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Dead Man’s Canyon


 


Returning home from the Civil War, Ranger Nicolas Kilpatrick and some of the men he led continue to serve, protecting settlers from Indian attacks and tracking down gangs of robbers and rustlers.


While fulfilling the request of a dying bandit at an outlaw stronghold, Nick stumbles across a woman hiding from the very gang for whom he is searching. To protect the lady and keep his promise means battling more than a dozen hardened killers: the odds are long, the stakes are high and a deadly race to Dead Man’s Canyon is Nick’s only chance to avoid capture for the lady, and his own certain death.
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Chapter One


 


Nicolas Kilpatrick rode into the massive yard of the north-eastern Colorado cattle ranch, intent upon seeing if Erwin Delatorre was hiring. He pulled his mount up short at the bizarre scene that unfolded before his eyes.


A slender young man was squared off against an older gent and three others who looked to be in their early- to mid-twenties. Any one of the four was half again the size of the smaller fellow.


‘My daughter ain’t gonna run with a no-account like you!’ the elderly man bellowed, his face blazing red with rage. ‘She’s only fifteen!’


‘She claimed to be older,’ the youngster fired back haughtily. ‘It ain’t my fault if you don’t raise your kids to tell the truth.’


‘I’m gonna horsewhip you, sonny boy!’ the father continued to rant. ‘I’ll teach you to lay your dirty paws on an innocent girl.’


‘Might be worth taking a few licks,’ the joker cracked wise again. ‘ ’Cause that gal of yours sure learned to kiss from someone!’


‘Why, you smart-mouthed. . . .’ the father cried. ‘Get him, boys!’


At his order the three who had not spoken up during the confrontation went after the youngster. The skinny kid was quick, ducking away from one, kicking another on the shin and diving between the legs of the third to upend him. The mad scramble stirred up a cloud of dust and no one could get a firm grasp on the slippery joker. He might have kept them falling over one another and grabbing at the air, except Papa jumped in and caught the elusive youth from behind.


The kid was game. He stomped down on Big Papa’s foot with the heel of his boot, bringing a howl from the man’s throat. He almost broke free, the elder statesman being momentarily hobbled from the pain, but two of the others quickly grabbed hold of each of his arms. The elusive young man was caught.


‘Get the whip from the freight wagon!’ Papa bellowed at the one boy not helping to restrain the joker. Then to his other two boys, ‘Bind this sneaky coyote to the corral gate. I’m going to peel the hide right off of his bones!’


The brutal punishment sounded excessive, so Nick decided to intervene. He rode forward and everyone stopped what they were doing. He reined up a few feet away from the four of them and rested his hand on his Colt. Regarding the bunch with a frosty expression, he spoke with a cold authority.


‘I have to take exception to using a bullwhip on the boy for kissing your daughter, mister,’ he said. ‘A lashing like that would likely cut a skinny kid like him in half.’


‘Who the hell are you?’ the old man growled. ‘And what gives you the right to interfere with what I aim to do to this young pup?’


‘Name’s Kilpatrick,’ he answered. ‘I came here to ask about a job.’


‘That’s me – Delatorre, owner of this ranch.’ The man snorted his contempt. ‘And you’ve got a peculiar way of asking for a job, challenging me on my own property.’


‘Well, right is right, no matter who you are,’ Nick told him easily. ‘I understand my putting a stop to your dealing out punishment pretty well eliminates any chance of going to work for you.’ He hardened his look and voice. ‘I reckon I’d be even less welcome if I have to shoot you or one of your boys to prove I’m serious about what I say.’


None of the four men was armed. After a long moment’s contemplation, Delatorre glowered at the boy. ‘You get off of my land, you sneaky little weasel. If you ever come near my girl again, I’ll string you up by your heels and let the coyotes and crows eat you alive.’


The kid flashed a smug grin. ‘I’m not one to take advantage of a girl who ain’t courting age, Pop. Maybe I’ll check back with your girl in a couple years.’


‘Ride out while you still can, you insolent whippersnapper!’ Delatorre roared. ‘And don’t come back.’


The boy retrieved his horse and joined Nick. The two of them headed back in the direction of Denver. Nick rode at a lope for the first mile . . . just in case the Delatorre family decided to grab their guns and come after them. Once satisfied there was no pursuit, he slowed to a walk and took a closer look at the young man.


‘You don’t seem to put much store in your own life, fella.’


‘Jeremiah Chamberlin is the name,’ the youth told him, ignoring his comment. ‘Most folks call me JC. It saves time.’


Nick introduced himself, asked JC his age, and surveyed the young man. He was a young-looking eighteen, with a stage actor’s good looks. He had wavy brown hair and bright brown eyes, was three or four inches shorter than Nick’s five foot ten inches and probably weighed in at about a hundred and twenty pounds.


