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Latimer’s Justice


 


Dean Latimer has a reputation for staying cool under fire and being handy with both his fists and guns. So, when the US marshal needs him to help a lady prove her brother innocent of a murder charge he is the perfect man for the job.


Baxterville though is run by three crooked men with gunslingers backing their play and when Latimer tries to save the innocent man he ends up accused of murder and running for his life.


But Dean Latimer didn’t earn his good name by being meek. When it comes to a fight, there’s hell to pay and no refunds for the losers.
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Chapter One


 


There was a lot of money to be made in the 1850s with a steamboat, making the run from St Louis to Miami, 270 miles all along the Missouri River – often referred to as The Big Muddy. The burgeoning passenger and shipping traffic spawned dozens of companies all competing for the immense amount of wealth that was there for the taking.


Captain Francis T. Belt purchased the Saluda, a side-wheeler steamboat for a song, but the singing was not as loud and melodious as he had hoped. With little effort, he gathered a full load of more than 200 passengers, many of them Mormons from Wales and England, on their way to Council Bluffs, where they would take the long trip across country to the Salt Lake Valley and their Zion.


However, the spring of 1852 had been wet and cold, causing the river to run at flood levels. It was a swift and powerful force of Nature to be reckoned with, especially along the promontory above Lexington, Missouri. To maneuver in to the main waterway the boats had to traverse a bend in the channel, a difficult strait which was currently littered with clumps of ice and running a full head of muddy water.


On 7 April, Captain Belt pitted his steamboat against the raging flow. The Saluda was a double-engine, double-boiler, but she did not have the power to match the awesome torrent of water and swirling blocks of ice. Time and again Belt urged his steamboat ahead and attempted to battle up and around the bend. Each effort was a dismal failure, as the old steamboat simply didn’t have the power to buck the powerful current. After two days of futility, along with suffering ridicule from a crowd of people from town who had gathered to watch each failed effort from the shore, Captain Belt declared it was time to do or die. He ordered the safety valves be locked down and the fireboxes filled to capacity.


He called for every bit of steam the old lady could produce and vowed they were going to make it around the damnable point or else!


The Saluda built up a full head of steam and started off, paddles turning with maximum thrust, the engine practically screaming . . . and then the boilers exploded and blew the ship apart!


Dean Latimer was standing next to his older sister and brother, along with his father and mother, all of them clinging to the side railing, hopeful they would finally advance beyond the near impassable bend.


The sudden and terrifying concussion shattered Dean’s world. Everything went black before his eyes and Dean felt himself launched high into the air. He returned to earth to land on a cold, hard bed which jarred every bone in his body. It seemed that hours passed before he managed to suck in enough air to fill his lungs and get his heart beating again. He forced his eyes open and blinked against the glaring sun. Beyond the thunderous ringing in his ears he could make out cries of pain, shock and despair.


‘Dad?’ He squeaked out the word, eventually able to get his voice to work.


‘Easy there, little pardnuh,’ a gruff yet strangely compassionate voice said. Moving to block the sun, a man leaned over Dean’s body. He had a shaggy beard and black hair stuck out from under a woolen hat. A man of average build and height, he grinned through several missing teeth. ‘You’re gonna’ be jus’ fine, sonny boy.’


Dean managed to rise up on to his elbows, stunned to discover he was well beyond the bank of the river. He looked about and gasped in horror.


The realization of what had happened caused Dean to grow sick. He turned over and vomited, while his mind stuggled to cope with the gruesome scene. There were bodies lying about – some were only large pieces – with smoldering wood and metal scattered about. The river had already swallowed up most of the steamboat, leaving nothing but a few slabs of the hull and a mass of twisted metal still visible in the water. The cries of woe and sorrow were everywhere, coming from those on shore and a few still in the water.


‘You don’t need to be a-seeing this,’ the scruffy-looking man at his side told him. ‘I’ll get you someplace dry and warm, till we learn what happened to the rest of your family.’


Dean could not think and pinched his eyes closed, trying desperately to blot out the horrific scene from his sight. The image embedded before his mind’s eye was of the red streams that had formed along the bank – the blood from the many who had just died, including a few of the spectators who had come to see Captain Belt try his luck against the mighty river. The powerful explosion had sent parts of the ship flying into the crowd like shrapnel, injuring and even killing some of them.


‘Dad and Mom?’ Dean sobbed. ‘My sister and brother?’


‘I’ll be a checking on that for you, pardnuh,’ his rescuer promised. ‘Let’s just find a place for you to warm up.’


