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Prologue


 


Young Boone Kingdom heard the rattle of gunfire when he was more than a mile from the cabin, riding his tough little paint up in the naked hills above the thick timber. The sounds could have been the crackle of a fire, or the distant snapping of dry twigs.


At first he thought his pa had ridden up after him, even looked across expecting to see him emerge from the edge of the dark woods sitting tall and straight atop his big blue roan.


Then realization hit him like a hammer blow: someone was attacking their homestead, and Pa was in trouble. It was as if all the breath had been driven from his body. Suddenly his throat was tight, his heart hammering in his chest. His clear grey eyes already wide in anticipation of the horrors he was to witness, he lashed the pony into a fast gallop and headed back down the rocky slope.


He sent the paint into the trees at breakneck pace and without any thought for his own danger, the wind flattening his old hat brim and ballooning his shirt, the game little horse’s hooves drumming along the familiar trails that snaked down through the timber, and all the while his mind strained ahead to the log cabin on the edge of the meadow and his throat ached at the memory of the way it was when he left.


He held on to those memories, Boone Kingdom, for, from early childhood, he had trembled at the cold-blooded brutality of the renegades who roamed that part of west Texas and knew with a feeling of physical sickness that when he reached the cabin, memories were all he would have left in the world.


Ma had been heading for the creek, he recalled, her long dark hair falling about her shoulders as she brushed through the dew-soaked grass to fetch water to wash their worn work-clothes. Pa had been swinging the long handled axe out back by the open fronted outhouse, the gleaming blade clunking into the soft timber, his shirt sleeves rolled back from brawny arms as he chopped logs to replenish the pile before moving out into the fields.


Boone Kingdom had looked back and waved as he rode away, and at that thought his clamped lips twitched in a half smile that masked pain that was like a knife twisting in his heart.


Then those memories and the smile were torn cruelly from him as the dappled sunlight heralding the edge of the woods fell across his face and, like something out of a nightmare, the harsh tang of wood-smoke came to torment his flared nostrils and paralyse his mind with a new terror.


Out of that terrible fear, like good out of evil, came common sense. Every nerve in his body screamed at him to bolt headlong out of the woods and fling himself upon whatever horrors had come riding out of the western wilderness to tear his family apart. But the wisdom drilled into him by his father over countless lamplit supper-tables told him to rein in, to stay hidden in the woods.


‘Son,’ big John Kingdom had drummed into him time and time again, ‘there ain’t nothing in this world more sad and of less use to folk than a dead hero.’


Young Boone Kingdom waited.


Though the cabin was close, all but the top of the stone chimney was hidden by a low grassy rise that swelled up from the willows alongside the swift-flowing Coldwater Creek. Within the comforting stillness of the trees, harsh voices drifted to him. Strange voices. Voices that caused a cold shiver to ripple down his spine as he backed the paint deeper into the woods. And over those voices there now came a fierce crackling, the deep, devouring roar of flames, and gradually the dappled sunlight that filtered through the trees faded to a false dusk as smoke billowed high across the meadow.


 


The pall of smoke had thinned to a slender white column that rose straight into the clear blue skies when they rode out, their savage work done. Boone Kingdom caught sight of them from a distance, three ragged strangers wearing floppy hats, two dark, one dove-grey, their faces unshaven and all about them the glitter of weapons.


He left the woods, then, and as the paint carried him over the grassy rise, he closed his eyes in a moment of the purest agony and the blood drained from his face as his mind snapped shut like a steel trap.


And because he knew from warm, whispered conversations overheard when the snug oil lamps of night-time had been extinguished, that they wanted their last resting place to be on the rise overlooking Coldwater Creek and the soft grey willows, it took Boone Kingdom most of that fiercely hot day to bury his ma and pa.


 


One old man who had witnessed the killing, hunkered down in the crackling dead leaves, eagle-sharp eyes watchful as he chewed a plug of tobacco and stroked his stained and tangled beard, stayed inside the woods just long enough to make sure the boy was safe. Then he spat a final stream of sour juice into the soggy brown mess between his ragged moccasins, climbed aboard his mule, and rattled off on a trail that would eventually take him through Colorado and Wyoming to Stillwater, in the Beartooth Mountains of Montana.


 


For some reason the killers came back when the red ball of the sun had sunk behind the purple smudge of the Sierra Grande, and the dampening meadows and woods and the smouldering remains of the Kingdoms’ homestead were bathed in that strange luminous half light that casts no shadows.


