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They were in the vanguard of law and order in the early days of Kansas . . .

God bless old Wyatt Earp and men of his kind. They shot their way to heaven.

—John Madden, Attorney,
Dodge City, Kansas, 1928
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Chapter 1

Spring, 1874

Wichita, Kansas

Wichita, Kansas, was hell in the making. With the Wichita and South Western rail tracks now connected to the Santa Fe’s main line, commerce had been pumped into the town like a stick thrust into a hornets’ nest. The tent phase of the business district had passed. Every building on the main street was built of wood with a flashy façade intended to show off wares and lure in customers. Soon the longhorns would be driven here from Texas to be shipped east by rail. The men who herded these cattle north brought with them old Southern grievances into the more prosperous land of the Yankees. That festering wound of the war and the God-given right to blow off steam at the end of the trail drive made for a volatile mix.

In addition to the drovers came a steady stream of bull whackers, mule skinners, buffalo runners, gamblers, and con men. Soldiers on leave from Fort Larned frequented the town and clashed with civilians in the saloons and houses of prostitution. Guns, alcohol, and hot-headed frontiersmen, all with something to prove. It had been the same in Ellsworth. Every railroad town on the plains had faced this double-edged sword of an economic boom. Some towns survived it; some did not. Only time would tell.

Without a settled personality, the town reminded Wyatt Earp of his first glimpse of Omaha City, where, as a boy of sixteen crossing the country, he had been witness to two men settling an argument by the sudden explosion of revolvers not ten feet apart. The remembrance of that fight had stayed with him as a vivid image. It reminded him that—regardless of the law—the ultimate tool of survival on the frontier came down to what a man did or did not do.

Now at twenty-five, Wyatt considered that such a budding center of commerce as this might supply the venue where his aspirations could take root. They were alike in ways, Wyatt and Wichita—both just getting their legs and wide open to possibilities. All he needed was the right deal with the right people. He had no real definition for that business opportunity, yet he knew that, whatever it was, he had the grit and lasting power to make it succeed.

He dismounted and stretched his legs as he walked his horses down Douglas Avenue to the river. The broad, muddy Arkansas cut through the settlement like a curved saber slash from God’s judgmental hand. On the west bank it was called “Delano.” There, outnumbering all other businesses, were the brothels and saloons, bawdy and flirtatious, their ambient music tinkling carefree across the slow glide of the brown water.

The east side, where he now stood, was showing signs of organization, sprouting from a seed of respectability. Connecting the two halves of the dichotomous community was a substantial wooden bridge that seemed appropriately long for the metaphoric crossover to sin or salvation, depending on a man’s direction of travel, or his particular need at a given time of the day.

Here Wyatt sensed the same delicate balance of tensions he had witnessed in half a dozen other cow towns: the money brought in by cattlemen weighed against the politics of tolerating the sins of the drovers. When the herds came in, big money would change hands in the stockyards, but it would be Delano that would hold the drovers here long enough to support the merchants on either side of the river. At best, it was an awkward symbiosis, both delicate and dangerous. Every cattle town soaked one foot in a lukewarm bath of compromise, always trying to douse whatever spark inevitably flew loose, a pragmatic balancing of interests that Wyatt found distasteful. At the same time, it was a lively place to be, with plenty of cash flow to feed the gaming tables.


Wyatt had begun to consider himself a professional gambler, at least until he settled on a proper vocation with a promising future. Come late spring, when the herds came in, he might position himself as a cattle buyer. The right poker game with the right people could provide that kind of capital in a single night.

He led his saddle horse and pack horse down a ramp to the water’s edge to let them drink their fill. In the privacy below the bridge, he wet his hair in the river and combed it by raking his fingers over his scalp. Then he changed into a clean shirt and wiped his boots to a dull shine with the oil-stained, gun-cleaning rag he carried in his saddlebag.

Only when he started up the ramp did he see someone watching him from the shadows under the bridge. A man lay sprawled out on a torn straw mattress, where the structural beams rested upon a levee of heavy wooden ties. The man was unshaven and shirtless, his suspender straps running over the bare skin and bone of his narrow shoulders. He propped on an elbow to be better seen.

“I could use some money if you think you can spare some,” the man said in an offhand manner. “Ain’t got no kinda work at the present.”

Wyatt looked at the hard-luck story before him, embarrassed by the utter loss of dignity in the man’s asking. “Know where I can find James Earp?” he said, nodding across the river.

“He’s on this side.” The man raised an arm and pointed through the bridge. “You’re ’bout standin’ ’neath ’im.”

