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No Quarter at Devil’s Fork


 


When a crazed outlaw named Chilly Lloyd instigates a heinous crime, it seals the fate of seven other men. Now two friends, Brett Jackson and Reggie Satterfield, put aside their journey to a peaceful life and set out to bring the killers to justice.


Stella Burdette has never had much luck but hopes for better things when she agrees to run a chuck wagon for eight hunters, including Chilly Lloyd. Soon, though, she must run for her life. And then Brett and Reggie fall into a deadly trap and are doomed to discover there is No Quarter at Devil’s Fork.
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Prologue


 


Texas, 1866


 


Brett Jackson decided to take the trail around Coyote Pass rather than the shorter route through the draw. The passage was not a major mountain pass, at least, not to a man who had lived much of his life in Colorado and Wyoming. However, the trail wound between several modest hills and looked like a good place for an ambush.


As it happened, instead of his route leading him away from a trap, it led him directly to one. Fortunately, it was not his own.


Brett pulled his mount to a stop as he topped the crest of a knoll, which allowed him to see the exit of the pass he had avoided. His gaze was drawn immediately to a dark form lying on the ground. After a moment, he perceived it to be a dead horse. A rapid search of the terrain revealed what was happening.


Three Indians were moving about, as yet oblivious to his presence. They had captured a fourth man, a white man, who was stripped to the waist and spread-eagled on the side of a sandy slope. Evidently, the trio had attacked him from ambush, likely by killing his horse, and bound him to stakes at both his wrists and ankles. Watching them, he could see the warriors were gathering leaves and sticks, preparing to have some fun at their captive’s expense.


Brett had a good horse. He could have ridden in shooting and maybe driven the three Indians off. But firing at a target from the back of a running horse is not the best way to shoot with accuracy. He decided to try a more prudent approach – as long as he got there in time to stop the Indians from starting their bonfire.


Removing his new Winchester from the boot, Brett edged his horse down through the taller brush, sticking close to what cover he could find. When he reached the perimeter of open ground, he was within a hundred yards of the trio. He dismounted and tied off his horse. Jacking a round into the chamber of his rifle, he started forward, staying low, moving slow and careful. He needed to get into position before being discovered by the warriors.


Time ran out for the stealthy approach, as the three braves had gathered what they needed. They began to pile the leaves and some of the sticks on the man’s chest. One of them pinned the intended victim’s legs so he couldn’t buck enough to remove the kindling. He cussed them and called them all manner of names, but the Indian trio were unfazed at his outburst. They figured it would be only seconds before they sparked a fire to life. Then his useless oaths would turn into screams of agony.


Brett had seen a body or two after they had been tortured. It was not a sight he wanted to remember. This time, he could prevent the brutal torment and horrible death of a helpless captive. He took aim at the brave who had produced a piece of flint and allowed for shooting slightly uphill and the afternoon breeze. Cool as ice, he squeezed the trigger.


The shot stunned all three Indians – one because of the bullet passing through his chest; the other two cried out in surprise. Both spied the rifleman and went into action, grabbing for their weapons. Exposed in the open, there was no cover on the slope of the hill. Brett aligned his sights and fired a second time.


He scored another deadly hit.


The third brave decided their party had definitely lost its appeal. He abandoned the fight and darted toward a nearby arroyo, racing for his pony. Brett had the advantage and the range. He made a third good shot and the Indian stumbled to his hands and knees.


Levering another round into the chamber, Brett took a couple of steps to gain a better angle of fire. . . .


The brave managed to crawl a few feet, then collapsed on his face and lay still.


Brett kept his rifle ready for instant use and surveyed the three downed Indians for any sign of life. There was no movement, so he took time to scan the nearby hills, in case the three had friends nearby.


Nothing.


It seemed safe enough, so he walked back and picked up his horse. Once mounted, he rode to the last Indian he’d shot and checked on him. By the time he made his way over to the slope, the fellow he had saved was straining against his bonds and lifted his head to look at him. Brett dismounted next to the spread-eagled man, but first prodded each of the dead warriors. There was no sign of life in their bodies.


‘So how’s your day going, friend?’ Brett asked. ‘Hope you don’t mind my joining in on the fun.’


‘Wa’al that’s just fine!’ The man growled the words, but relief shone in his expression. ‘Had to be a damn Yank who comes to save my hide.’


Brett grinned, taking note of the man’s faded gray trousers and his Confederate jacket, lying a few feet away. Both of his wrists and ankles were tied to stakes driven into the ground. The sun had started to turn a portion of his skin pink, but he looked to be sound. Brett said, ‘There’s a rumor going around that the war ended last year.’


