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Sharper’s Quest


 


Sharper Wade rides into Virginia City more by chance than intent. He’d heard about the Comstock Lode and the vast wealth in gold and silver that was being mined there, but Sharper’s needs are limited to having enough money to eat, feed his horse and buy ammunition.


He is in town no more than an hour when he witnesses a brutal attack on a defenceless girl and her grandfather by three cowboys and steps in to help, landing himself in jail accused of murder. But he had a witness who can exonerate him and Sharper needs to find the men responsible, or lose his life. . . .
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To Cliff and Sue


Two of the loveliest people I know









Chapter 1


 


Sharper Wade rode into Virginia City, Utah Territory.


Sharper was a drifter, had been now for over twenty years. He was never a bounty hunter, but trouble always seemed to dog him wherever he went. Not always to him, but mostly around him. Injustice and brutality were things he could not tolerate and, wherever possible, he had tried to set things to rights. But right now, all he wanted was to get King into the livery and then get himself sorted out. It had been a long and dusty ride.


Sharper had never seen so many people in his life. The city seemed to be jam-packed with miners, wagons, riders and buggies filling the main street. He’d heard the Comstock Lode, which had been discovered only a year earlier, was so rich in silver, all you had to do was sneeze and it jumped into your hand.


Tired and hungry after his last set-to in a no-name town all he wanted was some grub, a bath and a comfortable bed for the night.


He reined in outside a bustling café proudly showing a sign that read Sam’s Eatery. The smell of the food was tantalizing. He dismounted and tied King to the hitch-rail, intent on entering. King sniggered, and a hoof pawed the ground.


‘All right, boy. I’ll sort you first,’ Sharper smiled and stroked King’s head.


‘Tell me where the livery is, mister?’ he asked a passing stranger.


‘Sure ting, down three blocks, take a left and first buildin’ on the right.’


‘Thanks, sure is an accent you have there,’ Sharper commented.


‘You’ll hear a lot of strange accents here, mister, I’m Irish.’


Sharper nodded and thanked the man again. Remounting, he walked King down to the livery. The liveryman, a rotund bald man in his fifties, took a shining to King.


‘Mighty fine beast, mister,’ he said.


‘He sure is,’ Sharper said. ‘Best feed you got an’ a comfortable stall for the night. What’s the charge?’


‘Well, with barley and oats and a good rub down to get rid o’ some of that there trail dust, I reckon a dollar fifty will cover it,’ the man said.


A dollar more than Sharper was used to paying, but this was Virginia City.


‘OK.’ He handed over the money. ‘I’ll be back in the mornin’,’ he said, and left the livery, his stomach rumbling.


He made his way back to the eatery, stepped up on the boardwalk and dusted himself down as best he could before entering. The name Eatery was an understatement, Sharper thought. He looked round at the opulence of the establishment. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling; there was a deep red carpet on the floor and every table, of which he reckoned there were twenty or so, had a white tablecloth on it. The chairs were covered in a red velvet that matched the carpet, and the walls had a fancy patterned wallpaper, mirrors and paintings hanging everywhere.


It wasn’t only the place that was opulent; the customers were, too. Around twenty people, Sharper reckoned, evenly split between men in fancy duds and women in dresses the like of which he’d never seen. The place dripped money and Sharper felt slightly ill at ease. Faces turned towards him, noting his dust covered denims, trail-worn boots, sweat soaked shirt and bandanna and the crumpled Stetson, which he quickly removed. It was the low-slung Colt at his side that folks were mostly wary of, though his stubble-covered face didn’t help matters much. People looked away, avoiding eye contact, but Sharper noticed their look of distaste as they started to chatter once again, trying to ignore the stranger.


A large man approached him. He was wearing a brilliant-white apron, a red shirt with a string tie, and a black waistcoat. ‘Help you, mister,’ he said.


‘Some vittals an’ a coffee would be mighty welcome,’ Sharper said.


The big man hesitated slightly, before answering, ‘No offence, but you got the means, mister?’


