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Blood River


 


Gold was becoming harder to find as panners by the hundreds swarmed to any site where even the smallest nugget was found. One mine was still operating north of the Sierra Nevadas. And that was the problem. Transporting the gold down narrow, sandy, and rocky trails, wagons were easy targets for outlaws.


The Pinkerton Agency was charged with the security of a large haul of gold. But they had a daring plan. If it worked, 500 gold bars would make it East. If it failed, all was lost. Unknown to them, the Greeley gang had inside knowledge of their plan and were intent on stealing the gold.


At any cost.
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Chapter One


 


Sheriff Brad Morgan sat on his favourite sidewalk rocker and surveyed the peaceful scene of the main street in Indian Bar, a thriving but small town, to the north of Feather River.


There had been several gold strikes to the south of Indian Bar, which was the main reason for the town’s survival. Most of the sites were dotted along the Feather River and the wealth it brought to the town had seen it rise from tents and sod-builds, to timber framed buildings that were here to stay.


From the view outside his office, he could see the established businesses that were the mainstay of Indian Bar. Starting at the left, the Palace Hotel, boasting a fine French restaurant – not that Morgan had ever eaten there, his pay would never run to that – but it was a fine hotel, used by the town council for its endless meetings.


Next to the hotel was the small gunsmith, Abe Mortimer; the owner was said to be able to make a gun out of anything he turned his hand to. As well as selling weapons and ammo, he also did repairs and made a good living. The boot and shoe shop was the next building along, again, Morgan had never been in there, except to check the door was locked on his daily rounds.


A side alley separated the next block, where there was a billiard hall on the ground floor, and a lawyer’s office above it. Next was Latham’s Palace, the busiest place in town. Clay Latham ran a tight ship: his spirits and beer were never watered, the casino as straight as a dye. Now the sheriff had been in there on more than one occasion, not all of which were for business reasons.


Lastly, there stood the National Bank, which doubled as the assay office. Plenty of dollars changed hands in that place, Morgan thought to himself as he dug his old briar pipe out and, knocking it on the rocking chair to rid the bowl of spent tobacco, he proceeded to refill it.


Like everything the sheriff did, it followed a ritual. Striking a Lucifer, he allowed the match to burn down slightly before touching it to the tobacco, suck in the pungent smoke while at the same time, tamping down the burning tobacco with his left thumb to make a better draw, and then adding the flame back.


Satisfied the pipe was perfect, he tossed the match aside, blew smoke out like a steam engine and waved his hand in the air to clear the smoke from his eyes.


He sat contented and watched the day’s business unfold as usual.


At nine sharp, the bank’s front door was unlocked and ready for business. The bank was followed by the gunsmith and the boot store. The saloon and billiard hall wouldn’t open until midday, or when Sam Green, the head barman, was good and ready.


Morgan’s gaze lifted to the brilliant, cloudless blue sky and then on to the distant Sierra Nevada mountains, their snow-capped peaks reflecting the already bright sunlight, making the mountain tops shine like torches of white light.


A man could do a lot worse, Morgan thought, than spend his life here.


Womenfolk were already making their way to the general store, or the milliners, for those who could afford to shop for clothes and fancy hats or bolts of cloth, just in from the East, to make their own dresses.


Morgan spent the next fifteen minutes tipping his hat as various folks passed by issuing their everyday comments: ‘Gonna be a scorcher,’ ‘Another nice, sunny day,’ ‘Too damn hot!’


The same folks, the same comments almost every day. Morgan smiled to himself, it was the life he loved, organized, regimented, but best of all, changeless. He liked the predictability of life in Indian Bar. Surprises, he detested.


So when he saw the two riders walk their horses into town and pull up outside Ma Biggs’s rooming house, he was immediately on edge.


Brad Morgan didn’t like strangers in his town. They were an unknown factor, unpredictable and likely dangerous.


Morgan pocketed his pipe and stood. He watched the riders dismount and stretch arms and legs, then, pushing their Stetsons back on their head, they surveyed the town.


It seemed to Morgan their gazes lingered a mite longer on the bank than anywhere else. Or was that his imagination?


The two men were powerfully built, both standing over six feet tall. Dressed in white range coats, they eased their aching muscles and hitched their horses to the trough.


At least they take care of their animals, was the thought that crossed Morgan’s mind. Still, he better find out who they are.