Wyatt dug a coin from his trouser pocket and tossed it. Snatching it out of the air, the man showed surprising agility. He touched a finger to his brow in a poor man’s salute, as Wyatt led his horses up the ramp back to the street.

The one-story clapboard house had been slapped together from rough-sawn lumber with no attempt at adornment. Wyatt tied his horses to the gate of a spring wagon parked beside the house and picked a path through various items of trash to the front stoop. On his fourth series of knocks, the door cracked open, and the timid face of a plain-featured, dark-haired female floated into view. With homely, close-set eyes and a pouting mouth, she peered out mutely and clasped the collar of her nightgown. Behind her someone snored in the front room. A cloying mix of powdered talcum, rose water, and unwashed flesh poured past her out of the doorway.

“I’m looking for James Earp,” Wyatt said.

The young woman pulled in her lips, lowered her eyes, and drew back, her gauzy nightgown billowing around her. The door all but shut. When she reappeared, there was something different about her hair, and she now clasped the lapels of a faded robe to her throat.

“He’s still asleep,” she mumbled. “And Bessie’s not up yet.”

“I’m his brother.”

Before she could react to this news, the girl turned to the sound of someone treading heavily across the room behind her. “We’re not open, Sally. Tell him to come back.” It was the husky voice of a woman in charge. “We got to catch our breath sometime.”

Sally lowered her head and started to speak, but the woman cut her off by swinging the door open wider. “We’re not open, mister. Come back around dark.”

She was imposing, with a strong, heart-shaped face that clearly brooked no debate. Her jaded eyes bore into him without any tempering of courtesy.

“It’s Jim’s brother,” Sally whispered from behind the door.

Bessie studied the visitor up and down. “Which one?” she said, her hardened face now a challenge.

“Wyatt.”

“Well, good Lord!” She stepped forward, grabbed his sleeve, and pulled him into the room. “Sally, go wake up Jim.” Bessie stepped back and propped her fists on her hips. “So how’d you turn out so tall? And handsome!”

Wyatt had no answer for that.

Still examining him, Bessie fussed with the back of her hair. “Well, get yourself comfortable,” she offered. “He’ll drag out of bed eventually.” And then, chuckling to herself, she disappeared into a back room, shaking her head.

Still standing, Wyatt looked around. On a floral-print divan halfway across the room, a fair-haired woman lay snoring beneath a tattered quilt, half her face pressed into the cushion. Even so, he recognized her as the whore James had brought from Ellsworth. The perfumed warmth of the room pushed Wyatt back toward the opening in the door.

Within a minute the girl named Sally tapped mouse-like from the back of the house and stopped at the divan, her hands clasped together beneath her small breasts and pressed into the folds of her robe. When Wyatt caught her staring at him, she quickly turned her attention to the floor.

Then a much younger girl appeared from a back hallway and attached herself to Sally’s waist. Sally leaned and whispered into her ear, and the girl nodded. Arms wrapped around each other, they stared at Wyatt as if peering through a peephole from a secret hiding place.

“Does James live here?” Wyatt asked.

Sally nodded. “This is his house,” she said meekly. “Him and Bessie’s.”

Other than the snoring coming at intervals from the tangle of blond hair on the divan, there was not another sound in the house. A bead of sweat ran down Wyatt’s back. The younger girl sucked in her lips, making her mouth thin as an incision. Wyatt wondered if she could speak.

“You sure he knows I’m here?” Wyatt said.

After a whispery conference with Sally, the little girl disengaged and bolted deeper into the house. “That’s Bessie’s girl, Hattie,” Sally offered. “She’ll get him up.”

He nodded toward the back of the house. “Exactly who is Bessie?”

They heard the kitchen sounds of a cooking pot and chinaware clanging and rattling in the back, and Sally lowered her eyes again. “Bessie is Jim’s . . . his wife.”

The girl named “Hattie” reappeared, tiptoeing across the room, where she resumed pressing her cheek into Sally’s ribs, her eyes soaking up their visitor. Wyatt plucked at the back of his damp shirt and began sidling through the open door.

“Have to go and see to my horses,” he said. “Tell James I’m just outside.”

Standing by the wagon where the horses were tied, Wyatt heard the door unlatch and saw Sally peering at him through the crack. He patted the mare’s long neck muscles, then turned to the gelding to pick at seeds tangled in the bay’s mane. 

Within a minute the door scraped wide open. “Well, look what’s washed up out o’ the river,” James laughed as he picked his way through the garbage in his yard. He pulled each suspender strap over his shoulders with the hand of his good arm. “You get rich yet?”

Wyatt took his brother’s outstretched hand and nodded back toward the house. “Didn’t tell me you got married?”

