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Stage Stickup


[image: ]


“Whip” O’Reilly sent the long lash snaking above the heads of his four-in-hand with a heat-splitting crack. The vicious sound bounced and echoed off the towering, weather-etched boulders flanking the stage road where it wound its path tortuously to ascend the steepness of the mountainside.

The stench of horse sweat was pungent in the stifling stillness; the team’s labored breathing and the creak of harness and coach thoroughbraces of thickest steer hide loud in the baking silence.

“Giddap thar!” O’Reilly croaked.

He deftly manipulated the lines in his gnarled hands. Fine adjustments of the rein lengths, combined with canny use of whip and footbrake gave the oldster superb, independent control of each of the four horses and the heavily-laden stagecoach.

The man who sat alongside him high on the box marveled at Whip’s sensitive reinsmanship. On the westbound run from Tucson to Hellyer’s Creek, O’Reilly was the ablest and most experienced, they’d told him. And now he could believe it. He’d needed the best, because he was a special courier for Wells, Fargo & Company, the big banking and freighting enterprise, and in his charge was fifty thousand dollars in United States bills and coin.

The bank messenger, though a taciturn man and large and capable in a land where that was somehow the expected norm, likewise took silent reassurance from the presence of the other fellow who rode on the outside of the stage. This was a shotgun guard who sat atop at the rear, eyes peeled in the harsh glare that beat down from a white-hot ball of fire in a sky of intense blue.

Of course, there was going to be no trouble.

“Them thar hills ’ud be full o’ scoundrels o’ every stripe – it’s home to the fiddle-foots an’ the grub-liners an’ a reg’lar stampin’ ground for the owlhoots,” O’Reilly had opined in Tucson, screwing up his wind- and sun-ravaged face in a heavy frown. “Hombres thet ain’t trusted by their own mothers!” He spat his chaw into the dust.

“But none of them know about this consignment,” the impassive-faced Wells Fargo man told the whiskered oldster. “The bank’s security is very tight. Only one man in this territory has any prior notice of it – the manager of the recipient bank in Hellyer’s Creek. And the money will be in his vault before the word can be gotten out.”

“Then I kin git yuh to Hellyer’s Creek shore ’nuff,” Whip acknowledged. “Ain’t I done the run a million times afore?”

“The stage line has every confidence in you,” said the Wells Fargo representative.

The close-mouthed man chose not to travel inside, where two passengers occupied the seats for nine, but bestowed on himself the privilege of riding with the driver on his lofty perch. From the little bits of information Whip managed to dredge out of him, he learned that Wells Fargo was expanding its banking operations as a hedge against losses on its Pony Express undertaking and in freighting competition with the ever-extending railroads.

Part of the strategy was investing in co-operative ventures with small local banks. Like it had done in other places, Wells Fargo was speculating on an expansion of ranching and mining operations around the township of Hellyer’s Creek. The ready cash would stimulate activity in the town and its environs in the form of loans.

So now the stage climbed into the mountains and all was seemingly well, except for the discomforts of the heat and the jolting roughness of the trail.

*      *      *
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Inside the coach, Clement P. Conway took off his gray derby, fanned his flushed cheeks with it and mopped his brow with a large Irish linen handkerchief. He was unaccustomed to the rigors of such travel, but accepted them stoically. They were, he suspected, but a small and initial part of the price he had to pay in his earnest desire to venture West, beyond the end of the rails.

“Of course,” chattered his companion passenger, “it can be much, much worse, darling.”

Inwardly Clem groaned. Would this woman never hold her peace? She’d subjected him to a constant, garrulous barrage since they’d pulled out of the depot in Tucson, alongside the main district offices of Wells Fargo.

“Yes,” she gushed on. “You should try the night mail in winter with a sleety blizzard driving in on you, and when the ruts are full of slushy mud and the coach slips and slides and bogs down ...”

The nauseous feeling in Clem’s stomach freshly swelled. “I’d prefer not to,” he said, clenching his teeth.

The woman flashed him a self-deprecating smile. “Of course, it’s only a very short while back I was a young tenderfoot myself, darling, fresh to the ways of the frontier. I do surely sympathize.”

