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“That’s Perry Owens.”

“The hell it is.”

“I’m telling you, that’s him. New sheriff.”

The two men stood in the dust of Railroad Avenue, squinting at the figure on the hotel porch. The figure sat in a ladder-back chair, boots crossed at the ankles, a Winchester rifle leaning against the wall within easy reach. He wore his hair long, past his shoulders, and his hat sat low over eyes that watched the street without seeming to watch anything at all.

“Don’t look like much.”

“You go tell him that.”

The first man, a teamster named Houck, spat tobacco juice into the street. “They say he can shoot.”

“They say a lot of things.”

“They say he killed a man in Navajo Springs for looking at him wrong.”

“That’s horseshit, Frank. Nobody kills a man for looking.”

“I’m just telling you what they say.” Houck wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “They call him Commodore.”

“Commodore? The hell kind of name is that?”

“It’s his name. Commodore Perry Owens.”

The second man, younger, with a sunburned face and nervous hands, laughed. “Why do they call him Commodore? He ain’t never been on a boat.”

Houck shrugged. “Ask him yourself.”

“I ain’t asking him nothing.”

They walked on, and the man on the porch—Perry Owens, Commodore Perry Owens, Sheriff of Apache County, Arizona Territory—watched them go. He moved one hand to his shirt pocket, pulled out a piece of jerky, and chewed it slow. The street smelled of horse shit and creosote. The sun hammered down on tin roofs and false fronts. A dog limped past, three-legged, looking for shade.

Owens had been in Holbrook two months. Before that, Navajo Springs. Before that, points east and south—Texas, New Mexico Territory, Indian Territory. Before that, Tennessee, but that was so long ago it seemed like somebody else’s life. He’d driven cattle up from Texas when he was nineteen. Shot buffalo when there were still buffalo to shoot. Worked as a range detective, which meant he tracked rustlers and sometimes shot them and sometimes brought them in to hang, depending on how far they ran and how stupid they acted when he caught up.

The door to the hotel opened and a man stepped out. Heavy through the middle, with a gray beard that covered a weak chin. He wore a star on his vest, but it was the wrong star—town marshal, not county sheriff.

“Owens.”

“Marshal.”

“You planning to sit there all day?”

“I’m considering it.”

The marshal—his name was Scorse—looked up and down the street. “Folks are talking.”

“Folks always talk.”

“They’re saying you shot that Mexican in Navajo Springs over a card game.”

“They’re wrong.”

“So you didn’t shoot him?”

“I shot him. But it had nothing to do with cards.”

Scorse waited. When Owens said nothing else, he said, “You going to tell me what it was about?”

“No.”

“You’re a real conversationalist, Owens.”

“I get paid to wear the star, not to talk.”

“You get paid to keep the peace in Apache County. That includes not starting gunfights over nothing.”

Owens looked at him for the first time. His eyes were blue, pale blue, the color of sky before a storm. “I never start anything, Marshal. I just finish what other men start.”

Scorse shifted his weight. “The Blevins brothers are in town.”

“I know it.”

“They’ve been drinking at the Palace.”

“I know that too.”

“Andy Cooper’s with them.”

Now Owens sat up straighter. He reached for the Winchester, brought it across his lap. His hands moved over it, checking the action, checking the load. The rifle was a Model 1876, .45-75 caliber, but the barrel had been cut down to eighteen inches. It looked like a toy in his hands. It looked like something that would blow a man in half at close range.

“Cooper’s wanted.”

“That’s right,” Scorse said.

“Pleasant Valley. Tewksbury killings.”

“That’s right.”

“You want me to leave it alone, say so now.”

Scorse looked away. Looked at the dog, the three-legged dog, now curled up in the shade of the mercantile across the street. “I’m just saying, there’s a lot of them. Cooper, the Blevins boys, some others. And they’re saying they won’t be taken.”

“They always say that.”

“I’m saying maybe you should wait. Get a posse together. Do it legal.”

Owens stood. He was tall, six feet or better, and thin, all bone and tendon and whipcord muscle. The rifle hung loose in his right hand. “It is legal. I have the warrant.”

“One man against six, that ain’t legal. That’s suicide.”

“Then I’ll die legal.”

He stepped off the porch. The boards creaked under his boots. He walked three steps and stopped. Turned back. “Marshal, you ever wonder why they call me Commodore?”

