CHAPTER 16

The only truth about Martin Shields was whatever he would do, it would be underhanded and calculated to bring little or no risk to himself. Flint knew this man’s character too well. He could guess how Shields would react when he went back to the hidden corral and found the brands retouched.

He’ll run around in circles for a little while. He’ll suspect the retouched brands are my work and he’ll know I’m wise to his plan. He’ll get me for sure if I stand with my back to him.

Flint leaned back against a rock ledge, rolled and smoked a cigarette. Shields don’t want me before a jury. He’d rather serve me up wrapped as a present saying how he’d caught me red handed. He finished the cigarette and planned his next move.

For the next few days, Flint went to his cabin with caution. He never crossed a ridge if could travel through a valley. He stayed in his cabin only long enough to give the appearance of being lived in. At night, he would sleep out under the stars rolled up in a heavy blanket.

At sunrise, one morning he hunched his shoulders in disgust. “Enough of this,” he mumbled. If Shields wanted to get him, he was certainly taking his time. Flint rubbed his hand over his unshaven chin; the uncomfortable stubble drove him to act.

“Enough!” he said this time out loud. He swung the saddle onto Rattler’s back. “I’ll go home and shave or know the reason why.”

The valley where he camped was directly opposite from the upland to his cabin. It was his recent habit to leave Rattler and walk over to the ridge where he could watch his cabin. There was a risk in doing that, figuring Shields might try to ambush him. He was going home, but he had no intention of riding into a trap. He left Rattler under the crest of the ridge in a stand of pine trees. He took off his spurs and with rifle in hand when forward slowly, carefully.

He stopped and looked down the steep slope as the sun threw the shadow of his head and shoulders before him. His cabin windows reflected the first rays of sunlight. His two mares were coming up from the meadow, perhaps looking for a breakfast of oats. The place looked peaceful enough.

Suddenly, his eyes focused sharply. He took a quick breath and looked again. He moved quietly forward quietly on his toes until he was close enough to see the scar on the neck of the man crouched between the rocks, watching his cabin like a cat watches for a mouse. A rifle lay across the rock in front of the man, its muzzle pointing downward. At that distance and from a solid rest, he couldn’t miss. Little did he know that the man he waited for stood directly behind him, his rifle aimed at the scar on his neck.

“Put your hands up—NOW, Shields.”

Martin Shields jumped as though a bee had stung him. He turned a startled face over his left shoulder while his right hand groped for the weapon in front of him. Flint squeezed the trigger. The bullet punched a finger sized holed in the crown of Shield’s hat, struck a rock and careened off with a high whine.

“I said put your hands up—NOW! Take your left hand and drop your gun belt.”

Shields grunted and dropped his rifle with a clattering onto the rock. With his left hand, he untied his gun belt and dropped it to the ground. Without being told again, he lifted his left hand high above his head.

“Move on down to the cabin real slow like, Shields, and while you’re walking, remember all the reasons I have for wanting you dead.” Shields started downward and Flint followed, picking up the discarded rifle and gun belt. He remembered what Jennie had said about shooting a man; it was one of the few times that he didn’t agree with her.

Shields stumbled awkwardly down the steep slope with his hands in the air. From their nervous quivering, it was clear that his memory was good. He stopped quickly and picked up his hat. When Shields reached the cabin door, there was no more than a few feet between the two men.

“Hold up a minute!” Flint commanded. Shields stopped as though he were up against a rock wall. Flint moved closer, and Shields flinched from the feel of the muzzle of Flint’s rifle pressing between his shoulder blades.

“Lower your left hand and open the door.” Shields put his hand up again. “Now go in and stand with your face to the wall.” Flint showed him where with the movement of his rifle, then tossed Shield’s rifle and gun belt into the corner.

“Got a knife? You always carried one. Speak up.”

“Inside my coat.”

Flint reached around the man’s bulky body and found the knife in its leather sheath. He kept the rifle pressed between Shield’s shoulders as he laid the knife blade against his prisoner’s cheek.

