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The Last Chance Kid


 


When Lane Condry, The Last Chance Kid, paid a rare visit to the family home in Arizona’s San Pedro Hills, he found his younger brother, Nate, acting suspiciously, and the property being threatened by unscrupulous mine owner Jack Kenyon. Then his father was wounded in a dawn attack by Kenyon and the owlhoot Colquhoun clan. But worse was to come for Lane found himself falsely accused of murder and sent to Yuma State Penitentiary.


What hope did he now have of establishing his innocence and meting out justice to the owlhoots and murderers? Would his gun-skills and tenacity win the day? Only time would tell.
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Prologue


 


In the cool hour before dawn, the mist came down over the high ground and chilled him to the bone. Grey and moist, it writhed around the jagged rocks to cut through the thin shirt and worn denim pants given to him by the prison guard Nate had bribed, and drop a thin veil over the distant, barely distinguishable lamps of the Yuma State Penitentiary. It dimmed those faint yellow lights and, like wads of cotton stuffed in his ears, it deadened or distorted all sounds. The far off, plaintive cry of a coyote that had marked the long hours of his wait was suddenly fainter than the ragged whispering of his pulse and, to his straining ears, every muffled sound became the snort of an approaching horse, every click of a shifting rock the faint rattle of its hooves.


Teeth chattering, Lane Condry, The Last Chance Kid, wriggled stiffly into the notch he had chosen for his vantage point and, from under the pulled-down brim of the stained and battered Stetson the guard had thrown in as an afterthought, squinted down and to his left. Half a mile away, a couple of hundred feet below the rocks, the dry wash was now no more than a vague dark patch like a stain spreading away from the high ground, quickly fading beneath the spreading blanket to become part of a flat, grey landscape. Around and beyond it, as he stared, shapes moved eerily. But it was the mist, that was all. Shifting, drifting, eddying in currents of air that, over the desert’s ridges and pockets, ran cold, then warm. He squeezed his eyes shut, opened them and saw nothing but patches of the featureless Arizona terrain, the vague shapes of giant saguaros stretching their arms to the unseen stars.


Nothing stirred.


‘Wait there,’ Nate had said. ‘Keep your head down, don’t move away no matter what. I’ll be there before dawn with a good horse, food, a six-gun. I cain’t do no more, but I figure it’s enough to see you across the border. It’s a chance, maybe the last you’ll ever get, kid . . . .’


Enough? Sure it was. And any chance was better than no chance when a man’s facing twenty-five years in the pen for a crime he didn’t commit. But because this was likely to be the last chance for a man who’d faced more than a few of those in his time – and here the kid allowed himself a thin smile – he’d taken one look at the dry wash when he came hobbling out of the arid wilderness that lay between him and Yuma, and walked away.


A man who’s spent even a short month locked in a jail cell has already developed a morbid fear of enclosed spaces.


But this time he walked only far enough to find a lofty vantage point where he could hole up and watch, because he’d already walked three miles. Maybe more. Jesus, when had he ever walked that far! Walked, and run. Heading east, across the northern edge of the Yuma Desert. And after all that effort still too close to the pen to consider himself safe, or beyond the reach of the hunters.


He rolled on to his back on the slabbed rock, automatically reached into his shirt pocket for tobacco then realized who he was and what he was wearing and laughed bitterly out loud – and at once clamped his teeth on the sound and went still, ears straining in the sudden, aching silence.


Escaped convict. Wearing another man’s shirt and pants. His whole future in his brother’s hands. And behind him, the sky already lightening as the unseen sun floated up behind the Gila Mountains to the east and began painting the high thin clouds with washes of pink and gold.


‘Come on!’ he whispered. ‘Goddammit, Nate, move yourse—’


There!


He rolled over, dragged himself into the notch with his clothes catching on the rough ground and peered between the rocks and over the edge. Everything below was cold and empty, blanketed with that thin mist that made a mockery of a man’s eyes, still untouched by the high reflected light of the rising sun.


