
        
            
                
            
        

    LONGARM AND THE WHISKEY WOMAN

By Tabor Evans

Synopsis: 
U.S. Deputy Marshall Custis Long has been sent to Arkansas to investigate an unusually large moonshining operation. Shutting down the operation is, of course, the responsibility of the Treasury Department, but the agents assigned to that area don't seem to be doing their jobs. Longarm goes under cover, posing as a wealthy land-owner from Arizona who wishes to get into the whiskey business in order to find out exactly what's going on. 217th novel in the "Longarm" series, 1997. 
 



CHAPTER 1 
Longarm stood up suddenly, drawing his revolver with his right hand and kicking his chair backward with a snap of his leg. He said, pointing the revolver, "Freeze!" 
Before him were five other poker players and a waiter from the bar of the saloon. They were playing poker in a small, private back room and the waiter had just come in, ostensibly to bring them a fresh round of drinks. The waiter had come up and put his tray down on the table next to the man at Longarm's immediate left. The man had been in the act of picking the tray back up when Longarm had suddenly erupted, drawing his revolver. Now all the players and the waiter, who had been caught while straightening up, stared at him. Longarm reached out his left hand, taking the waiter by the shoulder and moving him back. He said, "Get over there against that wall." 
The player on Longarm's left looked up, his face blustering. "Now what the hell is this? What call you got to be drawing a gun in this game?" 
Longarm said, "Everybody just keep their hands where I can see them. I'm going to show you a little bit of magic." 
One of the players said, "What kind of magic?" 
Longarm said, "We started off this hand with just one deck of cards. I had just cut them when the waiter came in and set his tray down and began handing out drinks. I'm going to show you how that tray sitting down on that one deck turned it into two." 
The player to his immediate left went slightly white in the face. He was a youngish man--Longarm guessed him to be not quite yet thirty--wearing a broad-brimmed plantation hat and a white ruffled shirt with a string tie. He had taken off his tan waistcoat and it hung over the back of his chair. He began to bluster, "Now hold-" 
Longarm let him get no farther. He put the revolver squarely between the man's eyes and said evenly, "Shut up and keep your hands flat on that table." He turned to the rest of the players and said, "Watch this, gentlemen." With that, Longarm picked up the waiter's tray with his left hand and flipped it behind him. There were two decks of cards sitting on the table that the tray had covered. They were identical in color and pattern. Longarm said, "Looky here what I found." 
A little murmur ran about the table and questions came thick and fast. "What is this?" 
"What is going on here?" 
"Where did them two decks come from?" 
"What is all this?" 
Longarm said with a small smile on his face to the man wearing the string tie, "Mr. Colton, how about dealing out the first round of cards. Let's see how they go." 
The man he was speaking to, Morton Colton, said, "I'll be damned if I'll do any such of a thing." He looked at Longarm with hard eyes, his face a mask. 
Longarm said, "Then maybe the gentleman next to you won't mind dealing them out, face-up, like you were dealing them. Use the deck closest to you, if you don't mind, sir. The other one was the deck I cut. This deck, the one closest to Mr. Colton, is the one that the waiter brought in for him. He carried it underneath that tray and he was supposed to change the decks. I think you'll find out that this deck will give Mr. Colton a pretty good advantage in this hand of cards." 
The man in the plantation hat started to rise. Longarm put out his big left hand and shoved him back down into the seat. "Sit back down there, Mr. Morton Colton. I think these gentlemen need to see how you play cards." Behind him, his eye caught movement and he turned, bringing his revolver around. The waiter was trying to edge away from the wall. Longarm said mildly, "Going somewhere?" 
The waiter moved carefully and plastered himself back up against the wall. 
Longarm turned to the card player on the far side of Colton. He said, "Now, if you will sir, deal those cards, just as if Colton was dealing them, beginning with yourself and turning them face-up." 
Colton said, his voice hard, "You trying to get yourself killed?" 
Longarm looked at him. He said, "That don't sound real sensible to me. Here's a man standing over you with a drawn revolver. True enough, the hammer ain't cocked, but that won't take but an instant." With that, his thumb came back and the clitch-clatch was clear and distinct in the room as the cylinder turned and the hammer came back to full cock, needing only the slightest pressure on the trigger to send the bullet exploding through the barrel. Longarm let the barrel drift slowly toward Colton's face. The man paled. Longarm said, "You still got any pronouncements you want to make about who's likely to get killed first?" 
Colton said through clenched teeth, "This is dishonorable, sir, dishonorable. You will pay, and you will rue this day." 
Longarm said dryly, "Deal the cards, neighbor." 
The player to Colton's left reached over and took the deck Longarm indicated. He dealt himself a card face-up, then one to the man next to him, and then on around the table. As he dealt, Longarm said to Colton, "As I recall, you had announced five-card draw. Let's see what we all end up with." 
The cards went around slowly until the first round was completed. Colton had drawn a king, one of the other players had drawn a jack, and Longarm had drawn a ten. The dealing kept on. After the second round, Colton had two kings, the other player had two jacks, and Longarm had two tens. 
The table was all attention now as they watched the cards turning. On the third round, the man immediately to the dealer's left showed three hearts, the man with the jacks now had three of them, and Longarm was dealt a third ten as Colton drew a third king. 
The dealer paused and glanced at Longarm. Then he looked at Colton. He shook his head slightly but didn't say anything. 
Longarm said, "Keep dealing." 
On the fourth card, the player with three hearts drew another. The player with the three jacks drew nothing, and neither did Longarm, nor apparently did Colton. But on the fifth card, the player with the hearts made a flush and while neither Longarm nor the player with the jacks improved their hands, Colton drew another nine to go with the nine he had drawn the card before. He had a full house, kings over nines. It would beat the flush, it would beat the three jacks, and it would beat the three tens. 
The dealer stopped dealing. One of the players was rising, swearing bitterly as he started to reach for his pistol. Longarm swung his revolver quickly in the man's direction. He said, "I know how you feel, neighbor, but sit down. Let's let the cards play themselves out." 
The man slowly subsided, but all the other players were staring hard at Colton. Colton said nothing, only turned and fixed his eyes on Longarm. 
Longarm said to the dealer, "Well, you've got a busted hand and you wouldn't play in this one. The heart flush isn't going to draw any cards. You with the jacks, you'll draw two cards. Give him two cards, dealer." 
The dealer tossed two cards face-up to the player with the three jacks. It did not improve his hand. 
Longarm said, "The next hand's bust, so he won't play. I've got three tens so give me two cards." 
The man who was dealing took two cards and slapped them onto Longarm's hand, face-up. They did not help. Longarm looked over at Colton. He said, "And of course, he won't want any cards." He surveyed the table. "Well, gentlemen, that ought to build a pretty good pot, wouldn't you say? You've got a flush, you've got three jacks, three tens, and a full house. When it's all over with, Mr. Colton's going to walk off with all the money." 
The man with the three jacks said, "What are we going to do about this son of a bitch?" His voice was hard and tense, and his eyes were fixed on Colton. 
The man who had dealt said, "I don't quite understand how he did it yet. How did he get that other deck in here?" 
Longarm jerked his head toward the waiter. "Very simple operation. He didn't have to do any fast shuffling, didn't have to stack the deck. He didn't have to do anything. That waiter over there did it all back behind the bar before he brought the round of drinks out. He came in carrying the tray with an identical deck underneath it, which was already arranged so that we would play them just as we did. When he set the tray down on the deck I'd just cut, he left that cold deck. And by the way, the reason they call it a cold deck is that the man who's dealing it has a cold lock--nothing's going to change it. When the waiter drops that deck, he picks the other one up as he's leaving, the one we've been playing with, the one that I'd just cut. It's a nice trick, but I've seen it before." 
The man across the table said in a hard voice, "Well, you explained how he done it, but you ain't said yet what we're going to do with the cheatin' son of a bitch." 
Longarm reached over with his free hand and spread out the money in front of Colton. He said, "Well, that looks to be about a thousand dollars in front of him." Then he reached his hand into Colton's coat, which was hanging over the back of the chair, and fumbled around until he found the man's wallet in an inside pocket. He pitched the wallet into the middle of the table. "Somebody look in there." 
The man who had drawn the three jacks reached over and unfolded the leather wallet. He counted the money inside and said, "Looks to be about six hundred more here." 
Longarm said, "Take it out. Pitch it in the middle of the table and then give Mr. Colton his wallet back." 
Colton said, "You thieving son of a bitch. Are you planning on robbing me?" 
Longarm said, "Well, which would you rather have? The beating of your life and then we rob you, or do we just take the money? Now, it's your choice. You can pay us in skin and blood and bruises and broken bones and money or maybe, and I'm only one vote, we'll just take your money." 
Colton stood up very slowly, his eye on Longarm's gun. He said, "I haven't won that much. I started with almost one thousand two hundred dollars and you're going to take all my money? All sixteen hundred dollars?" 
Longarm said, "That would be about right." 
Colton turned to face him. He said, "I'll get you for this." 
Longarm said evenly, "I wouldn't count on that, Mr. Colton. I wouldn't count on that at all. In fact, if I's you, I'd stay just as far away from me as you could get, because next time, I may not be so obliging." 
The man who had the three jacks, a tall man with big shoulders and a broken nose said, "Wait a minute, you're not going to let the son of a bitch walk out of here scot-free, are you?" He put his big fist down on the table and hammered it up and down softly and said, "I want a piece of him." 
Longarm said, "Never did catch your name, friend." 
The man said, "The name is Frank Carson, but that ain't important right now. I want to beat this son of a bitch half to death. I don't like to be cheated." 
"Neighbor, we've got to make the punishment fit the crime. He was trying to cheat us out of money, so we're going to take his money. If he had done something to us physical, then I'd be all in favor of beating the hell out of him, but I don't see how it would be fair to do both." 
The man sat back down in his chair and thought for a moment. He glanced at Longarm and slowly leaned back. "Well, maybe you're right. The bastard will never play poker again in this town. I'll see to that." The man's face relaxed and he smiled ruefully. He said, "Anybody that would cheat in a card game ain't fit to live with himself anyway, and this bastard's got to live with himself the rest of his life. I reckon that'll be punishment enough." 
"Along with the money that he won't be leaving here with," Longarm said. 
The other men at the table laughed. Frank Carson said, "Yeah, along with the money." 
Longarm gave Colton a small smile. He said, "Well, Mr. Colton, I guess you better start walking for that door. These gentlemen appear willing to let you go, and were I you, I'd just stick that empty wallet in my coat pocket and get the hell out of here." 
Colton said as he edged away from the table, "I won't forget you. I won't forget this." He looked around the table. "You know, you people may be making a mistake. Maybe I was the one set up. How do you know this yahoo," he jerked his thumb toward Longarm, "didn't set it up with that guy leaning up against the wall just to rob me?" 
Longarm said, "Now, Mr. Colton, you are starting to ask for some bruising. I don't much care for that kind of conversation. I think if you're still here by the time I count to five, I'm going to put this gun away and beat you to a small pulp myself." 
Without a word, Colton walked around behind Longarm and straight through the door and out of sight. Longarm slowly holstered his gun and then sat down at the table. He said, "Y'all get busy and divide that money up. Everybody knows who lost what, so try and parcel it out evenly." 
Frank Carson said, "What about that son of a bitch frozen up against the wall there?" 
Longarm said, "I'm just going to let him stay there." 
Carson said, "What makes you think he'll stay there?" 
"Because if he moves, I'm going to shoot him in the leg." 
One of the other players said, "Won't they miss him back at the bar?" 
"I would imagine that Mr. Colton will tell them out at the bar that his partner is slightly tied up and likely to stay that way for some while. Meanwhile, let's get that money distributed, courtesy of Mr. Colton, and get on with this game. I can't believe this, but I'm down about fifty dollars, and the idea of me being down fifty dollars to the caliber of poker players like y'all is galling to me." 
Frank Carson was busy counting the pile of money, including Colton's. He looked up and gave Longarm a look. He said, "Well, now. I don't know what caliber poker player you are, but I know that's a.44-caliber revolver you just used very nicely. Are you a bigger or smaller caliber poker player than that?" 
Longarm gave him a smile. He said, "As it happens, I'm exactly the same caliber. Saves me from investing extra money in cartridges, if you understand what I mean." 
Carson smiled and said, "Oh, yes. I understand exactly. But just for fun, let's play a few hands and see if you're as good at making money as that big revolver of yours." He gave Longarm an amused look. Carson, in spite of his crooked nose, looked friendly enough. 
Longarm said, "Well, just deal the cards and see." 
The man who had dealt the hand that exposed Colton sat holding the cards. He looked first at Frank Carson and then at Longarm. He said, "I take it that you two gents ain't from around here." 
Carson looked curious. He said, "No, I'm just passing through, myself. So what? Is this a hometown game?" 
Longarm said, "Yeah, what difference does it make if we're strangers?" 
The man shrugged. He said, "Well, maybe you noticed that me and these other two fellows didn't take much of a hand in that business. We kind of left the play up to you two. Did you notice that?" 
Longarm said, "Well, at that time, it wasn't your affair. I was the one who caught him, and I was the one holding the gun and giving the orders." 
One of the other men smiled ruefully. He said, "I sure as hell hope that Morton Colton saw it that way." 
"Why?" 
The man holding the deck said, "Colton is bad news. He runs with a rough bunch, and he's some kind of kin to the sheriff. Word is that he can get even with you on either side of the law." 
Longarm looked at the man. He said, "is that a fact?" 
He looked slowly around the table and said, "Did you boys think he was cheating, or did you think he was just uncommonly lucky?" 
The dealer said, "It was always just healthier to figure he was uncommonly lucky." 
Longarm smiled without humor. He said, "Maybe his luck just ran out." He glanced over at Frank Carson. "Now, why don't we play cards and let the matter drop. It's come damn near to ruining my afternoon." 
Carson said, "I'm in favor of that. I've just about got this money cut up, so I reckon it's about time to turn the crank on that deck of cards." Carson glanced toward the wall. He asked Longarm, "What are you going to do about small potatoes over there? I think he's about pissed his pants." 
Longarm looked around at the quivering waiter. He smiled and said, "Oh, I reckon he can run on out of here now. I would imagine that he's learned to quit sucking eggs. In this particular hen-house, anyway." 
The man with the cards said, "Ante up." 
After the game was over, Longarm and Frank Carson stood at the bar of the saloon, having a drink. Longarm had enjoyed the afternoon of poker, though his skill and luck had been somewhat distracted, enough so that he had only won slightly over a hundred dollars. Carson had done better. He said, "Well, I pulled nearly three hundred dollars out of that game, so I reckon that I'll be paying for these drinks." He slapped a five-dollar gold piece down on the bar and motioned for the bartender to bring over the bottle. 
Longarm studied his companion. They were very much alike in the set of their shoulders, but Carson was a few inches over six feet, an inch or two taller than Longarm. He reckoned that the man had seen his share of rough living, judging from his face and his scarred fists. They were the big fists of a man who could use his hands to either make something or tear something down, even if that something was an opponent's health. 
They made a toast to luck and then knocked their drinks back. Longarm had introduced himself to Carson, giving his correct name of Custis Long rather than his nickname. He had not, of, course, told him that he was a United States deputy marshal and that he had the badge inside his shirt pocket to prove it. Something was bothering Longarm about Carson. It wasn't much, just something that Carson had said that contradicted something else he had said. It wouldn't be polite to up and ask the man, but then, Longarm wasn't necessarily in a polite business. 
Carson seemed a likable enough fellow, quick to laugh and with an easy manner about him that Longarm thought belied his obvious physical strength. He guessed the man to be somewhere in his mid-thirties. They were dressed alike in denim jeans and cotton shirts and high-heeled boots, but Carson wore the narrow-brimmed hat of a man from not as far west as Longarm. He also wore a leather vest. Longarm had not been surprised to see that he carried his side arm, what appeared to be a navy Colt, in a cutaway holster, one that was designed to bring a gun into quick play but that wouldn't hold it if a man were on, say, a bucking horse or in a rough-and-tumble fight. 
Carson said as he poured them another drink, "That was pretty slick, you catching that old boy like that." He frowned, his expression disturbing his otherwise good-natured features. "I can't stand a damned cheater. Just something about me can't flat abide a son of a bitch that would cheat and make a fool out of me. I'd rather a man would come up and take my money with a drawn pistol than to try and slick me out of it. That son of a bitch, if you hadn't caught him, would have cleaned my money out in one hand. Hell, three jacks in a game of five-card draw is a pretty damned good hand. I'd have bet my pile into it." 
"Yeah, and I had three tens and I would have been betting with you," Longarm said, nodding. "Betting with every raise. He sure would have cleaned us out." 
Carson's face screwed up tighter. "By golly, I've about half a mind to hunt that son of a bitch down and beat him half to death, anyway, Even in spite of the fact that we took his money." 
Longarm said, "Did you believe Colton when he said he'd come into the game with twelve hundred dollars?" 
Carson shook his head. "Hell no. I saw the son of a bitch put down two hundred dollars when he cashed in to the game. The rest of that thousand in front of him, he'd won. He came into that game with two hundred dollars, so he ain't only a cheater, he's a liar on top of that." 
Longarm took a moment to rustle around in his right front shirt pocket to find a cigarillo and a match. He stuck the smoke in between his lips and then thumbed the match into a flame. When he had the cigarillo drawing, he said casually, "Did I understand that you don't live here in Little Rock?" 
"I don't recollect saying whether I did or didn't." Carson had stiffened slightly. It was only a slight motion, but Longarm had caught it. 
"Oh, I just thought you had mentioned, when that gentleman said he took us to be strangers, that you were just passing through." 
Carson gave him a keen glance. He said, "Well, there's all kinds of ways to pass through, Custis. What're you getting at?" 
Longarm shook his head from side to side hard. He said, "I ain't getting to nothing, Mr. Carson, just that you said that you were passing through and then you made the remark that you'd see that the man would never play poker in this town again. I couldn't figure that one out." 
For a second, Carson stared at Longarm and then suddenly laughed. "Oh, I see where you got confused. I understand now. Fact is, that's just kind of an expression, something a man would say on an occasion like that. Wouldn't have anything to do with whether I lived in Little Rock or was just passing through." 
Longarm nodded. He said, "I see." But he didn't really. 
Carson looked back at Longarm. He said, "How about you? You just passing through or have you decided that you live here?" 
They were both very near to stepping over a line, but since Longarm had asked first, he knew that Carson was within the bounds of politeness to ask the same question. Longarm studied his drink for a moment. He said, "Well, I'm passing through in one way and in another way, I ain't." 
"How's that?" 
Longarm glanced up at Carson. He said, "I generally stay so long as it's profitable. When it ain't profitable no more, I pass on. If you know what I mean." 
Carson nodded and laughed. He said, "Yeah, I understand that. I believe we might be cut out of the same bolt of cloth." 
Longarm smiled big. He said, "Reckon? I'm trying to get into the whiskey business. What about you?" 
For a long second, Carson looked at him and then he lifted his shot glass. He said with no emotion or meaning in his voice, "Well, for the time being, this is the only whiskey business I care to be in." 
Longarm nodded back. "I reckon you're right. A man ought not to mix business with pleasure." As he said it, he gave Carson a significant look, but Carson's face registered nothing back. 
 



CHAPTER 2 
Longarm did not want to be in Little Rock, Arkansas. That night, after he had his supper, he sat in his room at the hotel thinking about the circumstances that had put him in Little Rock. He was the famous United States deputy marshal, given the nickname of Longarm because he was the long arm of the law. It was said that no outlaw could run far enough or fast enough or hide himself well enough without the day coming, just as sure as the sun rising in the morning, when Longarm would show up to bring that outlaw back to justice. Custis was never exactly sure who had first begun calling him that. In the Marshal's Service, it was an article of belief that the name had been given to him sarcastically by his boss, Chief Marshal Billy Vail. Longarm wasn't so sure about that. The name was actually too complimentary for Billy to ever have done him such a favor. Billy's idea of a favor was to send Custis on just such an errand as he found himself doing in Little Rock. Longarm was pretty sure that he drew such assignments because he consistently beat the old goat at poker. In his mind's eye, Longarm could see Billy with his fluffy white hair and his little developing belly, just rubbing his hands in glee at the idea of sending a man who really deserved to be back in Denver with his dressmaker lady friend or one of several other lady friends available right there in the biggest city in Colorado. 
Yet here he was in the state of Arkansas looking at some of the ugliest women he'd ever seen allowed to roam around on the streets. No, that was more of Billy's idea of a good joke. Someone else had named him Longarm, not that Billy didn't use it when it served his purpose. Hell, he'd use anything if it served his purpose. 
Longarm was never quite sure how many years he had been working for the white-haired old devil who never stopped complaining about innocent practices, such as Longarm's shipping back horses to Denver at government expense to later sell for profit, and now and again trying to get a square deal on his expense voucher. Longarm was pretty sure that Billy calculated to the penny how much he had lost to Longarm playing poker and then knocked off an amount equal to that on Longarm's expense vouchers. Billy Vail was a good man to have around if you were wounded--especially if you liked salt rubbed into an open wound. 
The trip to Little Rock had begun not quite a week before in Billy Vail's office. Longarm had come wandering innocently enough into the chief's office and had made himself at home in a big easy chair. He was confident of a few days' rest and pleasure around home base after having a hard couple of weeks chasing the Gallagher gang in northern Oklahoma. 
But then Billy Vail, who had been staring out his office window, had wheeled around in his chair and said, "Custis, I'm damned if I can trust this job to anybody else. No, it's got to be you. I've given it considerable thought, and I don't see any way I can send anybody else." 
Longarm had looked at him suspiciously. He knew that particular tactic because Billy Vail had used it enough times already. He said, "Oh, Billy. I'm sure you can think of somebody else. I don't know what the job is, but I can tell you right now, I don't want it, and I'm willing to let another man have the honor of the thing." 
Billy was shaking his head. He said, "Nope. Ain't nobody else I can trust with this one. Custis, it's got to be you. As much as I'd like to see you get some rest and put a smile on your different girlfriends' faces, I'm going to have to send you." 
Longarm leaned forward in his chair, alert. He said, "All right, Billy. What two-bit, no-good, low-down disgusting trick are you fixing to play on me this time?" 
Billy gave him an innocent look. "Why, how you talk. What a thing to say to the very man who has helped make you famous throughout the annals of law enforcement. Who gave you that name, Longarm? Who gave you the jobs that had let you earn it?" 
Longarm gave Billy a disgusted look. "Billy, let's quit dancing around the mulberry tree. Get on with this. What kind of raw trick are you fixing to play on me now?" 
Billy maintained his innocent look. "Now, wouldn't you agree with me that you probably know as much about whiskey as any man under my command?" 
Longarm was not willing to concede a single point to his boss. He said, "I don't know about that." 
"Ain't it you that has to have that imported, twelve-year-old Maryland whiskey? Local stuff just ain't good enough for you. Ain't that a fact?" 
There had been little enough that Longarm could reply to that charge, mainly because it was true. He said, "I don't see what that has to do with anything." 
"It's got everything to do with it," said Billy Vail, nodding his head vigorously. "The business I'm sending you on is whiskey." 
"Whiskey?" 
"Yep, whiskey, and the government is getting cheated on it. The Treasury Department wants us to take a hand in a matter they don't have the manpower to handle. They need a good, tough hombre that can go into a bad situation and help straighten it out and they have appealed to us for help. Naturally, you were at the top of my list." 
Longarm looked at him and said dryly, "Billy, someday I would like to see that list that you're always talking about that I'm always at the top of, because I have a good idea that there's not but one name on that list, and it's mine." 
Billy said, "Tut, tut, tut, Custis. How you talk. My goodness, you'd think you were mistreated the way you carry on so. Why, I let you get away with more than any chief marshal has ever let any other deputy get away with in the history of the Marshal Service. I'd like to know how many horses you've bought off somewhere because they were cheap, and then shipped them back up here to sell for a healthy profit. Not to mention those odd items that keep cropping up on your expense vouchers. I've never seen so much money laid out for cartridges and extra firearms and bribes." Billy whistled low and shook his head. "It's just been my word alone and my goodwill that has kept you out from the middle of a serious investigation." 
Longarm flopped resignedly back onto his chair. "All right, what the hell is the job?" 
Billy Vail hunched forward, his elbows on his desk. He said, "Now you're talking. It seems that there's a bunch of folks up in northern Arkansas making moonshine whiskey and ain't paying no federal taxes on it. I want you to go up there and get the lowdown on the situation and come back here and we'll give the Treasury Department a report on it." 
Longarm stared at his boss. He said, "Moonshine? Whiskey? You want me to go up to Arkansas and bust some bootleggers' stills? Bill, don't you think that's a little heavy work for some lightweight like me?" 
Billy Vail put his hand up. "Now, hold on here, my friend. This ain't as easy as you may think it is. There's considerable money changing hands over this matter, and the government is taking a right smart interest in it. They don't know for certain, but they've calculated that there is more than several million dollars in federal taxes not being paid on this whiskey that's being made up there." 
Longarm looked disgusted. "And I'm supposed to go up there and stop some bunch of old boys back in the hills from running a little whiskey here and there?" 
Billy Vail shook his head slowly from side to side. "I wouldn't take this one lightly if I were you, Custis. We're talking about thousands and thousands of gallons. We don't know exactly how it works, but they are making it there in Arkansas and then somehow it is getting into brand-name bottles that have federal stamps on them and those are showing up in a lot of northern cities. It's estimated that there is a bunch of it being shipped right out of Arkansas. The reason I'm sending you is because they don't know a whole hell of a lot about it. That's what you're going to do. You're going to find out how the operation works." 
Longarm frowned. "Billy, moonshine is clear. It looks like water. Good whiskey is caramel color; it's dark." 
"Yes, and how come good whiskey is dark-colored?" 
"Because it's aged in wooden barrels that are laid down for ten or twelve years. It mellows and takes on the color of the wood." 
Billy said, "That's where the profits are in it. They're not bothering with the aging, which costs quite a bit of money to do. No, they're putting some kind of coloring into it and then putting it into bottles and selling it for the real stuff. They're getting away with it. It costs them about fifty cents a gallon to make the whiskey and they're selling it, making about a couple thousand percent profit." 
"Well, if they would just put federal stamps across the top, then the stamp would be broken when they broke the seal and they wouldn't have this foolishness." 
"In the meantime, why don't you just go up there and do your job and let the government worry about how they want to do their seals," Billy said. 
"I thought this stuff was supposed to be bottled in a certain place where they could make sure it got those federal stamps on it." 
Billy nodded. He said, "That's why they call it bottled in bond. It's bottled in a bonded warehouse where it is guaranteed to pick up a federal tax stamp. Aged in the wood and bottled in bond. Well, unfortunately, this whiskey is being aged in the woods and being bottled in the barn." 
Longarm said, "Well, it still seems like a hell of a lot of ruckus to send a man in desperate need of rest out on." 
Billy Vail seemed unconcerned. "Oh, I reckon you'll find some woman up there that will give you the rest you need. I've never known you to go very long without getting more rest than you really need." 
Longarm gave him a sour look. He said, "I don't mind the work, Billy, but it appears to me that you're sending me off on a wild-goose chase. I'm the senior deputy here. Why don't you send one of these kids?" 
Billy sat up in his chair. He said, "Oh, you think the job ain't big enough for you?" 
"No, I don't." 
Billy Vail had given Longarm his cat-and-mouse smile. He said, "You ever heard of the Whiskey Rebellion, Custis?" 
Longarm thought a moment. "No, can't say that I have." 
The chief marshal said, "Then I reckon that I'm going to have to add to your education. The Whiskey Rebellion took place in 1794 in Pennsylvania. There was a bunch of moonshiners up in the Allegheny Mountains that didn't want to pay the tax on the whiskey they were making. So Alexander Hamilton sent some militiamen up to put a stop to what they were getting away with. Before it was all over, he had to send fifteen thousand men in to do the job. Now, look at the compliment I'm paying you. It took fifteen thousand men in Pennsylvania; hell, I ain't sending but one man." 
Longarm gave his boss another sour smile. He said, "Billy, that old dog ain't going to hunt. I'll go because you ordered me to go and because I don't have a choice, but I'm going to guarantee you one thing: I ain't going to enjoy myself, I ain't going to have a good time, and I'm going to think bad thoughts about you the whole time I'm gone." 
Billy Vail said, "Then this job won't be no different than the rest, right?" 
Now Longarm sat in his hotel room and wondered exactly how to attack the problem. He had little enough information to go on. It was thought that the big transactions were handled in the Little Rock area. No one was certain where the majority of the moonshining business went on. It was generally guessed that a good deal of it went on about fifty miles northeast of Little Rock in Yale County, which was peopled by a fierce and ingrown set of clans that didn't like strangers and didn't even much like each other. Longarm had decided that the best way to approach the situation was to pick up a thread in Little Rock where the money and whiskey were changing hands and then follow it backward to its source. He had no earthly idea how he was going to do such a thing. 
Billy Vail had specifically warned him about going into the back country and nesting around the suspicious backwoodsmen who were more than likely the original source for the whiskey. He had said, "Custis, I know that country. There's little hollers and cutbacks and groves and valleys back there in those Ozark Mountains where you can be right square in the middle of an anthill full of people before you know it and they ain't going to be the least damn bit friendly. Your job is to find out how the transactions are taking place, how that raw moonshine is getting shipped north in those ten-gallon demijohns. You ain't supposed to be trying to run this thing completely into the ground." 
But Longarm didn't think that plan was completely sound. Little Rock was nestled in a broad valley on the south end of the craggy Ozark Mountains. He'd stood in the street that very day and stared off into the distance into the rough, wild, forbidding country that he could see from there. He knew the people were hostile to strangers. He knew that the wrong questions asked in the wrong place could bring a bullet quicker than a hiccup, but he had to cast about for some way to put the whole package together. He didn't care to go by halves. He didn't want to just unearth the money and whiskey transactions as Billy Vail called them. He wanted to wrap up the whole package and not hand it over half-done to some Treasury official who hadn't gotten out from behind his desk in six months. 
Billy Vail's idea had been to go down to Little Rock and start throwing money around. He said, "Hell, start acting like a big butter-and-egg man from the West who has decided to be a big butter-and-egg-and-whiskey man from the West. Go down there and flash a little green and gold in front of them. Before you know it, somebody will be coming up offering to sell you some wagon-loads of raw moonshine." 
The only problem with the idea was that Billy Vail's idea of moving money around was to move a silver dollar from his left hand to his right. When Longarm had asked him where he was supposed to get this money to throw around, Billy Vail had graciously offered to allow Longarm to draw a couple hundred dollars in advance. Longarm just stared at him. He said, "Hell, Billy, I've got more than that in my hip pocket right now." 
Billy said, "That's real good. You can use your own money for a change and quit taking advantage of the government." 
For no good reason, Longarm was intrigued by Frank Carson. He had nothing concrete to connect the man to the illegal whiskey trade except a hunch and his lawman instinct. The man had told an unnecessary lie and Longarm couldn't figure out why. He had said that he was just passing through, but he had also said that he would see that Morton Colton would never play poker in that town again. Carson had tried to laugh it off, but it still stuck in Longarm's mind. To keep a man from playing poker in a town meant that you had to have some influence in that town and someone just passing through didn't have that kind of influence. But if you happened to be one of the movers and shakers in the whiskey trade, even though you didn't live in Little Rock and only came down to transact some business from time to time, you would have the kind of power that could keep a man from playing poker in the town ever again. 
Strangely enough, he had no feelings one way or another about Morton Colton. He had just seemed like a damned fool that had gotten in over his head trying to cheat the wrong kind of folks. Maybe he did have connections with the sheriff and maybe he did run with a rough group. That didn't necessarily put him in the whiskey business. But if it did, Longarm had an idea that he wasn't very high up in any organization selling bootleg moonshine in big quantities. 
No, of all the leads he had seen thus far, Frank Carson wouldn't leave his mind. 
It had been a long day and he was just starting the job, and he wasn't going to be any farther along if he sat up in his room all night long than he would if he went ahead and had a good night's rest. He smoked one more cigarillo, downed one more drink of his good Maryland whiskey, and then blew out the lamp and climbed under the covers with thoughts of several delectable ladies he'd been pleasured to know in the past going through his mind. But he was too tired for such thoughts and it wasn't long before he fell asleep. 
 