“Hell, yes. Married to the bone. You meet Bessie?”

Wyatt nodded and let his gaze rove over the rough carpentry of the brothel. “She in this business with you?”

“Hell, yes,” James laughed. “She owns it.”

Still inspecting the house, Wyatt pursed his lips and did not speak for a time.

“That girl . . .” he finally said, “she’s little young for a whore, ain’t she?”

“Hattie?” James coughed up a laugh. “She ain’t no whore. That’s Bessie’s daughter.” He made a grandiose sweep of his arm. “Bessie and me run this fine establishment. And I’m pourin’ drinks at a few of the better saloons,” he added, pointing east into the proper side of town. James smiled and poked a thumb over his shoulder at the house. “But this here’s where the money is.”

The building did little to advertise its profit. No paint. No trim work. The window shutters closed on leather hinges nailed into the frame. It appeared to be two shacks, one added to the back of the other.

“How is it you’re on this side of the river?” Wyatt asked.

James snorted a laugh, and the skin around his eyes fanned with lines just like brother Morgan’s. “Special arrangement, you might say. Over here, Wichita requires a license for brothels. It’s like a tax, except it ain’t on paper ’cause it ain’t really legal.” James squinted across the silvery surface of the Arkansas toward Delano. “Over yonder’s the hell-town, where there ain’t no fee, but . . .” He shrugged with his good shoulder. “I’m willin’ to pay. Puts us up a notch bein’ over here, so we can charge more.” James turned quickly to Wyatt. “Hey, you planning on stayin’?”

“Not sure yet. I’m considering buyin’ some cattle.”


“Hell, you can work for me right here. I could use an enforcer.”

Wyatt hesitated so as not to insult his brother. Again he studied the building’s crude exterior and thought back to his days in Peoria when he, too, had lived in such a place, using his fists to keep the clientele in line.

Bessie leaned out the door and called for James in a dull voice that carried the ring of insult. James’s eyes flicked her way for an instant, but he only smiled and pretended to ignore her.

“So tell me ’bout bein’ a cattle king,” he said, leading Wyatt back to the house.

Bessie was waiting in the doorway, her face set for battle. “We got a lingerer in the back—that hairy-ape hotel man, Black. Says he’ll leave when he damn well pleases.”

“Who’s he with?” James said, letting a little irritation surface in his voice.

“Kate,” Bessie snapped, as though the whore were somehow complicit in the breach of procedure.

James led the way inside, followed by Bessie, and then Wyatt. “Hattie,” James instructed in a calm voice, “I need you to step out to the front porch for a spell. Will you do that, darlin’?” He moved to a cupboard against the wall and rose up on his toes to reach the top shelf. “Sally,” he said, checking the loads on a new Colt’s revolver, “get dressed and run down to the marshal’s office. See if Cairns is on duty. Get him down here quick as you can.”

Sally appeared stricken to be assigned such a chore. “What if he’s not there?” she whispered.

James snapped the loading gate shut and fixed his eyes on the back hallway. “Then he ain’t,” he said simply. “Just get on back here and stay with Hattie. We might have to handle it ourselves.”

“You got no enforcer?” Wyatt asked.

James made his wry smile. “I’m it,” he quipped, tapping his bad shoulder with the barrel of the pistol. “Half of it anyway.” He raised the gun barrel-up between them. “This here’s the other half.”

Wyatt looked past his brother at the back of the house. “Which room is it?”


A look of gratitude crept into James’s face. “Second one on the right. He’s a mean one, Wyatt. Strong as a bull. Used to be a blacksmith. Kate’s the only one feisty enough to bed him.”

“The door locked?” Wyatt inquired.

“None of ’em lock,” James said.

“There a window in that room?”

James’s brow furrowed. “Well, sure, but—”

Wyatt started toward the hall. “Go move your wagon away from the house and wait on me outside.”

Holding out the Colt’s as an offer, James stopped his brother. “Like I said . . . he’s a strong sonovabitch.”

Wyatt ignored the weapon. “Take that shooter with you,” he said and walked into the dark of the hallway.

Stepping through the second door, Wyatt moved past the mound of flesh under the sheets and crossed the dingy room to the window. The stink of rancid flesh hung heavily in the still air. He unhooked the clasp and swung the windows open. Turning back to the room, he found the brawny customer peeling out of the sheets. The disheveled whore looked defiantly at Wyatt, though he could not be sure whether her anger was directed toward him or her customer.

“Who the hell’re you!” the man growled. He stood in the bottom half of his union suit with the top hanging off his backside at half-mast. His belly was rounded and hard, his chest and arms matted with dark, curly hair. His arms were flaccid but thick as hitching rails.

