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  Prologue


  The night wind was to the old Indian’s back. It blew soft and cool…whispering to him. Telling him things.


  He stopped walking in the middle of the dirt road and turned to look behind him across the rolling Nebraska plain. The grassland was well-lit by the autumn moon waxing high above the horizon, and his view was unfettered; it reached far into the distance, at least a mile, maybe more. But a flat shelf of sparse clouds was sliding in from the west, just overhead. They were so low they all but seemed within reach as their splotchy shadows rippled across the landscape.


  He watched those shadows for several breathless moments, waiting for a sign that they were something more, all but praying for it. For after three nights of being stalked, he had yet to see his pursuers. Not even when they ambushed him the night before, or when he fled into the darkness on foot. But he wanted to see them now. It was an irrational need, given the risks: to his recollection, no one had ever seen the spirits known as They-Who-Follow-Behind and kept mind enough to describe them. But the blood of a warrior people burned in his veins, and it demanded that he at least know his enemies. Whatever came of it, good or bad, would be better than not knowing or thinking that the night itself had turned against him. So he watched, and he waited. And ultimately he learned nothing. The only movement on the plains was simply shadow after all.


  But the wind still whispered. It told him to be cautious, that they were out there. Somewhere. And they were coming.


  The old Indian turned up his coat’s collar and pulled the worn old derby with an eagle feather in its band down around his ears. And when he started walking again, his pace was more urgent than before.


  He wished he still had the horse with him, and not just to save his sore feet from the long walk ahead of him. That mare had been a good mount and had served him well ever since he snuck away from the Pine Ridge agency and “borrowed” her from a ranch along the Niobrara. She had carried him all the way to the mountains in the southwest and back again…or at least as far as the Platte River, where he had decided to camp beneath the shadow of towering Chimney Rock. He hadn’t sensed their presence until they were already upon him—he barely had time to leap onto the mare and try to flee. But then those ghostly pale hands came groping out of the darkness. He ducked beneath those meant for him.


  But the horse…she went another few steps from momentum alone before she went down, her heart still beating but her eyes empty of life. And behind him, he heard the terrified neighing of her stolen soul. The old man did not waste time looking back; he simply ran, casting a hurried spell to confuse them and cover his flight. He’d been running ever since.


  The Indian frowned. He did not want to remember an ally that way. He thought instead of the mare’s strength and spirit. Yes, she’d been a good horse. If he had dared to camp and make a fire, he would have sprinkled bits of food into the flame as offering to her noble spirit…if it still existed, he thought ruefully, remembering the plaintive wails he had left behind. He thrust the thoughts from his mind. It mattered little in the end. There would be no fire. He had learned that lesson the hard way—that was what had attracted them the last time. That was why he now walked and mourned instead of rode.


  He shivered and pulled his coat around him tighter, tried to blame it on the chill in the air. But deep down he knew better. He was frightened, and that kind of chill went right to the bone. It had taken him a long time to admit he was afraid, even to himself. After all, he was not some quaking adolescent on his first hunt in the night. He was No Moon, revered mystic and medicine man of the Oglala, with more than sixty years of pride built up in his breast. But despite all his experience and wisdom, he was ill-prepared for the events of the past few days, or for the dangers that now stalked him with unerring tenacity. He trembled at the recollections and the mere realization of his plight; it gave new strength to his stride where there had been little remaining.


  The road stretched out before him relentlessly, like a dark and infinite serpent, and it conveyed a seeping hopelessness that No Moon fought hard to resist. There was an end to this road, he assured himself, trying to bolster his already flagging spirits. For he had passed barbed wire fencing not too far back—that meant there were ranches nearby—and on one of those fenceposts had been a sign, BARLOW it said. FIVE MILES. Not much farther, he told himself. And there you should find—


  A scream pierced the night behind him, long and ululating as it swept across the plains on the eddies of a cool breeze. Only the bare edge of an echo reached him—it was obviously miles away—but it still prickled his flesh and called the hairs on his neck to attention. It was not a cry of fear or pain—there was no mistaking that. This was unnaturally shrill, almost abrasive to the ear, and it cut through the distance with startling clarity. So startling, in fact, that No Moon began to run. His lead over his pursuers was no solace to him. He knew who they were—what they were—and a few miles was no margin of safety. He ran despite the knotting muscles in his thighs and the fire that burned through his lungs and side, because he had seen what such nagi could do. His horse was just an example. He had to get away, far away, before they caught sight of him. For once that happened, there would be no escape. Fatigued as he was, he would have to stand and fight.


  And die.


  He felt naked and vulnerable in the road. He had no cover at all, no way to elude them. But off to the left, over a gentle rise, he spotted a line of trees standing black and isolated against an infinite field of yellow-green, their limbs waving, beckoning to him. For an instant his suspicions flared. Was this another of her traps, another dark ambush like that which claimed his mount? Perhaps the witch had sent other assassins besides They-Who-Follow-Behind after him—perhaps the trees themselves were her agents now, their spirits blackened and corrupted by her evil, just waiting to scoop him up in their knotted, powerful limbs and crush out his opposition. He hesitated, unsure and afraid. But then the wind caught up to him, buffeted his clothes, and rustled the bristling gray mane that stuck from beneath his derby. And it told him that the spirits were that much closer. There was no choice. He left the road and waded into the dark, lapping ocean of grass.