But now . . . now there was a sound.


And the kid’s stomach knotted and his mind went cold and empty as he listened, for what he was hearing was not the comforting jingle of a bridle, the creak of saddle leather, but the swelling beat of hooves as a number of horses approached – not fast, for he was on foot and there was nowhere for him to go even if he could have outpaced them – but with a relentless pounding that had the finality of nails being driven into a rough pine coffin.


His mind raced, screaming silently for reassurance. Hell, Nate was coming for him, bringing a horse, that was the arrangement. So why panic? Wasn’t that what he was hearing? His brother was drawing near, not hurrying, pushing easily through the thinning mist, riding one horse and leading another. Yet even as his mind grasped at that thin straw his hand was sliding instinctively to his hip in the manner of someone who has grown up wearing a six-gun, and when it found there nothing but the smooth worn cloth of another man’s pants he felt the cold sweat break out on his forehead, and in his breathing there was the sudden tightness of fear.


Now he could see them. The mist had thinned considerably. The sun’s light was beginning to flood the land. He counted three, four . . . then two more. Six riders. They rode towards the dry wash in extended line. As he watched, pulse hammering, the flank riders pushed ahead so that the line became a rough curve that would envelop the entrance to the shallow arroyo. In the centre, a man held back. He reached down, straightened, and a rifle’s long barrel flashed cold and deadly in his hands. A big man, straight and tall.


And as the Last Chance Kid watched the Yuma posse close in on the dry wash he had turned his back on, from that tall figure sitting straight in the saddle he heard, in the silence of that fateful dawn, the musical ching of Mexican spurs.









Part One


 


The Arrest









Chapter One


 


Eight weeks earlier, Lane Condry had ridden home from Tombstone to the San Pedro Hills with a head that was muzzy from the effects of too much strong whiskey, but a mind clear enough to appreciate that his pa was in deep trouble – and anything affecting old Ben Condry was certain to cause his close-knit family a whole lot of grief.


Lane had been back in Arizona Territory just two weeks, after a year drifting across southern Texas, and had spent the evening in the Eagle Brewery on Fifth Street. He had spoken to acquaintances and friends, but mostly he had listened keenly to the buzz of conversation, glass in hand, back to the bar, eyes hooded, a lean man doing some hard drinking and keeping himself to himself.


Appearances were deceptive. His place at the bar had been deliberately chosen. He had positioned himself within earshot of one particular table and, as cigarette smoke became a pall hanging under the gilt oil lamps, and the free flow of strong drink turned talk into a raucous clamour that pained the ears, it was on that table that his attention was concentrated.


Three men, expensive whiskey, a pack of cards. Men with crisp white shirts stretched over burly frames and sprinkled with the ash of fat cigars. Black string ties loosened beneath jowls glistening with sweat. Crystal glasses in hands accustomed to counting dollar bills, cards fanned in fingers on which gold rings glittered, but at which dark eyes that were shrewd and calculating glanced only occasionally. For these men were gamblers who played for stakes far above those associated with their game of five card draw, deuces wild, and the ruthlessness that was hidden beneath the exterior of businessmen playing convivial poker meant that the talk to which Lane Condry listened was laced with evil intent.


Back in the 1850s, Lane’s pa, Ben Condry, had moved West and begun raising cattle along the San Pedro River. It had been a struggle, but he’d made a living, and in time his pretty young wife had brought two fine sons into a world full of promise. But that promise had gone up in smoke with the arrival of violent, lawless men who had the same idea as Ben Condry but made the work easier and more profitable by bringing in rustled beef from Mexico. Wisely, Ben had moved his family away from the river up into the San Pedro Hills and, on land less favourable for the raising of cattle, had taken to breaking horses for sale to a US Government struggling to feed the Apaches on the San Carlos Reservation. Again, hard work ensured that the enterprise kept his family from starving, but that one forced move was more than enough for a man who had already travelled a thousand miles from his birthplace; he vowed to his wife and growing sons that, for him, the next move would be when they carried him off in a box.