The coyness seemed out-of-place with her and grated.

Clem adjusted his steel-rimmed spectacles. He found her claim to recent youth and freshness doubtful. Lucia Marques had already regaled him with the highlights of her life – several times over, it seemed – and though her face was carefully masked with artful use of powder and paint, maturity and experience had also left their mark. In fact, he thought it likely youth had deleted itself from the Marques catalog of assets even before she’d come to the New World.

Lucia (though she didn’t tell Clem all of this) had been born plain Lucy Murgatroyd in Liverpool, England, better than thirty years ago. Orphaned at seven, she’d lived by her wits in the back streets and along the docks. She’d run errands, done odd jobs, worked as a housemaid. Then at sixteen, and blooming quite remarkably, she’d been engaged by a traveling theatrical company on the strength of an audition of sorts with the lecherous manager and lead performer.

Arriving in Portsmouth, and maybe recognizing her thespian limitations, she eloped with a dashing young English Army officer. The liaison lasted barely long enough to carry her across the Channel to marriage and the Continent, where a year later she became the mistress of a darkly handsome Castilian nobleman, who (alas!) was shot dead – murdered – by brigands in the pay of his wife and political enemies.

She then toured Spain, Bavaria, Italy, and Greece, living on her beauty and her wiles, sometime actress, sometime paramour. A second marriage, to a wealthy Neapolitan merchant, proved as unsatisfying as her first, and she sailed for America with another theatrical troupe.

Three years ago found her as a solo attraction on the stage in San Francisco, where she was pelted with spoiled eggs by an unappreciative populace quickly tired of the exposure of her fleshly allures. Her career on the boards was truly on the slide, her youthful bloom spent. She thankfully hitched up a third time with a well-heeled professional gambling man, one Daniel “Dice” Sanders.

Was it third time lucky?

Clem got the impression that Lucia thought the luck had been all on the side of her tinhorn husband. Accused of being a card shark by men who didn’t mess around, Dice Sanders had fled to the backwater of Hellyer’s Creek.

The furthest reaches of Arizona in the eighteen-eighties, though no place for the faint-hearted, the squeamish, or the weak, were somewhere a man might lie low a while while the dust settled down his backtrail. And Sanders had clearly prospered in his new milieu.

“Dice set up the Silver Buckle Saloon. You might call it the social hub of the town,” Lucia said. A hint of pride in her position crept into her voice. Maybe she’d come to accept her lot as a big fish in a small pond, Clem thought. In recounting her tempestuous past, he’d sensed regrets for the present amid the lusty nostalgia.

But certainly Lucia displayed material wealth. The purpose of her excursion to Tucson had apparently been solely pleasure. Her bonnet and traveling cape looked expensive and her ruffled skirt seemed as wide as the stage itself, taking up space that might rightly have been other passengers’.

She’d also been more than passingly interested in the stage’s special cargo. Her own leather trunk, heavy with the gewgaws and fripperies she’d purchased in the emporiums of Tucson, had been relegated to a roping-down on the roof of the coach. Into the locked compartment under the driver’s seat had gone sack after bulging canvas sack stenciled “WELLS FARGO.” More of them had been loaded under the unoccupied seats in the passenger compartment. Several strongboxes had gone onto the platform at the rear and been enclosed in black oiled leather to form a boot.

“All this cash in circulation in Hellyer’s Creek!” Lucia trilled. “A flow of money is just what bank and town needs. It will show folks the powers-that-be have confidence in our little community’s future and stability. Isn’t it exciting, Mr Conway?”

She couldn’t have shown much more enthusiasm had the dinero been destined for own personal purse.

Indeed, a proportion of it might well be, Clem now reflected, thoroughly apprised of her station in life as Mrs Daniel Sanders, wife to the proprietor of the town’s brightest watering hole and gambling resort.

*      *      *
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With her description of herself as a recent tenderfoot, Lucia finally seemed to tire of self-aggrandizement. She was in the company of a strange and personable man heading for what was now, like it or not, her home town. Curiosity, and other earthier things, compelled her interest.