Sharper slowly banged his Stetson on one leg and a shower of dust fell to the red carpet. He ran his fingers through his long, straggly hair, and gave the man a steely-eyed look. ‘I got the means, mister,’ he replied.


As Sharper’s eyes drilled into him, the man said, jovially, ‘Then I got the vittals.’ He led the way to a table set in the far corner of the room. Sharper noticed the ladies put handkerchiefs to their noses as he passed, and he grinned.


The big man introduced himself: ‘Sam’s the name,’ he said, ‘what can I get you?’


‘Steak,’ Sharper replied, ‘the bloodier the better, an’ whatever veg you have.’


‘Sure thing. We got potatoes and greens and gravy, too, if’n you want.’


‘Sounds good to me, an’ coffee. Lots of coffee.’


Sharper noticed a newspaper on the chair beside him and picked it up. The Territorial Enterprise, the banner displayed. One story caught his attention, written by a Samuel Clemens. Seems Clemens was robbed on his way into Virginia City; thieves stole all his money and a three hundred-dollar gold watch.


Sharper whistled silently. Hell, even a reporter has a gold watch worth more than anything he had ever owned in his entire life. But it seems it was a practical joke played on Mr Clemens by his friends so he’d have a story to write, and by the way he told the story, Mr Clemens didn’t find it funny.


The coffee arrived, hot and strong. Sharper felt all the trail dust in his dry throat wash away as the liquid hit his belly. The steak was the biggest Sharper had ever seen; it filled the large white plate, overlapping it on one side and there were mashed potatoes and greens, too, piled like a mountain and covered in gravy.


‘Thought you might manage that,’ a beaming Sam said as he delivered the food.


‘Watch me,’ Sharper said, and tucked in. Fifteen minutes later, he was sitting in front of an empty plate. He’d drunk a whole pot of coffee and his stomach was as full as he could ever remember.


‘Mighty fine steak, mister,’ Sharper said as Sam cleared the table.


‘We got the best apple pie this side of the Sierras,’ Sam said.


‘Hell, I couldn’t eat another thing,’ Sharper replied. ‘What’s the damage?’ he asked.


‘Five dollars, all in,’ Sam replied.


‘A mite more than I’m used to payin’,’ Sharper said, ‘but worth every penny. I guess everything in this town is two to three times more than any place I’ve ever been.’


‘Virginia City is a boom town, mister. Reckon they got over a hundred million dollars worth of silver and gold outa that Lode so far, an’ that’s only scratching the surface. Reckon we got over nine thousand people living here now, miners from all over the world, some of ’em have pretty strange habits, too.’


‘I need a room for the night, and a bath and shave,’ said Sharper, changing the subject. ‘Recommend anywhere?’


‘Sure, Harvey’s, the barber down the street aways, and opposite is a hotel. Cost you three dollars for the shave and bath, and six for the room.


Sharper whistled. ‘Seems a man can run out of money pretty damn quick here,’ he said.


‘A man can make plenty, too,’ Sam said.


Sharper handed over the five dollars, thanked the man and left. Once outside, he paused; the cool air of early evening was a welcome relief to the heat in the eatery. He stood on the boardwalk, pulled out a cheroot and inhaled deeply. The sky was a light purple colour with stars faintly pushing through the fading sunlight. Main Street was still full of traffic; fancy rigs of all sizes, salt wagons, lumber wagons, Conestogas by the dozen. It seemed like it would never end.


Sharper walked back to the livery, collected his saddle-bag and gunny sack and set off to Harvey’s. His eyes already weary, he knew he’d sleep long that night.


‘Shave, mister?’ A small slim man with a full head of hair and moustache like a walrus asked him.


‘That, a haircut an’ a bath,’ Sharper said.


‘That’ll be four dollars.’


‘Sam said three!’


‘Hell, OK, three then. Sit yourself down.’


Covered in a red, white and blue sheet, Sharper closed his eyes and relaxed. Harvey prattled on and Sharper grunted now and then, while the barber first shaved, then cut his hair.