CHAPTER 3 
Longarm was staying at the Albert Pike Hotel, which was grandly and oddly in contrast to the rest of the small, shabby city. The Albert Pike was a four-story brick affair with a big marble lobby and indoor plumbing. Some of the rooms even had built-in bathtubs. Longarm had been told that the place had been modeled by the builder and owner after the Grand Hotel in Saint Louis. He was glad of the comfort, but he thought it looked a little strange in the shoddy city. Fortunately, it boasted a good dining room and a bar that was quiet and had good brands of whiskey, even the special Maryland blend that he preferred. 
He was up early the next morning, dressed and shaved and ready to go about finding a door that would open into the illegal whiskey business. 
He sauntered through the resplendent lobby, his boots echoing off the marble floor. There were throw rugs here and there and big overstuffed chairs occupied by men in business suits who were reading newspapers and dropping cigar ashes down their fronts. He found the dining room and went in to the pleasant smell of ham and eggs and baking-soda biscuits. As he stood in the door, he spotted a man from the poker game of the previous day, the one who had been sitting to the left of Morton Colton and who had dealt the hand from the cold deck. Longarm stood a moment, glancing toward the man. He was middle-aged, with a pleasant face, and was wearing a pinched-back suit coat and a white shirt and collar with a foulard tie. On a whim, Longarm decided to walk over and say hello. The man glanced up as he neared and nodded in a friendly way. Longarm came up to his table and stopped. He said, "Well, look here. It seems we meet again." 
The man indicated a chair opposite him with a nod of his head. He said, "I'm about to order breakfast. Would you care to sit down and join me?" 
Longarm pulled out a chair and sat down. He said, "Don't mind if I do." 
The man stuck out his hand. He said, "The name is Bob Greene, that's green with an e on the end." 
Longarm shook the man's hand and gave his name, Custis Long. He said, "Glad to meet you, Mr. Greene. It's a shame we had to be involved in that scruffy business yesterday with Mr. Colton." 
Mr. Greene nodded. "Yeah, I can't say that I cared much for that, myself. I'm a peaceful man by nature and don't care much for trouble." 
Longarm looked around the dining room. He said, "You staying here at the hotel, Mr. Greene?" 
Greene shook his head quickly. "No, Mr. Long, I'm a widower and not much of a hand in the kitchen. I take my breakfast here at the hotel and sometimes my dinner. There's a little cafe down the street, near the bank where I work, where I generally eat the noon meal." Longarm said, "Ah, you're a banker?" 
Mr. Greene shrugged. "You might say that. Actually, I was a land speculator before I kind of got in the banking business in a left-handed way. Before that, I was mainly in the timber business." 
"So you were in the businesses that needed capital. I guess that's the way you got to know the banking business." 
Mr. Greene smiled. "Not many would understand that, Mr. Long. My congratulations." 
"Well, without seeming nosy, is that what you do down at the bank? Make loans?" 
A little frown flitted across Mr. Greene's face. He said, "Not exactly, Mr. Long. I, well, I sort of advise them on different investments." 
Longarm said, "I see." But he didn't really. It was an odd sort of work for someone to advise banks on how to run a bank. At that moment, a waitress came up and their conversation ceased while they ordered. Longarm asked for ham and a half dozen fried eggs with biscuits and brown gravy on the side and coffee and he decided to order a slab of apple pie to top it all off. 
Mr. Green looked amused. He was not a very big man, but he was carrying a little extra weight. He said, "Oh, Mr. Long, I remember the days when I could eat like that. Now, with this sour stomach of mine, I've got to be careful. I'm just going to have some soft scrambled eggs and some dry toast." 
Longarm nodded sympathetically. "It's a shame when a man's stomach goes to acting up on him. I guess that's the second most tender area a man hates to see put out of business." 
Mr. Greene said, "Ain't that the truth." 
When the waitress was gone, the thought fluttered through Longarm's mind that Mr. Greene, who appeared tohave been a longtime resident of the Little Rock area, might be a source of information about the whiskey. He intended to pass himself off as a buyer, just as Billy Vail had suggested, and Mr. Greene seemed to be an innocent enough person to begin with. He had no earthly idea if the man would talk to him, but it was certainly worth a try. He intended to ask very openly around town and get some word circulating until someone came up to him and started talking whiskey. 
But during the meal, Longarm kept the talk general. At one point, Mr. Greene inquired what business might have brought Longarm to Little Rock. The deputy marshal had sidestepped the question, passing up the opening and giving some inconsequential answer. He had earlier in the conversation described himself as an investor, a man who looked for an opportunity to make money in any variety of ways. He said he was from Phoenix, Arizona, and had investments in land and cattle. 
Mr. Greene had looked up at him with a slight twinkle in his eye. He said, "You seem to have come over quite a lot of ground to end up in a place like Little Rock looking for business opportunities." 
Longarm answered comfortably, "Oh, I'm a traveling man. Once I got started, it seemed easy enough to stay on the train and visit friends here and there. I figure I might eventually end up going on up into Tennessee, perhaps." 
When they had finished eating and were taking their time over coffee, Longarm casually said, "I understand they do a little business in whiskey around here, Mr. Greene. Would you know anything about that?" 
Mr. Greene looked away for a second and then came back to Longarm. He said, "Oh, I suppose everyone that has ever been in this part of the country knows something about whiskey. I take it that you're talking about the kind of whiskey they make back in the hills that some people call white lightning or moonshine?" 
Longarm nodded. "That would be the kind of whiskey that I'm inquiring about." 
Mr. Greene said, "Well, there's no secret that it's a pretty brisk commodity around here. No law against it, as far as I know. Not so long as a man buys some to drink for himself." 
"Well, that kind of whiskey ain't exactly my choice for drinking purposes," Longarm said. "I was thinking more along the lines of pretty large quantities of the stuff, quantities a man might be able to sell for a profit." 
Mr. Greene's eyes twinkled slightly again. He said, "Mr. Long, that's illegal. I'm a banker. I wouldn't know anything about that sort of thing." 
Longarm smiled again. "As I understood you, Mr. Greene, you said that you were an advisor to a bank. That doesn't necessarily make you a banker." 
Mr. Greene laughed. He had a pleasant laugh that seemed to poke fun at both himself and the situation. He said, "Well, you may be right, Mr. Long. I'm really not a banker. I suppose in some ways, we are a lot alike. I've spent most of my life searching out opportunities in land and timber, and I guess I've done the odd livestock trade here and there." 
"But you don't know anything about the whiskey trade?" 
"I didn't say that, Mr. Long," said Mr. Greene. "I just said that the kind of whiskey trade you're talking about was illegal." 
"Well, it's been my experience that a thing that don't hurt nobody and don't scare the horses and the law don't find out about ain't exactly illegal." 
Mr. Greene said, "I believe you have a good point there, Mr. Long." 
"Call me Custis." 
"Most folks call me Bob." 
"All right. Let's just say you were me and you were in town kind of interested in getting into the whiskey business with an eye for reselling it for a profit. You didn't know anybody, but you had heard about the transactions--kind of like a rumor. If you were me and in that situation with no contacts, how would you start in on this business?" 
Mr. Greene laughed. "Well, one of the first things I wouldn't do is stick a gun into the face of the man who is right in the midst of it." 
"That fellow Colton?" 
"That fellow, Morton Colton. Yes, you've picked the wrong man, Custis, if you wanted a shortcut into the business." 
"He's got a lot to do with it then?" said Longarm. 
Greene shook his head. "Not directly, no. He sort of runs a protection outfit that makes sure the flow of whiskey and money don't get interrupted." 
"Is that a fact?" 
Mr. Greene nodded again. "Like I told you yesterday, Custis, he's a bad man to fool with on either side of the law. That's what makes him valuable to the whiskey trade around here. He's some kind of friend to the sheriff and it's the sheriff that allows the business to go around here. I'm not telling you anything you can't find out on the street. It's all pretty well known. It's a business that's been going on quite a few years, even back when Arkansas was just a territory, so it's not like it's something that's not an old, established operation. What I'm trying to say is that there is a lot of buyers that come down here looking for a quick profit, so the fact that you're willing to buy some whiskey doesn't make you special to these folks. They are damned near selling all they can make right now." 
Longarm frowned. "I can't believe that there ain't a way I can't get my foot in the door. I don't know what the going price is for whiskey in big lots, but I reckon if I raise that price, I can do business. That's the way we do business in Arizona, and I doubt seriously if it'll be any different here in Arkansas." 
Mr. Greene shrugged his shoulders. "Well, you can always get your foot into the water and see how cold it is... or how hot." 
Longarm said with careful casualness, "You wouldn't care to tell me where that water is or what that lake's name is, would you?" 
Greene regarded him from across the table. "Are you asking me for the name of somebody in that business?" 
"You could say that would be what I'm asking you." 
Greene shook his head slowly from side to side. "Mr. Long, meaning no disrespect to you, sir, but I don't know you from Adam. I never saw you before yesterday. You are as complete a stranger to me as most of the people in this room. I hope you understand that I am a fifty-year-old gentleman, and I would like to get older. Some of the people involved in this whiskey business are a rough crowd. Some of them are just plain ignorant, and some of them are just plain mean. The combination isn't a good one. No, sir, I'm afraid that I can't help you." 
Longarm shrugged. "Well, I can't blame you for looking after your own hide. I reckon I'd do the same were I in your shoes. These people are in the business of selling whiskey to outsiders; surely they would want the word to get around to a prospective buyer like me." 
Greene said carefully, "They want the word to get around to people that they know and trust, if you take my meaning. They're not anxious to have the whole of the county and part of the state knowing their business. Some of those folks back up in the hills have been inbreeding for so long that they are all kin to one another. It's not a good combination. It doesn't breed a family of intelligent, free thinkers. They are a suspicious, calculating, bushwacking, deadly lot. You met one of them yesterday. Take the fine clothes off of him and he wouldn't be any different than any of the others that you would find were you to ride fifty, seventy-five, or even one hundred miles northeast of here, maybe even a little closer." 
Longarm said, "Well, without calling names, could you tell me where I might find that gentleman I met yesterday?" 
Again, Mr. Greene shook his head. He said, "Mr. Long, again, if you will pardon me and not take offense, I beg to be no longer a part of this conversation on that subject. I have said my last on the matter." 
"I can appreciate that, Mr. Greene, and I respect it. I reckon I can figure a way into that inner circle somehow." 
"I don't know whether to wish you good luck or not. Good luck trying to get in might turn out to be bad luck trying to get out." 
Longarm laughed without much humor and reached over and picked up the check. "At least I can buy breakfast, Mr. Greene. You will accept that much from me?" 
Mr. Greene shrugged his shoulders. "I'm not a man to argue, as I explained earlier." 
For much of the rest of the day, Longarm wandered around the city, stopping in different saloons, leaving word of his interest in purchasing some large amounts of whiskey. The information was uniformly received by the people he talked to, mostly by bartenders or other patrons, with blank faces and stony stares. In the afternoon, he sought out the saloon where he had played poker in the back room the day before. To his disappointment, no game was in progress. The table sat empty, the chairs back, and a deserted deck of cards spilled across the table's top. When Longarm inquired as to where he might find Morton Colton, the bartender just shook his head and said, "Wouldn't know him." 
Longarm glanced down the way at the second bartender, the same man who had brought the tray in the day before. He said, "Yeah, I bet you don't." 
The second bartender gave him a hard look. He said, "Mister, your trade ain't welcome here. I'd reckon you'd do better doing your drinking other places." 
To his great distress, Longarm decided on a plan of sampling different brands of whiskey in different saloons to see if he could tell which were colored moonshine. He managed to find quite a few in several saloons. He left each one feeling like he'd just had a good drink of kerosene. He had found the whiskey, but he was still no nearer to the source. 
That evening, he went back to the hotel for a dinner of smothered steak and mashed potatoes with green beans and stewed tomatoes. Mr. Greene was not in attendance nor was any other familiar face. As he ate, Longarm reflected on the way Bob Greene had characterized the whiskey makers as inbred, mean, vicious, suspicious bushwackers. It was virtually the same description that Billy Vail had given him. He was going to have to ask, once he got back to Denver, how Billy Vail came to know so much about the breed of people who lived back in the foothills of the Ozark Mountains and tended their stills in the little hidden groves and hollows and cutbacks. 
That night, he went out again, selecting a new section of the city in which to wander, going again from saloon to saloon. Once, he sat in on a poker game for a while, but it was slow-moving and such small money that he quickly became bored. He had managed to introduce the subject of whiskey into the game, but he got no takers. It was amazing to him how close-mouthed the whole town could be on a subject that was most probably their chief source of income. Yet, to a man, the people in Little Rock seemed to be unaware of the existence of any whiskey trade. He thought possibly the next day, if he could find one, he'd hunt up a church and ask one of the preachers about it. It was his observation that outside of bartenders, preachers generally knew more about whiskey and how much of it was in their town than anybody else. 
At about ten o'clock that night, he gave up on the last saloon and started walking back toward his hotel. The Albert Pike Hotel was on Main Street, very near the center of town. As Longarm turned onto Main, returning from his wandering quest for information, he was about a block from the hotel entrance. As he cut across the street, he could see a vaguely familiar figure approaching from the opposite direction, cutting across the street just as he was. Even though it was still relatively early at ten o'clock, the town was quieter than most towns of its size that he was used to. He crossed the street, stepped up on the boardwalk, and headed for the hotel. 
The other man did likewise. As they approached each other, Longarm recognized Frank Carson. They met almost at the hotel door, both of them illuminated by the light shining through the big plate-glass windows. 
Longarm said, "Well, Mr. Carson, I'm surprised to see you out. From what you said, I thought you'd have been on down the road apiece." 
Frank Carson gave him a friendly smile. He said, "Well, Mr. Long, I thought I'd hang around a few more days and maybe get a chance to play you some more poker." 
Even though it was May, there was a nip in the night air and Frank Carson was wearing a leather coat over his vest. Longarm, who had on a corduroy jacket, said, "Well, that can damned sure be arranged, but let's not stand out in the cold. Why don't we go in and have a drink or so at the bar. Are you staying here at the hotel?" 
"Oh, yeah. I've got a room up on the fourth floor. Highest I've ever been." 
Longarm laughed faintly. He said, "If that's the highest you've ever been, then I reckon you'd better change your brand of whiskey." 
Frank Carson shook his head. "Oh, are you back on that subject again?" 
"I never left it, but I ain't having much luck." 
They went through the hotel doors together and walked across the hotel's lobby, their boots echoing in the deserted common room. The bar was almost deserted, too. Longarm said, "What the hell is this? I thought this place was the capital of Arkansas, or at least the largest town. These folks go to bed with the chickens around here?" 
Frank Carson gave him a wink. "Well, you've got to go to bed with the chickens if you're going to get up early enough to gather the eggs." 
They found a table, and Longarm signaled to the bartender to bring them a bottle and two glasses. He called across, "The best you got. You know, the Maryland whiskey that I drink." 
Carson said, "Are you from Maryland? I didn't get that impression from your dress and your speech." 
Longarm told him the same story that he had told Bob Greene. He said, "No, I'm just an old western hand. Been all over, but I've taken root in Arizona. Just looking to make a little money here or there. Got tired of the cattle business. The damned things kept wanting to eat and then you've got to keep giving them water. Hell, they're hard to keep alive." 
Frank Carson said, "Well, that's a line I've never tried. I don't see no reason to start now." 
The bartender came over with the glasses and the bottle. Longarm poured out a drink for each of them. They lifted their shot glasses, made a toast to luck, and then knocked them back. Carson looked at the remaining whiskey in his glass. He said, "Is this that Maryland whiskey you called for?" 
"Yep." 
"It's pretty smooth stuff. I reckon it runs pretty dear, though, doesn't it?" 
Longarm shrugged and nodded. "It's my view that you get what you pay for." 
Carson said, "Does that apply to moonshine whiskey, also?" 
Longarm smiled ruefully. "I wouldn't know. I can't get anybody to even admit they make moonshine whiskey around here, much less sell any." 
Carson gave him a slight smile. "Mr. Long, you look like a pretty intelligent man. Are you telling me that you expected to ride into this town, stone cold, and do some business the first day with a breed of people that are about as suspicious as a two-dollar whore?" 
Longarm said, "Well, if it comes to that, I'm willing to put up the money first, just like you would with a two-dollar whore. I'll put it on top of the bureau, but hell, I can't get anybody to even act like they know what I'm talking about. All I get are these blank stares and cold looks and then they say, 'That'll be fifty cents for the drinks but don't linger.'" 
Carson said, "Well, can you much blame them?" 
Longarm shrugged. "Hell, I don't know. I was told it was a going proposition. I mean, I came a long way to buy some of this whiskey and carry it back to Arizona and sell it for a profit. You know, we've got a lot of Indians and idiots back there that really don't give a damn what the stuff tastes like so long as it'll make them drunk. But I can't do any business if I can't find out the price. And what's more, I can't even find out if it exists." 
Carson laughed. "Oh, it exists. I hear you've been walking around town all day long drinking in different saloons. You've already had some of that whiskey." 
Longarm turned his head and spat into a spittoon. He said, "Yeah, I know. I've tasted it." Then he gave Carson a look. "How the hell would you know what I've been doing all day?" 
"Well, you haven't exactly been secretive about it. A man would have had to been blind and dumb not to have heard about this damned fool walking around asking bartenders where he could buy some whiskey in big lots." 
Longarm narrowed his eyes. "I thought you told me you didn't live here, that you were a stranger?" 
Carson lifted a finger in the air. He said, "I don't live here, but I didn't say I didn't visit here pretty often, and I didn't say I was a stranger here. I said I was passing through. I didn't say how slow or how fast I was passing through." 
Longarm sat back in his chair and studied Frank Carson for a long moment. "You wouldn't be getting around to telling me that you might could be some help to me on this matter, are you?" 
"What gives you the idea that I would know anything about the whiskey business, Mr. Long?" 
Longarm frowned. He said, "Well, you seem to be pretty well up on everything else around town." 
Carson said, "I know that the subject you're asking after is not one that most of these folks will open up to with a stranger." He yawned. "Speaking of chickens, it might be getting past my bedtime." 
"You say you don't know anything about the whiskey business?" 
"I didn't say that, Mr. Long." Frank Carson's face was still friendly, but there was a slight edge in his voice. "Of course, you didn't get off to a very good start in that poker game. Not that I blame you." 
Longarm's ears pricked up. "Are you talking about that Colton fellow?" 
Carson shook his head slowly. He said, "I'm not talking about anything, Mr. Long. I don't know anything. That's how I keep my welcome in this town." 
Longarm poured them both another drink. Carson started to protest, raising his hand, but then he let it drop. He said, "Oh, what the hell. I'll have one more, but then I really do have to hit the hay. I've got a pretty long ride tomorrow." 
Longarm said, "Are you leaving town?" 
Carson smiled. "Now who's asking about the other person's comings and goings?" 
"Well, it seems only fair since you know considerable about mine," Longarm said. 
"You weren't making no secret of them." 
Longarm said, "You going to be back in time tomorrow afternoon to help us find a poker game?" 
Carson frowned slightly. "I can't say that. Can't you find a poker game on your own?" 
"I've found some fifty cents and a dollar game, but I can't find any real poker game. I looked around all afternoon." 
Carson scratched behind his ear. He said, "Well, it could be that I'll be back here in time. You be around the hotel in the evening, sometime after supper?" 
Longarm said, "I'll make it a point to be." 
After breakfast the next morning, Longarm went back up to his room on the second floor. His room faced onto Main Street, and he looked out onto the scene below him, watching horsemen and wagons and carriages going back and forth. There was also considerable foot traffic up and down on the sidewalks in front of the stores. Little Rock was a busy town during the day and the early evenings, but it seemed to come to a trickling halt as the night wore on. At least, that had been his observation through two evenings and nights. 
After a while, he left the window, sat down on the bed, poured himself a short drink of whiskey, and lit a cigarillo. Things were going much slower than he had expected, and he could see time stretching out in a long, boring span with no sign of light on the horizon. Thus far, he not only hadn't found out anything about the whiskey, but he hadn't been able to find a good poker game and he hadn't seen a girl he could even halfway describe as pretty. 
His mind turned over and over any plan of attack that would shorten his time in Little Rock. Nothing presented itself. All he could see were boring days and worse nights in one of the worst towns he had ever been in. He would have much preferred to be in one of the little towns on the Tex-Mex border than to be in this strange place where there seemed to be a tremendous undercurrent somewhere below the surface with nothing going on above the top. He was pretty certain that if he was forced to spend more than a week in Little Rock, he would shortly either quit the service and turn in his badge or else go completely insane. 
There didn't seem to be much point in repeating his endeavors in circulating around among the saloons, so he had contented himself with walking around the different stores and then going back to the hotel for lunch. After that, he went down to a livery stable and rented a horse and saddle to take a ride out into the surrounding countryside. The horse was about on caliber with his impressions of the city: slow and dull. He had asked for the best animal they had, but the chestnut gelding they had given him was about as listless and tired an animal as Longarm could remember ever riding in many a day. Hell, he thought, the horse acted like he was on the last mile of a thirty-mile trip across the desert without feed or water. 
Out of pity for the poor beast, he cut his ride down to a couple of hours and headed back into town. There hadn't been much to see, anyway. Just some chopped-up rocky ground and some poor one-mule farms and little else. He hadn't expected to see any smoke rising from any stills, and he hadn't been disappointed. As a consequence, he was back into town by four o'clock in the afternoon, turned the horse back, and had returned to the hotel. 
He walked out a little after five, planning on making the rounds of the saloons. Frank Carson didn't show back up and Longarm was disappointed. Hell, he thought, he was actually feeling lonely. He didn't recall ever being in a town where the people were so unfriendly, suspicious, and silent. As near as he could figure, in the three days he had been in Little Rock, he hadn't really had any conversation with more than two or three people, and none of them were female. 
He soon got discouraged hitting the saloons. It was the same story all over again: blank faces and shut mouths. He turned and headed back for the hotel. It was coming on toward dusk, that time of the evening when the sun mellows and the air softens and you know that night is not too far away. Even the patrons and the traffic in the downtown area had slowed so that there were only a few people on the sidewalks and fewer still going down the main road running through the middle of the little city. Everyone, Longarm supposed, had headed home for their supper. It was a shade early for his taste, but without anything else to do, he figured he might as well make his way to the hotel and join the crowd in the dining room. 
He was walking down the sidewalk opposite the hotel, about half a block away, and was almost ready to cross the street when his attention was caught by two men hurrying toward him. They were both young, strong-looking men wearing khaki shirts. The khaki only served to make the deputy sheriff's badges more visible on their chests. Some instinct caused Longarm to pause. He wasn't sure that they were heading for him, but they were moving in a very purposeful way, and they were coming in his direction. He glanced behind himself. The sidewalk was empty. As he turned his face forward, the men were upon him. 
The nearest said, "Hold it right there, mister. Don't you move." 
Longarm stared at him. He said, "Who the hell do you think you're talking to, buster?" 
The one closest to him grabbed him by the arm. He said in a hard, young man's voice, "I'm talking to you. Keep your hands still and don't make no sudden moves." 
The suddenness of the encounter had taken Longarm off guard. He was amazed at himself that badges had caused him to believe that the men might be approaching him on official business, one law officer to another. For an instant, he had forgotten that he was not presenting himself as a United States deputy marshal. 
He said, "What the hell is this all about?" 
The other deputy had come around and taken his other arm. They were both holding him with tight hands. 
The bigger of the two, who had been doing the speaking from the beginning, said, "You're under arrest, mister. You're going to jail." 
Longarm gave him a mild look. He said, "What the hell are you going to arrest me for? Using the sidewalk?" 
"Never mind what we're arresting you for. You're just under arrest. You got that?" 
Longarm said, "You're making a mistake." 
The deputy leered at him. He said, "No, you're the one that made the mistake. Now, come on." 
They jerked him forward along the sidewalk. Longarm glanced around, but no one else was in sight. He walked willingly enough because he had no choice, and his mind was racing as he wondered if he was going to have to expose himself to get out of whatever supposed charge was being brought against him. He preferred not to tell the two deputies that he was a federal officer. He doubted that it would be much safer to tell the sheriff, since this didn't seem to be the kind of town where a federal officer would be very respected or well received, but at least, talking to the sheriff in private would be better than arguing with two young gorillas out in the middle of town. 
They suddenly surprised him. An alley yawned just a few feet ahead, and before he could realize what was happening, they were steering him into its opening. The buildings on each side suddenly cut the last of the sunlight off and he had to blink his eyes in the dimness of the alley. He said, "What in the hell is going on here? I thought you said you were taking me to jail. The jail ain't this way." 
The bigger of the two deputies jerked on his arm and said, "Move along. We'll decide where you be a-going, mister." 
Longarm tried to stop by digging his heels in the dirt. He said, "Listen, you two boys are making a hell of a mistake. I don't know what you have in mind, but you better turn me loose." 
They jerked him forward. "Come along, here, or we'll handcuff your hands behind you and drag you by your bootstraps." 
They had gone about ten yards deep into the alley. Longarm could see the light at the other end and, in that light, he could see a figure approaching. He jerked backward, forcing the men to stop. The figure was coming closer and closer. Now the two deputies seemed content to just hold him in place. As the figure approached, it turned into a man, and in a few more steps, it turned into Morton Colton. 
Longarm said, "I'll be a son of a bitch. So this is what you two boys are up to." 
The deputy holding his left hand suddenly curled his arm around Longarm's neck, jerking his chin back. He said, "Shut your mouth, mister. You're fixing to get yours right now." 
Longarm was forced to look over his cheekbones at Colton as he came forward. He could see that the man was working a pair of heavy leather gloves onto his fists. Longarm didn't think he'd have to guess what was fixing to happen to him. 
Colton stopped some three or four yards away. Even in the gloom of the alley, Longarm could see the glitter of hatred in the man's eyes. Colton reached up and swept off his planter's hat and threw it to the ground. He said, smacking one fist into the palm of the other, "Now, Mr. Long, you're going to get yours. I warned you that you were making a big mistake. You didn't understand then. Now, I'm going to beat you to a bloody pulp, you son of a bitch." 
Longarm said, "Takes two to hold me and you to hit me? You're some man, Colton." 
Colton said, "Talk all you want, big shot. You're fixing to get your face caved in and then, when you're down, I'm going to kick the living shit out of you." 
As Colton started forward, Longarm suddenly flung his weight hard against the man at his left. He felt the man give slightly, felt the hold around his neck loosen. As they swayed to the left, he used that momentum to pull the man on his right with them. Then, with a sudden shift of his weight, Longarm cocked his right arm and swung his body hard to the right, driving his elbow into the deputy's stomach. He felt his elbow go deep into the man's midriff, heard the swoosh of breath as it left the man, felt the solid contact as he shoved all of his weight into the blow. The man released Longarm's right arm and staggered backward. Out of the corner of his eye, Longarm could see him bent over. He didn't pause. 
In an instant, he had pivoted back toward his left, bringing up his big right hand, making it into a fist, letting his body turn, throwing all his weight now back to his left. The deputy that he had shoved against was now standing there with a surprised look on his face. Longarm hit him flush in the mouth, driving his fist through the man's face, feeling a bone crunch. He hit the man as hard as he could. The deputy dropped almost as if he had been hit by a bullet. In another instant, Longarm was coming back to his right. He knew there would be trouble in that direction. As he turned, he went down to his right knee. The deputy he'd struck in the stomach was now some three or four yards back. He was drawing his gun. Longarm hesitated. He didn't want to have to kill the man. He was, after all, wearing a badge. 
It had to be a split-second decision. Longarm did not believe the deputy was going to draw the gun just to arrest him again. He felt sure the man was going to fire. All that flashed through his mind in that flicker of an instant it took to assess the situation. The deputy's gun was almost clear of the leather when Longarm drew. He fired once, the bullet striking the deputy high in the middle of his chest. He went staggering backward and slammed into the wall of a building, the gun falling from his lifeless hand. He slid slowly down to a sitting position and then toppled over. 
Longarm was already swinging around, looking for Colton. He saw the man backing away. Ten yards now separated them. He said, "Colton, you son of a bitch, halt!" 
But Colton was starting into a back-pedaling run. Longarm cocked his revolver, aiming carefully, the fury rising in his brain like whiskey fumes. He was about to fire when a voice behind him yelled. 
"Mr. Long! Mr. Long! Stop! Hold it!" 
Longarm knew it could not possibly be the deputy he had hit in the face, and he didn't have any idea who it could be. He swiveled his head around in a quick move. It was Frank Carson. Longarm said, "What the hell?" 
Carson came running up, touching his shoulder. He said, "Mr. Long, you've got to get out of here! You just killed that deputy." 
Longarm sighted back down the alley. "Yeah, but I'm going to kill this fucking Colton before I do." 
It was going to be a hard shot. Colton was fast disappearing into the gloom of the alley. Longarm was about to squeeze off a shot when Frank Carson shook him by the shoulder. He said, "No! Let him go! You're in enough trouble as it is. I've got to get you the hell out of here." 
Longarm rose from his knee, holstering his revolver as he did. He said, "What do you mean, you've got to get me out of here? All I was doing was defending my life." 
Carson pointed at the deputy dead against the wall. He said, "You just killed a law officer." 
Longarm said, "Law officer my ass. That son of a bitch was doing Colton's dirty work for him. Besides that, he drew on me first. I let him get halfway out of the holster before I drew." 
Carson said, "I know. I saw it, but that don't change anything. I've still got to get you out of here." Longarm stared at him, his mind working. 
 



