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BACKTRACK

 


 


When old Buffalo Vance was backshot, he
figured it was time to put his affairs in order. But how could he
do that when he didn’t even know what had become of his estranged
daughter, Laura? Was she alive or dead? And after twenty years, did
she even want a relationship with him?

Vance hired the Pinkerton Detective Agency to
find the girl, but when they came up empty, he turned to his old
friend, Lester Dukes, the governor of Texas. Dukes owed Vance
big-time, so he put his top Enforcer, Yancey Bannerman, on the
case.

There was just one problem.

Someone, somewhere, was determined to make
sure Laura Vance stayed hidden … and were willing to kill anyone
who got too close.

Meanwhile, Yancey’s partner, Johnny Cato, was
having a tough time of his own. Posing as a buffalo hunter, he was
on the trail of a vicious political assassin … an assassin who was
determined to add Johnny to his list of kills during a terrifying
buffalo stampede!
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One – The Hunters


 


The news that there were trespassers on
Warbonnet land came in with Slim, who carried an ounce of lead
under his left shoulder blade. His saddle was streaked with his
spilled blood and his face was gray and drawn with pain. As his
horse trotted into the yard and stopped suddenly, snorting, the
rider slid out of leather and fell heavily to the dust before the
men running from the bunkhouse could catch him.

Someone ran to fetch help from the main house
while the others laid Slim on a blanket and tried to make him
comfortable.

“Buffalo,” the wounded man gasped. The owner
of the Warbonnet spread was known far and wide as Ike “Buffalo”
Vance.

“Someone’s gone to get him, Slim,” one of the
cowpokes assured him. “Just rest easy, man.”

But Slim shook his head violently. His mouth
was working. “Buffalo,” he stuttered once more and by that time
Buffalo Vance himself was stalking down from the ranch house with
Morg Rankin, Warbonnet’s ramrod. Both Vance and Rankin had been on
the Warbonnet all their working lives.

The two looked like brothers, both tall and
spare and gray-haired, with a longhorn moustache in the fashion of
the day. Both men had the same rolling gait that came from years in
the saddle and they had that look in their eyes of men used to
seeing vast distances spread out before them. But whereas Morg
Rankin had a kind of smallish nose for a man with such hatchet-like
features and his eyes were a mite close either side of it, Buffalo
Vance had a great beak that slung a shadow over his upper lip and
the nostrils flared and were a barometer of his moods. If they were
white-rimmed, it paid a man to stay out of his way; if they
twitched more than a couple of times, a knowing man would be warned
that Vance’s temper was rising; if they just moved slightly with
his regular breathing, then it was likely that his mood was a good
one.

But now, as he knelt with a grunt, using one
of the cowpoke’s shoulders to ease himself down, Vance’s nostrils
were beginning to twitch and his clear green eyes narrowed when he
saw Slim. He reached out and grabbed the wounded man’s hand.

“Take it easy, Slim,” Vance grated in that
gravel voice of his. “Who did this?”

“Buffalo hunters!” Slim gasped and the others
knew now what he had been trying to say all along.

At that moment, the stove-up old waddy who
acted as cook came limping up, carrying a tin dish of hot water,
some carbolic acid and rags, and a small bottle of ‘medicine’,
which was whisky kept in the kitchen closet for such emergencies as
this. The level had dropped considerably since Morg Rankin had last
seen it so he guessed the cook had needed a ‘medicinal’ swig now
and then.

Slim groaned as he was turned on his side and
the cook began swabbing at the gaping wound. Vance sucked in his
breath when he saw the bullet-hole.

“Looks like a Sharps got him,” Rankin opined
and Vance nodded.

Gasping, hands clenched tightly and face
screwed up with pain, Slim nodded. “Must’ve been a half-mile from
their—camp ... Didn’t even hear the shot ... till after I was
knocked out of the saddle ...” He added: “Over by Columbus
Creek.”

“Well, if they shot you with a Sharps, they
damn well knew they were trespassin’,” Morg Rankin said. “Wanted to
keep you from gettin’ back here and havin’ us roust them.”

