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Chapter 1

[image: ]


John Randolph had been ill from food poisoning for the last two hours and was barely able to row out to the steamship. Climbing aboard the ENDEAVOR, the deck hand fell to his knees near the railing as nausea washed over him once again. His stomach began easing after heaving into the Gulf of Mexico for the third time, and Randolph slowly crawled to the nearest storeroom. Slumped in the doorway, he dozed for the next hour until he suddenly awoke, sensing he was no longer alone. 

Two sailors, Jack Billings and Barney Abbot, had clamored over the side of the steamboat and began talking quietly, no more than three feet from where he was seated. The moon was behind a heavy cloud bank, making it nearly impossible to see any distance. 

“You sure the captain’s on board?” Abbot asked. 

“Where else would he be,” Billings replied. “He doesn’t drink or chase women. Them church goers are strange people.” 

“You sure he’s got the money with him?” the unimaginative Abbot asked. 

“He’s got the gold, alright. I seen him put it in saddlebags, and get into the dinghy to come out here. Those bags were heavy,” Billings assured his companion. 

“I’m going to enjoy sticking my knife into that snob bastard. Too bad we can’t steal the boat as well. He ain’t gonna have no use for it when 

I’m done with him. The fish will eat his carcass tonight,” the burley Abbot snarled. 

Jack Billings was tall and gaunt with dark circles under his eyes that made him look older than his thirty years. Barney Abbot was a powerfully built sailor, angry most of the time, and in possession of little self-control. Abbot was wanted for robbery and assault in New Orleans, but escaped the city as a sailor on the ENDEAVOR before he could be arrested. 

All thoughts of sickness left John Randolph’s mind as he listened to the two men plotting to rob and murder the ENDEAVOR’s Captain, Allen Hawkins. John recognized their voices and now broke out in a sweat wondering how he could alert the captain. The sailors quietly moved forward across the main deck of the steam ship until they reached stairs going up to the second level where passengers stayed during voyages. They briefly conferred and quietly climbed the stairs as the moon slowly came out from behind clouds, and the main deck became dimly illuminated. 

Randolph made up his mind, stood up and walked unsteadily on to the main deck where he could see the second level. He weighed two hundred and thirty pounds and had a rugged look about him. His face, usually clean shaven, was covered with stubble, his eyes were bloodshot and watering, and sweat coated his forehead and cheeks. 

“Billings! Abbot! Come down here!” John yelled. “Leave the captain alone!” 

The sailors were just beginning to climb the stairs to the wheelhouse and separate captain’s quarters on the third level when Randolph’s voice rang out. They looked at each other, surprised and unsure of what course of action to take. “What do we do?” Abbot asked. 

“Let’s go back down and take care of this guy. The gold is worth too much to quit now,” Billings stated. They quickly climbed down to the main deck and advanced towards Randolph. 

“We don’t mean no harm,” said Billings. “We was just going to talk with the captain.” 

Randolph suddenly realized the danger he was in, having no weapon and two sailors advancing swiftly towards him. “Get back!” Randolph yelled. The moon came out fully from behind a cloud bank, and he could see that both men carried knives. Captain Hawkins, awakened by John’s yells, jumped up and stumbled out of his cabin, grabbing the railing as he looked down at the three men. The sailor’s blades glinted in the moonlight as the men separated and closed in on Randolph from two sides. 

Billings lurched forward and thrust his knife towards Randolph’s stomach. John grabbed his attacker’s arm, swung Billings in a half circle, throwing him into Abbot. The robbers grunted and cried out. Abbot pushed Billings away and dove at Randolph, his knife arcing as he tried to cut Randolph’s throat. The blade sliced John’s cheek but missed his throat. Randolph grabbed Abbot by his upper arm and threw the sailor up against the deck railing. 

Jack Billings jumped forward and again tried to bury his knife in the young man’s stomach. Randolph knocked his arm aside and struck Billings with a hard right to the temple. The sailor went down and dropped his knife. “Finish him!” Billings shouted as he crawled to retrieve his weapon. 

Abbot let out a deep guttural cry as he charged Randolph. The men came together, Randolph grabbing the attacker’s hand holding the knife. The men whirled in a circle, two big sailors groaning and grunting as they each fought for an advantage. 