“Feel that, Shields? I’ll jab it clean through you if you give me a reason.” He laid the knife down and tossed his rifle onto the bunk. He pushed Shields roughly into a chair, while holding his revolver to his prisoner’s head, he quickly went to work with a piece of rope, and soon had Shields tied securely to the chair.

“Weldon, you’re making a big mistake. If you—“

“Shut up! Just the sight of you is almost more than I can stand. Don’t press your luck by letting me hear your voice. I’ve listened to you once too often as it is.”

Shields caught his breath and sat silently, his eyes following Flint’s every move. Flint tried to ignore him while he lit a fire in the stove, fried bacon and made coffee. As he ate the sourdough bread and bacon, their savory flavors tasted even better now that he had his nemesis tied to a chair. Every nerve in his body tingled as the bitterness from the past was about to be dissolved. He drank two cups of coffee to steady his nerves, then stood up and checked the ropes binding Shields, taking an extra turn on the loose end just to make sure.

“Where did you leave your horse?”

Shields told him, while his eyes searched Flint’s face for a clue as to his fate. Flint went out the door without speaking. As he climbed the slope, he wondered how he had kept from shooting Shields when he first saw him, except that such an act would have defeated his purpose.

Flint brought Rattler and Shield’s Pinto back to the rail in front of the cabin. The suspense had taken its toll on Shields. His face was chalk white when Flint opened the door, from the raw abrasions on his wrists, he had been testing the ropes. Flint looked at him, took out his bag of tobacco and began to roll a smoke. His mood had changed. He had some questions for Martin Shields.

“Shields, if I turn you loose, what will you do?”

“If you do, Flint, I’ll prove I’m a friend to you in spite of the idea you got that I aint’. I never done nothin’.”

“No, of course not. That was my mistake. You always used to say you were my friend, when—.”

“And that’s the God’s truth, Flint. I did everything I could for you, Flint, but the way the cards laid, I couldn’t--.”

“Get me hanged? I know, you sure tried hard enough.” Flint lit his cigarette.

“Flint, that lawyer lied to the judge.”

“Oh, cut it out. You’re the one who put him up to it. Besides, I’ve seen you wriggle through a hole before. I believe you’re my friend, the way you’ve always been.”

“That’s right, and I can prove it.” Sweat was dripping from Shields’ forehead.

“Yeah. You proved it when you laid up there behind a rock with your sights  on this cabin ready to shoot me in the back. Now I know how it happened that Larry Hanks was found face down behind his cabin with a bullet in his back. You were his friend too, I recollect.” 

“Flint, I--.”

“Shut up! I was just curious to see if you’d changed any. I got my answer. When you went laying for me, you fixed yourself for good. Would you like to know what I’m going to do with you?”

“Flint, yuh wouldn’t shoot me! With the record you’ve got, you wouldn’t stand a chance if you’re caught.”

“Who gave it to me, huh, Shields? Oh, I know you’ve left word with your partners that you were coming up here to take care of me. And if you don’t show up, they’ll try their hand at it, together or one at a time.”

Flint flipped his cigarette into the fireplace and took a step toward his prisoner. “Well, you can rest easy. I’m not going to shoot you.” He stood watching his prisoner’s eyes light up with hope. He grimaced. “I’m going to wash my dishes and shave. Then I’m going to take you out to a special place and—hang you!”

“My God, Weldon! You—.”

“Oh shut up, Shields,” he said, turning to scrape his dish. “You’re as low a man as I ever come across. You know what you did to me, Shields. Do you remember what I told you what would happen? Well, it’s goin’ to happen,  today is the day!”

He watched Shields as he cleaned up his cabin. “I thought about runnin’ you in and giving you a taste of hell in jail, but now you’ve gone and tangled up with a couple of men who I know and wish I didn’t. So, I’ll just string you up and leave a note pinned to you saying who you are. The head man in the rustlin that’s goin’ on, and that you helped spend the money that the First National Bank of Idaho lost in a holdup and that you’re one of the--.”

“You can’t prove it! You—.” Shield’s eyes were big with fear, his voice quivered.