CHAPTER 4 
Longarm stared at the tall man for a long moment. He said, "Why do you have to get me out of here?" 
"Because you're a dead man if I don't." 
Longarm looked at him closely. "What the hell do you care?" 
Carson shrugged. He said, "I don't know. Maybe it's just because I don't like Colton and his bunch. Is that reason enough for you?" 
Longarm said, "I tell you, I was in the right. Colton was fixing to-" 
Carson interrupted him. He said, "I know what was fixing to happen. I saw all of it. I saw them take you off the sidewalk and into the alley. I just got here too late to keep you from killing that deputy. I was planning on stopping it myself, but I was across the street. It happened too fast." 
Longarm glanced at the deputy lying dead. The other one was beginning to make moaning sounds. He said, "What happens if I stay here?" 
Colton shrugged. He said, "Colton goes straight to the sheriff, who then comes over here and arrests you. He'll throw you in a jail and about a week later, a judge has you sentenced, and then they hang you." 
Of course, Longarm knew he wasn't going to jail and he wasn't going to be hung. Not with that deputy marshal's badge in his pocket. But he still hoped to do his job. Longarm said, "Where the hell can I run to?" 
"Let me worry about that. Let's go. Have you got a horse?" 
Longarm shook his head. "Hell, no, and I don't know where to get one, either. That livery stable ain't got nothing except a bunch of broken-down nags." 
Carson said, "Don't worry about it, I'll get you a horse. Let's go. We're just lucky that there were as few people on the street as there were or else we might already have a crowd. Let's get out of here before somebody discovers this mess." 
As they hurried across the street, Longarm said, "I hope, when this is all over, you're going to explain all this to me in a way so that I can understand it." 
Carson said, "I may explain it, but you still may not understand it. Just understand this right now. You're in big trouble and you need to make some tracks." 
"But where can I go?" 
They were almost to the livery stable. Carson said, "Don't worry. I've got a place I can take you." 
As the two men got to the entrance of the livery, Longarm said, "What the hell are we going in here for? They ain't got nothing in there but nags. I don't want a horse between my legs that's going to crater halfway out of town." 
Carson said, "Not to worry, Mr. Long. I know they've got a couple of good horses here because they belong to me. All we need to do is get a saddle for you and I reckon that can be arranged." 
In a matter of moments, two good-looking horses were led out from the corral in the back and the stable boys had them saddled and bridled and ready to go, almost before Longarm could spread a little money around. His horse was a dun, a mare, but she was long-legged and long-necked and built high in the hindquarters. He could tell she was a traveling horse. 
As Longarm stepped into the saddle, he said to Carson, "For a man who's just passing through town, you keep some mighty good livestock on hand. Must run up the bill shipping them back and forth from wherever you call home." 
Carson swung up on a bay gelding. "Well, I dabble in a little horse trading on the side. Just happen to have these two left over." 
Longarm said, "Yeah, I bet." They went out of the door to the livery stable at a fast walk and then turned right on Main Street, heading north. As they turned, Longarm glanced to his left and he could see a few people gathered around the mouth of the alley. 
Frank Carson said, "I would calculate we didn't have a minute to waste. Let's kick these horses on up and get on out of town." 
Together, they loped through the darkening town, heading north toward the mountains that hung high and craggy against the night sky. 
In less than five minutes, going at a lope, they had cleared the town and were on a wagon road that was bending to the east. 
Longarm said, "You care if I ask where we're going?" 
"I'm going to get you to safety, but it's going to be a kind of relay operation." 
"I hope to hell that you ain't getting me into more trouble than I would have been in back at that town. You know, I could have made a pretty good case with that sheriff about what was done to me." 
Frank Carson laughed without humor. "Oh, yes. He's going to believe you, especially over the word of Morton Colton. You killed one of his deputies, Long. I think you ought to know that." 
"Are you telling me that the law here is that corrupt?" 
"I'm telling you that the law here belongs to the Coltons and a couple of other families. And I'm telling you that Morton Colton's job has been and will be to grease up the law both local and them other kinds." 
"What other kinds?" 
Carson looked over at him from his horse. "We get the occasional Treasury agent around here from time to time. Colton takes care of them." 
The words took Longarm by such surprise that he almost halted the mare. The news that he had just heard meant that he was working for people that were already part of a swindle, people that could very easily betray him to the very whiskey runners he had been sent down to expose. It was all he could do to keep the surprise out of his voice when he said, "Treasury agents? What are those?" 
Carson said, "They're agents from the Treasury Department that come around where whiskey gets made to make certain that the revenue tax gets paid on every gallon." 
Longarm tried to sound wondering. "The hell you say!" 
By now, they had begun entering the foothills that rose to the northeast of the town. They were forced to pull the horses down to a slower gait. Carson said, "You mean, you've never heard of Treasury agents?" 
Longarm said, "Where I come from, we don't have such, because we don't make no whiskey. Ain't much except rocks, cactus, and sand in Arizona and ain't none of them make a very good blend of whiskey." 
Carson said, "You're going to have to keep reminding me that you haven't seen civilization in a long time." 
They rode in silence for about ten minutes, and then Longarm ventured to ask, "Is it any of my business where you're taking me?" 
"Well, if you have to know, I'm taking you tonight to a member of the Colton clan." 
They were walking the horses now and Longarm suddenly pulled back on the reins and stopped. It was a second or two before Carson reacted. He stopped his horse and looked back. He said, "What the hell is the matter?" 
Longarm said, "In case you didn't notice, that was a man by the name of Morton Colton that was fixing to have two deputies hold me while he beat me to pudding." 
"Yeah, I know." 
"And you're taking me to his family?" 
Carson chuckled and waved Longarm forward. "I expect I better explain something to you. The Colton family, to a man and a woman and a child, despise Morton Colton more than you or me. He is an outcast. The son of a bitch has done every low-down trick on his own family that there is to do, but at the same time, he's still a Colton." 
Longarm said, "If they despise him so bad, how come he's doing their work in town?" 
"That's just what I'm telling you. He's still a Colton, but they don't want him anywhere around the place. They don't want him handling the whiskey, they don't want him around any of his female cousins, nor do they want him around anybody while he's got a gun in his hands. You saw him cheating in that poker game. Well, he's cheated them on every deal he's ever handled, but he's still a Colton. You've got to understand that these mountain folk stick together like glue, so they put him out of the way in town and said, 'Now handle this. This is your last chance. If you screw this up, we're going to hang you.'" 
Longarm said softly, "Well, I'll be damned. You mean they would protect me from him?" 
Carson laughed softly. He said, "They would protect the devil from him. You've got to understand these clans that live way back here as they do without much outside intercourse--and I mean that in more ways than one. They don't trust strangers, and even though Morton is a low-down, no-good son of a bitch, he's still a Colton, so they trust him to do this job, which he does very well, by the way. The son of a bitch is just a natural-born greasy cheat. He's a liar, he's a snake, and he's just the kind to handle a payoff to the law." 
Longarm said slowly, "I see. So now you're taking me to the family? Are you going to tell them that I just had a run-in with Morton?" 
"Oh, hell, yes. That will set you up just fine with them. In fact, they might even get nearly hospitable. Well, no, that's going a bit far, but they might get nearly to where they tolerate you." 
Longarm shook his head. He said, "This is the damnedest place I've ever been in. I thought the Texas-Mexico border was bad, but this is worse." 
Carson looked at him quickly. He asked, "What were you doing near the Tex-Mex border?" 
Longarm said, "Oh, buying cattle." He smiled to himself, wondering if Carson thought he could be caught out that easily. Carson said, "Oh, I forgot you're a cattle rancher." 
"Was a cattle rancher." 
They rode in silence for a few more minutes. Longarm said, "Tell me one thing. There's something I don't understand. Yesterday, you wouldn't give me the time of day. Today, you're going to a considerable amount of trouble to keep me out of jail. You got a reason for that? Why would you help me?" 
Carson said, "What you don't understand is that I'm not so much helping you as I'm hindering Morton Colton. I can't stand the son of a bitch; I hate him. One of these days, I'm going to let some air through him. If I wasn't such a peaceful good old boy, I'd already have done it." 
"I didn't think you knew him. That day at the poker game, you acted like you didn't know him. You acted like you wanted to beat the hell out of him." 
Carson laughed slightly. "Oh, I know him. He just doesn't know that I know him. So far as beating the hell out of him, you were standing there with a fistful of a big revolver and I didn't figure you were going to let me or anybody else do anything. By the way, I noticed you used that revolver with a good deal of ease." 
Longarm said, "I noticed that you wear a cutaway holster, yourself." 
"Comes in handy in this business." 
"Well, you've all but told me that you're in this business, but the other day you claimed to know nothing about it. Now I find out that you not only know Morton Colton, but you know the family, at least you know where they live because that's where we're headed, according to you. What is it exactly that you do?" Longarm said. 
Carson gave him a glance. He said, "You'll find out soon enough, so I might as well tell you. I reckon if I can go to the trouble and the risk of pulling your bacon out of the fire, I can trust you with some information that's pretty nearly common knowledge among those in the know around here. I'm a whiskey buyer. I buy whiskey from these moonshiners here in Arkansas for my family's distillery in Tennessee." 
For a moment, Longarm didn't speak. He didn't know much about the whiskey business except he knew what he liked, but what Carson had just said didn't make much sense to him. 
By now, it had come good dark and the first stars of the evening were beginning to get up. They had ridden through the lowlands of the foothills and were now into some occasionally severe little hills and hummocks. As they crested the top of one of the steep hills, Longarm pulled his horse up to give him a blow. Carson did likewise. Longarm turned in his saddle and looked back. He could clearly see the lights of Little Rock from the heights of the little hillock. It was difficult to tell how far away the lights were, but judging from the time that had passed, he estimated they had come a good ten miles. The horse was as good an animal as Carson had claimed it was. 
Longarm said, scratching his head, "Now, you know, there's something here I don't exactly understand. Maybe it's because I don't know anything. I came down here with the idea of buying some cheap whiskey and bringing it back to Arizona to make a profit. Yet, here I find myself in the company of a man whose family owns a distillery in Tennessee, which is the next state over, and he's here buying whiskey from these here folks. Do they make that much better a brand of rotgut?" 
Frank Carson got a cigar out of his pocket and after offering it to Longarm and getting a shake of his head, stuck it in his own mouth and lit it with a match. When he had the cigar drawing good, he said, "No, it ain't better. Raw whiskey is raw whiskey. We buy this whiskey for two reasons: one, it's cheaper--they can sell it for about a dollar a gallon. It costs us nearly twice that much to distill our own raw whiskey. You get the taste of whiskey and the smoothness of whiskey in the way you age it and the way you handle it, so you see, that's why the raw whiskey they make is just as good as the raw whiskey that we make. But they've got another edge on us. Their raw whiskey is a higher proof than ours. You know what proof means, don't you?" 
Longarm nodded, "Yeah, I drink one-hundred-proof Maryland bourbon whiskey. Yes." 
Carson said, "I've tasted it, and I understand. I don't think it's any better than the whiskey that my family makes, but every man to his own taste. Well, this raw whiskey that the Coltons make is about one hundred sixty proof, and about all you can make out of whiskey is one hundred ninety proof. That's about as high as she goes, nearly pure white lightning. But they make a higher proof going in than we do." 
Longarm said, "How come that?" 
"They use more sugar. You've got two big costs outside of your time and labor in making whiskey," said Carson. "That's the corn and especially the sugar. They use more sugar, so they get a higher proof. We can buy their raw whiskey and not only save by the gallon, but we can cut it even more and still end up with an eighty- or ninety-proof finished product. Of course, we lay ours down in barrels anywhere from six to eight years. They're not willing to do that, or maybe they are. Maybe they've got some laid back in the woods, I don't know. All I do know is that they sell a hell of a lot of raw whiskey. This is probably, right now, the whiskey capital of the United States." 
Longarm said, "I see." He thought a few moments, not certain he should say the next, but after a hesitation, he decided to go ahead. He said, "But don't you save a little more than just the price per gallon over what you can distill it for?" 
"How's that?" 
"On them federal tax stamps. I've already heard about those. Ain't that what them Treasury folks are down here looking into?" 
Carson gave him a small smile. He said, "We don't save anything on the Treasury stamps. Once we get our whiskey ready to age, it goes into a bonded warehouse and there's a federal stamp goes on every barrel. We pay the tax. We ain't got no problems with that." 
Longarm smiled back at him. "You mean to tell me that you can buy it here and carry it to Tennessee and there ain't no stamp involved?" 
Carson gave him the barest of a look. "I didn't say that, Mr. Long, and if I's you, I wouldn't pursue that line of thought." 
Longarm nodded. He said, "I'm in your debt, sir. We'll play this your way." 
Carson took his reins up in his hands. He said, "We better get moving; we've still got a pretty good little ride left, and you're likely to be wanting some supper before dawn. I know I will." 
As they rode, Longarm said, "Frank, one little question keeps occurring to me. You are carrying me back into these hills where I reckon that every one of these gentlemen that I'm going to meet is going to have a long beard and an even longer rifle. What am I going to do back here, and how long am I supposed to stay?" 
"Well, Custis, that's entirely up to you. I done what I thought was necessary in what little time was available. Now, you can turn around and ride back into town as far as I'm concerned, but if I's you, I'd kind of lay down behind the log for a while until things settle down a little bit. I would imagine that they're going to be scouring the country for you for the next week or so. That would be my guess. You did shoot a deputy sheriff, and you knocked the hell out of another one, and you scared the piss out of Morton Colton, which may have been the biggest mistake of all. So if I's you, I wouldn't be in too big a hurry to go flying around the country. I'd wait until such time as it was a little more settled." 
Longarm said, "You say they are going to go to scouring the country for me? What's going to keep them from coming back here in these hollers or wherever it is we're going--these whiskey camps--looking for me there?" 
Carson gave a sharp bark of laughter. "I can promise you this. There ain't a lawman in the country that is going to come back into this area, not if they expect to come out alive. That's why they are very grateful to do business with Morton Colton right there in town. You couldn't pay one of them to come back here. One smell of moonshiners' smoke is enough to send these old boys running to the Texas border." 
Longarm said, "You reckon I could do any business back here? You reckon I could buy me a load of whiskey back here and somehow think of a way to transport it?" 
Carson's shoulders made a faint shrug in the dim night. He said, "I reckon anything is possible. They'll freight it Out to the nearest railhead, but whether they'll do it or not for you is another question. As far as I know, they ain't looking for any more new customers." 
It had come solid dark and it was only a quarter of a moon. Frank Carson had taken the lead and was following a trail that Longarm had a hard time picking out. He said, "Frank, are You sure you know where you are going? Seems to me that we're just riding between the high places." 
Ahead of him, Carson chuckled. "That's damned near the case." He pointed, raising his arm to where Longarm could see. "See that little notch, way up yonder, far off at the top of that mountain? I'm just guiding on that. That will bring us into Salem Colton's place. That's where you can stay the night. I don't think he's going to let you stay more than one night, but he might pass you on up the line toward the old man's place." 
"Who is the old man?" 
Carson turned in his saddle and looked back. "If they want to tell you, that's okay with me, but I'm not going to be the one to tell you about the old man." 
"What did you say the first man's name was?" 
"Salem. His wife's name is Bathsheba. They've all got names out of the Bible." 
"Churchgoing folks, then?" 
Carson chuckled again. "I wouldn't count on it." 
Gradually they had begun to climb to the first slight slopes of the mountain range. They rode into the tree line. Suddenly they were under a canopy of oak and sycamore and elm and maple and pine, all flushed out with spring leaf. If it had been dark before, it was even more so now. Longarm could barely make out the form of Frank Carson in the darkness ahead of him. He spoke in a low voice. It seemed to call for a low voice. He said, "Mr. Carson, I reckon you ought to throw me the end of a rope." 
"Why?" 
"Because it's done got as black as the inside of a cow, and if I lose sight of you and you get away from me in this pitch, I ain't ever going to find my way out of here. I don't even see how you know where you're going." 
"Just keep looking through the trees at that notch in the top of that mountain and keep bearing on that," Carson said. 
"Yeah, but we're going away from it right now." 
"But as soon as I can, I'm going to cut to the left, back toward it." 
They went down gentle draws, up sharp inclines, and then suddenly came into a broad meadow. It was wide enough that a little moonlight could filter through and Longarm could see long rows of young corn. He said, "By the by, you mentioned sugar as being one of the main costs of making whiskey. How come they can afford to put so much more sugar in their raw whiskey than you do?" 
Carson said, "Yeah, that would be a question, wouldn't it? You know they grow sugar down in Louisiana. They've got a couple sugar mills down there. In fact, a couple of them are up pretty close to the Arkansas line. One of them is in Monroe, Louisiana, in the northern part." 
"Yeah, but ain't Tennessee damned near as close to Louisiana as Arkansas?" 
Longarm could hear Frank Carson spit tobacco juice, then he heard him clear his throat. Carson said, "Yeah, you'd think that, wouldn't you?" 
Longarm said, "You're being mighty careful not to answer my question." 
Carson chuckled. "I'm trying not to tell you that about four years ago, there was a trainload of sugar stolen from northern Louisiana. They found the train in eastern Arkansas, but the sugar was gone." 
Longarm said, "Oh. I reckon I don't want to know any more about that." 
"It might be for the best. Ignorance can sometimes be a good friend." 
Longarm said, "But what I don't understand is, we're back here in this wild-assed country. I need to buy a considerable amount of whiskey, and I sure as hell don't figure I can take it back to Little Rock and put it on a train. How do they get it out of here? How do you buy it?" 
From up ahead, he could hear Frank Carson's voice through the black. "I think you're getting a little bit ahead of yourself. In the first place, you ain't got no guarantee that they'll even sell you any whiskey. Fact is, I'd say your chances are slim and none, and slim's gone visiting. But the way it comes is in ten-gallon demijohns. There's four demijohns to a crate, which they pack with straw. They've got some big, stout wagons and they've carved out a road to a little town north of here. There's a railroad spur line that comes through there. They'll get it to that line for you and after that, it's your whiskey and your problem, but they ain't going to sell any less than a thousand gallons, so if you've got anything less than that on your mind, you won't be doing any business with these folks." 
Longarm said, "Well, I was thinking bigger than that." 
He was suddenly conscious of Carson making a forty-five-degree cut to the left. He could barely make him out as he tried to follow, and then the ground began to descend. Carson turned his head and said over his shoulder, "We better be quiet from here on in. We're starting to get close. These folks shoot at sound. Understand?" 
Longarm said, "I understand, but I was under the impression that you did enough business with them that they wouldn't be likely to pop you out of the saddle." 
"In case you didn't notice, Mr. Long, it's a little black out here, and they just might not recognize me. I don't care to take the chance. Do you?" 
Longarm said, "You're doing the leading." 
They traveled on through the night over the rough ground for what seemed like, to Longarm, an eternity, though he knew it couldn't be more than fifteen minutes or a half hour. Then, almost as if they had parted a curtain, several lights suddenly shone through the dark. In a few more moments, they were at the edge of the tree line that surrounded a big clearing. Longarm could easily make out a long, rambling house that appeared to be made of rocks and logs and shingled with wooden shakes. He could see a number of outbuildings and through the black of the sky, he could see thin mists rising up that he guessed were smoke from the still fires. Carson called out, "Hellooo... helloo the house." 
For a moment, nothing happened. Carson called out again, "Hellooo the house." 
There were lights enough in several windows to make it clear that people were still up and around. Longarm said, "Might be they've gone to bed." 
Carson said, "No, this is a twenty-four-hour-a-day operation. They keep those stills running all night. Somebody has got to tend them. There's plenty of people awake. They're just giving us a little bit more time while they think about it." 
Longarm said, "Why don't we ride forward a little more, get out of the dark of these trees where they can get a look at us?" 
"That ain't a real good idea," Carson said. 
Almost before he had finished speaking, the door to the house suddenly opened and a woman stood there, framed in the light behind her. She called out, "Who be it?" 
Frank Carson called back, "That you, Bathsheba?" 
She said, "I'm doin' the askin'. Who be it?" 
"It's Frank Carson with a friend." 
The woman called, "Well, ride on forward a bit, but do it right slow. You know there's guns trained on ya." 
Carson said, "I'd be mighty disappointed if there weren't." 
The woman in the door cackled. She said, "Yep, that do be soundin' like you, Frank. Y'all come on and ride on UP." 
Carson said in a low voice to Longarm, "Take it real slow and don't make any sudden moves. There'll be at least three rifles dead on us." 
"Like I said, you're doing the leading." 
At a walk, they advanced their horses across the flat, open ground. It was at least fifty yards to the front of the big, rambling house. Longarm could feel the hair prickling on the back of his neck with every step of his horse. He could almost sense the rifles aimed on them with the hammers cocked. He desperately hoped that nobody got nerVOUS. 
They were about twenty yards from the front porch when Frank Carson said, "We better pull up here and let them get a good look at you." He turned and said to the lady standing in the doorway, "Bathsheba, my friend's name is Custis Long. I haven't known him very long, but he seems like a right enough fellow. Says he wants to buy some whiskey." 
She said, "Well, that be up to Salem and them others. Y'all come on up into the light so we can get a better look at ya." 
They nudged their horses forward until they came to a stop right at the porch of the house. Now Longarm could see that the woman in the doorway was probably forty years old, although she looked older. She was small and had rough-hewn features and was dressed in working clothes. She said, "Y'all step down and come on in. Salem says it's all right. You can tie up your horses and tend to them after you have a cup of coffee and maybe some supper. I've got some cold beef left I could heat up, and there's ham and some other fixin's. I'll make some biscuits." 
Carson said, "Bathsheba, don't go through any trouble for us. We're just obliged for a night's shelter." 
She said, "Oh, just hush up and get on in here. Salem and the others are sitting around the table right now." 
Carson and Longarm dismounted. As they started up toward the porch, Carson said, "Well, you're on your own now, my friend. I ain't going to take no responsibility for your conduct, and I'm going to make sure that these here folks understand that. I'm going to tell them about you and Morton Colton and the trouble that you've had, and that's the best introduction you can get. Whether they'll sell you any whiskey, I don't know." 
Longarm said as they stepped on the porch, "You going to stay here tonight?" 
"Hell, yes. I ain't riding back through that country at this time of night." 
They walked forward across the porch and stepped through the door that the woman was holding open for them. 
 



