to rule the roost. Oh, and Hannah’s springin’ pretty heavy with our next one. She got some fresh elk from a hunter and she’s fixin’ it for you with biscuits and gravy. After supper, I thought we might go down and have drinks with the new deputies.”

      “Deputies? Federal marshals?”

      “The territory is growing. Marshal Botkin hired them and sent them here for me to check out. They came in on the eastbound train this morning, and I took them out for a little target practice.”

      “How’d that
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