
Chap O’Keefe

Misfit Lil

Hides Out


Table of Contents

Title Page

A Black Horse Extra Book

1 | UNHEEDED WARNING

2 | VALLEY OF DEATH

3 | “FIND THAT WOMAN!”

4 | OLD TRAIL, OLD BACKCHAT

5 | FEELING THE HEAT

6 | THE UNWELCOME GIFT

7 | HARD HAND OF DISCIPLINE

8 | PAID IN FULL

9 | A CLEAR TRAIL

10 | ON THE DODGE

11 | DISAPPEARING ACT

12 | SECRET VALLEY

13 | PRELUDE TO ACTION

14 | THUNDER IN THE CANYONS

15 | WHAT REALLY HAPPENED

Author’s Afterword: | Heroines of the Wilder West

THE REBEL AND THE HEIRESS

MISFIT LIL FIGHTS BACK

A GUNFIGHT TOO MANY

BLAST TO OBLIVION

FRONTIER BRIDES

MISFIT LIL GETS EVEN

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Black Horse Extra Book




[image: ]


First published in 2008 by Robert Hale Ltd

Published by Ulverscroft Large Print Books Ltd in 2009

This edition 2025

Copyright © 2008, 2009, 2025 by Chap O’Keefe

Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information or storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

UNHEEDED WARNING
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The reservation jumpers led by Angry-he-shakes-fist were on the warpath. The mounted string of young delinquents wore only breech-clouts or leggings and their smooth, bronze bodies glistened with oil and medicine paint.

Angry-fist himself — whose riding style was especially distinctive since he’d lost his left hand in a tomahawk duel with the white scout Jackson Farraday — was decked out with a showy, plumed war bonnet.

So much Lilian Goodnight, daughter of the owner of the Flying G, biggest spread in the Silver Vein country, took in with one startled glance as she topped a jagged ridge on the edge of the canyon lands.

“Warpath” was too grand a word for Angry-fist’s activities, Lil thought, correcting her swift impression. The armed braves she saw through heat shimmers, winding across a gray-brown plain dotted with clusters of rock and sagebrush, were effectively a murderous gang of young criminals under the leadership of a charismatic hothead who’d grown increasingly bitter and twisted. Chanting an ululating death-song, the riders formed a raiding party of thugs out to strike terror for amusement and to grab plunder for reward.

Still in early womanhood, but a veteran of frontier hardship and survival, Lil knew she’d be skylined if any of the painted killers should look up. She quickly drew back. Angry-fist’s ruffianly bunch had clashed with her before. The bucks would welcome the diverting thrill of hunting down “girl-who-shoots-fast”.

Far be it for them to know she was no model of virtue herself; that she’d been largely disowned by a vexed father unable to understand the waywardness of a child who’d been offered every available luxury but been seduced by the freedoms enjoyed by her often fiddlefooted male contemporaries to become Silver Vein’s Princess of Pistoleers and more.

She was a broadminded girl with no prejudices against black people, Mexicans, Chinese, the poor ... or Indians. But these renegades would chase, catch, rob, rape, and kill regardless of where the victim’s sympathies might lie.

Lil was touching spurless heels to her trusty gray cow-pony’s ribs, breaking him into a trot, before she was hit by the significance of the direction in which Angry-fist’s bunch was headed.

“Damn it!” she said out loud.

In a draw that sloped on to the plain some miles distant was a spring-fed pasture, an oasis of luxuriant green. The isolated pocket of fertility had attracted a couple from Colorado, Daniel and Edith Kennedy, who’d migrated further west on glowing letters of advice from Dan’s brother to stake out a claim.

The brother, Thomas Kennedy, served in the Army with the rank of corporal and as a member of the force garrisoned at Fort Dennis yonder from the township of Silver Vein. Tom’s wife, Fanny, was one of the women at the fort with whom Lil had struck up a casual friendship.

Lil had last seen Fanny not shopping in the stores in town on some past day, but that very morning riding a solitary trail to her civilian in-laws’ cabin to visit with them. Plainly, the local military were unaware Angry-fist was up to his old tricks in this neck of the woods.

The girls had stopped for several minutes to talk. Neither was a gossip but both led their lives as loners, though in dissimilar ways.