CHAPTER 5 
Longarm stepped into a long, low-ceilinged room. To his right, he could see a set of stairs and he realized that the outline of the house was that of a two-story place. It seemed much bigger once he was inside. Directly in front of him was a large fireplace with a slow-burning log providing a small blaze. To his left, toward a door he guessed led into the kitchen, was a big, round table where three men were seated. 
One of the men, the oldest and biggest of the three, stood up. He said, "Carson, how be ya? Y'all come on over and sit down and take some whiskey. I reckon y'all could probably use a drink. I would expect you've been riding from town. Miz Bathsheba will fix y'all some vittles, so come on over and take a chair." He sat down. 
Longarm and Frank Carson walked across the wooden floor and pulled up straight-backed chairs at the table. The big man in the middle nodded at Longarm. He said, "My name's Colton. Salem Colton. Man to my left is my cousin and the one to my right is my brother. Their names don't mean a hell of a lot, since you ain't going to be here that long." 
Longarm was pulling out a chair. "Sounds fine to me. My name's Custis Long, and before Mr. Carson tells you, let me explain that I had a run-in with a man I reckon would be your cousin. Might even be a closer kin than that, for all I know. Name was Morton Colton. He was fixing to have me worked over by a couple of deputies in town and this gentleman," he jerked his head toward Carson, "managed to pull my bacon out of the fire. Now, I've got to tell you, I was a little surprised to find that he was carrying me to the kinfolk of the man I had the run-in with." 
Salem Colton laughed. He said, "Oh, Frank knows the business. Let me put it this way: you or any other stranger would be a hell of a lot more welcome here than Morton would. We don't know about you, but we already know all we want to know about Cousin Morton who may be the most worthless, no-count son of a bitch that ever roamed these hills." 
Longarm smiled slowly. He said, "Well, I've got to tell you, that gives me some relief." 
Salem Colton looked over to Frank Carson and said, "Well, what did they go to buttin' heads about?" 
Carson chuckled softly, that mild unhumorless sound he made. He said, "Oh, Morton was up to his usual tricks of trying to cheat at a poker game and this gentleman, being a gentleman, didn't know he wasn't supposed to do anything about it. He's still of the opinion that cheating at a poker game is not allowed. He stuck a gun in Morton's face, blessed him out pretty good, and then told him he was lucky to get off with no more than losing his money. Showed him the door in other words." 
All three of the men laughed, although Longarm thought the two younger men didn't seem to find the story as funny as Salem did. 
There was a big gallon jug sitting in the middle of the table, half-full of a clear liquid. About that time, the woman put a glass in front of both Frank Carson and Longarm. Salem Colton stood up, took the gallon jug, and poured them both a full measure. He said, "Drink up, gents. This stuff is damned near a week old." 
Carson said, "Prime stuff, huh?" 
"Yeah, we don't keep it a hell of a lot longer than that." 
Longarm took a healthy swig, wanting to show his appreciation. It burned his mouth, burned his throat, and seared his stomach. It tasted like the kerosene you put in a coal oil lamp. He gasped slightly, his eyes watering. He said, "My God! That's stout!" 
Now all three men laughed. 
Salem said, "Little strong for your taste?" 
Longarm said, choking, "I would reckon that stuff would fetch up a wildcat. My Lord! I think my tongue has gone to sleep." 
One of the younger men spoke for the first time. "I reckon that would be some pretty high-proof stuff." 
Longarm said, "That makes me come to a funny question that's in my mind. I'm new in this whiskey business--been in the cattle and land business out in Arizona--but I never had much to do with whiskey except to drink it. How do y'all come to this proof business? I've seen it printed on labels on bottles, but that there jug ain't got no label on it. How do you know what proof it is? I know the higher the proof, the stronger the kick is, and that particular mule that you've got in that bottle could kick a barn down." 
Salem said with a straight face, "Have you ever heard of a lap dog?" 
Longarm looked around at the three or four hounds lying around the room, their chins on their front paws. "Yeah, but I don't see any one here that would fit in anybody's lap, unless they had a mighty big lap." 
"Well," said Salem. "It's a bit different kind of lap dog. We've got a little drip that we run out of each still with a little tin pan there, and this here one dog we have goes over and laps up some from time to time. As soon as he keels over, we know it's strong enough." 
Everyone laughed at the table except Longarm. "Ain't that a bit hard on the dog?" 
Salem shook his head. He said, "Nah, we've got a pillow stuffed with goose feathers laying right there beside the pan, so when he falls over, he don't hurt himself." 
Longarm nodded. "I see. That's damned thoughtful of YOU." 
About then, the woman came in from the kitchen and set a plate of food in front of Longarm and Frank Carson. There was what appeared to be smoked ham and gravy and some mashed potatoes and some kind of garden peas. There was a big hunk of corn bread on each plate. 
Frank Carson said, "Bathsheba, you didn't have to go to this much trouble." 
Longarm said, "Mrs. Colton, I am much obliged. I was as hungry as a hog. Mr. Carson can give me his part if he don't want it." 
Carson said, "I never said that! I was just being polite." 
Longarm nodded at the woman. "I am much obliged, Mrs. Colton. This here ham looks mighty good." 
Salem Colton said, "Y'all go on and eat and then we'll talk after a minute. I'll be right interested to hear how come Mr. Long wants to go into the whiskey business." 
Longarm said, "Well, for the simple reason that the timber business has about played out." 
Salem Colton narrowed his eyes. "Timber? Ain't no timber in Arizona from what I've heard. It's mostly desert." 
Longarm began cutting his ham. He said, "Yeah, it's desert now, but it didn't use to be before I started into the timber business." 
That brought a pretty good laugh and seemed to settle the mood in the room. Even the two young men had stopped giving him hard looks. 
The three men were rough but cleanly dressed. Only the man in the middle, the older one, was bearded. The other two supported drooping mustaches. They didn't look especially mean, or inbred, or especially suspicious. Longarm reckoned that they led a lonely, hard life making whiskey and selling it. He doubted that they or their womenfolk got into town much. Even though the three men, whom Longarm guessed ranged in age from mid-twenties to late forties, didn't appear all that rough or tough, he expected that neither they nor any of their clan would be people to get careless with. When they had finished their meal, he and Carson, almost together, pushed their plates away. In an instant, Bathsheba appeared from nowhere to collect their knives and forks and plates. She headed for the kitchen, leaving the table and the conversation to the men. 
Salem Colton hunched forward a little, putting his big hands and forearms on the table. He said to Longarm, "Now, what's this about you wanting to buy whiskey? How much whiskey are you wanting to buy?" 
"Neighbor, I ain't been in this part of the country more than two or three days, and I'm just kind of getting my feet wet right now. I figure if you're willing to sell it and I can get it to a railroad someplace without either drowning or falling off one of these damned mountains here, that I'd maybe like to take about two thousand gallons, depending on the price." 
Salem gave him a long look and then turned his head to spit tobacco. He said, turning back to Longarm, "Well, that's about the least we'll sell. Gonna cost you about a dollar and a quarter a gallon, but the selling of it ain't up to me." 
Longarm glanced around at Frank Carson. The price that Salem Colton had just quoted was almost double the amount Carson had said he had been paying. Longarm made no sign. He had no intentions of buying any whiskey, but he felt to be taken seriously, he ought to put up a show of bargaining. He shook his head and said, "That sounds mighty dear to me. That sounds like about twenty-five hundred dollars' worth of green whiskey to me. I'll have to do all sorts of doctoring up and getting it in bottles before I could ever make a profit. Gonna be quite a few costs to a middleman on this project." 
Salem shook his head. "Well, to begin with, we've got plenty of buyers for our whiskey, and then secondly, it ain't up to me. It's up to Asa. He might not be willing to sell you a drop, much less two thousand gallons." 
Longarm said, "Who's Asa?" 
Salem shrugged. "Well, I reckon you might have to call him the boss. He's my uncle, but since Joshua died, who was my daddy and several other boys' daddy, Asa kind of runs the show. He's the main man, you might say." 
Longarm said, "And where is he?" 
Salem nodded his head at Frank Carson. He said, "He knows. If he wants to see you buying any whiskey, he'll take you there or he'll point you there. I wouldn't recommend, however, you go by yourself. There's some pretty ticklish country between here and there, and I don't mean that you might fall off into a valley somewhere." 
Longarm gave him a thin smile. "You mean I might fall off with a bullet through my chest?" 
"That's about the size of it." 
"Well, how far is it?" 
Salem stretched. He said, "Oh, it ain't all that far in miles--maybe six or seven. I ain't never taken a count of it. But there's some real unfriendly folks you don't want to be passing without some word going on ahead that you're all right. See, what we're doing ain't exactly approved by some folks, the law and whatnot, though I'm sure by now Mr. Carson has told you what our cousin Morton Colton is good for. We call him the wagon-wheel grease. Keeps our wheels turning, if you take my meaning." 
Longarm nodded. He said, "Oh, I take your meaning. But what about getting the whiskey out of here?" 
Salem said, "I imagine Mr. Carson's already told you how we get the whiskey out of here." 
Longarm glanced at Frank Carson. He said; "You'd be surprised how close-mouthed this friend of mine is here. Even though he saved my life and got me out of a tight fix, he still ain't told me a whole hell of a lot about y'all's business." 
Salem laughed. He said, "That's why he's still welcome around these parts." 
Longarm said, "Well, what do you reckon my chances are of getting up to see Asa? I take it his last name is Colton?" 
Salem shrugged and looked sideways at the two men on either side of him. He said, "Well, I say they're pretty good." He smiled. "We kind of think the best of gents that give old Morton a face full of revolver steel. He ain't one of our favorite kinfolk. You might say that any enemy of Morton's is a friend of ours. If his last name wasn't Colton, the son of a bitch would have been dead about five times over, I can tell you that." 
Longarm put his hands on the table. He said, "Well, what's the next move?" 
Salem Colton said, smiling wickedly, "Well, the next thing is for you to finish that glass of pop-skull you've got sitting in front of you, and then we'll all get to bed and sleep on it and in the morning, I'll see. Frank, did you plan on going on up there?" 
Frank Carson looked over at Longarm and then back to Salem. He said, "Well, no, not actually, but I don't have any pressing business back in town, and there are a few things I guess I could talk to Asa about on my order. My time's getting pretty close, I need to be getting on out of here and headed back to Tennessee with some whiskey." 
Salem got up and he said, "My old woman will show you where you can bed down. I'll see you in the morning. Come on, boys." With that, the three men walked across the long room and disappeared into the darkness of the hallway. 
Longarm looked at Carson. "What now?" 
Carson reached for his glass. He said, "Well, right now, I guess we'd a-better not let Salem find these glasses sitting here with this bone-breaking stuff still in them. We'll see in the morning." 
Longarm picked up his glass with a groan. He said, "Lord, this is a hard business. Couldn't we maybe just pour this stuff out on the floor?" 
Frank Carson shook his head. He said, "Naw, it'd burn right through these wood planks. They'd be sure to notice the holes in the morning." 
Longarm nodded. He said, "Yeah, I just hate to think of what I'm doing to my stomach and my gullet." 
"The sooner this is down, the sooner we're down. I'm dog weary and ready for bed." 
That night, Longarm lay on a hard cot, his mind racing, while he listened to Frank Carson snoring lightly across the room. It seemed to him that he was doing exactly the very thing that Billy Vail had warned him not to do. He had taken himself back into a very nest of the moonshiners and was about to get even deeper. On top of that, there was Morton Colton who he felt, sooner or later, would have to be dealt with. It could be that if Colton were to follow him back into the hills and get in among his kinfolks, that blood in the end might turn out to be thicker than their disgust for him if it came to a fight between kin and Longarm. But the worst part, in Longarm's mind, was the very startling information that a couple of Treasury agents gone wrong were involved. He had no idea how he planned to handle them. What he desperately needed to do was to get to a telegraph and wire Billy Vail to have the agents recalled before they ever knew about him or his arrival. He might suddenly find himself in the midst of a whole clan of people with rifles who knew how to use them. 
But then there was the matter of the whiskey. It seemed to him that if he was going to clean up the mess, he would have to buy some whiskey, and it appeared the least they would sell him was 2,000 gallons and that, at the price quoted, was $2,500. He didn't have near that kind of cash. All he had on him was about $600 of his own money. He could get the sum by bank wire, but the only bank he knew of that was big enough to handle a bank wire was in Little Rock. He sure as hell couldn't go back there, not, at least, as a whiskey buyer. He could go back there as a marshal and arrest several people, but that wouldn't be doing the job he had been sent to do. He fretted over all the different angles of the matter until finally his tiredness and the strike of the white lightning overtook him, and he fell into a troubled sleep. 
The next morning before breakfast, Carson told Longarm that he would be willing to accompany him on to Asa Colton's place. He said, "But I want to make it real clear to you, Mr. Long, that I am not standing good for you. I ain't lending you any of the prestige it took me a good number of years to work up with these folks. They trust me. You get your trust on your own. I'll tell Asa Colton just exactly that. We square on the matter?" 
Longarm shrugged. "Hell, Frank. I ain't asking you to go my bond. All I want to do is buy some whiskey. If they are willing to sell it to me, I'll buy it, though I don't much like the price. It appears to me that they're charging me a sizable amount more than they are you." 
"Let me give you some advice on that matter. If they sell you some whiskey, you'd better buy it at the price they name. They don't Presbyterian around the amount, if you take my meaning. You ain't going to barter or beat them down. Now, if you buy that first load and they take a liking to you, then the price will come down by itself, you won't have to ask. But if they think you're trying to get at them, they won't sell you a thimbleful. The first thing you'll see is a man with a rifle telling you to get off the place. The problem is that all the way back to Little Rock, you're on somebody named Colton's place." 
"That sounds just dandy," Longarm said. "Hell, buying whiskey is just about as much fun as getting caught in a stampede. When I set out to come down here, I thought a man just walked up, announced his order, paid for it, and left. This is getting more complicated than the first time I tried to get on top of a young girl on her porch swing and us both fully dressed." 
Carson barely smiled. He said, "You'll think fucking in a swing is a piece of cake next to this business. Let's get some breakfast and get on the road." 
"You mean there's a road?" 
"You know what I mean." 
They arrived at Asa Colton's place about mid-morning. It had not been far, but the meandering around through the cuts and draws and around the craggy little hills and avoiding places that Frank Carson advised were best to avoid had all taken time. It had taken them better than two hours to cover the six or seven miles. They rode into the big clearing to the tune of the baying of a pack of hounds located somewhere beyond the clump of buildings that was the settlement of the head of the Colton clan. Since the hounds didn't materialize, Longarm figured they were penned. He figured they were probably coon dogs, taken out at night to run coon or fox or maybe even bear. As they came into the clearing and stopped, Longarm heard a man yelling "Hush!" at them and they quieted immediately. 
Asa Colton's place was much like Salem's except it was a great deal bigger. The house was more log than it was rock and was more rock than it was lumber. It looked to Longarm that, at one time, it had been a big log cabin that had just grown from there. There were quite a number of outbuildings, barns, and sheds, and the like. From over the roof of the house, the air was thick with steam and smoke from what he reckoned to be fifteen or twenty stills all going at once. 
As they sat their horses, waiting about fifty yards from the house, a man carrying a rifle came around the corner. He stopped and shaded his eyes, apparently recognizing Frank Carson. He made a motion, waving them in. Carson started his horse in, and Longarm followed. They rode up to the porch and dismounted. Carson introduced the man as John Colton, one of Asa's sons. He was a big, burly man that Longarm took to be in his late thirties. On the ride down, Carson had told him that Asa was a man in his mid-fifties and widowed. He had two sons, Mark and John, and one daughter, Sally, in her mid-twenties. He gave Longarm a look. He said, "Now, the first thing you're going to want to do is get a-hold of Miss Sally. My advice is not to try that. Asa's almighty proud of that girl, and he's discouraged any number of suitors. It's going to take somebody that Asa thinks is highfalutin and proper enough to win Miss Sally's hand." 
Carson had said there were a number of cousins and nephews also around the place, as well as some distant relations that were treated pretty much like hired hands. He said, "All told, I'd reckon there's twelve or fifteen able-bodied men, not counting Asa. There's a clutch of womenfolk, and in the number of years I've been coming here, I've never quite figured out who belongs to who. The best thing to do about the womenfolk is to keep your hands in your pockets." 
Longarm could see for himself a number of children running back and forth, skylarking and playing. He said, "The old man just had the one daughter, Sally?" 
Carson shook his head. He said, "No, he's got two others, but they're married and moved off the Place. He's also got two other sons, but that Sally, she's going as a prize." 
Just then, John came up. Carson shook his hand and introduced him to Longarm. The man eyed Longarm suspiciously, but Longarm had the impression that was the way he looked at everybody. 
John Colton said, "Y'all better come on in the house. Daddy's sitting in the kitchen. We'll go in and get us a drink or maybe y'all would like some coffee?" 
Longarm said quickly, "I could really use a cup of good coffee." 
"Well, it's this way," Colton said. 
They opened the front door and went in. The house inside was much like Salem's. John Colton led them through the big living room and through a door and then into a kitchen that was bigger than most houses. A couple of black women were working at a stove. A woman in her thirties with stringy hair turned around, gave them a glance, and then went on back to her work. Longarm guessed her to be the wife of one of the brothers or one of the cousins or perhaps one of the nephews. 
At the big, long table, a man who looked much older than his mid-fifties sat saucering and blowing a cup of coffee. He had a cud of tobacco in his mouth. Without giving them much more than a bare glance, he nodded at the chairs sitting around the table. He said, "Sit." 
Longarm took a chair that put his back to the front wall of the kitchen. Carson and John Colton sat across from him. Longarm was on Asa Colton's right. The old man raised his eyes and looked at him for a long moment. He said, "Who be you?" 
Frank Carson spoke up. He said, "Asa, this is a man I've known only a few days. I want you to understand that. He's no old friend of mine, and I can't give him no bona fides." He went on to tell how Longarm had gotten mixed up with Morton Colton and how he, Frank Carson, had helped to get Longarm out of town. He said, "Morton was going to use the law to get him. I didn't much like the odds in the fight, so I stepped in. Turns out, he's from Arizona. Used to be in the cattle business and the land business and the timber business but claims that has played out. Says he'd like to buy some raw whiskey and carry it back to Arizona and sell it for a profit. Lord knows, that place is dry enough. I was there once, and it was plenty dry." 
The old man had been studying Longarm's face while Carson was talking. He said, "So you comed all the way over here in hopes we'd sell you some whiskey. Mister, we don't sell whiskey to just anybody, in case you didn't have that information." 
Longarm said, "I was getting that impression in town, and I guess I would have gone on back to Arizona if your kinfolk, Morton Colton, hadn't interfered with my life. As it was, I didn't have but one way to run and that was with Frank, headed up here. Now that I'm here, I was wondering if there ain't some way you and I could do some business." 
The old man sat there staring. He had coal black eyes and he kept them fixed on Longarm. The deputy marshal avoided looking him in the eye and instead let his own wander around the kitchen. The two Negro cooks looked clean but fat. The white woman who was supervising them had stringy hair, a gaunt face, and bony limbs. While the two sons appeared well-fed and chunky, the old man didn't look like he had enough fat on him to grease a skillet. Apparently, it was the kind of country that was hell on women and old folks. Finally, Asa Colton said, "You got money to buy whiskey?" 
"I was told the least you would sell is two thousand gallons. Is that right?" 
"Yep." 
Longarm said, "I ain't got that kind of money on me. The price I was quoted, that comes to twenty-five hundred dollars. Now, if we were in Little Rock, I could get a bank in Colorado to wire the money in here to one of the banks there. But I ain't in Little Rock, and I can't go back there because your kinfolk, Morton Colton, has got the whole damned sheriff's department looking for me. How can it be done?" 
The old man leaned sideways and spat tobacco juice on the floor. "Ain't my worry. I ain't decided to sell you the whiskey, but if I do decide to sell it, it's going to be cash on the barrelhead." 
Longarm said, "Well, I don't know how to work it. If I can slip back into Little Rock, I could get a message off to the bank where I do business." 
One of the sons spoke. Longarm couldn't tell them apart. They looked so much alike, he didn't know which was Mark and which was John. The brother said, "Thought you said you's from Arizona." 
Longarm gave him a look. "You spend much time in Arizona?" 
"No." 
Longarm said, "You'd be surprised how scarce banks are there. No, I've got a little cattle company headquartered there in Colorado. I keep my money in Denver. I've got a partner, a man by the name of Vail. If I can get word to him, I can get some money down here." 
The old man spat again. He said, "We'll see. I ain't a-rushin' into nothin'. Frank, how much whiskey are you plannin' on takin'?" 
Carson said, "I'd like to take about four thousand gallons, if that's all right with you. I've got a draft to cover the amount." 
The old man nodded. He said, "We'll be ready to ship in five, maybe six days. That suit you?" 
"Don't see why not," Carson said. 
Old man Colton made a motion with his hand toward the back of the house. He said, "Meanwhile, y'all can bunk in that first little cabin out there. You can take your meals in here with the family. Ain't no call for customers to be eating with the working folks." 
Carson said, "I'm much obliged for that, Asa. I would like to say that I'm getting along toward the need to get on home with this whiskey. We'd like to get it in barrels and start aging as quick as we can. Be coming on to summer before you know it. Whiskey ages better in the hot weather." 
Asa gave him a hard eye. He said, "Any damned fool knows that." He paused for a moment. "I might even let y'all have some of my aged whiskey to drink here on the premises." 
Longarm said innocently enough, "Aged whiskey? You've got aged whiskey?" 
The old man laughed. He said, "Yeah, some of it's near two weeks old. We sell it about as fast as we can make it." 
Longarm, not sure if he was on safe ground, said, "Excuse me, Mr. Colton, I'm curious about something. I see steam and smoke from all over this valley and down into the foothills. Does everybody around here make whiskey?" 
The old man gave him that beady look again. He said, "Naw, most of them farm. This is wonderful country for farming, or haven't you noticed? Why, I would imagine that a man could make a good crop of corn on top of one of those mountains." 
"But I saw an awful lot of meadows full of corn as we were coming in. You've got a pretty good valley of it here." 
Asa said, "Yeah, but that's my corn. That's how I make my whiskey. Corn and sugar." 
Longarm gave him an innocent look, thinking of the trainload of stolen sugar. "You grow your own sugar, do ya?" 
The two brothers smiled, but the old man cackled. He said, "Well, mister--I forgot your name--whatever it is, there's more than one way to grow sugar, in case you ain't noticed." 
"When are you going to tell me if you're going to sell me some whiskey?" 
"When I get good and ready. Now, what's wrong with our women here? We ought to have some coffee in front of our guests and set a bottle of that good whiskey in the middle of the table. Damn, Rebecca, I don't know what the hell's the matter with you. I ought not to have let my son marry you." The woman turned around and gave him a look that said plainly, I wish you hadn't. 
There were eight at the table for lunch. The two sons and their wives, one of whom was Rebecca, the other Ruth. Then there was Longarm, Frank Carson, the old man, and Sally. She had no more than entered the room when Longarm's eyes had been instantly attracted to her dark beauty. She had clear, lightly tanned skin, black hair, greenish blue eyes, and a red, Kewpie-doll mouth. Her breasts strained against the thin material of her frock. She had a narrow waist and hips that curved deliciously. The look of her almost made Longarm catch his breath. He didn't know if she was really so beautiful or if he had just been looking at ugly women for so long a time. 
All through the meal, she studied Longarm openly and without coyness. There was no flirtation about her, she was simply straightforward. So much so that it made Longarm's blood pound and that copper taste come into his mouth. Just looking at her, he could feel his jeans becoming too small. But, following Frank Carson's advice, he kept his eyes carefully averted from meeting hers. He made small talk as best as he could with the brothers and almost none at all with the old man, who figured the business of being at the table was to eat. 
After lunch, Carson took Longarm on a tour of the distillery. There were twenty big copper barrels. He reckoned them to be at least 100 gallons each. Slow-burning fires were beneath each one, and out of the tops came coils of copper tubing that dripped into tin buckets. A little dribbled out of a tube at the top of the still and into a small pan. Longarm guessed that was for the lap dog that Salem had talked about, although he didn't believe the story. 
He said to Carson, "Looks to me they can make a power of whiskey right here. How long does it take to turn out a batch of this stuff?" 
Carson shrugged. "I don't know. Ten days to two weeks, I think. Then they fill her up with mash and sugar and keep it working. They don't ever actually empty one, it's a continuous process. Well, I'll tell you what better not become a continuous process, and that's the looks that you and Miss Sally were exchanging. Custis, if you want to get yourself killed, go to fooling with that young lady. I know for a fact that one of her cousins when she was a little younger got caught with her in the barn. They shot the man within the hour. I wouldn't want to influence you, but you might want to take a lesson from that." 
Their cabin was made out of timber and was comfortable enough. It had a small fireplace and a woodstove and two bunks. There were plenty of chairs and a small table. They went in and sat down, armed with two glasses and a quart bottle of what old man Colton had referred to as the "aged goods." They sat down and had a drink. Both men winced a little as they swallowed the strong liquor. 
Longarm gasped and said, "If that's aged, then I must be about three years old." 
Carson said, "It ain't made for drinking, Mr. Long." 
"Then why in hell are we drinking it?" 
"Because it's all we've got." 
They sipped in silence for a few moments. Longarm got out a cigarillo and lit it. Carson did the same with a cigar. For a moment longer, they smoked in silence and sipped delicately at the green whiskey. Finally, Carson cast his eyes over at Longarm. He said, "Now, you know, they ain't going to sell you any whiskey on a promissory note, don't you?" 
Longarm nodded. "I kind of figured that out, Mr. Carson. There's not a whole hell of a lot I can do about it. The only way I can get a bank draft in here is by telegraph from my bank in Denver to a bank in Little Rock. I don't figure any of these little towns sprinkled around here are going to have a bank of a size that could receive a bank wire." 
Carson nodded. "That be true." 
"So here I sit with a few hundred bucks, not near enough to buy the amount of whiskey I need to get, and I can't get back into Little Rock. I don't know what I'm going to do." 
Carson knocked the stub off his cigar. He said, "I've got a little bit of business to wind up in Little Rock before I come back here to take delivery of my whiskey. Could be I could handle the matter for you." 
Longarm cocked his head at him. He said, "You'd do that?" 
"Yeah, I'd be willing to go to the trouble. I don't know how we'd work it. I take it that I'm supposed to send a wire to your partner in Denver and he'll wire twenty-five hundred dollars back to you in Little Rock." 
"Yeah, that's the way it's going to work." 
"But that bank draft is going to be for you. I ain't you, and I can tell you right now that Asa Colton ain't going to take no bank draft. The man don't deal in anything except cash on the barrelhead." 
Longarm said, "Well, cash the damned thing before you come back." 
Frank Carson gave him a look. "Now, I'm supposed to cash a bank draft that's in your name, Custis Long, and my name is Frank Carson. How do you reckon that's going to work?" 
Longarm frowned. He said, "Hmmm, I don't reckon that will work. You got any ideas?" 
Carson nodded. "You could have your partner wire the draft in my name and then I could cash it and bring the money on back here to you when I come back to settle up on my whiskey." 
Longarm gave him a sideways look. "Let me get this straight. You want me to have twenty-five hundred dollars of my money wired to you in your name and then you put the cash in your pocket. I'm supposed to trust you like that?" 
Carson shrugged. "Near as I recollect, you trusted me with your life. You going to tell me that twenty-five hundred dollars is worth more than your life?" 
Longarm pulled a face. He said, "Now that you put it like that, it does kind of make sense. You've got to come back out here to pick up your whiskey, anyway." He looked across the room. "Doesn't seem to me that I've got much choice." 
Carson said, "If you're a mind to do it, you better get your telegram message written out tonight, because I'm going to start first thing in the morning. I don't want to spend any more time around Little Rock than I have to. I have a feeling that Morton Colton and his pet deputy sheriffs might not be feeling so kindly toward me." 
Longarm said, "I don't see why. You kept me from killing all three of the sons of bitches." 
Carson laughed softly. He said, "They might not see it that way." 
Longarm sat thinking for a moment, though it really didn't require much thought. There didn't seem to be any other way. He wondered, however, if he could word the telegram in such a way that Billy Vail would pick up on the urgency and the necessity of sending the money, but more importantly understand that he would be sending it to a stranger who did not know that Longarm was a deputy marshal. If Billy slipped up in the return wire that would most likely accompany the money, it could be the finish of him. Hopefully, Billy wouldn't send an inquiry with the bank draft. Hopefully, he would be willing to send $2500 to a man whose name he did not know. Longarm knew in the message he would send in with Frank Carson that he would have to include some sort of clue to warn Billy that the circumstances were unusual. Perhaps, he thought, the simplest way would be to come right out and say that he was in a tight spot and that it was necessary to use an intermediary. People other than deputy marshals got into tight places. Maybe the old fool would understand that and then, maybe, the old fool wouldn't. Sometimes, it seemed to Longarm, Billy's greatest delight in life was seeing just what kind of a fix he could get Longarm into and then watch him squirm to get out. 
After another moment, Longarm said to Frank Carson, "Well, it doesn't seem like I do have much choice in the matter. Tell you what, I'll hunt up a piece of paper and a pencil and write out the wire. Do you know a bank in Little Rock we could have it sent to?" 
Carson shrugged. He said, "Well, there's the First Arkansas National Bank. It's about the biggest one in town. Will that do?" 
"Yeah, I reckon. At least, if we're going to trust somebody, we might as well trust the biggest bank." 
Frank Carson got up. "I'm going to go and have a visit with the old man and see if my whiskey is ready to go or just what the situation is. I want to make certain that I have time to get to Little Rock and get back here. I've got to clear my gear out of my room at the hotel since I don't reckon I'll be going back in there anymore." 
Longarm looked at him sideways. "Oh, so you'll finally be passing through?" 
"Yeah, Mr. Long, I'll be passing through." 
"Well, just make sure you don't get into any poker games there. Especially with my twenty-five hundred dollars." 
Frank Carson let a small smile play over his face. He said, "Mr. Long, you might be surprised to know twenty-five hundred dollars ain't that much money to me." 
"If I give you the money, would you check me out of the hotel and pick up my valise?" 
"Yeah, I'd be willing to do that for you." 
Longarm said, "Things might be scattered around. If there's any socks that look too dirty to pick up, just leave them there." 
Carson said, "I ain't picking up none of your damned underwear." 
Longarm shook his head. He said, "Not to worry. I don't wear underwear." 
Carson gave him a look. "I thought there was something a little strange about you. How come you don't wear underwear?" 
Longarm took another small sip of the strong whiskey. He said, "Mainly because I have so damned many women after me and they are so impatient. I don't get much time to take them off. At their request, I just quit wearing them." 
Carson shook his head slowly. He said, "I hate to hear a man talk like that. It just plumb worries me about who I'm dealing with." 
Longarm said, "Also, I've got two bottles of good Maryland aged whiskey in my valise. Might even be a bottle sitting around opened. Bring that, too. Now, since you don't appear to be a man who knows good whiskey when he tastes it, I'm certain that you'll leave it alone and get it here safely to me." 
Carson said, "Hah!" Then he got up and started for the door. "I'm going to tend to business. I reckon it'll be all right to walk around where you will, but I wouldn't make a nuisance of myself, if you take my meaning." 
"Oh, I take your meaning, all right." 
That afternoon, Longarm wandered about the place, showing special interest in the big stills and their need for constant attention. He asked a few questions of the workmen, who were either adding mash to the barrels or replenishing the fires or doing any one of several other things Longarm didn't understand. It appeared sometimes they transferred the whiskey at certain stages to other barrels, moving it progressively up the line in big tin buckets. He didn't know why they did it, nor did he get any answers. He got the same results to every one of his questions: a blank stare and nothing else. 
Finally, he wandered into a barn and was surprised to see it stocked with a half dozen big, stout, long wagons with broad, iron-rimmed wheels. Walking in farther, he saw pens of oxen and big draft horses. He assumed they were used to pull the wagons. He reckoned that a load of whiskey could be pretty heavy. 
As he walked around that day, both in the house and out, he caught Sally Colton staring at him. It made his mouth water and it made his hands get itchy and damp. However, all he did was nod pleasantly at her. She never bothered to nod back or to speak, just looked at him, surveying him from head to toe. 
Her bald interest was nothing unusual. It seemed everyone about the place, with the exception of Asa and some of the colored women working in the house, gave him a thorough inspection with no by-your-leave or greeting or even any indication that he was more alive than a rock or a tree they were staring at. 
Toward the middle of the afternoon, he was able to get a sheet of paper and a pencil from John Colton, and he went back to the cabin to write out his message. He sat down at the table, wet the tip of the pencil, and thought for a moment before proceeding. 
Finally, he began. He headed it simply: "To Billy Vail, Denver, Colorado." That was going to be another ticklish part. He couldn't send it to Billy Vail in care of the Federal Marshall's Office, so he had to hope and pray that the telegraph office in Denver would know Billy well enough to deliver it to him, anyway. 
He began to write, being careful in his choice of words. The telegram read: 
URGENT YOU WIRE ME, IMMEDIATELY, IN CARE OF FIRST ARKANSAS NATIONAL BANK, LITTLE ROCK, ARKANSAS, $2500. STOP. SEND MONEY IN CARE OF FRANK CARSON. STOP. REPEAT. SEND MONEY IN CARE OF FRANK CARSON. STOP. CANNOT EXPLAIN AT THIS TIME WHY MONEY MUST COME IN NAME OF FRANK CARSON, BUT IT IS NECESSARY THAT NO MENTION OF MY NAME OR OUR BUSINESS BE IN ACCOMPANIMENT OF THIS MONEY. STOP. UNDERSTAND THIS MIGHT BE CONFUSING, BUT IS NECESSARY YOU SIMPLY DO NOTHING MORE THAN SEND $2500 TO THE BANK IN THE NAME OF FRANK CARSON. STOP. WILL EXPLAIN LATER. STOP. MY LIFE COULD WELL DEPEND ON YOUR FOLLOWING THESE INSTRUCTIONS EXACTLY. STOP. I HAVE REASON TO BELIEVE THAT THE TREASURER OF OUR COMPANY IS CROOKED. STOP. I HAVE REASON TO BELIEVE THAT THE TREASURER AND HIS ASSISTANT ARE IN THIS AREA DOING BUSINESS ON THEIR OWN. STOP. AM HOPEFUL OF RETURNING WITH THE WHISKEY AND LOOKING FORWARD DOING FURTHER BUSINESS WITH THE PEOPLE AT THIS END. STOP. 
He sat back for a moment and lit a cigarillo. Once he had it drawing good, he read the telegram message several times. The reference to the Treasury officials he had reason to believe were in the area was a hint that Billy might not get, but he had to include it. The idea that he was trusting his life to Billy Vail was not a happy one, but he had no choice. It was either that or give the job up, and he was unwilling to do that. He read the message again and put the pencil down. It was as good as he could do. 
It was getting late in the day, and he sat for a few more minutes, going carefully over in his mind what Frank Carson might find in his hotel room. The only thing that ever really identified him as a deputy marshal was his badge, and he kept it safely buttoned inside the pocket of whatever shirt he was wearing. He had almost been careless the night before. The buckle on his gun belt was a big concave silver affair, as big as a man's hand. Inside, he carried, hidden, a.38-caliber derringer that was held in place by steel springs. As he'd undressed, he'd almost forgotten to slip the derringer out, hiding it with his hand, and get it in his boot. He was pretty sure that Carson hadn't noticed. There was no value in a hideout gun if everyone knew you had it. It had saved his life more than a few times. 
There was, so far as he knew, nothing that would identify him as a lawman that Carson would find among his effects or in his room. Of course, there was no real reason to have Carson check him out of the hotel and fetch his clothes except that he didn't fancy wearing the same set of jeans and shirt for a week. Besides, he had left a leather jacket there, and the nights up here in these foothills of the Ozark Mountains tended to turn a little nippy. He took a drink of whiskey and then left the cabin, satisfied that he had done all he could to make progress on the job of work he was faced with. 
 



