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  Chapter One


  ARIZONA TERRITORY, 1879

  KATE ELDER DESPISED WYATT EARP. THERE WAS NO OTHER WORD TO describe it. She hated him with the kind of passion that some women reserved for a romantic rival. And in some ways, he was a rival, being John Henry Holliday’s most admired friend and recipient of some of the time and attention that Kate thought was owed to her as a wife. Except that Kate Elder wasn’t Mrs. Holliday, just Doc Holliday’s mistress, a fact that never ceased to rankle her. She was always bringing it up, as though he might have simply forgotten the lapse and just needed reminding to rectify it. But his memory was fine, especially in the matter of why he hadn’t, and wouldn’t, make Kate his wife.


  Problem was, Kate didn’t just hate his friend Wyatt—she’d tried to have him killed, back in Dodge City, a sin which John Henry could neither forgive nor forget. But he also couldn’t forget how Kate had saved his own life once, taking him over the mountains from Colorado to the New Mexico Territory and the miraculous Montezuma Hot Springs. He wouldn’t be alive, and healed, without Kate. So he owed her his life, if not his legal name.


  So they’d arrived in the Arizona Territory as something of a common-law couple, and he hadn’t objected when she signed the register at the Prescott Hotel as “Dr. and Mrs. J.H. Holliday.” The register wasn’t a legal document anyhow, much less a marriage license, and for a time, Kate had seemed happy enough. She was happy anywhere Wyatt wasn’t, and he’d only stayed in town a few weeks, just long enough to restock his Conestoga before traveling on to try his luck in the silver boom camp of Tombstone, south by the Mexican border.


  But John Henry’s fortunes were doing just fine in the Territorial capital of Prescott, nestled in the cool highlands of central Arizona, and he declined Wyatt’s invitation to ride along to Tombstone. Although Prescott was still so new that it was mostly a string of sawmills along Lynx Creek and a half-finished wooden courthouse on a half-built town square, there were already enough big-stakes gambling games in the saloons on Montezuma Street to make things interesting. Besides, he’d had enough of sitting a horse and breathing in trail dust for one season, after traveling in Wyatt’s wagon train across the high desert from New Mexico, and he intended to enjoy the brisk pine-scented air of Prescott for awhile. So he sold the horses he’d bought in Las Vegas and used the money to rent rooms at the Prescott Hotel, and settled down to his accustomed routine of sleeping late before dressing for an evening of gambling halls and saloons. It was pleasant enough, and profitable enough, that when Wyatt wrote letters from Tombstone to say that the town was even more than he’d imagined and that John Henry should join him there, Kate protested loudly. She liked Prescott, she said, with its boisterous newness and its busyness as Territorial capital—though what she meant was that she liked having John Henry all to herself without Wyatt Earp around as competition.


  But when Wyatt wrote yet again, saying that there was no dentist in Tombstone, and that a man who could pull teeth and pull fast cards as well was sure to make a comfortable living, John Henry was finally persuaded. The truth was, it was Kate’s protestations that made up his mind to go. He didn’t like the idea of doing what a woman wanted just because she wanted him to do it, especially when she acted like she had some right to make such demands. She wasn’t really Mrs. Holliday, after all, in spite of that hotel register signature, and taking Wyatt up on his offer seemed like a good way of telling her so without saying it right out loud.


  Although Kate wasn’t pleased at the news that John Henry was packing up for Tombstone, she went along without objecting too much—at least as far as Gillette, a two days’ stagecoach ride away. That was where the Prescott-to-Phoenix stage laid over for the night, though the town was nothing much more than the headquarters for the Tip Top Mine, without a proper hotel or anywhere else for passengers to sleep. And maybe it was the discomfort of their accommodations—a narrow cot in the office of the mine superintendent and a paltry plate of supper served up from the mine’s general store—but Gillette was as far as she could force herself to go.


  “I don’t know why he has such hold over you,” she complained as she and John Henry lay together on the comfortless cot, trying to find some sleep. “We were doing just fine in Prescott. You were set to make a fortune on those government men, the way the poker was going. And Prescott is full of government men to play.”


  “Government men don’t have fortunes to lose,” he commented, and turned his face away from hers to cough. As always when he took to traveling, the dust of the road brought the coughing back on, though his lungs weren’t near as bad as they had been before his stay at the Montezuma Hot Springs in Las Vegas. He was healed, the doctors there had told him, though he’d need to be careful of himself. Which meant that he ought to be getting some sleep instead of listening to Kate go on about Wyatt Earp.


  But Kate didn’t seem inclined to let him sleep, even if he could find a position that would let him rest on that hard little cot. The superintendent surely never meant for it to be used as a real bed, and probably kept it for short solitary naps in the middle of long summer days. For two tired bodies, it was barely enough room to stretch out with one arm underneath and one flung out overhead. Still, he was willing to try, if Kate would just stop talking and let him drift into dreams.


  “And now look where we are!” she said, “sleeping on a rail in a shack! We could have been back at the Planter’s Hotel in St. Louis by now, if you’d listened to me and not followed after Wyatt and his pandering family!”


  “Pandering? That’s hardly a term that seems fittin’ for the former law of Dodge City. And Virgil’s a U.S. Marshal now, you know. They’re more likely to arrest a whore than barter for her.”


  “You don’t know them like you think you do,” she said, turning away from him and nearly pushing him off the cot with her cold shoulder.


   
  “And do you know them any better?” he asked. “Seems to me you spent the whole ride from New Mexico avoiding havin’ any conversation with them at all, keepin’ your distance like a regular princess. I reckon the other ladies thought you were actin’ too good for them.”


  “I am too good for them,” she said haughtily, “and so are you. And both of us are too good to be spending the night in a place like this!”


  “There was a time you didn’t mind where we spent the night, as long as we spent it together. Used to be, you had better things to do with a bed than complain about it.”


  “I still do, if you’d pay less attention to Wyatt and a little more to me,” she said as she turned herself back toward him. Kate’s solution to every fight was always the same: turning her temper into temptation and trying to make him forget anything but her.


  He was willing to forget for awhile, at least long enough to wear himself into sleep for a few crowded hours. That was supposed to be the benefit of having a mistress, after all. But Kate was acting less like a mistress and more like a wife all the time, and even her lovemaking was losing its charm. Come dawn, they’d just be bickering again.


