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DAVE MADIGAN FINISHED his coffee, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. He knew it was a mistake even before he was finished, and he glanced at his wife, Sarah, hoping she hadn’t noticed. She had.

“Sorry,” he said.

She gave him a crooked grin. “It’d be all right if I didn’t have something else to do, David. I swear, there are times when I think you have no manners at all. And other times when I know you haven’t.”

She laughed, and he walked over to kiss her on the top of the head. “I guess I deserved that.”

“Of course you did. But I don’t suppose you’ll ever learn, so I guess I might as well get used to it.” She stood on tip-toe to peck him on the nose. “You coming back for lunch?”

He shook his head. “Nope. I’ll be up in the hills till pretty near sundown. If I’m going to make the deadline for that army contract, I got to get at least fifty head together by Friday. That only gives me three or four days. Working alone, that isn’t much time.”

“I still don’t see why you don’t hire somebody to help you. I don’t mean permanently, but at least until you get the horses together.”

Madigan sighed. “I wish to hell I could afford to do that. But I can’t. We got a bank payment the end of the month, and as it is, even if I meet the deadline, I don’t know if I’ll have payment on the horses by then. If I don’t, we’ll be in big trouble.”

“Mr. Cartwright will give you an extension. He always does.”

“Lou Cartwright is a banker, and he’ll do what bankers always do. He’ll do what’s best for the bank. If that means letting a little fish like me go belly up, then that’s what he’ll do. You know that as well as I do, Sarah.”

“You’re so pessimistic, David. Sometimes I think you expect bad luck so much you kind of bring it on yourself.”

“Bad luck does seem to find me pretty easily, doesn’t it?” He grinned, even though he didn’t really feel like it. But there wasn’t time to get into a discussion, and it was easier to go along with Sarah than try to change her mind. Besides, he did enough worrying for the two of them. No need to make her miserable, too.

He looked at her, wondering that, at thirty five, she still looked as trim as she did. Not like some of the women in Clarion, who looked worn out, used up somehow. Her mass of auburn curls was as bright as her smile, and her green eyes still sparkled with mischief. Under the freckles, her skin was still smooth as silk.

He wished he had fared as well. Only three years older, he felt sometimes as if age, or maybe just worry, was wearing him down. His hair was still black, his blue eyes still managed to charm her out of an occasional fit of anger. But under the sunburned skin, something was diminishing him, slowly but surely, like a grinding wheel slowly wearing away the blade under the pretense of keeping it sharp, and he thought he would one day end up like his father, a bag of old bones under sagging, mottled skin. If he lived that long.

He walked out to the corral, where his horse was already saddled. He swung up into the saddle, jerked the reins a bit, and walked the big roan stallion across the yard. As he passed the house, he could see Sarah inside, sitting in her rocker, a pile of sewing in her lap. Even through the screen, he could see the peculiar way she pursed her lips when she sewed. He always teased her about it, telling her that it looked as if she was afraid the needle was deadly poison.

As hard as he worked, he knew she worked just as hard, and although he wished her life were easier, he didn’t know any other way for either of them. They were hanging on by their fingernails, and there were times when he didn’t think they’d make it through the month.

As he moved away from the house, he thought about what Sarah had said, wondering whether maybe there might be something to it. He wasn’t sure whether he was as unlucky as all that, but it sure seemed like it sometimes. But he knew that thinking happy thoughts didn’t pay the bills, and he didn’t know how else to deal with things he couldn’t control except to worry about them. His father had been a worrier, too, and it had probably killed him. But when the choice was between dying of worry or overwork, it was no choice at all. Deep down, he believed Sarah understood that, or at least he hoped so.

He was running nearly five hundred head of horses, all good stock, all branded, but they were on the open range and, without help, rounding up fifty horses and getting them nearly a hundred miles to Fort Peterson was not a sure thing. He would be lucky to make it, because the purchasing officer at the fort, a persnickety major from Boston, who looked down his nose at anyone who lacked a Harvard education, was as unforgiving a man as he’d ever met. The contract said fifty horses by noon on Friday the 23rd, and according to Major Harrison Fletcher, that didn’t mean 12:01, and it sure as hell didn’t mean Saturday the 24th, no matter what time of day.