CHAPTER 6 
Supper that night was pretty much as lunch had been, except they had fried chicken and mashed potatoes and canned green beans and canned tomatoes. It was, Longarm decided, about as good a fried chicken as he had ever had, and he said as much to the stringy-haired woman who worked in the kitchen and was married to one of the sons. Which one of them, he never could figure out, since she was as sour to each of them as she was to everyone else. 
When he complimented her on the chicken, she gave him a look like he was an idiot and said, "How in tarnation can you mess up fresh chicken? All you do is chop the head off of it, pick it, scald it, cut it up, roll it in flour, and then fry it. Hell, a damned fool can fry chicken." 
After that, she closed her mouth and didn't say another word. 
Longarm said to her profile, "Well, I'm glad to have it explained that way. I always wondered how they fried chicken." 
Not a soul laughed or even looked up. The only one not intent on her food was Sally. She had gone back to her habit of staring at Longarm, which was starting to make him uncomfortable. He had noticed that Asa Colton and the two brothers seemed to be aware of it and they didn't seem to be altogether pleased. Frank Carson had advised Asa that he would be leaving early the next morning to go in and clear up some business in Little Rock and that he would be back in a couple of days. 
Mark Colton had looked at him and then at Longarm. He said, jerking his head toward Longarm, "You ain't leavin' this one here, be you?" 
Carson said, "I thought you understood, Mark, that he can't go back into Little Rock. Morton and the law are looking for him. Yeah, I'm leaving him here. Asa said it was all right. Is it all right with you?" 
Mark narrowed his small eyes and gave Longarm a look. He said, "He better stick to his own row of corn. That's all I'll say for him." 
Longarm gave the man a look back. He said, "Neighbor, nobody ever caught me hoeing somebody else's row of corn. In fact, if you want to know the truth of the matter, I ain't never hoed a row of corn in my life and don't plan on starting now." 
The man's eyes went flat. He said, "You've got kind of a smart mouth on you, don't you, mister?" 
Longarm said casually, "It probably seems that way to you, but then I guess most nearly everyone would appear to have a smart mouth on them to you." 
Frank Carson gave him a swift look. He said, "Mr. Long, you're a guest here." 
Longarm tried to look amiable but did not do a very good job at it. He said, "Why, I'm being just as friendly as I can be." 
John Colton said to his brother, "Mark, get off the prod. This gent ain't done you no harm." 
Mark was still staring at Longarm. He said, "I don't like the way he keeps eyeing Sally." 
John Colton said, "Hell, Mark. That's just the brother in you. He ain't looked at her no more than anybody else." 
Longarm was dumbfounded. He hadn't looked at Sally a fraction of the amount of time she had spent staring at him. He started to say so but then thought better of it. He said, "Gents, I'm just here to do some whiskey business. That's all. Nothing else. I am surely not being ungentlemanly toward your sister." 
John said, "She's just our half sister. She's the young one from Daddy's last wife. She got taken off with the fever, not six or seven months ago." 
Longarm said, "I'm right sorry to hear that." But to him, the whole situation was strange and strained. On the surface, he was supposed to be a customer doing what to them was legitimate business. They were treating him like a spy and an interloper and a lawman, which he really was, but they weren't supposed to know that. 
That evening, after they had gone back to their cabin, Longarm said to Frank Carson, "What is it with these people? That Mark has taken a dislike to me, and I ain't done a damned thing. If anybody is staring at anybody, it's Sally staring at me. And what the hell does he care? She's his sister." 
Carson said, "Half sister, and in these hill countries and with these hill-country people, that's damned near marriage material." 
Longarm stared at him. He said, "You are joshing me." 
Carson said, "Maybe a little, but not all that much. Don't pay that much attention to them. These hill people are suspicious by nature. They don't even notice that you're there until you've been around for two or three years and maybe, in about ten years, they might make acquaintance with you. They don't make no friends with nobody unless they are blood kin." 
Longarm said, "Well, I can see I'm going to enjoy my time around here. You don't dally around in Little Rock, you hear? Get there, get the business done, and get back. I may just stay in this cabin the whole time." 
Frank Carson turned around from what he was doing and looked across the room at Longarm. He said, "That might not be a bad idea. Right now, if somebody was to offer me even money whether you'd be alive or not when I got back, I don't know which way I'd bet." 
Longarm said, "Oh, that's a hell of a comfort, Frank. I'm glad to know that you are so concerned about my welfare." 
"You just do like I tell you, and you'll be all right. Nothing really, bad happens around here unless Asa wants it to." 
Longarm gave Carson the sheet of paper with the message that was to be wired. Frank Carson took a moment to read it and then glanced back at Longarm. He said, "Hell, what are you writing here? This has got to be the longest damned telegram that I've ever seen. You're going to have to give me a few bucks to send this sucker." 
Longarm said sarcastically, "I hadn't expected for you to do it for nothing. There'll be a little something in it for you personally, also." 
"Oh, go to hell, Mr. Long. But what is all this business in here about a treasurer? You got a company big enough to have a treasurer and an assistant treasurer?" 
"Happens we do." 
"What the hell is the name of this company?" 
Longarm thought swiftly and then put the initials of his name and Billy Vail's name together. He said, "It's the V & L Land and Cattle Company. We don't expect to include the whiskey part." 
Carson shook his head, folded the paper, and then stuck it into his shirt pocket. He said, "Well, you've got a strange way of doing business, Mr. Long. You come down here to buy some whiskey and you don't bring no money. Your credit is no good. Boy, you're really some kind of slouch, I have to say." 
Longarm was pulling a roll of money out of his pants. He said, "Let me hand you some cash. Heaven knows I don't want you to be out of pocket, Mr. Carson." 
Carson gave him a wave. "Forget it, Mr. Long. You can reimburse me when I get back." He smiled slightly. "Assuming I do get back. Twenty-five hundred dollars, you know, is a lot of money. The reason I know that is because you told me. Before that, I thought twenty-five hundred dollars wasn't much, just small change to folks in Tennessee." 
Longarm said, "Mark Colton has got the wrong man as the smart aleck. I don't think he's looked you over good or listened to you." 
"I've got sense enough to keep my mouth shut around these kind of folks. I've got better sense than to compliment a woman who has probably fried around a half million chickens on frying a chicken. That's about like complimenting her on how she dips snuff." 
"Is that what's the matter with everyone's teeth around here?" 
Carson smiled. He said, "Hell, yes. What did you think?" 
Longarm said, "I'm glad to see that Sally hasn't taken the habit up." 
Carson said, "I should have warned you about her mother dying. She just up and was gone all of a sudden. I was here about six months ago, and she had just died. Just went like that." 
"It was probably from frying chicken or from dipping snuff, I would guess." 
Carson gave Longarm a look. "I wouldn't be making any jokes about that around here, if I were you." 
Longarm sat down on his bed. He said, "Frank, I can promise you that until you get back, I am going to be the quietest son of a bitch you've ever seen. In fact, I may not even move out of this cabin. I may not take a step outside this door." 
Carson said, "That wouldn't be a bad idea." 
The next morning, Carson left right after breakfast. It was a quiet affair with eggs and ham and coffee. As usual, no one talked. Sally was not there, nor were any of the other women except the stringy-haired one, who supervised breakfast but did not sit down to eat. Longarm tried to sit down and talk to Asa Colton but got nothing but a series of silences and grunts. It finally struck him that these were folks who didn't much care to talk at the breakfast table. As near as he could figure, they did not much care to talk at any time. 
After the meal and after Frank Carson was gone, Longarm wandered out beyond the outer buildings, walking over the rough ground toward the meadow full of cornstalks. He was just ambling along in the cool morning air, stepping carefully in his high-heeled boots. He was about a half mile from the house when he heard a sound from behind. He turned and was startled to see Sally Colton not far away, standing stock-still and looking at him. She was wearing a tight-fitting blue and white print gown with a square bodice that showed her lightly tanned skin. It contrasted wonderfully with her raven hair, her dark, greenish blue eyes, and the red of her lips. 
She was a small girl, he had noticed. Small but with what apparently were fulsome breasts. She was, he thought, his type, but he had no intentions of touching her, no matter what her type. The job came first; his life also came first, and he had the distinct impression that he would be killed quicker for showing an interest in her than if he were to pull out his U.S. deputy marshal's badge. He wasn't, of course, afraid of anyone on the place in anything resembling a fair fight, but he knew well and good that these mountain folks did not fight fair. They were masters of the bushwack, the ambush. Their method of fighting was with a long, accurate rifle from about a quarter mile away. They were back-shooters, a sudden knife in the belly. Vengeful, mean, and dangerous. 
And yet, there she stood, not much more than ten or twelve feet away, her eyes locked on his face, her lips slightly parted. He had been thinking about Frank Carson and his trip into Little Rock, speculating on how long the business would take. He had calculated a day into the city, a day to tend to the business for both of them, a day to wait for the telegram, and then a day back. He did not expect Carson to return for more than four days, and he thoroughly believed it was going to be about as long a four days as he had ever spent. 
But now all those thoughts fled from his mind. They were a half mile from the main house, protected and sheltered by the outbuildings. He could not see another soul in sight. Behind him was a large, long cornfield, the stalks five and six feet high. Sally came toward him. He didn't move. She came straight up and stopped right before him and looked up into his face. She said in her soft, warm voice, "You're different." 
She said it flatly, as if stating a fact that had just occurred to her. 
Longarm said, "Miss Sally, I don't think we ought to be out here like this." 
Sally said, "Shut up." Then she reached forward and took his hand in hers and walked around, leading him behind her. He went unwillingly, but he went. She led him straight into the field of corn. As they stepped into its cool greenness, he noticed that it was floored with hay. He imagined that was for a mulch to keep the weeds down and to help the soil retain moisture. She walked straight ahead, pulling him along between one of the middle rows. Once inside the green vastness, Longarm felt a sudden sense of aloneness, of solitude, of being hidden. She slipped easily between the rows while his wide shoulders brushed against the stalks on both sides. She walked twenty yards, then thirty yards, and then a little farther until they were about halfway into the stand of corn. 
Sally stopped and turned to him and looked at him. For a moment, she neither moved nor spoke. Then she reached up with both hands and took him by the neck, pulling his face down to hers. Her mouth was already open as she began to kiss him. At first, he didn't know what to do, but almost unwillingly, he put his arms around her. He could feel her clinging to him pressing her front against him. The heat rose in him, and he could feel his jeans getting tight. He could feel his heart and the blood pounding in his ears. It had been a long time since he had had a woman, and Sally was nearly more woman than he had ever had. If she looked half as good without her clothes as she did in them, then she was going to really be a sight. 
The kiss ended as abruptly as it began. She stepped back a foot and looked at him gravely. She said, "I reckon I'm going to choose you." 
Longarm said, "Sally, I don't know what you mean, but we can't just up and-" 
He got no farther. Her hands had come up and she was starting to unbutton the clasps that ran down the bodice of her dress all the way down to her waist. He watched in fascination as each fastener came loose. When she had unbuttoned it all the way down, she pulled the bodice wide and let it fall off her shoulders. Underneath was a slim, white chemise with thin straps over each of her shoulders. With her eyes still on his face, she shrugged off the straps one at a time to reveal breasts as firm and shapely as pale, white melons. They were tipped with large brown nipples. 
Longarm felt the breath catch in his throat. Before he could speak, she reached up again and pulled his head down, nursing her nipples into his mouth, one by one. As he caressed them with his mouth and tongue, he could feel her trembling. He would have liked to have stayed there for a lot longer, even though the position was awkward, but she straightened him up. Before he could move, he felt her hands busy with the buttons of his jeans. Fearful that she might touch his gun-belt buckle, he undid it as fast as he could and dropped it to the soft hay floor of the cornfield. Her plump little fingers flew over the middle buttons until his pants were loose. She pulled them down below his hips. His member was already erect and hard. 
With both her hands, she pulled it toward her and took it into her mouth. Longarm gave a groan and a sigh and thrust himself forward. For a moment, it was all he could do to hold his emotions in check, to not explode inside her mouth. But then she gently slid her head back, releasing him. As she did, she rolled back off her knees and went flat on the hay between the rows. She opened her legs, raising her skirt. She wasn't wearing anything underneath the skirt and petticoat. The blackness of her thatch against her white skin was a sight that stirred him even more than he thought he could be stirred. 
She said, huskily, "Come on, I choose you. Right now." 
Longarm dropped to his knees and with trembling fingers guided himself into her. She was already warm and wet and welcoming. The instant he was inside her, she began moving with him, writhing in a kind of ecstasy. She had locked her legs around his hips and her arms were strong around his neck. She sought his mouth with her tongue, probing, sucking, and kissing. The difficulty for Longarm was to prolong the lovemaking. He was so on fire that it required every bit of discipline on his part to hold it and to hold it and to hold it. 
Finally, he heard her whimper, a familiar sound, and he knew what it meant. He rode himself higher so that his penis would drive more downward, hitting her clitoris more cleanly. He did not know how experienced she was. He would have expected she was a virgin. She seemed now so much younger than what Frank Carson had said. He didn't think she was in her mid-twenties. He doubted that she was twenty-one. He had to think thoughts like that to hold himself back as she began to pant harder and harder in his ear. He kissed her face and her neck, driving into her again and again and again, pistoning, thrusting. He felt her tremble, shaking as if taken with a great fever. He felt the scream starting in her even before it got to her throat. He clamped his open mouth over hers and let her yell into him as she thrust her buttocks up into him again and again, harder and harder, her whole body convulsing. 
In that instant as she was climaxing, he turned himself loose, and the explosion happened almost immediately. He would not have been surprised to have seen the cornstalks blown down, so mighty and magnificent was the feeling. 
But then it was over and they came tumbling down a long grassy slope, rolling and rolling, as the passion spent itself. 
Longarm sighed and gently lifted his weight off of her. He didn't guess she weighed over a hundred pounds, and he didn't know how she could bear his one hundred and ninety-five. He had tried to treat her as gently as he could, but she had wanted it rough and hard. She was an amazing woman. 
As gently as he could, he pulled out of her and then sat up on his knees. He looked down at her. Her dress was still up, and he could see the wetness of her vagina and the flush on her thighs and the flush on her face. She was still panting. She looked up at him. He expected a smile, but there was nothing but a grave, long look. 
He said, "Sally, honey, we hadn't ought to have done that." 
She pulled her dress down and then hiked herself up to a sitting position. She said, "I told you, I done chose you. You're different." 
He didn't know what that meant, but he didn't much like the sound of it. He said, "Honey, I'm different than you because you've probably been back in this hollow too long. I'm different because I'm not like the people you've known all your life." 
She shook her head. She said, "No, you're different. I'm going to have you." 
Longarm said with some alarm, "Sally, honey, we can't do this again. If they catch me, they'll kill me. Your brothers, your father, an aunt, an uncle, a cousin--there's ten or fifteen men around here that would have shot me in the back if they had seen us together. We can't do this again. You are a wonderful, beautiful girl. Probably the most beautiful girl I've ever seen." 
Sally said, "That's good that you be thinkin' that, because if I choose you, I'd like it if you'd choose me, too. But it don't make no never-mind. I've done made up my mind." 
He said, "Sally, you're inexperienced. You don't know anything, and you haven't seen that much of the world. Was that your first time?" 
She gave him a look. "I ain't a-tellin' that and no gentleman would ask that." Then, before he knew it, she was on her feet and walking down the row of corn in the opposite direction. He said, "Sally, Sally." 
She looked back. "What?" 
He said, "Where are you going?" 
Sally said, "In the house. I've got some sewing to do." 
Longarm said, "The hell you say. Now you're going to do some sewing?" 
"Yeah, you better go out that other end and act like you're looking the place over." 
She turned and cut across the rows, out of sight, leaving Longarm dumbfounded and uncertain what to do next. 
He walked out of the cornfield and then stood for a moment, looking around. Sally had disappeared, and there were no signs of any spies or onlookers. As near as he could tell, they had not been seen. Still, Longarm went through the motions of walking around the big property, looking over the livestock and the buildings, some of which held hundred-pound sacks of sugar. There were bins of shelled corn in others. If he had ever seen an operation set up for making corn whiskey, he felt like he was looking at one. The thought that there were maybe twenty or thirty other such distilleries, probably not as big as this, scattered out among the hills but pouring their produce back into this one locale, almost staggered him. This was no small operation. This was whiskey-making on a grand scale. Hell, he thought to himself, they could probably supply the city of Denver with every drop they needed. Denver, hell, probably Chicago. 
After a time, he wandered back to his cabin and went inside. He sat down and poured himself some whiskey, the green clear whiskey, weakened it with some water out of a pitcher, and then sat there sipping and thinking. The entrance of Sally into the picture changed nothing as far as he was concerned. She was a wonderful, lovely, beautiful woman. She was as desirable as any woman that came to his mind, but that was, of course, very often the way. The one he was with at the time was the best, but he did not believe that he had ever seen such a startlingly black thatch of pubic hair against such lovely, creamy skin. The bush had been thick and luxuriant. It was delicate and fine, silken almost. It made his throat feel thick just thinking about it. 
All that was beside the point. The job still remained. The least he would settle for would be the purchase of some whiskey from Asa Colton. Once that money changed hands, a federal law had been broken, and he was going to arrest the lot of them. They might not want to be arrested, but he would do it if he had to put a gun to the old man's head and tell the rest of them to lie facedown on the ground and tie each other up. He expected the transaction to take place at the train. If that was the case, he was going to load them, the whiskey, and anything else he thought he might need onto the train and then somehow route that car to Denver, Colorado, where he intended to deliver the entire conglomeration right into the hands of Billy Vail. After that, good old Uncle Billy could sort matters out. 
Then the flickering fear about the telegram rode through his mind again. If Frank Carson somehow got word through the bank wire that he was a deputy marshal, Longarm was going to have one hell of a fight on his hands. He planned, the minute he saw Frank Carson coming, to get his back up against the wall and stay there until he could see how matters were going to play out. But as far as that went, the old man had not yet agreed to sell him any whiskey. That had yet to be resolved. 
That night, at supper, he sat on Asa Colton's right. Sally was not there. A girl cousin or sister or wife or someone else was in her place. She was a nondescript woman of thirty who looked a great deal like the stringy-haired woman who was in charge of the kitchen. She never spoke to Longarm, but he caught her darting glances his way. 
He made an attempt during supper to speak to Asa Colton, but all he got in return was a shake of the dried-up little man's head. It was clear that the Coltons considered table business to be reserved exclusively for eating. Any talking that had to be done mainly consisted of "Pass the salt," or "Pass the biscuits," or "Pass the butter." There was no social talk and obviously, no business talk. 
They had roast beef and mashed potatoes with gravy and canned beans. As near as Longarm could figure out, they had mashed potatoes and canned beans for every meal. He was halfway expecting them the next day for breakfast. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the meal broke up, and people left the table without a word. It was only Longarm and the old man left. One of the colored women serving the table brought over a gallon jug of the clear, powerful whiskey. She sat a glass in front of Asa Colton. The old man glanced at Longarm. Longarm nodded and then she brought him a glass. 
After they had a drink, with Longarm trying not to wince and trying not to let the killer liquid go to his brain, he said, "Asa, Mr. Colton, I sent for money, but you never had said that you'd sell me whiskey. Can you give me an answer now? If you ain't going to sell me some, there ain't a hell of a lot of use in me sitting around here wasting my time." 
Asa Colton drank down half the big glass, then set it back down on the table without so much as the blink of an eye. He said, "I'm a-thinkin' on it. Don't be a-rushin' me." 
Longarm said, "You got any idea when you'll make up your mind?" 
"Nope." 
Longarm said, "What have you got against selling me whiskey? I'm a pretty good old boy. I'm paying your highest price, I already know that, but I don't mind. I think I can take it back to Arizona and by the time I get through taking the rattlesnake out of it, I think I can make a profit." 
Asa Colton's head whipped around and his old eyes fixed on Longarm. He said, "What'air you be talkin' about, taking the rattlesnake out of it?" 
Longarm laughed. He said, "Well, Mr. Colton, I don't know if you're aware of it or not, but that whiskey you make could damn near blow up a brick schoolhouse. That's the powerfullest whiskey I've ever put in my mouth. Most folks ain't used to that. Most of us drink eighty-proof whiskey and I've been told that this stuff is one hundred sixty and one hundred eighty proof." 
The old man said, "You can't make two hundred proof. Did you know that? You can't make it all turn into whiskey. Some of it stays water." 
Longarm said, wonderingly, "No, I didn't know that, Mr. Colton. I actually don't know a whole hell of a lot about whiskey. Like I've told your folks, I've been in the timber, land, and cattle business back in Arizona. Now, I'd like to branch out a little bit and this whiskey looks like a good idea. I'd like to take it back and put it in bottles with labels on them and sell it." 
The old man squinted his eyes. He said, "Ya ever hear of a federal stamp?" 
Longarm nodded. "Yes, I have." 
"What's you gonna do about that?" 
"Once you sell me the whiskey, that'll be my problem, won't it?" 
Colton studied him a long moment, then nodded. He said, "Yeah, it would be. You sayin' that it ain't none of my business?" 
"Mr. Colton, I ain't saying that nothing is none of your business. I'm just saying that I know what a federal stamp is and I know that if I don't find a way to get some, I could get in trouble, depending on who I sold the whiskey to. But you got to understand that Arizona is a damn big Place with damn few people and damn little law. We don't have any Treasury agents running around up there, at least none that I've ever seen. Of course, we can't distill whiskey out there like you can. We ain't got the firewood and we ain't got the corn and I wouldn't imagine that there's two bags of sugar in the whole damn territory." 
"You ain't got no Treasury agents?" 
Longarm shook his head. "No work for them." He paused, wondering whether he should say what was on his mind. He decided to chance it. "I understand you've got a couple of tame ones around here. I understand y'all get along pretty well." 
The old man narrowed his eyes again. "That's what we keep Morton for, that's his part of the affair. He's supposed to tend to that business. The rest of us don't like that kind of work. Besides, it keeps Morton out of here, and I don't have to see him more than once a month, if then." 
Longarm said, "Well, how come you're having to think about selling me whiskey? Why don't you just go ahead and do it?" 
The old man said, "Well, it ain't none of your business as to why I don't want to sell you whiskey or why I might be willing to sell you whiskey. The fact is, I don't sell to just anybody. I make the best damned whiskey in Arkansas, and I'm mighty particular who gets their hands on it. You understand that? I don't know you, young man. I don't know you from Adam's off ox. You ain't some kind of outlaw, are ya?" 
Longarm laughed in spite of himself. He said, "No sir. I think I can honestly say that I ain't any kind of outlaw." 
Colton said, "I don't hold with outlawry. I don't hold with stealin' and robbin'. I'm again' it. Now, killin', sometimes it can't be got around. I don't hold with no careless or reckless killin', though. That was one of the things that got me down on Morton. He got down to where he liked it. Now, if killin's got to be done for family reasons or business reasons, I can understand that, but I won't hold with just careless killin'." 
Longarm shook his head and tried to look solemn. He said, "No sir, Mr. Colton. I can assure you, I ain't never killed nobody carelessly." 
The old man took it all in thoughtfully. Finally he nodded. He said, "We'll see." He finished the rest of his whiskey in one gulp and then got up from the table. He said again, "We'll see." Then he walked off without a word. 
 