  Even before he reached the top of the knobby rise, No Moon had an idea of what he would find. The light trickle of water had already reached his ears. Beyond the gentle slope was a creek that meandered through the meadowland in long, crooked coils, and the trees he had spied from the roadway grew all along its banks. But the stream was faltering, drying up. It was barely a shadow of its former self, for now only a rivulet of dark water dribbled through a creek bed that stood almost four feet deep in places. That left the roots of the trees exposed through the eroding bank.


  No Moon’s senses bristled. He needed no scream this time to tell him that they were getting close. But where could he go? Where could he hide?


  He dropped into the creek bed and crouched against the bank, just below the base of a great gnarled oak whose roots broke the surface behind him. The old man tried to calm his nervous wheezing but couldn’t; the panic was flooding his throat and choking him, filling his mouth with the bitter taste of terror. His long fingers fumbled with the straps on the leather pouch over his shoulder as he tried to conceal himself even further, sinking into the bank, wedging himself back into the exposed roots of the oak.


  He quickly turned and looked at what he had stumbled onto. The tree’s central root was partly visible above the soil, and its tendrils stretched out into the stream bed for water that no longer ran within reach. But beneath that sprouting base was a dark pocket of shadow. It could have been a hollow carved by the stream when its waters were high and the current strong, or perhaps it was an animal’s den burrowed deep beneath the tree itself. The animal could still have been there, for all No Moon could tell, but he had no time for caution. He stuck an arm into the darkness there and felt around, half expecting the fur of a sleeping badger beneath his palm or the sting of a serpent’s tooth as he invaded its nest. When he was sure there were no obstructions, he quickly took off his hat, ducked his head beneath those gnarled fingers of deadwood, and slithered into the hollow. The dank odor of dirt assailed his nostrils, that and the stink of fresh offal. He could feel it beneath him now, still warm. So it was a den of some sort after all. But the occupant must have been away, for the old man would have brushed against it by now. There was barely enough room for him to squeeze into, and even then his head was pinned to his shoulder and his legs folded against his chest like a newborn. At least he was hidden and out of sight.


  But would that be enough?


  He could take no chances. Carefully, he slipped his hand into the leather pouch and sorted through the powerful implements he kept there. His fingers went right to the items he sought, or perhaps they came to his hand on their own? He drew them out and held them before him. One was a long, flat piece of obsidian that tapered to a spear point and had chiseled serrations on either edge. It was the spirit knife, handed down from his father and possessed of much power. A last resort, in case his plan did not work. At least with it he could die fighting.


  The other piece was more innocuous, at least to the untrained eye. He held up the rabbit’s foot and stroked the soft fur. It was from the first long-ear he had ever stalked, now more than fifty winters past, and it was very special to him. He knew of white men who kept such things, but they were ignorant of the ways of nature and carried them all wrong. There was no “luck” in such a piece. But there was something else…something mysterious, sacred. Powerful. Something wakan. “Wise old hare,” he whispered in a coarse, dry voice that cracked with fear. “Friend of the Oglala, may I conceal myself in your image, may I share in your wily ways when the hunter comes stalking…”


  EEEEEEIIIIIAAAAAAAOOOOOOOOO!!


  No Moon’s words caught in his throat, choking him. His breath would not come at first, and he pressed a hand to his breast to make sure the scream had not stolen his heart. It was as shrill and piercing as before, just as inhuman, but much louder. Much closer. Sweat beaded on the old man’s brow and slid down his face. His hands were shaking and for an instant he couldn’t remember what to do. Think, you fool, think!


  He closed his eyes and ears to the outside world and focused his concentration, tried to see the spirit he sought, the grandfather of rabbits. He stroked the small foot reverently and mouthed his words in silence. Grandfather, many times have you offered yourself up to me when the hunting was scarce, and many times did I leave offerings of your favorite clover and wild carrot. This I will do again should you watch over me now and secret me from harm.


  He could feel his pursuers now. They were very close. He opened his eyes and dared to peek out through the tangle of roots. There was nothing there…at least nothing he could see. But he could still feel them. It was as if they were watching him even now, staring straight through the earth at him with huge owl eyes that burned with unnatural fires, and never once did they blink. No Moon recoiled inwardly at the image and choked back the urge to cry out. He fought to convince himself that he was safe, that he was no longer a man at all but a long-eared hare deep in his burrow, safe and unseen. And slowly the hollow seemed to grow larger around him. He felt there was finally room to stretch and relieve the pain in his legs and back but he dared not move. He stayed completely still, and he waited. And the silence of the night stretched on.


  The sky was beginning to lighten in the east before he heard another scream, or at least the fading echo of one. They-Who-Follow-Behind were moving away. Leaving. No Moon breathed a sigh of relief. But he still did not move. He stayed perfectly still for hours yet, until the sun was well above the edge of the world. When he did try to stretch he found he couldn’t; he was a man again and too large for the burrow. Only then did he wriggle into the open and collapse in the stream bed, his cramped muscles crying out from the strain of movement. He lay there on his back, breathing the clean air and letting the sun warm his flesh. But part of the chill just wouldn’t go away. It was deep inside him, in his bones, and at times it rose like bubbles to the surface and made him tremble. Those eyes he had imagined, the unnatural fires that burned there…he knew that they would never give up. They would find him as surely as the setting of the sun. And he would not be able to hide again. He would have to face them.


  He sat against the stream bank and reached into his pouch, took out the handbill he’d found the day before, tacked on the same fencepost as the Barlow road sign. No Moon unfolded the paper and studied the drawing of a man’s face there, read the strength and courage in those features. Then he read the white man’s words again for the twentieth time, and for a while he was reassured.


  Perhaps when he finally made his stand, he would not have to do so alone.