  But as they rose early the next morning to be out of the superintendent’s office before the workday began, Kate was uncharacteristically quiet. He’d expected a continued tirade, with stinging criticisms of his friendship with Wyatt Earp and pleadings for them to return to Prescott instead of going on to Tombstone. That was, after all, what her lovemaking of the night before was meant to have done, persuading him to come away with her instead of following after Wyatt. But John Henry didn’t see why he had to choose one way or the other, and was prepared to listen with tolerant but deaf ears to her demands. What he wasn’t prepared for was her silence, or the words that finally came with cool detachment as they left the mine office and headed to meet the stage.


  “Have you heard anything of Globe?” she said, and he had to consider a moment before answering.


  “Seems like I have. It’s another Arizona silver minin’ camp, isn’t it? About a hundred miles from nowhere, as I recall.”


  “All of this country is nowhere, as far as I’m concerned,” she replied with an air of resignation he hadn’t heard before. If he didn’t know her better, he’d think she was finally giving up on her dreams of St. Louis and New York and a grand career on the stage. But it was something else she was giving up on. “They say Globe is going to boom bigger than Tombstone, and I’m thinking about going there.”


  She stopped then, looking at him and waiting for his response. And all he could think to say was, “But Wyatt’s invited us to Tombstone. Why would we go to Globe?”


  “Not us,” she said, “me. I’m going there alone, without you or Wyatt or anyone else. I’m leaving you, Doc.”


  If she’d expected her declaration to bring him to his knees, begging her to stay or maybe offering his hand in marriage as a desperate attempt to keep her with him, she’d bet on the wrong cards. For what he felt was more anger at her ingratitude than anything. Though he had never made her his wife, he’d treated her like one most of the time, keeping a roof over her head and paying for her pricey gowns and things. He’d allowed for her tempers and stood up to her passions, but she couldn’t allow herself to share him with the only real friend he had in the world. He didn’t want to choose between her and Wyatt, but she was giving him no choice.


  “And what are you going to do for a livin’, my dear?” he asked coldly. “I doubt there’s a theater grand enough for your likin’ in any of these mine camps.”


  “I have other talents besides acting, you know.” And when he raised a sarcastic eyebrow and was about to say that he did indeed know of her other gifts, she added, “I can cook a little, and sew as well. Or hire myself out as a nurse to some sporting man with a consumptive cough. At least I’m not afraid of getting sick or working too hard.”


  “Leave then, if that’s what you want!” he said angrily. “Take yourself off to Globe or Tucson, or hell for all I care!” And before she could look into his eyes and see that he did indeed care, he turned away and pulled his hat down low over his face, Wyatt style. “I suppose there’s another stage leavin’ out of here for Globe. I’ll be happy to buy your ticket on it, Miss Elder.”


  Kate was nothing if not haughty, and though her arrogance had once been an attraction to him, now it was a wall that shut him out.


   
  “No need,” she said. “I already took what I wanted out of your pockets last night. I figured you owed me that much for the coupling.”


  And before he could stop himself, the words came out of his mouth almost unbidden. “Ah, so you finally admit to being what everyone else already thinks you are—a whore.”


  He didn’t even try to move his head away from the stinging slap of her hand, but took it with some satisfaction. He could, at least, still make her angry if nothing else, and the thought of it almost made him smile.


  If Kate had waited around awhile, instead of making a dramatic exit on the first stage out of town, she would have had a surprise. For when John Henry boarded his own stage, it wasn’t headed on to Tombstone after all, but back to Prescott. Her unexpected desertion had left him shaken and suddenly tired, and he didn’t think he could manage the long desert journey alone. Besides, on the road back to Prescott was the Castle Hot Springs, which the stage driver had advertised as being a fine resort for consumptives and other invalids. And though John Henry wasn’t feeling like an invalid anymore, he wasn’t feeling like his best self either, and the thought of chasing the January chill away in a hot mineral bath was mightily appealing. Luckily, Kate hadn’t cleaned out his pockets entirely.


  He could have returned to the Prescott Hotel, but decided to make himself a more permanent member of the community by renting a room in the home of a local mine superintendent. The fact that the acting governor of the Arizona Territory, an ambitious man by the name of John Jay Gosper, had rooms there as well gave the place a certain prestigious air, and if it were good enough lodgings for the governor, it was good enough for Dr. John Henry Holliday. It didn’t matter to him that the governor hadn’t been elected to his high position, but had been moved up from his own office of Secretary of the Territory to sit in for Governor Frémont when the famous explorer made a prolonged visit to Washington, D.C. Political power, however it came, was still powerful.


  Secretary Gosper didn’t seem inclined to elaborate on the legendary career of the absent executive, but John Henry already knew something of it. For what child growing up in nineteenth-century America hadn’t heard of the Great Pathfinder, John C. Frémont? He was nearly as famous all by himself as Lewis and Clark were put together, his maps of the Oregon Trail and the Sierra Nevada as important to the expansion of the American west as was the Lewis and Clark Expedition that had gone exploring for a northwest passage to the Pacific Ocean. Without his maps to mark the way for the thousands of wagon trains that crossed the continent, there might not have been a western expansion at all. His fame had even garnered him a nomination to the United States Presidency, a position he might have won, if a backwoods Illinois lawyer by the name of Abraham Lincoln hadn’t beat him out in the election. Though Frémont had failed in politics, his success as an explorer was fittingly rewarded with an appointment as Governor of the newly-made Arizona Territory that stretched from Utah clear to the Mexican border. But even Frémont, with all his exploring expertise, couldn’t seem to keep things in Arizona under control. Which was why, according to Gosper, the governor had left the Territory and returned to Washington with his wife and family. John Frémont’s adventure days were over, and Arizona needed a younger, braver hand to take care of the challenges of the modern West.


  At least, that was the impression one got from talking to John Gosper, who seemed a man of energy and imagination, intent on making a good showing of himself as long as he occupied the Governor’s seat—though even Gosper didn’t know how long that would be. Although Governor Frémont had left the Territory with a wife who disliked the desert climate and enough luggage to keep her and the rest of the Frémont family well-dressed for years in Washington, there was no telling when he might decide to return and resume his position. What Gosper did know was that as long as he had the Territorial Seal in his hand, the fate of Arizona was in his hands as well.


  Although John Henry didn’t hear from Kate after their parting in Gillette and his return to Prescott, he did continue to hear from Wyatt Earp in letters as spare as the lawman’s lean and sinewy frame; all fact and no fancy at all. But the facts Wyatt had to tell were often interesting enough to make his letters almost good reading.


