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The Line Rider


 


With his job as a line rider under threat, Mack Cambray hopes to settle down with his bride as a homesteader. However, in trying to solve the mystery of his wife’s untimely death, Mack ends up in the middle of a violent range war.
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Prologue


 


The crowd fell silent as the salesman walked up onto a small platform behind the fence at the far end of the corral. ‘I wish to thank you all for coming here today!’ he shouted out, ‘You are about to see a spectacle, the like of which most of you will have never seen before, and which I guarantee will take your breath away! I also wish to thank a group of your local cattlemen, without whom what you are about to see would not have been possible! They have rounded up a small herd of the most aggressive longhorns they could find and, in a moment, will drive them into this corral!’ The crowd gasped and some people started to retreat from the perimeter of the corral. ‘I maintain that these ferocious beasts will be tamed by this corral’s special fencing and no one will come to any harm!’


‘The man’s mad, Judd,’ Holden Bauldry cried out as the two men stood watching the proceedings below from the first-floor balcony of Miss Kittie’s boarding house.


‘Yer don’t think that wire fence is gonna stop those longhorns, do yer?’ Judd Rames asked his colleague. ‘I’ve heard some say this new wire is very effective and much better than smooth wire.’


‘Yeah, but they’re all drunks or attention seekers!’ Holden spat the words out angrily. As the thunderous sound of charging cattle hoofs filled the air, Bauldry raised his Winchester rifle and looked down the length of the barrel. He figured that if he took out the first longhorn several yards before it reached the end of the corral, the others would fall over its body.


‘Drop the rifle, mister!’ Holden felt the cold barrel of a six-shooter being pressed into his neck. He heard its hammer being pulled back. ‘Don’t you move either, mister,’ the gun’s owner said to Judd Rames, pointing a second revolver in his direction. It was Miss Kittie.


‘Now, put that rifle down slowly,’ she said confidently, ‘an’ no harm will come to you or your friend here and to no one in the crowd below.’


‘But ma’am. . . .’ Holden protested as he did what he was told cautiously.


‘Ain’t no buts, mister,’ Miss Kittie replied, kicking the Winchester away from Bauldry. ‘Jest trust me an’ be amazed at what you are about to see.’


Holden peered over balcony as the ferocious longhorns were let loose into the corral. Offended by the constraints the corral imposed on their freedom, they charged at the barbed wire fence, kicking up a cloud of dust. To the amazement of the crowd the longhorns backed away, as the sharp barbs on the fence wire dug into their hide. Surprised yet not deterred, the cattle regrouped and charged again but with the same end result: another victory to the barbs. Then, no longer prepared to endure any more pain, the cattle surrendered and stood quietly in the corral as the crowd cheered.


‘You knew that was gonna happen, didn’t yer?’ Holden said, looking angrily at the woman who had pulled a gun on him.


‘Yes, I did, but I didn’t wanna spoil yer fun,’ Miss Kittie replied. ‘I saw the original demonstration back in ’76, about eighteen months ago over in San Antonio, given by someone else, John W Gates to be precise. This guy’s jest a copycat. I am sure his wire is good but I suspect he’s a moonshiner.’


‘Moonshiner?’ Judd queried.


‘Yep,’ Miss Kittie confirmed. ‘He’s probably copyin’ someone else’s design an’ not payin’ royalties so he can sell his wire cheaper.’


‘You seem to know a lot about this,’ Holden remarked.


‘A lot of people who pass through here and stay in this guest house are in the barbed wire business,’ Miss Kittie explained. ‘Some folk who ain’t refer to barbed wire as the devil’s rope, but those who are in the business see it as the future, the new gold – the source of a personal fortune. I take it you boys ain’t in the fencin’ business.’


‘No,’ Holden replied. ‘We’re long, experienced cattlemen. Open rangers. Albeit that Judd here has got one of those hundred and sixty-acre homesteads.’


‘So, what brings yer two to town, then?’ Miss Kittie asked, full of curiosity.


‘My hundred and sixty acres,’ Judd replied. ‘I claimed it under the Homestead Act but it ain’t no ordinary homestead. I’m buildin’ a town on it called Ramestown, an’ we’re here to promote that.’


‘A town?’ Miss Kittie repeated, sounding surprised. ‘Ain’t never had town promoters pass through here before. This is cattle country.’


‘An’ like Holden says, we’re cattlemen. We first rode the trails goin’ north with Charlie Goodnight in ’66, an’ my town is on one of those trails,’ Judd explained. ‘It has its own spring an’ is at that point north of here when a drover wants to stop, sleep in a decent bed an’ have some fun to boot.’