Vance nodded slowly. “How many you reckon,
Slim?”

“Mebbe a dozen.”

“Slug’s still in there,” Cooky broke in
harshly. “Harry—go get my butcherin’ knife, the thin sharp one. I’m
gonna have to dig.”

“Gimme that!” growled Vance and snatched up
the whisky bottle. He held Slim’s head up and let the man drink
deeply. “You drink all you want, Slim. We’ll get you fixed up in
the bunkhouse before Cooky starts slicin’ around. Slug’ll have to
come out.”

Slim nodded and drank deeply from the bottle
again. Vance patted his shoulder reassuringly and stood up. He
turned a grim face to Rankin and the cowpokes gathered around.

“Get ten men, Morg. We’re riding out to
Columbus Creek to put those hunters right about whose land they’re
trespassin’ on. They can go peaceable or not, but go they will. And
I want the man who put that slug into Slim.”

Twenty minutes later, Vance rode out of the
yard at the head of his bunch of armed men, Morg Rankin at his
side. And, as they left the yard, they were spurred on by the
screams of Slim in the bunkhouse as the old cook probed in the
wound for the big bullet from the buffalo gun.
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The buffalo were browsing on good grass that
ran all the way up from Columbus Creek across several miles of
hills and, finally, out onto the rolling plains that stretched
clear to the Red River. This was good buffalo country and at this
time, the herds were still black across the countryside, though
they were being thinned-out by the teams of hunters who were
flocking in after a fast dollar.

A man could make a stake in a good season, if
he was a good shot and willing to break his back with dawn-to-dark
work. For there was a lot more to it than just going out and
downing a buffalo. For a start, it wasn’t all that easy to put one
of the massive beasts down, at least not with the conventional
weapons of the day. Most range-riders owned Winchester repeaters
and it could take up to nine slugs to stop one of the humped-back
animals in its tracks. And, if a man was using a carbine that held
only seven shots, he needed a couple of things going for him:
either a pard with a loaded rifle, a damn good pair of legs, or a
handy horse that could burn the breeze. Plus a large helping of
good luck, for there wasn’t much that could stand up to a charging,
wounded buffalo ...

A couple of rifles that had stood the test of
time as buffalo-droppers, the one-shot killers, were the Sharps and
the rolling-block Remington, almost as good as the Sharps but
shaded just a little by the more sophisticated rifle.

This was not to say that buffalo hadn’t been
taken with much less gun than the Sharps or Remingtons. They had
been downed by everything from old .44 Henry repeaters to Colt
Dragoon pistols fired from horseback only inches from the beast’s
ear. But for consistent, one-shot kills, the Sharps and Remingtons
had it all over the others and, though they cost a man anything
from a hundred dollars to close on four hundred for a custom-made
special with imported German telescopic sights, any man who figured
to make a stake at buff-hunting, and live to spend it, would gladly
invest in the more efficient guns. There were shoestring outfits
that moved in for a single season or part of one, for the quick
killing, but they often left half their men behind with the rotting
corpses of the buffalo because of inadequate armament or
ammunition.

The professional hunter loaded his own
cartridges, cast his own bullets, tuned his own weapons. And he did
it each night after the day’s hunting if he wanted to be around to
do the same thing the next night. These days, a man set himself up
in a ‘stand’, a quiet spot, usually elevated, where he could look
out on a grazing herd of buffalo and, using a forked stick as a
rest, set up his Sharps and drop his beasts one by one until the
smell of blood drove the herd off. Usually they would go on grazing
with no more than a brief glance of curiosity at one of their
neighbors who had been dropped with a bullet through the heart or
lungs. They didn’t seem to associate the rolling, thunder-slapping
blast of the rifle with the death of their neighbor.

Even so, a man might be pretty safe from
stampede up in a stand like that, but there were other hazards:
snakes, scorpions, even the odd marauding Indian, and guns grown
too hot so that a man had to force the long brass cartridges into
heat-expanded breeches. Some men were so reluctant to stop they
hammered the cartridges home with blocks of wood. Sometimes they
managed to get in that one extra shot and down a buffalo, but more
often than not the cartridge exploded with the breech still open
and blew their heads off. Sometimes they were lucky, and only lost
a few fingers or a hand.