‘OK, bath’ll be five minutes. Follow me, mister,’ Harvey said, after he’d removed the sheet and brushed the pile of greasy hair on the floor to one side.


Sharper looked at himself in the mirror, then rubbed a rough hand over his chin and cheeks. ‘Mighty fine shave you give, mister,’ he said.


‘Heck, I could shave a possum blindfolded,’ Harvey grinned.


He led the way through to the backroom, where a tin tub was being filled by a small girl with long, black hair.


‘Soo Lee will take care of you now,’ Harvey said, and returned to the shop front.


Sharper stood and stared at the girl, then at the tin tub, which was now full and had them fancy bubbles in it.


‘Er, ma’am,’ Sharper began, ‘I need to get me undressed now so if—’


‘Yes, please,’ the girl said. ‘I take care of you. Soo Lee wash your back.’


‘All due respect, ma’am, I’d rather you didn’t. In fact I’d prefer to be left alone.’


The girl’s face dropped. ‘You no want me wash you?’


‘No thanks, ma’am.’


Her head sank further.


‘No offence, I just feel a mite, you know, uncomfortable.’


A crestfallen Soo Lee bowed, then left the bathroom.


Sharper started to undress, making sure his gun-belt was within easy reach. Buck naked, he stepped into the tub. The water was hot, but bearable as he sank his weary limbs into it. Cheroot clenched between his teeth, he closed his eyes, feeling the trail weariness fade from his bones.


Then Harvey disturbed his peace and quiet. ‘You sure ’bout Soo Lee, mister? She’s powerful upset out there.’


Sharper opened one eye.


‘All she does is scrub your back. You’ll feel better for it,’ Harvey added.


Sharper looked down at the bath water, the bubbles covered him, with just his knees poking though. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Send her in.’


Soo Lee came in seconds later. ‘You lean forward, please,’ she said.


Sharper sat up and rested his arms on the side of the tub. Soo Lee got to work. He had to admit to himself that it sure felt good. Soo Lee was using a cloth and carbolic and rubbed his skin hard until he felt the aches and pains from a long ride dissipate. She stopped scrubbing and poured hot water over his neck and back; then he felt her hands on his shoulders, her fingers and thumbs moving in a circular motion towards his neck.


‘Man, that sure feels good,’ Sharper had to say. He closed his eyes as he felt the stiffness gradually fade away.


Soo Lee finished her neck massage. ‘You feel good now? she asked.


‘Ma’am, I never felt better.’ Sharper leaned back in the tub, the cheroot still clamped between his teeth.


‘Glad you OK,’ Soo Lee said, and walked to the front of the tub, picking up a large white towel, which she placed on a chair.


‘When you ready,’ she said.


Sharper opened his eyes to look at the woman. No, girl, he thought; she looked even younger than he’d first thought. ‘Thank you kindly, ma’am,’ he said. Then he noticed the complete absence of the foaming bubbles! He sat bolt upright and covered his privates with both hands.


‘Me no look, no worry,’ Soo Lee said, with a smile on her face.


Sharper, for all his years and experience, felt himself blush. Damn the carbolic, he thought. Soo Lee bowed and left Sharper to his own devices.


 


An hour later, dressed in clean clothes and feeling like a million dollars, which, he thought, you’d need to live in a place like this, Sharper paid Harvey, tipping him an extra dollar, and another for Soo Lee, who was nowhere to be seen, and walked across the street to the hotel. Dodging the traffic was no easy task. If anything, the street was even busier than when he’d arrived. He stepped up on to the boardwalk on the far side of the street to see Soo Lee. But she was not alone. An old man, a long pigtail hanging down his back, was holding on to her arm and they had been stopped by three drunken cowboys.


‘Well, lookee here, boys, seems we got ourselfs a Chinee whore! Ain’t he a bit old for you, darlin’? You need a real man, don’t look like this ol’ Chink could keep his pecker up at all. You even got a pecker, ol’ man?’ the cowboy laughed.


‘He my grandfather. Please, leave us alone,’ Soo Lee pleaded.


