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Battle Mountain


 


Clay Parker and his cohorts are what is left of the once infamous Tulley gang. They have waited five years to get the money they stole from a bank, which they believe has been hidden by one of their own – and he has just been released from prison. Now Hugh Donahoe is meeting up with his daughter Mena in the town of Battle Mountain. When his old gang mates confront him, he is killed. The money is not found, however, and the gang suspects that Mena has hidden it in a trunk, which is being carried by Glen Maddox and his mule freighters across the Nevada plains and on its way to Oregon. Parker devises a plan to attack the mule train to get to the stolen money. But Parker is unprepared for the grit of Glen Maddox and his freighters.
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Dreams


 


Mysterious shapes, with wands of joy and pain,


Which seize us unaware in helpless sleep,


And lead us to the houses where we keep


Our secrets hid, well barred by every chain


That we can forge and bind: the crime whose stain


Is slowly fading ’neath the tears we weep;


Dead bliss which, dead, can make our pulses leap—


Oh, cruelty! To make these live again!


They say that death is sleep, and heaven’s rest


Ends earth’s short day, as, on the last faint gleam


Of sun, our nights shut down, and we are blest.


Let this, then, be of heaven’s joy the test,


The proof if heaven be, or only seem,


That we forever choose what we will dream!


 


Helen Hunt Jackson, 1886









Chapter 1


 


Battle Mountain Bound


 


‘Deputy Hanrahan looks to have had a bad scare,’ commented one of the old-timers on the porch of Pollack’s General Store. ‘He rides like the devil hisself was chasin’ him.’


‘Perhaps the Indians are after him,’ suggested one old-timer.


Scoffing, the first old-timer replied, ‘This area has seen its troubles with the Paiute and Shoshone Indians for sure. But not for some time . . . nah, it has to be somethin’ else that has got the deputy in a rush.’


‘Well, that is no way to run a good horse,’ criticized another of the town’s elder citizens. ‘Why, in my younger days, no law man would run a lathered horse thataway. Deputy Hanrahan will kill it if he don’t damn soon slow the heck down.’


‘It don’t take much to scare Gus Hanrahan anyways,’ lectured the third senior citizen.


‘That is a fact,’ agreed a fourth older man. ‘I swear Gus must have been born nervous.’


The perspiring deputy came racing past the general store, astride his sweating sorrel. He was pudgy, florid and as nervous as a bridegroom at a shotgun wedding – maybe more so, because the trouble in store for the town of Battle Mountain in White Cloud County of Nevada, promised to be somewhat more hectic than any other wedding or ceremony.


Battle Mountain, located in northern Nevada, was midway or thereabout between Winnemucca and Elko. The town was fairly new and the name was often questioned. These old-timers, like most in the town, liked to discuss its origins. The story went something like this: a prospector by the name of George Tannihill discovered rich copper ore and formed a new mining district named the Battle Mountain Mining District. In 1868, the Central Pacific Railroad, the western half of the first transcontinental railroad, built a siding to offload supplies for the mines of the Battle Mountain Mining District. The siding was called the Battle Mountain Switch or Siding. In 1870, the railroad decided to move their station from Argentina to this new area and a town was surveyed out. The town of Battle Mountain was born.


Mr Tannihill reportedly told a newspaper that he chose the name Battle Mountain because he, Captain Pierson and twenty-three emigrants, fought the Indians here in 1857. There were three attacks near Battle Mountain: one on a single wagon occupied by a man named Wood, the second on a wagon occupied by the Halloway family, and finally an attack on eight men who were part of a government survey crew. The events that occurred that summer near Battle Mountain were well documented in diaries, California newspapers, and the daily records and journals of the men and women who spent the summer near Battle Mountain.


Outside the county law office, which was located half a block uptown from Pollack’s establishment, Hanrahan reined up and dismounted. He was delivering an important item of news to the two elderly gents on the office porch – White Cloud County Sheriff Emil Brooks and County Jailer Cecil Albers – and his was one of those nasal, penetrating voices that carries for quite a distance. As a consequence, the news was soon spreading from one end of Main Street to the other.