  Chapter 1


  Willie Ducane was up early Saturday morning. The freight wagons had just come in from Omaha the day before, bringing a whole raft of new supplies to her father’s general store, and she had to get everything stocked and presentable before the crowds came in. Saturdays were always the most hectic, what with the ranchers and homesteaders coming into town for supplies or to socialize over a drink or two at McKinney’s Saloon. But with the weather holding to a brisk but tolerable nip in the air and a Wild West Show come to town, she knew there would be more people today than ever.


  The show, she thought anxiously. It starts tonight. But just as quickly she chastened herself. Think about that later. You’ve got work to do.


  She propped open the front door to the day’s business, though it was just a bit early. The small town of Barlow, with its one muddy thoroughfare and high-plank sidewalks, was just rousing to the dawn. The people from the outlying areas wouldn’t make it in till noon or thereabouts. This early there were only a few people in sight: Sheriff Tuttle, strolling along the storefronts, his colorful vest bulging from an extra-hearty breakfast; Mr. McKinney sweeping out the tavern across the way; and a few other passingly familiar citizens.


  But there was one man Willie didn’t recognize at all. An old Indian was coming down the street. She couldn’t tell what tribe he was—they were all just red to her—but he was sturdy-looking for his age. He wore heavy jeans and thick moccasins and a hand-me-down coat, more patches than original material. There was an Army-issue wool blanket draped around his shoulders for added warmth. And on his head, of all things, was one of those fancy derby hats like they wore in the big cities. Only this one was old and fraying and sported a single eagle feather in a snakeskin band. It was an odd sort of headpiece for an Indian: where were the feathers, the fringes and beads? The strange old man held her attention a moment or two longer, just until that pragmatic voice in her head told her to get back to work before Pa came out to check.


  As Willie turned, her eyes fell on the colorful handbill pinned to the door frame, the same one she’d read over and over for days now. But she forced herself to pass it by this time, to go back into the store. The Wild West Show can wait, she had to remind herself once again. Get busy.


  She set about her chores methodically. She was not afraid of hard work. Stocking and organizing the store was an old habit by now, since she’d been helping her father for the last five of her seventeen years. Ever since Ma died. And often she looked over its operation even more closely than he. First she stacked the nail kegs, four high and in a pyramid, then she arranged a bouquet of rakes and hoes and shovels in an empty barrel nearby. She put the heavy bags of flour and salt and coffee and seed along the far wall, then laid out the bolts of new material on the dressmaking table, in front of the full-length mirror so the local women could hold the fabrics up against them and see how they might look in finished form. There were chambray shirts and several sizes of good stout jeans to display, some work boots and cowboy boots and children’s shoes, as well as rubbing liniments and castor oil and other medicinals for the shelves behind the counter. She diligently put them all away, but such work was strictly a rote exercise for her—she could do it with her eyes closed. Of course that left her thoughts free to wander, and her eyes were not long in following.


  Back to the door. To the handbill still precisely where the fat man in the John B. Stetson hat had hung it three days before. She studied the drawing there, of a man with long blond hair and handlebar mustache, sitting proudly on horseback. And then her eyes took in the words printed in big garish letters:


  The Wild West at Its Best!


  Presenting


  Col. Bill Brady’s Old West Event


  Re-live the rip-roaring days with those that


  blazed this great Western frontier! Bring the women and children! Fun for all!


  Fancy shooting!


  Trick riding and roping!


  Knife throwing!


  Authentic Apache fire dance!


  IN PERSON: TOLMAN SHADDOCK,


  Western Legend.


  Soldier/Buffalo Hunter/Lawman/Army Scout!


  Killed the infamous Orlen Brothers!


  Sole Survivor of the Creekmore Indian Massacre!


  Watch him shoot and ride! Hear the stories!


  September 29th of this year, 1890


  Barlow, Nebraska


  The thought of it thrilled her. The first show was tonight—they’re already here! Willie had stood in the street at sunset and watched them roll in, the fancy fringed carriage and several wagons, about a dozen men in all. They put up a big show tent at the end of town and readied their gear, and before it got too dark she even caught a glimpse of one of them practicing trick mounts on a fiery Texas pony. It only fed her hunger for more. Imagine, a Western show here, in Barlow! That would finally give her something worthwhile to put in her journal. It wouldn’t be anything big, she could tell that from the limited number of the ragtag troupe. Pa even sneered at them, said the whole thing was nothing but a snake-oil show. But Willie was more optimistic. After all, big trees grow from little acorns. And it wasn’t that long ago, just fifteen years or so, that Mr. William Cody started his own Wild West extravaganza, and not that far away either. Just over in North Platte. And now where was he? Playing for the crowned heads of Europe, no less.


  Who knows, she told herself. This Colonel Brady could end up the next Buffalo Bill. Even if he doesn’t, at least you’ll get to see Tolman Shaddock. Maybe even shake his hand!


  She wondered if the legendary frontiersman had been among those she watched ride in the previous night. It had been too dark and they were too far away to tell. And it was hard to say whether the poster drawing would match him very much; Lord knows it didn’t look anything like the painting of Shaddock on his adventure books, the two best editions of Beadle’s Half-Dime Libraries. Of the twenty or so periodicals she owned, those two had chronicled the exploits of Tolman Shaddock. And they both pictured him on the cover as a strapping bear of a man with flowing locks—dark hair, not blond—and with no mustache at all. Now that she thought of it, the handbill drawings looked suspiciously similar to pictures she’d seen of William Cody himself.