The cowboy stepped forward and shoved the old man away. He fell off the boardwalk and into the dirt of the busy street. Soo Lee let out a scream and tried to get to the old man, but the cowboy grabbed her arm. ‘You an’ me’s gonna have some fun, gal,’ he snarled.


One of the other men bellowed, ‘Hell, Bart, the ol’ man here’s got hisself a pigtail!’ He stepped off the boardwalk and, taking out a hunting knife, grabbed the pigtail and sliced it off.


Soo Lee gasped.


‘OK, let the girl go,’ Sharper said, stepping towards the men.


‘Mind your business, friend,’ one of the men said.


‘This is my business, and I ain’t no friend.’ Sharper placed his saddle-bag and gunny sack on the boardwalk, not taking his eyes off the three men.


Bart, the cowboy who had grabbed hold of Soo Lee, roughly pushed her aside. She landed next to her grandfather, who was struggling to stand up.


‘So what you gonna do ’bout it?’ Bart sneered.


‘Soo Lee, help your father up,’ Sharper said.


‘He my grandfather,’ Soo Lee replied as she stepped off the boardwalk.


‘I said, what you gonna do ’bout it?’ Bart rasped.


‘Go on your way, you men, and don’t try anything you might well regret,’ Sharper said, his tone icy cold.


The three men laughed.


‘And jus’ what do you think you’re gonna do, stranger?’ Bart stepped forward menacingly, his right hand moving slowly towards his six-gun.


‘Take him, Bart!’ one his companions said, knowing how fast Bart was on the draw.


‘No need,’ said Bart.


That was the last sound Sharper heard.


Behind him, Sharper had enough time to hear a footfall, then blackness overtook him and he slumped to the ground.


‘Nice timing, Will,’ Bart said.


Soo Lee was struggling to get her grandfather to his feet when Bart stepped forward, took out Sharper’s six-gun, and fired two shots. He then placed the gun in Sharper’s hand. Soo Lee screamed as the first bullet slammed into her grandfather’s chest, the force of the .45 slug ramming him backwards into the dirt. The second slug ripped into Soo Lee’s back as she went to him.


It was a strange scene. The two dead Chinese lying in the dirt didn’t even get a second glance from the many people who passed by.


The four men, still laughing, walked off.









Chapter 2


 


When Sharper eventually came to, it was to see a rough brick ceiling illuminated by a strong sun. It took him a few seconds to regain his senses, wondering where the hell he was.


‘So, you awake now?’ a voice Sharper didn’t know asked.


Sharper tried to sit up, but the throbbing in his head made him wince and lie down again.


‘Where am I?’ he asked.


‘Right where you deserve to be,’ the voice said.


‘This a guessing game?’ Sharper said, but the sarcasm was lost on the man.


‘You’re in jail, mister, an’ days off from being hanged.’


‘What!’ Sharper sat up this time. ‘What the hell you talkin’ about?’


‘Don’t try playin’ a dumb ass with me, mister. We got your gun, and we got us witnesses to the killin’s, too.’


‘What killin’s?’ Sharper asked.


‘You’ll find out tomorrow at the trial,’ the deputy sneered. ‘Oh, by the way, the hangin’s the day after.’


‘Nice to know there’s gonna be a fair trial,’ Sharper said, sarcastically. ‘Who are these so-called witnesses?’ he asked.


‘You’ll find out as soon as the sheriff gets in,’ the deputy answered and then left the cell block, closing the door behind him. Sharper heard the lock click.


His senses became more and more focused. He’d obviously been in the cell overnight. The sunlight filtering through the barred window was strong and bright. He shook his head, and a wave of pain and nausea swept over him briefly as he tried to regain his thoughts and remember the events of the previous evening. Gradually, his memory returned. He’d been slugged harder than he thought. The vision of the sneering cowboy, and the two shots he thought he had heard filled his mind, and then nothing. He laid back on the cell cot and closed his eyes, not to sleep, but to focus on the faces he’d seen; the three cowboys and the briefest of glances at the fourth.
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