‘The Maddox outfit is comin’!’ Hanrahan said speedily.


Sheriff Emil Brooks, a gaunt, watery-eyed and gloomy man, made a grousing sound, bowed his head and clapped both hands to his face. Hatchet-jawed old Cecil Albers jack-knifed out of his chair, hooked his thumbs in his suspenders and thrust his pot belly for Parker – a confident, laborious pose. The aged turnkey always felt seven times more important when the Maddox company visited Battle Mountain. Such visitors habitually developed into wild benders and free-for-all brawls, with Maddox and his half-dozen colleagues eventually incarcerated in the county jail. Albers was not merciless or anti-social; he just happened to enjoy his work, and made quite a ceremony of installing a wrong-doer in a cell. Tonight would be like a bonus. He would really come into his own. Yes, siree.


 


Seven of ’em!


‘I had best get them three rear cells swept out and cleaned out,’ Cecil Albers groaned, as he turned and plodded into the office.


‘Yeah,’ exhaled the sheriff. ‘You had best.’ He removed his hands from his face, sat up straight and looked his deputy in the eye. ‘Gus – now are you absolutely and positively certain?’


Hanrahan had surrendered his mount into the care of a groom from the Double-U Livery Stable, which was situated directly opposite the county jail along Main Street in Battle Mountain. Now, while climbing to the porch, he answered his chief passionately, and still in that nasal, far-reaching whine of his. Locals all along the block stopped, gawked and listened intently.


‘Well, damn it all, Emil, don’t you suppose I know Maddox’s outfit when I see it? I was ridin’ home from visitin’ my cousin Joseph, out to the Buckeye Creek Ranch. He has been poorly again, has Cousin Joseph. That stomach condition of his. . . .’


‘Augustus . . . Gus,’ said Brooks, clenching his fists on his lanky knees. ‘I am real sorry about Justin’s bellyache. I will even pay for his next box of bicarbonate – if only you will,’ his voice rose higher than Hanrahan’s, ‘get to the point!’


‘It is Maddox for sure,’ a scowling Gus Hanrahan said. ‘The whole outfit. All three wagons. I was talkin’ the shortcut, ridin’ the rim of Painted Point Bluff, when I just happened to glance due south – and there they were.’


‘Comin’ north by the way of the flats?’ asked the older sheriff.


‘Same route they always travel.’ Hanrahan nodded. ‘They were a long ways off, but I guarantee I ain’t mistaken. Three big wagons with mule teams. . . .’


‘And seven men,’ mumbled Sheriff Emil Brooks. ‘Seven hoorawin’, whiskey-swiggin’, rip-snortin’ hell-raisers that is old enough to know better.’ He raised his eyes skyward and scowled, as though to reprimand all the angels in heaven. ‘Why do they have to come rollin’ in today? Why does it have to be this Saturday?’


‘Aw, hell!’ groaned Hanrahan. ‘I plumb forgot! It is payday for nearly every cowhand in the Battle Mountain area! The town will be crawlin’ with cowpokes before sundown!’


‘Last time Maddox came to White Cloud County,’ Emil Brooks pessimistically recollected, ‘him and his hard case crew whupped half the Lazy J outfit.’


‘Also, the ramrod of the Stapleton spread,’ glowered the deputy.


‘Also, Silas Stapleton himself,’ sighed Brooks. He shook his head dolefully. ‘They named this town wrong, Gus. It sure ain’t no Injun place or anything close, especially on paydays. And, with Maddox comin’ in, this payday will be the worst yet. Mark my words!’ He got to his feet, threw a resentful glance in the general direction of Scossa Flats. ‘Well, best we take the usual precautions, not that it will make any difference. Go see if you can recruit a half dozen or so special deputies.’


Ten to fifteen minutes later, a well-dressed stranger, Clay Parker, by name, drawled a question to the ticket clerk of the Battle Mountain railroad depot. He had stopped by to ask if the northbound train would arrive on schedule, and the ticket clerk, runty Zachariah Sprott, had answered in the affirmative. Now, Parker saw reason for a second question.