‘You ain’t seen any joy throughout Texas over that,’ he snorted disdainfully. ‘And you sure never heard any of us Texicans say we lost the war!’


Brett gave a more solemn shake of his head. ‘You go on fighting if you want, Reb, but I’m done with the whole mess.’ He paused. ‘Of course, if you would rather wait until one of your Johnny Reb pals comes along, I can leave you here to fry in the sun.’


The man’s tone became civil at once. ‘Uh, now that I commence to think on it, I’d be one lowdown river rat if I was to hold a grudge against a Yankee who saved my life.’


Brett pulled his skinning knife from its sheath. ‘Let it not be said that some of we Yankees don’t know how to pay our debt for winning the war.’


Brett cut him loose. He noticed bloody rope burns on either wrist from the man’s struggling and some swelling where he had been struck in the face. He didn’t complain, sitting up to brush the dry leaves and twigs from his chest.


‘I didn’t even know those three were around,’ he told Brett. ‘I’m riding along and suddenly my horse folds under me. By the time I got loose from the stirrups, I was being set upon with a fair amount of savagery.’ He shook his head, reaching over and picking up his rebel cap. ‘I’ve been in more than my share of battles, but that’s as close to dying as I’ve ever been.’


Brett said, ‘I can think of better ways to spend the day than having a fire built on my chest.’


The man got to his feet and quickly donned his uniform blouse. It had been torn off but was still wearable. He used the two remaining buttons to secure it and said, ‘Lucky for me, those red devils didn’t cut off my uniform trousers, else I would sure enough offend the womenfolk when next I entered a town or settlement.’


‘Still dressed in Confederate gray, I imagine the occupation troops give you a little grief.’


‘You mean the thousands of Yankee scum and black soldiers they use to police our population?’ He displayed a sneer. ‘Yeah, they ain’t real fond of my type.’ With a look of distaste at Brett’s Yankee uniform, he asked, ‘So what’s your story? What brings you down to Texas?’


‘I served under General Sheridan during the war. When Lee surrendered, Sheridan was sent down here as part of a contingent to contain Maximilian and Juarez below the border,’ Brett explained. ‘With Napoleon withdrawing his troops, I figure the job is done. Now, it’s like you said, they want the troops to occupy the cities and ride herd on the local population.’ He grunted his disgust. ‘I’ve had my fill of fighting against other Americans so I resigned and mustered out.’


‘I reckon them army jackasses up north are still put out because Texas never agreed to no formal surrender,’ the man told Brett.


‘Yeah, imagine them being narrow-minded about something so trivial.’


That caused the man to grin once more. ‘I suppose there are some who might say we Texas folks tend to be on the stubborn side.’


Brett laughed. ‘Too much pride can sometimes cause a lot of trouble. As for me, I’m on my way to putting the war behind me.’


‘And how do you intend to do that?’


‘I met a gent who is rounding up a big herd of cattle. The price of beef here in Texas is down to about four dollars a head. But drive those critters to Sedalia, up Missouri way, and they are paying thirty-five to forty dollars a head – even for those maverick long-horns.’


The news caused the fellow to scratch his unshaven jaw. ‘I know a lot of the country above the Brazos River. That could be one hard drive.’


‘The trail boss claims he’ll pay top dollar to any man who sticks with him to Missouri. With all of the wild cattle running around, it should only take a month or two to gather a fair sized herd.’


‘This here trail boss, he a Yank?’


‘Never asked,’ Brett replied. ‘I do know he is hiring Mexicans, half-bloods, ex-Indian scouts and men who fought for either side of the war. He demands only one thing: the men must be willing to work.’


The rebel stuck out his hand. ‘Reginald Satterfield is my handle – call me Reggie,’ he introduced himself. ‘Being in your debt, I’d like to ride along with you. I need to repay you for saving my hide. Besides, driving a bunch of mindless critters a thousand miles can’t be any worse than dealing with Yanks.’


Brett took his hand in a firm shake. ‘Brett Jackson, ex-Yankee, for two days,’ he said. ‘If you want to check up the draw, over where that last brave was headed, you can pick up a horse to replace the one these Indians killed. I’ll pull the three dead bodies together while you transfer your saddle and gear. When you’ve finished, we’ll throw some dirt over these bushwhackers, give them a farewell prayer and be on our way.’


‘You going to pray over Indians?’


Brett patted a slight bulge on the right side of his chest. ‘Picked myself up a pocketbook Bible, one published in Philadelphia, just before the war. Says somewhere in there that all men are brothers.’


‘Yeah, wa’al these three brothers were going to roast my gizzard.’


Brett chuckled. ‘I guess some family ties aren’t as strong as others. Don’t worry, I’ll give them the short version farewell.’