CHAPTER 7 
That night, Longarm sat in the cabin, wondering if Sally would slip in to see him. He desperately hoped that she wouldn't. He was fairly certain that he was being watched. How they had gotten away with that afternoon, he wasn't certain, but he had an idea that it would be pretty difficult for her to get into the cabin without being seen. It had bothered him that she hadn't shown up for supper that evening. Perhaps it didn't mean anything. Perhaps she didn't always come to supper. Perhaps she wasn't hungry. Perhaps it had nothing whatsoever to do with him. He knew he was jumpy and nervous and was probably reading more into the situation than was there, but he was in the midst of a dozen armed men, each one probably more ruthless than the next, and all he had for defense was a revolver with six slugs in it and a wall to put his back against. It wasn't a very advantageous position. 
He wished that Frank Carson would hurry back. He did not know the man, and he did not necessarily count him as an ally. For all he knew, if Carson discovered what he was, he would probably lead the attack on him, but at least Carson talked, and at least he seemed to have a sense of humor. And they both agreed on how foul the green whiskey tasted. Longarm could see how very easily the potent, raw whiskey could be cut and then cut again before being aged for a time and turned into a very potable drink. There was a lot of money to be made off such a raw product, and he imagined that there were a lot of folks up in the East and other areas making a good deal of money off the corn squeezings coming out of the Colton clan. 
Longarm finished the cigarillo he had been smoking and took one last sip of the watered whiskey he had been drinking. He thought longingly of the bottles of Maryland whiskey that were in his room and then began preparations for turning in. There was no lock on the door or on the windows. The only night watchman he had was himself. Fortunately, he was a very light sleeper. When he had undressed down to his skin, he slipped into the covers, his revolver handy under his pillow. He normally didn't take such risks. He knew of a man who had shot his ear off one time keeping his revolver under his pillow, but to Longarm, these were dangerous times, and they called for dangerous methods. Finally, when he could, he slipped into a light, fitful sleep, dreaming half about whiskey and half about Sally. 
The next morning at breakfast, the old man told Longarm that he would be willing to sell him some whiskey. He said, "You calculate that you be after two thousand gallons? I hear word is that you already got the price from Salem. He rode over when you wasn't looking and said it was all right with him. He'll be the one taking over most likely after I pass on." 
Longarm was eating ham and eggs and biscuits. Sally was sitting across the table from him. He saw a faint smile flick across her face; he halfway suspected that he had something to do with it. He gave her the barest of winks. John and Mark, however, were glowering at him. It seemed that they never did anything but give him hard looks--no words, just hard looks. 
Longarm said to the old man, "Well, I'm much obliged, Mr. Colton. I'd have hated to have come all this way and gone home with an empty wagon." 
The old man said, "It ain't all as easy as you think. There's considerable work left to do. We've got more than a few orders to fill and damned little time to do them in. Mark has got a couple of boxcars ordered for three days from now. That means we got to get high behind getting this whiskey packed up and loaded onto them dray wagons so we can haul it to that railroad siding." 
Longarm said, "Mr. Colton, where exactly is that railroad siding?" 
From the other end of the table, Mark said with hardness in his voice, "There ain't no call for you to know that. You'll know when you get there." 
Longarm gave him a mild look. "I was just asking, Mark." 
"Who in the hell said you could call me by my given name?" 
Longarm shrugged. He said, "All right, I won't. But if I say Mr. Colton, there's about four or five of you that could answer. What do you want me to call you? I know what I'd like to call you." 
Mark Colton's face flamed. He half rose out of his chair. He said, "You might better be explainin' what you meant by that." 
"I ain't in a mood to explain anything to you. Take it for whatever you want--whatever it's worth," said Longarm. 
Mark Colton kicked his chair back and stood up. He was not wearing a side arm, but there was a rifle leaning against the wall, very near at hand. He said, "Listen here, you son of a bitch, maybe some of these folks around here can stand the smell of you, but I ain't one of them. You come in here, big-timing your way around. I don't see where we need the likes of you around, whiskey buyer or not." 
Asa Colton simply lifted his hand in the air. He said quietly, "Mark, this man has come here as a guest. He's a-visitin' us. You'll damned well hold that rooster temper of yours in check or I'll know the reason why. Now, you just heard me say that I was going to sell this gent some whiskey. All you've got to do is get it ready. We don't need no more of your hard mouth, do you understand me, boy?" 
Before his very eyes, Longarm was amused to see the big, two-hundred-pound man wilt under the gaze of the dried-up old man who was his father. Obviously, Asa Colton didn't have to raise his voice to make his wishes understood and obeyed. 
Mark Colton sank back down into his chair. He didn't say anything else, but he shot several murderous glances in Longarm's direction. Longarm could feel Sally's eyes burning into him. It gave him a warm, lustful glow inside. He doubted that he would ever forget the picture of her lying on her back with her dress up and her legs open in that cornfield. It was as clear as a tintype photograph. He said, "Mr. Colton, I'm sorry if your sons don't like me. I never done nothing that was against them. I am obliged to you for selling me this whiskey. I think I can make a profit." 
Asa Colton looked at him with washed-out blue eyes. "Young man, you take this whiskey on back to wherever it is you say you're from-" 
Sally suddenly cut in. She said, "He's from Arizona, Daddy." 
Asa turned a wondering face to her. He said, "How do you know that, girl?" 
She blushed and looked back down at her plate. She mumbled something and Asa Colton said, "What?" 
Sally said, "I don't know, Daddy. I think I heard Frank Carson say something about it." 
Asa Colton's eyes lingered suspiciously on his prized daughter for a moment or two. He switched back to Longarm. He said, "She's sometimes just a little too nosy for her own sake, but I have to tell you that her mother was my second wife. She was the prettiest thing I've ever seen. It was a sore loss to me when she was taken from the bosom of her family, Having Sally here was like starting all over again, like when I was a young man, even though I wasn't young. I was married to her mother for many good years, and I don't think I'll ever see a prettier face, except for Sally, of course." 
Sally suddenly said, "Daddy, ain't you ever going to let me get married?" 
The old man frowned at her. He said, "That ain't fittin' talk for the breakfast table. I'll let you get married when I think a man is worth you." 
Longarm was uncomfortably aware that Sally was staring at him. She said, "Well, Daddy, I'm beginning to wonder if you're ever going to think anybody's good enough for me." 
Longarm cleared his throat loudly, trying to get the subject headed into another direction. He said, "Am I to understand, Mr. Colton, that I'll be taking delivery of the whiskey in three days?" 
The old man nodded. He said, "That's when it's due at the siding. I can only say that if we do our part, you'll be takin' delivery of it. I do have to tell you something bad, though. Something you ain't gonna like." 
"What's that?" 
The old man hesitated. Finally he said, "Most likely Morton Colton will be there at the train when we bring the whiskey in to load it up." 
Longarm flinched slightly. All he needed to do was to have a feud with a member of the clan deep into their territory. He said, "How come he's going to be there? I thought his job was to keep the lawmen happy." 
"It is, and that's why he'll be there. Sometimes, there is railroad detectives. Sometimes, the local law comes along. But always the Treasury boys out of Little Rock comes along. It's just another way to get themselves a little more long sweetenin'. Now, we never mess with any of that. It's dirty work that we leave to Morton, so he's generally there. 
Longarm said, "Will he cause trouble for me?" 
The old man shrugged. "I don't see why he should. If you're smart, you'll stay out of sight until the whiskey's loaded, and then get aboard as the train's pulling out. There ain't none of us"--he gave Mark and John a look down the table--"gonna tell him. We think he's trash." 
Longarm shrugged again. He said, "Well, I won't give him no trouble if he don't give me none. I've got to ask this. If it comes to trouble between me and him, how will Y'all stand on it?" 
From down the table, Mark said in a hard voice, "Is your last name Colton? His is. That ought to answer your question." 
Asa Colton gave Mark a look. He said, "Shush, Mark, and stay shushed. This ain't none of your affair. If I have to speak to you again, you're going to be in trouble. You ain't too old to take out and tie to a tree for a few days until you can get your thinking straight." 
Longarm said, "Look, I don't want to cause trouble here in your family. That's the last thing I want; but I would like to have that whiskey. I'll do it however you say." 
The old man nodded. He said, "We'll see how it goes." 
Longarm had little to do with his time except think. He tried to stay out of the way of the other men on the place, especially Mark. This would be no time to get into a fight. He had a feeling that a fight with Mark would have to end in a killing. Mark didn't seem like the type who could take a good fist whipping and live with it. Longarm was pretty sure that if he did fistfight Mark and whip him, which he had no doubt that he could do, he'd spend the rest of his time wondering if there was a rifle trained between his shoulder blades. 
Along toward noon, he wandered around to the back of the main house. There he saw Sally, radiant in a bright lemon-colored dress that revealed a great deal of her shoulders and her throat and neck and bodice. She and a colored woman were hanging clothes. She stopped as soon as she spotted him, standing there with her hands by her sides. He walked toward her, but stopped about ten feet short, making certain that no one could misread his intentions. Something had been bothering him, and he thought he would get it settled. She stood there, staring at him gravely. 
He said, "Sally, something about you makes me curious." 
"On account of I've chose you?" she said. 
He half-smiled at her old-fashioned words. He said, "No, it's your name. All of the other Coltons have names out of the Bible. I didn't know there was a Sally in the Bible." 
"Sally ain't really my name. My real name is Jerusha." She made a face. "But when I got old enough, I wanted to change it. Daddy said I couldn't, but I seen me a picture in a little picture book of a pretty little girl and her name was Sally, so I told my daddy and my mama when she was still alive that I was going to be Sally." 
"And what did they say to that?" 
"They said my name was Jerusha and that's what it was going to be." 
Longarm said, "Then how come they call you Sally now?" 
"Because I told them they could call me anything they wanted, to but I was only going to answer to Sally, and that was that. It was up to them." 
Longarm had to smile. He said, "You were a little tough, even then." 
She said, "I ain't tough at all. I just knows what I like, and I likes you. I choose you." 
"Sally, how old are you?" 
She said, "I'm twenty-one. Gonna be twenty-two at the end of summer." 
"You're mighty young, and I think you're kind of inexperienced." 
She gave him a look. "I may not be as inexperienced as you think." 
"I wasn't the first, was I?" 
She flung her head about so that her dark hair tossed and shone in the sunlight. "You can be the first if you want to be." 
Longarm shook his head ruefully. He said, "It doesn't make any difference to me, Sally, one way or the other. I know women get urges just like men do, and you're a healthy girl. I'm just surprised that you haven't been caught." 
"I don't expect you to have noticed, but some of these folks around here like Mark and John are way on the other side of dumb," she said. 
Longarm said, "I don't think I ought to be seen talking to you. They may be way on the other side of dumb, but they don't care for me at all. It's been made clear to me that you are the jewel in your daddy's crown." 
She took a step toward him. She said, "You better be in that cornfield about mid-afternoon." 
He frowned and took a step backward. He said, "Sally, I don't think that's a good idea." Even as he said it, he felt the desire rising in him. 
She took another step toward him. She said, "I'm gonna be in that same row that we were in before, and I'm gonna be laying on my back with my dress up, and I ain't gonna be wearing no underclothes. You still say you won't be there?" 
His mouth suddenly went dry at the picture he envisioned in his mind. He said, "You're going to get me killed. You realize that?" 
She said, "I got a feeling it would take a fair job of work to kill you. I'd reckon the man that set out to do that had probably better bring his lunch with him." 
Longarm said, "I'd better get away from here. Right now." 
She said, "I choose you. You don't forget that." 
There was only himself for lunch. The stringy-haired woman who turned out to be John's wife, Rebecca, explained that the rest of the men were hurrying to get the rest of the whiskey into the jugs and then packed into the crates. She said, "They's a time when the whiskey is called bein' on the run. That's when you've got to get it jugged up, right then and there, or she'll swell up on you. So they're a-bottlin' it right now. They'll eat once they get the chance." 
"Where are they doing that?" 
Rebecca said, "In the juggin' shed." 
"Which one is that?" 
"Mister, I don't know how to tell you. I just know which one it is. Go out and look around." 
Longarm said, "How long will it take them?" 
"They ought to be comin' in for their meal at about two-thirty or three o'clock." 
Longarm finished his lunch of fried pork and grits and canned tomatoes. He got up, nodded at the lady, and went out. The men would be in the house eating just about the time Sally would be in the cornfield. He went back to the cabin that he and Frank Carson had been using and sat down in one of the straight-backed chairs in front of the table. He poured half a glass of the only whiskey available, cut it with water, lit a cigarillo, and put his mind to the problems that lay ahead. He was not going to worry about what might happen with Frank Carson and the money wire. If Billy Vail fouled it up and gave him away to Frank Carson, he'd deal with that problem when it occurred. Mostly likely, it would involve shooting, and it would no longer be a question of doing his job but of staying alive. 
The main thing worrying him was that he could not quite picture at what point it would be timely to make the arrests. Money was going to have to change hands. If it changed hands while they were still on Colton's place, it could get as sticky as barbed wire. He decided that he would refuse to pay until he saw his whiskey loaded on the train. That way, he didn't believe there would be as many men with guns there, and he would have a getaway method, even though it would be a slow-moving freight train. The fact that Morton would probably be there, according to Asa, muddied the water somewhat. That put a personal grudge into the pot--a pot that didn't need any more ingredients in it. As far as Longarm could tell, he was in about the messiest situation he had ever been in. The people he was investigating and was going to arrest were of varying degrees of guilt. If he could lay his hands on the Treasury officials, he would be content with them. Them and Morton Colton and then the law in the town of Little Rock that had been taking the bribes. In his heart, he didn't feel that Asa Colton and his clan were all that guilty. Hell, he didn't see how anybody could be defrauded out of much with that grade of whiskey. 
Still, it was his job, and there were no two ways about it. The law was black and white; there were no gray areas. 
He was looking out the window of the cabin when he saw five or six men walk from one of the outbuildings and disappear into the house. He looked at his watch. It was two-thirty. It was, he decided, about time to go to the cornfield. He dreaded it. He knew it was wrong. He tried to argue with himself, but it was all to no avail. That black thatch that hid the pink, warm, moist flesh was too firmly imprinted in his mind. He could no more turn away from that than he could turn away from a meal if he was starving to death. 
He left the cabin, walking away from the big house and then circling south away from all the outbuildings. This time, he entered the cornfield at the opposite end from where he had gone in before. He walked as quietly as he could on the soft hay. The corn was tall enough now to shade him from the warm sun. It was a beautiful day, almost cloudless, but at an altitude where there was a very pleasant cool breeze. He crept along the rows, glancing left and right, not sure which row he had been in with Sally. He caught a little flash of color through the green stalks. He walked on another ten or twenty yards and then cut across. As soon as he stepped into the row, he glanced to the left. 
He saw her lying on her back, her dress up and her legs apart, just as she had said. He had left his gun belt back in the cabin. All he had to do now was unbuckle his jeans and unbutton them and he'd be ready. He walked toward her. She raised her head slightly and looked at him. It was just as he remembered. The creamy white of her inner thighs, the black bush, just enough of her soft belly--she had taken her bodice down so that her breasts were standing erect and thrusting. He knew that they were as firm as pears. She made little waving motions at him to hurry as he came toward her. 
He got to her and then stood looking down at her for a moment, saliva coming fresh and fast to his mouth. He dropped down to his knees and then put his face down to taste her. She was already warm and moist. She made a moan and then thrust her hips up as his tongue explored the inside of her, brushing away the silken hairs with the slightest motion. Already, he could hear her quickened breath. 
She said, urgently, "Now. Now. Now." 
He entered her, his penis sliding deep, deep, and deeper into her. She clung and gripped him. He leaned down on her, kissing her breasts, and then clasped his mouth onto hers. She was thrusting her hips so hard upward that he almost didn't have to move. He knew this time that he wasn't going to be able to hold it. 
He was pulling his mouth back from hers to say, "Honey, I've got to hold up a minute," but by the time he could say it, it was too late. He could feel the juices pumping into her with big, throbbing ejaculations. 
Then he went weak and collapsed. He tried to whisper in her ear. He said, "I'm sorry. I couldn't help it." 
She just crooned to him and smoothed his hair and said, "That be all right. I understand. I choose you. There'll be plenty of other times." 
When he could, he raised himself up and pulled on his jeans and buckled his belt and fastened the buttons. He looked down at her. She was wearing that same solemn but tender expression. He said, "Sally, I couldn't help myself. I've been thinking about you all day. I was just too ready." 
She pulled herself up and then stood up and then leaned down and put one of her breasts in his mouth and then the other. She kissed him on the mouth, her tongue probing. She said, "There'll be another time, right quick. I can stand it until then." 
"Honey, this is dangerous. Sally, we can't keep doing this. There's too many people around here. They'll catch us." 
"Don't you worry. I done chose you. You just be ready when I come there. You just be ready." Then she was gone, as quickly as before, slipping between the stalks of corn and then disappearing. 
For a moment, he stayed where he was. If anything, he was more confused than he had been earlier. He could not imagine how he was going to arrest the father of such a girl as Sally. After a while, he shook his head and walked slowly out of the cornfield. As he emerged into the clear, he glanced toward the house. He saw a figure out near one of the barns. He couldn't recognize the man, but he looked a great deal like either Mark or John. He chose not to invite a confrontation or questions, so he veered to the south and walked around the outbuildings toward his cabin. If it had been Mark, he would have questions. Longarm was just going to answer him that he was interested in the kind of corn they used in their whiskey. It wouldn't be a very good answer, because Longarm knew as much about corn as he did about living in New York City. 
But his biggest fear was about the kind of man he reckoned Mark to be. If there came a confrontation between them, Longarm doubted that it would be settled with words, and if he had to kill Mark Colton, he was fairly certain that would put an end to his investigation into the illegal whiskey business. The best he could hope to do was somehow stay out of the way of the man and his wrath. Mark had made it clear that he didn't care much for Longarm, that he was suspicious, that he was on the prod. Longarm had to admit to himself that the man had good instincts. He was suspicious for good reason. 
That night, Sally sat across the table from him at supper and never glanced his way. He could see and sense Mark watching the two of them. He wished for a change that she would look at him. This sudden reversal of habit had to tell Mark something. 
He tried to carry it off as best as he could by talking to Asa about the whiskey business and about how much he could cut the strong, raw whiskey and still make a decent corn bourbon. It was Asa's belief that he could take the distilled liquor and turn it into twice as much. The old man, however, was curious as to just how Longarm was going to get around the federal whiskey stamps. Longarm just tried to look wise and pretend that he had a way. He said, "A lot of empty whiskey bottles in Arizona, Mr. Colton. You'd be surprised how many saloon owners I know." 
Colton chuckled. He said, "Well, Mr. Long, it might surprise you that I wouldn't be surprised that you would know a good many saloon owners. You look like a man who could be found in one, every now and then." 
After supper, Longarm played checkers with the man for a couple of hours, finding him a surprisingly good player. They were playing for a dollar a game, and the old man had managed to win fourteen dollars off Longarm. Mr. Colton said, "Aw, shucks. You're just lettin' me win so I'll sell you some whiskey. I've already told you I'll sell you the whiskey. You don't just got to give up." Then he giggled like it was all a good joke. 
Longarm had gone to his cabin about nine o'clock, wishing that Frank Carson would hurry back. For a couple of hours, he did nothing more than think about the situation, smoke cigarillos, and drink a little of the snake-killer whiskey. He didn't believe he had ever seen a quart jar of whiskey that was so hard to empty in all his life. It had been sitting on the cabin table for three days and three nights, and even with a little help from Frank Carson, it was still not even two-thirds empty. 
He finally turned in at about eleven o'clock, but didn't sleep with his usual deep pleasure. The situation he was in kept turning over and over in his mind with a detail popping up here or another detail popping up there. All in all, it was more than one man's mind could handle at a time. 
Then, some few hours later, he came awake with the knowledge that the door had been opened. He was too groggy and not quick enough to see who it was before he heard the door being softly closed. Without seeming to move, he slipped his hand under his pillow and grasped the butt of his revolver. By then, his eyes had adjusted, and he saw a small, slim figure coming to his bedside. He saw that it was Sally, and he let go of the handle of his gun. She was standing there, not quite a foot in front of him in some kind of a white robe. She whispered, "Honey, you awake? Honey. I'm here." 
He whispered, "Sally, what in hell are you doing? You're going to get us both killed." 
She was already taking off her robe. He could see clearly enough now that the breath caught in his throat at the sight of her white beauty. The black thatch stood out even more vividly against her light skin and the rosettes of the nipples of her breasts were clearly distinct. With a soft rustle, she let the robe fall to the floor and then she was crawling into the bed with him. Before he could speak again, she had put her arms around his head and pulled his face to hers, kissing him passionately. He could not stop his hands from roaming over her body, slipping down between her legs, coming up to the soft, warm vagina. His finger went into her, almost as if it had a mind of its own. He felt her shiver and gasp and the passion of her kisses increased. She pulled her head away from his only long enough to whisper flirtingly in his ear, "I couldn't wait no longer. I was plum on fire." 
As best as he could, he said, "Sally, honey, Mark is suspicious of me as it is. He's likely to have followed you." 
She said, "I don't care. I done chose you. I want you." 
"Sally, this can't be," he said. 
"You're like a gift that got sent to me. You can't believe how hungry I've been, and there ain't nobody around here. It's so seldom for me. They hold me down. Daddy don't think anybody's good enough for me, and I get to hurting. I need it. I've got to have it." 
With a sigh, Longarm resigned himself to the inevitable. He couldn't much blame her, because he had cut her off short that afternoon. He knew how that felt, to get up a good head of steam and then have the train jump the tracks. He didn't blame her. He started to kiss her with the same fever that she had been kissing him. He pulled the covers back so that he could see her clearly. He began kissing her on the throat and then began working his way down, taking one breast into his mouth and then the other. He was down to her softly rounded little belly when the door suddenly came open with a crash. Longarm jumped and looked. 
There, standing in the doorway with the night sky behind him, was Mark Colton. 
He had a shotgun in his hand and that shotgun was pointed straight at the bed. Longarm could see another man behind him, also with a shotgun. He couldn't tell who it was, but he figured it was Mark's brother, John. 
Mark Colton said, cold rage in his voice, "Sally, get your ass out of that bed! Get your clothes on and get on out of here!" 
Sally sat up. She said, "Mark, you get your ass out of here! This ain't none of your affair. Now, both of you-all get out!" 
Colton said, "Sally, this is a double-barreled, double-triggered shotgun full of double-ought buckshot. I'm about to pull both triggers at the same time. You don't want to be in that bed." 
Longarm had the revolver out of sight. He had slipped it down under the covers so that he could have actually fired at Colton without the man ever knowing that he held a gun, but he held his fire. He would give it a half a moment to make certain Colton wasn't going to shoot. Maybe they could talk. 
He said to Sally, "Honey, you'd better do what he says. He's as mad as hell and he's liable to do anything." 
She said, "I don't care what he says or what he does. I done chose you. It ain't none of his affair, and he knows it. John, you better get him out of here, or I'm going to tell Daddy." 
From behind Mark, Longarm could hear the other brother say, "Sally, it would be best if you got up and got dressed and went on in the house. We're going to go in and see Daddy. In fact, you wake him up and tell him to come on in the kitchen. We'll talk this out." 
Sally said, "Well, Mark had better not shoot him, because he's the one I chose. If he does, I'll cut his throat one dark night." 
"Mark ain't gonna shoot no one, but we are going to go in and talk to Daddy." 
She turned and looked back at Longarm. He stared back at her wonderingly. She said, "Now, don't you be a-feared. That big bully Mark ain't gonna do nothing. Daddy would have his hide if he shot you here in a bed that Daddy had given you to sleep in." 
Longarm said, "Well, that's damned hospitable of Daddy. I just hope Mark understands the rules." 
Mark said in an outraged voice, "Dammit, I ain't gonna wait much longer. Get out of that bed, Sally." 
She said, "I'm naked. You ain't supposed to see me when I'm naked. You're my brother. You get out of that door and then I'll get dressed." 
Mark said, "Yeah, and that son of a bitch will have a gun in his hand if I back out the door." 
Longarm said quietly, "Mark, I've already got a gun in my hand under the cover. Would you like me to shoot you square in the chest to prove it?" 
"You be a-lyin'." 
For answer, Longarm cocked the revolver. In the quiet of the night, it made a deadly sound as the hammer came back into a firing position. 
"Look there, Sally. He's holding a gun on me," said Mark. 
"Serves you right, bustin' in on us like this. Now, you get on out of here and shut that door, and I'll get dressed." 
From behind, John said, "Step back, Mark, and pull the door to. We've got to talk this over with Daddy. This ain't your business to decide." 
Longarm said, "Don't you reckon it's a little bit of Sally's business to decide, too?" 
Mark said, "Hell, she ain't nothing but a damned girl." But he stepped back, pulling the door half closed. 
Longarm said to Sally, "Honey, you better get your robe on and go on back in the house. Let's get a chance to talk to your daddy about this. All right?" 
She gave him a quick kiss and then slipped out of the bed and put on her robe. In another instant, she had flitted out the door. As she went out, Mark stepped back through. Longarm came out from under the covers with his revolver. He said to the angry brother, "I've got to get dressed, too, Mark, and I don't particularly care for you watching me, either. Now, you just step back unless you want to play 'Let's both get killed.' I can shoot you dead before you can pull the triggers on that shotgun, I promise you. Now, get on out of here and I'll get dressed and be out there in three or four minutes." 
The brother's voice was furious. He said, "All right, damn you, you son of a bitch. We're going to get this matter settled." 
"Just get the hell out of here!" 
Once again, Mark backed out through the door, pulling it to behind him. He yelled, "But I'll be waiting right out here, and there ain't no other way for you to go." 
With a sigh, Longarm got up out of bed and began pulling on his jeans, shirt, and boots. The whole mess just seemed to get more and more and more complicated. 
 