  Compared to that august adventurer, Shaddock was a minor legend, barely a footnote in the recent annals of the American West. The dime novels had more extensively covered the lives of John Wesley Hardin and Wild Bill Hickok, Cole Younger and the James boys and that rascal Harry Tracy. But that did not diminish the man’s exploits. At least not in Willie’s eyes. After all, the Orlen brothers had been some of the killingest bastards the West had ever seen. It took a special kind of man to bring them three to justice, yessir. And then there was the Creekmore massacre in the Dakota Badlands. Everyone knew about that—how one Indian scout stood alone against the horde of Red Cloud’s murderous savages that had slaughtered the rest of his patrol.


  She marveled. That’s grit, all right.


  In her mind Willie tried to picture that scene just as it had been on the cover of one of her thin novels. The grasses painted dark with blood. The butchered cavalrymen lying sprawled all around, pin-cushioned with arrows and great stout lances. And in the middle of it all, that hulking figure of a man. Shoulders back and chest out. Chin held high. Bloodied but never bowed. He faced at least a score of heathens with his infamous LeMat grapeshot pistols in hand, still smoking. And he just dared them to come ahead, to come taste a little more .44-caliber justice.…


  Willie smiled. For as the scene unfolded before her mind’s eye, the look of Shaddock’s face shifted. The line drawings from the cover of the Beadle’s Half-Dime extravaganzas took on depth and color, grew smaller and younger as she watched. Even changed gender. Until the face was finally her own. Yes, it was Willie Ducane out there, facing the whooping throng of red devils. They charged down the bluff to engulf her as she drew her Colt in a blur of motion and set it to blazing….


  She stopped stacking the new cook pots and looked around to see if there was anyone watching. Once sure of her privacy, she stepped over to the big mirror by the fabric display and untied the work apron that covered her from chest to knees. Underneath she wore a cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a worn pair of jeans. And one other article. Around her waist was a wide leather belt, complete with fancy scrolling and loops for extra cartridges. It hung just off her hip on the right side, so the holster there rode low and the polished grips of her Colt .45 Peacemaker were right about palm level when her arms were at her sides. The holster was tied down with a leather thong, just like all the fancy pistoleros wore in the books she’d read. She stepped back and judged her reflection, how the revolver looked there. Not bad, she thought. She even made a few mock fast draws, though never actually pulling the pistol from its cradle. She’d read once that a gun should never clear leather unless it was to be cleaned or fired. And she was not one to break with the tenets of the American West.


  Willie turned sideways, posed with her hands loose and ready to draw. Yessir, not too bad at all. She was a big, strapping girl, not fat, but big-boned and healthy. In that she was like her father and grandfather and the rest of their Germanic bloodline. She also had their thin lips and broad features. With the baggy shirt hiding her modest bustline and her long auburn hair tied back with a ribbon, she looked deceptively like a boy of nineteen or twenty, every bit as rugged as those cocky young ranch hands who were always riding in on the weekends with their fancy chaps and polished spurs. Without doubt, she could cut just as mean a figure, if she was of such a mind. Still a little young, but then, so were the men she’d read so much about, when they were first making names for themselves. John Wesley Hardin was an accomplished pistol fighter in his late teens, when he almost faced down Wild Bill Hickok himself in rowdy Abilene. And there was always the notorious Billy the Kid. The West had beckoned to those men, the same way it now did to…


  “Wilhelmina!”


  She flinched. The voice was loud and reproachful, and it made Willie immediately grab for her apron and try tying it back in place. But it was too late. She knew her father had already seen the gun and holster. So she just turned slowly and faced the man’s stern gaze.


  Russell Ducane was big and stocky, even more so than his daughter. In fact, he looked more suited to smithing than to tending a general store. His rolled-up shirt-sleeves revealed more hair on his forearms than on his scalp, and his hands were broad and blunt-fingered. But he also wore small wire-framed spectacles, and that lessened the overall impression of his size, giving him a more educated demeanor. He could also peer over them disapprovingly, which was the way he looked as he reproached his daughter. His thick arms folded across his chest, he tapped his foot impatiently as he glared at the girl. Or at her Colt, to be precise. “What have I told you about that?” he said in a hard whisper.


  Willie just shrugged. She was never good at arguing with her father.


  “Take that gun off right now, young lady. This isn’t some cowtown from one of your dime novels, you know.”


  “But I thought…well, the Atwood gang’s been sighted again,” she stammered, trying to construct a feasible excuse. “They raided a ranch over by Alliance, stole the horses and everything. I thought if they headed this way, you never know, they might stop here….”


  “That was a month ago, girl. And if that trash does head in this direction, they won’t be coming into town for supplies. They’d just raid the supply wagons between here and Omaha, like they did that once.” He looked at her with a patronizing smirk. “Do you really think you could outgun real outlaws such as they?”


  “I think I’d do fine. I’ve been practicing, you know.”


  “Oh, so I’ve heard.” Her father sighed. “A girl your age shooting cans out on the prairie…you should be giving thought to more important things. Folks are starting to talk, you know.”


  “I don’t much care what they have to say. Ain’t none of their business anyway.”


  Russell Ducane walked over to his daughter and took her by the shoulders. “Willie, this isn’t the Wild West anymore,” he told her adamantly. “It’s 1890, for pity’s sake. Times have changed. The gunfighters and cowboys are a thing of the past. This land is settling, the population growing larger all the time. It’s a place for business and industry now, not crazy outlaws and Indians on the warpath.”