Captain Hawkins had climbed down from the third level of the steam ship and ran up to the men, revolver in hand. “Stop it! That’s enough! What’s wrong with you men!” he yelled. 

Billings’ attention now turned to Hawkins, and he leaped at the captain, knife raised. Hawkins shot the sailor in the face at point blank range, instinct saving his life. A shocked look passed over Billings’ face, his mouth opened and his eyes were wide as he fell to his knees and then on to his face, dead. Hawkins was horrified by his own actions and was momentarily frozen in place as he stared wide-eyed at the dead sailor, dumbfounded by the deadly series of events. 

Randolph and Abbot crashed to the deck, rolling over and over, each man wrestling for an advantage. Abbot pulled his arm free and stabbed Randolph in the shoulder. Randolph cried out, grabbed Abbot’s wrist with both of his hands, summoned all of his strength, and moved the weapon slowly towards Abbot’s throat. Abbot unsuccessfully tried to jerk his head away just as Randolph forced the knife blade into his neck. The would-be assassin bellowed as the knife pierced his artery and blood streamed on to the deck. The mortally wounded sailor grabbed his throat, trying for several seconds to halt the gushing flow of blood. Then he stopped, his eyes and mouth opened wide, and he became motionless as life drained away. 

Randolph rolled off the sailor on to his hands and knees but exertion of the fight was now turning to shock, and he couldn’t stand. Captain Hawkins retrieved bandages from a first aid station and attended to Randolph’s cut and stab wound. “What caused this?” he asked in a choked voice. Randolph slowly explained why he had returned to the steamship and what he had overheard. 

Hawkins was quiet while he finished bandaging Randolph and thought about what John had told him. “I owe you my life. Thank you,” said the polite ship’s captain. “You never know when you hire a man what you’ll get. I suppose I should contact the Army detachment near here and relate what happened.” 

Randolph’s wounds were throbbing, but the shock was wearing off. “Don’t do that,” he urged. “There’s no telling how the other crew members will take the news. You’d get a bad reputation when none of this was your fault. You did nothing wrong.” 

“What do you recommend?” 

“Let’s clean up the garbage,” John Randolph declared. 

Ten minutes later Randolph and Hawkins loaded the two bodies into a row boat. Hawkins manned the oars as they left the small inlet separating the mainland from a long, pencil thin island. Brazos Santiago was at the tip of the island, but was dark and quiet at 3 a.m. as the boat moved into the Gulf of Mexico. Once they felt the current flowing out, they dumped the bodies. 

“By morning the sharks will have eaten both of them,” Randolph said. 

Upon their return to the ship, they began cleaning blood from the decking with sea water and concluded their work as the sun came up. They sat with their backs against a column that supported the second and third levels of the steam ship. Both men were exhausted. 

They were a contrast in personalities and physical appearance. Allen Hawkins was thinner and shorter, had a long face and soft brown eyes that women loved. He wore a close cropped, brown moustache and goatee, but the rest of his face was clean shaven. Hawkins never swore and was introspective, the product of a strong Presbyterian upbringing and private church schools in Pennsylvania. He was six feet tall, physically strong and considered quite handsome by the ladies. His honesty was well known, and he was thought of as a man projecting strong moral character. 

John Randolph’s size separated him from most men, including Hawkins. He had a big torso, large head and towered above his peers. His eyes were icy blue and unwavering under thick, dark brown eyebrows. A prominent nose complimented a rock-like chin and high forehead framed with curly brown hair. Randolph was quiet most of the time, but when he did speak, people listened. The sailor looked ten years older than his age of twenty-four. His parents, farmers near New Orleans, both died in a cholera epidemic shortly after he graduated from high school. Randolph had been sailing on one ship or another ever since, trying to cope with the death of his loved ones. 

“Let’s get in the dinghy and head for shore. We’ll get your wounds sewn up and then you can stay with some friends of mine until you can return to work. I’ll never be able to thank you enough for saving my life,” Hawkins insisted.

“I was in the right place at the right time. I had no idea it would go down the way it did. If I hadn’t had food poisoning, I wouldn’t have been here,” Randolph pointed out. 

