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    From the pages of the September 17, 1885, issue of the Leadville Bullet:


    Kate Elder has put up for auction all the dental instruments of John H. “Doc” Holliday, as well as one of his pistols. The famed shootist remains in the Leadville Sanitarium, a victim of consumption, and is not expected to last out the week.


     


    From the pages of the September 17, 1885, issue of the Jackson, Wyoming, Chronicle:


    Edward Drinker Cope's expedition has announced the discovery of two previously unknown species of animal near his headquarters in the Grand Teton area, south and west of the Yellowstone.


    A scientific expedition headed by Othniel C. Marsh and sponsored by his uncle, George Peabody of the Peabody Museum, is due to arrive at their campsite some sixty miles east of the Cope camp within the next twenty-four hours.



     


    From the pages of the September 19, 1885, issue of the Cheyenne Bugle:


    Heavyweight champion John L. Sullivan has arrived from the East for his much-touted title defense against William Smiley. This may well be the last bare-knuckle championship fight, as gloves are becoming increasingly popular and indeed the great John L. has worn them in his last three title defenses. A celebrity referee from New York has come out on the same train as the champion.
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    THE EMACIATED MAN LAY ON HIS BED, his mouth open, gasping for air in the plain, austere room. A white-clad nurse mopped the sweat from his forehead with an increasingly damp towel as he stared out the window at the snow-capped mountains a few miles away.


    “Is there anything I can get you, Doc?” she asked solicitously.


    “Air would be nice,” rasped the man, trying vainly to fill his lungs with the thin Colorado air.


    “I could have a couple of the attendants move you to the patio downstairs,” she offered.


    “I've seen the patio downstairs,” he whispered, wincing in discomfort. “I could use a drink, though.”


    “You know what the doctor said.”


    “I'm a doctor, too.”


    “He's a real doctor,” said the nurse. “You're just a…” She searched for the word.


    “Cold-blooded drunken killer?” he suggested wryly. “I'm not, you know. At least, not anymore. I haven't had a drink in a week.”



    “I was going to say dentist,” replied the nurse. “And the doctor knows what's best for you.”


    “I don't see that knowing what's next for me gives him any insight into what's best for me,” said the patient bitterly.


    “No whiskey, and that's final!” she said. Then she smiled. “But I do have a treat for you.”


    “Let me guess,” he muttered. “A church choir composed of apple-cheeked children?”


    “No,” she said, surprised. “But I could send for the minister if you want.”


    He shook his head and winced again at the effort. “He'll be reading over me soon enough.”


    “Why are you like this?” she demanded in exasperated tones, trying to clean some blood he'd coughed up off his chest with a damp towel.


    “Dying of consumption?” he replied bitterly. “Beats the hell out of me.”


    “You make it very hard to be pleasant to you.”


    “I've been told that before,” he said with a grim smile.


    “Anyway, your treat,” she continued, forcing a smile to her face with an obvious effort. “Your closest friend is coming here tomorrow.”


    The emaciated man frowned. “My closest friend?”


    She nodded. “The famous Wyatt Earp!”


    “I haven't seen him in three years. He's just coming to gloat.”


    “But the two of you are dear friends!” she said. “Everyone knows that! I've come out to Leadville all the way from Delaware, and even back there they've all heard about Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday and the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral.”


    Another grimace. “They're never going to get that right,” he growled hoarsely. “It took place in the alley behind the O.K. Corral.”


    “But it did take place, and you're famous for it.”



    “One bunch of shootists killed another bunch of shootists,” replied Holliday. “Nothing to brag about.” He tried to shrug, winced in pain, and lay back on his pillow, gasping for air. “More and more often these days I wish we'd lost. At least I wouldn't be gasping for less air than that damned bird puts in its lungs.”


    “What bird?” asked the nurse.


    “That one perched on the windowsill,” replied Holliday, pointing weakly.


    The nurse turned, saw an owl sitting on the sill, and shooed it away, flapping the moist towel at it.


    “Unclean things!” she complained, returning to bedside. “Carrion eaters.”


    “We all are, when we get hungry enough,” said Holliday.