And, sometimes, the patient, watching Indians
waited until some eager hunter had let his gun get so hot it was no
longer possible to feed in cartridges, and then they attacked. Or,
an eager man might use up all his cartridges dropping buffalo when
he had a good stand and the herd wasn’t moving much, and then, when
the redskins came down silently, he had nothing left to defend
himself with.

Over the years, the buffalo-hunters had
learned about these things and the wise ones took care, didn’t let
their weapons over-heat, always kept a couple of spare shells or
packed a six-gun which they laid beside their stand, cocked and
ready to fire.

These were the men who survived season after
season and came back with organized crews of shooters, skinners,
hide-curers and roustabouts. The men who set up their camps on a
permanent basis for the season in the midst of heavily-populated
buffalo country.

Tom Hatfield was such a man, a professional
hunter who had been coming back to northern Texas and the Indian
Territory for years, bringing his camp with him, even his only
daughter, Christine. He was a man in his fifties, his skin mahogany
colored, a strong, solid man, and a dead shot. He could be a tough
man, but he was generally said to be fair, and he had little
trouble with the large landowners on the edge of his hunting
territory.

But that was about to end. He was about to
have more trouble with Ike Vance and his crew than he needed, and
he knew damn well whose fault it was. As Hatfield stood by his
battered old Conestoga wagon, cradling his oil-glistening Sharps
rifle, he glanced across his camp to where Martin Slade stood,
checking the loads in his Colt .45. Slade was a wide-shouldered,
yellow-haired man, handsome enough, but with a strangeness in his
eyes that Hatfield was only now beginning to recognize as a
killer’s lust. The man had joined the camp four or five weeks ago
and had proved to be a dead shot. He had ridden out of nowhere on a
jaded horse, but Tom took a man as he found him. He didn’t ask
about his past. And Martin Slade had turned out to be a good
hunter. Chris had taken quite a liking to him, too, and maybe that
was why Hatfield had been prepared to overlook a few things for
which he would have disciplined other members of his camp. But he
couldn’t overlook Slade’s long-range shooting of that cowpoke who
had skirted their camp, warned Jesse Jarrett about trespassing,
then ridden away. Slade had spotted the cowpoke from his stand just
as he was settling down for the day’s shoot. He had propped his
Sharps in his forked stick, drawn a bead on the distant cowboy, all
of eight hundred yards away, and knocked him from the saddle with
one shot.

Jarrett had told Hatfield that the cowboy had
climbed back aboard his horse and ridden off, though he had been
obviously hurt. So Hatfield had recalled his hunters for the day
and kept them around the camp, expecting the ranchers to come
riding in at any time.

Now, here they came, a dozen of them, and the
two grim-faced, mustachioed leaders looked like tough old hands who
were used to having their own way. Hatfield turned sharply as Chris
poked her head out of the Conestoga, a brown-haired tomboyish girl
with a pretty face.

“Stay out of sight!” Hatfield snapped. “I
want you and the other women safe behind them side-boards in case
it gets to shootin’!”

“Maybe if we showed ourselves, Pa, it might
stop things gettin’ out of hand,” the girl suggested.

“You stay out of sight!” Hatfield repeated
and swung his gaze to Martin Slade. “Put up that gun, Martin!
They’ll expect to see us with our Sharps’, but you stand there with
a loaded six-gun in your hand and they’ll figure we’re spoilin’ for
a gunfight.”

Slade looked bleakly across at Hatfield,
glanced around at the other hunters and saw that they, too, only
held their rifles. Then he shrugged and dropped the Colt into his
holster and picked up his Remington rolling-block, easing the side
hammer back to half-cock. Then he gave Hatfield a half-challenging
smile, as he turned to face the cattlemen as they drew up in a
cloud of dust on the edge of the camp.

They had their guns out, he noticed.

“This is my land, the Warbonnet,” grated Ike
Vance without preamble. “Get off it.”

