












Longhorn Justice


 


Cattle baron Nat Erdlatter has built his empire by taking what he wants then ruthlessly holding on to it. Even now, with the Homestead Act encouraging people to settle on range land that he has always considered his own, he believes that his needs take preference over the government’s decrees.


But times are changing and the citizens of the nearby town of Enterprise are angered by his latest callous act, none more so than his former ranch hands Clem Rawlings and Gus Farley, who become embroiled in an affair which can only lead to violence, and danger. . . .
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CHAPTER ONE


 


Dusk, and although the sky overhead has drained to a dull ash-tree grey, great swags of colour: pink, orange and yellow, illuminate the western horizon. On a ridge, silhouetted against the spectacle of the sun’s farewell, a lone rider sits his steed. The horse rears, its forehoofs clawing high in the air and its full mane and tail flare out like battle-tattered banners. The rider removes his hat and with great sweeps of his arm uses it to signal his position to those on the plain below, then he disappears over the far side of the ridge.


The extravagance of Vinny Erdlatter’s gesture is typical of the young man’s mannerisms and on another occasion might arouse a scornful comment from among those who witness it, but on this night it excites nothing more than a wry grin from the back rider because the eldest member of the group is Vinny’s father, their boss. Nat Erdlatter raises his right hand, an order to halt for those riding with him. If he is surprised by his son’s appearance or has an explanation for the beckoning gesture, he does not disclose it to those who ride with him and they know that he will not welcome their views on the matter. So they wait in silence until he issues his next command.


Nat Erdlatter is a man who trusts only his own instincts and acts accordingly. He is a man of pride who acknowledges neither pleasure nor pain; he is a survivor who lives each day as though he is sitting in a high-stakes poker game; a demonstration of emotion, he believes, is a display of weakness upon which an enemy will pounce. Over the years he has been forced to confront many enemies. Now, he is a self-made cattle baron with stock grazing over a vast portion of Wyoming territory and, with his customary cunning, willpower and merciless adherence to the creed that his needs alone are paramount, he intends to rule the area for many more years. He hasn’t survived seasons of drought and winters of bitter cruelty, range wars and Indian attacks just to allow someone else to grow rich. He is Nat Erdlatter and is prepared to kill anyone who threatens his authority.


Nat taps his spurs against the flanks of his big chestnut gelding and leads the three other riders up and over the ridge in pursuit of his son. Vinny has merged into another bunch of riders gathered under a wide-spread cottonwood. They are five in number and they wait with unnatural stillness as the new arrivals approach. From fifty yards a rope can be observed that has been slung over one of the tree’s lower branches, the noose at the end has been tightened around the neck of one of the horsemen, stretching him so that he is standing in his stirrups, his head held awkwardly high, desperately seeking an angle that will keep his air passage open. His hands are fastened behind his back and the fear that is etched on his face becomes increasingly evident as Nat and his men slither their mounts to a halt.


‘They caught him, Pa.’ Vinny is trying to restrain his excitement but his voice is higher and louder than normal. He points a little way down the slope. A small fire burns, the light smoke drifts languidly away across the meadow-land. ‘He was putting an iron on our beef. Red and the boys caught him.’ He turns to one of the other men for confirmation.


‘That’s right, Mr Erdlatter.’ The speaker is Jos ‘Red’ Hammond, foreman of Erdlatter’s spread. He is a gruff man in coarse clothes that are dirty and dust-covered, and his stubbled, scarred face and unkempt hair are no less dirty. It is the colour of his hair, a bright ginger, which has given rise to the sobriquet by which he is known throughout the territory. ‘About to over-brand some steers. We were going to string him up. Figured that would be what you’d want us to do.’


‘Stealing cattle.’ Nat Erdlatter speaks to the bound man astride a pinto pony, his voice unraised, the words unhurried, the very blandness of the delivery making his pronouncement more chilling to the listener. ‘Only one punishment for that.’