CHAPTER 8 
They were all seated at the kitchen table when Longarm arrived. With the exception of old man Colton, they were all dressed, even Sally. Longarm wondered how she had managed to get into her clothes so quickly. He reckoned, though, looking at her and looking at the shape of her breasts underneath the thin dress, she hadn't bothered much with underwear. 
The old man was wearing a long, woolen nightshirt. Even at such a quick moment, he had somehow managed to get a cut of tobacco stuffed into his jaw and was spitting into a tin can as Longarm walked into the kitchen. Longarm wondered if maybe he didn't sleep with a cud in his mouth. 
Except for Sally, they all stared at him as he walked into the kitchen and took a chair just to Asa Colton's right. He said, with no trace of sarcasm, "Good morning, everybody. We're up a little early, aren't we?" 
Asa Colton spat again and said, "Now, sir. I want to get to the bottom of this business and see what it's all about." 
Mark jerked his thumb at Longarm. He said, "Daddy, it ain't about nothing. It's plain and simple. We caught this son of a bitch in bed with Sally. The son of a bitch was fixing to do things to her. She was nekkid and so was he." 
The old man chewed slowly for a moment. He said, "You done told me that. Now, I want to hear how it came about." He turned his head and looked over at Longarm. "What's your version of the situation, young fellow?" 
Longarm shook his head, keeping his eyes carefully off of Sally. He said, "I've got nothing to say, Mr. Colton, except your sons, at least this one..." and he jerked his thumb equally as viciously at Mark, "... busted into a place I was given to sleep in as a guest. Busted in with that shotgun that he's holding so lovingly in his hands. No, I've got nothing to say." 
Mark half rose. "Well, I've got a bunch to say, and I'd like to do my talkin' with this!" He picked up the shotgun from where it rested on the table and slipped his finger inside the trigger guard. He said, "The son of a bitch was with my baby sister. What are we gonna do about it, Pa?" 
Asa Colton held up his hand. "We ain't gonna do nothing in this here kitchen. You let that scattergun get loose in here, and me and you and everybody else will have Rebecca down on us. You just set yourself back down in that chair." 
Mark put the shotgun down and said insistently, "Hell, Daddy, that fancy man from over at Russellville came over here and just put his hands on Sally and you had him taken out in the woods and shot. This son of a bitch was in bed with her, both of them nekkid." 
Asa turned to Longarm. "That right, son?" 
Longarm was halfway curious as to why the old man didn't ask Sally. He wasn't going to admit to anything, especially when it related to a lady's honor. These people didn't seem to understand that. "I'm going to tell you the same thing as before, Mr. Colton, and that is that I've got nothing to say on the matter other than I don't think it's very hospitable for someone to break into somebody's sleeping quarters with a shotgun at full cock." 
From down the table, Mark shouted, "That's a damned lie. I never had that gun cocked, and you know it, but you damned sure had your revolver cocked under the covers because I heard it." 
Longarm looked coolly down the table at Mark. "You don't know what I had under those covers, and you don't know whether it was cocked or not. Just sit down, little boy, and shut up before I come down there and fix it so you don't eat so good tomorrow." 
Mark sputtered, he was so angry. He pointed his finger at Longarm. He said, "Listen to him, Daddy. Now he's insulting your very own sons." 
A smile came over Asa's face. He said, "Sons? I ain't heard him say a word about John. Seems to me he was talking to you." 
It was at that moment that Sally chose to speak up. She said, "Daddy ..." She reached out and tugged at his nightshirt sleeve. "Daddy, Mark ain't got nothing to do with this." She nodded her head at Longarm. "I choose this one. I want this one." 
The old man looked at her for a moment and then his gaze came slowly back to Longarm. He said, "Him?" 
"Yes, Daddy. He's the best-lookin' thing I've ever seen." 
Mark sent up a howl, but Asa Colton raised his hand. He said, "Shut up, Mark, for the last time." 
Then he turned back to Longarm and sat intently as if he was looking for something that Sally was seeing that he wasn't. He said, "You want to marry this one?" 
"Yes." 
Longarm felt a hollow feeling inside. A flame of fear rose inside him as sharply as he had ever felt. He said, "Marry? When did we ever start talking about marrying?" 
The old man said slowly, looking at Longarm, "Well, son, I don't know how it is where you come from, but when a stranger comes in and goes to beddin' down with a man's daughter, there'd better be a marriage, or there's gonna be a funeral. You understand what I mean by all that?" 
Longarm swallowed. For once, he was totally at a loss for words. He just stared at the old man and then at Sally. 
Asa Colton said, "Now, daughter, you sure? Marrying is not the same as bundling. You can bundle and then not be there the next day, but you marry, you've got to be there the next day. You want to wash his shirts and fix his meals and have his babies for the rest of your life? That's what marrying means, daughter." 
She said stubbornly, "I've seen a bunch of them, and he's the first one I wanted. Daddy, I choose him. I told him the first time I got my hands on him that I chose him." 
Longarm could remember her saying that before. He could also remember wondering exactly what she meant by it. Now he knew. It gave him a deep, sinking feeling inside. 
The old man scratched his head. "Well, it looks like we're gonna have a weddin'." He looked down the table at John. He said, "Son, how long will it take to get a preacher here?" 
John shrugged. "I can send a man later on in the day, but it kind of depends on whether or not you want the rest of the kinfolk to get here. You know, we've got this big shipment, and we ain't got but a couple more days before that train's due at the siding." 
Asa nodded. He looked at Sally. He said, "Well, can you wait three days, girl?" 
Sally said, looking a little unhappy, "I can wait if we can bundle." 
Asa shook his head. He said, "No, if y'all are betrothed, then there can't be no more bundlin' until the preacher says the words over you. No, ma'am, I can't have that." 
Longarm felt like a man in a deep, dark prison seeing the first glimmer of light. He said, "That's only fitting, Sally. You've got to do these things right, the way your daddy says. Yes sir, I give you my word, Mr. Colton. We won't do no more bundling until after the wedding." 
Colton nodded slowly. He said, "Well, son, I knowed from the first time I laid my eyes on you that you were a gentleman and that you had some good blood in you. I reckon I'll trust my daughter to you." 
A thought struck Longarm. "You realize, Mr. Colton, that I live in Arizona and that your daughter will have to go with me?" 
He felt certain that the idea would cast a serious pause over the idea of marriage. But Mr. Colton said, "It's only fittin'. In the Bible, it says that a woman's supposed to follow her man. If you're a-takin' that whiskey back to Arizona, I reckon that Sally'll be goin' with ya after the words get said." 
Longarm said, "But are we going to get that whiskey loaded and ready to go before the wedding?" 
John said, "I don't see why we don't have the wedding right then. They can get married and get on the train right there." 
Longarm, desperate for a way out, said, "But, Mr. Colton, I won't have the money. What if Frank Carson doesn't get back here on time with the money?" 
Mr. Colton snorted. He said, "Son, you'll be family then. It won't make no difference about the money." 
It had to make a difference about the money. Money had to change hands. Longarm said, "Oh, no, sir. I've got to pay for that whiskey. That deal was struck before the marriage. No, sir. I cannot take your daughter's hand in marriage and twenty-five hundred dollars' worth of whiskey at the same time. No, sir, I can't do that." 
John said, "Why don't you let it be a wedding present from the whole family? That wouldn't be too much." 
The old man looked at Longarm. He said, "There. That's a bargain for you. You get a pretty little girl and two thousand gallons of whiskey. A man can't get a better deal than that, can he?" 
Longarm could feel his heart sink as he sought for a way out. No man with a lick of sense would turn down such an offer. He said, "Mr. Colton, I've got a sense of honor about these things, sir. A business deal is a business deal." 
The old man shrugged his shoulders. He said, "Aw, shucks. We ain't got to worry about it right now. Hell, it's three o'clock in the morning, and here we are a-sittin' and talkin' about a weddin' and whiskey and all that sort of thing and there ain't no call for it. Mark, you put that damned shotgun up, and if you ever point it at your sister's betrothed again, it's liable to be you gets taken out into the woods and laid bare with a pissellum club, so you just keep that temper of yours down. I'm the one watches out for my children, not you." 
Then he turned to Longarm and put out his hand. He said, "I'm mighty obliged to have you for a son-in-law. You'll make a good one." 
Longarm looked over at Sally. She was smiling contentedly. She said, whispering to him, "I can wait, but it's going to be hard." 
Longarm just nodded weakly. There was not another word he could say. 
They all stood up. The old man said, looking first at Sally and then at Longarm, "Remember now, no bundlin'. We'll get this whiskey shipped, then get y'all married, and then y'all can go on out to Arizona. How does that sound?" 
Sally was radiant. She said, "Oh, Daddy. Oh, Daddy. I'm just thrilled." 
Longarm said, "Sounds just fine to me." 
"Then let's get on to bed. There's been enough of this foolishness." 
Longarm went on back to the cabin and sat down in front of the bottle of whiskey and poured half a glassful and didn't even bother with the water. Instead, he took a straight jolt and let it burn all the way to his stomach and then let it extend all the way from his stomach down his legs and back to his scrotum. He could feel his privates shrivel and his ears burn, such was the power of the whiskey. He thought out loud, "I am in some serious kind of a trap. This is all Billy Vail's doing, and he is probably dying laughing right now. Marrying? Hell, I'll shoot my way out of here first. Marrying? She's as pretty a girl as I've ever seen, but I ain't marrying her." 
He spent the rest of the night trying to unscramble the mess in his mind, but it was just one of those kinds of knots that wouldn't come unwound. Billy Vail had warned him to stay out of the backwoods of the Ozarks. There was danger in these mountains. There were ambushes everywhere. Billy hadn't told him what kind of danger there was and what kind of ambush to look out for. He'd walked straight into one, and it was just about as soft and sweet and juicy an ambush as he'd ever walked into. A man could get healed from a bullet wound, but he didn't reckon he'd ever recover from a marriage. And the hell of it was, now that the matter was out in the open and declared, he wasn't even allowed to have any more pie. That was a hell of an arrangement. A man got invited into the bakery and then told he couldn't have any more pie until such time as certain formalities were gone through. As far as Longarm was concerned, pie was pie, and the saying of words or whatever it was that they did, didn't change the flavor of the pie. Finally, in disgust, he toasted the sun's arrival with some more of the vile-tasting raw whiskey. 
It was an awkward day. He went in to breakfast. Sally was there, letting off a kind of glow. She didn't speak to Longarm, but she kept her eyes steady on him, so strong and steady that it almost made his hands tremble as he tried to eat his eggs and grits and bacon. Somehow, several more women had managed to squeeze in at the breakfast table, and they seemed to be well up on all the details. From time to time, one would whisper to another and then they would all giggle and stare. He could feel himself redden whenever they did. John was cordial and a cousin named Samson that Longarm had never met but only nodded to was friendly. Only Mark had a glower on his face. The old man, as if Longarm were already part of the family, began talking about the making of whiskey as if Longarm were familiar with every step and could appreciate the fine art they were practicing. 
Asa said, "Now, I don't hold much with morning drinking, but right afterwards we get through with this breakfast, I want you to come into my little office and I want you to drink some of this whiskey that we've had setting and aging for four years. I bet you're gonna get a surprise." 
Longarm gave him a wan smile. He said, "Is this the kind of conversation that new sons-in-law have with their new daddies-in-law-to-be?" 
Asa made a wheezing dry sound that Longarm took to be laughter. He said, "Well, now, young fellow. I can see that you're a young fellow that knows his way around the family. Yes sir, we might speak about how your prospects are going to be looking for you. I want to make sure that my little girl is well provided for." 
Longarm said, "I've been able to take care of myself for all this time." 
Rebecca, the mistress of the kitchen, suddenly spoke up. She said, "Daddy, maybe Mr. Long has some kinfolk that would like to come to the wedding. Wouldn't that be fittin' that we should try and get word to them?" 
Longarm interrupted hastily. He said, "Oh, I haven't got no kin, just a couple of brothers, and they're back in Arizona. They couldn't get here in any time. No sir, I'm not as big on family as y'all are." 
John called from down the table. "Sally will fix that! Ha! 
Longarm gave him a weak smile. He said, "Oh, yes sir, that's what I'm really looking forward to is having kiddies. I always was a man who wanted children." 
Rebecca said, "It will change your life, Mr. Long." 
With a weak feeling in his stomach, Longarm said, "I don't doubt that." 
The whiskey was surprisingly good. The old man was seated at a battered wooden desk in a little room not much bigger than a closet. He had several ledger books lying open in front of him, and Longarm was amazed to see the neat and precise columns of figures showing the gallons they had produced and the amounts they had received in return. Some of the figures stunned him. He had reckoned the family he was supposed to be marrying into was a lot better off than many of the people living in fine homes in big cities, but this little old man sitting in front of him in his overalls had steadily and quietly amassed a fortune. He said to Longarm, "Now, I ain't expecting you to take much interest in this here money because this here money was earned before you came in, but you ought to know that when I slip off this mortal coil, Sally will come into some little money. It might come in handy to her husband in his business." 
Longarm said, "Mr. Colton, you're embarrassing me, sir. As far as I am concerned, Sally is a prize even if she didn't have a dress on her back. I wouldn't be a man who would be studying about her fetching money along with her." 
Asa nodded. "I figured you were that kind of fellow. Well, what do you think of that there whiskey?" 
Longarm held his glass up to the light. It was a mild amber color. It was still stronger and had a more whiskey taste than he was used to--by no stretch of the imagination could he call it smooth--but it was whiskey that had been aged and had taken on the color of the wood barrels it had been aged in. 
He said, "Mr. Colton, you say this whiskey has only been laying down for four or five years?" 
"That's a fact, young man." 
Longarm shook his head and took another sip. He said, "Well, sir, I've got to tell you this here is prime drinking whiskey. This here is real sipping whiskey." 
The old man looked down modestly. He said, "Well, we take pleasure and pride in what we give a man to drink. He buys his whiskey from us, and we intend that he doesn't get shorted. Of course, you understand that we only sell this stuff around here to our kinfolk and friends. That other stuff that we ship off, well, we don't know what them folks do with it, but it's their business. Once they've paid for it, it's their whiskey. We like to think that, locally, we put out some pretty good whiskey." 
"I don't think you just have to think that, sir. I think you can pretty well be certain of it. It still packs a good wallop, I will say that, though." 
Asa Colton nodded. "Folks around here like it that way. Now, you take your blended and bonded whiskeys that are eighty and ninety or one hundred proof, they're too mild for the folks around here. They don't feel they're getting their money's worth unless that first sip damn near knocks their tongue sideways in their mouth. Four drinks ought to bring a full-grown man into a cane-bottom chair. If it doesn't do it, then we ain't done our job." 
Longarm smiled. He said, "Well, four big drinks of this and I reckon I'd want more under me than a cane-bottom chair. I reckon I'd want one made out of cement or something else as steady." 
After an appropriate time of sitting around admiring the aged whiskey, Asa Colton got around to Longarm's prospects. Longarm had been expecting it, so he invented a two hundred thousand acre ranch near Tucson, Arizona, that was stocked with some cattle and some goats. He said, "But you must understand, Mr. Colton, I'm not much in the cattle business anymore and the timber business has about played out. There's too much timber out in California that's closer, and shipping costs were eating us alive cutting timber up in northern Arizona. That's what's brought me down here. I plan to be in the whiskey business. I do own a saloon in Tucson, and I plan to open several others. I've got ample funds to take care of your daughter. I reckon you'll understand if I don't give you an exact figure, but I've got the money to buy a lot of whiskey and to get it bottled properly." 
Mr. Colton looked concerned. He said, "Now, son, I do want you to be concerned about that. You know there is a federal law about whiskey stamps. I want you to be right careful about them Treasury agents. We've got a couple here that we've turned into pets, but you might not have any out there that will turn out like that." 
Longarm pulled a face. He said, "Aw, Mr. Colton, I ain't never seen a federal agent in that part of the country. It's rough country, and a federal man wouldn't dare show his face around there. They're all too scared, a bunch of cowards, anyway." 
"Well, I don't think much of these two supposed to be putting us in jail, either." He gave a cackle. 
Longarm said, "But I appreciate the advice, sir. And you can depend on me. I am going to be right careful about how I handle any Treasury agents I run into." 
He walked back to his cabin feeling about four times the hypocrite, but he didn't see what else he could do. He had to play this string out and see if he couldn't make matters come out right in the end. He had resolved that, if he could, he would avoid bringing any trouble to the Coltons. The Treasury agents were another matter. He was going to have to work around it somehow, and he didn't know how, to where he could have Mr. Colton summon the two men. That's when he would show his hand. He was going to arrest them on the spot and take them back to Denver, Colorado, and shove them in Billy Vail's face and say, "Look, here the crooks are. You sent me down there into a bear trap. Now I've brought you the bear." 
He really didn't feel like seeing anyone that day. He was embarrassed about the whole matter, and he certainly didn't want to see Sally and he certainly didn't want to see the old man and have to tell him more lies. The hell of it was, he had come to like the family, with the exception of Mark. They were good folks. They might not be as well-dressed or as well-mannered and their eyes might be set a little too close on their face, but they weren't harmful and they weren't vicious and he really didn't believe that they were criminals. When he pursued a man, he pursued that outlaw with a vengeance and with conviction that whatever he had to do to bring an end to that man's career of harming others was right and just. He didn't feel that way about the Coltons. He didn't know exactly how he was going to do it, but he was going to try to cut the bad ones out of the herd and leave the rest. 
He got through the rest of the day by staying in the cabin and just showing up for meals. He spoke very little and kept his attention on his food. Sally kept her eyes on him and the old man made friendly conversation. It was a very embarrassing time. After lunch, John had suggested that he and Longarm go out and kick up some quail. "We could get a couple of dozen for supper. You ain't had good eating until you've seen how Rebecca stews them quail with rice. You talk about some good eating." 
Longarm had begged off by saying that he was wearing riding boots and didn't feel like doing any walking. 
John had said, "You ain't got that much walking to do, not with the dogs we've got. They'll have four or five coveys pointed out and spotted up within two hundred yards of the house. Besides that..." and he had given Mark a look, "... it'll put a shotgun in your hands in case you need one." 
But he had still begged off, saying that he was tired from the night before and wanted a nap. 
Supper hadn't been much better, but he managed to bring it off a little better than lunch. One of the women had began giggling about how quiet he was. She said, "He's scared already. Reckon what it'll be when the preacher gets in front of him. Reckon someone'll have to hold him up? Stand him up there and then work his jaw and tell him what words to say?" 
The whole table had laughed and Longarm had turned crimson. He could feel the flush on his face, feel it burning all the way down to his feet. 
The old man had cackled. He said, "Now, y'all leave my new son-in-law alone. A man's got a right to get a little fidgety when he sees that horse collar coming. Hell, if anybody knows how a mule feels, it's a married man. Gonna spend the rest of his life pulling a plow. Now, y'all just leave him alone." 
Longarm had been grateful. He had slept that night in comparative peace. The problem was still not resolved, but at least no one came bursting through the door with a shotgun. 
For a little while before he went to sleep, he had contemplated what it would be like to be married to Sally. He had an idea she'd make a perfect wife. He didn't think, however, she'd be so eager to marry him once she found out that he was a United States deputy marshal and spent about twenty-nine days out of every thirty away from home. He didn't think she'd be very interested in being married to a man who had three or four bullet-hole scars on his body as well as a couple of knife slashes. She also might not be very interested in being married to a man who liked women as well as he did and would expect him to be celibate all the time he was gone. No, he really wasn't husband material, any way you looked at it. It pained him that he was going to be hurting her and giving her disappointment. She obviously wanted a man, and she obviously loved to be with a man. He didn't know of too many women he had ever met who took such joy out of making love, and from the way she talked, it was something she seldom had a chance to engage in. 
Well, he thought, that was the problem of being a member of a large clan like the Coltons. It would be very difficult for anyone in those mountains to be good enough for her. He figured most of the attraction he held for her was that he was not from the Ozarks, that he was from Arizona. He was different. He was a strange new face. He'd like to believe otherwise. He'd like to believe he was as handsome as she thought he was, but he knew it wasn't true. 
To his great relief, Frank Carson rode in early the next afternoon. At least now, Longarm thought, there would be another strange face for the clan to occupy their minds with. He saw Carson come riding in through the window of the cabin. He saw him tie his horse up in front of the big house and then turn and walk toward the cabin. Longarm was glad of that. If he had gotten word accidentally or by mistake from Billy Vail about Longarm's true identity, he would have gone straight on into the big house and told the Coltons. But now he was walking straight toward the cabin with his saddlebags over his shoulders. Longarm could see a valise tied to the back of Carson's horse. It looked like Longarm's. 
He opened the door and yelled at Carson before he could get very far from his horse, "You forgot my valise!" 
Carson nodded and went back and untied the valise from the saddle and then came back, carrying the valise in one hand and his saddlebags over his shoulder. Longarm could read nothing from his expression. 
As Carson was making his way, Longarm went to the table and got a quart of the four-year-old whiskey that the old man had given him. He poured them both out a drink and then sat down at the table. When Carson came in, Longarm said, "Where the hell have you been? I thought for certain that you'd taken my money and run." 
But Carson had a serious look on his face. He didn't even pretend to smile. Instead, he shut the door behind him and then dropped Longarm's valise and his saddlebag at the end of Longarm's bed. He came over to the table, sat down, picked up his glass, drank off half of it, and then looked at it. He said, "I see you've managed to get yourself in good with the old man." 
"How's that?" 
"I was coming here nearly two years before he ever offered me any of this stuff. Mostly what I got was that pop-skull we've been getting." 
"What are you looking so damned serious about?" 
Carson studied his glass. He said, "You've got trouble. That's what I'm looking so serious about." 
A chill went through Longarm. Billy Vail had fouled up. Somehow, he had let Carson know who Longarm really was. But he said with as much nonchalance as he could muster, "Oh, yeah? What kind of trouble I got? With you?" 
Carson shook his head. He said, "No, not with me. If you had trouble with me, you'd already know it. I wouldn't be sitting here drinking with you." 
The fear that he was exposed was growing larger and larger in Longarm's chest. Would anything go right with this damn job? He said, "Are you going to tell me what this trouble is?" 
Carson looked over at him. "I want you to know that I had nothing to do with it. I don't know how it happened." 
"What? Dammit!" 
"I reckon Morton Colton ain't more than an hour behind me. I damned near killed my horse trying to get here in time to warn you." 
Longarm sat up. His voice was a mixture of surprise and relief. "What? What do you mean, Morton Colton's about an hour behind you?" 
"Exactly what I said. He braced me up in town and said he was coming out here with me." 
"I thought you said you didn't know him." 
"I told you that I wasn't supposed to know him, if you'll remember. You don't come into town and act like you know Morton Colton. That's about like announcing you're in the whiskey business, but I know him and he knows me. We don't socialize together or go to church together. But he knows you're here." 
"How the hell could he know I'm here?" 
Carson shook his head. "I don't know, but he does. Maybe somebody sent word in to him. Have you made an enemy out here?" 
Mark Colton's face instantly flashed into Longarm's mind. "Yeah, you might be able to say that with no trouble." 
"Anyway, he knows you're here, and he wanted to ride out here with me. I told him I didn't want to be seen with him and I wasn't mixing into any trouble between you two. My best advice to you is to forget all about buying any whiskey, saddle that horse of mine, and go on back to Little Rock. Leave the horse at the livery stable and get on the next train." 
Longarm was starting to relax. Hell, it was just Morton Colton. He said, "No, I like it here. I think I'll stick around awhile. Besides, I am getting married in three or four days." 
Carson blinked and blinked again and then stared at Longarm. "I thought you just told me you were getting married in three or four days." 
"I did." 
"Somebody in Arizona?" 
"No. A very nice lady right here." 
"There ain't nobody here that they would let you marry." 
"Well, she more or less asked for me herself in front of the whole family." 
Carson looked at his glass and then drank a part of it and then looked at the glass again. "This stuff must be making me drunk faster than I realize, because the next thing I know, you're going to tell me that you're going to be marrying Miss Sally and I'll know we're both drunk." 
"Then I guess we're both drunk." 
Frank Carson was silent for a moment. "I know you ain't kidding because that ain't something you'd josh about. It's just hard for me to believe that all of this has happened in the three days that I've been gone." 
Longarm nodded his head slowly. "Well, it happened. They done invited me to marry her." 
"I take it you said yes?" 
Longarm gave a short bark of laughter. He said, "Would you have said no to a family that brings shotguns to the breakfast table?" 
"I reckon not, and she is a most luscious piece of goods. Pardon me for talking so familiarly about your intended bride." 
"That's all right, I don't mind you admiring her so long as you do it from afar." 
Carson was silent for a moment. "Well, this does kind of mix up apples and oranges. Morton is coming here, and I don't reckon his intentions are peaceful. But now you're damn near going to be a member of the family and they don't allow feuding in the family. This could get right interesting. I can't imagine what old Asa is going to say or think or do." 
Longarm said, "What do you think Morton is going to do? Seems to me he's the one to be concerned about." 
Carson shook his head slowly. "I don't know. I do believe the old man will tell him he has to lay off of you, but whether he will or not is yet to be seen." 
"What difference is it going to make to the old man if I'm going to marry his daughter? I thought you told me they didn't care for Morton anyway, period, no matter who was involved. You told me that my best invitation down here was that I was on the outs with Morton." 
"That is true, but now you're coming down to the family name, and his last name is Colton and yours ain't. I don't know what's going to happen, I can't even make a prediction. If I's you, I'd forget all about it and get on that horse and get on out of here." 
"I'm not so sure about that, Mr. Carson. I'm not so sure that's what you'd do." 
Carson pulled a face. He said, "Well, at least one of us ought to do, or both of us, if we were in that situation. That's what a smart man would do. Of course, I ain't very smart." 
Longarm sighed. This damned situation kept getting more snarled up. He said, "I reckon I'm not, either." 
"Well, you ain't got much time to make up your mind." 
"Oh, my mind's already made up. I just want to see how it plays out." 
"You're going to wait, I take it?" 
"Yeah, I was always one to have a great amount of curiosity. Besides that, I don't much care for Morton Colton. I doubt seriously that he'll stand up to me or anybody else. I read him for a coward." 
Frank Carson took a moment to pour them both out some more whiskey. He said, "You might be making a mistake about that." 
They talked on, mostly about the shipment of whiskey and how it would be handled. Longarm was just about to pour them out another drink when he saw motion flash past the window. Frank Carson saw it at the same time, and he got up and peered out. He said, "Well, there he is. He's dismounting and going into the house. You ain't going to have long to wonder what his intentions are or what the old man will let him do. Any instructions to me?" 
Longarm gave him a half-smile. "Well, you might let me know if you got my money. So far, you've managed to talk about everything else but my twenty-five hundred dollars." 
Carson gave him a surprised look. He said, "Oh, was I supposed to get you some money?" 
Longarm sighed. He said, "Looks like it's going to be a double-killing day. I'm going to have to kill you for stealing money, and then I'm going to have to kill Morton Colton just for the hell of it." 
Frank Carson turned and walked over to his saddlebags. He said, "Don't get in such a hurry. I'm not in the mood to get killed today." He unbuckled one of the pouches and took out a fat envelope. He walked over and pitched it on the table in front of Longarm. He said, "There, and if you count it, I'm going to take it as a personal insult." 
Longarm looked inside at the fat bundle of fifty- and one-hundred-dollar notes. He closed the big envelope and put it back on the table. He said, "It looks close enough for government work. I guess I'll save your dignity for you." 
Carson sat back down and pointed at the envelope. He said, "Would you make out a will now and put it in there that I'll get that money?" 
Longarm said, "I believe you're rushing my death a little, wouldn't you say?" 
Carson craned his head to look out the window. "Here comes John Colton. I reckon we're going to know something here in a little bit." 
They both sat there, staring expectantly at the door. In a moment, it opened, and John Colton stood there. He said to Longarm, "Daddy wants you to come to the house. It looks like we've got trouble. Morton is here, and he's ranting and raving his head off." 
Longarm said, "I don't want to come over and see Morton Colton in your daddy's house. You go tell Morton Colton that if he's got anything to say to me, he can say it out in the open where he can't bushwack me from a window or a door or from around the side of the building." 
John shook his head. "He wouldn't dare do that. Daddy would string him up in a tree." 
"I don't want to give him a chance." 
John stood, holding the knob of the cabin door, worrying it with his hand. He had a perplexed look on his face. He said, "What am I supposed to go back and tell Daddy?" 
"My problem ain't with your daddy. My situation is with your cousin, or whatever he is-" 
"He's our cousin." 
"All right, my trouble is with our cousin, and I think it ought to stay between him and me." 
John looked down at the floor. He said, "That ain't the way it works around here, exactly." 
"You mean you ain't got no say in the matter?" 
"Yes, sir. You come over and Daddy will tell you both how he wants you to do." 
"Your daddy's going to say he wants us to shake hands and be friends." 
"No, no, no. Daddy knows better than that. He don't trust Morton any farther than he could sling a bull. No, sir. He just wants to hear both sides of it." 
Longarm said, "I caught the son of a bitch cheating in a poker game, and I shoved a pistol in his face. That's my side of it. I don't know what his side of it is, and I don't care." 
John said, "You won't come over?" 
"I'll walk out in front as soon as Morton Colton comes out in front and we can talk right there." 
Frank Carson spoke up. He said, "Mr. Long, this ain't none of my business, but if I's you, I'd go on over and hear what the old man has to say. Could be that the matter could be resolved with no further trouble." 
John said, "See. That's what I've been trying to tell you. Daddy is trying to head off any trouble." 
Longarm said with disgust in his voice, "Yeah, I know Mr. Colton is trying to do for the best, but you can't turn sour milk fresh once it's turned sour. Morton Colton is sour milk. But I'll go with you. If that son of a bitch is waiting to bushwack me, there's going to be a hell of a lot of lead flying and some innocent people could get hurt." 
John shook his head. "Daddy won't let that happen." 
Longarm gave Carson a significant look. He said, "Daddy might not be able to stop it. Morton Colton don't strike me as the kind of man who listens to anybody but himself." 
Frank Carson said, "I'm going to be right behind you, Mr. Long, so if any bushwhacking happens, I'll be able to see it at the same time as you, and there will be a lot of lead flying." 
Longarm cocked his head and looked at Carson. He said, "You don't know me that well, Mr. Carson. It could get a little dangerous out there." 
"Oh, I like that sort of thing. Let's go." 
Longarm shrugged and started for the door, loosening his revolver in the holster as he did. 
 



CHAPTER 9 
They met in the kitchen. The old man and John and Mark were seated at the table. Morton Colton was standing with his back against the far wall. He was dressed much as he had been when Longarm had first seen him. He was wearing a white ruffled shirt with a black vest and the plantation broad-brimmed hat. Longarm noticed that he wore a silver buckle shaped like a concho. His boots were black and shiny, with silver tips. 
As Longarm entered the kitchen, Morton took two steps forward, his eyes dark and angry. He had his hand a scant inch from the butt of the revolver he wore in a black, tooled-leather holster. Longarm stopped in the middle of the room and stared at Colton. John went around him and took his seat at the table. Longarm glanced back. Carson had stopped short of the door. He nodded at Longarm as if to say, I'm here but I don't want to intrude. 
The old man said, "Mr. Long, I'm much obliged at you seeing your way clear of coming over here. I know there be bad blood between you two, and we need to get it cleared up." 
Longarm said, "There's no bad blood between us, Mr. Colton. That son of a bitch standing over there next to the wall got caught cheating at a poker game, and he didn't much like what I done to him." 
Asa Colton said, "I think we've got to forget all about that. Let it be. I'm trying to make some peace here." 
Morton Colton suddenly stepped forward. "There ain't gonna be peace except I get a piece of that son of a bitch standing there. That no-good bastard shoved a gun in my face." Now, he turned and talked directly to Longarm. "You thought you'd seen the last of me, you cowardly bastard. You ran off up here in the hills and hid. You didn't know I'd find you, did you?" 
Longarm said carelessly, "No, I figured you'd find me. I just didn't figure you'd have the guts to come looking for me." 
Morton Colton's face went red with rage. He was almost sputtering when he said, "You son of a bitch! You and me's gonna get this settled." 
Longarm said, "You got that right, mister. I ain't about to hang around and give you a chance to back-shoot me." 
Asa Colton broke in. He said, "Boys, boys, boys. Stop this. We don't want no feuding or no trouble here. You're marrying into the family, Mr. Long." 
Longarm said, "I ain't marrying into that son of a bitch's family." He pointed at Morton Colton. "I wouldn't let my dog know that son of a bitch's dog." 
Mark Colton broke in. He said, "Daddy, ain't it just like I said it would be? I told you he wouldn't make no peace. I told you this fellow ain't fit for us. Ain't that what I told you?" 
Asa Colton said, "Shut up, Mark. You're not helping this matter any. You just keep it shut." He turned to Morton. He said, "You know, you ain't even supposed to be here. You're not welcome here. We made a deal a long time ago that if you stayed clear, you'd get your cut. And yet you come riding in here, creating a lot of trouble. We don't want no trouble around here. This is a happy time for us. Now, you get back on your horse and you ride on out of here." 
Colton stabbed out his finger at Longarm. He said, "I came to kill this son of a bitch, and I aim to do it." 
Longarm said, "Well, let's just step out in front and see how well you do." 
Mr. Colton said, "Boys, we can't have no shooting. You'll scare the women. They're all huddled back there in a room somewhere, scared to death. Is this any way for you to act, Mr. Long, right before you get married?" 
Longarm said, "Mr. Colton, with all respect, I'd feel mighty skittish with this son of a bitch around. I'd rather get this situation settled here and now." 
The old man sighed. He said, "I was afraid it would come to that." He looked at Morton Colton. "Is this how you have to have it?" 
"You damn right this is how I've got to have it. And don't be telling me I can't come around my own kin anymore. I'll go where I damn well please." 
Longarm said, "I'm going outside. I'll be standing there waiting. You come out when you have a mind. I've got a friend that's going to stay inside and make damn sure you don't shoot out from behind a door or a window. Understand?" 
Colton looked at him with hate in his eyes. He said, "You get yourself out there in the clear. We'll see who comes back in here for a drink of whiskey." 
Mark Colton stood up. He looked at Longarm and said with a smile on his face, "I think you're fixing to get a surprise, Mr. Big Britches. Maybe after this, my little sister will see just what you're made of. I'll bet you cut and run." 
Longarm looked at him. "Are you offering me a bet? How about a hundred bucks?" 
Mark Colton twisted his mouth. He said, "You ain't got a hundred dollars, and even if you did, I can take it off your dead body. I don't need to bet you." 
Longarm smiled. He said, "That's fine with me." He looked at Morton Colton and said, "I'll be out there, Waiting." Then he turned and walked past Frank Carson, giving him a wink as he did. He knew Carson had heard him when he said that he had a friend who would be staying inside to watch and make sure no one fired out any windows. 
As he walked through the house and out the front door, he thought he caught a glimpse of Sally peering in from the other room, but it was so quick and the light was so dim, he couldn't be sure. He walked across the porch and down the steps, flexing his right hand to loosen his fingers. He really didn't know how good Morton Colton was, but then there had been many other occasions when he hadn't known how good his adversary was. When he had put on the badge, he had taken on the task of dealing with dangerous people. It was all part of the job, as far as he was concerned. 
He stood out in the bright sunlight, waiting. The house was about fifteen or twenty feet to his left. He was almost square in the middle of the yard. When Morton Colton came out, he would have to come down the steps and then turn to his left to put some distance between them. Longarm was curious as to how much distance the man would want. A longer distance between them would indicate that Morton Colton was either slow with the gun or that he was a very good shot. If he took a position within ten feet, it would mean that he was fast, but not a particularly good shot. Longarm didn't care either way, because he was both fast and a good shot. He also had an advantage that most men didn't: he shot as he pulled. There was never any hesitation. Most men would hesitate that tenth of a second too long. He had another advantage: the bullet went where he was looking. He never aimed. He made one smooth draw, cocking the revolver as he did, and firing where he was looking. His target was his adversary's chest. 
Time was passing, and Longarm was starting to wonder. He got out a cigarillo and lit a match with the nail of his thumb. He had smoked down perhaps a half inch when the door finally opened and Morton Colton stood there. He stared at Longarm. 
Longarm said, "You coming or not? I'm about to get a sunburn standing out here." 
Colton started across the porch. He said, "You son of a bitch. You'll get yours soon enough." 
Longarm said, "Keep that hand away from the butt of your revolver unless you want it to happen now. If I even think you're reaching for your weapon, you are a dead man." 
Morton Colton came down the steps. "You talk big now. Let's wait and see." 
Longarm said, "It ain't too late, Mr. Morton Colton. You can save your life if you get on your horse and ride out of here right now. This is the only warning I'm going to give you. 
Colton kept walking until about twenty feet separated him and Longarm. He turned. He said, "You see how fast I'm running, don't you?" 
Out the corner of his eye, Longarm could see John and the old man at the door. He wondered where Mark was. He'd been almost certain that Mark would be a spectator in hopes of seeing him shot down. But he could not keep his attention on the door for more than a second. Colton was taunting him. 
Longarm said, "You gonna keep on talking, Colton, or are you going to do something with that gun?" 
"You seem in a big hurry to get to hell. You better get on your knees and commence praying." 
"Colton, I don't think you-" 
His words were suddenly cut off by a scream coming from his immediate left. He cut his head half-way around and saw a figure at the corner of the house leveling a shotgun. The scream had come from one of the windows and he had no doubt that it had come from Sally. The instant he saw the figure, Longarm recognized it as Mark. He let himself go limp and fall. He was drawing his revolver as he went down. He heard the boom of the shotgun. It sounded like it was from far away. He felt the pain bite into his right shoulder, but by then, the revolver was in his hand and he had stretched his arm out. It was a long shot, perhaps twenty-five feet, but he fired and saw Mark Colton stagger. He cocked the hammer back and fired again and saw the man go down. Without a hitch, without a pause, he swung the revolver back, zeroing in on Morton Colton as he got a shot off that went just over Longarm's head. Longarm paused, steadied, and then fired. He saw the bullet take Morton Colton in the center of the chest. He saw it take him and flip him over on his back. 
It suddenly got quiet. He was quickly aware of the pain in his right shoulder and then he was aware that a woman was screaming. He got slowly to his knees. John Colton and Frank Carson were running out the door and across the porch. Carson came toward Longarm, but Longarm saw John veer off and head for the end of the building where his brother lay. Then he saw Sally trying to get past her father through the door. He saw her struggling, but the old man had his arms around her. He pulled her back and then shut the door. 
Longarm didn't blame him. He didn't want Sally to see the mess, either. It had gone all wrong, very wrong. He had just killed a man's son right before the man's very eyes, and in favor or out of favor, he had also killed another member of the clan. As he tried to struggle to his feet, he felt strong hands under his arms helping him. It was Frank Carson. 
Carson said, "Let's go in the cabin and see about that blood on your shoulder." As they walked, Carson said, "I'm sorry; I didn't see it coming. They fooled me. I was keeping my eye on Morton, and Mark must have slipped out the back." 
Longarm said through the pain, "Yeah, I figured something was up when Colton kept stalling like he did. He kept talking and also it took him too long to come out of the house. When he did, he was delaying, but I was slow. I didn't catch on to it in time, either. Was it Sally that screamed?" 
"Yeah, she saw him out the side window or she must have seen him go out the back with the shotgun. I think they had it made up beforehand." 
"It was planned, no doubt about that. I figure Mark's shot was not really intended to kill me. He was too far away for a shotgun. I think it was just to get me off my guard and make me look over that way and give Morton Colton a free shot at me. It damned near worked." 
The two men went into the cabin, and Longarm sat down on a chair near the table. His right shoulder was already starting to stiffen up. There was a lot of blood on his shirt, but he didn't believe he was hurt very badly. He had been able to use the arm to get off three shots, good shots at a more than average distance. His eyesight, his ability to see better than most men, had once again saved his life. 
Frank Carson helped him off with his shirt and they both looked at his right shoulder. There were three small holes. 
"This don't look too bad. Looks like you caught the outer part of the shot pattern. You know that part of the blast ain't got that much power." 
"I know," Longarm said. 
Carson was pulling one of the holes open with his thumb and forefinger. He said, "Hell, Mr. Long, there ain't no use you taking on about this. This here piece of shot ain't much below the skin." 
"That may be so," Longarm said, "but it still hurts like hell." 
Carson said, "It ain't hurting nothing like it's fixing to when I go to digging that shot out." 
Longarm said grimly, "I do hope you're on my side." 
"Well, you'll soon know." Carson dug into his pocket and came out with a folding knife. He opened it, exposing a long, slim, sharp-pointed blade. He took a match out of his shirt pocket and then scratched it against the table and held the point of the knife in the flame. He said, nodding his head at the table, "You better get you a stiff jolt of that painkiller right there. This might smart a bit." 
Longarm said, "I reckon I might as well. I don't think I'm going to be standing in very good stead around here. This may be the last whiskey the Coltons give me." 
Frank Carson pulled up a chair beside Longarm and began probing in his shoulder for the shotgun pellets. It was hard for Longarm not to wince because the knife digging and probing around in his flesh was not exactly a pleasant feeling. He knew if he flinched the slightest, it would cause the knife to do even deeper work. He took several drinks of the whiskey as the operation progressed. 
He said at one point, "Hell, what is taking you so long? I thought you said these things were just right below the skin." 
Carson, busy at his work, said, "Well, maybe I stretched it a little bit. Maybe I was just trying to make you feel good." 
"Well, hurry up, dammit. I've had more fun being run over in a stampede." 
Carson said, "Aw, there." He laid a bloody lead pellet on the table. "There's one. Two more to go." 
Longarm said, "You better pour me some more whiskey. I'm kind of feeling light-headed." 
"You know, Mr. Long, one thing I'm curious about. You say you were in the land and cattle business back there in Arizona?" 
"That's right." 
"That Arizona must be a pretty tough place for a land and cattle man. You sure as hell handle yourself pretty well, especially with a gun. I've seen you with one in your hands twice, and you've come out on top both times." 
"Just lucky." 
"Yeah, I guess you could call it luck to fall down to keep from being hit by a shotgun and while you're falling, you put two bullets into one man and then just after you hit the ground, you plug another dead center in the chest from a pretty good distance away. I'd say that those shots you made were either awful damned lucky or showed considerable practice." 
Longarm said tersely, "Like you say, Arizona is a rough place. A man needs to stay ready." 
Carson removed another pellet and put it on the table. By now, the whiskey was beginning to take effect, and it wasn't hurting too bad. Carson said, "I reckon you know what this means?" 
"No. What does it mean?" 
Carson said, "I don't think there's going to be any wedding bells in the near future for you, not with Miss Sally." 
"Will they feel that strongly about it?" 
Carson pulled back and looked at him. He said, "Hell, Mr. Long, you just killed the man's son. How do you think he's going to feel about it?" 
Longarm said, "Well, I don't know. I'll have to wait and see." 
Carson said, "Well, here's the last one." He held the lead slug between the point of the knife and his thumb as he showed it to Longarm. He dropped it on the table. He said, "No charge. Happy to do it. The look on your face was payment enough." 
Longarm said, "I can tell you're one of them kind souls that likes to go around amongst the poor and needy, doing good deeds." 
"Oh yeah," Carson said. "But now comes the fun part. Let me have that glass of whiskey you're drinking." 
"Get your own." 
"I'm not going to drink it." Before Longarm could protest, Carson had raised Longarm's arm up parallel to the floor. Before Longarm realized what was happening, Carson was filling up the bullet holes with the fiery high-proof whiskey. It was all Longarm could do to smother a scream that started low in his throat. 
Longarm said through clenched teeth, "Dammit! That hurts!" 
"Well, it's better to smart a little bit now than to have to get me to cut your whole arm off when gangrene sets in." 
"Hell, we don't need to sell this stuff to saloons. We need to sell it to hospitals. That stuff would cure pneumonia." 
Frank Carson finished his work and sat down across from Longarm. He said, "You probably ought to let it alone for a while and let it bleed. We'll splash some more whiskey on it later on." 
"What do you think happens now?" Longarm said. He flexed his arm several times, making sure it didn't stiffen up. "You reckon they'll be taking a dim view of this matter?" 
Frank Carson shrugged. He said, "They're fair people. I know they look a little backward, but they're still fair. Old Asa knows what Mark tried to do. He tried to bushwack you, and he got himself killed in the process. He knows you were defending your life. He knows that Morton Colton should never have come here, and that this situation should never have happened. That's why he was trying to make peace. He knew it would go wrong if y'all got guns in your hands." 
"What do you reckon will happen now?" Longarm said. 
Carson took a drink of his whiskey. "Let me finish this, and I'll go over there and see what the weather is like. If you see me coming on the run, you'd better go out the back door." 
Longarm said dryly, "There ain't no back door." 
Carson finished his whiskey and then stood up. "Then you better make one." 
Longarm sat pondering the situation while he waited for Carson to return. It could be that the gunplay had blown up the whole investigation. He might likely be facing an armed party of Coltons or the old man might simply order him off his property. Longarm had no idea what was going to transpire. He felt a good deal of satisfaction about Morton Colton, but not so much as to what he had been forced to do to Mark. 
After about a half hour, Longarm saw Frank Carson walking back from the house. He was carrying some long, white strips in his hand. Longarm figured they were torn-up sheets that he was going to use to bandage up his shoulder. He realized that he had been lucky in this whole process. If Sally hadn't screamed, Mark would have caught him with the full spread of the buckshot. He wouldn't have just been hit in the right shoulder. He would have caught the load all through his upper body and his head. Most likely, if he hadn't been badly wounded, he would have been killed. 
Carson said, "Brought some bandages to do you up proper. First, splash some whiskey on them wounds." 
"You mean you want me to do that to myself?" 
"You ain't got the nerve for it?" 
Longarm picked up the glass of whiskey and poured it onto his raw flesh. It still bit him so bad, he had to grit his teeth. 
Carson pulled a chair up next to Longarm's side and began wrapping the bandages around his upper arm and over his shoulder. It was a difficult job, and he made clumsy work of it, but in the end he tied it off and pronounced it the best he could do. 
Longarm asked, "What about Mr. Colton? What did Asa have to say?" 
Frank Carson shook his head slowly. He said, "He didn't really say anything to me. He's coming over in about a half hour to have a talk with you. It'll just be him and John." 
"You reckon talk is all they have on their mind?" 
"If they were going to do anything about it, they'd have already done it. There'd be bullets coming through these windows, making both of us dance." 
Longarm gave him a look. He said, "Mr. Carson, I want you to understand, this is not your trouble. It's mine, and I think you'd be well advised to stay out of it." 
"Have no fear, Mr. Long. I intend to stay out of it." 
 