Hatfield walked slowly forward and a dozen
guns covered him. The hunters stirred restlessly and moved to back
up Hatfield.

“Name’s Tom Hatfield. Didn’t realize we were
trespassin’. Aimed to shoot-out this herd in about a week.”

“You’ll be gone in one hour, mister!” Vance
snapped. “Might have given you a week like you ask if you hadn’t
shot one of my men!”

“That was a mistake.”

“You made it!”

“We’re right sorry about it,” said Tom
stiffly. “Is the man all right?”

“No thanks to you. We want the man who shot
him.”

Hatfield stood very still. Martin Slade kept
his face carefully blank, though he felt a cold knot in his belly
as he looked into the grim faces of the cattlemen.

“He’s gone,” Hatfield said, deadpan. “I
kicked him out as soon as I learned what he’d done.”

Vance stared back coldly at Hatfield and
looked slowly around the hunting camp, at the hide-stretching
racks, the piles of smelly hides, the crude press, the salting-down
area and, lastly, the rope corrals where the hunting mounts were
kept.

“Don’t see no sign of where someone quit in a
hurry,” Vance said.

“He’s gone,” Hatfield said flatly,
unmoving.

“No way to tell any different, Ike,” Morg
Rankin said quietly.

Vance grunted. “You be gone by sundown,” he
grated, pointing his gun at Hatfield. “If I have to come back, I’ll
bring all my crew. And Warbonnet employs over fifty.”

Hatfield nodded. He was a peace-loving man.
He was in the wrong, trespassing, and the lie about the man who had
shot the cowboy didn’t set easy with him. If he could get out
without any more trouble, it wouldn’t be too hard to locate another
herd and set up another camp. It would be a damn nuisance, sure,
but Vance could make his life hell for him if he stayed and made
trouble. Even if Vance didn’t wipe out the camp, Hatfield would
have a rousting from every landowner along the Red River and
beyond.

“All right, we’ll clear out,” Hatfield told
Vance and the other hunters relaxed. They hadn’t wanted trouble,
either.

But Martin Slade, his face hard, eyes cold,
stepped forward close to Vance’s mount and looked up at the old
rancher.

“How do we know you own this land like you
say?”

“Martin!” Hatfield snapped, stepping forward,
but Slade brushed him aside irritably.

Vance looked coldly down at Slade. “I own it
because I say so, mister,” he told him flatly. “That’s how.”

“Maybe that ain’t enough,” Slade
persisted.

“If the word of Buffalo Vance ain’t enough
for you, mister,” the rancher said quietly, “you’d best set down
that there cannon you’re holdin’ and go for your six-gun.”

“Easy, Ike!” murmured Morg Rankin, surprised
at the harsh challenge in Vance’s voice.

“Your word’s plenty good enough for us, Mr.
Vance,” Hatfield said swiftly. “Slade didn’t mean anythin’ …”

But Slade shook off Hatfield’s hand
angrily.

“You damned old men figure you can push
anyone around just because you’re used to makin’ everyone jump when
you snap your fingers! Well, it don’t always work, old man! I ain’t
gonna jump!”

Vance sighed and started to hip in the
saddle. Instead, he freed his right boot from the stirrup and
lashed out suddenly, catching Slade in the head and sending him
spinning and stumbling away to fall to his knees and then over onto
his side. He had dropped the Remington and lay there blinking,
stunned. His right hand started to move towards his Colt and
Vance’s gun fired and the bullet kicked dust only inches from
Slade’s leg. The hard man froze.

Morg Rankin jerked his head up as he caught a
brief movement of the canvas covering a Conestoga wagon nearby. He
was startled to see the alarmed face of Chris Hatfield as she
looked out. All the others were watching Slade or Vance and did not
see her. But as soon as she saw Slade was unhurt and her father was
all right, she withdrew her head fast, after throwing a startled
look in Rankin’s direction.

“Mister,” Vance was saying, his smoking gun
pointing at Slade, “I don’t usually give a man a second chance when
he calls me a liar, but you’ve got one, so
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