“Your time is up. You can leave on your own, or I can help you. Which’ll it be?”

The burly man gave Wyatt an expression of incredulity. “You can go fuck your—”

Wyatt’s fist caught the man in the mouth mid-speech, sending him stumbling backward to sit on the bed. A stream of blood poured from his burst lip. As the hairy man bowed his head to probe the damage done, Wyatt grabbed a handful of hair and a knot of drawers at his lower back and heaved him clear out the window.

By the time Wyatt had joined James in the yard, the hairy outcast had recovered from the fall enough to sit up. Craning his neck, he outstretched an arm, trying to assess the damage to an elbow.


James stood to one side, the Colt’s revolver gripped firmly in his good hand. Wide-eyed, Bessie peered at Wyatt from around her husband’s shoulder. From the open window, boots, clothes, and a hat began to rain down onto the side yard. They all turned to see the whore, Kate, leaning on the windowsill, her half-naked body exposed to the world. When she let loose a string of profanity, James chuckled and waved her back inside with the pistol.

Sally came up from the avenue in a stiff-legged trot. Behind her a tall, lean man walked in a long stride that made the leather of his pistol scabbard squeak with a steady rhythm. On his shirt a silver badge flashed in the morning light. When Sally stopped at the corner of the house and wrapped her arms around herself, Hattie ran from the front porch and attached to her. The deputy stepped beside James, splayed his hands on his hips, and contemplated the scene.

The disgruntled customer pushed to his feet and squirmed into the top of his union suit, all the while his eyes fixed on Wyatt. “Think I don’t know how to use a goddammed door?” he growled.

“Maybe so, Harvey,” James said, “but you might not know when to use it.”

“Charge dat ape double,” Kate called from the window. “I haff to wash deez sheets two times. He smell like da foul end uff a goat.”

The man straightened and took a step toward Wyatt. “You sonovabitch. I was half asleep. I got a mind to take some o’ that cock out o’ your walk.”

“You’d best be on your way,” Wyatt said.

The man leveled a finger at James. “I paid for a night with that Hungarian she-devil.”

James wagged the pistol barrel like a scolding finger. “You paid for a poke, Harvey. This ain’t your hotel.” He bobbed the gun toward the house. “We got other customers to service.”

Then, with a dexterity that belied the man’s bulk, Black turned and took a wild swing at Wyatt’s head. But Wyatt was not standing where he had been. Off balance, the man attempted to redirect his blow, stumbled, and stretched his arms forward to catch himself. Stepping in quickly, Wyatt felled him with a hard-knuckled blow just behind the ear. Black lay dazed for a moment, staring at the pool of blood and saliva in the dirt that drooled from his open mouth. Pushing himself up, he managed to sit and seemed to accept his situation as the natural course of events that had started his day.

The deputy laughed quietly as he stepped forward to stand before the disgruntled customer. “Mornin’, Mr. Black.” Then he turned his head to James. “Any complaints here from either party?”

James put on a mischievous grin. “We were just trying out my new customer emergency exit . . . in the event of a fire.”

The deputy cocked his head toward the ousted customer. “How’s that workin’ out, Mr. Black?”

Black looked up at the window, where the smirking whore still leaned on the frame. Then, inflating his cheeks, he spewed a stream of air through his swollen lips and pushed himself to his feet. After picking up his clothes and boots, he stuffed his hat on his head and limped toward the street.

Cairns turned to Wyatt. “You’re the brother?” He extended a hand, and Wyatt accepted.

“He’s one of ’em,” James said. “This here’s Wyatt.”

“Jimmy Cairns,” the deputy said and nodded in the direction that Black had gone. “Looks like you might save me some trips down here in the future. You here for long?”

“Don’t know for sure.” Wyatt kept his eyes on Cairns but spoke for James’s benefit. “But I don’t aim to work as an enforcer. Might like to try something else.”

“Ever do police work?”

“Some.”

“Where ’bouts?”

Wyatt hesitated only a moment. “Missouri. I was constable there.”

“And Ellsworth,” James butted in. “You hear about that? He wore a badge less than an hour and put it over on Ben Thompson and his crowd.”

Cairns paused a moment, pushed his lower lip forward, and studied Wyatt. “We got us a marshal likes to hire on temporary help when the situation calls for it. Think that might interest you?”


“Might,” Wyatt said. “Only I reckon I’ll be anglin’ for something more permanent.”

“Well . . .” Cairns leaned and spat a dollop of tobacco into the dirt. “Truth is, ’tween the permanent and the temporary, you’d have the better end of the stick . . . leastwise when the cattle comes in.”