Scorse blinked. “I heard it was your given name.”

“It is. My father named me for Oliver Hazard Perry. The naval officer. War of 1812. ‘We have met the enemy and they are ours.’”

“All right.”

“You know what my father did for a living?”

“No.”

“He was a dirt farmer in Tennessee. Never saw the ocean. Never saw a boat bigger than a johnboat on a creek. But he named me for a naval hero because he wanted me to be something.” Owens smiled, but there was no humor in it. “I never been on a boat either, Marshal. But I’m good at one thing, and that’s what I do.”

He walked on, and Scorse watched him go.

Inside the Palace Saloon, six men sat around two tables pushed together. A bottle of whiskey stood in the center, three-quarters empty. Andy Cooper, twenty-eight years old, broad through the shoulders, with a drooping mustache and small eyes, poured another drink and threw it back. His hand shook.

“He won’t come.”

This from John Blevins, fifteen years old but big for his age, with soft cheeks that hadn’t seen a razor. He sat with a carbine across his lap, trying to look hard.

“The hell he won’t,” said Sam Houston Blevins, seventeen, the boy’s half-brother. Sam Houston had their father’s cruel mouth and their mother’s quick temper. “He’s the law. He’s got to come.”

“He comes, we’ll kill him.” Mose Roberts, older than the rest, thirty-five, with a scar that ran from his left eye to his jaw, grinned. “Six of us, one of him. I like them odds.”

Cooper said nothing. He poured another drink. His hands still shook.

“You scared, Andy?”

This from Mark Blevins, another brother, twenty years old. He said it quiet, said it mean.

“I ain’t scared of nothing.”

“You look scared.”

“I look how I look.”

“You look like you want to run.”

Cooper stood up fast. The chair went over backward. “You want to say that again?”

Mark Blevins stood too. They faced each other across the table. John, the youngest, said, “Hey now,” but nobody listened.

“I’m saying you look scared,” Mark said. “I’m saying you did them Tewksburys and now you want to hide behind us.”

“I ain’t hiding behind nobody.”

“Then why are we here?”

“Because they’ll come for me and I want witnesses. I want men who’ll stand up and say it was self-defense.”

“It won’t be self-defense if you’re the one that shoots first.”

“I’ll shoot when I damn well please.”

Outside, boots hit the boardwalk. Heavy boots, walking slow. The six men froze. Every eye went to the door.

The door opened. But it was just a drunk, a man named Billy Evans, who worked sometimes at the livery. He saw the six men, saw their faces, and backed out fast without saying a word.

Sam Houston laughed. “Look at us. Jumping at shadows.”

“That’s because Perry Owens ain’t a shadow,” Mose Roberts said. “He’s real. And he’s good.”

“How good?”

“I seen him shoot once, down in Saint Johns. There was a dog, mad with rabies, coming at a little girl. Owens was fifty yards off. He put a bullet through that dog’s head before it got within ten feet of her. Shooting offhand. Moving target. One shot.”

“So he can shoot a dog.”

“I’m saying he can shoot.”

Andy Cooper righted his chair and sat back down. He poured another drink. “If he comes, we kill him. Simple as that.”

“Won’t be simple,” Roberts said.

“Why not?”

“Because he’ll kill some of us first. Maybe all of us. You ever see the way he moves? It’s like he’s thinking three steps ahead. Like he knows what you’re going to do before you do it.”

“You sound like you admire him.”

“I admire a man who’s good at his work. Owens is good at his.”

“His work is killing.”

“Same as ours, when it comes to it.”

They sat quiet after that. Drank. Looked at the door. Waited.

Across the street, in the shadow of the feed store, Perry Owens stood and watched the Palace. He’d been there ten minutes. Watching the door. Watching the windows. Counting shadows. Six men, maybe seven. Hard to tell.

He could go in through the front. Kick the door, rifle up, start shooting. He’d probably get two, maybe three before they got him. Maybe he’d get lucky and survive. Maybe he wouldn’t.

Or he could wait them out. They were drinking. Drinking men got stupid. Drinking men made mistakes.

But waiting gave them time to think. Time to plan. Time to fortify. And he had a warrant. He had the law on his side, which didn’t mean much out here but meant something to him. He’d been given a job and he’d do it.
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