The men were quiet, both thinking about recent events. “I’ve never killed a man before,” Allen admitted, regretfully. 

“Neither have I,” Randolph asserted. “But, if we hadn’t defended ourselves, we’d have ended up as fish bait.” 

Their eyes met and held. “Is there anything I can do for you?” Hawkins asked in a sincere voice. 

John only had to think for a moment. “Teach me to be a pilot.” 
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Chapter Two
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Diego Santiago entered the Reynosa office of Don Miguel Hernandez and smiled at the pretty receptionist, who appeared delighted to see him. 

“I’ll tell Don Miguel you are here,” Maria said as she rose from behind the desk. She walked through the open office area to Hernandez’ private office, swinging her hips as she moved. Santiago did not miss any of her movements, his eyes hooded as he studied her. His penetrating dark eyes gleamed as he watched the pretty women. 

Women loved the handsome Mexican smuggler, and he loved the ladies. His black moustache, well-trimmed goatee and bushy eyebrows, were accented by curly black hair, giving him an overall appearance of a successful rancher. He wore tight fitting, light tan slacks and a matching jacket over a flowery white shirt, complimented by a black string tie. 

She returned, smiling, and told Santiago that Don Miguel would see him now. 

“Will you be at the fiesta tomorrow,” he asked. 

“Yes. My sister and I are going.” 

“Perhaps we can get together?” 

Maria beamed. “I’d like that,” she said. 

Diego walked into Hernandez’ office noting that the money man for a large smuggling gang, had a sour expression on his face. Hernandez was short, fat and had puffy circles around his eyes. His small mouth and large jowls gave him a pig-like appearance, and his face was coated with a greasy sweat. He did not like Santiago because he couldn’t control him. Now, he had discovered that Diego was having an affair with his wife, and hated the smuggler with a passion. 

Before Santiago could sit down, Don Miguel tossed a large pouch of money to the end of his desk. “There’s your money,” said Hernandez in a gruff voice. 

Santiago picked it up. “The exchange in Monterrey went forward without any problems,” said Diego. 

“You’ll be notified when the next shipment of goods is ready to be brought across the river. That’s all,” he said curtly. 

Diego was going to attempt to make conversation, but decided that it would be useless. He turned, walked out of the office, leaving the door open. The fat businessman rushed around from behind his desk and closed the door. Smiling to himself, Diego chatted with Maria for a couple of minutes, promising to find her at the fiesta and departed. 

He whistled as he left the office, strolling along the boardwalk, a man without a care in the world. The first shot destroyed his serenity, sending a bullet through his sombrero next to his right ear. Diego’s eyes opened wide in disbelief. He instinctively ducked and began running in a crouched position. The early afternoon quiet was shattered by a wave of gunfire from four Mexican assassins. A bullet grazed his left thigh and another slug went through the fleshy part of his left shoulder, but did not strike bones. He rounded the corner of the building and ran into an alley that took him to a street parallel to the front road. Diego continued running, legs churning as he attempted to put some distance between himself and his pursuers.

Antonio Lugo and his men raced after Santiago. “You two follow him down the alley. Juan, you and I will continue down the main street,” said Lugo. The two-man teams split up and began the chase. 

Diego checked his wounds and noted that he was not seriously injured but was bleeding profusely. When shots were fired from behind, Santiago changed course and ran between two buildings to the front street he had just left. Lugo and a second gunman, Juan Martinez, reached the same spot, and all three men looked surprised as they came face to face with each other. Santiago raised his revolver and fired a bullet through Martinez’ forehead. Lugo fired a wild shot, then dived behind a watering trough. Diego continued running down the street, but at a slower pace as loss of blood began to take its toll. Stumbling along, gasping for breath, his eyes widened, and he snarled as his will to survive kicked in. 

The other pair of gunmen joined Lugo as they ran after Santiago, all firing sporadically. Diego was panting, wheezing, barely able to stay on his feet as he reached the dock on the Rio Grande. He looked frantically for a small boat, but none were moored at the wharf. Several shots came close to him and Diego decided to try and swim the Rio Grande. He dived into the water and swam as fast as possible to the center of the river, then began swimming with the current as he was swept downstream. Lugo and his men fired shot after shot at his head and shoulders, but the swift river had carried him out of accurate range. 

