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Reuben’s Revenge


 


Reuben and Grace Chisholm led a happy, almost idyllic life on a small homestead. Until one day that was to change their lives.


While Reuben was in town collecting provisions, he had time for one beer. While in the saloon, he’d heard that their closest neighbours, the Carver family, had been murdered and their home burned to the ground. Reuben’s first thought was for his wife, Grace, alone at the homestead. He had to get back as quickly as possible and protect her. But he was too late. The house had been burned to the ground and there was no sign of his wife.


He had to find her, but it was five long arduous years before he finally found the truth about that day.
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Prologue


 


Reuben Chisholm loaded the buggy with supplies, helped by Silas, the store assistant. Sweat was pouring down his back as the temperature rose. Reuben took his Stetson off and, using his bandanna, wiped his head and neck.


‘Sure is a hot one, Silas,’ he said.


‘Sure is,’ Silas replied. ‘All set now?’


‘Yeah, thanks for your help,’ Reuben said as he pulled a tarp over the supplies, securing it to the buggy. ‘Think I’ll grab a quick beer before I set off. Would appreciate it if you’d keep an eye on the buggy. Be seeing you next month, Silas.’


‘Sure thing, Mr Chisholm.’


 Reuben walked over to the nearest saloon, pushed his way through the batwings and walked up to the bar counter.


‘Howdy, Reuben. Beer?’ the barkeep asked.


‘The colder the better, Marvin,’ Reuben replied. ‘Hot enough out there to fry an egg.’


Reuben downed the beer without even breathing and, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, pushed the mug towards the barkeep. ‘One more, then I must be off,’ he said.


While the beer was being poured, Reuben leaned back on the bar and took a look around the saloon.


It was three in the afternoon, so the saloon was filled mostly with old-timers, nursing a beer for as long as possible. Shooting the breeze and, as was their wont, sharing all the gossip.


Two men closest to Reuben were more animated than the rest, and Reuben overheard some of their conversation.


‘. . . an’ heard tell it was a coupla Quantrill’s boys what done it,’ the old-timer said.


‘Yeah, I heard that too. Seems they killed the entire family and set their house aflame,’ the second man said.


‘Here’s your beer, Reuben,’ the barkeep said as he slid the glass across the bar top.


Reuben didn’t seem to hear. He took a couple of paces forward and stood by the two old-timers.


‘Where’d you hear this?’ he asked.


The old-timers looked up, eager to share their gossip.


‘Coupla fellers riding through this morning,’ one of them replied. ‘I was sitting on my porch minding my own when they rode up,’ he added.


‘And where was this attack?’ Reuben asked.


‘The old Carver place, just south of here,’ they seemed to answer in unison, their old, rheumy eyes appeared to sparkle as if it was the most exciting piece of gossip they’d had in years.


‘I know them,’ Reuben said absently, and a sudden horror flitted across his face.


The Carver spread was only three miles east of his own place, and Grace was there on her own!


‘You tell the sheriff?’ Reuben asked.


‘Sure did, said he’d ride on out there later.’


‘Later!’ Reuben was disgusted. ‘You seen them two fellers before?’ he asked.


‘Nope. Never seen hide nor hair of ’em,’ one of the men answered.


‘Describe them,’ Reuben said. ‘Didn’t you think they might be the ones responsible?’


The two men thought for a while as if getting their brains to work.


‘Well,’ one of them started, ‘they both had big, bushy beards. Black ones, I think.’


‘Nope,’ the other man said. ‘One of ’em was black, t’other was brown. An’ he was wearing a Confederate hat, kinda dirty an’ well-worn.’


‘You tell the sheriff this?’ Reuben asked.


‘Nope, he never asked,’ one of the men replied.


Reuben looked at the two men, disgust written all over his face, and then he stormed out of the saloon and ran to the sheriff’s office.


He burst into the office and found the sheriff asleep in his chair, both legs resting on the desk in front of him.


‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Reuben shouted.


The sheriff sat bolt upright.


‘There’s been murder committed and you fall asleep?’ Reuben was angrier than he’d ever been in his life.