She sensed a mystery.

Clem fanned himself again with his hat. She tried unashamedly to read the label on the sweatband. “New York City,” she picked out. “I realized you were an Easterner, darling, but is that where you hail from?”

“Why, yes,” Clem answered cautiously. He pressed his pinstripe-suited shoulders into the leather of the seat cushions, bracing himself against the sway of the coach.

The woman’s black-lashed eyes roamed to the rack over his head where he’d slung his portmanteau, a piece of baggage that stamped him, along with his neat store clothes, as a stranger to this range. He was just as obviously not the usual home-seeking immigrant.

“And what line of business takes you to Hellyer’s Creek?” she asked boldly.

“You could call me a – a scribe,” Clem prevaricated. He lookedt doubly uncomfortable.

“A what?” If he’d thought this would fox Lucia, he was mistaken. “Do you mean a newspaper man?”

“No, ma’am. I’m a writer of novels, several score of them for a fact,” he apologized.

“Blow me down – a literary gentleman! So we’re getting culture as well as cash?”

Clem’s cheeks colored. “No, no! They’re quite humble works, scarcely ever running to more than thirty thousand words. The material is published every week in standardized covers for a mass audience and sells at very low cost.”

“Ah! Let’s not make bones about it, darling.” Lucia had seen light. “You must be talking about them dime novels.”

Clem nodded unhappily.

“Well I never...!" She looked dubious. “Can’t say as I ever saw the name Conway on any though.”

“I write under an alias,” Clem said stiffly.

“Go on!”

“Yes. It was my publisher’s idea that I should be called Nate Ironhorn.”

Lucia laughed. “Spare us the blushes, darling! That is a name I’ve seen, and I hear it’s an amazingly lucrative trade.”

Clem looked morose. “It is when the creative juices run freely,” he confessed. “But of late, inspiration has escaped me. What I need is an authentic Western character whom I can develop as the hero of a new series of genuine blood-and-thunder exploits. Which is why I’m going to Hellyer’s Creek.”

“Pardon?” Lucia was quite thrown.

“I hear your town marshal is the legendary Virgil Lyons – the ‘Lion of the Law’ as he was one time known.”

Lucia narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “Of course, Marshal Lyons,” she murmured. “A very good friend of my husband and a peace officer of sterling quality, I’m sure ...”

“Good God, yes! The very personification of all that is just and good and American. Civil War hero, former member of the Dodge City police, tamer of trail-herd towns and Gold Rush settlements. What a man! With luck, he’ll allow me to become his biographer and I shall have a new Buffalo Bill!”

Lucia found in all this a certain hidden, faint amusement, it seemed. She forced herself not to smile.

“Why, I guess we’ve only known Marshal Lyons in his – er – latter days. Since he’s been getting on in years, you know.”

But Clem remained hopeful. “Lyons a friend of Mr Sanders, you say? Lordsakes, this is a stroke of luck! Do you think I can impose on you to secure me an introduction?”  

Lucia conceded to see what could done, and Clem declared himself much obliged. But that was all else that passed between them before the unmistakable crash of a rifle shot reverberated in the emptiness of the bleak terrain.

More shots rang out. Terrible cries rent the air. And the coach lurched into a sudden burst of speed, pitching Clem to its floorboards.

*        *        *
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The man who rode shotgun was as bothered as Whip O’Reilly about the valuable cargo that weighed down the handsome stage he was wont to call disrespectfully their “dust wagon”.

Fifty thousand dollars was one hell of a lot of coin.

Outside of other considerations the load lowered the coach body’s center of gravity in the cradle of six-ply leather belts that were its suspension. The vehicle was no longer a live thing, responding to the turns and dips of the trail. It juddered and jarred and swayed alarmingly. Once all that weight was in lateral motion on the sharper curves, it sometimes seemed the stage wouldn’t recover at all, but would actually capsize or shatter an expertly crafted wheel into its components of mortised spokes, rim, and hand-forged Norway iron.

The shotgun guard was therefore constantly on edge, ready to jump lest he might otherwise be pitched willy-nilly to certain death.