Most purchasing officers were realists. They knew that horses had minds of their own, and they were willing to be flexible, as long as it didn’t penalize the post or its men. But Fletcher was such a bastard, Madigan knew that if he showed up at ten after noon on Friday with sixty horses, Fletcher would void the deal and put the contract out for re-bid. It was stupid, but it was by the book, and that was all that mattered to the major. It also meant that Madigan would not be eligible to bid on another contract for six months. And if that happened, then he might just as well put a torch to the barn because without the army contracts, he would go under in six weeks, let alone months.

The sky began to darken as he rode into the hills, and a nervous glance at the clouds told him that he was in for wet weather. As if he didn’t have enough trouble already. But he had no choice, so he kicked the roan and pushed it a little harder, leaning slightly forward in the saddle, as if that would get him where he was going any sooner.

Up ahead, the stands of lodgepole and pinyon looked dark against the horizon. He could see some of his stock grazing on the next ridge, smudges of brown, white, and gray against the trees behind them. He had a decision to make, and he didn’t know which way to go. He could rig a makeshift corral, and drive all fifty head in once he rounded them up, or he could make several trips, driving smaller groups as he found them back to the main corral. The second way was probably safer, because he could spot the leader of a small herd, get a rope on him, and the rest of the horses would follow him in. If he gathered all the animals at once, he ran the risk of the herd leaders fighting among themselves, or scattering the herd on the way back. Working by himself, either way had its drawbacks.

“Old son,” he whispered, “you ain’t gonna get nothing done at all, unless you make up your mind. What’s it gonna be?”

And he decided to take the safe way. It would take more time, but in the long run, it was better. He hated the idea of spending all day rounding up fifty head only to have them scatter to the four winds as soon as he tried to move them down to the corral.

His mind made up, he reached into his saddlebags and grabbed his field glasses. The scuffed leather, barely carrying a trace of the gold lettering that had once identified them as property of the U.S. Army, felt dry and brittle under his fingers. He looked at the glasses, shaking his head. The crumbling leather seemed like a metaphor for the precarious state of his finances. It was perfect, in fact, almost too perfect.

Training the glasses on the next ridge, he counted heads, and nodded appreciatively when he got to eighteen. Not a bad start, better than a third of the total he needed. He found the leader, a prickly black that had once taken a swipe at him with its front hooves when he’d come too close. It was a spirited stallion, and he knew it was going to be tough to get a rope on him. Holding him would be another thing, too, he thought.

But he nudged his horse into a trot and angled down across the slope, listening to the swish of the tall grass against the roan’s legs. Checking the sky again, he saw the sun slip behind a cloud for a few seconds, then reappear, but much dimmed. A haze was trailing behind the cloud, and the sun looked suddenly pale. Huge masses of black cumulus clouds tumbled out of the Rocky Mountains like coal down a chute.

He could feel the wind pick up, and saw the grass ahead of him turn from bright green to gray as it bent before the gusts. Far across the valley, he saw the first flash of lightning, and clenched his ears against the almost immediate clap of thunder. It started with the sound of cloth tearing, as if the sky were made of denim clenched in two giant fists ripping it asunder, then finished with a terrible explosion.

The roan was getting nervous, and Madigan himself wasn’t all that thrilled to be out in the open on the hillside. He knew enough not to take cover under trees, especially tall ones, but he wasn’t about to get off the roan and lie down, either. If lightning hit him, that would just prove to Sarah that he was right to expect bad luck.

Still, he pushed the roan even harder, the fast trot pounding the ground beneath the lush grass with the sound of muffled drums. When he reached the creek that bisected the valley floor into almost perfect halves, he waded the roan across the water and started up the far side.

He could see the horses without the glasses, but just barely. He wanted to get close before they lost themselves in the trees. When he neared the crest, they were half a mile to the east moving along at an easy lope, the big black leading them along the ridgeline. The pines were off to the left, where the land sloped downward a bit into a shallow bowl, then swept up even higher.

He was closing on them patiently, not wanting to spook them, but not wanting to wait too long, either. Another lightning flash turned everything vivid for a moment, almost bleaching color out of the grass and the horses themselves. And when the glare faded, it seemed even darker. He felt the first few drops of rain spatter his Stetson, and one cold drop hit the back of his right hand with a loud slap. It felt like a spent minié ball, it hit so hard.

A quarter of a mile separated him from the horses now, and he looked up again, just as a man on horseback moved out of the trees and fell in right behind the horses. Madigan heard a loud yip, and the horses took off, the mysterious rider right behind them, waving his hat in his right hand. His voice barely carried on the rising wind, but enough that Madigan could hear the “yip-yip-geeyah,” almost in time to the flapping hat.