    She stared at him. “John Henry Holliday, you are a most unpleasant man.”


    “I've been called worse,” he said with a chuckle, then coughed again.


    She walked to the door. “I have other patients to tend to. Call if you need me.”


    “And you'll hear me through the closed door?” he asked with a smile.


    She glared at him, then walked out into the hall, considered leaving the door ajar, then let her anger get the better of her and slammed it shut.


    Holliday looked ruefully at the door. “Yeah, John Henry,” he said softly, “you're still a charmer.” He turned his head, looked over to see that the owl had returned and was once again perching on the window. “I hope you've been enjoying yourself.”


    The owl stared at him.


    “She's got a lot on her mind,” he continued. “She didn't realize that you're not supposed to be out at mid-afternoon.”



    He was about to say something more, but he began coughing, reached for a handkerchief, couldn't find one, and soon coughed another mouthful of blood all over his chest.


    “You'd better be who and what I think you are,” he said weakly. “My gun's in a drawer of that night table, and I would take very unkindly to a real owl eating off my chest.”


    The owl stared unblinking at him for a long moment, then hopped lightly to the floor. Holliday simply stared at him, and as he did so, the owl began to change and grow. Its feathers vanished, its wings became arms, and a few seconds later the dying man was confronting Goyathlay, known to whites as Geronimo, the most powerful medicine man among the Apaches.


    “You are dying, Holliday,” said Geronimo.


    “We're all dying from the minute we're born,” replied Holliday. “I just do it a little more enthusiastically than most.”


    “There is every likelihood that you will be dead before your friend Earp arrives tomorrow.”


    “Just as well,” said Holliday. “Saves me the trouble of apologizing for what I said about his wife. That's the reason he hasn't spoken to me for three years.”


    Geronimo stared at him for a long moment.


    “Would you like to live?” he said at last.


    “In this condition?” asked Holliday, trying to chuckle and coughing up more blood instead. “When did you develop a sense of humor?”


    “I have come to offer you a bargain. If you accept it, you will need your health, and I will restore it.”


    “Who do you want killed?”


    “Possibly no one.”


    Geronimo fell silent and Holliday stared at him. “Well? I'd at least like to hear the offer before I can't breathe anymore.”
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    “Things are happening,” said Geronimo. “Serious things.” He stared at Holliday. “Things that must stop.”


    “I'm too sick and too weak to make a comment every time you stop talking, so just spit it out,” rasped Holliday.


    “We have not seen each other since I signed the treaty with Theodore Roosevelt, the treaty that allows the United States to cross the great river the white eyes call the Mississippi and go to the edge of the world, where the endless sea lies. The other medicine men opposed that treaty, but through your efforts and his, it was enacted. And until now it has been done peacefully.”


    “Let me guess,” said Holliday, realizing he'd promised to be silent but unable to stop himself from offering opinions. “The army fired on your people. Nothing I can do about that.”


    “No, the army has kept its word,” said Geronimo. “This particular problem was unforeseen, even by myself.”


    Lack a certain modesty, don't you? thought Holliday. Then: What the hell. You've got every right to think that highly of yourself.


    “There are two men involved in this,” continued Geronimo. “You are a learned man. Perhaps you have heard of them.” Holliday made no answer, and Geronimo continued. “Cope and Marsh.”


    Holliday shook his head, then winced at the pain. “No, I never heard those names before.”


    “They are”—Geronimo searched for the right word but couldn't find it—“scientists.”


    “Like Tom Edison?” asked Holliday.


    “No. They tear up the earth, searching for—”


    “Gold?” interrupted Holliday.


    “Bones,” said Geronimo.


    Holliday frowned. “Bones?” he repeated blankly.


    “Yes.”



    “Human bones?”


    It was Geronimo's turn to shake his head. “No, not human bones. But they are disturbing human bones as they dig for the bones they seek.”


    “Okay, they're disturbing human bones,” said Holliday. “Where are they digging?”


    “In the land the white eyes call Wyoming.”


    “That's out of your bailiwick.”


    “I do not know that word,” said Geronimo.


    “There are no Apaches buried in Wyoming, so why do you care?”