‘You didn’t have to butt in,’ JC informed him after a time. ‘I coulda handled them.’


‘I noticed how, by being one step away from a severe whipping, you were luring them into overconfidence.’


The boy grinned. It was an infectious smile, part mischief and part humor, as if he found life a combination of entertainment and challenge.


‘Where do you live?’


‘I have a job in town,’ JC answered. ‘Working at the livery. I tend the animals and also make deliveries for some of the stores. Sometimes I drive the stage for the express office too.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘That’s how I met up with Ellie Mae.’ He heaved a deep sigh. ‘Man, I really did think she was a year or two older.’


‘Have you been working for the livery long?’


‘Since I was left on my own about three years back. It don’t pay much, but a man has to do what he can to survive.’


‘No argument from me,’ Nick returned. ‘I’m between jobs myself.’


‘I suppose you’re going to blame me for ruining any shot you had at going to work for Delatorre?’


Nick smiled at the humor in the boy’s delivery. ‘My only question is . . . was the girl worth all of the trouble?’


JC whistled his satisfaction. ‘I got to tell you, Nick. By the time Ellie Mae is full grown, every man between Denver and Cheyenne is going to be panting at her heels.’


Nick laughed. ‘Wish I’d have gotten a look at her. It would have kept my trip from being a complete waste of time.’


Even as they were joking back and forth a fast- moving rider appeared on the trail ahead. Nick was surprised to see that the man on horseback was Gus Gaston, a man he knew well. They stopped while Gus continued running his mount until he was close enough to recognize Nick. Then he pulled up his laboring horse and let the animal blow.


‘Glad I didn’t have to go all the way to the Delatorre ranch to find you, Captain.’


‘What’s up, Gus?’


‘A band of outlaws held up the bank over in Golden. The police are short-handed and desperate for a posse. I happened to be in town buying supplies and the mayor asked for our help.’


‘Our help?’


‘There were four bandits – three of them known killers. The mayor offered a handsome reward if we can get back the money and bring them in.’


‘Be a chore for just the two of us.’


‘Three,’ interjected JC. ‘I’m game.’


Nick ignored the kid as Gus added: ‘The Simmons boys and Loudermilk are in Denver. I can have them ready to ride in an hour.’


‘What are we waiting for?’ JC declared. ‘Let’s go drag those mangy dogs back to a prison cell.’


‘I don’t remember inviting you,’ Nick spoke to JC.


The boy grinned. ‘You’ll soon find that I don’t require much encouragement to join in a good fight. And if there’s money to be made, you ain’t gonna keep me away.’


Nick did what came natural to him: he took charge. ‘All right. You two ride back to Denver. Round up the others and pick up supplies enough for a few days. I’ll head over to Golden, talk to the mayor and pick up the bandit’s trail. Get yourselves fresh horses and we’ll all meet at the creek crossing.’


Gus gave a nod. Nick whirled about and rode off at a gallop.


JC stuck out his hand to Gus. The man hesitated a moment, then took it in a short shake. Turning his horse back toward Denver, he announced: ‘Welcome to Kilpatrick’s Rangers!’


JC stuck at his side and raised his eyebrows in puzzlement. ‘Kilpatrick’s Rangers?’


The two of them started moving at an easy pace and Gus explained. ‘It’s a brand we earned during the war,’ he said. ‘Kilpatrick is wily as a fox and takes command without thinking. He and some of us entered the war when Colorado became a territory back in ‘61. By the time the Confederacy surrendered Kilpatrick was a captain and commanded a special fighting force – they called us rangers.


‘We weren’t attached to any one unit but did a lot of independent raiding on our own, usually hitting supply trains or keeping tabs on troop movements and hunting down small guerilla bands.’


‘The war’s been over for several years,’ JC said.


‘Yes, but when we returned to Colorado there was Indian trouble waiting. Kilpatrick and some of us volunteered to help protect the outlying farms and ranches from attack. We continued to act as rangers, chasing renegades and battling with raiding parties until the four tribes – Cheyenne, Arapaho, Kiowa and Comanche – were settled in Oklahoma.’


‘That’s why this mayor trusts Kilpatrick to hunt down these outlaws?’


‘Yep. We did more good than the army when it came to stopping the local Indian raids. The army often sent troops, but they weren’t trained for this kind of warfare and moved too slowly. By the time they reacted to an attack the Indians were long gone. We were on their trail within a matter of hours and tracked a good many of them down.’


‘So these other men we’re going to pick up, they are ex-rangers too?’


‘Best in the country. Andy and John Simmons are both excellent marksmen and Bob Loudermilk is a tracking fool.’ He shot the new kid a grin. ‘We’ll nab those bandits before the week is out.’









