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  If, for the time being, this is to be the
Last Hurrah,


  then I want him to know it’s been a good
trail to ride.


  This is for Angus Wells—


  with California Bloodlines in his heart.


   





   



  ‘The mixture of art and science that was demanded of the
sharpshooters using the specialized weapons of the latter half of
the nineteenth century was of an exceptionally high standard. A
knowledge of advanced ballistics, combined with trigonometry and
the ability to read the minutiae of wind, weather and terrain was
complemented by a unique steadiness of hand and eye.’


  Brigadier Christian Collingwood in


  ‘From Meditation To Massacre – A Study Of The Inner Man
Under Pressure’, published by the Hudson Press of Woodley, New
Mexico, in 1907.


   



  ‘If’n I could damned well see it then I could damned well
hit it.’


  Jed Murray, aged 93. Kentucky moonshiner and
marksman,


  reported in 1911.


   



   



   



   





  Chapter One


  SHERIFF FRANK NOLAN belched.


  ‘Damned beans,’ he snapped, irritably. Flicking at a fly
that had perched itself in the folds between the layers of chins.
May in Tucson generally meant cool mornings and fine afternoons. It
was a good time of year, before the blistering heat of full summer
came scorching in.


  But that eighteenth day of May, in 1875, was
a day for sitting quiet and still with a glass of something long
and cool at your elbow while you rested in the shade.


  It surely wasn’t the kind of day that Frank
Nolan had looked to be going out to risk getting himself killed by
kids near young enough to be his grandsons.


  ‘Stupid little bastards,’ he muttered, levering himself up
out of the swing chair, which creaked protestingly under his
weight. As it had for the last twenty years or more. He scarcely
noticed that he was aging. There was a touch more grey at his
temples when he looked in the shaving mirror. And the hair needed
more careful arrangement and wetting down with water to cover the
balding area when he went calling at Dolly Harman’s house,
the What
Cheer.


  Nolan took the gunbelt down off the hook by
the door leading to the set of single cells. Hardly aware


  that it was a good two feet longer than when
he first landed the job of peace officer for Tucson. Each new strip
of leather a slightly different color from the rest. The latest a
much lighter brown, only a year or so added. Out of habit he
checked the thirty-six Navy Colt. It had served him well for around
ten years.


  Ever since the tall stranger had ridden into
Tucson, with his fancy dark clothes and the plugged silver dollar a
dull gleam in his hat band. Black Jack Ryker. John William Ryker. A
man who knew more about guns than anyone Nolan had ever met, and
was better with them than anyone he’d ever even heard about. A man
who’d become Nolan’s oldest and truest friend. Now a bounty hunter,
Ryker called in when he was passing that way to see what the fat
old lawman had for him in the way of flyers with rich rewards.


  ‘Should have bin here yesterday,’ moaned Nolan, peering out
of the fly-speckled window of his office at the dusty main street.
He was getting too old for this kind of gunplay. Maybe he’d already
gotten too old. Today would show him the answer. Maybe leaving him
flat on his back looking at the clear sky out of blurring eyes,
pondering on what the original question had been.


  He buckled on the gunbelt, tying the thong
around his upper thigh. When he’d first met Ryker he’d been
carrying the sixty-one Savage pistol. A thirty-six caliber gun, but
longer and heavier than the Navy. Fourteen inches long and three
and a half pounds of pistol. A thick trigger-guard with a
conventional trigger and a cocking lever. Ryker had pointed out
that Nolan was too slow with it and recommended the Navy. Ryker had
worn one at the time. Since then he’d changed to the Peacemaker,
like a lot of shootists. But Nolan stuck with the Navy, liking the
balance and feel of the outdated gun.


  It was close to eleven. That was the time
that the kids had called him for.


  Nolan brushed some dust off the front of his
dark blue waistcoat. Opened the chipped center drawer of his desk
and took out the golden star. He pinned it in place, covering up
the star-shaped patch of brighter color on the vest.


  He paused in front of the cracked mirror by
the front office door. Sucking at a hollow tooth as he looked at
himself. Seeing the small scar under the right eye. A Comanche
hunting arrow had done that. And another on his upper lip, partly
hidden by the drooping mustache. He always told folks who asked
that it had been a Mescalero spear out near Nogales. The truth was
it had been a tiny stiletto that a Mexican whore had tugged from
her garter during an argument over money in a bordello in
Juarez.


  ‘Too damned old, Frank,’ he said. ‘Should have given it up.
Years back. Jack Ryker said one day I’d let someone push me a step
too far and find there was no goin’ back. You was right,
Jack.’