‘What is the big excitement all of a sudden? I get the feeling this town is expecting trouble.’ Parker had a dumbfounded look on his face.


The depot office was located on the west side of the railroad tracks and almost directly opposite the triple-storey Commercial Hotel, with the broad and dusty width of South Main Street in between. The Commercial, one of the town’s better boarding establishments, catered mainly to transients off the north and southbound expresses of the Galveston and Buffalo Bayou Railroad. Parker and several other men had checked in late yesterday; they occupied adjoining rooms.


He lounged in the outer doorway of the depot office, glaring up Main Street and drawing Sprott’s attention to the obvious change in the demeanor of the locals. A short time before, the atmosphere had seemed pretty much as should be expected in a sizeable frontier community, a county seat, at 2:30 on a Saturday afternoon. A few stores still open; the majority closed. Locals moving along the boardwalks, pausing to trade small talk with friends. There had been no sense of urgency in the air – until now, when the suspense, the excitement and expectation seemed to affect the entire community, especially the children. The people on the boardwalks no longer dawdled. They jostled about. News of some importance was being carried from house to house. Clay Parker saw several garishly gowned saloon women step into the center of the street, stare attentively towards the south, then hurry back into the honky tonks, saloons, dance halls and gambling houses at which they plied their trade.


Zachariah Sprott filled and lit his bent-stemmed briar and subjected the outsider to an unpremeditated scrutiny. He had nothing better to do at the moment. Until the northbound arrived, his time was his own – that was how he saw it. People interested him. He had Parker figured for a traveling salesman – snake oil man or something, maybe more successful than the average drummer. What was Parker’s line? Fancy stuff, Sprott presumed. High class haberdashery, perhaps. He prided himself on his ability to accurately size up a stranger, and just did not realize that his analysis of Clay Parker was extremely wide of the mark.


‘You never heard tell of the old mule freight outfit, Maddox and Son?’ he asked with a sneer.


‘Everybody’s heard of Maddox and Son,’ Clay Parker replied rather coolly.


‘This is the same Maddox,’ drawled Sprott, again with a sneer followed by a slight giggle.


‘That can’t be! That is impossible,’ protested Parker. ‘By now, old Galen Maddox would be well over a hundred years old.’


‘You are forgettin’ about the second half of the outfit,’ grinned Sprott. ‘And ‘Son’. Old Galen cashed in his chips a long time back, but young Glen kept the outfit operatin’. Every so often those mule teams haul a couple tons of hard freight into Battle Mountain, and most folks are glad to see Maddox and his crew. A real wild bunch, by golly, but plenty popular.’


‘I would have thought Wells Fargo and the railroad would have put the mule freighters out of business by now,’ muttered Parker. ‘How can they compete with modern transportation? The railroad can deliver in a quarter of the time it takes a mule team.’


‘Mr Parker, I have been a railroad man many a long year,’ said Zachariah Sprott. ‘Before that, I was an expediter for Wells Fargo, so I know what I am talkin’ about, when I talk about the transportation business. Plain truth is the railroads don’t run everywhere, and neither does Wells Fargo. There are places – far away towns, homesteads, ranches and mining camps – that never see the smoke of a railroad engine nor the dust of a stagecoach. So how do they get their freight and mail delivered? Why, doggone it, those far away towns would up and die, if it wasn’t for the independent operators, the small freight outfits such as Maddox’s.’


‘All right, I see your point, no need to get all beer and skittles about it,’ grunted Parker. ‘But, if the son, Glen Maddox, is so almighty popular, how come this town behaves like it is expecting a tornado?’


The station master, Sprott, chuckled softly.


‘Those mule skinners,’ he explained, ‘will be finishin’ a long haul there in Battle Mountain. That means they have not seen a big town nor woman cooked meal nor a hot bath in many a long week. They will be rarin’ to go – hungry for pleasure – like a passel of trail-herders at a railhead. And it just happens that Maddox and his crew are seven times wilder than any trail-driver, any cowhand, any track layer or miner you ever heard of. Rough? By golly, Mr Parker, they are the roughest you or anyone will ever see.’