All this had been long before Ed Shieffelin was scoffed at by scouts from Fort Huachuca in the Apache country for prospecting in that part of south-eastern Arizona – all he’d find, they told him, was his own tombstone – and had then gone on to find silver-bearing ore in the foothills of the Dragoon Mountains and stake the claim that was to become the town of Tombstone. And if Ben Condry had ever been disturbed – as he surely had – by the conviction that the one-room timber shack that had spread in all directions to accommodate his growing family would, one day, stand in the way of ruthless businessmen hungry for a slice of the silver bonanza, he had always managed to hide his uneasiness.


For Lane Condry, on that evening of drinking and listening in the Eagle Brewery Saloon, the terrible weight that must have rested on his father’s shoulders for so many years was becoming clearer by the minute.


The card-playing, whiskey-drinking businessmen who sat in their chairs within spitting distance of Lane Condry, were a motley crew of fat cats and killers sharpening their claws before pouncing on the next mouse. The mouse was Ben Condry. The motive was silver. The outcome – to these men – was never in doubt.


‘If our mutual friend doesn’t come up with something, we could always try buying out Condry.’


This was Jack Kenyon, a mine-owner who had dealings with owlhoot elements, and with Sheriff John Behan. His list of confidants and associates suggested the lawless were balanced by the law-abiding but, in Tombstone, it meant no such thing. John Behan was a peace officer with a flexible frame of mind. He had a tolerant attitude towards Arizona rustlers and, in the months before the gunfight at the OK Corral and its aftermath drove Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday to New Mexico, he would happily deputize the owlhoot Clanton brothers as highly efficient enforcers.


‘Why bother?’ The speaker was Lee Kenyon, Jack’s hot headed son. Squinting through the smoke from his cigar he was built like his father, but the heavy frame was less muscular and was padded with the soft flesh that comes from easy living. ‘He’ll haggle. All that does is waste time, and in the end you know damn well what it’ll boil down to – right, Abe?’


‘Use of force?’ Abe Colquhoun was a wolf dressed in sheep’s clothing, a rustler who mixed with Tombstone’s elite while making his living selling stolen cattle through Bauer’s Market. His big fists bore the scars of countless bar-room brawls. The pistol at his hip had a butt worn smooth by frequent use. An owlhoot who had drifted down to Arizona Territory from Kansas when the cattle drives coming up from Texas no longer offered rich pickings, he and his sons, Seth and Quent, had jumped up in status after the murderous gunfight at the OK Corral and taken over the mantle once worn by the infamous Clantons and McLowrys. The Colquhouns were cattle rustlers with the demeanour of respectable citizens; hired killers at home in arroyos or dark alleys; and because they would switch sides if the balance of power shifted, they were unpredictable, and doubly dangerous.


‘Right,’ Lee Kenyon said. ‘The only way is to go in hard, and go in now,’ and he frowned irritably as his father shook his head.


‘We wait to see if our friend comes through. If not, we talk to Ben Condry. Only then do we—’


‘Pa, you’re wasting time.’


Jack Kenyon grinned. ‘Playing safe. One step at a time. It made me rich, and one day it’ll all be yours.’


‘Then let’s take Ben Condry now, and double my inheritance.’


‘No!’ Jack Kenyon snapped the word, and his son sat back in his chair, face flushed, eyes ugly.


Sickened, scarcely able to believe what he was seeing and hearing, aware, too, that Jack Kenyon had for several minutes known that Ben Condry’s son was at the bar and listening, Lane tossed back his drink and headed for the doors. They slapped behind him as he stepped out and took a deep breath of the cool of the night, disgusted at the sour taste of whiskey and the raw bite of cigar smoke in his lungs. But the discomfort in his body was as nothing to the slow fury burning in his mind at what he had overheard and, as he stepped away from the Eagle Brewery, unhitched his horse and swung into the saddle, he was already composing the bitter message he would pass on to his pa when he reached home – and wondering what the hell good it would do any of them if they were forced to defend themselves from the raw violence of Abe Colquhoun and his two wild sons.