Chapter Two


 


Roughly one hundred miles away another group that had been active during the war arrived at the thriving mining community of Leadville, Colorado. However, these men had been on the opposite side from Kilpatrick and his rangers.


When the war broke out between the Union and the Confederacy Frank Maitland saw it as an opportunity to benefit from his family’s shady line of work. He was the eldest of four brothers and they quickly offered to join with the South and fight. However, the term join was not indicative of how the Maitland gang waged war.


While William Quantrill led the biggest and most notorious of the guerilla bands, there were others. Jeb Stewart, Nathaniel Bedford Forrest, and the Reynolds gang from Texas also raided and plundered throughout the country in the name of the Confederacy. Adding a dozen or so strays to his own band, the Maitland Guerillas did the same. Wearing uniforms of gray, they stole, pillaged and robbed throughout the country, all under the guise of helping the South.


Of course, like most Rebel bands at that time, they gave exactly nothing to the Confederacy . . . except, perhaps, a bad name. The Maitland Guerillas ventured as far as New Mexico, but that was a desolate territory and the distances between potential targets were too great, so they looted and robbed mostly around Colorado and Kansas. Many men joined or left during the long and bitter war, but a few stayed loyal to Frank and his gang. In the years following the war’s end the robberies and attacks became more risky. The outlaws had to evade not only the posse from any nearby town, but also Union soldiers, who came to occupy the forts in an effort to squash the Indian raids.


This was their first visit to Leadville and Frank happened to run into an old acquaintance. Lex Bishop had been a part of Frank’s Rebel group for three years, but had taken his ill-gotten gains and left the gang shortly before the war ended. The two men both happened to meet at the bar counter to get drinks at the same time. Otherwise they might have missed seeing each other.


‘Hot-damn, Bishop!’ Frank greeted him warmly. ‘Been a coon’s age since I set eyes on you. How are you doing?’


Lex gave him a firm handshake. ‘Frank, you old buzzard! It’s been a few seasons at that.’


Frank laughed. ‘Who you calling old? If I remember right, you’re only a year younger than me.’


‘Yeah, but I’m young at heart. It makes all the difference.’


‘Come join us at the table,’ Frank offered. ‘Dan and Ken are here too.’


Lex followed Frank as he threaded his way between the tables in the crowded room. Two of Frank’s brothers, Dan and Ken, called a greeting to him before he had a chance to sit down.


‘What are you boys doing in this mining town?’ Lex wanted to know. ‘You’re not thinking of digging ore for a living or hauling freight, are you?’


The trio laughed at the idea. ‘No way,’ said Ken. ‘Never,’ added Dan. Frank simply gave his head a negative shake.


‘How about you, Lex?’ Ken asked. ‘Are you living here?’


Lex sobered at once. ‘I’ve been dealing faro at one of the saloons. It don’t pay squat, but I ran out of money a few months back and had to find me a job. I’ve got a wife now, with a kid on the way.’


‘Aw, no! Say it ain’t so.’ Frank guffawed his amazement. ‘Why would an old stag like you want to do something that dumb?’


Lex gave a solemn shake of his head. ‘I reckon I was plumb out of my mind, Frank. I started flirting with a little filly who was working at a laundry, and the next thing I knew, she was dragging me in front of a parson.’


‘I warned you to stay away from that rotgut whiskey!’ Ken jeered.


‘Yeah, you should know hard liquor and sweet-talking women don’t mix for shucks,’ Dan contributed.


Lex rubbed his temples on both sides, as if he had a major headache. ‘I never felt so trapped in my life, boys. If the girl wasn’t in the family way, I’d pack up and sneak out on her in the middle of the night.’


‘Spoken like the honorable gentleman you are,’ Frank teased.


Lex chuckled and looked around. ‘Where’s the kid?’


Frank knew he was speaking of the youngest member of the family. ‘He’s outside town at our camp, him and a couple of others – you remember Skye and Gato, don’t you?’


‘Sure, they were around when I was riding with you.’ Lex recalled that Skye’s mother was a Ute Indian and Gato had fled from Mexico with a price on his head. ‘What kind of deal have you got going that you need extra men?’


Dan answered with a smirk. ‘It’s the same kind of work we did for the Confederacy . . . except we don’t have to wear the gray uniforms.’


Lex looked at both Ken and Frank. At their nods, he knew they weren’t stringing him along. His face flashed with a stark realization. ‘Oh, yeah! I’ve heard about an ex-Rebel gang raiding throughout the country; I just never thought about it being you. I figured you would have pulled stakes and gone straight after the war ended.’


Frank punched him in the arm. ‘Ain’t no money in running a small ranch.’


‘Even when you rustle the cattle,’ Dan added with a grin.