‘All right, Yank. I reckon the “Great Spirit” and the Man we pray to upstairs might be the very same.’


‘You got another set of clothes? Those are pretty much worn out.’


‘Having those red brothers tear the blouse off didn’t do my wardrobe any good,’ Reggie admitted. ‘And this is all I have. I’m about as poor as a stray dog.’


‘We’ll stop by a general store in the next town and pick up some different clothes. These uniforms aren’t cut out for rounding up beef, especially in some of the thorny brush around these parts.’


‘You sound like you know something about cattle.’


‘I grew up on a small ranch that my father still ramrods.’


‘It’s like I said, I ain’t got any money, Yank. I’ll have to make do.’


‘If you don’t mind being a little more in debt to a Yankee, I’ll lend you the price of some clothes, boots and hat.’ He gave a disgusted look at Reggie’s headgear. ‘That Reb cap doesn’t do much to protect you from the sun anyway.’


‘Change my outfit and become a cow herder,’ Reggie complained. ‘Take up with a damn Yank and you’re already changing my ways.’


‘Go pick yourself a horse and let’s put these warriors underground. We’ve got to join a cattle roundup.’


‘Yeah, yeah, whatever you say, Yank.’ But Reggie guffawed. ‘I only hope tossing my lot in with you causes me less misery than being roasted alive!’









Chapter One


 


It was a warm Sunday morning, in the year 1871, at the Blackjack Saloon in the dirt-water town of Claymore Flats. Stella hated Sundays. The tables were covered with drink spills and all manner of grime, the spittoons had often been tipped over, and tobacco juice had been sprayed all around the nearby floor by the drunken revel from Saturday’s crowd.


Pausing to stare at the smelly surroundings, Stella could not think of a single reason to enjoy life. Six-bits was her payment, a pittance of wages for cleaning tables, chairs, floors and windows seven mornings a week. The seventy-five cents barely put bread and beans on the table for her and Myron – probably the most worthless brother-in-law a woman ever had.


She wrinkled her nose as she began to clean up a patch on the floor. It was a sickly brownish-yellow, with tiny bits of food in it. She held her breath against the stench, scouring it quickly with her wash rag and wringing out the puke into her rinse bucket. On a week day she usually changed the water twice. On Saturday or Sunday morning it was often four or five buckets for cleaning and double the usual amount for mopping.


Back to thinking of Myron, she couldn’t really blame him for being a shiftless bum. He had no skills to go with his lack of ambition, a combination that made him worthless to an employer. The best job he’d ever had was a hostler at a livery stable, which ended when he fell asleep and let someone walk off with two of the stable’s best horses. Most of his recent jobs consisted of using a wheelbarrow to remove horse leavings from the street or hauling trash to a local dump site for a business. He did as little as possible, concerned primarily with earning enough so he could buy himself a beer once a day and play cards in a penny-ante game at night.


Her husband, Rex, had possessed a little ambition and was the more handsome of the two, but his pleasant smile masked a volatile temper. At more than one job he had gotten into a fight and been fired. Plus, he too liked to gamble but seldom won. Even when he had worked at a decent job, there was never enough money. And when he came home drunk, broke and angry. . . .


Stella attempted to shake the horrid memories from her head. Twice he had beaten her until she had actually lost consciousness. And he was not above using a belt to make his point. In spite of perspiring from the heat, a shudder ran through her. Rex had been a brutal man, while her father, a freighter by trade, had seldom been around during her youth. He was more like an occasional visitor than a father. Their mother was a sickly woman, who was seldom aware of anything going on in the house. Her older brother by two years delighted in mistreating her verbally and physically. Marrying Rex had been an escape from an unbearable existence . . . only to find she had made a dreadful mistake.


From her life of experience, Stella now looked upon most men as vicious and contemptible, insufferable bullies or abusive braggarts. They were dirty, corrupt, smelly and vile; they enjoyed drinking, chewing, spitting, and cussing and treated women with no more compassion than they would a dog. And while Myron didn’t fit into that category, he was weak-willed, given to lying or cheating, and would never amount to anything more than a lazy, shiftless vagabond.


‘Well, Stella, honey,’ a familiar raspy voice broke into her reverie. ‘I figured you might already be finished. Guess it was a busy night for us.’


Stella tightly gripped her cleaning rag, rose stiffly to her feet and faced the saloon owner, Mark Tygart. He was a roundish man, probably husky in his youth, but the muscle had long since transformed into belly fat. He wore an ill-fitting suit and a silly derby-style hat, under from which his shaggy hair dangled like black mop strands. He had shaved, except for his bushy moustache but he didn’t bathe often enough to keep from giving off a pungent aroma. His thick lips parted in a smile, revealing brownish-yellow stains on his few remaining teeth.