  “But what about the Atwoods—”


  “There’s always a few who won’t face up. But you know better, Willie. You’d do well to get your nose out of the past and start looking to the future.”


  He turned her toward the mirror and then took the ribbon from her hair and fluffed it out around her shoulders. “See that face?” he said, pointing at a reflection that softened considerably when framed in auburn curls. “That’s a beauty, isn’t it? Just like your mother, God rest her soul. You know, I’ll bet there’s a lot of young men in this town who’ve never even seen this face before. Eligible young men. Why, I was just talking to Jacob Walker over at the bank the other day and he said his son’s had an eye on you for some time now—”


  “Pa, please!” Willie pulled away from him. “How many times do I gotta tell you? I ain’t interested in Lute Walker! I ain’t interested in nobody right now. I expect I’ll be married someday. But not right now.”


  Her father scowled. “How long do you expect to put it off, huh? A year? Five years? And in the meantime, you’ll strengthen up your gun hand, blasting away at prairie dogs in the middle of nowhere? I swear, girl, sometimes you are the most contrary…” He tsk-tsked her silently for a moment. Then he finally put out his open hand. “Give it to me,” he said, snapping his fingers for emphasis. “Now, Willie.”


  Begrudgingly, the girl unbuckled her holster and surrendered it. He wrapped the belt tightly around it and tucked it under one arm. “I’ll just keep this until you start acting like you’ve got some sense. Do you hear?”


  “Yes. Sir.”


  “That’s better. Now, sweep up around here. There’s a lot of dust on the floor.” He went back behind the counter and headed for the stairway that led to the apartment upstairs where the two of them lived. But he paused when he passed the cash drawer. Tacked to the back shelves, in plain view, were two postcards and a sheet of paper. The former showed images of death; one card had the lifeless remains of train robber Harvey Clay, propped up for photographic posterity, a bullet in his chest, while the other showed an accused backshooter named Eustace Weems. The Kansas lawmen that had brought him down were posed around him, smiling. Russell Ducane did not recognize either outlaw by face or name. But the wanted poster hanging beside them was more familiar. It offered a five hundred-dollar reward for the capture of the half-breed Clancy Atwood, otherwise known as Kolo, along with his white half-brother, “Stutterin’ George” Atwood.


  “What the hell are these doing here?” Willie’s father said angrily. He pulled them loose, tearing the paper, popping tacks across the floor. “A store is no place for such things. Do you want to upset the women who come in here?”


  “No, sir.”


  Pa shot her one last wearisome glance. Then he stalked out of the shop, past the narrow stairway, and into the storerooms in the back.


  Willie stood there, fuming as well. But her anger was more at herself than at her father. Why did she never stand up to him? Why did she stay here at all? Sometimes she wished she could just leave this place and head west, as she’d always dreamed, see the country and the people that she’d read so much about. She was sure she could make it out there, if she could just find a cattle ranch with smarts enough to hire her. She didn’t have any experience to speak of, but she knew how to ride a horse and use a six-gun. She’d read so much about roping and droving that she was sure she could pick up the particulars in short order. And if any of the other cowhands gave her trouble or if rustlers ever crossed her path…


  She went back to the mirror and posed with her hands at hip level, prepared to slap leather that was no longer there. But that’s when her eye drifted up, past the shoulder of her reflection, to find a man standing in the open doorway behind her.


  It was not a local man. Willie did not recognize him at all. She turned quickly, flushed with embarrassment. “Good morning, sir,” she said in greeting. “What can I do for you?”


  The man took off a hat with a drooping brim that held little life these days, wiped his boots before stepping inside. He was a good head taller than the girl and half of that again. But there was not much meat to his frame. His worn old mackinaw hung loose around him and his trousers were baggy and fraying over bony knees. He was of grandfatherly age, if not sixty, then damn close to it. His face was wrinkled by the sun and the years, and his stringy hair and droopy mustache were both shot through with gray. He wore an odd expression, confused and numb. And that’s when Willie caught the pungent smell of alcohol in the air, noticed the stubby neck of a whiskey bottle peeking from the man’s coat pocket. A drunkard, then, she surmised. Better watch him close. Sots like this were always trying to palm something or other, saving back their money for another round of spirits. “Sir?” she asked once more. “I said, what can I do for you?”


  The man closed his eyes and scratched his stubbly chin, wavered unsteadily on his feet. For a moment Willie was afraid he would pass out right then and there. But finally he looked at the girl again, right at her this time. He rolled his tongue over his teeth and grimaced from the sour taste. Then, in a low croaking voice that held the barest echo of a South Carolina accent, he said, “I am in need of tobaccy. You do carry such a thing?”


  “Indeed we do. Right here in the case. Will it be pouch or plug?”


  “I believe I’ll have the plug,” he said, stepping slowly over to the counter. “I once smoked a pipe. But the noted bastard Eli Miller shot it from my mouth one fine day over a gambling transgression. I don’t believe I ever had another.”


  Willie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right,” she said, just to placate the old man. She opened the case and took out several blocks of chaw. “How many are you needing?”


  The man opened his fist and laid a handful of pennies on the counter. The change from buying his bottle, Willie guessed. For she’d known a few drunkards in this town, and with them the liquor always came first. Willie counted up the coins and laid out six pieces of tobacco. “Sorry, but that’s all you’ve got money for.”


  “It’ll do.” The man shrugged. He picked up one right then and bit off almost a third of it, till his cheek bulged noticeably. Then he held out the plug. “Will you join me, missy?” he said with a crooked half smile.


  “No, thanks. I tried it once, when I was younger. ’Bout made me sick.”