Flint curled his lips in a sardonic smile. “I don’t have to prove it. The Sheriff can do all that when he gets the tip I’ll give him. And you being hung out on a limb somewhere can’t give your partners the double-cross. Now I’m tired of talkin’. You can talk all you want to, but I’m going to slice you every time you open your lying mouth.” Flint laughed softly, picked up the knife and ran his thumb over the edge. “Put a fresh edge on it for me, did ya?”

He laid Shields’ knife down on the table and set the dishpan half full of water on the stove to heat. He remade his bunk, swept the floor, and laid the two coyote hides down as rugs. He washed and wiped the dishes, brought in two pails of water from the creek and set them on the bench. He stropped his razor painstakingly and shaved himself in a slow, leisurely fashions, glancing now and again at his prisoner.

Shields never took his stare from Flint’s face.

“Put the fear of God into you, have I?” Flint wiped a blob of hair lather on a piece of newspaper. “I was kinda hoping you had more nerve, I wanted to get a whack at you just to prove I’m not joking.”

Shields swallowed hard but made no reply. Flint rinsed his face in a basin of steaming water, then took a can of talcum powder from the cupboard and smoothed the soap shine off his face. He combed his hair and retied the four-in-hand under the soft collar of his shirt.

“Sure wish you’d talk, Shields.” Flint looked handsome with a cool, calculating expression on his face. “I’ve read somewhere about the Orientals havin’ a torture they call the ‘death of a thousand cuts’. I was thinking I’d try it out on you; but oh well, this is Friday. It might as well be a hangin.”

Shields was now drenched in sweat. Flint remembered the note he had promised to write. He went to the shelf and picked up a tablet and pencil. He tore off a page and wrote for several minutes.

“Now, how’s that?” He held the paper up so Shields could read what he had written. “I don’t have the time to write down all of your crimes, but that’ll do the job, don’t you think?”

Shields read the condemning words with staring, remorseful eyes. He looked into Flint’s face and opened his mouth to plead, but his eyes followed Flint’s glance to the knife on the table and his mouth shut immediately.

“Well, we may as well get started, I got other things to do after I get you out of the way,” said Flint casually.

“For God’s sake!” The hoarse plea broke from Shield’s throat.

“Oh, my, looks like you forgot what I told you.” Flint picked up the knife so fast that it caused Shields to suck in his breath. “Hold still! I’m liable to cut your throat if you move.”

Flint moved the back of the tip of the blade alongside Shields’ ear, just deep enough to draw a trickle of blood. Shields groaned believing he had almost lost his ear. His breath came in gasps, but he didn’t utter a word.

“Go ahead, talk all you want.” Flint wiped the blade of the knife on his captive’s coat sleeve. Shields flinched from the touch.

Flint loosened the rope that held Shields to the chair. While he held his revolver to his prisoner’s head with his left hand, he untied the rope with his right. “Stick your hands out in front of you. We’ll have to ride aways. There ain’t any proper hangin’ trees within walking distance.”

Shields believed this to be his only opportunity to escape, so he made his move. He jumped up quickly. As he rose from the chair, his open right hand struck the bottom of the barrel of Flint’s .revolver, pushing it up and backward. Simultaneously, his left hand reached for Flint’s throat. The move caught his captor completely off guard.

As Flint began to fall backwards, he swung a forceful left cross into Shields’ face that landed on the nose and jaw. The blow was as unexpected as Shields’ attempted escape. Flint regained his balance much quicker than Shields and found himself standing over his adversary, trembling. The overpowering urge to shoot Shields on the spot was almost overwhelming.

“Get on your feet, you son of a bitch,” ordered Flint in a loud and demanding voice. “I said you would hang today and you will.”

As Shields staggered to his feet, Flint slammed the side of the heavy revolver down on his head, knocking him out. Flint shoved his revolver under his belt and tied the unconscious man’s hands behind his back. Flint drug Shields outside and propped him against a pine tree.

Flint went back inside the cabin and brought out a bucket of water that he had brought from the creek only a short time before and poured it over Shields, reviving him. Shields began to sputter and shake his head. Flint reached down and helped the dazed man to his feet and guided his staggering steps to the Pinto.

He helped Shields into the saddle, took a piece of rope and hobbled his feet under the horse, grasped the bridle reins and mounted Rattler. Without speaking, he started up the rough trail, leading Shields; horse behind him.

