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PROLOGUE

Ha’penny Dreadfuller

Agua Fría, New Mexico, 9:09 a.m. Spring of 1878.

The coyote stopped at the edge of the well, a warning rumbling in her throat. On the way up the hill, her entire body telegraphed a change in the air. The smell of decay pulsed in her nostrils, and her tail was working overtime, whiplashing the flies from the furless patches of skin on her haunch. The signals ran from one end of her body to the other. Heat begat the scent, begat the flies, begat the tail. She was used to such stimuli and response hardwired into her frantic gait, even without the all-consuming hunger that increasingly clouded her mind. At the rim of the stone circle, however, she found no evidence of water or the potentially nourishing rot her senses were screaming for. She leaned out to nose the rope creaking down in the darkness. The weight of a bucket hung suspended from it, now swaying over an empty hole, where it had previously bobbed and sloshed years before. Her snout nudged the rope to swinging, but the weight of the gold coins heaped inside slowed and stopped it pretty quick.

Before the well had dried up, when the bucket had still been half underwater, the waves of sunlight playing against these coins had kept most every horsefly at bay. Now the bucket hung limp and splintered, baking in the daylight and this new brick oven, and the gold coins had lost the dance of their former amplified reflection. The coyote didn’t know a dance of light was an amazing natural deterrent to any insect. To her, everything was just a new source of agony.

And now, without the shine of the water, the flies could bite and sting her sores with impunity.

But she was ready to make the trade, winged torment for the promise of carrion. And although the coyote had no way of knowing this booty was the cause of today’s misery, or at least these riches were no longer working with the shimmering well water to make her world more bearable, she had experienced a reprieve once before.

A week earlier, she’d swallowed a penny while lapping water from a teacup, one of fifty balanced along a rancher’s fence posts. This rancher had left cups of water and copper along his border in order to keep his daughter from being troubled by flies at her upcoming nuptials. But the rancher had caught the coyote upending the cup, and had even taken a shot at her, despite her daughter’s pleas to please, please leave her be, as the rancher’s daughter had seen the low hang of the coyote’s belly that concealed an imminent birth. This was a condition the rancher’s daughter knew something about, also the reason her wedding was being held in a dusty backyard rather than a nearby church, or even the rancher’s gun store, where his own brother had tied the knot two years before. But her wedding would never occur, not because of the swarms, but because the groom never showed. However, the rancher’s daughter’s belly wouldn’t wait for another suitor.

The three of them would eventually gather the rest of the pennies in silence, the baby in her belly kicking against the jostle of her sobs.

The pups inside the coyote kicked against dream space as their mother nosed the rope again, hoping for any last splash of moisture or mud to chew. But due to increasing desperation, but mostly due to the change in her center of gravity, she leaned too far over the edge of the well, and she tumbled on in.

The flies followed her down at their leisure.

Years later, the rancher would leave his dying crops behind and drag a cot into his bankrupt gun store, first uprooting his daughter and his strange little grandson, then kicking them out of his life in disgrace. And this bucket of gold would go undiscovered for a decade, until drought turned every well in the state into a treasure hunt. The celebration of a local gang who would one day discover these riches would be muted due to drunkenness and dehydration, but the leader of the gang would be excited enough to lean over the rim when he caught a flash of gold on the bottom. Not realizing this was a copper Indian headdress circa 1893 rather than Lady Liberty’s profile that shone in the rib cage of the coyote’s ghostly outline, and not far from the skulls of her litter, his greed would send him crashing to the bottom after it.

His gang would leave him down there for a long, long time, punishing him for grudges real and imagined, but mostly leaving him down there due to forgetfulness as they divided up the gold on booze and debts, fully expecting him to be dead when they returned, ready to pretend his death was a surprise.

But the leader of the gang had been underestimated since birth, weakness assigned by strangers due to pale skin prone to sunburn and blazing orange hair. He would survive his long nights in the well by counting the tiny skulls in the cradle of bones and sucking on that penny, fooling his body with the extra saliva that this created. He would survive months down there through pure force of will, amazed to find the well provided everything he needed. And every night would be a lesson in resentment, something he’d remember for the rest of the life. And although there were about a dozen more lessons he learned at the bottom of that well, like lessons in resilience, stubbornness, and determination, he would focus only on recitations that fortified him with hatred, the surprise secret of immortality all along, as he sucked on a penny and talked to his dogs.


