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The Oriental ran three gambling tables on a Tuesday night in November and all three were working, the poker crowd at the back and the faro layout nearest the bar doing steady business with men who had come off shift at the mines and had money and an hour and no good reason to sleep. The piano had been going since eight and showed no sign of stopping. Lamp smoke sat in a layer at shoulder height, blue-gray and permanent, and the smell of it mixed with the smell of wet wool and the cold that the customers dragged in off Allen Street every time the door opened and that the room’s collective body heat never quite managed to overcome.

Eldridge Sample sat at the corner table farthest from the bar with his back against the wall and three pages of freight manifest affidavit in front of him and a pen he had not picked up in twenty minutes. The beer at his right hand had gone warm. He had been nursing it since nine o’clock because the Oriental had better lamp coverage than the Cosmopolitan Hotel where he was staying, and the lamp at the corner table threw good light on the paper without throwing it in his eyes, and a man trying to read a freight manifest in a hotel room with one small oil lamp develops a headache that the work does not justify.

He was on his second day in Tombstone for a cattle theft matter — disputed ownership of forty head that had moved through three sets of hands between the San Simon Valley and a Safford stockyard, each transfer documented with a bill of lading that contradicted the one before it. The county recorder’s office had the original brands. Sample had the affidavits. In the morning he would sit across from a recorder’s clerk and they would go through the manifests line by line and at the end of it the legitimate owner would be identified and Sample would sign the appropriate forms and ride back to Tucson. It was the kind of work that kept the territory honest at the edges. It did not require a badge so much as a pen and the willingness to read documents that other people had not read carefully enough.

He watched the room without appearing to watch it, which was a habit he had developed in twenty-three years of federal work and had not managed to lose in the three years of retirement between then and now. The faro table. The poker crowd. The bar, three deep at this hour. The door, which opened and admitted cold air and new customers at intervals of two to four minutes and which he had been tracking since he sat down.

At eleven-twelve by the clock above the bar the door opened and the man who came through it was not a miner coming off shift.

He was in his mid-thirties, lean through the shoulders in the way of men who work horseback, and he had been recently and thoroughly thrown — there was blood dried on both knees of his trousers and a raw scrape along his left jaw and the collar of his coat was up on one side and down on the other in a way that suggested the coat had been grabbed and released in a hurry. He was hatless, and not in the way of a man who had left his hat at the hotel. His hair was pressed flat on one side and standing at angles on the other, the unmistakable result of a hat worn for many miles and then lost in circumstances that had not allowed for retrieval. His boots were good — the one thing about him that was — and he moved on them with the easy deliberateness of a man accustomed to covering ground, even ground that had recently tried to remove him from it.

He stood inside the door for three seconds and read the room. Not the gambling tables, not the bar — the tables, the corners, the angles of occupancy. A man looking for something in particular. His eyes stopped on the badge on Sample’s coat and then moved to the Colt on Sample’s hip and then came up to Sample’s face, and he came across the room.

Sample did not stand. He moved the affidavits to one side and waited.

The man pulled out the chair across the table without asking and sat down and put both hands flat on the table in front of him, the gesture of a man establishing that he was not reaching for anything.

“Wade Gruber,” he said. “You’re Deputy Sample.”

“I am,” Sample said.

“I’ve got something to tell you. It’s going to take a few minutes and I’d rather tell it once than have to repeat it, so if you’ve got questions hold them until I’m done.” He said this without apology and without aggression — the tone of a man who has been organizing a speech in his head for twenty-two miles and wants to deliver it cleanly.

Sample nodded.

“I was working a drive out of the San Simon Valley,” Gruber said. “Cattle north to the Safford railhead. Drive ended three days ago and I was riding south, heading for Tombstone to look for the next thing, when I came across a crew making camp at the dry tank south of the Mule Mountain gap. Seven men. I didn’t know them and they didn’t invite me to share the fire. What they did was take my twenty dollars and my good hat and my spare ammunition and leave me my horse because my horse came up lame on the last day of the drive and isn’t worth the feed it would take to put it right.” He paused. “I want to be clear that I’m not here about the twenty dollars.”

“All right,” Sample said.