Madigan put the spurs to the roan now, trying to keep up. He didn’t know whether the rider had seen him or not, but it sure as hell didn’t look like it. Only a damned fool would try to run off a man’s horses right under his nose, so it was almost certain the rider hadn’t noticed him.

The horses were running hard now, the rider right on their tails. Madigan shouted, but the rider gave no notice. The wind was really picking up now, and it had begun to rain still harder. Glancing for a moment at the sky, Madigan knew it was going to be a hell of a storm, and that it wouldn’t hold off its full fury for more than ten or fifteen minutes. That didn’t give him very much time to get the rider’s attention. Or to decide what he’d do once he managed to get it.

Not knowing what else to do, Madigan pulled his Colt and aimed it behind him, squeezing the trigger. He heard the sharp crack, then heard it echo from the opposite hill and come bouncing back from the tree-covered slope a split second later. The rider turned then, and for a second Madigan thought he was going to slow down, but then he reached to his right hip and a second later a spurt of flame licked out at Madigan.

The sonofabitch is shooting at me! Madigan thought. What the hell is wrong with him?

Dropping low on the back of the roan, trying to keep his profile as small as possible, he hugged the horse’s neck and kicked him with the spurs again. He didn’t like using spurs, especially on a good horse, and the roan was the best he’d ever had, but there were times when it was necessary, and this sure as hell seemed like one.

The rider fired again, this time aiming at the sky, and the muzzle flash was answered almost instantly by another bolt of lightning. Once more the sky sounded as if it were being torn in half, and now the rain really cut loose. Madigan was soaked to the skin in thirty seconds. He was closing on the horse thief, because that’s how he’d begun to think of him, but not fast enough to suit him. He flapped his knees, and whispered to the roan to go even harder.

He was only two hundred yards behind the rider now, and still closing, although more slowly, and suddenly the rider reined in. Madigan thought maybe he was going to give up, and half expected to see the horseman turn and cut for the trees. Instead, he dismounted. At a hundred and fifty yards, Madigan started to ease up, then saw the man yank a rifle from a boot, and drop to one knee. Through the slashing rain, it was hard to see clearly, and what he was seeing was so hard to believe, he still wasn’t sure it was happening.

It was so dark now that the man and his horse were almost indistinguishable, even though they were little more than a hundred yards away. Madigan never heard the first rifle shot, only knew by the bright flash that it had been fired. Before he could jerk the reins, the rifle spat flame a second time. Madigan tried to saw the reins now, to turn the roan, and the big horse lost its stride for a second. Then something snapped, and he wasn’t sure whether it was bone breaking or not, but the horse went down and something ripped through the sleeve of his shirt, and he knew he’d been hit as he sailed headlong over the roan and landed hard on his side.

He tried to get to his feet, but the wind was knocked out of him, and he rolled over, gasping and clawing for his pistol and not finding it. The rifleman ran forward three or four steps then stopped. He turned his back just as the lightning flashed again, but Madigan saw nothing more than the shirt and jeans of a drenched cowboy, the holster on his hip, and the rifle in his hand.

The man climbed into the saddle again, turned and fired the rifle once more, this time one-handed, and by the time the lightning flashed again, he was just a shadow vanishing over the hilltop, hard on the heels of a dozen of Madigan’s best horses.
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MADIGAN WATCHED AS the gunman disappeared over the hill, a dozen head of horses gone with him. He got to his feet, clutching his arm to keep the bleeding down. The rain continued to hammer at him, slashing in translucent sheets on the stiff wind. He was soaked, he was bleeding, and he was madder than hell, but there wasn’t a goddamn thing he could do about any of it for the moment.

Tugging a handkerchief from his pocket, he held it in his teeth and rolled up his right sleeve until he could see the gunshot wound. It was an ugly furrow, but it wasn’t deep enough to have struck bone. The rain made it sting, and he shook the arm, ignoring the pain, until some of the water had been shaken loose. Then he wrapped the handkerchief twice around the three-inch gully, and, using his teeth to hold one end, managed to fashion a clumsy knot with his free hand.

Then, rolling up the other sleeve, he turned to look at his horse. The big roan lay on its side. It quivered, and tried to raise its head as he approached, but the bullet had broken a leg bone, and there was no way to save the horse. Cursing as much at himself as at the gunman, he shook his head and reached for his Colt. When he felt the empty holster, he remembered the spill he’d taken and started looking around him. The grass was thick, and he didn’t see the gun anywhere.