The prisoner’s eyes are enormous, enlarged by fear and his desperate battle to breathe. He tries to speak but Grat Todd tugs at the rope causing the rough circlet around his neck to tighten. To those watching it seems that his neck stretches another inch, as though he will be choked to death while still astride his pony, a possibility made all the more likely by the gasping, gargling sounds that escape from his mouth.


One of the three who followed Nat Erdlatter to this point urges his horse alongside that of his employer. Clem Rawlings has been working cattle on Erdlatter’s Circle-E for a year. ‘That’s Pat Baker,’ he declares, his voice betraying his distaste for what is about to happen.


The inference of criticism in Clem’s interruption doesn’t please Nat Erdlatter. ‘Not interested in his name. We hang cattle-thieves.’


‘There must be a mistake,’ Clem says. ‘Pat works for Harv Golden. They’ve got a place along the Westwater.’


Nat Erdlatter turns angrily. ‘Nester,’ he says, the word spat out as though it is fetid fish. ‘Stealing is what you expect from those people.’


Clem has heard all the stories that are told about Nat Erdlatter’s early years in Wyoming and knows that they abound in gunfights with land-grabbers and the lynching of rustlers. Some of the stories he is prepared to believe are true, but here and now he finds it hard to believe that they are gathered around this cottonwood to hang Pat Baker. Pat is about his own age and if they meet in Enterprise they nod an acknowledgement of each other, but they aren’t friends. They had once had a drink together in Jake Clewson’s saloon but that had been a mistake. Clem had been new in town and had bought himself a beer at the first bar he’d come to. Pat had struck up a conversation with him on the assumption that he was working on one of the farms north of town, because the cattlemen always used the Diamond or the Prairie Paradise.


When the truth of the situation was revealed they kept apart; nothing personal at that time, just both conscious of the fact that their employment virtually depended on maintaining the show of disrespect that nesters had for ranchers and vice versa. But that show isn’t the cause of the coldness that has developed between Clem and Pat, there is a different reason for that altogether.


Even so, Clem speaks again. ‘Ain’t likely that Pat would steal your cattle, Mr Erdlatter.’ His words win a scowl from the old man and a glance or two of derision from some of the others gathered there. No one offers to support his attempted defence.


Pat Baker is making a final effort to speak. The farm worker’s eyes settle on the young cowboy, his breathing is nothing more than a ragged series of gasps, gurgles and sobs. It is difficult for Clem to know if Pat recognizes him, all he knows for sure is that the look he has fixed on him is a plea for help. Clem scans the meadow-land, seeking anything he can offer to mitigate Pat’s crime. There is only the small fire and the smoke dissipating into the gloom of the approaching night. Nothing else.


He is about to speak, about to voice a thought that needs to be heard, but as he opens his mouth his horse is nudged to the left and old Gus Farley edges forward, coming between Clem and Nat Erdlatter. Gus, semi-slouched in the saddle as is his style, holds Clem’s gaze, offering a warning not to rile the boss again, not if he hopes to continue working at the Circle-E. Gus has worked for Nat Erdlatter for many years, knows the signs when the boss man’s temper is on a short fuse and nothing ignites his dynamite more swiftly than arguments from someone whose time he is paying for.


Then it happens, while Clem’s attention is diverted by Gus’s manoeuvre, old man Erdlatter mutters, ‘Get it done,’ then turns his horse and heads back over the ridge to continue his homeward journey, the lynching worth no more consideration than any of the other ruthless decisions he has taken since coming to this territory.


Vinny yips, loud and sudden, like he’s driving strays back to the herd, and the hat which is once more in his hand, is swatted against the pinto’s rump. The little horse bounds forward a handful of strides but, obedient to its training, stops when it realizes there is no weight on its back, no pressure nor prick of command on its flanks. Behind it the branch creaks as it bends to the downward pull of Pat Baker’s swinging, kicking body.