The three men came riding carelessly down the wide trail that dropped steeply past the rocky west bluff and skirted the grove of tall pines that stretched almost as far as the cabin, bridles jingling, horses blowing, their coarse laughter carried unnaturally loud on the cool evening breeze.


This time Boone Kingdom was ready. His pa’s gunbelt had been carefully rolled up on the stack of old oil cans and shiny hand-tools in the shed. Boone buckled it about his slim waist, used the supple rawhide thongs to tie the two holsters to his thighs and, at the natural hang of the two guns, he knew that while he had not yet attained his pa’s bulk, he had already surpassed his height.


He was standing tall and straight in the centre of the trail, a slender boy bearing a grown man’s deadly weapons, when the three riders jogged up out of the rutted dip past the last of the pines and fixed him with their dark eyes. His hands were relaxed at his sides, his fingertips brushing the warm oiled leather of the holsters, his palms close to the smooth wooden butts of the twin Reming-ton .44s.


In stature he was a boy, but shining bright in his mind was the belief that he was already a great gunman, for another thing his pa had taught him was that most things in life are settled by the thoughts a man holds in his head. So, planted firmly in Boone Kingdom’s mind – thrust deeper and firmer into his consciousness with each agonizing bite of the spade as he dug two graves on that lonely ridge – there was the conviction that he was not just a great gunman, but the fastest gunman that ever lived.


Yet still he watched the approach of the renegades who had murdered his ma and pa with something close to terror eating away at his innards. He had expected that feeling, and accepted it. A man who refuses to admit to fear, his pa had told him, is not a man but a fool, and these men were dangerous killers.


‘Hell,’ one of them growled. ‘It’s just a kid.’ And Boone Kingdom allowed himself a small, inward smile, because the long day’s digging told him this man was wrong.


‘An orphan now, I guess,’ another said, and sniggered.


They rode close, formed a half circle and reined in, their blank eyes taking in the tied down six-guns.


From New Mexico, Boone Kingdom surmised from their appearance. Rode across the border, then along Carrizo Creek, drunk on tequila, looking for some fun, came across a good man who would have shown no fear.


‘How old are you, boy?’


The question was asked hoarsely by a big man with a wide sombrero shading the scarred face of a bandit.


‘Fifteen,’ Boone Kingdom said.


‘Didn’t your pappy tell you to call a man sir when you’re spoke to?’


‘When I see a man,’ Boone Kingdom said, holding tight onto his voice, ‘I’ll be happy to do that.’


‘Well now.’ The big man eased his weight in the saddle, turned his head to spit. He looked at the lean rider on his left who had eased a shotgun out of his saddle scabbard and now rested it across his pommel; turned to the much younger man on his right who wore a dove-grey hat that was a shade too big for him and who had backed his horse around so that he had a clear and unimpeded view of the boy.


To Boone Kingdom, wise beyond his years, it seemed that in the uncertain gaze of that younger man as he cast his eyes over the smouldering ruins he detected indecision, and fear. And because that wisdom told him that no man should be frightened when confronted by one so young, he began wondering.


Then the big renegade laughed. ‘So if we ain’t men – in your humble opinion – why don’t you tell us what you see in front of you?’


‘I see three killers,’ Boone Kingdom said. ‘And one of ’em’s wearing my pa’s hat.’


‘Then if we’re killers,’ the big man said, anger flaring, ‘let’s get on with the killin’,’ – and he went for his gun.


For Boone Kingdom, it was as if from that moment time stood still. For the three killers, the fraction of a second they had left moved with a speed that was unexpected, and fatally bewildering.


Kingdom saw the big man’s hand dip fast and with practised ease to his holster and start back up with a big blued Dragoon. He saw the blur of movement as the young man wearing John Kingdom’s hat went through the beginnings of a clean, fast draw – and with chilling calm he ignored both men.


The terror had faded into the background. His body remained balanced, utterly still. There was no perceptible movement of his forearms, but in the one moment his hands were empty, in the next they were holding the twin Remingtons and both muzzles were spitting flame.


So unbelievably fast was Boone Kingdom’s double draw that bullets from both six-guns slammed into the man with the shotgun before his finger could so much as twitch on the triggers. His lean body was still absorbing the double shock – still starting on a movement that would take him backwards out of the saddle – when the twin Remingtons shifted a few degrees and again their muzzles flared.