   
  Like the way his proposed express business had ended before it began, being crowded out of the running by the several other express businesses already operating in Tombstone. “The roads are full of wagons,” was the way he put it, and John Henry could imagine the trail to Tombstone like a day at the Roman races, with chariots jostling and careening out of control, horses whipped to a lather as the drivers vied for first place and the silver reward at the end. “I’ve taken a position with Wells, Fargo & Co.” Wyatt wrote, and John Henry could picture him riding shotgun on a treasure coach, rifle laid ready across his lap, solemn eyes searching the horizon for the sudden danger of road agents. “I have a Faro game at the Oriental Saloon,” Wyatt said, and John Henry envisioned green baize and crimson carpets and blue clouds of cigar smoke lit by the undulating glow of oil lamps. And though John Henry had to make most of it up himself, adding to those letters what Wyatt left out, he still liked to think that whatever Wyatt Earp did was somehow a step above the ordinary, an adventure about to happen.


  But he wasn’t quite ready yet for new adventures himself, as he was still enjoying the unexpected benefit of Kate’s desertion—namely, the opportunity to make acquaintance with the likes of John Gosper. For if Kate had been living with him, flouncing her stagey self around like a theater demimonde, John Henry would never have been considered good enough company for the acting chief executive of a United States Territory. Sporting men and their mistresses, while common enough in the New West, were not yet accepted as polite society. The single and available Dr. Holliday, on the other hand, was not only acceptable, but soon sought after by the polite ladies of the town. It only added to his suddenly proper-again reputation that he shared lodgings with the also-single and eminently marriageable Mr. Gosper. So within weeks of seeing his mistress off on the stage to Globe, John Henry attained a status he thought he’d left behind forever in Atlanta: eligible bachelor and popular supper guest.


  He and Gosper made a fine looking duo as they accepted the many invitations that came their way: Dr. Holliday with his sandy hair and mustache and his china blue eyes that the ladies still swooned over; the honorable Secretary Gosper with his chestnut curls and neat dark beard and his eyes that seemed so solemn and thoughtful. As their favorite hostess liked to say, together the two of them looked like a set of china salt and pepper shakers.


  The observant hostess was Mrs. Rebecca Buffum, Prescott’s leading society lady and wife of wealthy mercantile owner, William Mansfield Buffum. The Buffums’ fine new brick home was next door to Richard Elliott’s house where the bachelors resided, but it wasn’t just convenience that made having supper with them so appealing. In addition to being one of the leading merchants in the Arizona Territory, William Buffum was also both a member of the Territorial Legislature and a member of the Territorial Prison Committee, which were being faced with the same problems that were plaguing Secretary Gosper’s newly-formed Territorial Stock Raisers Association.


  “Rustlers!” William Buffum said with disdain over the after-supper sherry Mrs. Buffum served to her guests in the parlor, his angry tone in sharp contrast to an almost cherubic countenance. For with his halo of curly blonde hair and a curly blonde beard on his full rosy cheeks, Buffum looked more like a Christmas angel than a middle-aged merchant. But there was nothing childlike about his words. “Rustlers!” he said again, “and these useless county laws have made it nearly impossible to stop them! Most stock brands are only registered in the county of the ranch they come from. So all a cow-thief has to do to steal his neighbor’s cattle is register the same brand in another county, then herd the cows over the county line and claim they’re his. And there’s nothing we can do to stop them, at least not the way the law is written now. And if we could stop them, what would we do with them? The jails are already overfull with road agents and stage robbers. And hanging’s losing its respectability as a deterrent to crime, more’s the pity.”


  “Maybe we could ship them all off to someplace where there’s more jail room available,” John Gosper replied, as he took the glass of sherry Mrs. Buffum offered to him, giving her a dark-eyed smile and a “Thank you, Ma’am!” that made the older woman’s cheeks turn pink. Gosper’s reputation as a ladies’ man seemed well enough earned, if he could so easily charm such a proper matron as Mrs. Buffum.


  “And just where might we find this righteous place with so little crime that the jail cells are advertising for occupants?” Buffum asked.


   
  “Well, I don’t know how righteous it is, but I hear Michigan is willing to take inmates, for a price. Or so says Crawley Dake, our United States Marshal. He hails from that direction and still has some connections there. I suppose the cold climate might cool down a few of our desert hot-heads.”


  “For a price,” William Buffum repeated, “always for a price. Sounds like even Marshal Dake is on the take.”


  “As long as he’s on our side, I don’t mind if he makes a little extra income through his efforts. Surely you as a business man ought to understand that.”


  William Buffum took a slow sip of his sherry, then settled himself comfortably into his leather wing chair, looking the very picture of pioneer prosperity.


  “Oh, I understand the blessings of business success, all right. It was, after all, the call of cash that brought me across from California when Arizona first became a Territory, back in ‘71. Came over the desert from Yuma on a wagon train and settled here in Prescott, as it was headed to being the Territorial capital. Seemed like an opportune place to open a general store and help outfit all the new folks moving this way. And it did, indeed, turn out to be opportune. Why, in eight years, I went from being a Los Angeles saloon keeper to a member of the Territorial Legislature, assigned by Governor Frémont himself.” He took another sip of his expensive sherry, congratulating himself. “And how is our famous Governor doing? Do you hear much from the Frémonts?”


  “Too much,” Gosper replied with an edge to his voice. “It seems he disapproves of the bounty offer on stage robbers, and is threating to come back and put an end to it.”


  “And what bounty is that?” John Henry asked, as ever finding talk of money interesting.


  “I made a proclamation last summer, in the governor’s absence. After the legislature turned down our request to fund a special police force to hunt down road agents, I decided to turn to the citizens themselves to do the policing. I made an offer of three-hundred dollars reward for the capture and conviction of anyone connected with the robbing of express coaches—and five hundred dollars for killing of the same.”


 
  “Seems like a more profitable venture to shoot the robbers, rather than tryin’ to bring them in,” John Henry commented, “and safer as well. Highwaymen aren’t known for goin’ to jail willingly. A passenger could lose more than his purse makin’ the attempt.”


  “Precisely my thoughts,” Gosper agreed. “The old rule of a three-hundred dollar reward for capture and conviction has never delivered us any results. So I upped the ante to five-hundred dollars as added incentive. Better for the territory to pay a little more and save the expense of jail and a trial, I reasoned. Let the stage passengers shoot the villains down and the roads will be safer to travel.”


  “And have you made any payments on the offer?”


  Gosper’s eyes grew darker. “Governor Frémont doesn’t deem it civilized to have the citizens shooting down outlaws in his new-made territory. A territory his own wife is afraid to settle in, because of ruffians like these.”


  Which brought the conversation back to rustlers again, but this time William Buffum invited his own wife to leave the room and instructed her to keep the parlor door closed to anyone else.


