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Silver Bird


 


Samantha Gibbons was a tomboy, born and raised in Boston, from a wealthy family who tried in vain to turn her into a ‘lady’. Samantha, or Sam as she preferred, was eager to explore and lead a life of adventure, rather than the tea and cake circle she was being forced into.


Then she read about the Wright Brothers, Wilbur and Orville, and her life would change for ever. Buying her own aeroplane, she headed out into what was still termed the Wild West.


What followed was an adventure filled with thrills, fear, danger and friendships, and a journey she would never forget.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


‘I’m gettin’ sick to death o’ beans and bacon,’ growled Seth Watson as he flung the unfinished contents of his heavy tin plate into the camp-fire.


‘There ain’t no need fer that. I ain’t cookin’ jus’ fer you to toss it into the fire!’ His long-time partner Jacob Merlin was the cook and chief bottle-washer of the duo.


‘Jesus! What I wouldn’t give for a thick, juicy, steak and some o’ them fine potaters, jus’ a-swimmin’ in the juices.’ Seth smacked his lips together, belched, then farted. ‘Damn beans!’


The two were heading back to Tomahawk Creek, their hometown, from a ramrodding trip to Fort Benson. Fewer cattle were being driven these days as the railroad was slowly, but surely, opening up the West, and putting the cowboys out of business.


The journey had been eventful. A stampede or two. A half-hearted attack by some hungry savages, so skinny and scrawny that the cowboys had killed a steer and left it for them to find. Then the women. After two months in the saddle, aching backs, dust, cattle, and beans, the warmth of a woman’s body, even though bought and paid for, for the night, was a welcome relief, as well as a release of trail tension.


Seth and Jacob knew they were the last of a dying breed. They were no longer feared by the townsfolk of any town in the West they visited or passed through with the cattle. The law was established in most parts now, the army on hand at the slightest provocation.


If you got drunk and disorderly, you went to jail for the night and had to pay a hefty fine to get out again. You couldn’t even enter a saloon or eating house without having first visited the barber for a shave and a bath, as well as a fresh change of clothes.


No, things in the tame West were changing, and Seth and Jacob knew that, sooner or later, they’d have to change too.


Eating over, they stoked up the camp-fire and rolled over in their blankets. The night would be cold, but they were used to that. Except nowadays, the cold seemed to stay in their bones for a little longer in the mornings, the stiffness, after a night out in the open, sleeping on the ground, would take more than a couple of hours to disappear.


The night sky, filled with shimmering stars, was clear. The moon, full tonight, lit up the prairie with a ghostly, bluish light that made both men seem pale and drawn. The only sounds to be heard were the gentle rustle of the trees, maybe a coyote or two, far away baying at the moon. Normal sounds for two old-timers. They fell into a deep sleep.


 


‘What in tarnation was that?’ Seth tried to sit bolt upright from under his blanket, but his muscles had grown stiff, and all he managed to do was lift his head off the saddle-bag it was resting on.


‘Goddamn, it’s an earthquake!’ Jacob, managing to extricate himself from the tangled blanket, jumped up, and stared at the trees, the rocks, and the sky in turn, looking for some sign of an earthquake.


‘T’ain’t no earthquake. The ground ain’t movin’,’ Seth said.


‘Then what in the hell-of-whores is it,’ Jacob spat out, standing rock still.


The noise had, by now, grown softer, it seemed to be moving away from them. Then, as quickly as it had come, it was gone.


‘Ain’t no railroad hereabouts,’ muttered Seth, already settling back to sleep.


‘Nope. There ain’t no railroads, and that weren’t no train engine, neither.’ Jacob was still standing, trying to pick up the sound again.


‘Well, for God’s sake, git back to sleep. Whatever it was, it ain’t no more,’ Seth growled, yawning.


Jacob rolled himself up in his blanket, kicked at the camp-fire, sending sparks up into the sky, looked around one last time, then flopped back on the ground again and fell asleep.


Although neither man owned a timepiece, they were both convinced that they’d only slept for another hour or two at the most, when the sound came thundering through their brains to wake them up again.


This time, Seth managed to stand, stamping his left leg hard on the ground to get rid of the pins and needles in his foot. ‘God-blast-it-to-hell-an’-back.’