    Geronimo smiled a humorless smile. “I knew you would understand.”


    “I don't understand a damned thing,” growled Holliday, fighting back another coughing seizure.


    “You know that we have burial grounds that are sacred to us. You helped me once before when the railroad was desecrating our burial ground.”


    “That was an Apache burial ground in Arizona,” said Holliday irritably. “What the hell has it got to do with whoever's buried in Wyoming?” He fell back on his pillow, suddenly exhausted.


    “The Comanche are buried there,” said Geronimo.


    Holliday used most of his remaining strength to utter two words: “So what?”


    “The two men have many other white eyes working for them. If the Comanche kill them for desecrating their sacred burial grounds, they will have killed so many that the army will have to respond, and then we will be in a war of extermination. The white eyes have more men and more horses and more guns, so eventually it will be the People who are exterminated.”


    “All because someone is digging in the ground for bones?”


    “Yes.”



    “And you think one skinny man riddled with consumption can make them stop?”


    Geronimo stared at him expressionlessly. “If they are not stopped, there will be war.”


    “Then there'll be a war, with their arrows and stolen guns against the United States army. I wouldn't want to be on your side.”


    “The Comanche know that they cannot win with the weapons they have.”


    “Then they'd better let them dig,” said Holliday.


    “You do not understand after all, Holliday,” said Geronimo. “This land is sacred. No one but the People may dig in it. If anyone else does so, it is desecration.”


    “Then the People are going to be on the wrong end of a war,” said Holliday.


    There was a momentary silence.


    “Not necessarily,” said Geronimo at last.


    Here it comes, thought Holliday, but he remained quiet as he waited for the Apache to explain.


    “There was a time before God made the People and other men that monsters walked the Earth, monsters such as you cannot even imagine.”


    “Spare me the fairy tales and get to the point,” growled Holliday, and then suffered a coughing fit that lasted almost a full minute and drenched his hospital gown in blood.


    “Many of those monsters lie beneath the sacred burial ground. I know the Comanche medicine men and their allies among the other tribes—they are the same ones who opposed my agreement with the man Roosevelt—and before they let a single warrior die they will bring forth those monsters to kill the white eyes. But,” continued Geronimo, “they cannot control the monsters once they resurrect them, and the monsters might just as easily turn on the People. Do you understand what I am saying?”



    Holliday didn't trust himself to answer without coughing again, so he settled for nodding his head.


    “And once the monsters walk the earth, there is nothing to stop them from coming to the Apaches’ homeland. I made the treaty with Roosevelt and against the wishes of the other medicine men because I did not wish to see our young warriors die in a battle against the white eyes. I do not intend to see them die now, fighting both the army and the monsters.”


    “I can't even walk to the door,” said Holliday. “I don't know how you think I can kill these monsters.” If they really exist, which I doubt like all hell, he added mentally.


    “They do not exist yet,” explained Geronimo. “You will go to the land called Wyoming and stop these two men from tearing up the sacred ground, and perhaps they will never exist again.”


    “Should be easy enough to scare them off,” remarked Holliday. He stared at Geronimo. “Once I get my health back.”


    Geronimo shook his head. “It will not be easy, or I would not be speaking to you.”


    “Explain.”


    “It will become clear to you once you are there.” He paused. “And you will find an ally there, if you can convince him to join your cause.”


    “It's your cause,” wheezed Holliday. “My cause is to walk from here to the door without gasping for breath.”


    “Have we an agreement?”


    Holliday nodded his head. “I'll agree to just about anything that will get me out of this goddamned bed.”


    “So be it,” said Geronimo, and began chanting a prayer or perhaps a spell in his native tongue. When he was finished he turned to Holliday. “It is done.”


    Holliday lay motionless, afraid to find out that nothing had changed. Finally he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.



    “Son of a bitch!” he said, getting to his feet. “You actually did it!”


    He spun around, grinning, then ran—not walked—to the bathroom door—


    —and then grasped the edge of the door with one hand while his emaciated body was wracked by another coughing fit. When he was done he wiped his mouth with his sleeve. It came away soaked with blood.