  He wished that Ryker had been there. No
account kids like Dave Stotter and Mike Whitehead would have messed
their breeches in front of a shootist like Jack.


  ‘Too damned old,’ he said again, tugging open the door and
stepping into the bright heat.


   



  There was nobody in sight. The word had
flown around that Sheriff Nolan had landed himself in some trouble
with a couple of boys from down south. That they’d committed the
ultimate sacrilege of interrupting his meal, then insulting Dolly
when she tried to clear them out and finally making fun of the
lawman’s spreading stomach. With both deputies out after some fence
cutters, two days’ ride off, Nolan should have known better. Bided
his time. Or laid the teenagers out from behind with the butt of
the Colt. But he called them. Backed himself into the corner and
found himself trapped there.


  Now it was all down to the small corral on
the side close to the Pantano Wash, over towards the nearer slopes
of the Santa Catalinas. The livery stable, once run by bluff Ed
Fisherton, was now deserted and in ruins, the shingle hanging by
one hinge from the creaking door, the fencing mostly down in the
dirt.


  Curtains twitched as Nolan walked slowly by,
feeling the warmth of the May morning striking through his shirt.
There was a trickle of sweat running down the small of his back,
making him feel uncomfortable. There’d been times, back in the old
days, when there would have been a huge crowd out for a gunfight.
Now folks were different.


   



  If it had been a good hanging …That was
something different. But when a lot of lead was being thrown,
experience had shown that anyone might end up catching some. So
doors were locked and children shut in their rooms. As soon as it
was over, they’d be out. Flocking around like well-dressed vultures
to look at the dead and giggle at the wounded. That was human
nature. Nolan had seen it too many times. But Tucson had been quiet
and fairly orderly for a whiles. Now this had to happen.


  If Jack Ryker had been there he’d have
stopped it.


  Nolan felt a fart creeping up on him and he
paused and eased himself of it. Those beans. There’d been beans
with the steak and chili last night. When the kids started to pick
on him. Calling him an old fool. They were drunk and he’d let it
ride on. Then one of them had stubbed out a cheap cigar in the
middle of the meat.


  He’d warned them off, and Dolly had come over
in a billowing of silk and lace, to try and paper over the quarrel.
The barkeep had begun to lift down the gilt-framed mirror imported
clear from Paris, France.


  The boys had been rude to Dolly. Said she was
a painted old whore. Now, maybe she was, but folks in Tucson didn’t
take kindly to outsiders coming in calling that about.


  Nolan had looked around for support, but both
the boys were wearing Colts, low on the hip. Grinning around them,
and spitting in the sawdust. Stotter was a good-looking,
black-haired teenager. Whitehead blond, both sporting half-grown
mustaches. And both of them had the kind of eyes the lawman knew
well. Seen them before. Seen them blanking out in surprise and
death. Mean eyes that enjoyed power and cruelty.


  He’d threatened them both with a
pistol-whipping and they’d stood there and laughed.


  ‘Sure you can manage it, old man?’ Stotter had mocked
him.


  ‘Stick with goin’ after brownholers stealin’ women’s drawers
from lines, Sheriff,’ Whitehead had sneered.


  That was when he should have used discretion. Ryker had
always told him that: Man who doesn’t fight and runs away, lives to run
away another day, was what the shootist used to joke. He’d also said that
he liked to use words when he could and bullets when he had
to.


  Nolan had forgotten that as a crimson veil
seemed to close down over his eyes and over his mind. The hum of
noise in the saloon had faded away into an expectant silence as he
began to speak. Feeling his tongue had swollen too large for his
mouth.


  ‘You little bastards better get out of Tucson right here and
now.’


  ‘Or else you goin’ to spank our asses, old man?’ Stotter had
grinned at him.


  ‘Or I’ll see you down at the old Fisherton corral at
eleven.’


   



  It was a most beautiful morning.


  Too hot for action. The kind of day for
lazing in a chair on a porch, whittling away at a hunk of hickory
wood and chewing on a pull of tobacco, with some local brew in a
cool pitcher at your elbow.


  Nolan wished that he’d thought to look in the
What Cheer
for a slug of
something to try and settle his disturbed stomach.


  They were there. Stotter on the left,
slightly the shorter. Lank hair curling on his narrow shoulders.
Turning from staring up into the hills to nudge his friend as he
saw Nolan approaching.


  ‘Hi, Sheriff.’