Morgan heaved himself out of his rocker and stood to his full height of five feet eight inches. A solidly built man, in his early fifties, with eyes the same grey as his hair and, with an aura of authority, he stepped off the boardwalk onto the dry, dusty street, and made his way to the rooming house.


The door was still open. Morgan knew that at any time of the day you could see Ma Biggs sitting in the window knitting, so she would have seen the strangers straightaway and be up, and with the door open, before the men had even knocked.


Morgan took time to look at the two stallions at the water trough. Strong, sturdy beasts they were too and, unless he was very much mistaken, Arabian. He noted the saddle boots were empty, wise men never left their weapons unattended.


Both horses bore Western saddles in good condition, as were the animals themselves. No sweating or flecks of foam to denote a mad gallop into town – or away from somewhere, Morgan thought.


‘Help you, mister?’ A deep voice almost startled Morgan and he spun round. ‘Sorry, Sheriff, didn’t see the badge.’


‘Howdy, friend, just checking out you newcomers,’ Morgan said. ‘Staying long?’


‘Seems that question must be in a sheriff’s handbook someplace!’ the man replied, with a wry grin. ‘Nope, we’re just passing through, staying for a night or two, then on to Sacramento.’


‘Morgan’s the name, Brad Morgan.’ And the sheriff held out his hand.


The man took it. ‘Amos Barker, my pard’s Joseph Swills.’


It was then that Morgan noticed the low-slung holster and the fancy six-gun butt poking out. ‘Cowboys?’ he queried.


Amos Barker caught the sheriff looking at his side iron, and a slight grin parted his lips.


‘Kinda,’ he replied. ‘Get whatever work is going.’


‘Well, we got a fancy eating place over to the hotel, yonder. French, it is, I ain’t never eaten there, not on my wages. An’ Ma Biggs is no slouch at cooking, either.’


Amos Barker made no reply, tipped his Stetson at the sheriff and went inside.


Morgan stroked one of the stallions, his mind not at ease. There was more to those fellas than meets the eye, he thought.


He walked back to his rocker, he had a pipe to finish! He sat, puffing contentedly, watching as the two men left Ma Biggs’s place and walked their horses to the livery stable. Five minutes later, toting their saddle-bags, the two men walked down Main Street and went into Herb’s, the barber.


It was a full hour before the two men emerged, they were hardly recognizable. Hair trimmed and slickered back, clean shaven with fresh shirts and jeans, and boots polished. They look like regular folk, Morgan thought as he watched them walk back to the rooming house.


But he noticed that both men wore their six-guns slung low, and fancy shooting irons they were too; one pearl-handled with fancy silver studs, the other with what looked like a stag handle, and probably a Smith & Wesson.


He was too far away to see any notches.


Amos and Joseph entered their room, a Spartan affair, a wash-stand with a bowl and jug but no soap, a chest of drawers, one of which was missing, a small oil lamp and two single beds.


‘You reckon they’ll show up?’ Amos asked.


‘Well, according to the agency snitches, the gang obtained information on the shipment route, so I reckon they will. When’s the shipment due in?’


‘Midday tomorrow,’ Amos said.


‘We better check in with the bank manager, make our presence known and what might or might not happen.’ Joseph took a deep breath and said, ‘But right now I could murder a beer!’


‘Bank first, then the beer, OK?’ Amos replied.


‘OK.’


Sheriff Brad Morgan was on his third pipe of the day as he took in the view he had from his rocker. It had been a morning of howdys, as folk waved or stopped for a brief chat. Morgan was well respected in town both as a decent man and a fair and straight lawman.


Morgan cut short his chat with Abe Mortimer, as he saw the two strangers leave Ma Biggs’s place and walk across Main Street to the bank. Abe didn’t notice and kept on chunnering, but Morgan didn’t hear a word. The sheriff held up his hand to silence Abe and Abe, not the most astute of men except when it came to guns, turned and stared in the direction Morgan was looking.


‘Trouble, Brad?’ Abe asked.


‘Not sure, Abe. Not sure.’


‘Them fellas sure don’t look like bank robbers,’ Abe said, and chuckled.


‘Looks can be deceptive,’ Morgan said, straight faced. ‘I mean, you don’t look like no gunsmith, either.’


Morgan stood, intending to walk casually towards the bank. Abe followed.


‘You best go about your business, Abe, don’t want you caught up in any gunplay,’ Morgan advised.


