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Issuing classic fiction from Yesterday and
Today!


Bronco Madigan was the top man
in the US Marshals’ Service – and now he was missing. Working on the most
important and dangerous mission he’d ever been assigned, he’d
disappeared into the gunsmoke.

Everything pointed to him being one of the
dead bodies left along the bloody trail. Even his sidekick, Kimble,
was almost ready to give up the search but the Chiefs orders were
very clear.

‘Find
Madigan … at all costs!’
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Chapter One – Red Canyon

The rider in the faded pink
shirt, plastered to his upper body with sweat and many miles of
trail dirt, wasn’t expecting the ambush quite so soon.

He figured they would wait until he had
entered the tangle of red-rock canyons a mile or so to the east.
But here he was, still negotiating the twisting trail up to the
higher country from the pass and a rifle blasted from the needle
rocks above and to his right.

The man up there was a pretty
good shot but maybe the glare threw him, for the bullet went wide,
but churned across a jutting hip of sandstone almost alongside his
target’s
horse, then plunged in a corkscrew motion, driving into the black’s
body.

The rider felt the mount flinch
and heard its whicker of pain and shock. The rear end swerved and collapsed
a bit – and this saved him from the next shot which passed just
over his head. He sprawled along the frightened horse’s neck, dug
in the spurs, reins twisted in one hand, the other sliding the
Winchester from the saddle scabbard. The third shot ripped the pink
shirt across his back and he flinched, feeling the burn of passing
lead. He let his weight fall onto his right foot in the stirrup,
swung up the rifle one-handed, seeing the gunsmoke up amongst the
needles: in this breathless air it hung there like a flag
marker.

The rifle bucked against his
wrist and for a moment he thought he had lost his grip but he
managed to hold on. He put the horse under the meager cover of a broken ledge,
watched lead from above chew the rock to dust and whirring flakes
with razor edges.

Rifle held in two hands now, reins between
his teeth, knees gripping the black, he brought the gun to his
shoulder, held on the spot he knew the bushwhacker must appear if
he wanted to shoot again.

There was his man! Edging out
slow, in a blue checked shirt – which changed to blue-check-and-red as two
bullets ploughed through the cloth, knocked the bushwhacker flat
against a rock, exposing his upper body. The killer teetered, blood
flooding his shirtfront now, and the rider in the pink shirt added
to it with his next blast from the Winchester.

The bushwhacker made no sound,
but his body leaned out into space, toppled past the point of
balance and bounced off the sloping ledge that protected the target
and the injured black horse. The dead face of the killer was exposed as
he fell. The rider nodded without surprise.

‘Slick
Carpenter! I might’ve known they’d give you the job!’

The body struck the slope,
loosening shale and scree, a small dust cloud rising. Rifle
reloaded, the man in the pink shirt warily edged the black out from
under the ledge feeling for his Colt, which wasn’t there. Colorado never wore a six-gun
so he had left his behind…

Crouched low, he scanned the
rim above. He
couldn’t see any more riflemen but waited a full ten minutes before
heeling the suffering black forward. Working the reins one-handed,
rifle butt held against his thigh, he edged down slope, still
watching the rim. He thought grimly, looks like I’m finally on the right trail,
but my cover’s blown. Damnit!

And they were smarter than he’d allowed,
leastways the man they had picked as Carpenter’s back up was.

This second killer waited until
the rider in the now-ragged and bloodstained pink shirt reached the
flats that led into the tangled canyon country, waited until the
man dismounted and stood at the black’s bloody hip, examining the wound. The
water from the rider’s canteen was tepid and he gulped a mouthful
first before pouring some over the blood-pulsing gash torn by the
ricocheting bullet.

The flattened lead was still in
there and must be hurting like hell. He knew he was going to have
to cut it out if he was to continue looking for that son of a bitch
who called himself Johnny True, otherwise the horse would be
crippled, likely to die. There was no choice. The black was the
only mount he had, but Carpenter must’ve had a horse! He could search and swap
his saddle over and … no, he wasn’t the kind of man to let any
animal suffer, let alone a horse that had served him so well these
past weeks.