  ‘You boys got one last chance to leave Tucson and keep
riding,’ said Nolan, trying to summon up confidence he didn’t
feel.


  ‘Mighty generous, old man,’ called Whitehead.


  ‘Yeah. Maybe we let you crawl out of town on your hands and
knees and we won’t kill you neither,’ laughed the other
boy.


  ‘Beg us a little first, old man. Crawl and beg a
little.’


  ‘Come and kiss our boots first.’


  Nolan felt anger rising and tried to control
it. ‘You sons of bitches can kiss my sister’s black cat’s ass
first,’ he snapped, checking his stride at the entrance of the
stable. Stopping about forty paces from the pair of young boys.
Reaching down to ease the retaining cord from the hammer of the
Navy Colt.


  ‘Then there ain’t nothin’ else to be spoke, Sheriff,’ said
Stotter.


  ‘Let’s to it,’ whispered Whitehead, the words barely
audible.


  Nolan looked around him, breathing in deeply,
conscious that these might well be his last moments alive. Bitterly
regretting the foolishness that had brought him out here like this.
There hadn’t been any need for it. No damned need at all. He felt
another belch rising sourly in his throat and swallowed it
down.


  He’d faced some top men in his time. Never
eye to eye for a shoot-out, but in the saloon, or the brothel or
the street. It hadn’t been easy, but Frank Nolan was a likable sort
of man. And few shootists then would take pleasure in gunning down
a lawman. So they’d talk and it would generally be sorted out
amicably. But these kids… You saw them in every frontier town.
Nothing to do. Drifters. No-goods. All mouth and no heart. Stotter
and Whitehead were like that.


  ‘Come on you fat old fucker!’ yelled one of them. Nolan
didn’t notice which. Didn’t much care for which of them it
was.


  He was too busy enjoying the morning. The
clean air of the Arizona Territory. Behind him the town seemed to
be almost holding its breath, waiting for the crackle of gunfire.
The trail wound away beside the ruined building of the stable
towards the north and west. There was a rider on the trail, pushing
on at a fast trot, kicking up a spiraling fountain of dust all
around himself.


   



  Maybe even two or three riders. Nolan’s eyes
weren’t as good as they used to be.


  The kids had spread out. Ten feet between
them. They were coming on like he feared. Not just boys pushing at
their luck. They’d done this before. Spreading the target, making
it harder for him and easier for them.


  He squinted around. Wondering if there was
any way he could give himself an edge. But there wasn’t anything.
If Ryker had been in this position, Nolan knew the shootist well
enough to be certain that he’d have been out there good and early,
and gotten the jump on the kids. Maybe even gunned them down from
the cover of the old barn. Ryker never liked folks who tried to
turn killing into some kind of children’s game with a code of
honor.


  ‘You walk away or you get carried,’ he’d once said to the
lawman. ‘No honor about that.’


   



  Stotter and Whitehead had checked their
advance, standing half-turned. Both easing on down into the
gunfighter’s crouch. Hand over the butt of the gun, cutting a
fraction of a moment off the draw. Difference between walking and
getting carried, that fraction of a moment could be.


  Nolan also stopped. They were around fifteen
paces off. Men who didn’t know what they were doing would draw too
soon. Thirty or forty yards. Waste their bullets on the dirt.


  He wondered whether he ought to try and throw
them a little by calling out some kind of brave challenge. ‘Fill
your hands, you sons of bitches.’ Something like that. But Frank
Nolan wasn’t that kind of man. It wasn’t his style.


  Out in the distance, he saw that the man on
the horse had stopped and was sitting on his black animal,
motionless, the cloud of reddish sand slowly wheeling away behind
him and disappearing. There was the flash of the sun off something.
Metal or glass? He was watching the gunfight from the safety of six
hundred yards away, through a pair of binoculars.


  ‘Come on, old man,’ taunted one of the boys. Stotter.
Looking round to see what the sheriff was staring at. Seeing the
stranger swing down out of the saddle. Grinning his contempt. ‘Man
there won’t save you, not from there. Less’n he’s got magic bullets
in his gun.’ Both of them laughed.


  Nolan was still watching the man. His eyes
weren’t as good as they once were and there was heat-haze
shimmering over the desert land. But there was something about the
stranger. And the black horse. But it …


  ‘Draw, you fucker!’ screamed Whitehead, the sudden yell
making the lawman jump. Fingers clawing at the polished butt of the
Navy Colt.


  Seeing he was going to be too late. The odds
of two to one weren’t enough for the young killers. They’d both
started their move while he was
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