‘I must say I ain’t heard of it,’ Miss Kittie commented.


‘Yer’ll be hearin’ a lot about it, I tell yer,’ Judd continued. ‘Ramestown is gonna be the cattle town of cattle towns.’


‘Guarantee that, can yer mister?’ Miss Kittie asked. She had seen plenty of people pass through these parts full of fancy ideas that eventually come to nothing.


‘As of yesterday, I believe I can,’ said Judd. ‘Yer see, yesterday, I signed a contract with the railroad. They are divertin’ their line that comes from the southwest to run through Ramestown and then on to the stock town of Kansas where it joins the line running east. It’ll cut days off the trail journey from aroun’ these parts an’ save time an’ money gettin’ those Texas longhorns to market!’









Chapter 1


 


‘Look, here comes another wagon train!’ exclaimed Judd, looking out of the second-floor window of the Ramestown Cattlemen’s Association building. ‘More quitters! Who would have thought our fortunes could have changed so dramatically over seven years! Good job we kept our own herds as an insurance policy, Holden. I have to admit though, I never saw this day comin’!’


Holden joined Judd at the window. ‘Oh, it’s the Blake family and his followers. He’s trouble. Ain’t sorry to see him go.’


The two men watched as the small wagon train passed underneath their window and turned right before pulling up outside the coach makers. ‘Tryin’ to sell some of those wagons no doubt, so they can take the train,’ Judd surmised.


‘Guess so. Well, they must have checked the new timetable ’cos they picked the right day for the new once-a-week service,’ Holden said cynically.


‘An’ when I think that we used to have a train a day durin’ the summer months,’ Judd pointed out. ‘The railroad put this town on the map an’ now it’s gonna wipe us off it.’


‘Sure looks that way,’ Holden agreed. ‘Too much track everywhere. No need for long cattle drives anymore to get stock to market. The railroad made us an’ it’s gonna be the ruin of Ramestown. Let’s hope as a farewell gesture it brings in a few people who wanna stay a few nights. I heard Coleman say that he’s strugglin’ to keep the hotel goin’. He’s complainin’ about the lack of consistent water supply.’


‘There’s at least one new homesteader on the inbound train,’ Judd remarked. ‘Man called Cambray. Mack Cambray and his bride, Effie. He’s ridden line fer me a few times. If he ain’t too busy, I might wanna use him this winter if he’s available to look after my herd.’


‘Settlers ain’t the solution for this town, though,’ Holden interjected. ‘In fact, they’re part of the problem!’ He threw the butt of his cigar angrily out of the window, as if to emphasise his point. ‘They stick barbed wire everywhere, makin’ it difficult for our cattle to graze the range. Their visits to town ain’t that frequent, either: once every few weeks to buy their provisions but they rarely stay an’ have a drink or avail themselves of the social facilities.’


‘What yer really sayin’ is,’ Judd said calmly, seeking clarification, ‘is that Ramestown was built on one strategic objective and one strategic asset: shortening the length of the cattle trail and the water from the well.’


‘The spring water that don’t flow regularly anymore,’ Holden commented, ‘but yes, that’s right. The town’s prosperity has been too closely tied to the cattle trail an’ that’s virtually over. Yer lucky if you can afford to hire line riders this winter. I can’t. As yer know I’m anti this barbed wire, but I’m gonna have to use it this winter to control my herd: it’ll be strung out across my range in a series of unconnected drift fences.’


‘Well, my man might be able to advise you on that, but if not,’ Judd said, alluding to Holden’s customary stubbornness, ‘at least he might be able to help us with the spring water issue,’ said Judd, looking down at the floor.


‘How’s that?’ Holden asked.


‘One of Mack Cambray’s many talents is that he’s a bit of a water witch. Yer know, a diviner.’


‘A diviner, huh?’ scoffed Holden Bauldry. ‘Well he needs to have more strings to his bow than jest bein’ a line rider, I suppose. That’s yesterday’s job. Yer not much of a man if yer job’s been replaced by a bit of barbed wire an’ you ain’t got nothin’ else.’


 


 ‘Sorry to see that yer leavin’, Mr Blake,’ said the sheriff, leaning against the wall of his small office, the last building in Main Street, next to the railroad track that ran across the end of the street.


‘I thought I would be as well, Sheriff, but I ain’t,’ Blake replied bitterly. ‘Anyways, we ain’t as much as leavin’, more like we’ve been driven out!’