ONE

The First Hole

Agua Fría, New Mexico, 12:03 p.m. Summer of 1895.

Out of the shadows of an inconspicuous, half-buried, thousand-year-old meteorite comes a man on a horse with a ray of sunlight shining through a hole in its head. This hole, directly between the horse’s ears and eye sockets, just below the crest of its cranium and just above the hinge of its mandible, runs completely through the skull, and, impossibly, when this horse shakes its head to snort the dust from its septum, the last flashes of the day flicker on and off one end of the tunnel like Morse code from a madman. The man atop his impossible horse is hard to see, just a black silhouette swimming in the limbo between the shade of the meteor and the glare of the sinking sunset behind him. He slowly leads the animal toward a group of five more cowboys lined up along a sagging wooden gate. Their hats are down over their eyes and faces, and combined with the mud covering identical workmanlike attire, this makes them utterly interchangeable. Only their voices finally distinguish them from one another, except maybe the first cowboy in the line, whose tone of bemused defeat sounds as weary as everyone else left in their world, but still seasoned with a bit of mirth. Laughing, this first cowboy steps forward to grab the bridle of the horse with the hole in its head.

“Damn,” he says. “You have got to be the first man in history to ride a dead horse.”

The shadow on the horse says nothing, and a second cowboy slides off the busted worm fence to walk up with his buddy. He puts a hand under the horse’s nostrils. The beast is pale white, with a diseased glaze of red and yellow around its vacant eyes, ribs easily visible through its hide. Its legs are all bone and bad angles, and even the flies buzzing around the ass end seem confused when the horse’s tail doesn’t even bother to chase them away. A third cowboy gets up off the ground where the gate posts disappear into the dirt, pulling his hat further down over his eyes as he steps up. A fourth cowboy shuffles behind him, fear twitching in corners of his eyes.

“It ain’t dead…” Second cowboy says to the Third. “…then it’s probably just addle-headed and still breathin’.”

Third cowboy starts to put a finger in the hole in the horse’s head, then stops. He grips its jawbone under a sagging ear, and turns its snout towards him instead.

“Naw, it’s dead,” says First Cowboy again. “There ain’t no heartbeat.”

“There ain’t no heart in its head, stupid,” Second Cowboy frowns.

“I know where its heart is,” Third Cowboy argues. “This is where you’re supposed to grab a horse to feel its heart.”

“Says who?”

“Someone smarter than your mouth, so don’t argufy… but to be truthful, I presently don’t remember.”

“You’re telling me that one time you came across another walkin’, talkin’ horse with a hole in its head, and on that day, someone told you it was still alive, proving this fact by pickin’ its ear?”

“No, this is the first one I’ve ever seen, but…”

“But nothin’. It ain’t dead. The bullet just drilled out some memories, that’s all. And if it could talk, maybe it wouldn’t be able to tell you about its first pair of shoes, I’ll grant you that, but that’s all it would have forgotten.”

“Or tell you the location of the last place it dropped a shit.”

“Can you?”

“Can who what?”

“Remember the last place you shit.”

“Yeah. Thursday. In yer last pair of shoes.”

A smallish fifth cowboy leaning on the fence barks loud at this, and the others jump.

“Fuck!” Third Cowboy bleats. “Forgot you were here. On Earth.”

They all laugh, then trail off nervously, looking to the dark silhouette high on the impossible horse. This rider is still just an eclipse, the sun a red halo behind his body, leather glove creaking on the saddle horn. Third Cowboy releases the horse’s head and walks around the animal to confront the rider.

“Don’t drop the ‘apple’!” he taunts the rider. Then, “Why did you buy that dead bay anyway?”

The rider says nothing as he reaches down to stroke the horse’s head. All the cowboys step back and groan in disgust when the rider’s hand runs affectionately over the hole in its skull, absently dipping in a finger like it’s nothing.

“So, you finally bought it, we can see that,” Third Cowboy smirks up at the shadow, nervous as always. “I gotta say though, interesting way to drive down the price.”

“Why the hell would he want a dead horse?” Fifth Cowboy scoffs, defiant. “Even if it ain’t dead, which it is, it ain’t strong, it ain’t fast, it ain’t…”

“I reckon the man on this horse is fast enough for both of them,” Second Cowboy says.