    “You lied!” he snapped.


    “I did not,” said Geronimo calmly.


    “I'm still coughing, and I'm still gasping, and I'm still skinny as a rail!”


    “You are breathless because you ran to the door,” said Geronimo. “When is the last time you ran?”


    “What difference does that make?” demanded Holliday. “You promised to restore my health.”


    “And I did,” answered Geronimo, walking to the window and seating himself on the ledge.


    “I've still got the consumption!” roared Holliday.


    Geronimo smiled. “You see? You can run and you can yell. Could you do that this morning, or last week?”


    “But I'm still—”


    “What makes you Doc Holliday?” interrupted Geronimo.


    Holliday stared at him, puzzled. “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “I do not want a dentist,” said Geronimo. “I want a cold resourceful killer who is not afraid to die because he welcomes the thought of death. And what has made you that?”


    “You said you'd restore my health, damn it!”


    “And I have,” replied Geronimo. “To the day we first met, five years ago.”



    “I was dying five years ago.”


    “We are all dying. Do you want an extra year or not?”


    Holliday frowned and sighed deeply.


    “Get out of here,” he said. He turned to close the bathroom door, and when he turned back, the room was empty. He walked to the window just in time to see a huge owl rising out of sight.
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    THE TALL MAN WITH THE PROSTHETIC ARM took a last breath of the cool, fresh Colorado air, entered the crowded Monarch Saloon and Casino through its swinging doors, took a step inside, and then paused, looking around, past the long bar, the faro table, the half-dozen poker tables. Finally he saw a thin man dressed like a riverboat gambler, sitting alone at a table with a bottle and a glass in front of him, and walked over to him.


    “What the hell are you doing here?” demanded Holliday, looking up from his drink.


    “I'm glad to see you too,” said Thomas Alva Edison, seating himself opposite the thin man.


    “I thought you and Ned Buntline went back East once Geronimo lifted the curse and the country was able to expand past the Mississippi.”


    “We did,” confirmed Edison.


    “So what's the most famous inventor in the world doing in Leadville, Colorado?” said Holliday.


    Edison smiled. “Believe it or not, Ned and I came to say good-bye to the most famous shootist in the world.”



    “The most famous left alive,” Holliday corrected him.


    “Anyway, we heard that you were dying, and to tell the truth we thought we might be too late.”


    “You damned near were,” said Holliday, pouring himself another drink. “I'd offer you one,” he said, indicating the bottle, “but I only have one glass.”


    “You could ask for another.”


    “Yes, I could,” agreed Holliday. “But you might accept, and I've been too long without this stuff.” He looked around. “Where's Ned?”


    “Back at the hotel,” answered Edison. “It was a long, exhausting trip, especially the last couple of hundred miles, and he didn't want to spend all night searching for you.”


    “Didn't seem to bother you,” noted Holliday.


    “I know your habits,” replied Edison with a smile. “And how many places can you drink all night in a town as small as Leadville?”


    Holliday chuckled. “Well, thanks for coming,” he said. “I'm sorry it was a wasted trip.”


    “Nonsense. We're glad you're alive. I guess they misdiagnosed you.”


    “No, they had it right. At noon today any gambler would have given you even money that I wouldn't be around at noon tomorrow.”


    Suddenly Edison learned forward intently. “You want to tell me about it?”


    “Not much to tell. We both know there's only one man with the power to let a dying man live.”


    “Goyathlay?”


    Holliday nodded his head. “Geronimo.”


    “He had a reason, of course?”


    “Of course,” said Holliday. “The bastard.”


    Edison frowned. “I'm not following this. He brought you back from the precipice. Why is he a bastard?”



    “He didn't restore my health, not that I ever had any by the time I was old enough to shave.”


    “But you were dying, and now you're not!” protested Edison.


    “Oh, I'm dying, all right,” replied Holliday as a gambler at a nearby table let out a triumphant yell. “Just not quite as fast as before.” He took another drink. “He's made me the way I was when I met him. I've still got the consumption, but at least I can function.”


    Edison nodded. “He doesn't want to take that killing edge off you.”