“How’s that?” Wyatt said.

Cairns spat again. “There’s three of us deputies and the assistant marshal. We’re the ones got to toe the mark, treat the drovers like they was our damn sisters.” He shook his head. “That don’t work, Marshal Smith calls up the specials on standby, encourages them to crack some heads. Then, to keep the drovers from grumbling too much, he can dismiss the specials like it’s a favor to the Texas boys . . . ’til there’s need for ’em again.”

“Pay any good?” Wyatt asked.

As James began herding the women back to the front porch, Cairns turned and hitched his head for Wyatt to follow. “Two dollars a day,” the deputy said as he ambled toward the street. “Supply your own artillery. Ammunition, too. You work five minutes as a special, you get the full day’s pay.” Cairns grinned. “Hell, I gotta work the whole damn day to make that.” He shrugged. “Bonus on arrests. Every court fine you get on the books puts money in your pocket.” The deputy smiled with the hint of a sneer. “Best part’ll be watchin’ you crack some skulls.” He lost the smile and spat again. “I’m ’bout half-tired of coddling them damn Texas boys.” He raised his eyebrows to Wyatt. “So . . . want me to tell Smith ’bout you?”

Wyatt looked down Douglas Avenue. It was a town big enough to suggest a number of possibilities, but until he narrowed those down, he would need to earn some money. A job with the marshal’s office might give him both visibility and respectability in the community.

“Yeah,” Wyatt said. “Tell him.”


Chapter 2

Late spring, 1874

Wichita, Kansas

Two days after the first longhorns came in from Texas, Jimmy Cairns banged on Wyatt’s door at the Sedgwick House and told him to get dressed and down to the bridge. “Consider yourself a special deputy for the day,” Cairns said, turning to leave.

“What’s going on?” Wyatt said, stopping him in the hall.

“You hear ’bout that nigger manhandled two Texans yesterday for badgerin’ his wife? Well, they just shot him dead while he was carryin’ mud up a ladder for a bricklayer. Some of those boys held a gun on Marshal Smith while the shooters hoofed it across to Delano. Smith’s pullin’ together ever’ good man he can find. We’re meetin’ down at the bridge near your brother’s place.”

Wyatt dressed, checked the loads on his new revolver, and hurried to the livery to saddle the chestnut mare. As he rode up to the crowd at the river, he was surprised to see Cairns and the others on foot bunched at the end of the bridge.

“Where’re your horses?” Wyatt asked.

Cairns spat tobacco over the handrail and stepped away from the others. “Smith wants us to stand guard here,” he muttered, his tone full of embarrassment. He looked away and shook his head. “ ’Case the Texans make a run at us,” he added wryly and turned back to Wyatt to show his disgust for the plan.


Still sitting his horse, Wyatt scanned the crowd of armed men milling about on the road. “Where’s Smith?”

“Last time I saw him,” said a short, compactly built man carrying a carbine, “he was in his office writing up a report.” His voice hummed with sarcasm.

Wyatt checked Cairns for confirmation. “Sounds ’bout right,” the deputy said and spat again.

The shorter man approached Wyatt. “Earp? I’m John Behrens.” He pointed to a blue-black gelding tethered to the bridge post. “Looks like you and me are the only ones serious about a man gettin’ killed around here . . . nigger or not.”

Wyatt looked across the river. “Those boys got no reason to come back over here.”

“Hell, no,” Behrens huffed. “I think I’ll just go home and write me up a report or something.” He walked to his horse.

Jimmy Cairns chewed aggressively on his wad of tobacco and glared across the river. Wyatt stared across the quiet glide of the current a few moments, then wheeled his horse around and returned to his hotel.

*****

Over the next few weeks, the drovers took every opportunity to mock the police over their useless display at the bridge. Wyatt, glad not to be wearing a badge that would advertise him as one of the do-nothings, concentrated on taking the Texans’ money in the gambling halls. When he wasn’t sitting in on a poker game, he watched the faro dealer’s layout to learn the fine points of that game. With the use of a box to hold the cards hidden, there were new opportunities for a skilled player to turn the odds in his favor. No one was going to teach him these tricks, Wyatt knew. A man learned them on his own, or simply became a member of the fleeced flock.

On the day he went to pick up his two dollars for showing up at the bridge, Wyatt stepped into the marshal’s office and leaned against a wall while a short, bug-eyed man with heavily pomaded hair and a suit too warm for the afternoon lectured Marshal Billy Smith.