  “There’s a trick to it, all right.” The tall man nodded. “You gotta know what you are doing, and that’s a fact. But at least it keeps your mouth busy. More people oughta chew these days ’stead of talking. Too much talking going on.” The man leaned over and spat into the brass urn at the foot of the counter. Then he considered his actions. “You know,” he said whimsically, “back when we was droving over the ol’ Chisholm, sometimes you’d have to rub a bit of tobaccy juice in your eyes just to make them sting and stay open. Couldn’t go to sleep. You’d lose too many head.”


  “In your eyes?” Willie winced, feeling her own tear up at the mere suggestion. “You really did that?”


  “A time ago,” the old man said. “I did a lot of things.”


  She looked at the old tramp again. Maybe she’d judged him too quickly. “So what are you doing now? Are you still droving? Or did you come into town to see the show?”


  “Say what?”


  “The Wild West Show.” She went over and pulled the handbill loose from the door, brought it back to the counter, and laid it before the man. “It’s gonna be late this afternoon, just ’fore dark. And it’s gonna be a lulu, I’ll bet. We don’t get many things like this through Barlow, us being so tiny and all. So I expect there’ll be quite the crowd. ’Specially with Tol Shaddock being there. You’ve heard of him, ain’t you?”


  “I believe so, yes.”


  “He’s a famous tracker and Indian fighter. He fought off the Sioux in the Creekmore massacre all by himself, him and his ten-shot pistols. Have you ever heard of a LeMat grapeshot revolver? I believe a few confederate officers carried ’em during the war, like General Beauregard and J.E.B. Stuart. He’s the one who gave Shaddock his brace, right ’fore he was killed at Yellow Tavern. Boy, I’m telling you, I’d sure like to take a look at those beauties….”


  The man sighed wearily, as if tired of the girl’s prattling. He casually swept back the tail of his mackinaw to reveal a high holster on his right hip. He drew a big horse pistol from there and pointed it square at Willie Ducane’s chest. The girl’s eyes grew as large as saucers as words clogged her throat and wouldn’t let her gasp in surprise. I’m being robbed, she thought with horror and excitement at the same time. It may not be Kolo and Stutterin’ George, but it’s a robbery just the same. Her hand dropped instinctively to her thigh and found no holster there. I told you, Pa, she wanted to call out. I told you.…


  But then the man reversed his grip on the pistol. He was suddenly offering it to her, butt-first. “I thought you might want to look at it,” he said. “Go on, have a peek.”


  Willie sighed, half from relief and half from disappointment. “You had me going there for a minute.” She laughed as she took hold of the revolver, almost dropped it when the stranger let go. It was very heavy, which was understandable given its size. The cylinder alone was a handful, much thicker around than that of Willie’s own Colt. But then, it had to be to accommodate nine separate .44 rounds.


  Nine rounds…


  No, she thought, it can’t be.


  She looked over the weapon more closely. Sure enough, it was an old cap-and-ball arm, and there was a second barrel just beneath the first. A smooth bore tube for a .65-caliber ball and patch or a small shot load. That, combined with what was already in the cylinder, made for ten shots in all.


  “God amighty,” she whispered. “It’s a LeMat, isn’t it? A grapeshot pistol, just like Tol Shaddock…” She suddenly looked up at the man with his tobacco-stuffed cheek and his glazed eyes. And in Willie’s mind the Beadle drawings tried to superimpose themselves over the rangy old features before her. But the hair was too thin and stringy, the mustache too limp. The images were too discordant to mesh properly. “You can’t be him,” she stammered. “You just can’t be…Tolman Shaddock?”


  The tall man wiped a hand on his shabby coat before offering it in greeting. “That would be me, all right.”


  Chapter 2


  Willie just stood there, slack-jawed. It couldn’t be him, she thought. Not this skinny old man with the stink of whiskey about him. But the girl held the proof in her very hands. A LeMat ten-shooter. There couldn’t have been that many of the old pistol made. What were the chances of anyone else around Barlow having one? Anyone but Shaddock, that is.


  Still, it could have been coincidence. “Tol Shaddock carries two of these pistols,” she baited.


  The old man gave a cluck of laughter and pulled back the other tail of his coat. There was the second of the brace, this one in a cross-draw holster on his left side. “You sure know a lot about me, young’n,” he said with a big uneven grin. “I take it you’ve heard a story or two?”


  Willie knelt down behind the counter and took out the small stack of dime novels she kept on hand. There were six of them there, heralding the adventures of Wild Bill Hickok and Lariat Lil and Fancy Frank of Colorado, among others. And the two Tol Shaddock copies as well. She held up Orlen Brothers Shootout for the tall man’s appraisal. “I’ve read that thing at least a hundred times.”


  “Is that right?” He took the thin book in his long, leathery hands and looked it over, studied the garish cover, where the three-against-one gunfight was played out in dramatic line drawings. Then he gave a big horse laugh. “I don’t know that I ever looked like that. Missy, you gotta take these things with a grain of salt. What the bastards don’t know, they’ll make up.”


  She held up the LeMat pistol. “It told all about these. Did Jeb Stuart actually give these to you himself, like they said?”


  Shaddock puffed out his chest. “He did at that. The general gave ’em to me as reward for courage on the field of battle. Hell, he knew I’d always fancied his brace, so—” He furrowed his brow. “That’s the God’s honest truth, now, so don’t you let nobody go and tell you different. If’n they do, they’re a goddamn liar. There has been some speculatin’ that I just took ’em off the general’s body, but I say no sir—swear to God and spit on the ground. I was wounded at Yellow Tavern myself and dragged to safety by some of my pards. So I wasn’t nowheres near the general when he fell.”