By comparison with what young Boone Kingdom had already achieved in front of the smoking ruins of his home the two remaining gunmen were like men dragging their right arms clear of thick, clinging mud. They had made their draw before Boone Kingdom moved, but still they were a lifetime too slow.


Their six-guns were clearing their holsters when the twin Remingtons sang their song of death. They were lifting but still pointing uselessly towards the packed earth when the big man took a heavy slug in the throat and choked on his own blood and, under the hat stolen from the dead homesteader, a black hole appeared in the centre of the boy’s forehead.


The three renegades were dead when they hit the ground. Their bodies thumped heavily and as one into the dust, for there had been no perceptible interval between Boone Kingdom’s four shots.


As the thunder of gunfire faded, a heavy, eerie silence settled over the ruined Kingdom homestead and the low, grassy hillock.


That silence was broken by the crunch of Boone Kingdom’s boots in the dust. He turned his back on the smouldering ruins of his home, walked stiffly over to the man with a bullet hole between his eyes and crouched down beside him. And as his eyes brimmed with hot tears that spilled to fall like rain into the staring eyes of the dead young man, Boone took his pa’s hat in both hands, lifted it high, and planted it firmly on his own head.


 


The man whose horse had thrown a shoe three miles back down the trail watched in disbelief from the edge of the rocky bluff. He was gazing east, from a distance. The four figures in front of the smouldering ashes were indistinct, bathed in the soft light of evening.


To the watcher, from his distant vantage point, it was as if nothing moved. He saw three men ride up out of the hollow and rein in. Then, after several moments of stillness, as if in slow motion, they toppled from their saddles.


As they fell, the rattle of gunfire reached the watcher’s ears, and he realized what had hap-pened – but still did not believe.


It was 1858.


Four men had witnessed the birth of a legend but, fittingly, only one lived to tell the tale.









Chapter One


 


West Fork was a town that sprang up in the high undulating grassland between the waters of Coldwater and Rita Blanca Creeks in the Texas Panhandle and spent the next twenty years wondering what the hell it was doing there. For part of that time it had contracted as many of the old folks who’d drifted down from the Santa Fe Trail and built the town around an abandoned soddy had become discontented, packed up and moved on.


To Boone Kingdom’s critical eye as he looked down on it in the late evening sunshine it had grown considerably in the years since he’d rattled down the settlement’s main street on the first pony he’d ever owned. That suggested prosperity from some source, which in the Panhandle surely meant cattle. The big drives had started a year ago, but mostly from southern Texas by way of the Chisholm Trail. Whoever had moved into the grassland around West Fork had the advantage of being closer to the booming Kansas cow towns, and appeared to have brought new soul to a town that had lost all hope.


From his high vantage point he could see the flapping skins of abandoned tarpaper shacks on the outskirts, a few clothes lines hung with white linen indicating inhabited dwellings closer in. The wide, dusty street was a shadowy canyon flanked by the false-fronted buildings from where the regenerated town’s enterprising businessmen fed and watered men and horses, looked after their money, locked them up when they got drunk and planted them six feet under when – for one reason or another – they quit breathing.


Nothing had changed, yet everything had changed. He was a man returning to his home town a stranger. After ten years how many familiar faces remained, he wondered, among the new? How many of the older residents remained; how many of those remembered, or cared?


It took him ten minutes to make the easy ride down from the ridge, and in that short time the sun dragged its blazing upper rim down behind the purple mountains of New Mexico and he rode in off the plains bathed in light that was like liquid gold reflected from the soaring canopy of high clouds.


He made his entrance into the shaded main street of West Fork the way he rode into every town, walking the powerful sorrel gelding down the centre of the street, slack reins held in gloved hands that rested lightly on the horn, his grey eyes observant without ever openly staring.


Oil lamps were already casting their yellow glow from windows up and down the street. A piano tinkled, off key, and two ’punchers rode up to the half dozen or so horses at the hitch rail outside the Breaker saloon, talking loudly as they tied up. A door slammed under an overhang and a man in a dark suit stepped down from the plankwalk outside a building Kingdom figured was still home to the town’s only lawyer. This was the same man, more than likely, only now his thick dark hair would be flecked with grey. The lawyer – if it was he – headed across the street at an angle, and Boone Kingdom let his eyes flick ahead and saw the open door of the stone building that was the marshal’s office and jail, lamplight shining on a glossy pair of boots hitched onto a desk top.