‘Driven out?’ the sheriff queried. ‘But by whom an’ fer what reason?’


‘By Holden Bauldry an’ his boys,’ Blake spat back. ‘They don’t recognize my legal rights as a homesteader. I ain’t one of those illegal land grabbers, yer know. I got my rights! They think that all this land, as far as the eye can see, is their land to graze their damned cattle on, unrestricted! Don’t give a damn about other people’s property. If it’s in their way, they don’t go around it – they jest go through it!’


‘Are you sayin’ a crime’s been committed here, Mr Blake?’ the sheriff asked. ‘The crime of trespass?’


‘Too damned right, that’s what I’m sayin’, said Blake angrily.


‘But you got wire all around your land, ain’t yer?’ the sheriff asked. ‘Barbed wire?’


‘Did have,’ Blake replied, ‘until those critters cut it and allowed their cattle to traipse across my crops an’ crush ’em. How am I supposed to feed my family? There’s nothin’ left!’


‘An’ how d’yer know it’s Bauldry?’ the sheriff enquired. ‘Have yer got any evidence I can go after him with?’


‘Only what I saw with my own eyes,’ Blake said. ‘S’pose that ain’t good enough, though.’


‘Well, it makes it your word against his,’ the sheriff pointed out. ‘I’m assumin’, of course, that Bauldry would deny the charge.’


‘An’ you assume correctly, sir!’ Blake retorted. ‘’Cos the likes of Bauldry see ’emselves above the law. And unless you put him in his place, that puts you out of a job as well, ’cos I don’t see hordes of cowboys comin’ into this town anymore, fer you to keep in check an’ justify yer existence!’


 


Della Peveril awoke from her slumber, slipped on her silk gown and looked out of her window on the top floor of the Ramestown Hotel. She was effectively a permanent resident and, as a long-standing guest, the proprietor had not only given her one of the best rooms in the establishment but also, out of appreciation, only charged her a subsistence rate. It was one of those sunny afternoons in late September that bathed the town in an attractive light, and which by rights should have brought good cheer to Della’s spirits. All she could muster, however, was a deep sigh. There was no activity in either Commercial Street or Main Street. Everywhere was dead. There was nothing of interest going on outside to engage Della’s imagination and it was hours until show time. Unable to focus on the present and with little to look forward to in the future, her mind began to reflect on the past.


And Della Peveril had a lot to reminisce about, certainly when it came to Ramestown. She first stepped foot in the place when Ramestown was approaching the peak of its fame and fortune. That was five years ago in 1880 when Della was in her early twenties. Born and bred on the eastern seaboard, as a youngster she was a precocious but talented entertainer and her parents sought to underpin this talent with the stability of an education in teaching dance and drama. Her qualification included teaching the educational basics of reading, arithmetic and writing, but after graduation Della had other ideas, and was off west to fulfil her own ambitions in the performing arts. Ramestown became her stage. Whether it was playing the piano in the hotel restaurant or bar, singing Gilbert and Sullivan at the local opera or performing song and dance routines in the Ramestown dance halls, Della was in her element. The hundreds of drovers and cowboys who packed these establishments during the summer months at the end of a trail drive loved to watch Della perform as much as she loved to entertain them. Some evenings she would do six or more shows around the town, hopping from one venue to the next.


But not anymore. Over the last three summers the cattle drives had increasingly tailed off and in the summer of ’85 had virtually ceased. Unemployed cowboys could no longer afford to come to town and spend money like it was going out of fashion. Donna was lucky to get one show an evening, let alone six. She knew that it was probably time to move on but the decision to actually leave was a difficult one to make. Ramestown had sentimental value for her; after all it had been her first adult stomping ground. And then there was Dean Comyn, the local, good-looking charmer who worked for Holden Bauldry. Her relationship with Comyn was an on-off one that was on at the moment. She decided she would stay for now and leave next time their relationship was off.









Chapter 2


 


‘Ah, this tastes good,’ said Mack Cambray, slurping the hot broth from his spoon. ‘It’s hard work diggin’ out that well. Havin’ to go down deep, but it’ll be worth it.’ His wife said nothing. She looked at him and smiled. Water, or the lack of it, was the bane of her life at the moment but she knew that Mack’s efforts would be worth it in the long run. Having a large tank of clean water behind their single-storey log house, topped up by a wind pump, would certainly beat catching rainwater off the roof and boiling it by the pot-load to make it safe to drink.


‘See anyone while you were in town?’ Mack asked.