Ken also smirked. ‘Yeah, this pays a lot better and we don’t have to break our backs working sixty hours a week.’


‘I can tell you from experience, that’s not a lot of fun,’ Lex confirmed. ‘I’m sure tired of busting my hump, slaving away for someone else, and going home broke every night.’


‘Mayhap we can help one another out.’


‘I’m listening,’ Lex replied. ‘What have you got in mind?’


Frank lowered his voice and leaned over closer. ‘What do you know about the handling of the local payrolls? We’re looking for a place we can hit without a lot of risk, something with a fair-sized wad of cash and little chance of being caught.’


Lex did some contemplation before he answered. ‘If I help you, I want back in the gang. Are there only the six of you?’


‘For this job,’ Dan informed him. ‘When we need the manpower, we’ve got ten to fifteen.’ With a wink, ‘However, we can always use an able man like yourself.’


‘Sounds promising.’


‘We’ll find a spot for you and do you a favor to boot,’ Frank said. Lex leaned in closer, the interest keen in his eyes, and listened.


‘You help us with our little chore here in town,’ Frank continued, ‘and you and your wife can stay at our ranch.’


‘I thought you said there was no money in ranching?’


‘We needed a regular place to hole up between jobs,’ Ken explained, ‘so we bought a rundown cow spread across the Wyoming border. Ain’t put a lot of money into the place, because we only use it for a home between jobs. Even so, there’s an old line shack a ways from the main house that’s sitting empty. You and your wife could have it as your own. You’d have a place to live and still be handy whenever we went out to do a job.’


‘That would be great,’ Lex said enthusiastically.


Ken looked around, making sure no one was listening, then asked: ‘So tell us, how do we get the most out of a single robbery?’


Lex smiled. ‘The mine payrolls are too well guarded. The last bunch who tried a robbery ended up buried in the local graveyard. However, early Sunday morning would be a good time to hit the place where I work. There isn’t anyone around except for one guard and the two people who count and put away the money. I’ve gone in a time or two when my table closed late. Saturday is payday, so they will have several thousand dollars on hand. They will open the door for me. We tie them up, grab the money and we’re gone.’


Frank stuck out his hand. ‘Tell your wife to get packed and ready to move, Lex. Come Sunday morning, you’re leaving with us!’


 


The four bank robbers were holed up inside a farmhouse. As the sun began to dip over the western horizon, Nicolas Kilpatrick, JC and the four ex-rangers were in position to see the body of one man lying out in the middle of the yard. An overturned bucket was a few feet away and the victim was clad in bib-overalls and a worn straw hat.


‘Dirty lowdown skunks!’ JC grated through clenched teeth. ‘Kilt that innocent farmer and likely got the rest of the family inside.’


‘The Bensons,’ Bob chipped in. ‘I spent a night here during a snowstorm once. There were two grown men – brothers, along with a woman and a couple of kids.’


Careful to stay hidden from sight, Nick and his men watched for movement about the yard. When a man showed himself Bob identified him as the husband and father. He was about forty years of age. Gray hair showed in his moustache and about his ears from under a worn, floppy hat, and his back was bowed from his many years of working the fields. He tended to the stock and then milked the lone milk cow. When finished with the chores, he paused a moment to stare down at his dead brother, then solemnly returned to the house. It was nearly dusk when a lamp came to life inside. With curtains drawn over the windows, only a couple of vague shadows were distinguishable whenever anyone moved around inside.


‘What’s the plan?’ JC was growing anxious. ‘We make any move against those four killers and they will sure ’nuff use the woman and kids to trade for their freedom.’


Nick responded thoughtfully. ‘They seem to think they are safe for the night.’


‘No guard posted,’ Gus agreed. ‘That suggests confidence bordering on stupidity.’


Nick studied the layout from their position of concealment among the brushy hillock, a good fifty yards away. Turning over ideas in his head, he outlined the situation aloud to the others.


‘According to the mayor, the gang is led by Dirty Carter. The others are Kid-Gloves Gore, Ferret Clinton and a fourth unknown gunman. They have to suppose that a posse is on their back trail, but obviously don’t expect company tonight. Bob recognized their attempt to make a false trail and cover their tracks. He got us here quicker than anyone else in the country could have.’


‘Reckon they’ll hole up here for the night and move on in the morning, Captain,’ Gus surmised. ‘There’s a chance they won’t feel the family is a threat to them, so they’ll leave them be.’


‘They sure enough killed the one old gent,’ JC growled. ‘We can’t trust them not to murder the whole family.’


‘We’ll wait until full dark before we make our move,’ Nick said, having formulated a plan that might work.


‘You’re the boss,’ Andy whispered. ‘You call the tune and we will sure enough dance to it.’
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