 


The stars were sprinkling a clear moonless sky with their brilliance when he rode up the steep, twisting trail and passed through the natural fault in the hillside and on into the broad hollow where Ben Condry had built a second home for his family. At once, the half-broken horses in the corrals sensed his presence. Vague, shadowy shapes moved. One of them gently whickered, and he caught the smell of them mingled with the dry taste of drifting, kicked-up dust.


Familiar lamplight welcomed him as he rode past those sturdy corrals and on towards the house, spilling from yellow squares of curtained warmth that were windows to the life of comfort and security he had enjoyed since he was a kid in short pants. Safe in the hollow, he found it impossible to believe that everything Ben Condry had built up was now in danger – yet there was no mistaking the message in Jack Kenyon’s words. Lane clamped his jaw, biting back the anger, then took a tight breath and let it go explosively. It helped – but not a lot. There was a job to be done, bad news to be delivered. Determined to get it over and done with, he off-saddled, dumped his rig over a pole in the barn, let his mount loose in the smaller corral at the other side of the yard and slammed the pole into place.


Then he paused, braced himself mentally and physically and went into the house.


His first impression was of his mother’s face. All three of the big room’s occupants turned to look at him as he entered – his brother Nate, long, gangling, lean face dominated by his dark, dragoon moustache, stretched out in a chair near one of the oil lamps leafing through a copy of the Daily Epitaph; Ben in his customary position alongside the stove with his battered Stetson on, wide red galluses holding up his work pants and his grey eyes squinting against the acrid smoke from the pipe that was permanently clamped in his strong white teeth. But it was his mother’s perceptive blue eyes that took one look at him and immediately registered alarm. Lane saw at once that she had detected something in his manner, his bearing, and suspected something was wrong. Her face visibly paled. The dishes she was about to carry from the table to the small kitchen rattled as a tremor passed through her slight body.


‘Oh my God!’ she said softly, and hastily put the dishes back down as if they had suddenly become red hot.


Lane flipped his hat on to a hook, and forced a smile.


‘A cup of that coffee’d go down well, Ma.’


‘Before you fall over?’ Ben growled.


‘I’m not drunk.’


Nate chuckled. ‘A man comes back to home territory after a spell away, only natural he enjoys himself.’


Nan Condry shook her head. ‘He’s been drinking, but he’s clear headed. He’s been in the Eagle for a good reason – I know, because he told me before he rode out. Now there’s something troubling him . . . right, Son?’


‘Ma, I really would like that coffee before we begin to talk the night away.’


‘Must be mighty serious,’ Ben said around the stem of his pipe, ‘if it’ll take that long.’ But his voice was too casual, and suddenly there was the chill of carefully guarded apprehension in his eyes.


‘If he’s been in the Eagle,’ Nate said, ‘he’s been close to a heap of trouble.’


‘The Colquhouns?’ Lane nodded. ‘Abe was there, for sure. Talking to the two Kenyons.’


He had moved away from the door. Nan was at the stove, filling a cup with scalding black coffee. Ben had taken his pipe out of his mouth and was absently rubbing the side of the bowl with his thumb.


‘Go on,’ Ben said.


‘From what I overheard, we’re in a heap of trouble that has more to do with Jack Kenyon than Abe Colquhoun,’ Lane said and, as he took the coffee from his ma, he felt the tremor in her hand and noted – without comment – the sharp, sidelong glance she cast in Ben’s direction.


‘And why would that be?’ This was Nan again, sitting now, both hands flat on the table. ‘What have we done that has any connection at all with that . . . that black-hearted businessman and his dim-witted son?’


‘What we’ve done,’ Lane said, ‘is get on the wrong side of the wrong people by building our home in the wrong place.’