Jacob wasn’t sure if Seth was shouting at the noise, or his left foot. ‘Ain’t no train engine.’


‘I damn well know it ain’t no train engine,’ Seth spluttered. He went for his faithful old Colt, which he always kept under his saddle-bag when he slept.


‘What in tarnation you gonna do with that?’ Seth asked.


‘If’n it comes round these parts agin, I’m a gonna shoot it to hell, then maybe we’ll get some sleep around here.’ Seth, pins and needles now abating slightly, starting limping round the campsite looking for whatever it was that was making the noise.


‘Could be one o’ them horseless thingamyjigs I heard about,’ Jacob offered, adding more kindling to the dying camp-fire.


‘Horseless? What d’ya mean, horseless?’ Seth yelled. ‘I ain’t never heard of no such thing. What is it, a mule?’


‘No, it’s one o’ them auto-mobiles. Heared they had ’em back east. Carries four people, ’parently.’ Jacob reached into his shirt pocket and started to roll a smoke.


‘What in hell do they want a horseless for?’ Seth settled his Colt back in his holster and sat in front of the camp-fire warming his hands.


Jacob lit his cigarette, then coughed. He coughed for a long time.


Seth looked over to his old partner, ‘Enjoying that, huh?’


‘First one’s the best,’ Jacob replied, coughing some more.


‘So what do they want with a horseless?’ Seth repeated.


‘It ain’t called a horseless, it’s called an auto-mobile, it runs on wheels, like a carriage, ’cept there ain’t no horse pulling it. Seems like there’s a engine, or somethin’ that drives it along.’ Jacob stacked the coffee pot on the embers of the fire, heating up last night’s brew.


‘Don’t make no sense to me,’ Seth answered.


‘O’ course it don’t make no sense to you, you’re just a lump o’ horse-shit cowboy. Bet you don’t even know how them there train engines work?’ Jacob coughed, spat, then shook the coffee pot.


‘Sure as hell I do,’ Seth was indignant. ‘Runs on them railroad tracks, pulling folks along.’


‘I didn’t ask yer what it ran on, I asked yer how it ran?’ Jacob was enjoying riling his old partner.


‘How in the hell am I supposed to know that?’ Seth yelled. ‘I ain’t no railroad worker, am I?


‘Knew you didn’t know. Just knew it.’ Jacob drew on his cigarette and coughed again.


The sun was higher in the sky by now and both men knew that further sleep was impossible.


‘So come on smart-ass, how do it work, then?’ Seth was trying to call his bluff.


‘Steam. Simple as that. Steam.’ Jacob smiled in triumph.


‘What? You ’spect me ta believe that? You’re madder than a bull in heat.’ Seth reached for the coffee pot, forgot to wrap a rag on the handle, and dropped it on the fire. ‘Goddamn. Goddamn. Goddamn!’


‘Well done, now we ain’t got no coffee and you put the fire out.’ Jacob was busy trying to save what little there was left of the camp-fire.


‘Still don’t believe in no steam driving no train engine,’ Seth was unrepentant.


‘Well, fer you’re information, it ain’t called no train engine, it’s called a steam engine, smart-ass, what ya got to say to that!’


Before Seth could remonstrate further, the noise came back, loud and clear and close.


Seth leapt to his feet, went for his Colt, pulled it out of the holster and dropped it on the ground. The bullet missed Jacob by no more than a hair’s breadth.


‘Jesus H. Christ. Ya damn well near blew ma brains out.’ Jacob flopped backwards on to his bedroll, feeling himself for a wound or blood, or anything.


‘Damn safety catch needs fixin’,’ Seth groped around for the gun.


‘Ya bin sayin’ that practically since I’ve known ya,’ Jacob said, getting back on his feet.


The noise seemed very close, but still they couldn’t see anything. Then there came a grating sound, like the sound of twisted metal.


Both men looked at each other. They kept very still and quiet.


‘Seems to be comin’ from behind those trees, over yonder.’ Jacob pointed to his left. ‘You circle around to the right, I’ll cut through to the left. Don’t shoot at anything until you’re sure it ain’t me.’


‘Don’t you start a-givin’ me orders, you ain’t no boss o’ mine.’ Seth whispered hoarsely.