    Holliday stared at him for a long moment. “You too?” he growled.


    “I'm not saying I approve, Doc,” answered Edison. “Just that I understand his reasoning. If he gave you perfect health, you'd be less inclined to risk it.” There was a brief pause. “What does he need you for?”


    “Some foolishness in Wyoming,” said Holliday, frowning. “Hell, it doesn't even concern the Apaches,” He grimaced. “Well, not unless it gets out of hand.”


    “What the hell is in Wyoming?” asked Edison, clearly puzzled. “There's no gold, no major rivers to be diverted, not much of anything valuable to be honest.”


    “There's a graveyard.”


    “I'm sure there are lots of them,” said Edison. “So?”


    “Let me re-word that,” said Holliday. “There's a sacred burial ground.”


    “I'm still confused,” said Edison. “There's no train tracks going through there yet, the way there were down near Lincoln City in Arizona when we got them to re-route it. In fact, to the best of my knowledge, there are no Apaches.”


    “You're right,” said Holliday. “There's no Apaches, no railroad, no major rivers, and no gold.”


    “So what is there?”


    Holliday stared at him for a moment. “Bones.”



    “I beg your pardon?”


    “I knew you wouldn't believe it,” said Holliday with an amused smile as a happy shout went up from the faro table and one of the gamblers, clutching a wad of cash, offered to buy drinks for the house, then amended it to drinks for the faro players when he saw how crowded the Monarch was.


    “Someone's digging up bones from a Comanche burial ground?” repeated Edison, frowning.


    “That's about it.”


    “But why?”


    “To get at the bones that are beneath them.”


    Suddenly Edison's eyes widened. “Of course!” he exclaimed excitedly. “Cope and Marsh!”


    “Has everyone heard of them except me?”


    “No reason why anyone out here should know the names. I'm surprised Geronimo did. I assume he's the one who told you about them?”


    Holliday nodded. “Right.”


    “Damn! This is exciting!” enthused Edison. “Come back to the hotel with me! Ned'll want to hear about this!”


    “They got any empty rooms?” asked Holliday. “I came right here from the sanitarium, and I'd been there maybe four or five months.”


    “We have a suite. If they don't have any more rooms, you can sleep on the couch in the parlor.”


    “What the hell,” said Holliday, getting to his feet, putting the cork back in the bottle, and picking it up. “I can drink there as well as here.”


    He began walking to the door, followed by Edison. Once they were out in the street, the procedure was reversed and Holliday followed the inventor to the brand-new Delaware Hotel, which boasted the most luxurious wood-paneled rooms in town, each with its own indoor plumbing. They stopped at the front desk long enough for Holliday to rent a room, then climbed the stairs to the second floor and walked to the end of the long corridor, where Edison pulled out a key and unlocked the door. The parlor had Oriental rugs, dark furniture, and the windows were framed by tasseled drapes. Portraits of Victorian ladies and gentlemen, none of whom Holliday recognized, hung on the walls.


    “Back already?” said a familiar voice.


    “Yes,” answered Edison. “And I've brought company.”


    Ned Buntline, portly and mustached, with thick, flowing sideburns, emerged from one of the two bedrooms, took one look at his visitor, and walked over to greet him with arms spread wide.


    “Careful,” warned Holliday. “I'm not that healthy.”


    “At least you're up and around,” said Buntline, settling for shaking his hand. “I don't know if Tom has told you, but I've written some of our—well, your—adventures up in a play.”


    “I hope you get Lillie Langtree to play me.”


    “Lillie Langtree?” repeated Buntline, surprised.


    Holliday shrugged. “She's the only actor whose name I know.”


    Buntline chuckled. “Tell you what: if she's in New York when we're casting, I'll ask her—but don't hold your breath.”


    “It's been twenty years since I could hold my breath,” said Holliday.


    “Well, have a seat, Doc!” said Buntline, indicating a tufted leather chair.


    “I'll take this one, if you don't mind,” said Holliday, carrying an elegantly crafted wooden chair over from a large dining table. “I have a feeling I'd never get out of that leather one.”


    “Guess what this is all about, Ned?” said Edison enthusiastically.