Had anyone witnessed the meeting they would have been struck by the contrasts between the two young women. For Lil was tall and slim, and very lithe. She was animated, with gray eyes of a peculiar brilliance that lit her brown face, and full of the zest for living. Fanny, on the other hand, was a reserved person of average build, without Lil’s height or her natural exuberance and color. Her hair was reddish but lacking in life where Lil’s was glossy black and lengthy with a bit of curl and bounce.

Fanny Kennedy’s life was not a chosen one. The dreariness of her existence in married enlisted men’s quarters was taking a toll on her. Fort Dennis tittle-tattle had it little love was lost between Fanny and Tom in an age when a woman stood by her man, no matter what, especially when it provided her security in a harsh land. Moreover, the Kennedys were Catholics. Thought of a dissolution of their marriage would be as horrifying as it was impractical.

Lil’s life was, conversely, the one she’d chosen and best enjoyed. Riding the wild country was hugely preferable over being the lady her long-suffering pa had had a mind for his tomboy daughter to become. It was Ben Goodnight’s unwise insistence on enrolling her as a boarder at a high-toned seminary in Boston, from which she’d subsequently been expelled after unacceptable, after-hours behavior involving an eagerly co-operative gardener’s-boy, that had earned Miss Lilian the sobriquet of Misfit Lil. She and genteel Boston hadn’t hitched up alongside one another at all.

Clad in pants and buckskin tunic fringed in the style of an old-time mountain man, Lil now strived to emulate her idol, Jackson Farraday, the hugely experienced, weather-burnished frontiersman who made his livelihood as a guide and a civilian scout for the Army.

Lil found Fanny nervy but likable. She suspected Fanny found her odd and shocking, but she hoped they could be friends. She didn’t subscribe to the belief that Tom Kennedy gave his wife a hard time — some said he beat her — and suspected an additional reason Kennedy had lured his brother and sister-in-law into the territory might be to make supportive kinfolks available to Fanny.

“Nice day for riding,” Lil had said not two hours previous.

“That it is,” Fanny had responded shyly to Silver Vein’s notorious female saddle-tramp.

“Where are you going?” Lil had prompted, though she could guess.

“I’m going to visit with Edith and Dan at their homestead. Their mare has foaled.”

Fanny  had raised a smile. “Edith sent us a note saying the colt’s really cute and to come see soon. She plans to raise and train him her ownself.”

Lil had slapped her gray’s neck approvingly. “Why, that’s just what I did with ol’ Rebel here. It paid off. He’ll do about anything for me.”

Now Rebel was going to have to go like the wind. For it fell to Lil to take swift word to the Kennedys of their peril as a hell-bent band of renegades rode for their pleasant valley.

“They’re devils — cold, cruel, killing devils — that’s what they are,” Lil grumbled to herself. She thought Dan Kennedy was making a mistake trying to prove up in such a lonesome place, desirable and peaceable though it might look. Since Angry-fist had broken out of the reservation, it wasn’t safe. A man did wrong bringing his woman to live there.

Lil reined her game bronc on to no known trail. By heading across broken terrain, she could get to the Kennedys’ cabin before the raiders. But though she knew the country like the back of her hand as few others did, the route was difficult, dangerous. It needed all her skills as a rider and the sure-footedness of her mount. One false step, one misplaced hoof, could bring death by accident to either or both of them — and spell slaughter without warning for the three Kennedys.

Traveling at a pace that didn’t allow for second thoughts or calculating chances, she nonetheless picked a way up mountainously steep slopes where only scrub oak and dwarf piñon grew. She wondered all the while whether any of Angry-fist’s band had spied her and set out to run her down. Any moment she feared she’d hear the crack of a rifle or the zing of an arrow.

Eventually, to reach the Kennedy place coming this way, she would have to cross a breathtakingly deep ravine. It was part of her daring tactics. Rebel, she figured, would make the leap. But for any pursuing Indians on half-wild mustangs, it would be a near-impossible feat. Their mounts, though fleet-footed, were smaller and less well cared-for and trained.

Foolhardy though some of Angry-fist’s followers might be, they would think more than twice before attempting the jump. A slip, a split-second of mistiming, would hurl them to a bone-smashing death in the shadowed, rocky depths far below.