He decided to look for a tight
little box canyon that he could fence off to make sure the black
stayed put and didn’t run far once the cutting was done. Moving his shoulders
stiffly, for the gouge across his back was beginning to burn now,
he said aloud, ‘Gotta be done, or we’re both dead.’

He dropped the canteen cork and
stooped to pick it up just as a rifle whiplashed from the rock wall
of the first canyon, a good two hundred and fifty yards away.

It wasn’t a Winchester: the sound was
different, sharper, more powerful, and the bullet must be a big one
for he heard the thrumming of its passing like a kid’s notched whip-top just starting
to spin. Modified Springfield .45-.70. He dropped the canteen. Paying no heed to
the water spilling out, he grabbed the saddle horn, got one boot in
the stirrup and yelled in the black’s ear. The sudden closeness of
the shout set it moving with a twisting, protesting
motion.

Hanging on the side, keeping the
black’s
sweating body between him and the shooter, he rode towards the
canyon, not away as might be expected. The man was shooting from a
long distance and almost certainly using a peep sight and Vernier
scale. He would be all set to adjust for a longer shot, expecting
the man in the pink shirt to ride away, but he was thrown when the
man came closer. He fumbled the sight, cursing as he tried to
reverse the adjustment. It flipped back down into its nesting
groove. Frantically, he tried to erect it again with a horny
thumbnail, desperate to get another shot at his target.

By then the rider was in the
saddle and thrashing the bleeding mount into the first of the snake-like passes
through the canyons. He threw up his rifle, raked the killer’s
position with a long volley that would make him keep his head down.
Then urged the horse on. No point in staying to fight: all the
advantage was with the killer on the rim: height, steady position,
fine weapon, large caliber.

So he lashed with the loose rein
ends, hearing the grunting, gasping breaths of the
struggling horse. The black wouldn’t last much longer. He was losing
too much blood and the hip working like it was would soon give
out.

Then he heard the bellow of the
killer gun again. At the same instant, the horse’s head jerked wildly. The black
started to twist around towards him, the eyes wild and
white-rimmed, somehow accusing. He didn’t hear the big gun thunder
again, only knew a sensation of his hat being torn from his head
and someone laying a red-hot poker across his skull, splitting it
open. Pain shattered his brain. Liquid flashes and swirls distorted
his vision in a ragged series of brilliant arcs. The world jarred
and leapt insanely and disappeared in a blazing glare, rapidly
replaced by engulfing blackness.

 


He was known as
Wakina –
Thunder in the
language of the Lakota-Sioux. Some called him Pahaska – Long Hair – but he didn’t mind.
Long ago he had forgotten his white-man name – chose to forget it – and, as he was a
loner, he saw few people to worry about who called him
what.

Thunder originated not only from
his bellowing voice – which he used on various occasions – but also from the
long-barreled Sharps Big Fifty rifle he carried to hunt the buffalo
of the Great Plains.

He was a good hunter, paid a
fair wage to the Indian women who scraped fat from the hides and
the bucks who worked as skinners. They could choose silver or goods
of their liking. He could travel in safety the length and breadth
of the Indian lands and if it was true that he did indeed do this,
year after year, season after season, and that he left behind a
brood of children that could be numbered in their dozens, then it
didn’t bother
him at all. Except maybe to stir a little pride in that massive
chest.

Why, he must be into
his sixties by this
time.

He could be a hard man as well
as a good man: several had found this out over the years, but were
no longer around to warn others that behind that booming voice and
thunderous laughter, there was a heart as big as a
buffalo’s –
and as cold as that of a diamond-back rattler on
occasion.

He was a man who strode through
life to his own drumbeat and he could be kind, even
softhearted, but he
would not be bullied, or put-upon, or insulted and he would fight
any man walking this earth who was foolish enough to try any of
those things with him. Or his friends.

Life’s endless problems and hassles never
fazed him for long and mostly he managed to be self-sufficient.
Just occasionally something beat that inventive mind and agile
fingers and then the black mood would take him. There was a secret
place known to no one but Wakina himself, a place where firewater
straight from the lethal condensers of hell itself could be
found.