“It’s a seven-hundred-and-fifty-dollar piano, Marshal. The second payment was due last month. I’ve gone down there three times and each time been turned back at gunpoint. Now I’m calling on you to either collect or foreclose. These papers are clear.”

Smith showed soft features, as if he had never pulled a day’s work that broke a sweat. His cheeks were rosy like a woman’s. Leaning back in his chair, he tried to look serious without losing the practiced smile that seemed a permanent feature of his face.

“Mr. Chandler, if Ida doesn’t have the money, all I can do is put her in jail. And as I’m not set up to accommodate a female, that would involve the added expense, puttin’ her up at the hotel, see? If she’s sitting in a hotel room, well . . . her business is going to slack off, and that won’t help your problem much.”

“Meanwhile my piano is sitting down there . . . unpaid for . . . and every time I go after it, one of the drunken patrons bangs on the keys with his pistol, while the rest threaten to kill me.”

Tilting his head to one side, Smith let his smile widen. “Aw, they’re just poking some fun at you, Mr. Chandler. We have to go a little easy on our visitors, you know.” Smith, now occupied with the button on one of his shirt cuffs, would not meet the collector’s eyes. Then he sat forward and began sorting through papers as though the interview had ended. “I’ll talk to Ida, and we’ll see if we can get some o’ that money for you before too long. Just tell the folks in Kansas City it’s early in the season. The city’s income is just starting to roll in.”

Welcoming a new order of business, Smith turned to Wyatt. “You’re Earp, I believe.”

Wyatt pushed away from the wall. “Come for my pay.”

Smith held the same pleasant expression he had just used with the collector, patient and self-satisfied, as though it was impossible to tell him something he did not already know. Smith leaned forward to extend his hand over the desk, and Wyatt took it.

“Billy Smith,” the marshal said melodically. There was a proper turn to his words that, with a trace of English accent, reminded Wyatt of Ben Thompson. His grip was weak and the hand itself soft as a child’s. Wyatt could find nothing of grit in the man. His eyes were like the open windows of an empty house, and the smile just part of the trim work.


The collector spun away with a peevish hiss of air and paced to the window. The marshal settled back into his chair and kept his eyes on a pencil that he tapped on the desk.

“I hear you didn’t stay any too long at the bridge,” he said through his fixed smile. “If you want to draw pay, you’re going to have to do more than just make an appearance.”

“Wasn’t any reason to wait on something that wasn’t going to happen,” Wyatt said.

Smith shook his head at the pencil. “ ’Fraid you got to do better than that.”

“I was prepared to. Cairns said we weren’t going into Delano. Your orders.”

Smith glanced at Wyatt, opened a drawer, and dropped in the pencil. “Can’t go starting a war with the Texans over a dead nigger.”

“And now you’re paying for it,” Wyatt said, allowing an edge to his voice.

Smith looked up again, then he sniffed as if he hadn’t heard the censure in Wyatt’s voice.

Wyatt nodded toward Chandler. “How ’bout we start turning that around right now, and I go get this man’s piano.”

The collector perked up and approached the desk. “Marshal, if I go back without either the payment or the piano, I can assure you the state attorney general will have to get involved.”

“We want to help you, Mr. Chandler; it’s the ways and the means by which we do it that we have to live with here.”

“I’ll be the means,” Wyatt said. “I’ll need four men for lifting.”

Smith stared out the window and pursed his lips. “I don’t have four men to give you.” He arched his eyebrows and smiled as if that were the end of the conversation.

“Then give me Cairns, and I’ll choose the others. Am I a special?”

Smith fingered his smooth chin. “These other men,” he said, “they’ll have to come out of your pay.” He studied Wyatt to see how this part of the verbal contract affected the proposal. Wyatt made no response. “And no gunplay,” Smith ordered.


“Give me a badge. I want it official.” Wyatt turned to Chandler. “You’re going to need a wagon.”

*****

With his new Colt’s “peacemaker” stuffed into his waistband, Wyatt walked into Ida May’s brothel, followed by John Behrens, Jimmy Cairns, and two local men from the stockyards. Cairns and Behrens each carried a holstered revolver.

Five Texas cowmen sat at a table, their clothes rumpled but new. At the intrusion, they turned idly from their card game and watched the officers file into the room. Two others drank with a curly-haired woman on a long bench, no more impressed by the officers than an eighth man, who slept on the floor.

Wyatt crossed the room wordlessly, leaned his back into the bar, and hooked his right thumb in his waistband next to his revolver. At his nod, the four men he had brought with him walked over to the piano and squared off at the corners. One of the drovers, sensing the coming of trouble, called for Ida May, who flounced out of an adjoining room and stopped cold, frowning at the men gripping her piano.