‘Well suit yerself then. I’m goin’ round to the left and see what the hell that was.’


With that, Jacob crept off into the half-light of dawn. Seth stood for a while, then said to himself, If he’s goin’ round that way, I guess I’ll circle round the other way. Yeah, that makes sense to me, all right. And with that, he did exactly as his partner had asked.


Both men, although old, knew how to tread softly, their beer-bellies were the only things that stopped them crawling, Indian-style, towards their quarry. Soon, both Seth and Jacob saw at last what had been making all the din. There, resting on what appeared to be its nose, was the strangest contraption either man had ever seen.


It seemed to be made of some sort of cloth and string, and had two wheels on the bottom of it, one of which was bent and the axle twisted. On top, there was a person, unconscious, it seemed, perched inside the thing.


Seth and Jacob moved slowly forward, guns drawn. ‘Don’t go pointin’ that thing at me, or anywhere near me,’ Jacob whispered.


‘You jus’ look to yerself. Let’s see what kinda un-Godly contraption this is, and what in the hell is in it,’ Seth replied.


At that moment, a low groan wafted over the air. Whoever, or whatever, was in the contraption, was coming round.









CHAPTER TWO


 


The small war-party, at least that’s how the Indians liked to think of themselves, had been following the thing for hours. More intrigued than frightened. They had followed the sound across the prairie, not seeing it, not finding any tracks. As the sound changed direction, so did the war-party. The braves were excited, as well as a little apprehensive. Whatever they had been following, left no tracks. So it had to be supernatural. Perhaps even Manitou himself. At last, the genocide that had been performed on the Indian race was to be avenged. The God of Gods had arrived, just in time to save them.


They, too, heard the crashing sounds, albeit distantly. Their acute hearing and sense of direction overcoming their lack of sight due to the half-light. They rode on in silence. Their ponies, sensing the warriors’ excitement, hardly made a sound as their unshod hoofs raced across the prairie grass.


Their leader raised his right arm in the air to signal a halt, and the war-party reined in their ponies and listened. Silence.


They waited but the silence grew ominous. Slowly the ponies cantered on. The Indian leader raised his arm once more, sniffing the breeze. Smoke. He could smell a feint but unmistakable trace of smoke. Again they moved on, slower this time, barely making any sound. Then, as one, they all slid from their mounts and crouched in the half-light.


Taking their ponies into a small copse, the Indians spread out and waited. In the silence they all winced as one of their party, hunger getting the better of him, belched and the rumbling noise his stomach made they were sure, could be heard for miles.


The sound of horses’ hoofs broke their concentration. One, two, three, four riders, moving fast. The Indians turned, for this new threat was behind them. They felt trapped. What they had been following was in front of them, now this. Quickly they remounted their ponies and rode deeper into the copse.


Instinctively, they drew their weapons, bows, knives, tomahawks, and waited. Their rifles had been confiscated at the Reservation, along with their pride. But these young braves, too young to have fought in the last great battles against the white man, were adept with their traditional tools of warfare, or at least, they hoped they were.


 


James Benson was a twenty-two-year-old ranch hand on a smallholding in the middle of nowhere. At six feet three inches tall, broad shouldered and with a mop of blond hair, he was a striking figure of a man. His piercing blue eyes always seemed to be laughing.


But James was getting bored. Mild mannered and even tempered, James didn’t socialize much, if at all. It didn’t seem worth the effort of riding into the one-horse town that was a day’s ride away and Doug Hendricks, the owner of the smallholding, drove the buckboard into town once a month to get supplies. He sold a few vegetables and sometimes butchered a steer to sell the meat.


It meant a stay-over for James, which meant he’d get drunk and return the next day with most of the supplies he went in for. There was always something he forgot, even though Doug had written a list for him every month. He either forgot to take it, or left it in his back pocket and forgot to give it to the sutler’s storekeeper.


James had had plenty of time to think about his future. His parents had died, the doc said cholera, and he had left the family home, not being able to face living there.


He’d chanced upon Doug on a trail, standing beside a buckboard with a missing wheel.


Fortunately, the buckboard was empty, Doug being on his way to town, and the wheel wasn’t damaged.


‘Need a hand there, mister?’ James asked.


‘Sure could do with some help here, mister,’ Doug replied.