  “I believe you.” Willie nodded. She returned to admiring the pistol, held it out with both hands to sight down the barrel. But it was just too unwieldly for someone her size. She handed it back. “It’s a fine piece,” she said appreciatively. “You know, I’ve got me a pistol.”


  Shaddock grinned. “Do you now? What would you be needing a gun for? ’Less you’re fixin’ to press some young buck into matrimony.”


  “Hardly.” She rolled her eyes. “I just like to shoot. Honest. Mostly just cans and bottles.” She went over and unlocked the gun case at the end of the counter, and from the few pistols on display, she produced another Colt. “Mine’s out back,” she explained, “but this one’s just like it.”


  The tall man reholstered his own revolver and examined the smaller gun with a wan expression. Then he nodded. “Very nice. A little stubby for my hand, but not bad.”


  “It’s a cartridge gun, you know,” she told him, opening the loading gate for his inspection. “You’ll get a lot quicker reloads with one of these than those old cap-and-ball pistols. Loading the powder and the shot and all separately’s kinda old-fashioned, ain’t it?”


  “Well that is true,“ he said with a thoughtful nod. “They can be fussy that way. I carry some extra cylinders here on my belt all loaded and ready to go and that speeds things up a might. But when the time comes you will have to do a bit of fumblin’. Mr. LeMat must’a figured with this many rounds you wouldn’t have to reload too often.” He gave her a loopy grin. “It’s all in what you get used to. I’ve had ’em a long time and they ain’t played me false yet, so I guess I’ll be keeping ’em.” About that time his eye drifted past Willie’s shoulder and his expression suddenly went slack. “Good gawd…” he muttered. He was looking at the rifle rack on the wall behind her. “Is that a big bore Sharps?”


  “What? Oh, that…” She went to the rack and lifted off the bottom rifle, struggling with its obvious weight. It was a big single-shot with an overlarge hammer and two triggers. She handed it over to Shaddock. “We had a sore-footed jake come through here about two years ago. Sorry fool…come out here to hunt buffalo, only the hunts were over and those animals were long gone. Well, he was in bad need of supplies but a little short of folding money. So my pa agreed to trade for his rifle and two boxes of shells. Trouble is, nobody these days has much of a need for a gun like that. It’s been gathering dust ever since.”


  “Now, don’t you believe it, little missy,” Shaddock told her. “There’s always a need for big guns. Why, my old 44-70 was good for the game whether it was shaggies I’s hunting or two-footed lizards with a price on their head. A big-bore’ll bring down both horse and rider when you need to, and from a considerable distance at that. I put it to just such a use on many an occasion. Damn, that was a real pisscutter of a rifle!”


  “Do you still have it?”


  Shaddock shrugged, pulling the bottle from his pocket. After a big swig he sighed, “It must’ve got away from me.”


  “What happened to it?”


  Another shrug. Another swig. “Don’t rightly remember. Probably a poker game or the like. Shame too. I miss that rifle.” He took a moment to study the big Sharps Willie had handed him. He hefted it, raised it to a shoulder. “Damn, I thought mine was heavy. This one’s got it beat.” He looked closer at the manufacturer’s engraving on the top of the receiver. “You know what you’ve got here, young’n? This is a Sharps Big Fifty, .50-90 caliber. You almost need three men and a boy just to pull back the hammer on these. You shoot some poor bastard with this and his daddy’s gonna feel it. Should pack a helluva punch, even more than my old piece.” He raised the tall Vernier sight to the rear of the breech, peered through it and imagined squeezing off a shot. “Good gawd,” he said again. “I’d almost give up the bottle to put a few rounds through this.”


  Willie could see how taken the old man was with that rifle. “It’s for sale, you know,” she told him. “Pa’d be glad just to be rid of it. I’ll make you a deal. The gun and both boxes of shells for fifty dollars. Are you interested?”


  The old man got a sheepish look on his face and laid the rifle back on the counter. And it was then that Willie remembered him laying a bare handful of coins on the table, just enough for his tobacco. She felt bad for him then, and was ashamed that she’d brought it up. “Maybe after the show,” she said, “once you’ve been paid.”


  “This is my pay these days, often as not,” the man said softly, holding out his whiskey bottle. He looked at it with contempt, and for a moment Willie thought he might dash it against the foot of the counter. She even urged him silently to do just that. Instead, Shaddock pulled the cork once again and took another swig, drowned his anger in the very thing that sparked it. “Aahhh,” he sighed with a forced smile. “That’s goooood!” But it didn’t sound convincing.


  “Wandering off again, eh, Shaddock?”


  The brusk voice came from the front of the store. The girth of the man standing there filled the doorway from jamb to jamb. He was so large, in fact, that there must have been three or four yards of fine fabric just in his fancy waistcoat, let alone the tight vest beneath. The cuffs of his pleated trousers were tucked in unblemished snakeskin boots—even the metal toe caps shined. He must have polished them religiously, Willie noted. And in a town like Barlow, where the street turned to a quagmire every time it rained, it would have taken some real high-stepping to keep them from getting grimed.