John Randolph’s steamship was moving downstream as the shootout unfolded before him. “Don’t run him over, Pedro,” he shouted to his pilot. Randolph uncoiled a rope and stood at the side of the steamboat as it came abreast of Santiago. The captain threw the rope and it landed on Diego’s shoulder. Santiago wrapped it around his arm with his remaining strength, as the crew pulled him alongside. Three pairs of hands grabbed the smuggler, whose energy was spent, and pulled him aboard the steam-ship. His wounds were bandaged, he was carried to the crew’s quarters, put on a cot and covered with blankets. Diego woke in the late afternoon, ate some soup, and slept until the next morning. Randolph entered the crew’s quarters and could see that Santiago was awake. 

“You slept all night. Are you able to eat some breakfast?” 

“Sure. Thanks for saving my life.” He sat up on the edge of the cot and winced from the pain. “I’d rather sit out on the deck, if that’s possible.” 

“Yes. I’ll get a couple of men to help you move to the deck.” 

Randolph was called to the wheelhouse to observe a channel that had changed course and returned to the main deck five minutes later. “Would you like some company?” he asked Diego. 

“Yeah. You probably wonder what the hell was going on yesterday.” 

“Well, it had crossed my mind,” said Randolph. The captain pulled up a deck chair and sat down. 

His piercing eyes studied Randolph for a few moments. “I’m Diego Santiago.” 

“I’ve heard of you. I’m John Randolph. I own this steamboat.” 

“If you’ve heard of me, you know that I do some smuggling.” “Quite a bit from what I understand,” Randolph said and grinned. 

“I’m not sure what happened yesterday. I picked up money from one of the smuggling groups, headed out the office door and walked into an ambush. I think there were four of them and I killed one. Anyway, I made it as far as the river and you know the rest.” 

“Any idea who was behind the assassination attempt?” 

“I’m pretty sure it was the man who paid me. I’ve been seeing his wife whenever the opportunity arises.” 

A smile appeared on Randolph’s face. Both men grinned and then laughed. “Was she worth it?’ 

“She was good, but not that good.” 

The smuggler and the ship’s captain began laughing again, and within minutes had started a friendship that would last a lifetime. Although he was a smuggler, Diego was straight forward, open and frank in his conversations. He did not try to hide his trade, and was very intelligent in his observations concerning life and people. Diego had an ingrained toughness just below the surface that Randolph recognized as being the same personality trait he carried. 

“I can provide you with a safe place to stay when we get to Matamoros,” John told him. 

“Thanks, but I know Matamoros quite well and have several places where I can stay. I’m curious, John, have you been in this transport business very long?” 

“About two years. I earned my credentials as a pilot about a year and a half ago, and became a captain a year ago. I’m now a partner in this shipping enterprise with Allen Hawkins, the original owner. Allen prefers the administrative end of the business. I’m always restless and like to be training men and delivering cargo.” 

Santiago nodded his head in understanding. “I notice you’ve got a Mexican pilot.” 

“Both of our pilots, Pedro Garcia and Juan Morales, are Mexicans. We pay them well, and they love the status that goes with being at the helm of steamships. They also listen and pass along information about the political undercurrents. My partner, Allen, and I have to stay informed. We deal almost exclusively with Mexicans, and politics in Mexico is always volatile.” 

“Your company has a reputation for delivering goods on time. The others seem to have a lot of accidents and are seldom on time. Why are you so successful?” 

John thought for a moment and lit a cigar. “It’s a risky business. Steamboats are damaged and destroyed through mishandling, carelessness or simply bad luck. Our pilots are trained for months until they know every twist and turn between Matamoros and Camargo, and even then, you can’t avoid submerged trees, sandbars that come and go, changing channels and reefs that sometimes are visible, sometimes not. The other companies bring pilots and captains from the Mississippi and other rivers, who don’t understand the Rio Grande and they end up having a lot of accidents.” 

Diego accepted a cigar that Randolph offered him. “These high tariffs and taxes make my smuggling business much in demand. It’s difficult to believe what tobacco sells for in Monterrey,” Santiago maintained. 