‘Well, I’m not impressed,’ drawled Clay Parker. ‘Roughnecks are ten cents a dozen, as far as I am concerned.’ He adjusted his hat, began moving away from the doorway. ‘You are sure about the arrival time of the northbound train?’


‘Just like I told you,’ snapped Sprott, ‘the northbound will arrive on schedule.’ He glanced up to the sky, paused to sniff, wet the tip of a finger and raised it above his head. ‘Storm hits in the meantime, and maybe the rain covers the tracks at Tonopah or Nye basins.’


The visitor ambled back to the Commercial Hotel, followed by Sprott’s intent look.


‘I am right about him,’ Zachariah Sprott assured himself quietly. ‘A drummer is what he is. High-class haberdashery, most likely.’


On appearances, Sprott could have been right. Clay Parker’s town suit was of expensive material and well-tailored. He moved with the easy assurance of a veteran salesman and, in conversation, was affable, urbane, quick to smile. There was nothing to suggest his true background or the purpose of his visit to Battle Mountain. The local law, as represented by Sheriff Emil Brooks and Deputy Gus Hanrahan, had barely noticed the arrival of Parker and his three associates, because these were men hardened to the necessity of moving clear of lawmen and of protecting their anonymity.


Re-entering the hotel, Parker climbed the stairs to his room on the second floor, a double he shared with the thin, squint-eyed and very nervous Peter Vogel. There was a connecting door, enabling Parker and Vogel to stay in close contact with the occupants of the adjoining room; the tall, hawk-faced Levi Ward and the bushy-browed, heavy-set Frank Humes. These three men were seated by the window, overlooking the railroad depot. From that vantage point, they commanded a view extending far beyond the railroad tracks; they could see almost all the way to the southern horizon. As Parker entered the room, closing the door behind him with a gentle push, they eyed him expectantly.


‘Well, how about it?’ demanded Ward.


‘Everything is on schedule,’ announced Parker. He advanced unhurriedly to the window to stand between the chairs occupied by Ward and Humes. ‘And all passengers will be accommodated right there at the Commercial Hotel.’


‘All passengers,’ Levi Ward moved nervously, rubbing his palms together. ‘That will include Donahoe.’


‘And Donahoe’s daughter,’ muttered Humes.


‘Let’s be grateful Donahoe had no son,’ shrugged Clay Parker. ‘They might have been assigned to a double room and that would have complicated matters.’


‘Donahoe’s gonna talk,’ mumbled Vogel, and he nodded in agitation, as though trying to convince himself. ‘He has to talk! We have waited a long time. Five long years. . . .’


‘The ticket clerk did not get suspicious?’ Ward frowned.


‘Why should he?’ countered Parker. ‘It is quite natural for people to stop by a railroad depot to enquire the times of arrivals or departures.’ He moved closer to the window, stared upward. Ward mumbled a query, to which he replied, ‘I am looking for storm clouds. That clerk figures himself for a weather prophet.’


‘He is plumb crazy,’ growled Levi Ward. ‘It ain’t about to rain.’


‘So . . .’ breathed Vogel, ‘all we have to do is wait.’


‘Five years is too long to wait,’ scowled Humes. ‘When I come face to face with that double crossin’ little skunk, I am gonna break every bone in his no-good body.’


‘One thing you may rely on, Frank,’ drawled Parker. ‘Hugh Donahoe will regret the day he ran out on the Tulleys.’


The Tulleys, referred to by Parker, had been Samuel and Abe Tulley, brothers, leaders of the outlaw pack that had plagued the territory along the Nevada-Utah border five years ago. Both brothers had died in the gang’s last raid, an attack on a South Nevada bank. A substantial sum – nearly $75,000 in bills of large denomination – had been snatched from the safe of the Sheep Springs Community Bank, after which the nine-strong gang had begun a hectic run eastward towards the Utah line, with a Sheep Springs posse in angry and heated pursuit. During that long chase, both Tulleys had automatically assumed command of the outfit and given the order: ‘Every man for himself,’ momentarily forgetting that the loot had not yet been divided among the gang, that it was still intact in a grain sack slung to the saddle horn of the horse ridden by Frank Humes. That animal had gone lame and, realizing his capture was only a matter of time, Humes had unhitched the sack and surrendered it to another member of the gang, the genial and somewhat irresponsible Hugh Donahoe.