  The man’s size, the way he was dressed, was all somehow familiar. She then pictured him with a stack of handbills under one arm, and the pieces fell into place. She remembered him riding into Barlow three days before in his fringe-topped buggy, posting the signs all around town. He’d been dressed much the same then, like some big-city dandy, though at the moment he appeared to be a very belligerent one. He stood anxiously rubbing the silver knobhead of his walking stick as it supported his ponderous weight. His secondary chin was bloated and red with indignation like a great big bullfrog. And he glared straight at Tolman Shaddock. “I expected to find you in the saloon,” the fat man huffed, “but you’d already beaten me there. The bartender said you staggered in this direction.” He eyed the bottle in Shaddock’s hand. “You have a show to give tonight, or had you forgotten?”


  “I didn’t forget, Colonel,” Tol stammered, scuffing the plank floor with his boot sole like a mischievous child caught red-handed. “I just can’t abide the waiting around. So I thought I’d just have a little look around the town, and, well….”


  Bill Brady stormed across the store, not bothering to use the cane for support—it was more a fancy affectation, an accessory to his wardrobe. A little too highfalutin for Willie’s tastes. He went right up to Tol Shaddock, had to rock his head back on a plump neck to look up into the taller man’s face. “Give me the bottle, Shaddock,” the fat man demanded. “Now.”


  “But Colonel—”


  “Now!” He slammed his walking stick down on the counter, startling both man and girl. Willie was sure that she saw a flash of anger in Shaddock’s eyes, and he almost took a menacing step in the fat man’s direction. But then he bowed his head and silently offered up the bottle. Brady’s face remained red and angry, but the slightest bit of a grin played on a corner of his mouth. Triumph. “Get back to the wagons,” he ordered the taller man. “Let’s see if a bucket or two of black coffee’ll sober you up.”


  Shaddock nodded slowly. Then he turned back to the girl and managed a slight smile. “I’m obliged for the chaw, little missy,” he said, doffing his floppy hat in respect. Then he obediently followed after his employer.


  “Wait a minute,” Willie called. She picked up the heavy Sharps and went out after them, caught up to them on the sidewalk just outside the store. She went right to Shaddock, held up the big-bore. “If you’re interested in this, I’m sure Pa would just about let you have it for next to nothing. If you really want it.”


  Tol’s eyes shone as he looked over the piece admiringly. But then Colonel Bill Brady gave a humorless laugh. “It would have to be nothing itself, child. This man’s been advanced his salary for the next two months. And it all goes to the same place.” He uncorked Tol’s bottle and poured the remainder into the dirt, right before the cowboy’s eyes. Then Brady looked up and down the nearly empty street to see if anyone else had been watching. “Here, girl,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper as he took a ticket from his vest pocket. “Free passes to tonight’s show. Bring a beau if you want. As long as we keep all of this under our hat, all right?” He looked around once more, only this time he was startled to find someone right behind them, leaning against the front wall of the store. It even surprised Willie. There stood the old Indian she had seen earlier, wearing the coat and blanket and single-feathered derby. He was just watching them. The colonel gave him an intolerant glance but handed him a free ticket nonetheless. “Here you go, chief. Remember, you didn’t see any of this.” Neither Willie nor the Indian replied, but the man took their silence as an agreement. He smiled and patted the girl on the head as if she were a small child. Then he turned and ordered Tol Shaddock along as they walked toward the camp at the end of town.


  Willie watched after them and wondered if Colonel Brady had been lying about Shaddock. Was he a common drunk these days? Even she’d thought so upon first seeing him, though learning his true identity had softened that harsh first impression. Once they’d started talking, she’d all but forgotten about it. Until now.


  No, it can’t be, she assured herself. Not Tolman Shaddock. He just likes a nip now and then, just like Pa and that bottle he keeps under the counter. Social drinking, that’s all. You wait until tonight, you’ll see. He’ll show you what he’s made of. He’ll show everybody.


  She looked down at the tickets in her hand. And despite her adamant confessions of faith, somehow she wasn’t as eager to see the show as before.


  Willie hefted the big rifle and turned back to the store, only to realize the old Indian was still standing there. He looked at her and held up his ticket, smiling.


  She forced a smile in return and stepped quickly past him, shutting the door behind her.


  No Moon turned the ticket over and over in his hand, watching the big tent and wagons at the edge of town. His smile was gone; there was no pretense of humor about him now. He took out the handbill he’d been carrying, the one for Bill Brady’s event. The words matched; they were for one and the same. Satisfied, he wondered whether he should have spoken up when the men were right next to him. But his inner voice told him no. Wait for tonight. Make sure he is the one you seek.


  Yes. Wait for tonight. And hope there’s time.


  He looked at the position of the morning sun and wished for it to pass quickly.


  Chapter 3


  The sun went down on Barlow, and the air grew even cooler. But there was no wind this night, and for that late in September the weather was considered most tolerable. If anything, it helped to attract the crowds at the end of town.


  Torches were lit all around the big tent. The show was about to begin.


  There were quite a few people present, about sixty or so in all, though it could have been more had these festivities been held in the daytime hours. Several families had left town well before dark, hoping to make it home at least by midnight. Besides, people did not travel easy after dark these days, not with the Atwood gang still on the loose.


  Even with free tickets, Willie Ducane almost didn’t show up for the Brady event. Her father had insisted that she wear something ladylike and “fetching,” and, as always, she gave in without argument. The calico print felt baggy and uncomfortable compared to a tight pair of jeans, and she would have preferred wearing her hair tied back instead of loose. But Pa knew best. He had even decided to go with her, despite his contempt for anachronistic shows such as this. She suspected it was more to keep an eye on her, to make sure she didn’t slip out and change clothes after leaving home.


  There were more than enough benches in the big tent for the entire crowd. Willie and her father sat in the
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