Randolph laughed. “I know. Tobacco that costs a few dollars in New Orleans goes for seventy-five dollars per container in Monterrey, because it’s on the Mexican government’s prohibited list. The wealthy mine owners, merchants and land owners will pay any price for machinery, hardware, firearms and tobacco.” 

“This shipping route from the Gulf of Mexico upstream for two hundred miles is a corridor lined with silver and gold for both of us,” Diego pointed out. 

“We’re about an hour away from docking. Are you sure you don’t want me to provide you with a safe house? I have a small home across the river that I use when I’m here. But I’m leaving for Corpus Christi,” Randolph explained. “There should be a housekeeper there and you’re welcome to stay as long as you like” 

Diego looked at his new friend with gratitude. “Thanks. But I’ll be safe in Matamoros, safer than anyone who might be looking for me. I have friends and business associates there. John, I appreciate all your help. I’d be dead if it weren’t for you.” 

Randolph nodded his head in understanding and grinned. “If you ever want to get into the shipping business, let me know.” 

“I’m already in the transport business. I just don’t like paying tariffs and taxes,” Diego said and grinned. 

When the steamship docked, the men went in different directions. Randolph found his partner, Allen Hawkins, at the Matamoros Hotel, and the two men had dinner together that evening. He told Hawkins about saving Diego Santiago from the assassins. 

“Santiago has quite a reputation. The Mexican government would love to get its hands on him,” Hawkins stated. 

“Last month’s government or this month’s government?” The two men laughed. The Mexican government stayed in power for less than a year on average before new leaders ousted the old, promising that corruption and unscrupulous profiteering would end, but it never did. 

***
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The following morning the partners walked to Richard Steele’s office. A pretty secretary went to the inner office to announce their arrival, and two minutes later Steele walked out to greet them. The no-nonsense businessman was of medium build, had short cropped salt and pepper colored hair and a long oval, clean shaven face. The one feature that instantly stood out were Steele’s eyes. They were dark, piercing and calculating, and gave the impression he was always analyzing men standing in front of him. The three men shook hands, and entered Steele’s office. He motioned for them to be seated at a round office table and joined them. Steele was dressed in an expensive dark blue suit, white shirt and tie. His eyes moved continually from Randolph to Hawkins and back again, as if probing for weaknesses. 

“Gentlemen, the reason I have asked you to come here is that my steamship business on the Rio Grande has not been operating the way it should. There are far too many accidents and delays which means loss of revenue. I would like you to come and work for me. There would be good salaries and profit sharing on a quarterly basis,” Steele explained forcefully. 

Randolph and Hawkins looked at one another. “We have two steamboats ...” Hawkins began, but was cut off by Steele. 

“I’ll buy them at a fair price,” Steele announced. “You’ll end up making more money working for me than being on your own. What do you say?” “We rather enjoy having our own business,” Hawkins said in a measured tone. 

John’s resentment of Steele’s overbearing attitude and brazen attempt to control the men sitting opposite him, caused Randolph to forgo an earlier promise to behave. His eyes narrowed and his lips tightened as he glared at Steele. 

“Your ships are a mess. Your pilots are below average and don’t know a thing about the Rio Grande. Why would we want to work for you? Your steamship venture has been a disaster,” he said gruffly. John returned Steele’s angry look with an unflinching stare. 

Hawkins, always the negotiator and calming influence, thought it was time to intervene. “Gentlemen, I think we should keep this meeting friendly and business-like and determine if there is some middle ground that we can agree upon.” 

Randolph did not get along well with demanding, domineering and arrogant businessmen and returned to the attack. “You don’t have any experience with ships or what it takes to pilot them. You’ve lost most of your investment so far and you want us to save the money that’s pouring out of the holes in your boats. We don’t need you. You need us!” John emphasized. 

Steele’s cold eyes were fixed on Randolph, analyzing the big man seated in front of him. “What you say is true. Of all my businesses, this is the only one losing money. You men have excellent reputations and know how to operate boats on this snake-like, monster of a river. As an alternative to my first proposal, I will suggest the idea of a partnership.” Allen and John looked at one another, momentarily surprised. 

“You’re a hard man to insult,” Randolph said and smiled. 