Ten miles out of Tucson, his aggravated mind gathered up a fresh burr. He screwed up his face against the bright light and tried to make out a sight he wasn’t sure of. Something was behind them, stirring dust. Not much, but the kind of plume that might be put up by a single horseman.

The dust sign stayed right there, mile after mile, pacing them. Always just out of sight, around a foothill, behind a stand of timber, down in a valley. Never getting any closer.

It made the guard more than a mite twitchy. A lone rider should have easily overtaken them. He was like to hanging back deliberately, the guard reckoned. So he kept his eyes peeled, glued on that “dust devil” – alert, he thought, to trouble. Someone was playing an odd game for sure, but with his shotgun to hand he was ready to trump whatever card fell from the unknown hand.

As a consequence, when trouble did strike, he didn’t see it until far too late, because it came with startling suddenness from a totally different direction.

The straining horses were hauling the coach up a steep grade that carried the road through a pass between two huge sandstone buttes. Two horsemen nudged their mounts from out behind the cover of each butte and weaved swiftly between the clumps of prickly pear and mesquite dotting the bald side of the mountain.

The four announced their arrival with gunfire.

That the ambushers were masked with bandannas was a seeming irrelevance, lest it was for intimidation and the achievement of a more rapid capitulation. For their intentions were murderous.

A Winchester repeater bucked against the shoulder of one of the gang who rode with reins caught up at his knee.

The whining slug toppled the shotgun guard. Looking to the rear, he never knew what was happening before he bit the trail dust, blood spurting from his holed chest. Then he didn’t have the time left to him for even a gabbled prayer. One strangled cry bubbled bloodily from his lips and that was his last.

The ambushers were quickly alongside the coach, within hand-gun range. They slammed off wild shots at the pair riding the box.

The sticky atmosphere was all at once thickened with the belch of flame and lead. A crack of fear opened up in the stony face of the Wells Fargo courier. With a snarl he went for his own shooting iron. It was the last decision and the last move he made before his brain exploded inside his bullet-shattered skull. A violent wave of redness was succeeded by a blackness that was absolute and never-ending.

One of the ambushers was bellowing something incomprehensible to the stage driver, presumably ordering him to stop.

“Git goin’, or yuh perish!” Whip O’Reilly roared at his horses. “Run fer it!”

He fed leather to the team, lashing them desperately into a plunging, breakneck, white-eyed run.
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The Hired Gun
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Joshua Dillard rode the trail to Hellyer’s Creek with no great enthusiasm. A one-horse, two-bit, no-account place he’d been told in Tucson before he’d headed out in the tracks of the westbound stage.

But the choice wasn’t his to make. When his gun was for hire he roamed pretty much where he pleased. But at this time the gun – a workmanlike, black-gripped .45 caliber 1873 Colt Peacemaker – was already hired. So he went where the job took him. It was too late to get fussy.

And what the hell? Badmen were badmen whenever and wherever they might raise their ugly heads. From Dillard, they got short shrift. He was a hunter, and his hunting was for men. One time – a long ways back, it seemed – he’d been an operative with the famous Allan Pinkerton Detective Agency. In his heart all he’d wanted was a living, spiced with some excitement and adventure. But a sparkling-eyed, peachy-cheeked wench had made counter-claims on that heart and he’d taken her for a wife.

It was then he’d found out that thief-taking and wife-taking didn’t mix...

To cut a gut-wrenching, life-shattering story short, he was perforce a free agent, a soldier of fortune hating all lawbreakers with what amounted to obsession. In the cold years alone, he’d grown lean and very hard from an assortment of shrewdly chosen labors. Most of these had ended in blood and turmoil, yet never quite his own death.

So the poignant











[image: ]










































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
JOSHUA DILLARD WESTERN # 1

situck Up the 'stage firom Tucson
yshua swung into vengeful action.

# | ,‘vi“ - \E‘l;\i'{#ﬂ

e SHOOTOUT AT
. HELLYER'S
CRM

A BLACK HORSE EXTRA BOOK





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