‘I ain’t too well an’ the doc told me to rest up some,’ the sheriff replied. ‘There’s no way I could ride out today.’


The sheriff reached into one of the drawers in his desk and brought out some papers.


‘Here’s the latest batch of Wanted posters. You’re welcome to them,’ he said. ‘You gotta excuse me, I need the John somethin’ awful.’


Reuben stuffed the Wanted papers down his jeans and rushed out of the office.


He had to get home. And fast!









Chapter One


 


He saw the smoke when he was still a mile away from his ranch-house.


His worst fears were beginning to become a reality. He only hoped his wife had somehow managed to escape.


The closer he got, the thicker the smoke. He could see that not only was the ranch-house ablaze, but the barn as well. Any livestock in the barn would be dead before he could get anywhere near.


He reined his sweating horse and jumped from the buckboard before it had even stopped.


Running faster than he ever thought he could, he ground to a halt when he saw that his home was completely destroyed. The only remaining part of the small house was the stone chimney.


He scanned the immediate area but could see no sign of his wife.


Had she escaped, or had she been burned to death in the house?


It was too hot for Reuben to get anywhere near the house. He stood as close as he could and peered through the curling smoke, but could not see anything resembling a body.


He noticed two sets of hoof tracks heading north and vowed to find the scum who had either taken or killed his wife, as well as destroyed his home.


Suddenly, his misery was shattered by a hail of gunshots. Self-preservation took over and he flung himself flat on the ground.


He reached for his gun but could see no target. The shots seemed to be coming from two directions. The men were still here.


But why?


All thoughts came to a halt as a slug caught the side of his head, just above his left ear.


Then everything went black.


 


Reuben had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but the sun was slowly sinking to the west, so he figured it must have been at least an hour.


It took him a while to remember where he was, then it all flooded back to him like a huge, black, tidal wave. His head felt like a herd of buffalo had trampled it, and slowly, he sat up and took stock.


There was a pool of blood to the right of him and he remembered the shooting, then looked to his left. The full impact finally hit him, and he lowered his head as tears streaked down his face, dripping onto the arid soil.


Eventually, his crying stopped and he dry-retched for a few moments. Then he knew what he had to do. He could hardly walk. He felt as if the life had been drained out of him. But he made it to the buckboard.


He knew where his wife would have chosen to be buried if she had been killed, and he needed to do something to clear his head. He chose the flower garden she had so lovingly tended. Taking the shovel from the buggy, he began to dig. The deeper he dug, the more his sorrow began to turn to anger.


He vowed to himself that he would find the two men who had taken his wife and burned down his house and barn – and killed Reuben on the inside.


He stuck the shovel into the loose earth when he’d finished the excavation, making sure it was deep enough to keep coyotes from digging it up and walked back to the buckboard and removed a tarp. He spread it into the empty grave.


Then he began the gruesome task he had been delaying: finding his wife’s body. However, she was nowhere to be seen. No fresh mounds of earth – nothing.


He started to search again, beginning with what remained of their home, kicking at the still-smoking embers. She wasn’t there. She wasn’t anywhere.


Taking out the Wanted posters he scanned through them. Two men immediately caught his attention: William Clarke and Alexander Adams. The only two who vaguely resembled the old-timers’ description.


From that day forth he ceased to be a small-time rancher and became a hunter.









Chapter Two


 


That had been five years ago, and Reuben had built up a reputation of being a fair and just man and was respected by the law, and feared by the men who raped, murdered and robbed.


Wherever he was and whatever he was doing, his mind fought to answer the question: why? All that jumped into his mind was the day he would find his wife.


Try as he might, he couldn’t get rid of the images that formed behind his closed eyes.He was forced to relive that fateful day yet again.


He’d collected bounty on a lot of fugitives, using the Wanted posters; he’d memorized every face. It wasn’t just for the hell of it, it was to earn money to keep him free to hunt the two men who had his wife. He only killed when he had no choice. In the main, he liked to take his prisoners in alive, albeit many were wounded as they stupidly tried to outgun him.


But in those five years, he still had not found a trace of those who had taken Grace. He’d learned from the two old-timers about their appearance, but beards could be shaved, so Reuben kept plenty of Wanted posters in his saddlebags, the law being only too happy to keep him up to date.