Dean risked taking a final look at the tragedy. He needed no one to tell him he was alone in the world. It was an odd quirk of fate that he had been standing atop a riveted iron plate, used to support one of the ropes to secure the ship while in dock. He had been propelled to shore like being shot from a catapult. The only reason he had no broken bones was because he had landed in someone’s shrubbery. The thick bushes had worked like a pile of mattresses to break his fall.


‘Name’s Rambling George Brody, but everyone calls me Ramble,’ the man carrying him explained. ‘Don’t you be fretting, sonny. Soon as we get you in a warm bed, I’ll mosey back and find out what I can about your kin. What’s your name?’


‘Latimer,’ Dean told him. ‘There were five of us.’


‘Got it. Latimer,’ Ramble repeated. ‘I’ll sure ’nuff find out if any of your kin made it to shore.’


Dean was ten, old enough to know it was unmanly to cry, but the tears burned his eyes and a couple drops of moisture escaped to slide down his cheeks. A new life in a new world, his parents had promised. They would have started up a farm or an orchard and been a part of a new community, a piece of the American Dream.


Except the dream has become a nightmare, Dean decided woefully. There was little hope that any of his family had survived. He was alone, completely alone in an unfamiliar land, without a friend or relative in the world.


 


Rambling George Brody was a combination of gadabout and drifter. He did everything from shag freight to break horses and even worked in a saloon on occasion. With Dean Latimer being an orphan, Ramble took charge of his care. The boy already knew how to read and write, so his education grew to include chores of all kinds and tending to their campsite and animals. When Ramble killed game, Latimer was instructed on how to skin the animal and clean and tan the hide. When Ramble tended bar, Latimer would run drinks to tables and help clean up after the last patron was gone.


Ramble especially wanted Latimer to be able to handle himself. By the time he was twelve Latimer could shoot better than most men. Ramble also had a habit of promoting wrestling or boxing contests, pitting Latimer against bigger boys so he could get someone to wager against him. With the tricks Ramble taught Dean, plus what he learned on his own, he was soon pinning or knocking down youths who were considerably bigger and stronger than himself. As for the shooting competition, Ramble often bet someone a meal or a couple dollars that Latimer was a better shot than whoever they could find to pit against him.


Eventually Ramble landed a permanent job for them at a way station. Dean got to know the stage drivers and most of them became aware of the boy’s talent with his fists or a gun. They often teamed with Ramble to make wagers against some arrogant jack or braggart who thought he could best a skinny teenage boy. Most often, Dean’s opponent discovered it was best not to judge the measure of a man by his size or youthful appearance.


The war between the Confederacy and Union came, yet had little effect on their position, as the express companies continued to haul supplies and passengers. Dean Latimer grew to be a man and continued to work with Ramble, tending horses and maintaining the way station. During the winter months Latimer would do a lot of reading – the National Police Gazette became his favorite magazine. Then, a few months after the end of the war, Ramble took sick. He passed away from pneumonia and Latimer was left on his own. Twenty-three and weary of working at the same job and never able to travel, Latimer sought new employment.


Having earned a reputation as a man who did the job and could also handle himself, he started riding shotgun and did some relief driving for the express and stagecoach company. He quickly proved his worth by defending the company’s money and passengers whenever road agents attempted to rob the stage. His prowess with a gun again proved useful when a handful of renegade Indians tried to stop the stage. The company recognized his special abilities and began using him to protect shipments of gold or when a lot of cash was being moved. It wasn’t something Latimer wanted to do for the rest of his life, but it earned him better than average pay until something else came along.









Chapter Two


 


Constance stormed in to confront her father at his Merchant’s Bank office. He happened to be alone, so she closed the door behind her.


‘Did you read the telegram I left on your desk?’ she asked breathlessly.


Lionel Dewitt stroked his perfectly trimmed moustache, a habit of his whenever he was anxious or deeply concerned.


‘Preposterous!’ he declared. ‘How could Sheldon have gotten into such a mess? Why weren’t we notified by the proper authorities right away?’


‘It’s a territorial jail at Baxterville, Wyoming. The message appears to have been sent anonymously. It’s possible the people there are afraid of the local law. The fact is, Sheldon is going to be tried for murder. He might be sentenced to hang!’


‘I’ll contact the attorney general and have him put a stop to it,’ Lionel promised.


‘Wyoming was only declared a territory a few months ago. What if those people don’t recognize his authority?’ lamented Constance. ‘We can’t sit by and let this happen.’


‘I don’t know what else we can do, daughter.’


Constance fumed and paced about the room, wringing her hands as ideas flashed through her mind. ‘We must stop this. He’s your only son left who. . . .’ She stopped that argument and changed her approach. ‘I’ll go to Baxterville myself and put an end to this miscarriage of justice.’


‘You don’t have a background in law or any legal authority,’ Lionel said. ‘What can you possibly hope to do?’