‘I might be an old-timer, Brad Morgan, but I can still handle a piece. I’ll wait opposite the bank – in case.’


‘Just keep that rusty old Remington in your holster,’ Morgan said.


‘Rusty! What the—’


But Morgan was already halfway across the street. Stepping up onto the boardwalk outside the national bank, Morgan shielded his eyes from the reflected glare of the sun as he peered through one of the windows. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, there was a queue at the cash desk, but no sign of the two strangers. Puzzled, Morgan pushed open the door and entered the bank. Hank, the hired doorkeep/guard greeted him.


‘Everything OK in here, Hank?’ the sheriff asked.


‘Sure is, Sheriff, OK as it always is.’ Hank smiled, showing yellow-stained gappy teeth.


‘I noticed two strangers came in here, but I can’t see ’em,’ Morgan went on.


‘That’s cos they’re in with Mr Morrison,’ Hank told him.


‘Hmmm.’ Morgan rubbed his chin in thought. What the hell were they doing seeing the bank manager? The one called Amos had already told him that they were only in town overnight.


Morgan was about to speak, when a clerk, leaving the manager’s office by the staff exit behind the counter, called across to him.


‘Sheriff Morgan,’ the clerk called out discreetly, and motioned the sheriff over with a crooked finger.


Morgan stared at the fresh-faced youngster. He wore a crisp white shirt with a pencil tie, under a plain black vest. Both arms wore shirt garters as the sleeves were far too long.


‘Sheriff Morgan,’ the youth cried out again. But still Morgan did not move.


Morgan did not like being beckoned by a whippersnapper, too full of his own importance.


Crooking his own forefinger, Morgan beckoned the youngster over.


The clerk looked aghast at being called over, he shucked his shirtsleeves up, cleared his throat, pulled his vest down and unlocked the connecting door, carefully locking it again behind him, and walked over to the sheriff.


‘You want to talk to me, boy, you come over, I don’t take too well with crooked fingers. Comprende?’


The young clerk looked crestfallen and hung his head on his chest. He was both angry and embarrassed as the sheriff’s comments were heard by all in the bank.


‘Sorry, Sheriff,’ he managed to say, but so softly only the sheriff heard him.


‘Now, what was it you wanted, boy?’ the sheriff asked.


The word ‘boy’ obviously rankled, and he showed it on his face. ‘Mr Morrison wants to see you, Sheriff. He’s in his office.’


‘Tell him I’ll be right in,’ the sheriff answered.


‘He said it was urgent, Sheriff.’


‘I said, I’ll be right in!’


The clerk opened his mouth to say something, but then thought better of it. He turned, with as much bravado as he could manage, walked back across the bank floor and unlocked the connecting door. Closing it behind him, he relocked the door and knocked on the manager’s door.


Morrison’s booming voice could be heard nearly all over town as he said, ‘Come!’


The clerk disappeared inside.


‘Sheriff says he’ll be right over, Mr Morrison,’ he said in a quivering voice.


‘Where is he?’ Morrison boomed again.


‘He’s right outside, sir, talking with Hank.’


‘Then get him in here—’


At that point there was a sharp rap on the door.


‘See who that is,’ Morrison said, and the young clerk, easing his collar, opened the main door to the manager’s office.


Morgan stepped inside. Although he hid it well, he was surprised to see the two strangers sitting, relaxed and each with a glass of whiskey.


‘What is it, Jim?’ Morgan wasted no time on small talk.


‘Sheriff, I’d like to introduce you to Amos Barker and Joseph Swills; gentlemen, Sheriff Brad Morgan.’


Amos and Joseph stood, ready to shake hands, but Morgan made no effort to move.


Embarrassed, Morrison quickly filled the void.


‘Brad, Mr Barker and Mr Swills are Pinkerton men, sent here by the mining company in Sacramento. There’s a large gold shipment coming down from the north and it’ll be stored here overnight.’


‘What the hell for?’ was Morgan’s first reaction.


‘May I explain here, Mr Morrison?’ Amos asked.


‘Sure, Mr Barker, go right ahead.’


‘Sheriff, the mining companies have been increasingly concerned over the security of all gold shipments. In the past month there have been six raids on wagons heading south through the Sierra Nevadas on their way to Sacramento. We estimate that over three million dollars’ worth of gold has been stolen.’


Amos Barker paused to let this information set in Morgan’s brain. He’d dealt with local sheriffs in the past and knew how some of them took offence at outsiders coming into their territory and ruling the roost. So Amos was at his diplomatic best.