For a moment every mounted man is still, watching the farmer’s vain struggle. His body turns and for a moment, probably the last of his life, his eyes meet those of Clem Rawlings. They are wide, imploring, not seeking release from the noose but demanding some last request of the man with whom he’d once drunk a beer. Then his body jerks and the riders watch in silence until his kicking ceases and his suspended body swings slightly and turns in an ever shortening arc.


Vinny is the first to speak, jerking his horse first towards those who had caught Pat Baker then back to where Clem, Gus and Slippy Anderson watch. His back straightens and his shoulders are back, looking like one of the statues back East that have been erected to celebrate the gallant deeds of Civil War generals.


‘That’s how the Circle-E deals with rustlers,’ he declares, convincing more than one of those within earshot that he believes he has taken a step in emulation of his father’s actions.


Clem nudges his horse’s flanks, moves it away from the hanging tree and wanders down to the dying fire. There are a few hot ashes, here and there a spark. He steps down and stamps them into extinction, his mind filled with thoughts of Pat Baker. He’d seen him earlier that evening, riding south, heading as he so often did for the Yates spread. Or had he been wrong in that assumption. Had his assessment of Pat’s character been a mistake? Had Pat been dabbling in rustling? He shook his head. Perhaps he and Pat hadn’t been friends but he didn’t think he could be so far wrong about a man. He climbs back on to his saddle and rejoins the group under the tree.


Vinny is making the most noise, boasting about the authority of the Erdlatters and the Circle-E but being careful not to look at the now ugly face of the hanging man. Someone, either Carl Pelton or Tiny Duggett, has scrawled the word Rustler on a scrap of paper and used a nail to attach it to Pat’s shirt. They are encouraging Vinny’s bravado and talking about riding into Enterprise for a celebratory drink but Red Hammond squashes that plan with details of the work he has lined up for them in the morning.


‘It means an early start,’ he warns them, ‘so let us get back to the bunkhouse.’


Clem rounds up the pinto and leads the way back to the Circle-E.









CHAPTER TWO


 


Neither the callous attitude of old man Erdlatter nor the puffed-up pleasure that the lynching has given his son sit easily with Clem Rawlings. He sits alone, refusing to sit in a penny-a-point card game and steps outside when the unexpected return of Dusty Thoms and Rollo Wilson from the east boundary line camp evokes a cruel account of the prairie lynching.


While it is yet more than an hour until dawn, Clem hasn’t slept and knows he will not sleep this night. He leaves the seven other men in the bunkhouse to their dreams, saddles his own working pony and Pat Baker’s pinto, and rides clear of the Circle-E. He is aware that what he plans to do will anger the boss of the Circle-E but no alternative course of action occurs to him. Whatever Pat Baker might or might not have done, it seems to Clem that the lynching was unnecessary and that leaving him hanging from the tree as a symbol of Nat Erdlatter’s power will be sickeningly offensive to those who knew and liked the young man.


Clem’s initial attempt to lower Pat’s body on to the pinto is nullified by the horse. It refuses to be backed under the dangling form of its former rider, shying away like a maiden being presented as a bride to a diseased old man. Eventually he is forced to cut the rope and the body falls to the ground. It takes all Clem’s strength to lift the dead weight on to the skittish horse. He covers the body with a sheet of canvas before tying it securely to the animal for the journey ahead.


Turning his back to the hint of light in the east, Clem rides off at a steady canter, setting a course which will both avoid the town of Enterprise and stay well clear of the approaches to the Circle-E. He doesn’t want to be intercepted by any of Nat Erdlatter’s crew until he’s delivered Pat Baker’s body to Harv Golden. Harv Golden and his wife settled in the area little more than two years ago and their farm is sited along the Westwater, up towards the border with Montana. With luck, Clem will have returned Pat’s body to Harv Golden and be back at the Circle-E before Charlie Sow, the cook, has cleared away breakfast.


To the best of Clem’s knowledge, Pat Baker was the only extra hand employed by Harv, and the farm itself is unknown territory to the Circle-E cowboy. He has no way of knowing where Pat slept at night, nor if the Goldens are aware that their hired help hasn’t made it back to the farm. Consequently, when he reaches the property, he sits for a moment to study the layout before hailing the house.