‘I’ve been thinking,’ he began again, when Stella didn’t offer to return his greeting, ‘you could make ten times the money you earn cleaning up by serving drinks. This scrubbing on your hands and knees is no job for a fine looking woman like you.’


‘I am not going to wait tables or sit with customers,’ she told him flatly.


He moved up to where she was standing and, being four or five inches taller than Stella, looked down at her. ‘If you were to bathe in scented water, brush your hair out and maybe add a little rouge to your lips. . . .’ His eyes traversed from her face downward, lingering at her bosom and again at her hips. ‘Put on a snug fitting dress that allows a man’s mind to conjure up a mental image of you. . . .’


Her lips pressed tightly with her ire. ‘I’m not interested, Mr Tygart.’


The slovenly oaf reached out and placed a meaty paw on her shoulder. ‘I should think you would enjoy having men treat you like a real lady.’


‘Having some filthy drunken lout maul and manhandle me is not my idea of being treated like a lady.’


‘There are other rewards for being . . . receptive to a man,’ he said smugly. ‘All you need is to have a little heart.’


She might have laughed at his attempt to cajole her with his impotent impression of a man, but his hand slid from her shoulder downward to rest just above her breast.


‘There,’ Tygart said, a silly grin pasted on his corpulent mug. ‘I know you have a heart, I can feel it beating.’


Stella reacted swiftly. She squashed his leering face with her soggy cleaning rag!


Tygart immediately jerked back his hand and sputtered against having the filth and cleaning solvent shoved into his face and eyes. He attempted to back up, but Stella stuck both hands against his chest and pushed with all of her might.


Tygart was off balance and unable to see from the sting of the lye soap in the water. His hands flailed about wildly, trying to remove the liquid and grit from his mouth and eyes. Stella’s wrath and forceful charge caused him to backpedal into a table. He hit it with such force he sat down on the tabletop and spilled over it backwards! He landed hard on his head and shoulders and lay there dazed.


Stella started to run for the door, but thought better of it and turned instead to the fallen man. Bending over him, she reached into his vest pocket. It was where he kept the money he paid her with each day. She pulled out the coins, then straightened up and kicked the man in the ribs as hard as she could.


‘I won’t be cleaning this pigsty again, Mr Tygart!’ she shouted. ‘I quit!’


While he sputtered and grunted from the sting of the cleaning solution in his face and being struck in the ribs, Stella bolted out the door.


She slowed at once on the street, not wanting to draw any attention to herself. She didn’t really think the saloon owner would go crying to the law about an assault or the stealing of his money – which she discovered was a measly two dollars – but she knew she and Myron would have to leave town right away. She doubted he would mind as he hadn’t found any decent work here and her job had paid barely enough to keep them from starving.


Tears stung her eyes, but she would not allow herself to cry. She was too strong for self pity and too intelligent to think God was picking on her for some reason. Even so, she couldn’t help but feel depressed and helpless about her situation.


Damn, I hate men . . . and I hate my life!


 


Brett Jackson pulled rein as he stopped at the crest of the hill. He pointed to the small building down in the valley below.


‘There you are, Reggie, Hannigan’s Hideaway. Also known as the only tavern – trading post along the Cimarron River for fifty miles. I told you we’d make it here today.’


‘Sun is already down, Yank,’ Reggie countered smugly. ‘It’ll be nearly dark by the time we reach the house.’


‘Gripe, gripe, gripe,’ Brett shot back. ‘And don’t call me Yank in front of Hannigan. He never fought in the war, and being raised a Quaker he didn’t approve of it.’


‘I can guess whose side he would have chose to support in the war, what with the slavery issue.’


‘I’m sure he blamed the Democrats who refused to free the slaves,’ Brett said. ‘Let’s just not mention that either of us fought in the war or for which side. After all, Texas has rejoined the Union, so we’re all on the same side again anyway.’


Reggie chuckled. ‘That might be the truth, but I’ll never be a Yank.’


Brett laughed and returned to the present. ‘For a small fee, Hannigan’s wife will likely whip up a hot meal, and we can probably sleep in the barn. I spent a night or two in the loft when I used to stop by.’ He sighed. ‘I’m sure looking forward to lying down on something besides the cold earth tonight.’


Reggie said, ‘I agree. One more day of eating beans out of air-tights and freezing my hind quarters on the cold ground and I’ll be as crazy as you.’


‘I warned you it was a long way to my folk’s ranch in Wyoming.’


‘Yes, but you didn’t tell me that it was pert near as far away as our last trail drive to Abilene.’


‘Durned if you aren’t getting old, Reggie. You’re starting to complain about everything.’
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