“While they were taking my things, one of them talked. The way men talk when they want information and don’t want to look like they’re asking for it.” Gruber’s hands were still flat on the table. “He talked about Tombstone. About a deputy marshal who had been asking questions the previous month about this crew’s activities in the valley. He knew your name.”

Sample said nothing. He was watching Gruber’s face with the attention he gave to faces when a face was where the useful information was.

“The man running the crew was named Dolan. Foster Dolan. I didn’t know him by sight but I knew the name from New Mexico. If you don’t know it, I can tell you what I know.”

“Tell me,” Sample said.

Gruber told him. Dolan had run with a loose confederation of men across the New Mexico Territory for several years — not a gang in the newspaper sense, not a fixed outfit with a name and a wanted poster, but a crew that assembled and dispersed around specific jobs and that Dolan organized and led with the efficiency of a man running a small business that happened to involve taking things that belonged to other people. He was approximately forty, former Army, and he operated on a principle that Gruber articulated plainly: he did not leave problems behind him. Men who could identify him or his crew after a job were problems. He had a reputation in two territories for the thoroughness with which he addressed them.

“How long has he known about me,” Sample said.

“I don’t know. The man talking didn’t say. What he said was that you’d been asking questions, and that Dolan had decided it was time to come to Tombstone and answer them.” Gruber looked at him directly. “That’s a particular way to say a thing.”

“It is,” Sample said. “How many armed.”

“All seven. Rifles on the horses, sidearms on the men. They were equipped, not traveling. There’s a difference and these men knew it.”

“Did you know any of the faces.”

“Two. Not by name — by type. Men who have been doing this kind of work for a while. The kind that don’t get excited.” He paused. “Dolan’s the same way but more so. When he had my twenty dollars in his hand he wasn’t happy about it or unhappy about it. It was just a thing that was now his instead of mine.”

“His method — does he work from a prepared position or does he come at a thing directly.”

Gruber thought about this. “Both,” he said. “Or neither. What he does is read the situation and use whatever the situation gives him. The man who was talking said they’d look at the ground before they came in. Which means they’ll know the layout of the town before they move.”

“When were they making camp.”

“Around nine this evening. Riding at first light.” He looked at the clock above the bar. “They’ll be here by mid-morning.”

Sample sat with this for a moment. The saloon ran its commerce around them, unhurried, the piano cycling through the same three songs it had been cycling through all evening, the faro table calling bets in the flat monotone of a dealer who has said the same words so many times they have stopped meaning anything. None of it required his attention.

“How’d you get here,” he said.

“Caught a mustang from the band that waters at the dry tank after dark. Bay horse, no saddle. He threw me twice on the rocks north of the gap and I stayed on the third time by main stubbornness and rode him the rest of the way in with his mane in my hands.” A brief pause. “He has opinions about being ridden.”

“Twenty-two miles.”

“About that.”

Sample looked at him — the dried blood, the ruined knees of the trousers, the missing hat, the jaw scrape that was going to be colorful by morning. “Why,” he said.

Gruber returned the look without hesitation. “Because I knew the name,” he said. “And because a man who lets seven ride into a town to kill a lawman when he could have said something and didn’t is a particular kind of man, and I’ve met enough of that kind to know I don’t want to be one of them.” He said it without elaboration, the way men state things that they have not just decided but have known for a long time.

Sample nodded once. “What do you need,” he said.

“My hat back. My twenty dollars back. A horse that isn’t lame.” Gruber looked at the table. “I understand only one of those is your immediate problem.”

“I can address two of the three before this is over,” Sample said. “The hat is contingent.” He reached into his coat and put coins on the table — enough for a room at the Cosmopolitan and a meal and breakfast. “That’s the Cosmopolitan Hotel, one block west. Tell them Sample sent you. Go get some sleep.”

Gruber looked at the coins and then at Sample. “You’re going to need to know I’m not going to stay at the hotel while this happens,” he said. “I want you to know that in advance.”

“I hear you,” Sample said. “Go get some sleep anyway. You’re not useful to anyone in the condition you’re currently in.”

Something in Gruber’s face shifted — not amusement exactly, but the recognition of a man who has just been told a true thing in the right tone. He picked up the coins and stood and looked down at Sample.

“You’re not going to wire the sheriff tonight,” he said. It was not a question.

“Coombs is two blocks from here,” Sample said. “Anything I send by wire tonight is known by six people by
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