‘Only Judd Rames, husband,’ Effie replied. ‘Oh, and Della Peveril, who was on the other side of the street. We waved to each other. Judd asked me if you’d made up your mind about his offer to line ride this winter. I told him you’d get back to him in a couple of days. Was that right?’


Mack put down his spoon. ‘Yes, Effie, you did well,’ he reassured her.


‘What will you tell him?’


‘My mind says I should go,’ Mack replied. ‘With the wages, we could afford a wind pump an’ that would make such a difference to our lives. Eventually, we would have clean water on tap, enough for cooking and washin’ and waterin’ the crops as well. Maybe get us some livestock even.’


‘You have to work so hard though, husband,’ Effie commented. ‘I could always sell my music box so you didn’t have to go. It would fetch a lot of money back east.’


‘No,’ said Mack. ‘I don’t wan’ yer to do that. It was a gift from your grandmother, an heirloom, an’ I know how much it means to yer. No, if you an’ I decide we want the wind pump then I will go an’ work for Rames. Mind you, I wouldn’t wanna start line ridin’ for another few weeks or so. Come what may, I need to take advantage of this dry spell. The water table has dropped lower than normal an’ I wanna dig down as deep as I can. Give merself time as well to line the inside with brick and stone, and protect it from any external contamination.’


‘You should go then, husband,’ Effie advised. ‘We owe it to ourselves to cast off as many of the burdens of life as we can. Otherwise this is as good as it gets, an’ we sell our potential as people short,’ she added philosophically.


‘I worry about you, my dear wife,’ Mack said. ‘I’ll be gone from October to spring and if we have a bad winter, it’s likely that I’ll be cut off and not contactable. It is hard out here bein’ on yer own.’


‘I will be OK,’ Effie reassured him. ‘We have enough savings in the bank, so I will be able to eat, and as you know I have a stoic and resolute nature. If I need company, I might cultivate Della Peveril for a friend. I think her and I would get along. I sense she has more depth than her job suggests.’


 


It was a good few hours later, early evening in fact, when Effie heard a knock on the cabin door. She called out to Mack but received no answer. Assuming that he must be down the well and unable to hear her, she opened the door. She was greeted by two strangers who, judging from their similar wiry physique, she presumed to be cowboys. However, as they doffed their hats, she could see that one of them was quite a bit younger than the other.


‘Good evenin’, ma’am,’ said the older one with the ice blue eyes. ‘Effie Cambray, I presume.’


‘Yes, indeed, sir,’ Effie replied politely. ‘How can I be of assistance?’


‘I am Holden Bauldry’s operation’s manager. This is Holden’s nephew, Mose Alder.’ The teenage boy barely nodded his head and his shy nature made him look away quickly. The operation’s manager cupped his hand against his mouth and spoke softly so Mose couldn’t hear. ‘The boy’s manner is awkward and clumsy. It may make him appear oafish but he is not like that really. Just needs a bit of toughenin’ up, that’s all,’ he informed Ellie. ‘That’s why Holden’s put him under my charge. But I digress. Our visit is not one of business, ma’am, but social. We come as neighbours, to welcome you and your husband to the neighbourhood.’


‘My husband is building a well and is no doubt working at the bottom of the shaft,’ Effie explained. ‘I will go and get him.’ She walked over to the well and, calling down the shaft, advised Mack that they had visitors. The boy followed her over, keen to look down the shaft. His cumbersome gait caused him to kick a plank of wood down the shaft.


‘What the. . . ?’ Mack shouted out, as the plank narrowly missed his head.


‘You stupid boy!’ the operation’s manager scolded. ‘I’ve told yer to look where you’re goin’!’ As Mack appeared from the well shaft, the manager’s angry demeanour quickly changed to one of calm and courtesy. ‘I sincerely apologize, sir, ma’am, for the behaviour of my colleague. I see yer buildin’ a well,’ he continued. ‘Holden told me you’re a bit of a water diviner. Is that true?’


‘Yep, I guess yer could say that,’ Mack replied. ‘Learnt a lot from my father. I was raised on the dry plains, as he was, and in order to survive you learn to identify where you might find water.’ Effie excused herself to go and pour them all coffee.


‘We have a water shortage in Ramestown.’ The boy suddenly spoke. ‘The spring don’t flow like it used to.’


‘I expect you need to dig deeper,’ Mack said. ‘Below the bedrock of the stream. With more settlers, there’s a lot of deep wells in the area and when there ain’t been rain for a while, it will lower the water table below the bed of the spring.’