Then Kingdom was off the street and in the cool, sweet-scented runway of the livery, and a gnarled man he remembered with affection was limping out of the office and looking at him with familiar, crinkled grey eyes that held not recognition, but suspicion and wariness.


‘Look after him,’ Kingdom said gruffly as he slid down, and had to bite his tongue to hold back the name. ‘The best oats, a good rub down, a clean stall for the night.’


‘Every one of ’em’s clean,’ the old man growled, and Boone Kingdom smelt the drink on his breath, saw the redness in the weak blue eyes. The grizzled head was cocked, birdlike, as the hostler squinted up at Kingdom. ‘I ain’t bein’ pushy, mind – but don’t I know you from somewhere?’


For an instant Kingdom was caught off guard. Then he saw the swift glance down at the twin Remingtons in their tied-down holsters, remembered the suspicion in the wise old eyes and suspected that if Dusty Rhodes recognized him at all, it was as a breed, not an individual.


‘If you do,’ he said quietly, ‘it’s knowledge you should keep under your hat, old timer.’


He saw the grimace that was almost a snarl of contempt, took a gold coin from his pocket and tossed it to the old hostler then turned, and set off across the street.


It was a long trail he had ridden. He was tired and not quite sure what he intended to do in West Fork; not yet convinced that he would stay. But the words he had spoken to the hostler were the first he had uttered to a human in more than a week and issued from a parched throat, and the dry taste of trail dust in his mouth now directed his footsteps.


He skirted the dozing horses, climbed the creaking steps and pushed through the swing doors of the Breaker saloon.


The murmur of conversation faltered, then picked up. Kingdom stepped inside and surveyed the interior of the one building in West Fork his pappy had never let him enter.


Cigarette smoke was a heavy pall threatening to dim the hanging oil lamps. Three or four ’punchers were bellied up to the long bar, watched with lazy insolence by the scantily clad woman in the enormous oil painting hung over the back shelves. Elsewhere in the room there were several round tables, a larger one occupied by four men who smoked fat cigars and who had all glanced around at Kingdom’s entrance. A wide door at the far end led through to an unlighted second area – dining-room, faro tables? – and on a small platform in the back corner a man was bent over the piano Kingdom had heard as he rode into town.


A dozen pairs of eyes furtively watched his progress as he made his way to the bar, loose-bored Mexican spur rowels jingling, but it was a reaction Kingdom had become used to as his reputation grew. Like the hostler, the occupants of the saloon recognized his type, not his face. But because some of the men here were younger, and perhaps carried their six-guns with challenging arrogance, they would understand that this man was no ordinary gunman.


‘Beer,’ Kingdom told the tall barman, and a glass of foaming liquid was quickly placed before him and as quickly gulped down. The barman’s eyes flickered with amusement. A bony hand tipped the big jug and a second glass replaced the first. Kingdom nodded his thanks, scooped it up and turned to face the room.


He was a tall, lithe man, Boone Kingdom, with wide shoulders tapering down to a slender waist. Hair the colour of sun-bleached corn poked thickly and untidily from beneath a worn dove-grey Stetson that shaded clear, remarkably penetrating eyes of a grey that could twinkle with laughter or take on the hardness of cold steel. The face was lean and weather-worn, high of cheekbone, with a strong jaw and a mouth that was set firm now but also suggested that here was a man always likely to break into rich laughter.


From the faded blue bandanna around the strong throat, the dusty vest, the cotton shirt, the cord pants hanging loose over tan leather boots – everything about Boone Kingdom was worn with age.


But the butts of the twin Remingtons hanging low on each thigh in tied-down, oiled leather holsters, were worn smooth from frequent handling, and it was the sight of these that now warned those men covertly glancing in his direction that a quick once-over was all this stranger would tolerate.


A match flared as a ’puncher at the bar fired a cigarette. Then the piano swung into a lively polka as the swing doors slapped open and the man in the dark suit Kingdom had seen cross the street came in. He made his way through the tables, was met at the other end of the room by a striking, dark-haired woman in a red dress who emerged from the shadows beyond the wide door, stood on tiptoe to kiss him, then flashed a brilliant smile at the grinning pianist.


Dave van Tinteren. Lawyer. Aged some, but still upright and dapper. Had seemingly spent several minutes chinwagging with the marshal in his office, and Kingdom caught himself wondering if it was just passing the time of day.
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