Doug dismounted and got James to get the wheel.


When the wheel was in position, Doug lifted up the buckboard. ‘Tell me when it’s high enough,’ Doug said.


‘It’s fine where it is,’ James replied and slid the wheel back on to the axle.


Doug gently lowered the buckboard and began looking for a suitable cotter pin.


‘You got a mallet?’ James asked.


‘Sure have.’ Doug reached under the driver’s seat and handed it to James, who hammered the piece of wood into position.


‘How far’s the nearest town?’ asked James.


‘No more’n five miles,’ Doug said.


‘Well, if you take it easy you’ll be OK. But you need to get to a wheelwright and get a proper pin there,’ James said.


‘Mighty obliged, mister. Name’s Doug Hendricks. Got a small place back a few miles. You ain’t lookin’ for work are you?’ he asked.


‘Could be,’ James replied. My name’s James Benson. What you got in mind?’


‘I got a small herd, fifty or so, and a remuda of ten horses, so it’s mainly keeping an eye on them. Getting too old for me most days, it’s all I can do to plant seeds for food.’


‘Guess I can handle that,’ James said.


Doug raised his hand to shake on it, and James lowered his.


‘Let’s get to town,’ Doug said, ‘I got me a raging thirst,’ he grinned and climbed aboard his buckboard.


 


That had been a year ago and James needed to move on.


Doug was genuinely sorry to see him go but, deep down, he knew this was no life for a young man.


‘I packed some vittles for your journey,’ Doug said, not looking into James’s eyes. ‘You take care now, ya hear?’


‘I will Doug, and thanks for everything.’


James wheeled his mount round and rode away. He didn’t look back once.


 


James had been heading westwards for the first three weeks, living off the land to eke out his rations.


It was dusk and he was looking for a decent place to camp for the night when he smelled smoke.


More than smoke. He smelled coffee.


Following his nose he walked his animal slowly, already his mouth was watering.


‘Hello the camp,’ James called out.


He saw three men seated round the fire. They all drew their guns and moved out of the light.


‘Show yourself, mister,’ a voice called out.


James raised his hands, guiding his horse with his knees.


‘Hold it there,’ a different voice this time.


James halted his mount, his hands still raised high above his head.


A man approached him, his handgun pointing at James’s chest.


‘Throw your gun down,’ the man ordered.


‘If’n it’s all the same to you, I’d rather toss it to you. I just cleaned and oiled it.’


The man thought for a second or two, then: ‘OK, thumb and forefinger only and hold it by the grip. Any movement and I shoot. Understand?’


‘Understood,’ James replied. Slowly he lowered his right hand and did as he was ordered, he pulled the Colt from its holster and tossed it to the man, who deftly caught it.


‘Now you can dismount,’ the man said.


James dismounted and stretched his aching back. Then reached for his canteen. Taking off his Stetson, he filled the hat with water and held it for his horse.


‘That coffee sure smells good,’ James said.


‘Help yourself, stranger.’ Another man appeared from the other side of the fire.


‘Name’s James.’


‘Good to meet you James, I’m Lewis, this here’s Hank and yonder is Brad.’


‘I don’t believe it! James grinned. ‘I’m James Benson. We went to school together in Mesa Verde.’


The three men rushed forward to shake hands.


‘What brings you out this way?’ Lewis asked.


‘Lookin’ for work. Seems it’s mighty scarce in these parts.’


‘Sure is, we’re doin’ the same thing. Seems the railroad is putting us out to pasture.’ Hank said and squatted in front of the fire, pouring a cup of coffee.


‘There’s a town about a day’s ride from here. We’re aiming to camp here tonight and set out at first light. You’re welcome to join us. I’m afraid we ain’t got no food to offer you, though.’


‘I got beans an’ some bread that’s seen better days, and there’s some bacon, but you’re welcome to share it,’ James said.


‘That’s mighty neighbourly of you, James. We ain’t eaten today.’ Hank reached into a saddle-bag and produced a large pot.


‘This oughta do,’ he said as his stomach rumbled.


Some thirty minutes later, the camp went silent as the men ate.


 


Just over a mile behind the four men, three other men had set up camp, also on their way to town, known as Dry Gulch.


But their reason for going there was not to look for work.
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