  “Such talk is too rough for women,” Buffum explained. “Makes them afraid to travel the countryside, as well it should. Which is one of the reasons we’ve got to do something about these robbers and cow-thieves. Can’t have hooligans getting in the way of civilization.”


  “Nor in the way of business,” Gosper added. “When the rustlers steal from the big cattle ranchers, the ranchers don’t make their fair share of profit. And one can’t run a big ranch without profit to pay for it. Without profit, the ranchers don’t spend any money elsewhere, making rustling a crime against the entire economy, not just the ranchers. I suppose that you, as a Southern man, understand what happens when the big farms go bust and get broken up.”


  John Henry nodded. He did indeed know, having watched the South slowly dissolve as the plantations were divided up after the War and given away to the former plantation slaves. Where there had been a smoothly-managed society before, there was chaos after.


  “So what do you propose to do about the rustlin’?” he asked. “Seems like a vast piece of country you’ve got to consider down there.”


   
  “It is,” Gosper agreed. “Which is why I organized the ranchers last year and formed the Territorial Stock Raisers’ Association. You can’t fight a war without an army. Problem is, we’re not quite sure who the enemy is.”


  “I thought you said it was rustlers. Can’t you just go after them? Back home, when the Yankees were breakin’ up the plantations, the Klan went after the troublemakers easy enough.”


  “And therein lies our trouble,” William Buffum said. “Where you came from, it was Yankees versus Rebs, or whites against colored. There wasn’t much question which side a man was on. But things are different here. The rustlers aren’t from one part of the country or another, or even of one color. Some are outlaws from Texas or New Mexico, moved on to devil us here. Some are small ranchers themselves, come here to settle and make a little profit on the side. Some claim to be miners or laborers, just looking to make a living. But none of them comes wearing a scarlet letter so we know what they are and can protect ourselves. And the Association is having a hard time making a capture.”


  Gosper nodded. “And once the Governor returns, he’ll no doubt try to hobble the Stock Raisers’ Association like he’s planning to end the road agent bounty.”


  “But what about the local law enforcement?” John Henry asked. “Surely there’s police in those parts.”


  “Not nearly enough,” William Buffum said. “And none too willing to keep the peace. Outside of their own town interests, they turn a blind eye to the trouble on the roads and ranches.”


  “So how does Governor Frémont propose to solve the situation?” John Henry asked. “Seems like, with no police and no citizen army there’s really no law at all. How does he aim to handle it?”


  “Diplomacy!” Gosper said with disdain. “John Frémont has a religious faith in the goodness of mankind. He thinks he can set things straight by talking things out. And while he keeps talking, the Territory gets more dangerous.”


  “And yet the people love him,” William Buffum said with a sigh. “The streets will be strewn with flowers when he arrives.”


  “And when might that be?” John Henry asked. 


  “Too soon,” Gosper said, and added heavily, “You won’t miss it.”


  John Gosper was right, for only a man half-dead or all the way drunk would not have noticed John C. Frémont’s triumphal return to his territorial capital. He came in on the morning stage, accompanied by his wife, Jessie, and a coterie of Arizona politicians all playing courtier for the governor’s attention, and accompanied by Fiorella LaGuardia’s Prescott Brass Band playing anthems and schoolchildren strewing the flowers Buffum had promised. It seemed that the entire county had come out to crowd the streets of Prescott, even the ladies of the demimonde in bright satins and bold décolleté and giving the governor, and all the other men in town, an eyeful. In fact, the only person in Prescott who didn’t seem jubilant at the governor’s festive return was Acting Governor John Gosper. For in a swirl of stagecoach dust, he’d gone from being the most powerful man in the Territory to a paper-pushing secretary, and the demotion didn’t rest easy on him.


  But other than Gosper’s brooding expression at the ceremony of returning the Territorial Seal to its original custodian, the governor’s return seemed a generally festive occasion. It was a show that Kate would have loved, John Henry thought, and almost wished that she had been there to see it with him. But Kate was gone and he wasn’t going to let her absence ruin him for a perfectly good party. So he attended the governor’s welcome home ball along with the other unattached gentlemen of Prescott, squiring the single ladies of town around the dance floor and politely returning their hopeful flirtations. Then he stayed up late, writing a long letter describing the festivities to Mattie, who would be impressed by his new social status and the fine company he was keeping. But as he sanded the letter and sealed it into an envelope, he thought how little company there really was in his life, when both of the women he cared for were too far away to offer any real companionship. And the curse of his new social life was that he couldn’t even pleasure himself with any of those willing women of the demimonde who looked so fetching in their décolleté. Respectability, he thought, was a hard burden to carry.


  He couldn’t quite say what it was that decided him on finally making a visit to Tombstone. Maybe it was the newspaper stories he kept reading about the boom there, bragging how the mining camp had finally gotten a real water system and how grand the new Grand Hotel would be. Maybe it was the weather, now cooling into autumn in the mountains of northern Arizona and taking the heat off the deserts to the south. Maybe it was his housemate’s sudden demotion to Secretary of the Territory, which brought with it melancholy moods from Gosper and fewer invitations to dine. Or maybe it was his own growing realization that respectability, at least the kind that Prescott political society offered, wasn’t enough to satisfy him anymore. All he knew for sure was that he felt dissatisfied somehow, and that he needed to do something about it.


  It wasn’t until later, when he was on the road again with Prescott behind him and who knew what lying ahead, that it occurred to him that he might even consider paying a call on Kate.


  

  

  Chapter Two


  TOMBSTONE, 1880

  THE ONLY PLACE HE COULD REMEMBER THAT SMELLED AS NEW AS Tombstone was Valdosta when it first emerged from its virgin piney woods, all sawdust and raw timber and freshly turned topsoil. For Tombstone was still more mining camp than settled city, its newly surveyed town blocks scattered with tents and lean-tos between the shiny new saloons and the bustling new merchant shops, and everything seemed to be under construction all at once. But unlike Valdosta, built of fear and desperation, Tombstone was being built of hope and greed, and the combination gave a kind of feverish polish to the unfinished look of the place. The streets might be dirt and dust, but Tombstone had big city dreams.


  The town lay along a windswept ridge at the edge of the shallow San Pedro River valley, thirty miles north of the Mexican border. To the west were the Whetstone and the Huachuca Mountains, to the east were the Dragoon Mountains where Spanish explorers had gone searching for the Seven Cities of Gold, and farther to the east were the Chiricahua Mountains where fierce Apache warriors guarded what the Spanish had never discovered. If there were precious metals in those mountains, only the Apache would ever know of it—or so the soldiers at Fort Huachuca had told prospector Ed Schieffelin when he went digging around those borderland hills. All he’d find in those Indian-infested wilds would be his own grave.