‘I can make sure Sheldon doesn’t get railroaded to the gallows,’ Constance declared. ‘This has to be a mistake.’


‘You can’t make a trip all that way alone,’ Lionel argued. ‘And I can’t leave the bank for an extended period of time. We’ve got our entire future at stake.’


‘I’ll hire a couple of men to take with me, men who aren’t afraid of some backwoods lawman, whose only authority was granted to him by a handful of crooks.’


‘Perhaps I can find a lawyer to send with you?’


‘There isn’t any time,’ Constance answered firmly. ‘All I need is the money to make the trip and pay for the help.’


‘Take Simms with you. He can act as your chaperone and be there if you run in to some financial difficulty,’ Lionel outlined, speaking of the mild-mannered vice-president of the bank. ‘But what about the legality of this? How do you propose to stop them from convicting Sheldon?’


‘I’m sure he isn’t guilty, Father. I’ll find the highest authority in the territory to stand with me. We’ll force them to move the trial to a neutral city or some place where we can get a real judge.’


‘I’ll contact the governor and ask for his help. I’m sure we can delay the trial for a few weeks.’ He uttered a grunt of disgust. ‘I didn’t know Sheldon was going all the way to Wyoming and the Dakotas. What on earth was he doing so far from home?’


‘You know Sheldon. He bragged to me that he was going on an extended hunting expedition. He wanted to bag a couple trophies for his office.’


‘Office?’ Lionel’s brows crested high on his forehead. ‘What office?’


‘When we are ready to start another bank. He said you promised you would make him a bank president.’


‘That could be years from now,’ Lionel jeered. ‘I told him he would have to learn the ropes and put in a lot of work first.’


‘Well, you know Sheldon. A lot of work to him is getting up before noon and dressing himself. Anything more than that and he is worn out for a week.’


‘All right, all right. You hire a couple of bodyguards to go with you and I’ll speak to Simms. Next, I’ll put together some money and write out a couple of bank drafts you can use as you need the cash. However,’ he eyed her with a skeptical gaze, ‘be sure you hire trustworthy men. I’ll worry myself sick if you end up wandering clear across the country with a pair of unsavory saddle bums.’


‘Whatever you say, Father,’ Constance promised, while not meeting his intense scrutiny. ‘I’ll be fine.’


 


Konrad Ellington had stopped at Broken Spoke, Wyoming, to visit his lady friend. Amber Walters, a widow in her early thirties, ran a ladies’ dry goods store, mostly dress-material, fixings, threads, yarn and such. But her kids had been underfoot, so he hadn’t had much time alone with her. His idea had been to wait until closing and hope she could find someone to watch the children for a couple hours. He wanted to talk about their future in private. At least, that had been his plan.


The stage arrived and he paused to watch. A lady stepped down from the coach, smartly dressed, with dark, raven-black hair pulled back in a severe bun at the back of her head. The sunhat she wore was quite stylish for this part of the country, and her entire outfit was more fashionable than most. The dress had a tunic-style bodice, which extended down to serve as an overskirt, although it was unbuttoned from the ankles to above the knees, revealing a ruffled white underskirt. Obviously, she preferred freedom of movement for riding in a cramped coach or walking. Just now her entire ensemble was covered with a thin layer of dust from the stage ride.


Mitt McGee, an acquaintance of Konrad’s from previous visits to Broken Spoke, had been driving the stage. He left the team and proceeded to accompany the woman directly over to where Konrad was sitting on a porch chair, in front of the town pharmacy.


‘Hey, Marshal,’ McGee greeted him. ‘Glad we finally caught up with you.’


‘You’ve been looking for me?’


‘Heard you were up this way visiting a friend.’ McGee flashed a salacious wink. ‘The lady here was keen on finding you.’ With a shrug, ‘Reckon it’s because you are about the only real lawman we have in Wyoming, other than for a local badge here or there at a couple of the larger towns.’


Konrad smiled and asked, ‘How’s the family? You keeping a roof over the heads of your wife and your brood?’


‘It keeps me busy,’ McGee replied. ‘I never expected to ever marry, let alone end up with a passel of young’uns.’


‘You need to transfer to driving stage on longer runs, so you aren’t home so much.’


McGee laughed. ‘You’re about five kids too late with that advice.’


Konrad chuckled at the remark, though he noticed the woman’s gaze had grown cooler with impatience during the friendly exchange between him and McGee. He reluctantly got down to addressing her problem.


‘I’m Konrad Ellington, US Marshal for Wyoming Territory . . . along with Colorado and a share of the Dakotas,’ he explained to the woman. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘I am Constance Dewitt, Marshal.’ Her tone was brusque. ‘And I sought you out to acquire your help in securing the release of my brother, Sheldon. He has been falsely incarcerated by a corrupt judge and other villainous men who masquerade as the law over at Baxterville.’