‘Fascinating,’ the operations manager remarked, thinking that here was a man worth keeping in with. ‘Yer think you’ll get enough water to supply your homestead?’ he asked.


‘More than enough,’ Mack replied. ‘I plan to sell what I don’t need.’


‘Who to?’


‘Anyone who wants to buy it: cattlemen, other settlers. . . .’


‘Coffee’s ready!’ Effie called from the cabin door, interrupting the men’s conversation. ‘Come in an’ get it!’ The men followed her into the cabin.


‘Nice little place you got here, ma’am,’ Bauldry’s manager commented. ‘If yer don’t mind me sayin’ so.’


‘Thank you,’ Effie said politely. ‘We like it.’ She watched the boy as he moved around the table and over to the mantelpiece. His eyes set on her music box. If she was worried that he might pick it up and clumsily drop it in the floor, she needn’t have. As he ran his fingers gently over its fine surface she saw a change in his demeanour. The awkwardness of adolescence was replaced suddenly by self-confidence, the maturity and sophistication of an admirer of fine things.


‘It’s beautiful,’ he whispered in awe. ‘The craftsmanship, the creativity.’ Effie smiled at him.


‘You seem to have an understanding of the skills and effort required to make this,’ Effie said, trying not to sound too surprised.


‘Only a little, ma’am. I – I try to carve myself,’ the boy replied. He produced a small wooden block from his pocket, upon the surface of which he had etched an eagle’s head skilfully.


‘That is very good,’ Effie said slightly taken aback that this seemingly oafish boy had produced something so intricate. The boy blushed as his shyness returned. Effie distracted his attention away from himself and back to the music box.


‘Listen, Mose,’ she said and wound the handle on the side of the small cabinet. The music box started to gently play.


‘I’ve heard this tune before,’ he said. ‘I like it.’


‘It’s Für Elise,’ Effie told him. ‘Beethoven.’


‘It is wonderful. Truly wonderful,’ the boy muttered as he moved back to the table where the men were sitting and talking.


‘So yer plannin’ to ride the line for Judd, then?’


‘Well, that’s the plan,’ Mack said, ‘but I need to let Effie give it her full consideration first before I tell Judd. I’ll be away for some months.’


‘I’m afraid we need to be movin’ on,’ the operation’s manager said, ‘but let me know if you decide to ride the line. I’d be happy to look in on your good lady occasionally if that would make you both feel more comfortable.’


‘That’s very kind of you, sir,’ said Effie, catching the tail end of the men’s conversation.


‘It’s what good neighbours do. Thanks for the coffee and see you both soon. C’mon boy, time to go!’


 


As they ate their supper that night, Mack asked Effie what she thought of their early evening guests.


‘Complete opposites,’ she remarked with a slight chuckle. ‘As awkward and introverted as the boy was, the man was outgoing and charming. I know the boy’s name is Mose but I didn’t catch the man’s name. Did he tell you what it is?’


‘Yes,’ Mack replied. ‘It’s Dean Comyn.’









Chapter 3


 


Mack Cambray looked up at the winter sky. Bathed in an even, deep, grey wash and full of snow, it gave the range an air of foreboding. He dismounted from his horse and opened the door of his one-room log cabin on the eastern side of the valley. He had spent the latter part of the afternoon plugging the gaps between the planks with foliage, twigs and mud, as much as he could lay his hands on. It was New Year’s Eve and his knowledge of the range and his senses told him that the start to 1886 was not going to be a pleasant one. The cattle know, he thought to himself. They know.


All day long he had watched them slowly drifting south, driven by their instincts that something from the north was coming to get them. He couldn’t stop their movement south but as a line rider he could round up the strays and try and stop the southern edge of the herd from breaking up. Riding the line, Mack was used to working outside when it was bitterly cold, but if a blizzard were to start he knew he would be better off hunkered down in his cabin than trying to be a hero out on the range. Besides, his was likely the only intact and serviceable line rider’s dwelling for some way and it would be extremely difficult trying to find shelter if caught outside in a rough storm.


It never used to be that way. Line riders used to be an essential resource for a successful open range cattle operation but, since the advent of barbed wire, many cattlemen had decided it would be cheaper to build drift fences across the range – unconnected lines of barbed wire to keep the herd together and save a fortune in wages. Unusually, Holden Bauldry was in this new camp, whereas Judd Rames, on Mack’s advice, was in the traditional one. Mack hoped for everyone’s sake that his advice wasn’t going to be tested.
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