“What in hell d’you think you’re doing?” she barked. Her outraged face turned quickly to a wagon that rattled to a stop outside the door. There the collecting agent sat next to a driver and, frowning, peered back at her.

“Ida,” Wyatt said, keeping his eyes on the men at the table. “Pay up now or the piano goes.”

She marched toward the piano but stopped when Wyatt stepped in her way. Standing stiffly, she stared into Wyatt’s eyes as her face reddened a shade beneath the powder caked on her cheeks.

“I paid two hundred and fifty dollars for that claptrap box of noise,” she yelled, her voice high-pitched and grating like the grind of unoiled machinery.

“Yes,” Wyatt said, “and you were due to pay that again last month.” Without taking his eyes off Ida, he raised his voice. “Take it out, boys.”

The two yard-hands crouched but hesitated when Cairns and Behrens remained upright.


With a hand on the butt of his holstered gun, John Behrens faced the Texans at the table, while Cairns turned to the two on the bench. Ida tried to maneuver around Wyatt, but he took her by the arm and swung her around.

“You interfere, Ida, I’ll have to arrest you.”

Her face turned savage now, and she tried to jerk free. “Get your fucking hand off me, you pious sonova—!”

Wyatt sat Ida on the bench. “I reckon these Texas boys here are the reason you got the piano in the first place.”

Ida looked at the customers clustered around the room. All the men in the card game held hard looks on their faces, their hands motionless on the tabletop.

Wyatt nodded toward the stalled poker game. “Probably got enough money right there on the table to pay for your music,” he said.

One rangy Texan opened his mouth to speak but said nothing.

“Were you about to offer to pay?” Wyatt said and stepped behind the man. “Take off your hat.”

As the surly Texan twisted around to glare at him, Wyatt knocked the hat off his head. It fell with a light chink as it tumbled a stack of coins on the table. The Texan tried to stand, but Wyatt kicked the chair into the back of his knees and pushed him back down.

“Pass the hat around till there’s two hundred and fifty in it,” Wyatt said. Every Texan’s face went to stone. When no one made a move to comply, Wyatt spoke in the same even voice. “Make it five hundred. I don’t want to have to come down here and go through this again.”

“Easy to push when you got a gun,” said the man holding his hat.

Wyatt stepped to the man’s side. “Like how you run the collection man outta here?” Wyatt, his eyes now hard with challenge, pulled the Colt’s from his waist and tossed it to Cairns, who almost dropped the gun, as surprised as he was.

The long-limbed Texan eyed the gun in Behrens’s hand. “Still don’t mean I won’t get shot.”

“That all you Texans do?” Wyatt said, “. . . is talk?” He kicked a chair leg, and the man visibly jumped. The room went so quiet that when Wyatt spoke, it was barely over a whisper. “Cairns, no gunplay. Unless one of these whiskey-pissers pulls on us.”

Wyatt knew how it would play out. In front of his friends the man had no choice. The Texan stood. Man to man they were equal in size, but Wyatt’s fierce will was like a locomotive about to roar out of a tunnel. The Texan swung at him, but Wyatt stepped inside the blocked arm and knocked the drover across the room. The man stumbled into the wall and slid to the floor. He did not try to get up.

Wyatt walked to the next man. “Your turn, Texas. Pass the hat or stand up.”

The cowman held his look of defiance for only a moment before his face melted into an ugly sulk. Ida May looked with interest at the money on the table. Wyatt kicked this chair harder, and the drover’s hand moved reflexively toward his stack of coins. He dropped a cascade of silver eagles into the hat and passed it to the next man.

When the hat was full, Wyatt called in Chandler, who counted out the proper sum of cash, wrote a receipt, and walked briskly from the saloon. When the wagon pulled away, Wyatt took his revolver from Cairns and walked out with his four companions following on his heels.

On the street Wyatt paid Behrens and the yard-hands a half-dollar each. “This squares it,” he said, “two dollars split four ways. Jimmy, you’re already gettin’ paid. Tell Smith what happened. You can tell him there’s likely to be trouble.”

“He ain’t gonna like it, Wyatt.”

Wyatt snugged the Colt’s back into his waistband. “I don’t expect he will.”

Within an hour, word had come from Delano that the Clements outfit was preparing to ride into Wichita and run the law into their holes. Thirty armed citizens assembled at the bridge, with Wyatt, Cairns, and Behrens among them. Unarmed, Marshal Smith approached on foot, snapping orders to anyone who got in his way. When he saw Wyatt, he stopped, his usually rosy face now dark, his facile smile replaced by a nervous frown.