Of all the posters he had, only two wore beards, and these were listed as having been with Quantrill. William Clarke and Alexander Adams!


 


The rain was driving almost horizontally, edged with shards of ice and slush, as the lone rider walked his horse, head bowed against the wind; bodies of both man and beast were soaked, despite the slicker and trail coat.


The man had been a-saddle for four days ever since receiving the telegram giving him the information he’d been waiting for.


He’d left Tucson, Arizona, immediately, stopping only for provisions for his ride north.


The heat of Arizona had long been left behind as his journey progressed and he had not come across a single soul since leaving town.


Through slitted eyes he surveyed the territory, needing to find shelter for the night.


A flash of lightning briefly lit up a mountain range to his right, no more than two hundred yards, he reckoned; surely there would be some sort of shelter there, he thought.


Pulling on the reins, he led the animal towards the mountains, forcing his way through the strong wind and the scattering tumbleweed.


Reaching an outcrop, he headed for the lee side, providing a brief respite from the wind. Lightning struck nearby, and he saw a cottonwood almost explode in flames, despite the torrential rain and slush. Again, the terrain was lit up in an eerie, blue light and he caught sight of what he hoped was a cave.


For the first time in two days, Reuben’s luck was in.


The small cave was big enough for both man and horse and, after checking as best he could in the dim light that it was not already occupied by rattlers, scorpions or bears, he dismounted and led his horse inside.


He was still wary; scorpions and rattlers could hide in the smallest of places so, until he could get a fire going, was keeping his wits about him.


He took down his saddlebags and fished inside for his Lucifers, knowing in advance they would be dry, wrapped in a small tarp. Striking one, he was both pleased and amazed to see a few tumbleweed and small pieces of wood littering the cave floor.


But before building a fire, he fished out some oats and barley, tipped them into his hat, and fed the horse. The animal reached down and ate gratefully.


Keeping his stout leather gloves on, he started to shred the nearest tumbleweed, making a neat pile in the centre of the cave. Placing the small twigs and branches – mostly cottonwood, which was easy to light – he built a fire.


Within minutes, the glow of the flames lit up the cave and he was able to make out its dimensions and watch for anything crawling. What he didn’t notice was that the roof of the cave was packed tight with bats. The heat and light from the fire roused them from their day-time slumber and within seconds, bats were flying everywhere.


Reuben Chisholm had faced many critters in his life: cougars, grizzlies, rattlers and scorpions, but his greatest fear had always been bats. Irrational, he knew, but somehow, they made the hair on the back of his head stand up.


He calmed himself down, taking deep breaths, picked up his Stetson and placed it under the horse’s nose, encouraging him to eat.


The animal snorted, ears still pinned back tight to his head and the whites of his eyes showing as if he shared his master’s fear. Gradually, the animal began to eat and he lowered the hat to the ground once more and removed his saddle.


Reuben took out his makings and rolled himself a welcome cigarette and, lighting it with a small twig from the fire – he saw no sense in wasting another Lucifer when he already had a fire – he lit up and inhaled deeply.


The tobacco took its effect and rattled nerves were calmed.


Dusk was falling and there was no let-up in the rain, but at least he had a warm, dry place to spend the night. He filled the coffee pot and set it on the fire, took out some jerky, and was content.


 


Come first light, Reuben sat bolt upright.


It took him a few seconds to remember where he was, and a few more before he realized the cave was full of bats, again! This time there was no wild fluttering; the bats made their way to the roof of the cave and within five minutes, silence reigned once more.


Much as he wanted a hot cup of coffee, Reuben finished the cold pot; he didn’t want those bats flying around him again.


He stood and stretched his stiff limbs and looked outside. The rain had stopped and there was hardly a breath of wind. The sky was a deep blue and he could see the bright, yellow shafts of sunlight peaking over the distant eastern horizon.


Time to get going. He saddled up and led the horse outside; there would be plenty of water for his horse to drink, after three days of rain. By his reckoning, it was another two days’ ride, assuming the weather held, before he reached Northfield, Minnesota. Still plenty of time.