The living place itself is little more than a soddy with the addition of some stout wooden supports which bestow upon it a sort of permanency that many of the other settler homes lack. Off to the left of the house is a timber barn, a building of sturdier construction than the low building in which the Goldens live. There is nothing visible to the eye or audible to the ear to suggest the presence of livestock about the place, but Clem supposes that horses, hens and geese are sleeping in the barn until dawn’s light is strong enough to waken them.


Without dismounting he hails the house. ‘Harv Golden,’ he shouts, and repeats it when the first call garners no response. After some moments there is a flicker of a flame within as an oil lamp is lit. ‘Harv Golden,’ Clem shouts again, ‘come on out here.’


The door opens slowly, not fully, only wide enough for a rifle barrel to protrude and for Harv’s voice to carry across the small yard that separates house from gate.


‘Who’s out there?’


‘My name’s Clem Rawlings. I ride for the Circle-E.’


There’s hesitation before Harv’s cautious voice asks him to state his business.


‘I’ve brought Pat Baker back.’


‘Pat,’ says Harv. ‘Is he drunk?’ His voice betrays his own doubt at such a possibility.


‘He ain’t drunk.’


‘Has he had an accident?’ This question posed by a female voice, Mrs Golden, Clem assumes, which makes him reluctant to shout his next words.


‘He’s dead,’ he tells those inside the house, knowing that no matter how reluctant he is to say it, or unwilling the Goldens will be to hear it, it has to be said.


The door opens wider and, preceded by the barrel of his rifle, Harv Golden steps out into the yard. He makes his way forward, the rifle gripped tightly, a demonstration that he doesn’t trust cattlemen visitors. His wife, in a long cotton nightdress with a woollen shawl about her shoulders, follows at a distance. Without taking his eyes from Clem Rawlings, Harv tells her to go indoors. She retreats to the doorway but lingers there, watchful of what might unfold.


When Harv opens the gate Clem gives him the pinto’s reins. Harv lifts the sheet covering the pinto’s burden and inspects the body. A sigh escapes his mouth, a sound of disbelief mixed with a whole heap of sadness.


‘What happened?’ he asks.


‘He was caught stealing cattle. They hanged him.’


Harv Golden’s reaction is exactly what Clem expects. There is anger in the rejection of Clem’s words and his raised voice snaps out the words so that they crackle through the greyish light of the oncoming day.


‘That boy never stole apples from an orchard.’


Mrs Golden, inquisitive and nervous, calls to her husband. ‘What’s happened, Harv.’


‘It’s Pat,’ he tells her. ‘He’s dead. Go inside.’ He has no way of knowing if she obeys because his gaze is fixed on Clem, the accusation in his eyes is clear even though the light of day is dim. Ranchers throughout the territory have resisted the incursion of those who have travelled west with the railroad and taken up the parcels of land upon which they intend to build their future, because these newcomers, these nesters, build fences and bar the passage of beeves which have, historically, wandered at will in search of grazing and water. Although, to date, peace has been maintained in the area around Enterprise, there exists between cattlemen and newcomers an atmosphere of distrust and dangerous expectation. Threats have been made against the settlers and this killing of Pat Baker, Harv Golden suspects, is a precursor of more violent tactics aimed at chasing them from the cattlemen’s country.


‘He was over-branding,’ Clem says, telling the farmer the story that would soon be spread around Enterprise.


‘Yeah!’ There is disbelief in Harv Golden’s exclamation. ‘You see him do it?’


Clem shakes his head. ‘He’d been caught before I got there.’


Harv isn’t slow in drawing conclusions from Clem’s words. ‘But you were there when they strung him up.’


‘I was there.’


Harv Golden spits on the ground, his anger, his distaste at the killing of young Pat Baker almost too much to contain. He hefts the rifle in his hands as though using it will purge the boiling blood from his veins.