And when he drank this he was a fearsome man
to behold and all those on the Great Plains who knew him, stayed
well out of his way.

Even certain animals
– cougar, rogue
buffalo bulls, giant loping timber wolves – seemed to sense his
inner raging and crept away to their own secret lairs, emerging
only after he reappeared, sunken-eyed, gaunt, a sorry sight, but
gentle as a lamb now the demons had been exorcised – until the next
time.

That late fall day when he rode
down out of the Tetons, his Big Fifty clutched in a gnarled hand so
tightly it seemed as if he was trying to strangle the weapon, he could feel the
stirring once more of those demons.

The damn gun was the cause of
it! He wouldn’t be here now except that the well-worn, well-used weapon
had acted-up and brought him this way.

Well, actually, the
–
thing –
had misfired twice
when he was on a buffalo stand, picking off the best beasts, the
ones already sporting the lush growth of fur in preparation for the
coming winter. Coats and cloaks made from such hides were just as
warm as those made from full-winter hides and only half the weight.
This latter fact was much appreciated by ladies of fashion in the
cities.

He was an expert at picking the
animals with the best pre-winter’s growth. He had taken great care
reloading his cartridges, filing off the mould marks on the
bullets, using an accurate ram’s horn powder measure to give
consistent loads, and reaming the cases with any nicks or dents in
their mouths and necks. He scrubbed the entire weapon with soapbark
suds, oiled the working parts, cut strips of buckskin to keep handy
for cleaning the heavy barrel’s rifling, adjusted the trigger
let-off just right – not too hard that would require a jerk, nor
too light that would fire prematurely and so miss the target. Or
only wound it.

All went well on the first stand at Crazy
Woman Creek in the foothills, then, out on the Plains, at the
hidden patch of sweet grass he had discovered last year. Here he
found a herd that was plump, hides and horns glistening,
contentedly feeding, and he settled in to make his fortune.

He was getting old and he needed to stash
away some money for when his rheumatism and old bone-breaks that
had never healed properly in the wilds would prevent him from
hunting well enough to make a living. Of course, he had told
himself this every year for the past ten years and still he had
nothing more to show for his resolve than a couple of quarters and
maybe a half-dollar in his pockets.

But this time the damn Big Fifty let him
down!

The trigger was perfect, fired
just at the right moment, but more than once the pin did not drive
into the percussion cap hard enough to fire the cartridge. And that
was disaster. For while a man could pick off buffalo a dozen at a
time as they grazed without spooking the herd or even causing much
interest from the other animals as their companions dropped around
them – the
cocking and clicking of a gun hammer, or the even quieter
snap!
of a firing pin
being driven home, could cause them to scatter like leaves in the
wind. In all his years of hunting buff, Wakina had never figured
out the why of this, nor could any of his Indian friends give a
satisfactory explanation.

It is the way of the Great
Spirit – their answer for most things mysterious.

So, he drove off two small herds
and wondered why the Creator made such capricious animals as bison!
Finally the sweet-grass herd bounded away after his third
shot – the
shot that never happened. The one just before it, too, had kind
of sizzled rather than fired with full charge and he had ended up only
wounding the herd leader – a cow, with a pale golden ruff of fur
that tantalized him and raised his ire to murderous
levels.

But he managed to control his
anger as he tracked it down across the plains and through the
foothills, blood spoor growing darker, and he knew he
had
to find this
buffalo. Not for the golden collar of fur, but to put the animal
out of its misery. He prided himself that he had never let an
animal die in agony from any wound he had inflicted: he would
abandon everything else in his track-down until he could deliver
the final, humane shot that would end the beast’s
suffering.

And so he tracked the cow
buffalo down into a hollow at the edge of a grassless plain. It was
down on its knees by then, unable to rise up to continue its
painful journey to wherever its devils were driving it. Blood hung
in black tendrils from its mouth and nostrils. The large bovine
eyes were sunken and dulling, the wound already flyblown.

Grimly, Wakina loaded the
Sharps, chose his best cartridge and walked up to within six feet
of the downed buffalo. She stared at him, tried to bellow,
but the
choking, rasping noise brought prickles to his skin as fresh blood
gushed and he raised the big rifle swiftly and squeezed the
trigger.