As they rode, Shields came to his senses. The horror of what was about to happen numbed him.

“Don’t think your death will be avenged,” Flint said. “It won’t. You saw what I wrote, and there isn’t a scrap of my writing anywhere to compare it to match with.” His thoughts went immediately to Jennie who had some very good samples but he was trying not to think of her this morning.

“Well, here’s the tree.” Flint reined in Rattler to a halt under a large cottonwood that hung one of its thick branches out over the narrow trail. “Chances are your friends will be ridin’ this way in a day or so; they can take care of your last rites and fight over your horse.”

Flint dismounted and began working with Shields’ rope. Tying a hangman’s noose was new to him. “How do you do it, Shields? You know more about these things than me. You’ve helped a lot of poor devils who’ll be glad to meet you in hell today. Of course, a plain slip knot would do the same business all right, but I’ll try my best to give you the genuine thing, same as you gave the others.”

“Weldon, for God’s sake, let me go!”

Flint did not realize that a man’s voice could change pitch so drastically and in such short a time.

“Flint, I’ll never, I’ll leave the Territory, I’ll go to South American, or--.”

“You’re going to hell, Shields,” Flint interrupted. “You’ve got your ticket.”

“I’ll own up to everything! I’ll tell you where some of the money from the bank is. There’s enough to buy all the land and cattle you want. I’ll tell you who helped--.”

“You’d better not, or I’ll make hangin’ a relief for you. If I wanted to send your partners up, I wouldn’t need your help. I know that you’re the ringleader. You brought them into your plans so they could take the blame if things went wrong and you could get off clean, just like you’ve done before, like you did to me. This hangin’ will save the law a lot of time and trouble.”

Shields sat in the saddle with his body hunched over as if Flint had lashed his back with rawhide instead of recounting his crimes. Flint finished the crude noose and slipped it over Shields’ head. He took the Pinto’s bridle and led it forward a few steps. With the rope coiled in his hand, he tossed it up and over the overhanging limb. Flint tied the rope securely, leaving barely enough slack to keep Shields from choking prematurely.

He cut the hobbles off Shields’ feet, then pulled out four pins from his vest and fastened the note to the back of Shields’ coat. He checked his work, then mounted Rattler.

“Sorry I can’t stay to see you off. I’ve decided to let you go alone in your own time. You need some time to think about your past and get straight with your maker. As long as your horse stands still, you’re safe. You’ve got the reins, so you can kick off any time you feel like it. You’ve got about one chance in a million to make that Pinto stand there till someone comes along. I’m willin’ to give you that chance, such as it is. If you’re lucky enough to get out of this fix, I’d advise you to do some going! South Africa is about as close as you’ll be safe. Folks around here are going to know all about you whether they get to read the note on your back or not. So long, Shields.”

Flint rode away, listening to Shields begging and pleading with his horse to stand still. He watched and listened for several minutes from a concealed location not far from the tree. Shields’ pleading and begging and pitiful crying for several minutes began to play on Flint’s nerves.

“Guess he’s sat there long enough,” Flint muttered. Gently, he urged Rattler forward slowly so not to spook the Pinto. Coming along side of the terrified man, Flint’s voice joined Shields’ persuasive pleading. As he spoke gently to the horse, he cut the noose from Shields’ neck. A very startled and emotional Martin Shields began to cry. Flint cut the rope that bound the man’s hands, then struck the Pinto on the rump. The horse was off at a full gallop, with his rider urging him to go faster.

After riding several miles at a break-neck space, Shields slowed the Pinto to a trot. He rode down around the base of a hill next to a small creek winding among the trees. He was still dazed and confused. He needed a drink and some time to plan.

The small band of Nez Perce renegades were in a bad mood. They had ridden over thirty miles without stealing anything or killing anyone. They had stopped by the stream when they heard the sound of hoofs. The rider was coming at an easy gait.

They were in a half circle with arrows drawn when Martin Shields came riding through the brush. There were ten of them, the first Nez Perce war party Shields had ever seen. He went for the pistol that wasn’t there. He was barely alive when one of the Indians slit his throat and took his scalp.