‘Obviously we need your help, Sheriff. We’re running two heavily armoured Conestogas, specially outfitted for the purpose. One of them has a heavy armed guard, the other has just the driver and shotgun.’ Amos paused to see if the sheriff had any questions, when he found he didn’t, he went on.


‘One of the wagons has six men hidden in the back behind three-inch thick side panels with gun slots. The other has six tonnes of gold on it.’


‘Let me guess,’ Morgan piped up. ‘You’re running a dummy wagon as a trap.’


‘Exactly, Sheriff. We aim to draw the outlaws into the open and then take them down.’


‘How the hell you gonna get wagons over the Sierras? Lightweight wagons find it hard going, with Conestogas—’


‘As I said, Sheriff, these wagons are specially prepared. We’re not going over the Sierras, we’re going through them!’


The look on Morgan’s face was a picture. ‘Through them?’


‘Precisely, Sheriff.’ It was Joseph who spoke next. ‘We’ve adapted one of the wagons.’


‘Adapted how?’ Morgan asked.


Barker and Swills looked at each other before Amos took up the reins again.


‘An army engineer designed a wagon that would sail down the river,’ Amos began. ‘It’s been specially fitted out and caulked and, once the wheels are discarded, the wagon becomes a boat!’


‘That’s the most ridiculous idea I ever did hear,’ Morgan snapped. ‘You’re taking six tonnes of gold down the Feather?’


‘Then on to the Sacramento river,’ Joseph added.


‘That’s got disaster written all over it,’ Morgan said, sourly.


‘It’s been well tested, Sheriff,’ Joseph said, irritably.


‘And how do you know there’s gonna be a raid?’ Morgan asked.


‘Our intelligence has pointed to one gang. The Greeley gang.’


‘Never heard of ’em.’ Morgan was dismissive.


‘Why would you, Sheriff? They operate mainly out of Nevada and much further to the south. The only clue that we have is that their leader, Jed Greeley, rides a grey.’ Joseph stopped talking and looked at Amos.


‘No witnesses?’ Morgan asked.


‘Sure, plenty of witnesses, but the gang wore hoods, all we know is that there are five of them,’ Amos said.


‘So where do I fit into this scheme?’


‘The decoy wagon is spending one night in Indian Bar. The Conestoga has also been adapted so it will float. All we need is an armed guard for the night,’ Joseph said.


‘Let me get this clear,’ Morgan said. ‘You want me to get volunteers, deputize them and ask them to risk their lives and stand guard all night on a decoy wagon?’


‘Sheriff, for all we know, the Greeley gang could be in town already, just waiting to attack!’ Amos was losing patience.


‘Mr Swills, there ain’t been no strangers in town ’ceptin’ you two, an’ for all I know you could be in that gang.’ Morgan stopped and waited for their reaction.


‘Brad,’ Morrison said. ‘I have in my hand letters of credit for both Mr Swills and Mr Barker from the Pinkerton Agency, plus a signed letter from the governor of California, pledging his support of the operation.’


Morgan studied the letters, but you could see from the expression on his face that he wasn’t convinced, but he had to concede defeat.


‘They look real enough,’ was all Morgan said.


‘So, can you get some men together, Sheriff?’ Amos asked.


‘When is the wagon due in?’ Morgan said.


‘Two days’ time,’ Amos said, ‘should be here by mid afternoon at the latest.’


‘If’n you’ve got six heavily armed men in that wagon, what do you need my men for? Surely the men you already have are capable of guarding the wagon overnight.’


‘Sheriff, those men will already have had six days and nights on that wagon in cramped conditions, we thought it best they get at least one night’s sleep before setting off for Sacramento,’ Amos Barker replied.


Sheriff Morgan had to admit, to himself only, that their explanation made sense, but still he was suspicious. It was all too pat. The answers to his questions rolled off their tongues with ease. But for the moment, he kept quiet.


‘And the real gold wagon?’ Morgan asked.


Barker and Swills looked at each other before Swills answered.


‘That information is classified, Sheriff.’


‘Classified, my ass,’ Morgan exploded.


‘We have orders from headquarters, Sheriff,’ Swills added.


‘Then I suggest you telegraph headquarters,’ Morgan stated. ‘Cos if I don’t have the whole picture, I do diddly-squat. You got that?’
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