  But Ed did find treasure, two rich silver strike claims he named the Tombstone and the Graveyard in honor of the soldiers’ predictions. When others followed his lead in prospecting the area, even richer veins were discovered—and the Lucky Cuss, the Tough Nut, the Grand Central, and the Contention claims were quickly filed. At fifteen-thousand dollars and more to the ton, the Tombstone strikes made southern Arizona the silver capital of the whole country. So rich was the future of the area that General William T. Sherman, who had once advised Congress to “Get Mexico to take back all of it!” now called the Tombstone mountains, “A permanent mine of silver to the United States.”


  In a matter of months, Tombstone’s population went from one stubborn prospector to three-thousand adventurers, and the silver boom had begun. Where only a year before a dirt-floored tent saloon had been the one watering hole, now there were thirty saloons and three hotels and enough gambling halls and bawdy houses to keep all of hell happily occupied. If the boom kept up, Tombstone would be bigger than San Francisco by the turn of the century—or so said the bartender in the saloon at the Grand Hotel, where John Henry registered for his first few nights in town.


  The Grand Hotel had a pompous air about it, all decked out in Brussels carpets and silk upholstered furnishings and real silver service in the dining room. Even the fancy men’s saloon off the lobby had a high opinion of itself—as did the bartender who refilled John Henry’s silver traveling flask with whiskey.


  “Don’t aim to keep pouring drinks for long,” the barkeep said, “and won’t need to, the way this boomtown is booming. Why, by this time next year, Tombstone will be in need of some real political leadership, and that’s what I have to offer. Name’s Johnny Behan,” he said, putting out his hand like a practiced campaigner, “just arrived in Tombstone and ready to serve the people of this fine community. Elections are coming up soon and sure would like to have your vote.”


  Though he was slight of build and short on looks, with thinning hair and a too-thick mustache, his dark eyes had the same intensity that made John Gosper such a favorite with the ladies. Passion, Mrs. Buffum would have called it, and found him admirable enough.


  “I appreciate the invitation,” John Henry said, taking the flask but ignoring the handshake, “but I’m not registered to vote in this county.”


  “And who is? Most folks are new here, or just passing through. But I can assure you that once you sign the voter roll, you won’t find a better candidate than me.”

  “Seems like a bold statement for a bartender.”

  “Oh, bartending is just my sideline. Public service is my career. I aim to be Sheriff here, like I was up in Prescott. Soon as the legislature names this new county, my name is going on the ballot: Johnny Behan,” he said again, flashing that campaigner’s smile. “You won’t forget it.”


  “You may be right,” John Henry said pleasantly. “Though if it were such a memorable moniker, I think I’d have remembered it by now, seein’ as I just came from Prescott and I don’t recall ever hearin’ the name of Behan before.”


  The bartender’s bravado seemed to falter a bit at that, and he changed his story in mid-telling, like a practiced politician. “Did I say I was just in Prescott? No sir, that was a few years’ back. My most recent travels took me to Gillette, where I had a saloon near the Tip Top mine. Don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of that, either.”


  “Actually, I have,” John Henry said, remembering too well his last uncomfortable night with Kate, sharing a bunk and angry words in the mine superintendent’s office. And before he started into reminiscing, he said cheerily, “And now here we both are in Tombstone.” Then he raised his newly-filled flask like a toast to the future. “May it be filled with good fortune for us, like it was for Ed Schieffelin!”


  “And votes,” Johnny Behan added, spoken like a real politician.


  “So who’s the girl?” John Henry asked, nodding toward a gilt-framed photograph of a dark-eyed lovely proudly displayed above the bar.


  “That’s my fiancée,” Behan said with a smile. “Miss Josephine Sara Marcus of San Francisco—Josie to her friends. She’ll be joining me here as soon as I get settled.”


  “Congratulations,” John Henry said, tipping his flask again. “Though it seems a shame to waste such a wide-open town as this on married life.”


  And once again, the bartender turned his story around. “Did I say I was getting married? No, sir! I only proposed so her parents would let her leave San Francisco—respectability is a big thing to the Jews, you know. But I don’t have a mind to marry again, not after my first wife left in a huff over some nonsense. Holy or not, I am through with matrimony!”


  “And what does Miss Josie say about that?” John Henry asked, remembering well Kate’s many tears over his own opposition to entering the wedded state.


  
 
  “Haven’t told her yet,” Johnny Behan said with a shrug and a smile. “One thing public service teaches you—let the people believe what they want.”


  John Henry had a feeling Behan would do just fine in politics.


  Across Allen Street from the Grand Hotel were the Cosmopolitan Hotel and the Maison Doree Restaurant, with Hafford’s Saloon to one side and the Occidental Saloon to the other. In fact, most of Allen Street was saloons, with the Alhambra Saloon, Hatch’s Saloon, Melgren’s Saloon, and the Crystal Palace Saloon rounding out that block alone. And one block down at the corner of Allen and Fifth Street was the Oriental, where Wyatt had his Faro game—or so he’d said in his typically economic letter on the subject. “The Oriental is a fine house,” he had written, “owned by an Irishman named Milt Joyce. The bar is from a hotel in San Francisco. The floors are covered.”


  What Wyatt hadn’t said was that the covered floors were thick with Brussels carpeting, the gaming room lit by crystal chandeliers, the reading room supplied with books and newspapers and writing materials for the patrons. Nor did he mention that the usual saloon noise was softened by music from a piano and a violin that carried out through the swinging doors and into the desert night, calling like a siren song. And by the look of the crowd in the saloon that evening, nobody was working very hard to resist the call.


  Even in that crowd, Wyatt was easy enough to spot. He was head-and-shoulders taller than most of the men around him, his dark hat worn even indoors and pulled low over his face as if to shade the non-existent sunlight. But as John Henry pushed his way through the patrons, headed toward the back bar where Wyatt stood smoking a cigar, he felt a hand clap him on the shoulder and spin him roughly around.


  “Well, I’ll be damned!” Morgan Earp said brightly, his words coming out in a rush of whiskey breath. “If it ain’t Doc Holliday! You never can tell who you’ll meet up with in this town. I thought you were off in Prescott living the fine life, or so Wyatt’s been saying.”


  “And I thought you were up in Montana chasin’ Sam Houston’s granddaughter.”


  

  “Louisa? Hell, I don’t have to chase her anymore. She’s my wife now. Been my wife for two years. If I want her, I just roll over to the other side of the bed. Married life is a fine thing, Doc, a mighty fine thing! But then, you should know about that, after all this time with Kate.”