For once the weapon responded, its bellowing
roar jumping back from the hills. The heavy bullet drove in between
those pathetic, pain-filled eyes, the impact jerking the drooping
head hard enough to crack the neck.

The golden ruff was soiled with blood and
dirt and he decided he would not defile the animal any more. It
seemed a shame to leave it to the crows and buzzards, but he could
never take it, or sell it. It had not been won fairly the way he
looked at it.

The rough-tough giant in soiled buckskins
was just an old softy at heart. But he still had to do something
about the Sharps. He was an amateur gunsmith, but this problem was
beyond him. It was inconsistent in performance and that was not
good enough by a long, long country mile for a man who made his
living by the gun.

So he decided that as he had come this far
south and east, he would continue on to Fort Fremont in the Wind
River Range and have the weapon checked by a professional.

The decision took him back
slightly into the Teton Foothills and while climbing a trail over a
rise, he paused to hunt up a chaw of tobacco in one of the greasy
pockets of his stained buckskins. Holding it in both hands after
brushing it off on his jacket, he chomped down with his big yellow
teeth – the
four remaining front ones, anyway – and wrenched his head back and
forth in an effort to tear off a hunk he could work around his
gums.

Twice when his head twisted he
caught a glimpse of something to his right and below, in a hollow with broken
edges. Standing in his stirrups, shading his eyes that after fifty
years of roaming the wilderness were finally beginning to cloud
over, he forgot he had a chunk of tobacco in his mouth and spat. It
flew out with saliva and landed in a tolerably fresh pile of manure
– looked like mountain cat to him. But he swore only briefly and
looked again.

‘Hoss
down,’ he muttered in his raspy rumbling voice. ‘An’ – what
in hell is that? A man? Yeah, Wakina, you can still see well enough
to say it’s a man. Not only that, he – he’s wearin’ a pink shirt
– pink, for the love of Mike! What kinda man would wear
pink
in this
country?’

He shook his head in disbelief, started to
lower his shading hand, checked, and squinted again, long and
hard.

‘Well, I
do believe that pretty damn dude shirt is spattered with blood!’ He
eased back in the saddle and kicked his heels into the flanks of
his lean, muscular sorrel. ‘Sweetheart, you an’ me had best get on
down there. If that feller’s sufferin’ like the buffalo cow, well,
I won’t need the Sharps to put him outa his misery –just my ol’
skinnin’ knife. Ain’t gonna waste a bullet on him whoever he
is.’

As he rode out towards the unmoving man and
the obviously dead horse, he saw the buzzards riding the thermals
down against the blue fall sky, beginning to spiral towards their
target.

It would be touch and go who
reached the man in the pink shirt first – old Thunder or the carrion birds
with their insatiable hunger and eager beaks and talons.


Chapter Two – Where’s Madigan?

Miles Parminter, Chief US
Federal Marshal, couldn’t concentrate on the boring routine forms that
seemed to gather on his desk in thicker and thicker piles each
week.

They had to be done, by
him,
it had been decreed
by someone in Congress, who must surely have some terrible grudge
to settle, condemning him to this drudgery week by week.

There was so much had to be
done out there in the field, dammit! He had operatives working all over the
country: some had to be tracked and chaperoned from afar while they
gained experience; others had to be curtailed in their enthusiasm,
brought into line so their actions were within the law – that way,
when it came to court, they were more likely to get a
conviction.

And there were some who were
mavericks. Men who made their own rules, stepped outside the law,
dispensed justice with a six-gun when they knew they had the
law-breaker dead-to-rights, but who for one reason or another,
would never be brought to heel by the justice system.

These were the men he nurtured
most, though no one would ever guess this from the scathing reports
and harsh disciplinary actions he dispensed to the
miscreants –
on paper, anyway.

He knew the men who gave him the
most trouble this way were the best men he had working for him.
Dedicated deputy marshals, long experienced, knowing the law and
how it could be manipulated by transgressors who paid high-flying attorneys to
delay court hearings
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