“Hold on. I thought that man who owned that horse swore he’d never sell it to no one, not for no amount of ballast. Especially our man Red here.”

“I’m guessin’ by the silence around these parts that no one sold no one nothin’.”

“I’m guessin’ you might be right. Let’s ask the auger!”

The rider turns the horse away from Third Cowboy and backs it up a couple steps. Someone laughs and suddenly drops to start clawing at the dirt, looking for a mysterious something or other.

“Listen, boys,” he says from the ground. “I’ll bet you a bottle I can throw a rock clean through that horse’s head.”

Second Cowboy on the broken fence line jumps down from his post and stands up straight and tall, suddenly interested in the scene. The rider backs his horse up another step and his hand stops stroking its head and drifts toward the gun on his hip. Fifth Cowboy doesn’t see this and keeps on talking.

“Why the fuck you buying dead horses, boss?” Fifth Cowboy says, laughing louder. “Wait! I know why! Because it’s the only thing you ever shot that didn’t die?”

“Naw, just always had something about holes.”

This riddle makes everyone take a collective step backwards. They’re a little older and have a better memory of the rider and the hole he means. Scratching his face with a shaky hand, Fifth Cowboy glances around, realizing he may have said too much. The shadow on the impossible horse is still blocking the sun, but now completely motionless except for a hand hovering over his gun, his first two fingers casually walking in the air above the trigger. Fifth Cowboy holds up both palms, the universal signal of an apology, even during dark days like these.

“Whoa, whoa, didn’t mean nothing calling your new bangtail dead ’n’ all.”

The rider finally flicks his hat up off his eyes, and flies scatter, then light back on the sides of his face, looking for sweat. One scurries under a curl of red hair over his ear, and the rider doesn’t even scratch, flies as familiar to him as the wind. When he speaks again, his voice is high, always surprisingly young and amused to anyone not used to his way.

“No, you’re right. It is dead. And just like you and me, it don’t know it yet.”


TWO

Nefarious Chicken Wire Deceptions

Doña Ana, New Mexico, 12:03 p.m.

The Ranger Bob Ford is sitting in the dirt behind his farmhouse, looking down at the twisted wire of a chicken cage. The sides of the mangled cage are speckled with an explosion of blood and feathers. He squints in anger and disbelief at his skid marks in the ground, indulging in a bit of nostalgia while a rusted gun rests on his knee. He’s motionless, the sun sinking in the distance, a rolled-up stack of posters on the ground by his boots. The visage of one particular poster has been stomped and kicked around, and through the mud stains only the word “Wanted!” is visible. A large raccoon peeks out from the warped wooden porch steps, and the Ranger levels his filthy revolver to kill it. The raccoon runs for the chicken innards, a streak of black and gray barely adjusts its beeline for the bloody cage even when he cocks the hammer, and the Ranger laughs, wondering how the animal knows it has nothing to fear from his weapon.
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Agua Fría, New Mexico, 12:03 p.m.

“I seen the Preacher today, Mama.”

“That’s not the Preacher. Someone stole the Preacher’s coat, I told you.”

“But how do you know?”

“Because that tub-thumper left town when the water did.”

“But we still have water, Mama.”

McKenna Wendler grabs her son’s arm high, near the shoulder, almost lifting him up off the ground.

“Listen to me now, Robby. You don’t ever say that to anyone, you hear me? We don’t have any water either. No one has water. And if you think of it, you ask anyone you see for water. We’re dying, remember?”

“I’m sorry, Mama. We’re dying. I’ll try to remember.”

“That’s a good boy.”

“Mama, have you seen the horse?”

“Whose horse,” she asks, with that stiff lack of inquisitiveness that Robby recognizes as meaning his mother knows blame well whose horse.

“The horse with the hole in its head.”

McKenna stares at her son, horrified by this detail. She expects his eyes to hold her worry, but instead they’re bright and curious.

“It’s okay, Mama. It has a hole in its head, but it doesn’t care.”

“What does that tell you?” she asks, hoping for an answer that makes some sense.

“It tells me it beat the Dutch! It tells me a hole in your head ain’t that bad after all.”