    “I don't believe in miracle cures,” said Buntline. “I think our Apache friend probably had something to do with it.”


    Edison nodded. “It's his half of a quid pro quo.”


    “And Doc's half?”



    “Ned, it's got to do with Cope and Marsh!”


    “You mean they haven't killed each other yet?” asked Buntline with a smile.


    “Who the hell are they?” demanded Holliday irritably.


    “The two leading paleontologists in the United States!” said Edison.


    Holliday stared at his two companions and frowned. “I've had both a classical and a scientific education—at least as pertains to medicine, dentistry, and literature—but I'll be damned if I ever heard that word before.”


    “No reason why you should,” answered Edison. “I don't think the science had existed for more than ten or fifteen years before you graduated, and it truly wasn't worth the bother to learn about it until these two gentlemen came along.”


    “They're partners, are they?” asked Holliday, and Buntline laughed aloud.


    “They're partners the way the Earps and the Clantons were partners,” said Edison. “I doubt that there are two men anywhere in the world who hate each other more.”


    “Get back to paleo…paleowhatever.”


    “It's the study and science of dinosaurs.”


    “Okay,” said Holliday. “What are dinosaurs?”


    “Creatures, many of them huge beyond imagining, that walked the Earth long before Man arrived on the scene.”


    “Doesn't Mr. Darwin say that the fittest survive?” asked Holliday. “Seems to me something as big as this hotel is a lot fitter than a consumptive dentist.”


    “That's part of the science,” said Buntline. “Learning everything we can about them, including why we're here and they're not.”


    “And there really were dinosaurs here?” asked Holliday dubiously.


    “Yes.”



    “Why haven't we all heard about it before now? Hell, I not only never heard of the science, I never heard the word dinosaur.”


    “It's a very young field of study,” answered Edison. “And it was going nowhere in this country until these two men met.”


    “Cope and Marsh?”


    Edison nodded an affirmative. “Edward Drinker Cope and Othniel Charles Marsh.”


    “What about them?” asked Holliday.


    “They were both interested in the infant science,” said Edison. “I gather at one point, shortly after the War Between the States, they even went on a dig together.”


    “A dig?” said Holliday, frowning.


    “You don't see dead dinosaurs—or dead men, for that matter—laying on the ground year after year, Doc,” said Buntline. “The earth covers them up. So when you go prospecting for species instead of nuggets, you call it a dig.”


    “And on this dig,” continued Edison, “Cope found a complete dinosaur, which he called a plesiosaur. Marsh said he had the wrong head on it, or on the wrong end of the vertebrae, something like that. Cope said he didn't. They argued, nobody won, and somehow they became mortal enemies. Now, I know that doesn't seem like much to be enemies about, but they were both brilliant, they were both egocentric, and they were both independently wealthy. Marsh was associated with Yale and its museum, Cope with a museum in Pennsylvania, and they each had their museum's clout and money behind them, as well as their own fortunes. And driven on by their mutual hatred, they have managed to discover and name more than a thousand dinosaur species in the last fifteen years, whereas all American paleontology could come up with before their feud was three species.”


    “They're that good?” asked Holliday.



    Edison nodded. “Usually it takes months, often longer, to produce a scientific paper. Cope's already produced more than a thousand of them.”


    “So who's winning?”


    Buntline smiled. “It'll be the last one standing, and that'll be the last one to go broke. They've sued each other, written scandalous and slanderous articles about each other, challenged almost every find the other has made, even tried to get the United States Congress to pass laws against each other.”


    “And now they're both digging up bones in Wyoming,” said Holliday, amused.


    “It's not as simple as that,” said Edison.


    “Oh?”


    “They usually set up shop not too far from one another,” continued Edison. “Do you know what the third most important job on one of their digs is?”


    “Beats me,” said Holliday.


    Edison grinned. “Chief paleontologist.”


    Holliday frowned and poured himself a glass from a whiskey bottle on the table next to him. “And the second?”


    “Riding shotgun to hold the Indians at bay. They do most of their digs in Indian country.”


    Holliday put the bottle back on the table, then leaned forward. “Okay, what's the most important job?”