So much for the Sheep Springs raid. It had cost the lives of the Tulley brothers and the hapless Adolph Flynn, also the apprehension of Frank Humes and Hugh Donahoe. The others, led by Parker, had contrived to elude the posse. Six unscrupulous and vindictive thieves now craved a reckoning with Donahoe who, at the time of this capture, denied any knowledge of the whereabouts of the loot. Clay Parker had not been dismayed; it was exactly what he had expected Donahoe to say to the law.


He had hoped for more definite information, however, when he visited Donahoe in the Fort Shellborne Penitentiary. Both Donahoe and Humes had drawn sentences of five years apiece. Humes had been released some eighteen months ago, his sentence having been shortened for good behavior. Not so the roistering, happy-go-lucky Hugh Donahoe. They had not turned him loose until just a few days ago.


‘When I think of the way that coyote back-talked me,’ mused Parker, ‘I could enjoy slitting his throat.’


‘It is just like I told you after they set me free, Clay,’ mumbled Peter Vogel. ‘He never did aim to divvy up with the rest of us. Keepin’ it all for himself, he is.’


‘That is what he may think,’ leered Humes.


‘I stuck my neck out a mile,’ muttered Parker, ‘growing those whiskers, getting rigged as a preacher to visit him at Fort Shellborne Penitentiary. There might have been some guard recognize me.’


‘Well,’ grunted Ward, ‘he had his chances to play square with us.’


‘I made him a straight promise,’ Parker recalled. ‘If he would tell me where he buried the loot, I would save his share for him.’ His face clouded over. The nostrils flared and the mouth set in a hard line, the eyes blazed. ‘He laughed at me! He said – if I didn’t get the hell out of there – he would turn me in to the warden!’


‘Clay,’ glared Levi Ward, ‘do you think there is any chance he spotted Kruse or Gobson?’


He was referring to the fifth and sixth survivors of the Old Tulley gang. This venal half dozen had lived quietly for the past five years, steering clear of the law, subduing their larcenous, murderous instincts and working at a variety of occupations, awaiting the day of Hugh Donahoe’s release. They were determined to share in the fruits of the labours of their dead leaders, so they had waited with as much patience as they could muster, counting the days. Nothing had been left to chance. Kruse and Gobson, the two men assigned to shadow Donahoe from the moment of his discharge from the penitentiary, had changed considerably in the past five years. When Donahoe had last known them, they had been heavily bearded and slight of physique. Because they had put on a great deal of weight and were now clean-shaven, Parker thought it unlikely Donahoe would recognize them.


Within the hour of Donahoe’s release and his reunion with his sole surviving kin, Parker’s spies had dispatched telegraph messages to their four cronies. Parker and daughter had booked passage on the northbound train. Their destination was Stag Ridge, Oregon, and would Clay Parker travel so far from South Nevada without the loot? It did not seem likely to Parker. Somehow, the traitor must have retrieved the cached wealth, unseen by Kruse or Gobson. He was carrying it concealed on his person or in his baggage – of this Parker was convinced. And Battle Mountain, the big town just south of the Nevada—Oregon border, was an overnight stop for all northbound train travelers. From 4:30 p.m. Saturday until 8 a.m. Sunday, passengers and train crew took their ease here and this would be more than enough time for Parker’s purpose. Donahoe would be visited and Donahoe would surrender the entire amount of the loot, after some violent persuasion.


‘He laughed at me,’ Parker sourly repeated. ‘Laughed in my face and said I could whistle for my share of the loot. That lousy smart aleck claims we are not entitled to one thin dime because we stayed free and he went to jail.’


‘Pretty soon,’ promised Humes, ‘you will get your chance to pay him off.’


‘Just a little while longer,’ muttered Peter Vogel. ‘Less than two hours from now, we will have him right where we want him.’
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