‘You say he’s in jail?’


‘Yes, with a charge of murder hanging over his head.’


McGee remarked to Konrad, ‘Sam Gundy drives stage and makes the run from Rimrock to Baxterville and back twice a week. You ever been up that way?’


‘No, but I do know it’s over near the Montana-Wyoming border,’ replied Konrad. ‘I’ve heard a story or two about the town from a couple Canadian buffalo hunters I met at Laramie some time back.’


‘They are charging my brother for a murder he didn’t commit. If they find him guilty, they may very well hang him. My father has contacted the territorial governor and he promised to have them to delay the trial, but he won’t intervene as to the handling of the case. I doubt there is a single honest-to-goodness judge in all of Wyoming.’


‘Sam told me they had a city sheriff and a judge,’ McGee jumped in. ‘It’s a fair-sized town, located in a valley that lies betwixt two mountain ranges. They get a lot of travelers going through to the Dakotas or Montana.’


‘Do you have any proof of your brother’s innocence?’ Konrad asked the lady.


‘I know Shelly is not a killer,’ she stated piously.


He frowned. ‘The word of a sister is hardly grounds for a judge to dismiss a murder case.’


‘My father is Lionel Washington Dewitt. He is sole owner of the Merchant’s Bank of St Louis. My brother didn’t serve during the war and has only fired a gun when out hunting for game. He’s about as docile as an earthworm and has never engaged in so much as a bout of fisticuffs in his life.’


‘With your father being such a prominent citizen, why didn’t he send a lawyer to try and win your brother’s freedom?’


‘Because we’re talking about a hostile town with its own judge and rules. A man without a certain singular authority is not going to do any good.’


Konrad considered her argument, then observed, ‘I’m surprised your father allowed you to travel all this way alone.’


She made a face. ‘I began with one of our bank’s vice-presidents and two hired men,’ she clarified. ‘The smoke from the train caused the vice-president to cough and hack like a man dying of consumption. He feared the dust from a stagecoach would kill him. Plus he had warm butter for a backbone and constantly whined about every little discomfort.’ Constance sighed. ‘I left him to catch the return train at Fort Kearny.’


‘And your hired men?’


‘I spied an unsavory-looking gentleman talking to them at the train station. I’m not sure what was discussed. However, when we picked up my luggage to transfer it to the stage depot, the two employees insisted that I more than double their pay. I refused to pay such an extortionate amount and fired them both.’ She took a breath and levelled her gaze upon Konrad. ‘It was then that I decided to seek out the law. The man at the telegraph station said you were here in Broken Spoke, so I came to see you personally. I need a man of influence – a man such as yourself – to help me save my brother.’


‘A US Marshal has a lot of responsibilities, but investigating an arrest and conviction is not one of them. We uphold the law and bring criminals to justice; we serve warrants, settle disputes and handle chores beyond the scope of local town or county sheriffs. I don’t have the jurisdiction to enter Baxterville and demand the release of a prisoner.’


‘But he was framed!’


‘Why should they make up a charge against him?’


‘I have no idea. Perhaps he saw something he shouldn’t have, or maybe he inadvertently insulted someone. I don’t know.’


McGee had not missed a word of the conversation. As Konrad pondered the problem he broke the uncomfortable silence.


‘I wonder if Latimer could be of some help?’


Konrad eyed him thoughtfully. ‘Dean Latimer? Did he arrive with you?’


McGee tipped his head in the direction of the coach. ‘He rode shotgun for me on this trip. We were carrying a fair sum of money to deliver to the bank.’ McGee pointed down the street. ‘See? He’s just finished getting the receipt for the transfer.’


Konrad paused to consider the young man. He had crossed trails with Latimer once or twice before and knew a little of his history. The man was quiet, yet capable, with a deadly aim and ice in his blood. He asked McGee what he thought.


‘One thing I’ve learned about him, Konrad,’ McGee replied, ‘is that he is the most soft-spoken gent I ever met . . . considering the line of work he’s in. Must have ridden with him a couple dozen times and I’ve never known him to lose his temper.’


This reinforced Konrad’s opinion. ‘I wonder if he might be a little too passive for a job like this?’


‘Don’t let his quiet and mannerly behavior fool you, Marshal. You remember the Eckland boys, over at Gillett, and the way they kept running roughshod over everyone in town?’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Latimer tamed them both without firing a shot. They are both serving time at Laramie prison as we speak.’


‘I saw the Eckland names in a monthly crime report, but Latimer wasn’t mentioned.’


‘The local sheriff took credit for the arrest, but it was Latimer who took the two boys down.’
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