    “I was hoping you'd ask,” said Edison, still grinning.


    “Well?” demanded Holliday.


    “Saboteur.”


    Holliday stared at Edison for a moment, then lifted his bottle and took another long swig without bothering to pour it into his glass. “I can tell I'm in for a fun time,” he said at last.



    “What's the downside of this?” asked Buntline.


    “I get killed,” said Holliday.


    “I mean, Geronimo's downside,” said Buntline.


    “If I can't stop them from digging in sacred ground, the Comanche medicine men and their allies will bring the dinosaurs to life and kill the two teams…but according to Geronimo, they can't control them once they bring them back, and they're just as likely to wander to Apache land as anywhere else and kill anyone they come across along the way.”


    Buntline got to his feet and began pacing back and forth across the gaudy carpet. “That's a few hundred miles of mighty barren land. What would they live on?”


    “Each other,” answered Edison. “What if they resurrect a couple of thousand dinosaurs, including a few hundred carnivorous ones—and after they kill the paleontologists they head south and west? They might eat a thousand prey dinosaurs along the way, but sooner or later they'll run out, and then they'll kill and eat whatever's available.”


    “I agree,” said Buntline, leaning against an empty bookcase. “I hadn't thought of that.”


    “What does one of these things actually look like?” asked Holliday.


    “Ned, you're the artist,” said Edison.


    Buntline got a pen and a pad of paper and began sketching a carnosaur baring its teeth. When he was done he handed it to Holliday.


    “Mean-looking critter,” opined the dentist. “How big is he?”


    “Oh, probably eight to ten times larger than a horse.”


    “Suddenly that sanitarium is looking a lot better to me,” said Holliday.
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    HOLLIDAY WAS NOT HAPPY. The Bunt Line, the horseless coach created by Ned Buntline, terminated at Fort Collins, and he'd had to buy and ride a horse the rest of the way to Cheyenne. He was not fond of horses; he didn't like their smell, he didn't enjoy riding them, and he had a sneaking suspicion that most of them were just waiting for him to fall off so they could trample him.


    He passed out of a sparse forest onto flat, almost barren land, and saw a sign posted that he was three miles from Cheyenne. At least then he could sell the horse and hunt up a horse-drawn stagecoach that would take him to the two paleontologists’ camps. First, though, he planned to stop at a saloon and slake his seemingly endless thirst. He had a canteen, of course, but he figured that water was for bathing, whiskey was for drinking, and only a fool mixed the two up.


    As he entered town he sought out the main street, rode up to the first saloon he could find, thankfully climbed down off his horse, and entered the place. The interior had the usual wooden tables and chairs, a faro game in the back that no one seemed interested in, and spittoons not just lining the bar but spread through the saloon. There was a huge picture of a shirtless man with his fists doubled up, hanging behind the bar, covering part of a long mirror, and Holliday studied it as he waited for the bartender to approach him.


    “What do you think of him?” asked a man who was standing next to him.


    “I prefer paintings of naked ladies,” answered Holliday.


    “That's our local champion, Bill Smiley,” said the man proudly. “He's the one who's going to knock the great John L. down for the count this afternoon.”


    “Seems to me that people have been trying to do that for twelve or thirteen years now,” replied Holliday, obviously unimpressed.


    “Well, Smiley's the man who can do it,” said the man adamantly. “And he's bringing the championship to Wyoming,” he added, his chest swelling with pride.


    “If you say so,” responded Holliday, trying to cut off any further discussion.


    “You think otherwise?”


    “I'm a stranger here,” said Holliday. “I have no idea.”


    “I've got fifty dollars says that Smiley wins,” said the man pugnaciously, pulling out a fifty-dollar bill and waving it around.


    “I'll take that bet,” said Holliday, pulling out his own cash.


    The expressions of the onlookers said he was throwing his money away, that no intruder was going to beat their local hero on his own turf.


    “We'll let the bartender hold it,” said the man.


    “Fine by me,” said Holliday.


    “I just hope that damned ref isn't as blind as he looks,” muttered the man. “Whoever heard of a referee with spectacles?”