One of Reuben’s many informants had told him something big was going to go down in Northfield within the next week to ten days. He didn’t know what, but was certain it was a fact. Reuben had wasted no time in making tracks; he trusted his informants and they rarely let him down.


Letting his horse drink at a nearby stream, he had time to ponder. He’d been following the Youngers up and down the West for many a month, always just missing them. Now, as Quantrill’s gang had split up, it appeared they’d teamed up with the James boys. This time he was sure he’d be there before them and make sure they got the hanging they deserved.


Reuben felt the urge to clean his weapons, make sure the raging downpour hadn’t damaged them. He dismounted, grabbed his saddlebags and ground-hitched his contented horse. Eight hours in the saddle and he’d made good time, but night was drawing in and he decided this was as good a place as any to set up camp. No stranger to spending the night under the stars, he only hoped the rain would keep off.


Taking out the cleaning kit he kept in his saddlebags, he almost lovingly started to clean his Colts; he removed the shells and, using an oiled rag, began to clean the chambers.


He stopped suddenly as he heard a metallic click behind him.


‘I wouldn’t make no sudden moves, mister, if’n I was you,’ a gruff voice said, quite calmly.


‘I don’t intend to,’ Reuben replied, equally as calm.


‘Lay that pistol aside, mister, nice an’ easy.’


Slowly, Reuben lowered the Colt .45 to the ground, placing it on his oily rag.


‘Now, drop the gun belt,’ the voice demanded.


‘What in hell for?’ Reuben demanded. ‘There ain’t no gun in it.’


‘Jus’ do it. OK!’


Reluctantly, Reuben unbuckled the belt and dropped it slowly to the ground. Using this as a diversion, Reuben’s hand went to the boot on his right foot, feeling for the handle of his throwing knife.


He let his hand stay there, gripping the elk-horn handle.


‘So, what now?’ Reuben asked.


‘How much money you got?’


Reuben laughed. ‘Two dollars and some change,’ he said.


‘Shit! That all?’


‘That’s it, mister. Guess you struck unlucky,’ Reuben said.


‘We’ll see ‘bout that,’ the stranger muttered. ‘Toss that saddlebag over here.’


‘Ain’t nothing in there, either,’ Reuben said as he threw the bag across.


As the man caught the saddlebag, the distraction was enough for Reuben to throw the knife.


His aim was true. Not wanting to kill the man, Reuben had figured to hit the right shoulder – the man’s gun arm – and he succeeded as, with a yelp, the man involuntarily lost control of his gun, loosing off a shot that bit harmlessly into the ground.


Reuben leapt to his feet and rushed the man, pinning him to the ground, before extracting the knife. He wiped the blood from it onto the man’s shirt and pressed the blade to the man’s neck.


‘If you’re gonna kill me, get it over with,’ the stranger said through gritted teeth.


‘If I was gonna kill you, you’d be dead by now,’ Reuben said. ‘And what were you planning to do?’


‘Well, I weren’t plannin’ on killin’ anyone. I got bushwhacked five days ago. Lost everythin’, food, water, ammo an’ my horse. All they left me with was that handgun with one slug in it. Been walkin’ most of the time an’ not found a thing to eat. I’m sorry, mister, guess I was just gettin’ to the end of my tether.’


Reuben re-sheathed the knife and stood up. ‘Better take a look at that shoulder.’


The man struggled to his feet and started to take off his trail coat. That was as far as he got.


From out of nowhere, a shot rang out, hitting him square in the back. The force of the slug sent him flying forwards to land face-down in the camp-fire.


Reuben grabbed the man’s legs and started to pull him free of the flames, but knew it was already too late. The stench of burning flesh filled his nostrils, the man’s long, dank hair was well alight, and he almost threw up.


Reuben was exposed; silhouetted by the camp-fire, he was an easy target for the hidden bushwhacker. He dived to his left as another shot rang out, sending a plume of dust and sand over Reuben’s face.


He could see his rifle lying next to his saddle, and his Peacemaker was where he’d placed it while cleaning it, but how the hell could he get to them?