  “Kate’s not with me anymore,” he said with a shrug, as if it meant nothing much to him. “She decided to try her hand in Globe instead. So I suppose you could say I’m single again.”


  “Which makes you a lucky cuss in a town like this. A Lucky Cuss!” Morgan said with a laugh. “Why, that’s the name of one of Schieffelin’s mines, so I guess I just made a joke!” And being pleased with himself for his unwitting humor, he laughed heartily and slapped John Henry on the shoulder again.


  “You haven’t changed any, have you Morg?”


  “What’s to change? I started out smart and good-lookin’. And I’m already on my way to being rich. So what else should I be?”


  “Nothin’, Morg, nothin’ at all. You’re so near perfect already I wouldn’t be surprised to see you lifted up, like Enoch when the Lord took his town to heaven.”


  “Are you preaching me a sermon?” Morgan asked, looking quizzical. “When did you get religion?”


  “I’ve been God-fearin’ all my life,” John Henry answered, with at least some degree of truth. He had feared God, even if he hadn’t always obeyed him. “But I’m not preachin’ to you, Morg. That would be a Biblical waste of breath.”


  “Just like Doc,” Morgan said with a laugh, “talking in circles and making my head spin! But it sure is good to see you again. Wyatt hasn’t been much fun at all since he started chasing asses.”


  John Henry grinned. “I never figured Wyatt for a womanizer! The ladies of Tombstone must be especially appealin’.”


  “Not that kind of ass, Doc! I mean the mules that got stole from over at Fort Rucker. They chased ‘em, then stopped chasing, then said there was no mules to chase in the first place. Wyatt’s been perturbed ever since.”


  As always, Morgan couldn’t tell a story straight if his life depended on it.


  

   
  “Morg, what the hell are you talkin’ about?”


  “You haven’t heard? I’m talkin’ about those Army mules that got stole awhile back. A Lieutenant from the camp comes here saying the mules might be on Frank McLaury’s ranch. Wanted some men from the town to ride along and show him where the McLaury’s live, so Wyatt and Virg and me went with him down to the Babocamari.”


  “And what’s the Babocamari?”


  “That’s a river near here where the McLaury brothers have their ranch. So off we go like a regular posse, and what do we find?”


  “Mules?”


  “Nothing. At least nothing that ain’t supposed to be there. Just a branding iron that could have been used for changing the government mark. But no mules, and only a suspicion of who it was that stole them.”


  “But no proof, so no way to find the mules.”


  Morgan nodded. “But you know Wyatt. Can’t leave well enough alone, and now he’s bound and determined to find the mules and the mule-thieves as well. Which is more or less ruining his enjoyment of this fine party town.”


  John Henry glanced back at Wyatt who was still standing at the bar with his cigar in hand. If Wyatt were enjoying the party, how would anyone know? And if he weren’t enjoying it, how would anyone know that, either? Wyatt’s emotions existed, but they were so well trained that they all looked about the same to an outside observer.


  But John Henry wasn’t on the outside, and he could tell just by the way the shadow of chandelier light fell across Wyatt’s wide-brimmed hat and darkened his face that he was not happy with the outcome of things.


  “So what’s he plannin’ to do about the situation?” he asked, and Morgan answered with a shrug.


  “Not much he can do. The Army’s stopped looking, so that means there’s no money in it. But it irks him nonetheless, especially since Frank McLaury put a card in the paper saying how he was wrongly accused and everyone knows it was really the Army that stole their own mules, and any man who says otherwise is a coward and a liar. Wyatt’s just waiting for McLaury to make a real fight of it, and they can have at it.”


  “But for now he’s here dealin’ Faro,” John Henry commented.


 
  “And making plenty of money doing it, especially now he’s bought an interest in the saloon as well. He makes money every time somebody pours a drink, and that’s all the time. And hell, that’d be enough for me! But you know Wyatt. Nothing’s ever enough.”


  Morgan spoke affectionately, so the remark came as more of an observation than a criticism. But John Henry had to agree that it did seem to sum up Wyatt well. Nothing was ever enough for him as long as there was more that he could do—the same spirit, no doubt, that had sent Wyatt’s father back and forth across the Santa Fe Trail four times, moving his family from Illinois to California and back again as if the thousand mile wagon train trek were just a stroll in the park. And like him, Wyatt seemed to be always looking for something more.


  “And what about you, Morg? What are you up to these days?”


  “You’re lookin’ at it! I know how to enjoy a party, even if Wyatt don’t! And in between the partying and the pool hall, I work a little here and there. Gotta make enough gambling money to keep Louisa in silks and satins. And now she’s talking about wanting a baby. Guess I’ll have to get a serious line of employment to pay for that—or a bigger stake at the gaming tables!”


  It was just like Morgan to make light of something as life-changing as fatherhood, yet there was something in his face when he said it that looked like it wasn’t such a light thing, after all. And it occurred to John Henry that maybe Morgan was more than in love with Louisa—maybe he loved her, as well.


  “Wonders never cease,” he said by way of comment, then turned his attention back to Wyatt. “So how did he entice you down here? I heard you were rollin’ in Deadwood.”


  “Oh, it wasn’t Wyatt that enticed me. It was you, Doc, with that letter of yours about streets of gold and silver veins like a whore’s breast. That was some fine writing, even if it was a lie.”


  “And what makes you think I was lyin’?”


  Morgan grinned over his drink. “Take a look around. See any gold in the streets?”


  “But what about the whores?”


  “Hell, I’m a married man!” Morgan said with mock indignation. “I can’t be looking at other women!”


 
  John Henry smiled at the reply. Wonders really did never cease.


  “But Wyatt’s not just dealing cards,” Morgan said, his conversation as always looping back on itself. “He’s wearing a badge again, deputy sheriff to Charlie Shibell of Pima County. Charlie takes care of Tucson and leaves Tombstone and the mountains to Wyatt. That’s why him and Virg were out looking for those mules. With Virg being Deputy U.S. Marshal and Wyatt being Deputy County Sheriff, they pretty much have the law covered around here.”


  “That’ll come as a blow to Johnny Behan, I’m afraid,” John Henry commented, remembering the bartender’s pretensions at a County Sheriff seat himself.


  “You know Behan?” Morg asked, seemingly surprised.


  “Only by way of acquaintance. He filled my whiskey flask over at the Grand Hotel and we had a nice chat. He has big plans for himself, evidently.”


  “And who doesn’t, in Tombstone!” Morgan said with a laugh. “But Tombstone is still up-and-coming, and full of chances for a man to start again. Even Behan.”


  “What do you mean, start again? I understand he had quite the illustrious career, awhile back.”