His rifle was three hundred yards away, and he had a better chance of finding the pistol, so he started kicking at the grass in widening circles around the horse. A flash of lightning revealed the bone grip in the tall grass, and he bent over to retrieve the gun as the thunder exploded overhead.

The horse gave a pitiful nicker, and he turned to see it trying to get up. But the broken leg was useless, and the roan lay down again, raising its head to watch him as he approached. Madigan bent over to loosen the cinch, then coaxed the saddle from the roan, and took his slicker from his saddlebags. Leaving a coil of rope to one side, he wrapped the slicker around the saddle and the rest of his gear to keep it from getting any wetter than it already was.

He knew why he was doing it. He was trying to avoid doing what he knew he had no choice but to do. He took a deep breath, glanced through the slashing rain once more at the crest of the ridge where the gunman had ridden out of sight, then sighed. Walking back to the horse to stand over the roan’s head, he thumbed the Colt’s hammer back, aimed the pistol, and squeezed the trigger. The hammer clicked on a dud round, prolonging the agony, and he cursed aloud, tilting his head back and yelling at the sky as if it, or something beyond it, were responsible.

Once more he thumbed the hammer back, aimed, and squeezed. This time, the gun fired, and he heard the sharp crack of the bullet breaking the roan’s skull. The horse quivered once more, its legs jerking in one final spasm, then it gave a great sigh, like an old man drifting off to sleep, and lay still.

“Damn you!” Madigan whispered. “God damn you to hell!” He clenched his fist and shook it at the ridgeline, suddenly outlined once more against the sky by another lightning flash. This time, instead of the sudden rumble, the thunder was a muted mutter.

The wind howled through the trees, and he could hear the rain slashing among the crowns of the lodgepoles, hissing the way snow did when it lashed the sides of the house during winter storms. His arm ached, and a small trickle of watery blood still veined his forearm, and he smeared it with his fingertips, wiping them on his jeans.

“Time to go,” he said. Then, like someone who wasn’t sure he’d been heard, he said it again, this time louder. “Time to go.” He bent down to pat the roan on its lifeless flank as he moved past, almost crying now, half with sorrow and half with helpless rage.

Walking to the mound of gear, he snatched up the coil of rope. It was a long walk home, and he thought that some of the scattered horses would be close enough for him to maybe get a rope on one. Most of them weren’t broken, but a few of them were fairly docile, and if his luck took a sudden turn for the better, he might be able to spare himself the walk. But it had been a long time since he’d seen a rainbow or found a four-leaf clover, so he wasn’t expecting much.

And his luck held. Except for retrieving his Winchester, it was all bad. It continued to rain. The wind whipped at him, driving the cold rain into his face half the time, then teasing him as it seemed to subside a bit only to pick up steam again and renew its attack. His clothes were drenched, his boots full of water and sloshing with every step. One hip was killing him from the spill, and he knew it was badly bruised. But he kept walking because he had no choice. It took him more than two hours to reach the last hill before the house, and by the time he reached the crest, his legs felt as if they were made of lead.

He could see a light in the window, and the column of smoke from the chimney made him think of heat and food. He started downhill with renewed energy that lasted about fifteen steps, until his exhaustion reasserted itself, and he slogged the rest of the way to the bottom of the hill. He stopped at the barn just long enough to drop off the rope, then squished through the mud to the front porch.

Sarah heard him climb the steps and came to the door. When she saw him, she started to laugh. “You look like a drowned rat,” she said. But something in his response stopped her. “What’s wrong, David? What happened?” She pushed open the screen to step out onto the porch.

Spotting the bloody handkerchief knotted around his arm, she raised one hand to her mouth. “I’m all right,” he said. “Just a scratch.”

“A scratch, how … what happened?”

He shook his head. “Not now, Sarah. Not now. Let me change clothes first.”

She looked past him then, and must have realized that his horse wasn’t at the hitching rail. “Did you walk home?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I walked. I walked every goddamned yard of the way.” He yanked open the screen door and stepped inside, Sarah following him in.

“David …?”

He took a deep breath. “Somebody was running off some of our stock. I spotted him, and I chased him, but he got away with about a dozen horses.”

She knew there was more to it than that. “What happened to your arm? Where’s your horse?”

And he dropped wearily into a chair and told her the rest of it. He watched her face the whole time, trying to read her mind, but her expression kept changing from sentence to sentence
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