‘And to that,’ Ben said, ‘you get my usual answer: I moved my family once because of the Clantons and McLowrys. The next time I move—’


‘Yeah,’ Lane said, his irritation softened by affection. ‘It’ll be in a pine box. Well, let me tell you, Pa, if Jack Kenyon wants that silver bad enough, that’s the way you’ll go.’


‘And does he?’ said Nan.


‘There were three men around the table. They knew I was there, and it made no difference. Why should it? Me listening to every word spoken has saved them the effort of sending a messenger.’ He met his mother’s troubled gaze, pressed on relentlessly. ‘A mutual friend was mentioned. The suggestion was this feller might come up with something. Pa, you got any ideas on who that might be?’


Ben grunted. ‘A friend of that crowd ain’t worth knowing,’ and Nate laughed softly.


‘If that fails, one of them suggested they pay us to leave. That was Jack Kenyon. His son didn’t take him seriously, and also didn’t see the point in wasting time and money. Abe Colquhoun was keeping his head down as always, but – without committing himself – seemed to go along with Lee Kenyon’s opinion that the only way to move us is at the point of a gun – or several of ’em.’


Lane pursed his lips, and stared bitterly into the coffee cup. When he looked up it was to complete silence. But the expression on his father’s face was unchanged.


‘Let them come,’ he said, and then a thin, humourless smile flickered as he lifted the briar pipe and, with clear intent, levelled it like a six-gun at the darkness beyond the window.


‘You figure we can hold them off?’


‘You said I built this house in the wrong place. I know what I did was right. Sure, it may be sittin’ astride a vein of pure silver. But it’s set in a hollow, the only easy way in’s through that notch and, yeah, I reckon me and Nate can hold off an army of Colquhouns – leastwise until Sheriff John Behan gets wind of what’s afoot.’


‘Lane’s here,’ Nan said, her eyes on her younger son. ‘He’s home for a while now, and he’ll do more to help us than that excuse for a lawman.’ Suddenly, her voice was derisive.


‘Behan’s straightened himself out now the Earps have gone,’ Ben said.


‘But if this mysterious friend can’t work whatever magic he’s up to,’ Lane said, ‘and you stand firm, hold out against Kenyon’s cash offer—’


‘Ain’t enough of the stuff been minted,’ Ben said scornfully.


‘Then, after that, the violence could come at any time.’


Ben frowned. ‘Let’s get this straight. From what you overheard you figure Jack Kenyon’s after a seam of silver running smack dab under this house. There’s a suggestion of a feller we ain’t set eyes on who’s trying to work something for him, if that fails Kenyon’s going to make a cash offer, and when I turn him down flat he’ll use them damn Colquhouns to run us off the land.’


‘Right.’


‘So we go to Behan now.’ Nan’s face was stubborn as she recommenced clearing the dinner-table. ‘Forewarned is forearmed. Maybe he’ll go talk to Kenyon. If he’s threatening us—’


‘He’s not,’ Lane said. ‘Not yet.’ He watched his ma leave the room balancing plates on a crooked arm, turned to his pa and went on, ‘If I tell Sheriff Behan what I overheard he’ll likely refuse to confront Kenyon. If he does go see him, the man will call me a liar – and then we’ve forewarned the wrong man.’


‘Don’t matter.’ Ben stood, stretched, yawned. ‘Kenyon can call on the Colquhouns for help, and, well, he’s a hard nut with a big shotgun – but I’ve cracked tougher.’


‘Happier, Ma?’


Back in the room, wiping her hands, Nan looked at her son and shook her head. ‘No, Nate. Lane came home with bad news, and all you and your pa have done is talk your way out of trouble. You’re both good at that – but this time I can’t see it working.’


And as Lane Condry drained the last of the coffee, he knew that his mother’s words were the only ones that made any sense. Trouble was brewing and, one way or another, the Condry family would get sucked into the violence and bloodshed.
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