  “Awhile back is right. From what I hear, he left his illustrious days in Prescott when he got run out of town for philandering. Talk about chasing ass!”


  “I hope we’re not still talking about mules.”


  “Hell, no! At least, from the looks of her.” 


  “Morgan, you are the world’s worst storyteller! What are you talkin’ about?”


  “I’m talking about Behan’s lady friend, the one he brags about to anyone who’ll listen. Miss Josie something-or-other. You must have seen her picture over the bar. She’s the reason he got run out of town instead of re-elected sheriff in Prescott. Josie was working there in a brothel which he used to visit on a regular basis.”


  “There’s nothin’ wrong with a man visitin’ a whorehouse, as long as he pays for what he gets. It’s the whores who are breakin’ the law, anyhow.”


  “Except that Behan was married and Josie was a teenager, and that makes it wrong in the sight of God and the law. Which didn’t impress the people of Prescott next time he came up for election. They run him out of town like a pestilence.”


  “And his wife divorced him,” John Henry added. Behan had called it all nonsense, but that was just more politicking, saying what he thought people wanted to hear.


  “That’s right. But Tombstone isn’t so particular about a man’s past. Tombstone’s about tomorrow and what’s coming up next.”


  “Why, Morg, that was practically poetic,” John Henry said with a smile. “I believe marriage has turned you into a romantic after all.” And when Morgan gave him a flustered look in reply, he laughed to himself and turned his attention toward Wyatt instead.


  “So now that big brother’s a lawman again, are you gettin’ a chance to chase bad men?”


  “More than in Dodge, anyway. These mountains are full of robbers and such, and only a few officers altogether, so Wyatt can’t tell me to stay home like he used to. He has to deputize me, now and then. Like last month, when me and Virg went after a horse thief over in Contention City. And what do you think we found along the way?”


  “Sagebrush?”


  “A bunch of Army asses!”


  “You mean soldiers?”


  “I mean mules, Doc! You sure do keep getting confused.”


  “I can’t imagine why.”


  “We ran right into a gang of rustlers driving a pack of stolen mules. Army mules, by the brand on ‘em. So Virg shows ‘em his badge, him being Deputy U.S. Marshal and them being U.S. Army mules, and says to hand over that stolen property. Which they don’t do, being rustlers.”


  “I reckon not.”


  “They just stood there laughing, like he was telling a good joke. But Virg don’t joke much more than Wyatt, so while the rustlers were laughing I pulled my pistol and ran it up under the nose of the one closest beside me. They stopped laughing after that, but I laughed all the way back to Tombstone!”


  “Sounds like a lark,” John Henry said, amused as always by Morgan’s exuberant enjoyment of life—even when outnumbered by outlaws. And while he had been intently listening to the tale he hadn’t noticed Wyatt 	move away from the back bar of the saloon and make his way through the crowd.


  “That’s right. Everything’s a lark to Morgan,” Wyatt said, putting his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Even when he loses the treasure he’s supposed to be guarding. Tell him how funny that was, little brother.”


  Morgan looked up sheepishly. “Ah, Wyatt! Why’d you have to bring that up?”


  “Go ahead, Morg,” John Henry said, siding himself with Wyatt, “I like a good treasure tale.”


  Morgan shrugged, his face reddening. “It’s not the treasure Wyatt’s talking about, but the way it got lost. Which wasn’t really my fault. Could I help it if the boot was broken?”


  “You kept the treasure in your boots?” John Henry asked, and noticed that Wyatt almost broke something like a smile.


  “Hell, no!” Morgan replied vehemently. “It was in the boot of the wagon, of course. There was eight bars of silver bullion onboard the Benson stage and two more in the boot, which I was riding shotgun on. But when we stopped at Contention, we saw the boot was broken and the two bars were gone.”


  “Robbers?”


  “Rough roads,” Wyatt put in before Morgan could answer. “The bars fell out of the boot and the driver had to turn the stage around and go hunting for his treasure. ‘Course, if the guard had been guarding instead of socializing, he might have noticed a couple of fifty-pound bars of silver falling off the wagon. All of Tombstone was laughing when they heard about it. I don’t know that Morg will ever get hired to ride shotgun again.”


  Morgan grimaced. “You see how it is, Doc? Wyatt uses every little mistake to prove I’m not man enough to wear a badge.”


  “Oh, I don’t doubt your manhood,” Wyatt said, “just your manner. If you had half a mind to do law work, I’d back you in it. But you don’t even think to disarm a known outlaw when you see one.”


  “Like who?”


  “Like Doc Holliday here, who must surely still have a warrant out for him somewhere or other. You think he’s walking around unheeled?”


  “I will not give up my pistol!” John Henry said, affronted.


   “That’s the law,” Wyatt said. “Firearms stay behind the bar, Doc. But you can have it back again, as soon as you need it. Just like in Dodge.”


  No one else would have noticed the smile in Wyatt’s somber eyes, or would have understood why John Henry answered by politely pulling his Colt’s Navy from his coat pocket and handing it over. But then, no one else had stood with them on the streets of Dodge City, staring down a gang of angry cowboys. That kind of adventure made for strong associations—and real friends. And that was worth even more than the safety of a six-shooter.


  The Earp brothers and their families had taken up residence in three adjoining adobe cottages on Fremont and First Streets—a convenient enclave, with Wyatt and Celia, Virgil and Allie, and Jim and Bessie and their children all close enough to gossip over the garden fence. Or so said Morgan, explaining why he had chosen to take bachelor’s quarters instead, away from the rest of the family, then stayed on in the cramped little cabin even after Louisa came to join him.


  “Bad enough having my own wife know my business without having other women know it too!” was the way he put it, which sounded like surprisingly good sense coming from Morg. Women were trouble, mostly.


  Yet John Henry found himself wishing that Kate had come along to Tombstone with him after all, and even wrote her a letter inviting her to make a visit there. It was her kind of town, he told her, playing up the place and describing the elegant saloons with their chandeliers and show stages, the streets crowded with shops and restaurants, the music halls and fancy-dress dances. Kate would have loved it all.


  While the Earps went about their daily domestic business, John Henry took a boarding house room and bought into the gambling at the Alhambra Saloon, near to Wyatt’s Oriental. As he’d only come to Tombstone for a visit, not planning to take up permanent residency until he’d appraised the situation, he’d left his dental equipment behind in Prescott and would have to rely on his other profession to support himself for the duration. Luckily Tombstone was, as Wyatt had described it, a wide-open town with an insatiable thirst for the games. So for only a minor investment, John Henry was able to take a share in a Faro bank, then take over the game completely and hire his own dealer. And by the end of his first month in town, he was raking in a nice profit every night and spending enough of it to satisfy his own gambling habit. But though he wrote to Kate again, telling her how well he was doing and that Tombstone’s theater would be even more entertaining with her talents there, she still did not come. She didn’t even reply.