A hint of a smile flashed across Steele’s face. “Facts are what they are. I need your expertise and experience. It’s that simple. I propose a partnership where each of you would receive twenty-five percent of the profits and fifty percent would go to me. I would be the one financing all of the company’s needs. You two would handle the day-to-day operations. What do you say to that?” Steele asked. His cold eyes were penetrating as he looked from one man to another, probing for an advantage. 

“Allen, are you agreeable to some type of partnership?” Randolph asked. 

Hawkins thought for a moment and slowly nodded his head. “Yes, if we can work out a fair and equitable agreement.” 

Randolph forged ahead with a new proposition. “I propose that each of us receives one-third of the profits on a quarterly basis. Allen will direct day-to-day operations, scheduling, logistics, and contracts. I will handle the training of pilots and crews and will be on the river most of the time. Richard, you would be the money man and your investments would be factored in on a scheduled payback basis before profits are distributed,” John proposed. 

A small smile crossed Steele’s face before the predatory look returned to his eyes. “I agree to the basics of your idea. The three of us will share equally in the profits. There are some details we need to attend to before we can actually sign a partnership. The most important is voting rights. The two of you are partners and probably would vote in unison. That doesn’t leave me with any say, especially when it comes to spending large quantities of my money.” 

“You could say no to spending your own money. There’s no way we can force you to agree to fund something you don’t want,” John pointed out. 

“So, we are talking about voting rights within the partnership,” Allen indicated. “Suppose we give you forty-nine and one-half percent with the same amount divided between John and me. The final one percent would be held by a neutral third party to be used only to break a tie.” 

Steele nodded his head in agreement. “Who do you have in mind?” 

“Sam Barkley. We both use his law firm in Corpus Christi,” Hawkins pointed out. “He’s the most honest lawyer I can think of.” The three men agreed Barkley would be honest and fair in his decisions, if any were needed. 

During the next hour they talked through various legalities involving the proposed partnership. Hawkins and Randolph were surprised that Steele was so anxious to clear up minor differences among the participants, and get the partnership started. The men had dinner together that evening, and Steele was cordial, almost friendly as they talked about the transport business and the Rio Grande. 

“Why is it your pilots are so much better than mine?” Steele asked. 

“They’re Mexicans,” John stated. 

“What does that have to do with it?” 

“Look around. All you see is Mexicans. They’re hard-working men who want to better themselves and make better lives for their families. I work them hard during training. Two out of three don’t make it. A few are quick to learn the twists and turns of the river, have natural talent and superior eyesight. That’s the type we look for. If they fail during pilot training, usually I’ll bring them on as crew members,” John explained. “My guess is you’ve brought pilots from the Mississippi and other eastern rivers. There’s a reason they want to come here and it’s not for the scenery. For many, it may be their last chance.” 

Steele frowned. “One captain had two accidents within a mile of his departure point. He jumped ship and that’s the last I saw of him.” The three partners began laughing. 
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Chapter Three
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President James Polk impatiently drummed his fingers on the desk top waiting for his friend John Slidell, to arrive at the White House. He had chosen Slidell to negotiate with Mexico about several controversial issues immediately after Texas was annexed into the union 

“Where the hell is he?” Polk stated loudly. “You’d think he would have the decency to be on time.” 

The second man in the room was Mark Richards, Polk’s Chief of Staff. “He’ll be here very shortly, Mr. President. I know he was meeting with Secretary of State Buchanan just prior to coming here.” 

“Who’s more important, me or James Buchanan?” 

“You are sir.” 

Polk got to his feet and nervously paced back and forth in his office. 

One of Richards’ strong points was his ability to pacify the iron-willed President who was often brash and short-tempered, and this morning needed pampering. 

“Check again. I haven’t got all day,” Polk complained. 

“Yes sir,” said Richards as he got up and left the room. 

Polk, only five-feet, eight-inches tall, was considered to be colorless and cagy, but combined boundless ambition with an absolute determination to succeed. He could be sly and deeply deceptive, smooth involving intrigues and manipulations when they served his purpose, or he could be a domineering tyrant. 

The door opened and Richards entered with John Slidell, a handsome older man, balding in front. His eyes were large and expression-filled, conveyed his feelings without speaking. His political history was long, having
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