McKenna closes her eyes, no idea what to say to anything these days.
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Later that day. The shadow rider atop the impossible horse with the hole in its head sits frozen, a hand over his holster, towering over four men standing in a loose circle around him. He’s still blocking a sunset that seems reluctant to disappear into their airish evening red. Then someone belches and the sun is finally down, and the rider is out of all shadows, face brighter now than during any hour of the day, hat tipped back to show blazing eyes and rust-colored hair.

“I’ve been thinking, boys,” Red says. “How many horses have I stolen?”

Al Mutters, a.k.a. “Mud,” stands on one side of Red’s horse, and Little Joe hides behind the other. Ned Parker, a particularly skeletal man they all call “Egg,” stands near the sagging worm fence, his filthy legs blending in with the weary, wizened structure. Jack Hicks, a.k.a. “Jackass,” kicks at the dirt near a post hole like it’s the most important thing in the world. All the while, a fifth cowboy still has his hands high up in front of him, fear making his cracked fingertips shiver.

No one talks awhile, and soon all the scrawny, dust-covered men are straight and still, waiting to see what Red is going to do. Dread hangs in the air between them, the expectation that comes from seeing Red do many horrible things of late. Heads creak lower than normal on their aching necks, every face dark and hidden under the shade of their hats.

“At least 50,” Fifth Cowboy sighs. He’s the newest member of the gang, still missing a nickname, even missing a real name. Little Joe leans around the ass of the horse, mouth open to ask who the hell he was, and Mud points at him to shut up.

“And how old am I?” Red asks everyone.

“23,” Fifth Cowboy answers.

“And how many women has this here biggity bub fucked in this town?”

“All of them.”

“How many’s that?”

“At least 30? Back when there was 30.”

“And how old am I again?”

“Still 23, boss.”

“And how many men I killed?”

Red holds a hand up before the man can answer. Instead he cocks a thumb back at Little Joe.

“I don’t know, boss,” Little Joe says. “I ain’t been around you long enough, but I’ve seen you kill at least 10.”

“He’s killed 20,” Mud says, blinking slow, mumbling. “No blusteration.”

Mud sports a long, droopy mustache, and sometimes his voice is buried behind it.

“And how old am I again?”

“Still 23, boss,” Mud says.

“And what’s wrong with those numbers?” Red laughs.

Nobody says anything. One of them starts muttering Bible verse to fill the silence.

“It’s hard for thee to kick against the pricks…”

“I was doing some thinking, boys,” Red says. “And I was thinking that a man should have stole as many horses, fucked as many women, and killed as many men as the number of years he’s been on this Earth. That means this can be the last horse I’ll steal for a while, your sisters can be the last I’ve nailed to the counter for a while… but I’ll be needing to catch up on that other number. Hell, I figure if I’m at least within three, I’ll be satisfied.”

“Why within three?” Fifth Cowboy asks, hands still up, palms out, legs together, but knees bent and ready to step back. Red studies him, smiling, noting the man’s head isn’t tilted ever so gently to the side, like his own.

“I don’t know! Seems like good number, with the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit and all that shit. Within three, and I won’t have an unhealthy obsession with numbers and bed men down for no good reason.”

Red rolls his neck to crack it a bit. Bones pop like kindling.

“And then there’s the fact we’ve all got three days to live,” he shrugs. “That bad medicine hangs over my head a bit.”

The men all kick dust and shuffle their feet, nervous. Egg is chewing on his lip like it’s tobacco. Someone is still quoting Acts 9: 5-6.

“What wilt thou have me do…”

“Well, boss,” Fifth Cowboy says, coughing. “If you’re 23 years old, you’re within that ‘three’ right now…”

But now this man has switched from staring down the nostril of a dead horse to staring down the barrel of a gun. Red drew so fast no one saw nor heard the action. And everyone is suddenly scratching their dusty heads, like Little Joe desperate to remember this man’s name, just in case they ever get a chance to tell the story later in life. They won’t.

“You’re right, boy,” Red says. “Only today is my birthday.”

The handle of Red’s revolver squeaks under his squeeze, and his finger curls around the trigger like the tail of a whipped dog. The trigger tilts the seesaw of the strut, and the hammer is loosed to fly for the bulls-eye stamped on the base of the cartridge.

When men are dying of thirst, simple actions like this seem to take forever and become conducive to memorization, but in spite of the apparent complications of the gunshot, no one remembers the man’s name nor the nature of his demise before or after the bullet’s journey.