  Mattie wrote, however, her usual long and chatty letters that kept him up on family matters at home. Cousin Robert’s dental career was doing well, she said, citing his new position as Secretary of the Georgia Dental Association and publisher of the Southern Dental Journal. What a shame it was that John Henry couldn’t receive a regular subscription to the publication, with his transient life and too many moves—all a gentle reminder that he shouldn’t have moved away at all. And how sad it was when her Grandfather Phillip Fitzgerald finally passed on at the grand old age of eighty-two, the last Irish-born link in the family. John Henry would have been impressed by the funeral celebration, with its wake and whiskey drinking and a burial ceremony fitting a king of Tara, if only he’d been there to see it. And how amazed he’d be to see the way Atlanta was progressing, with over fifty telephones in town already and the first public hospital newly opened by the Sisters of Mercy of Savannah. The good Catholic sisters had invited charity-minded citizens to volunteer time to the hospital, and Mattie was hoping to spend some hours there herself. And so her letters went, always sharing the news of home; always wondering when he was going to come home again. But home seemed like a lifetime away from Tombstone, and a place he had only dreamed of once.


  Every town had its troublemakers, and in Tombstone the trouble came from a gang of west-coast gamblers who called themselves “Slopers,” since most of them came from the western slopes of the Rocky Mountains. The ringleader was a tough named Johnny Tyler, who’d come from Texas by way of San Francisco. And though that should have made him more respectful of the better class of San Franciscans who’d come to run the saloons and gambling halls of Tombstone, it didn’t. He treated everyone with the same democratic insolence, insulting anyone he pleased and aiming to intimidate himself into the top spot in Tombstone’s sporting society. And here and there, his plan was working. When Johnny Tyler and his unsociable Slopers sat down at a game, the rest of the players suddenly seemed to lose interest and moved on to another saloon with more companionable company—unless the owner was willing to pay Johnny a portion of the evening’s take to keep his boys at bay. And if the owners didn’t pay up as promised, Johnny Tyler’s insults would turn into threats.


  It was a racket, all right, but the smaller saloons in town found it easier to pay off the Slopers than to fight them. But the Alhambra, where John Henry had his Faro game, was not one of those lower-class establishments. It was owned by a trio of San Francisco businessmen and run in businesslike order, and they approved when Faro-dealing Dr. Holliday made a showy display of his pistol to make the point to Tyler and his gang. If the Slopers thought the Alhambra was going to start paying protection money, they were dangerously mistaken, and John Henry found the whole episode laughable.


  The laughter was what started the real trouble. For when the other saloon owners heard how easily the Alhambra had run off Johnny Tyler, they tried the same solution, simply refusing to be intimidated. It was a response the Slopers hadn’t expected, and at first it put them off. But it wasn’t long before they learned who had started the rebellion and blamed Doc Holliday for ruining their racket—and narrowed their broad threats against the saloons to more specific threats against him in particular.


  John Henry wasn’t worried about the threats, since from what he could see the Slopers were mostly talk and not much action. They weren’t real criminals, after all, just sporting men looking for an angle to play and finding that the town wasn’t willing to play along. So as long as they stayed away from the Alhambra and his Faro game, John Henry didn’t have any grudge against them. But when Johnny Tyler tried to take a seat at his poker game at the Oriental one Sunday in October, matters took another turn.


  Sundays in other communities were for Church meetings and picnics in the park; Sundays in Tombstone were for poker. It wasn’t so much that the men in town lacked a proper devotion to deity but that the mines made payroll on Saturday and the boys didn’t want to waste a chance to magnify their earnings. So Sunday worship for most anyone affiliated with the mines meant a wash and a shave and a day in the saloons. And John Henry, being himself a religiously trained person and a respecter of a man’s right to worship according to his own conscience, was happy to help in the oblations.


  His three partners in that Sunday evening’s poker game were all trying to make their fortunes in the Tombstone mines, though only one was a real miner by profession. J.B. Robinson had already tried his hand at Lynx Creek and the Big Bug Mine near Prescott before coming to Tombstone, and had high hopes that, this time, his efforts would pay off. Young William Porterfield had only become a miner in the past few months since leaving his family’s California valley farm to follow the call of the silver boom. And Frank Mitchell was more interested in mining shares than in mine work itself, being a watchmaker by profession and a business associate of John Henry’s old friend, Billy Leonard. But poker had a way of making all men equals once the bets were placed, and only the cards could determine the winner—the cards and a clever mind, which John Henry certainly possessed. And finding himself with such non-professionals as those three silver boomers, he felt confident in winning the pot and their week’s wages for himself. Call it the collection plate, he thought with a smile, and a worthy way to spend the Sabbath Day.


  But Johnny Tyler’s arrival spoiled the spirit of the game. For in spite of Tyler’s unsociable ways he was still a real sporting man, and real competition in a game that had been just exercise before, and John Henry was less than enthusiastic about letting him join in.


  “I thought you Slopers had already been slid out of town,” John Henry said in irritation. “To what do we owe the displeasure of your continued company in Tombstone, and at this game in particular?”


  Johnny Tyler, looking as dandy as any sport in a cutaway coat and a brocade vest instead of looking like the Texas tough he really was, replied with a frown.


  “I’m just here to play cards, like everybody else. I hear it’s a double eagle to get into this poker game and five bits to see the first raise,” he said, as he pulled a gold piece from his vest pocket and tossed it onto the green baize.


  “Five bits for a real gambler,” John Henry replied. “Which is four bits more than it would take to tame a sorry piece of horseflesh like yourself.”


  

  

  

  “I don’t follow your drift.”


  “He means you’re a mare,” William Porterfield offered by way of explanation and with a scarcely concealed laugh. Being recently from the farm, he was more familiar with horse work than poker games. “He means you’d be easy to break, Mr. Tyler. A one bit horse ain’t much of a fighter.”


  “Is that right?”


  “That’s right,” John Henry said. “From what I’ve seen so far, you’re all words and no action. And I can beat you at both. But right now I’m busy winnin’ this poker game, and I don’t feel like wastin’ my energies on you. Gentlemen?” he said, turning his attention to the miners, “Shall we deal this hand?”


  “You can’t keep me out of a game that I just anted into!” Johnny Tyler said, his face growing red above his white silk cravat.


  “You anted in?” John Henry said
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