Lil set Rebel on a straight run for the edge to the chasm. The gap and the sheer wall of vertically stratified red rock that was its far side came into sudden view when it was already too late to check or turn aside.

Lil strove to keep the flutters in her own nervous stomach from conveying themselves to her intelligent horse. She knew she was tossing their lives on the hazard.

“Good boy, you can do it!” she murmured encouragingly, knowing it was now all up to him.

The horse and Lil understood one another completely. With a tremendous thrust of his powerful legs, Rebel launched them into the air. They soared.

For seconds nothing was below them but an expanse of hot, trapped air and the distant, jagged upthrusts of rock from a dry and barren floor laid in an eon past by a savage nature with no thought of the advent of puny man. Its configurations were so violent, its access so precarious, it might never have been trod by human feet.

Then Rebel’s front hoofs hit the far side, sending loose rock rolling. In a wild scramble of crumbling particles from the very edge of the rim, his rear hoofs gained a purchase, too.

They were across!

Lil felt the sweat trickling from her armpits. “Least I didn’t wet myself,” she thought. And they were thundering on, Lil letting the astute cow pony pick his own way.

“Bravo, Reb! We made it!” she cried exultantly.

The remaining mile was eaten up lickety-split. The Kennedy claim came in to sight — a modest barn, a horse shed, and a log cabin with a stone chimney but otherwise only the barest accommodations within. All three had sheet-iron corrugated roofs. The shed had a roof sloping one way with the high part to the south. It was fully enclosed on three sides but most the south side was open and Lil glimpsed Fanny’s mount hitched alongside the Kennedys’ mare and her tiny, spindly legged colt.

Lil rode down into the yard between the buildings. After his great-hearted effort, Rebel was showing signs of fatigue, but Lil slipped from saddle to ground, paying no attention to his needs outside of leaving him heading for a water trough.

A young black dog frisked from behind the barn, barking excitedly. The Kennedys came out to check on the sudden arrival and outbreak of commotion.

Fanny was the last through the door but first to speak.

“Why are you here, Lil?” she asked, puzzled but sensing something was wrong. “What’s happened?”

“It’s the Apache renegades!” Lil blurted breathlessly. “They’re coming to raid this place. You’ve got to grab your valuables and get out fast!”

She knew their transportable belongings would be meager and they had saddle horses as well as a buckboard.

But Dan Kennedy — stockily built and of a bullish breed that stood its ground — was far from convinced. He said pugnaciously, “I don’t know ’bout that, missy. I figure a big scattergun plumb loaded with buckshot is the way to greet sich varmints.”

“A few dead ’uns won’t put off these hotheads,” Lil said. “There’s too many of ’em. Most everyone hereabouts knows there’s no stopping Angry-fist’s raiding parties once their blood is up. They’re mean. They’re cruel. They’re killers. You’ve got to ride!”

“Oh, Dan!” Edith cried, stricken and disbelieving. “We’ll lose everything we’ve worked for—”

She was a mature woman who’d expended the beauty and strength of her prime on the challenge of setting up here. She’d labored as hard as any man though there was little about her that looked male.

“No, we won’t. Get inside, close the shutters, woman — we’re gonna fight!”

Appalled, Lil said, “Tell them, Fanny! That’s playing a mighty, mighty dangerous game. It won’t work. We’ve got to get away now, to the fort. Please!”

But Fanny clenched her raised hands, nervously and undecided. She said nothing. Her face was white and her tongue seemingly frozen.

“No red heathens mess with Dan Kennedy, gal!” the homesteader growled at Lil. “I got the guns and plenty o’ cartridges. Either you stay an’ help or light a shuck on your own.”

Lil choked back rising anger. She swallowed the further protests she’d no time to deliver.

“All right, I will! Fanny — get your hoss and ride out with me. Don’t see a lick of sense in your Corporal Tom being made a widower to boot.”

Lil strode over to Rebel and jumped astride.

Fanny dithered, turning one way then the other, while her kin hurried back into the cabin. As though making up her mind, she rushed after Edith and Dan.

“Hey, Fanny!” Lil yelled. “Ain’t you coming with me?”

Fanny crossed the cabin’s threshold. Dan immediately took down a repeating rifle from wall pegs and thrust it into her hands.