Working his way snakelike across the ground, Reuben kept the camp-fire between himself and the unseen attacker. Keeping low and flat, Reuben made a grab for the Winchester and pulled it quickly towards him. Then he waited.


He didn’t have to wait long.


A third shot was fired, and the camp-fire erupted as the slug hit it, sending sparks high into the night sky. But he had seen the muzzle flash, and now had something to aim at. Sighting down the long barrel of the Winchester .44.40, with its extra rear sight for greater accuracy, he gently squeezed the trigger.


His shot was instantly rewarded. A yelp of pain followed by a long, low grunt, told its own story. He had at least hit the bushwhacker


Reuben waited for a full five minutes; he wasn’t about to assume that he had killed his attacker, so held back, not making any move. He was just about to relax some when another shot thudded into the dirt beside him.


‘Shit! There’s more than one!’ Reuben had missed where the shot had come from so stayed where he was, his eyes darting every which way to get some clue as to where the second shooter was.


It was eerily quiet. Reuben could hear the beating of his own heart as he awaited the next shot. Again, he didn’t have to wait long.


This time, he felt the slug sear across his back without biting into flesh. But he felt his coat pull as the bullet passed through it.


On this occasion, he did see the flash of the other shooter and that was enough.


Reuben rolled several times to his left before raising the Winchester once more. There was no time to take a careful aim, so he fired in the general direction of the last muzzle flash, and ducked down low again.


There was no return fire.


Reuben kept his head down in case the bushwhacker was playing possum. Slowly, he inched his way backwards, away from the fire and into relative darkness.


The wind began to pick up and Reuben hoped it wasn’t a sign of the rain returning. His slicker was behind his saddle, wrapped around his bedroll, but the horse was a good thirty feet away on the other side of the camp-fire.


For twenty minutes Reuben didn’t move a muscle, then he heard, rather than saw, a horse galloping off. He hoped it wasn’t his.


A shot, miles wide of him, was fired and Reuben knew his attacker had decided to vamoose. The fool was silhouetted against a dull, yellow moon and Reuben took careful aim with the .44.40.


The rider slumped forward in his saddle then slid to one side, and as he hit the dirt, a foot caught in a stirrup as the horse bolted.


The animal lurched to its left and Reuben was able to see the fallen body being pummelled against rocks. The only sound was the clank of metal shoes on the hard ground.


The dragged rider didn’t utter a sound.


Reuben stood now, watching the horse and late rider fade into the distance, before turning his attention to the first shooter.


Crouching down to present a smaller target should the man still be alive, Reuben edged forwards. He had no choice but to circumnavigate the camp-fire, putting himself in possible danger, but he needn’t have worried.


On reaching the first shooter he could see quite plainly that the man was dead. He’d taken a .44.40 slug to the side of the head. The bullet had shattered his skull before exiting and burying itself in the ground.


Bending over the corpse, Reuben took a long look at what was left of the man’s face. He didn’t recognize him at all. Turning the body over, Reuben went through the man’s pockets, looking for a clue as to who he was, but found nothing except a baccy bag and papers.


Two chancers, Reuben thought. Certainly no one he’d tracked before, seeking revenge.


 


A horse neighed in front of Reuben, no more than ten feet away. The animal seemed unconcerned with the gunplay as it chomped on a patch of coarse grass.


He patted the animal’s neck, talking softly as he did so. He lifted off the saddlebags to see if there was anything of use inside. To his delight he found food and a bottle of bourbon. OK, so the food was only jerky, some fat-back bacon and beans, but also a full tin of Arbuckle’s. Reuben couldn’t help but smile.


He took the saddlebag to the camp-fire, then returned to the horse, which was ground-hitched, and released the reins; the animal stayed where it was, so he left it to forage.


Next, he took the dead man’s rifle, his Colt and all his ammo. ‘More use to me than you, buster,’ Reuben said. He had little sympathy for the dead man. Bushwhackers and back-shooters were, in his book, the lowest of the low.


He took another long, good look at the dead man, but could swear he’d never seen him before. Perhaps he was kin to someone Reuben had apprehended. He’d never know.
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