Doña Ana, New Mexico, 12:04 p.m.

Arizona Ranger Bob Ford’s rusted revolver explodes in his fist, showering his face and shoulders with hot shrapnel from the burst barrel and the warm drizzle of his own blood.
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“Jesus Christ!”

The Ranger stumbles back and sits in the dirt, watching the raccoon blink at him in confusion then turn and run off with a red fistful of chicken. A man steps from the trees behind the Ranger and stands staring at the Ranger’s back for a moment. Then he walks around the Ranger and speaks. It’s Tom McMaster, a young man in his 20s, one of the cowhands Bob flagged as eager for a law-enforcement father figure. The Ranger has always hated the genus.

“Got a letter for you, Ranger,” Tom says, then sniggers as he watches the Ranger pull his sleeve up over his wounded hand. “You know something? While I walked up, I pulled my gun and put it back in the holster six times, and you never flinched.”

The Ranger doesn’t turn around. Instead, he just reaches behind his back with his good hand and holds it open. Tom waits. Then he slaps the letter into the stigmata of his palm.

“No way you’re beef-headed enough to pull on me,” the Ranger says. “So why lie about it?”

“You swearing us in tomorrow?”

“Everybody but you, Tom. Unless you quit asking.”

Tom steps back to let the Ranger read his letter, shaking his head as he watches him get blood all over it.

Agua Fría. Dusk.

A young Mexican woman breastfeeds her baby in an adobe house packed with starving, howling cats. Outside the gaping doorway, in the dying, lingering light of the day, Red rides up to the porch and dismounts his horse with the hole in its head. He walks through the door, throwing his crushed hat against the wall in an explosion of dust, stripping a few rust-colored hairs from his scalp along with it. Red is a younger man when he stands in the shadows, strawberry blonde the last time he bathed, with a surprisingly innocent face around his wild eyes, anger, and dehydration. He has flecks of blood along one cheek outlining the half laugh he holds onto as he walks toward the woman and her baby. He dangles a tangle of chicken wire from his coat sleeve, then throws it at them as she shields the child.

“Your chickens are dead, dummy. Use this on the windows to keep out the cats.” He points at the baby. “Pretty soon those noisy animals are gonna stop asking for food and start takin’…”

He wades through the desperate felines, kicking animals and wire out of his way, stomping up to stand in front of the cowering woman. One boot comes down heavy on the tail of a huge, ratty tom. It screeches and howls, and the rest of the cats scatter out the door. Red doesn’t blink, not even when the tomcat, still pinned, twists around his boot, biting and clawing at the leather, its back legs rabbit-kicking Red’s leg in vain. Red takes no notice of this at all, and his smile grows.

“Put that sucker away. It’s my turn on that thing!”

The woman stares in horror at Red’s boot heel still grinding the cat’s tail, then quickly moves to lay the baby in its box. She tries in vain to release the child, but it hangs on to her breast by its teeth, stretching the woman like taffy. The cat’s howls are deafening, and combined with the baby spitting milk down the woman’s stomach and shrieking along with it, the woman fights the urge to crack her own skull against the dirt floor in despair. The cat bites hard into his boot, eyes crazed, and the woman relaxes a bit, imagining her own teeth sinking into Red’s leather. Red just crosses his arms, still oblivious to the discord and palpable desperation hanging in the dust. He nods at the white bubbles burbling between the baby and her tortured nipple.

“Come on, no kid needs that much to drink. I know you like spices, but you beaneaters have to conserve like the rest of the town.”

“With baby it’s not ‘drink,’ ” she says in broken English. “It’s ‘eat.’ ”

“You heard me. Hurry up before you yean another. Now where’s my teat?”

With one hand, the woman hands him a bottle of whiskey, and he laughs and swigs half the alcohol almost instantly. With her other hand, she finally frees the baby from her body with an audible Pop! and shakes the dirt off a blanket to tuck around its shoulders. The cat, still trapped but not giving up, strains to climb Red high enough to lock on the bit of bare leg where his jeans shredded just above his boot. The cat stretches up and up and snaps into his calf, ears back and snarling so low the woman feels the triumph in her chest. Rivers of blood stain his leg like lightning at dusk, but Red just blinks a little slower. Seeming to notice the cat for the first time, he puts his full weight on its tail, and it howls so high it’s inaudible for a good few seconds. Then Red coughs down the last drops of whiskey, absentmindedly throwing the half-empty bottle against the wall. It ricochets and lands inside the wooden box makeshift crib, shattering over the infant’s face. The baby wails so loud that the cat stops working Red’s leg and tries to climb into his boot and hide. Horrified, the woman runs to her baby, hands shaking as she pulls whiskey-soaked shards from its hair. Red turns to leave, disgusted.