“It’s fully loaded. Sixteen shots,” he said.

She looked down at the weapon, horrified.

“I can’t — I don’t — I won’t ...”

She shuddered and looked over her shoulder for Lil.

Misfit Lil’s reputation for knowing what she was about in such situations was a local legend, heard in Army barracks as in every other place. Seeing Lil about to head off, and having shaky confidence at best in her brother-in-law, Fanny changed her mind again.

“Don’t leave me, Lil! I’m coming with you!”

She ran out to the barn and her horse, still clutching the rifle like she didn’t want it, or know what she was going to do with it, but it had somehow become glued to her hands.

Behind, the cabin door was slammed and a stout bar thudded into place back of it. In the yard, Lil took the burden of the rifle off Fanny and the young Army wife rose into her saddle.

The pair rode out quickly. Lil was determined to be out of sight before Angry-fist’s bunch arrived. But she felt bad about leaving the Kennedy couple to fight off the coming Indian attack. How could people be so stupid?

“Curse ’em for pigheaded greenhorns!” she gritted as they slanted out of the grassy bottom. They headed for the front, rising bench of the rough country that walled in the Kennedys’ valley. Here, Lil knew she could find them concealment.

Lil had a carbine in a scabbard under her left leg, but she rode with Fanny’s rifle in her hand, half laid across her thighs. When she reached the first jumble of rocky outcrops, she slowed and swore.

“Aw, hell, it’s damned foolishness, but I can’t quit this easy and Rebel’s already gotten in a lather once today. We’ll stop and see what happens ... help if we can.”

Fanny’s mount, though a docile creature, had got caught up in the excitement of their rapid flight. It fell to Lil to reach out and grab the bridle as the horse surged past. The rifle from the Kennedys slipped to the ground with a clatter, her arm was almost tugged from its socket and she was nearly jerked from the saddle.

“Lil!” Fanny sobbed. “What are you doing? Leave go of my bridle!”

But Lil and Rebel were a strong combination and were able to pull them into the cover of a huge boulder from where they could observe the Kennedy ranch from a position on the steep overlooking slope only hundreds of yards distant as a crow might fly.

Lil swung an athletic leg over Rebel’s neck and dropped down. “Fetch your rifle,” she snapped.

Fanny stared at her, white and trembling. “I don’t want it! Didn’t we ought to ride on?”

“Too late for that. They’d spot us. Look!”

Her pointing finger turned Fanny’s fearful attention to a cloud of dust thrown up by a string of savage riders on fleet ponies. They had rounded a stark granite bluff and were into the green valley, bearing down fast on the Kennedys’ placid spread with patently sinister purpose.

“They’re plumb on top of the place now!”

Fanny turned away as though denying the spectacle. Her back and arms stiffened and her hands formed fists. The girl was on the point of breaking down.

“I don’t want to see it! I don’t want to see it!”
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VALLEY OF DEATH
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In choosing to fight it out with Angry-fist’s criminal band, Dan and Edith Kennedy were gambling with their lives. To Lil’s mind, they were throwing them away as recklessly as any pay-day cowboy suckered into slapping his full month’s forty-dollar roll on a saloon table in front of a professional, black-coated card-cheat.

Dan took first blood. As soon as the first renegade came within a hundred yards of the cabin, he tumbled him from his mustang’s back with a rifle shot that turned a six-inch patch of his bronze shoulder into red mincemeat.

Angry-fist’s men drew off beyond range, then began circling the cabin, some clockwise, some anti-clockwise. They whooped and hurled taunts at the confused white pair, who never knew quite when a hostile would cross a field of fire encompassed by one slit or another beside the cabin’s stoutly fixed shutters.

Lil’s heart leaped gladly when a rebel Apache’s bronc stopped a slug in the head and folded under him.

“That’s it, Dan Kennedy! Show the red devils!”

But she knew it was all bravado and the couple couldn’t hold out.

Angry-fist was maddened by the preparedness of the whites in their isolated homestead. He gave a signal for his bucks to fall back. Even as they retreated, a pair of carbines barked viciously from the cabin and a third raider stopped lead. He reeled and sagged, pulling his mount’s head round and smashing into the pony
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