“I don’t like the way you handled this, Earp. This is trouble we don’t need.”


Wyatt regarded the marshal. “Best decide right now whose town it is,” he advised.

Smith exhaled sharply and squinted down the bridge. “There could be fifty men coming.”

Wyatt looked across the gentle brown glide of the river, its current a quiet testament to the natural order of the world. The man-made bridge spanning the water was sturdy and well-built, but only wide enough for a single coach and team of horses.

“Can’t be fifty men coming across all at once,” he said. “Too narrow.”

Smith said nothing to that. He would be no help, Wyatt knew, but there were men there to be counted upon. He recognized their reliability in the way they waited, their hands relaxed, their eyes vigilant without betraying useless anxiety.

The sound of horses’ hooves struck the far end of the bridge, setting up a steady rumble in the distance. Every man on the Wichita end went still, watching the oncoming army of drovers. The sound escalated with the horses’ progress across the wood planks, like a long roll of thunder telegraphing the length of the bridge. Cairns stepped beside Wyatt, even as Smith drew back.

“That’s Mannen Clements up front,” Jimmy said. “The one in the short, gray coat.”

Wyatt made note of the man leading the small army. Several of the riders behind him had slipped rifles from their scabbards and carried them barrel-up with the stocks propped upon their thighs. Every rider he could see wore a pistol in a holster at his hip.

Behrens appeared beside Cairns. “Best not let ’em get over here and spread out.” He looked at the marshal. “You wanna select who you want to walk out there to parley?”

Smith stared across the bridge and swallowed. “Hell, I don’t care,” he said angrily. “Anyone with a badge . . . one of you get out there!”

“Who’s to do the talking?” Cairns said. “Shouldn’t that be you?”

When Smith did not respond, Wyatt nodded to a man with a shotgun. “We’ll need that scattergun. That’ll do most of our talking.”


Marshal Smith cursed, snatched the double-barrel ten gauge away from the surprised man and shouldered his way up front. “Come on,” he snapped. “And stay close, goddammit!”

Halfway across the span of the bridge the cattlemen slowed their horses to a brisk walk. The bounce of the riders in the saddle made them appear like a single unstoppable force, agitated and bristling for a fight.

Smith brusquely led the way, but when he unexpectedly stopped, Wyatt, Behrens, and Cairns found themselves standing in front of him. Far behind them, several citizens broke from the cluster at Douglas Avenue and wandered out onto the bridge to hear the exchange.

Clements reined up ten feet away. One of the men from Ida Mae’s eased his horse forward, leaned to Clements, and spoke in a low monotone that could not be heard above the clatter of hooves on the boards behind them. The drover’s hand came up to point at Wyatt. Clements noted the deputy scroll pinned to Wyatt’s shirt, and then his eyes fixed on Wyatt’s like two bright nails.

“Get the hell out of our way!” Clements ordered. “We’re comin’ over!”

Smith inverted the shotgun and lowered it to the bridge planking like a walking cane, the sound of it tapping on the wood an embarrassment to the men standing with him. “Mannen,” Smith said, clearing his throat, “we’ll need to talk this out.”

Clements pointed to Wyatt. “This’n here manhandled some of my crew and took money off ’em.”

“You can settle up with Ida Mae,” Wyatt said. “She owes you boys now.”

Clements surveyed the guns in front of him. Screwing his mouth into a tight smile, he jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

“I got better’n fifty men behind me.”

Smith started to respond, but Wyatt cut him off by taking a step forward. “We ain’t got that many, but right here, it’s just the few of us. I’d say we’re the ones that count.”

“We ain’t afraid to die,” Clements said, his raspy whisper a taunt. “How ’bout you town boys?”


Marshal Smith shifted his weight as though he might step backward. “Now wait, Mannen,” he began, but he said no more, only running his tongue across his lips.

“ ’Fraid to die?” Behrens laughed and raised the stock of his rifle to his shoulder. The skin on his face went as taut as stretched canvas. “You want . . . we can turn this bridge red right now,” he growled. “But you’re not fuckin’ crossing over.”

Clements leaned on his pommel a moment and then straightened, taking the weight off his arms. His eyes ticked back and forth between Behrens’s carbine and Wyatt’s undrawn revolver.

“Cairns,” Wyatt said without taking his eyes off the cattleman, “take hold of that scattergun.” When he heard the transfer, Wyatt watched Clements’s eyes lock on Cairns. The Texas leader sat his horse stiffly, as Wyatt slid his Colt’s easily from his waistband. He could see in Clements’s face the worrisome calibration of what that shotgun could do. “Cock it, Jimmy,” Wyatt ordered.
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