“Too goddamn noisy in here. Your mamacita been blacksmithing you again?”

“What you do?” the Mexican woman cries.

“Relax. That kid ain’t had nothing but rocks for toys since it’s been born. It’s gonna need that drink.”

“Go!”

Red kicks the cat through the open window, then tosses a pewter hip flask onto the floor near the woman as an afterthought as he walks out. She comforts the injured child as best she can, trying to lick her fingers to help clean the cuts. After a moment of staring down the flask on the dirt floor, her mouth too dry to produce saliva and her body too dry to produce more milk, she eventually retrieves it from the floor and unscrews the top to take a deep drink of whiskey. Then, sobbing in silence, she leans down to wrap the chicken wire around the baby’s wooden box, the hexagons casting shadows like honeycomb over the pinched, pink face. This lullaby of creaking metal calms them both a bit, and, no longer weeping, she finally presses the metal lip of the flask to the baby’s eager mouth.


THREE

A Month of Guns and Sundays

Bisbée, Arizona. Summer of 1853.

Little Bobby Ford, long before he rode south to become a big Texas Ranger, is aiming a finger at a hill in the distance while his father, Samuel, looks on. Bobby’s dad is a big man with a sunburned face that masks his age. He is struggling to put a large revolver in his son’s hands. Although Bobby will be a feared lawman one day, for now his hands are so small that he can only reach the trigger with the tip of his middle finger.

His father knows this is no way to hold a gun. A rabbit grazes nearby, and Sam is growing angry as Bobby repeatedly drops the gun before he can get off a single shot. Furious, Sam finally untangles his boy’s hand and takes the gun away. Bobby is used to his father’s anger, and he resumes pointing at the rabbit with his finger instead. In one smooth motion, his father stands tall with the pistol and fires. The rabbit explodes in a flash of blood, dust, and fur, and the Future Ranger blinks in shock at his father’s lethal speed and casual cruelty.
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Later that day, Sam and his son hover over a dozen weapons laid out on top of the display case in Sam’s gun store. Sam is giving his son a fast history of each gun while moving him down the line to see if his small hands can wield just one pistol successfully.

“See these guns?” Sam asks. “These are my prize dozen. And they make my calendar, boy. I take one gun out each month and get to know it all over again. It helps me remember what month it is, too. Pay attention and one day you won’t just be carrying no apple peeler.”

He picks up what appears to Bobby to be the shell of an unfinished revolver.

“This is always my first gun of the year,” he continues. “I take it out every January. It’s called ‘The Skeleton,’ forged in 1880. All the springs and gears are visible, revealing that there ain’t really much to guns after all. It was a prototype, created as an instructional tool to sell to the Mexican army. D.B. Wesson hisself made this creature so you could see all the organs working for the first time. Legend has it that this skeleton of a gun was fired into the skeleton of a dog, so that they could study the inside of the gun and the target simultaneously.”

“They shoulda got a skeleton to shoot it, too!” Bobby laughs, reaching for the handle. But the Future Ranger’s hand is too small for it, and Sam is snatching it away, more annoyed at his son’s joke than the genetic failings of his grip.

“Pay attention to what I tell you about these weapons, boy. A lot of folks will tell you stories about how this gun did this and that bullet did that. All bullshit. I’m gonna give you the straight history right now…”

They move down. Sam holds up a long, strange pistol with a large row of teeth surrounding the cylinder in its center.

“February,” he says. “This was the first .44. First made in 1870 and called the ‘Model 3 American.’ Has more kick than a Big Fifty Sharps, and almost as long. This weapon here was a prototype where the firing pin rotated instead of the cylinder. No more guessing what chamber had a bullet in it, if you were one of those boys that liked to spin it after loading. Or one of those fools who liked to guess. This particular gun killed 27 people the day it debuted…all during games of Russian Roulette.”
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