CHAPTER 10 
Asa Colton came over to the cabin, accompanied by his son, John. His manner was grave and reserved and sad. He and Longarm sat on opposite sides of the little table, facing each other. Longarm said, "Mr. Colton, I want you to know that I feel mighty bad about what-" 
The old man held up a hand. "Ain't no time for words about that now, Mr. Long. Saying sorry don't bring the past back. Mark wasn't much account, but he was my boy, and I want you to bear that in mind when I tell you what I have to tell you. There ain't nothing personal in it, and I don't hold no grudge again' you, but it's just got to be the way it's got to be. I can't let you marry my daughter Sally. Not after you killed her brother." 
Longarm found his role very difficult to play. He had never intended to marry Sally, but if he was what he had presented himself to be, he wouldn't lose her without some argument. He had to play his string out as the Arizona cattle and land businessman who was trying to get into the whiskey business. Two men, neither one of which was of much account, had forced him to kill them. He didn't feel a damned bit bad about it, and he had no intention of not going through with his job. He felt sorry for the sad-eyed old man sitting across from him, but that wasn't his responsibility. He had been forced to kill the old man's son. If Mark hadn't been out there with a shotgun trying to kill him, he wouldn't have gotten himself killed. Longarm felt sorry for Asa, but he was still going to do his job. 
He said, "Mr. Colton, that ain't fair. You and I both know that Mark was trying to kill me. You can't take Sally away from me on account of defending myself. Now, you let that snake Morton come in here and cause me trouble. It don't seem fitting that you would hold me to account for what he and Mark got up to. I never set out to kill nobody." 
The old man nodded slowly. "I reckon what you say is true, Mr. Long, but it just wouldn't work out for you to be married to Sally. The rest of the family would hold it again' you. Mark was wrong. He was trying to ambush you with a shotgun. He was helping that sorry Morton. I've got to thank you for killing that rattlesnake. In the end, he'd of ruined more than one of the Coltons. He's already ruined several of them, and I hate it that the last one he ruined was my own flesh and blood. I don't hold it again' you for killing him--Mark, I mean. I don't hold it again' you for nothing. He was shooting at you. In fact, he shot first. I seen it. Mr. Long, I know what happened." 
John was standing right behind his daddy. In a strained voice, he said, "Mr. Long, what Daddy is trying to say is there never would be a way for you to be accepted into the family. Mark's wife would hold it again' you, and eventually, she'd hold it again' Sally, and so would the rest of the family. Y'all would always be on the outside. Sally's crying her eyes out right now, but there ain't no other help for it. Daddy is already having her clothes packed. He's going to send her with her aunt until you get cleared of the country. She don't want to go, and she's putting up a hell of a struggle, but if she has to go tied hand and foot, she'll be leaving within the hour. You ain't never gonna be seem' her again, Mr. Long." 
Longarm sighed. He said, "That comes as a blow to me, John. I don't think it's fair and I don't think it's right, but if that be your daddy's decision, ain't a damned thing I can do about it." 
Old man Colton nodded. He said, "I appreciate it kindly. By kindly, I mean I appreciate you not standing up and making a squawk about it. It's for the best, Mr. Long. I know my kinfolk, and I know it just wouldn't work." 
"Well, that's that, then. And I reckon, except for the whiskey, our business is finished." 
The old man said, "There do be one more thing, Mr. Long. I'm a-feared I can't sell you no whiskey now." 
Longarm was truly startled this time. "The hell you say! How come you can't sell me no whiskey? Here you take the woman I love away from me and now you say you ain't gonna sell me no whiskey?" 
Asa Colton shrugged. He said, "I thought it through and I figured it to be for your own good. You can't ever come back here in this holler and you can't ever do any more business with this family. One load would just whet your appetite for more, like Mr. Carson here. He's been buying whiskey from us for five, six, seven years. Buys four or five times a year, I don't remember exactly how many. So, you see, one little load of two thousand gallons ain't gonna set you up for much." 
Longarm said stubbornly, "Yeah, but I've come all this way, and I ought to at least take back some. That little old two thousand gallons, at least I ought to be able to take that back. What are my partners going to think that I've been doing out here? If I come back with no whiskey, Mr. Colton, then I'm going to look mighty bad. Now, I ask you, would you like to be in the position you are putting me in?" 
The old man thought for a moment. Finally he said, "No, I reckon not." He looked up at John. "Son, what do you reckon? Should we let him have that two thousand gallons?" 
John shrugged. He said, "It's already loaded on the wagons and they'll be starting up any time. What difference does it make? Mr. Long has to get out of this country somehow. He might as well get out on that train." 
Longarm said, "There. Thank you, John, I appreciate it. Lord, it's hard enough to take a man's woman but then to try to take his whiskey..." 
Asa nodded. He said, "Well, in that case, if we're going to let you have the whiskey, then I think it's only fair that you do Morton's job on the account of it was you that killed him. I was thinking about asking Mr. Carson to do it, but he's a customer that will be coming back, and you ain't ever going to be coming back, so it seems fair to ask you to do it." 
"Do what?" 
"Well, the way we handles it with them two federal fellows is, we pay them off at the train as it's loaded on the siding. We pay them ten cents per gallon. We're going to be shipping twelve thousand gallons, so we'll have twelve hundred dollars to hand to them for the whole shipment. Now, I don't ever let no Colton hand them the money." 
"Hell, Morton was a Colton." 
The old man shook his head. "No, his last name was Colton. He wasn't a Colton. If he'd been the only one that you killed, there would have been no trouble. But someone has to hand over the money, and I'd take it kindly if you'd handle that for me, Mr. Long, and we'd be quits and there'd be no hard feelings, not that there is any now." 
Longarm was calculating in his mind. It would have been better to have one of the Coltons hand over the money to the Treasury agents. It wasn't as good with him doing it. But what was important was that they took it. If they took it from his hand, then the Treasury agents were just as guilty as if they had taken it from the hand of Morton Colton or any other Colton or anybody else connected with the whiskey so far as that went. 
Longarm thought about it for a good long moment. Finally, he nodded. He said, "Yeah, I reckon I could do that." 
The old man nodded. He said to Longarm, "For that, I'll let you have the whiskey, but I won't let you pay the money for it." 
Longarm was alarmed. He said, "Sir, I wouldn't feel right about that. I feel the need to pay for that whiskey." 
Asa Colton studied the situation for a moment. "You get your cash money from back home?" 
Longarm nodded. "Yes, Mr. Carson brought it to me." 
"Well, you just pay them government folks the money they got coming out of your cash, and we'll be square. That'll give you a pretty good price per gallon, and you can make a little more profit." 
It didn't matter to Longarm what the price was, so long as money changed hands. "I'm much obliged for that, sir. Do you mind if I ask what the names of them Treasury agents are?" 
John said, "Not that it makes much difference, but their names are Colley and Small." 
"They got first names?" 
Behind him, Carson laughed. He said, "Hell, Mr. Long, do you plan on getting social with them? What the hell do you care what their first names are?" 
Longarm realized he had gone too far. He said, "I don't really give a damn what their names are. I just wanted to make sure I give the money to the right people." 
Asa chuckled. He said, "You'll be able to tell which ones they are. They'll be the ones with their hands out. There might be some confusion about Morton not being there, but you just tell them that you are taking his place, that he met with some kind of accident." 
Longarm said, "I reckon I can handle that." 
Asa Colton got up. "There's one more thing, Mr. Long. I'm going to ask you to stay in this cabin for the balance of this day and tonight. I know it seems unfair, but there's some hard feelings over at the big house, and I wouldn't want you to run into any more trouble. I'll have you some supper sent over. You and Mr. Carson will be leaving early in the morning. The wagons will be pulling out right after dark." 
"I don't understand all that I know about this train business. Can you explain this to me?" 
John said, "There ain't really nothing that you need to know, Mr. Long. You ride along with Mr. Carson. He's done this a half dozen times before, and he knows the way." 
Longarm said, "How come the wagons are leaving here tonight?" 
"Because it's a hard pull up and down some of these hills for the horses and oxen. That whiskey weighs considerable more than you think it does. Twelve thousand gallons is a pretty good load of whiskey." 
"All right," Longarm said. The two men were moving toward the door. "I'm sorry it turned out this way, Mr. Colton. I wish we could have gone on doing business in the future." 
The old man stopped and shuffled his feet for a second. He said, "You never can tell. Time has a way of healing old wounds. I hope you don't feel too bad about Sally." 
Longarm said, "Naturally I feel mighty bad about Sally. I hope she finds a good man who won't cause her trouble with her own folks. I wish it could have been me." 
John said, "Well, we'll bid you a good-bye now, Mr. Long. Y'all have a good rest this evening." 
When they were gone, Longarm sat down at the table. Frank Carson came over from where he had been standing by the bed and sat down across from where Asa Colton had been sitting. He said, "Looks like you didn't come off too good. You lost a wife, and you damned near lost the whiskey. I do have to say, though, you got a better price on the whiskey. I guess you could look at it as a profit all around." 
Longarm watched the old man and his son as they walked back toward the big house. He could see them clearly out the window. He said thoughtfully, "I just wish they weren't such nice folks." 
He switched back to Carson. He said, "I don't understand about this railroad business, these boxcars and the whiskey being loaded and all this and that. How is that going to get me back to Arizona with a load of whiskey?" 
Carson said, "it ain't hard. There's a siding about fifteen miles southwest of here. You and I will ride over there in the morning. It will be about a two-, two-and-a-half-hour ride. There will be three boxcars loaded on the siding. I'm taking six thousand gallons and it will be loaded into one of the boxcars. Your two thousand gallons will be in another, and as I understand it, they're shipping four thousand gallons down to an old customer in Texas that will be in the third boxcar. That's twelve thousand gallons. Each one of those cars has a waybill on it for its destination. When the train picks us up coming by from North Little Rock, it will run us down to Hot Springs, which is a switching point about eighty or ninety miles away. From there, you can get your boxcar tagged onto a train heading west, I'll head east, and I guess that load for Texas will head south. That's all there is to it." 
"Will any of the Coltons be there?" 
Carson shook his head. He said, "I doubt it. The wagons will have already arrived and loaded the whiskey on the boxcars and will have damned near gotten back here by the time we get there. Somebody might stick around to see that nobody fools around with the whiskey, but the Coltons don't like to be involved in that part of the business. That way, nobody can really ever connect them with it." 
Longarm said, "Sounds smart to me." He reached across and picked up the bottle of whiskey and poured them both a drink. "By the way, Mr. Carson, I've taken note of the fact that while you brought me my money, you didn't bring me those two bottles of Maryland whiskey I had in my room in Little Rock." 
Carson smiled. "Well, either somebody stole that whiskey or I drank it or it got broke. Either way, you ain't got it. Best I can tell you about that is that however you lost it, don't make no difference." 
Longarm gave him a look. "I bet you drank it." 
Frank Carson said, "Now, why would I want to do that when my family makes some of the best sipping whiskey in the South? It wasn't that bad, though, to tell you the truth. I have to admit that." 
Longarm gave him a stern look. "Why you low-down son of a bitch. Me sitting here drinking this mouth-searing, rot-gutting, head-busting white lightning, and you're up there drinking my good whiskey. You're a hell of a fellow, Mr. Carson." 
"My mother thinks so." 
They left a little before seven the next morning, riding Frank Carson's horses. The going was hard at first. It was up steep inclines and then down and then up another steep incline and then down again and again. Carson said, "Now you see why the wagons leave so early?" 
After a half hour's riding, they cut the track the wagons had made and followed it for about an hour. After that, it was faster to cut cross-country through places the wagons couldn't go. 
Longarm asked, "Where does this train come out of?" 
Frank Carson said, "Well, I don't know where it starts, but its last stop before it picks up the cars is North Little Rock. What the hell do you care?" 
Longarm said, "I'm just trying to figure how those federal boys are going to get there. Will they come on horseback?" 
Carson gave him a look. "You're certainly a curious fellow, ain't you? No, they won't come on horseback. They'll be on that train, at least that's how they've done it before. Of course, I ain't never had no part in that, and I don't really care where they come from. All I want to do is make sure my whiskey's all right and get the hell on home. I'm tired of this damned place." 
"What kind of fellows are they, those government men?" 
Carson shook his head. "I don't know, Mr. Long. What do you care?" 
"I just want to know what to expect. Are they tough?" 
"I've done told you, I don't know. I didn't say I didn't know them, Mr. Long, and I didn't say that I did know them. I didn't say anything about it. I didn't say anything at all about them. Take my meaning?" 
Longarm said, "Sounds like a nice way of telling me to mind my own business." 
"There you go, Mr. Long." 
They had to rest their horses from time to time because of the rough terrain. Finally, they topped a rise and broke through a wide stand of trees and then rode out into the opening of a long downslope that led toward the railroad bed. From two miles off, they could see the three boxcars standing, silent and waiting. 
Carson looked at his watch. "It's ten minutes after nine. The train should be along about ten. We'll just have time to load my horses up into my boxcar before the train gets here." 
Longarm said, "Then let's get to it." 
They rode on down the slope and pulled up at the three big, brown boxcars. Longarm could see that the first one was almost half full of cases of whiskey. He expected that was Frank Carson's load. The middle one was only partially loaded, and he expected that was his. He couldn't see into the third boxcar, but he supposed that was the one bound for Texas. 
They dismounted and began taking the saddles off the horses. There was a grove of trees to the east some two hundred yards away, and Longarm could see a figure in the foliage among the trees. He said, "Wonder who that is?" 
Frank Carson said, "That will probably be John, but he don't want you to act like you see him, so just go on about your business." 
They got the horses unsaddled, and then Frank Carson scrambled up into his boxcar and pushed out a wide wooden ramp that tilted down to the ground. Together, they led the horses up one by one and got them established in the empty half of the boxcar. Longarm said, "What about feed and water?" 
Frank Carson said, "They'll be all right until we get to Hot Springs, and I'll get the yard crew there to put in a water trough and some hay and feed. It's a pretty good little ride from there on back to Tennessee." 
They brought the saddles up, threw them in, and then jumped down and pushed the ramp back into the boxcar. After that, they walked down and looked into Longarm's car. Carson said, "Yeah, that's about two thousand gallons. Reckon you'll make a pretty good profit off that back in Arizona, Mr. Long?" 
Longarm said, "Hell, I hope so. It appears that I've gone through enough trouble over this here whiskey. I've lost a wife, been shot at, had to kill two men." 
Carson said, "Three." 
"Oh, yeah. That deputy back in Little Rock." 
"I'd make it a good long time before I went back to that town if I's you." 
"Sounds like good advice." 
After that, they squatted in the grass and smoked and took nips out of a bottle of whiskey while they waited. Finally, they heard the sound of a train in the distance. They stood up and watched it come chugging around the side of a hill a couple of miles away. It was a freight train with a yellow caboose at the end. "Must be a local," Longarm said. 
"How so?" 
"Ain't many cars," Longarm said. 
"Freight trains can't pull many cars in these mountains. Ain't like out in the flat land where you'll see one pulling fifty or sixty cars." 
Longarm looked thoughtfully at Carson. For some time now it had been on his mind as to what he was going to do with this man. Carson had done him several favors. He had also backed him to a degree in a gunfight. Longarm did not plan to arrest him. In fact, he was going to let Carson leave with his whiskey. He didn't, however, want him getting in the way as a hinderance or as an innocent bystander who might get hit with random gunfire if it came to that. But he could not tell Carson that he was a United States deputy marshal, not before he arrested those two Treasury agents. He just had to hope that Carson would have sense enough to stay out of it. 
Longarm glanced back to the little copse of woods. The figure was still there, but John had ridden deeper into the timber so as to further remove himself from the transaction when it took place. They watched as the train went slowly past them on the track. It went on until it was beyond the siding switch. A conductor came down and unhooked the caboose, leaving it short of the siding switch. Then he reset the switch so that the train could back onto the siding and connect to the three boxcars. 
Just as the train started groaning its way backward, Longarm saw two figures come out of the caboose and step to the ground. The men came walking toward him, stepping over the tracks. As they neared, he could see that they were both dressed in four-button suits with high collars and foulard ties. They were sporting derby hats. 
"That them?" Longarm said. 
"Yeah." 
"Quite the dandies, ain't they?" 
"Well, they can afford it. You better have your money ready." 
Longarm reached into his pocket for the envelope containing the $1,200. The men stepped over the last rail and started down the line of boxcars. Longarm took several steps forward. He noticed one of the men was wearing muttonchop sideburns. It was difficult for him to keep a straight face. They were small and insignificant men made even smaller by their underhanded and backdoor dishonesty. He held out the envelope. "You Small and Colley?" 
One of them, a man about thirty with light brown hair showing out from under his derby said, "Who's asking?" 
"The man who's filling in for Morton Colton." 
"Where's Morton?" 
"He took sick. There's twelve hundred dollars in this envelope. You want it?" 
For a second, the man just stared at Longarm and then put out his hand and took the money. The other one said, "We had better check and make sure how much whiskey is in these boxcars. We wouldn't want old man Colton shorting us." 
"Oh, I think you can depend on Mr. Colton being fair with you," Longarm said. 
"We'll see ourselves," the blond one said. They started up the line, looking in the boxcars. 
The deal was done as far as Longarm was concerned. He turned his back on Frank Carson and took a step or two after the men. As he walked, he took his badge out and pinned it in plain sight on his shirt. The two government agents had finished inspecting the last car and had started walking back toward him; he waited until the distance had closed to about fifteen feet. Then he said, without drawing his revolver, "Hold it! My name is Custis Long, and I'm a United States deputy marshal and you two sons of bitches are under arrest." 
In response, the two men stopped and stared at him, dumbfounded. One of them finally strangled out a weak "What?" 
Longarm said, "You heard me, you're under arrest. If you're carrying weapons, I'm telling you now to get them on the ground and get your hands over your head. I don't want no trouble with you. I won't kill you unless you make me." 
One of the men said in a quiet voice, "We ain't armed." 
"Shuck them coats and them vests, and let me see what you've got on underneath there." 
A quiet voice from behind him said, "Mr. Long, or Marshal Long, I should say, I'm armed, and I've got a high-caliber revolver pointed right at your back." 
Longarm said, not taking his eyes off the two Treasury agents, "Mr. Carson, stay out of this. You don't want no part of this. This is serious business." 
"It is serious, Marshal Long. You're about to interfere with my livelihood and I don't care to get arrested. Now, you unbuckle your gun belt and let it fall to the ground. Don't reach for that revolver. I don't want to have to shoot you," Carson said. 
"Mr. Carson, I have no intentions of arresting you or interfering with your shipment of whiskey. It's these two men I want." 
"Marshal Long, I ain't going to tell you again. Unbuckle that gun belt and let it fall to the ground." 
Longarm was silent, watching the two Treasury agents. 
Longarm carefully put his left hand to the buckle and slipped it just underneath until he could get hold of the.38caliber derringer that was held there by the steel springs. He said, "Frank, you don't want to be doing this. I can't drop this gun belt. That revolver of mine has a hair trigger, and it'll go off if I drop it. Why don't you ease on up here and lift it on up out of my holster?" 
"Just make sure you hold yourself right still while I do, Marshal Long." 
Longarm heard Carson's footsteps behind him. The instant he felt a touch on the butt of his revolver, he whirled to his left, pulling out the derringer as he did. As he came face-to-face with Frank Carson, he fired. He saw the .38caliber slug knock a surprised look onto the man's face. But Longarm had no time to hesitate. With his right hand, he jerked the revolver that Carson was holding out of his hand. He let his momentum carry him on around until he was on one knee in the grass, thrusting Carson's revolver out in front of him. 
He yelled at the two Treasury men, "Freeze and get those damned hands up!" 
The agents had not moved. One had his coat half off. He just stood there. The other one put his hands quickly over his head. Longarm glanced toward the woods. The dim figure of John had disappeared. He glanced behind him at Frank Carson lying on his back, blood coming out of a hole in the left side of his chest. 
He said, "Dammit, Carson. How come you had to get involved?" 
Carson turned his head slightly. He said, "Hell, I couldn't let you have all the fun." 
 



CHAPTER 11 
It was a long journey back to Denver. Longarm spent most of it trying to make sense out of the report he was writing. Since he had been given direct orders not to involve himself down in the tangled hollows and cuts and draws of the moonshining country, he had to invent plausible reasons why he was drawn step by step into the lengthy investigation that he was supposed to have had no part of. To tell it as it had actually happened would have given Billy Vail too much glee, so Longarm had added a few touches to make it seem as if his hand was forced at every turn. 
He made it apparent that the federal men from the Treasury had been his goal from the beginning. Since that wasn't true, he had to invent a set of circumstances that made it seem so. He also had a little trouble with why he had not arrested any of the moonshiners. That had been a little more delicate. He had gotten around that by suggesting that it was work for honest Treasury agents and he was sure that the Treasury Department would be more than anxious to make up with some good work for the deceit and corruption of Colley and Small. 
He had dropped the two agents off in Dallas, Texas, with a federal marshal there who would see to their arrival in Washington, D.C. He supposed that Billy Vail would write up the charges from Longarm's report. He had managed to get out of Colley first and then Small the amount of money they had managed to extort from the bootleggers over the years they had been assigned to the territory. It was a staggering sum. It had made Longarm angry to think of his pay in relation to what the two men had been receiving. No wonder they looked like they spent most of their time at the tailor. 
Frank Carson had been a very lucky man. At first, Longarm had thought he was a goner for sure. The bullet hole had been just to the left of center and only about four or five inches above his navel. There was no way the bullet could have passed through him without hitting something vital, and there had been an entrance wound and an exit wound. He had managed to get the man loaded with the help of Small and Colley, and he had cracked the whip at the engineer of the train. He had been amazed that the man had stayed alive until they reached Hot Springs. 
There, a doctor had solved the mystery for him. Longarm's bullet had, through sheer luck, gone in at an angle and hit a rib in such a way that it rode along the rib and then exited out the man's back. It was a million-to-one shot. Carson was going to be weak and sore for a good long while, but he wasn't going to die. 
Longarm said, "How come you pulled such a foolish stunt as to take a gun on me?" 
Carson had smiled wanly. He was still very weak. "Yeah, that was pretty stupid. I had already seen you at work, and I should have had better sense. And since I'd known you were a marshal ever since I went back to town, I shouldn't have been surprised." 
It had turned out that Longarm had had a portion of his expense voucher in the bottom of his valise. Frank Carson had come across it while he had been packing Longarm's clothes. He said with as much laugh as he could muster, "If you had been a little neater, I would have never had to go through your valise to get everything arranged. I'd have never seen that piece of paper in the bottom, never seen that you were United States Deputy Marshal Custis Long." 
"Why didn't you give me away to the Coltons?" 
"Because they would have killed you." 
"Well, I've got to say that was mighty square of you, Frank. How come you interfered with my job down there?" 
Carson had coughed and cleared his throat. He said, "Because I was afraid you were going to arrest me and take my whiskey." 
Longarm shrugged. "There was the dilemma. I didn't know what you were going to do, and you didn't know what I was going to do. I never was going to arrest you and as far as I'm concerned, as soon as you get well, you can ship that whiskey on to Tennessee. It's your whiskey; you paid for it. The only ones I really wanted were those two corrupt Treasury agents. It makes me mad as hell for somebody to give a federal officer a bad name." 
Carson said, "I reckon next time I get into a similar situation, I'll think twice. Are all United States deputy marshals as bad as you?" 
Longarm smiled. He said, "Just the ones that are alive." 
He had left the two thousand gallons of whiskey with the marshal in Dallas. He guessed he could have taken it on back to Denver and given Billy Vail the problem of what to do with it, but since it would be evidence in the trial against the two Treasury agents, Longarm had thought it was best that it go where they went. 
The marshal in Dallas had wanted him to leave the twelve hundred dollars also as evidence, but Longarm had looked at him as if the man had lost his mind. He said, "If I get back to Denver without that whole twenty five hundred dollars, Billy Vail will be taking it out of my pay for the next three years. No thank you, sir. I'll give you a receipt to the effect that I'm taking the twelve hundred dollars on to Chief Marshal Billy Vail in Denver, Colorado, but I'm taking the money with me." 
He left Sally out of the report. There didn't seem to be any point in mentioning her, even though she would return to his thoughts many, many times. He had a bottle of Colton whiskey in his bag. He had brought it along as a keepsake. Now, as the train rumbled along through the night, leaving New Mexico and heading on into Colorado toward Denver and home, he took a drink of the whiskey in toast to the black-haired beauty that had made the dreary assignment almost tolerable. At least, for a few moments. 
But he had taken too big a drink, and he gasped and winced as the raw whiskey burned its way down his gullet and then hit his stomach like a fireball. He was sorry now that he hadn't fetched home a case of the rotgut and forced Billy Vail to drink it, at the point of a gun. Maybe that would break him of sending Longarm off on such assignments. He doubted it, though. If there was anything meaner and harder to get along with than the raw Colton whiskey, it was Billy Vail himself. 
That wasn't exactly true, Longarm thought, but it always made him feel better to picture the chief marshal in as mean a fashion as he could when he started piling on the irritating jobs. The best thing that could be said about this one was that it was over. Longarm settled back in his seat and thought about his dressmaker lady friend in Denver. He ought to be there early enough the next day for them to perhaps go stepping out. For the time being, he was content. 
The End 
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