Clem tugs at the reins of his horse, it steps back as he prepares to turn and ride away. ‘Figured you’d want him back here, not left hanging out on the prairie.’


‘Where did it happen?’


‘Range land south of the Circle-E ranch,’ Clem tells Harv. ‘Just about sundown,’ he adds.


Ruminatively, Harv Golden mutters, almost to himself. ‘He’d be on his way back from the Yates spread.’


Clem doesn’t speak although Harv’s assessment of Pat Baker’s movements is in keeping with his own. He touches his hat in farewell because he can see Mrs Golden is still waiting by the door to her home, half inside, holding the doorpost anxious to learn the details of their farmhand’s death.


‘Just want you to know,’ Clem says, ‘Pat Baker wasn’t my friend, but he wasn’t my enemy either.’


Clem taps his spurs against his horse’s flanks and rides away. Behind him he hears Harv Golden’s angry voice. ‘We aren’t forgetting this,’ he shouts. ‘You can tell Erdlatter that. If killing people is what he wants then that is what he’ll get.’









CHAPTER THREE


 


Breakfast is over when Clem gets back to the Circle-E. Charlie Sow is washing tin plates and tin mugs in a wooden tub outside the cookhouse, knowing that the heat in the now risen sun will dry them while he busies himself with preparations for the next meal. With an air of disgruntlement he watches the young man ride through the gates. Like all ranch cooks he is offended by criticism of his meals and when a hand does not turn up for a meal that is the greatest insult of all. ‘If young Rawlings expects a serving at this late hour,’ he tells himself, ‘he is in for a shock.’


Elsewhere around the compound men are preparing for the day ahead. Carl Pelton and Tiny Duggett are already in the saddle, ready to set out to the north pasture, but they check their mounts and watch as Clem reins in beside Red Hammond. The foreman is passing on instructions to Gus Farley and Slippy Anderson but he is silenced by the appearance of the missing breakfast mouth.


Without dismounting, Clem states his business. ‘Reckon I’ll be moving on,’ he tells Red. ‘I’ve got some money due. I’d appreciate you getting it for me while I collect my belongings from the bunkhouse.’


‘You’d appreciate,’ mimics Red Hammond; his gruff voice holds no hint of humour. ‘You’d appreciate!’ He runs a thick finger along the scar that runs from the corner of his left eye to the centre of his cheek, then looks around at the rest of the crew who have gathered to listen. ‘Well now, I’d appreciate if you got yourself up among those hills and chased a few strays down to the riverside. We’ve got a herd to round up for trailing to the railhead within two weeks, so this is no time for men to be quitting on us.’


‘Even so,’ Clem responds, ‘quitting is what I’m doing. I’ve just come back for what I’m due.’ He looks over his shoulder. Tiny Dugget is behind him to his right and Carl Pelton to his left. They both wear sour expressions.


‘You’ll get what you’re due at the end of the month along with everyone else.’


‘I’m moving on. I want my money now.’


Tiny Duggett nudges his horse so that it moves alongside Clem. He talks to Red Hammond but the words are meant to rile Clem. ‘Reckon he just doesn’t like the way we dealt with the rustler. Some people just ain’t man enough for it.’


Clem doesn’t speak and for a few moments there is an uneasy silence. Then Duggett speaks again, still addressing his words to the foreman, still intending to rile young Clem Rawlings. ‘Don’t know why he’s all het up, we done him a favour last night. Everyone knows he has a hankering for the Yates girl. She’ll be on the look-out for a new beau now.’


Red Hammond and Carl Pelton grin at the remark but Gus Farley and Slippy Anderson allow no emotion to show. They are older men, accustomed to bunkhouse squabbles and conscious of the fact that it is taboo to get involved in other men’s arguments. That doesn’t mean they don’t have a view on the subject or a bias for one or other of the protagonists, but until the dust settles they will keep their own counsel. Every man has to fight his own battles.
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