    “Spectacles?” repeated Holliday.



    “Yeah.”


    Suddenly Holliday smiled. “Is he from New York?”


    “That's what they say, though I hear he spent some time in the Dakota Badlands pretending to be a cowboy.”


    “Son of a bitch, I know him!” exclaimed Holliday. “I'll be damned!”


    “If you're who I think you are, that's a given,” said the man.


    The saloon suddenly went completely silent, and every head turned toward Holliday. He stared at the man, then shrugged. “What the hell,” he muttered. “When you're right, you're right. Now, when and where is this fight?”


    “Maybe an hour from now, out there by Jake Gilmore's corral,” said the man, walking him to the door and pointing to a large crowd perhaps half a mile away.


    It took Holliday almost twenty minutes to traverse the distance on foot, and once there he walked up to the hastily constructed ticket booth and bought a standing-room ticket, well behind the seated area, since he was much less interested in watching the fight than meeting the referee.


    There was a preliminary bout going on, and the crowd was cheering for its favorite, a short stocky man with a shock of blond hair. Holliday saw that the referee was a lean bearded man, and went off to find something to drink. The best he could do was a warm beer, so he took it, spent a few minutes polishing it off, and returned to where he could see the ring. A cheer went up from the crowd just as he reached it, and he saw that the stocky man's hand was being held above his head, while his opponent's corner men were trying to awaken the unconscious fighter.


    There was another bout, which ended about ninety seconds after it began, and then the ring stood empty for almost fifteen minutes. Finally a band began playing. Holliday turned and saw the uniformed trumpeters and drummers marching down the aisle to the ring, leading a tall, broad-shouldered man who he recognized from photos and drawings in the few newspapers he had seen in the last couple of years as being John L. Sullivan. The crowd stood up and cheered, and Sullivan smiled and waved to them.


    When they reached the ring the band stopped playing and Sullivan climbed the four stairs, stepped between the ropes, and stood calmly, awaiting his opponent.


    A moment later William Smiley walked to the ring in solitary splendor. Again, the crowd began cheering when they saw him, and one woman even threw him a bouquet, which he caught, brought carefully to his lips, and then handed to a teenaged girl who was standing on the aisle.


    Holliday studied Smiley as he gracefully made his way to the ring. He was a lean man except for his arms, which were heavily muscled. His face bore no marks of previous battles, and in a time of cauliflower ears and crooked noses that was remarkable in itself. He smiled and waved to the crowd as he entered the ring, then walked over to shake Sullivan's hand. Sullivan, straight-faced, said something that made Smiley laugh, and Smiley's reply elicited nothing more than a sneer from Sullivan.


    But Holliday wasn't watching them. His attention was focused on a third man who was approaching the ring: medium height, broad of chest, wearing the mustache he'd grown during his last trip out West, and watching the world through a pair of rimless glasses.


    A man dressed in his Sunday best entered the ring and held a bullhorn to his mouth.


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he intoned, “welcome to the match for the heavyweight championship of the world. Cheyenne is proud to host this momentous event, and we are delighted to welcome the reigning champion, the great John L. Sullivan!”


    Sullivan bowed from the waist as he received a huge ovation.



    “Fighting against him will be our own undefeated native son, William Smiley!


    The cheer was even louder this time, and Smiley waved to the crowd.


    “And coming out from New York just to referee this momentous event is Theodore Roosevelt.”


    Roosevelt nodded his head briefly to the mild cheers, and then called the two fighters to the center of the ring to give them their instructions.


    “Why the hell did they bring out a politician to ref the damned thing?” complained a man standing next to Holliday.


    “He's a little more than a politician,” said Holliday.


    “Oh?”


    Holliday nodded. “For one thing, he was a boxing champion at Harvard.”


    “Where's that?” asked the man.


    Holliday smiled. “Little school back East.” He was about to list Roosevelt's other accomplishments, including the treaty with Geronimo, but then the bell rang and the fight began.


    Strategy wasn't Smiley's strong suit. He went right at Sullivan, and received a bloody nose for his trouble. Undeterred, he charged the champion like a bull, and like a matador Sullivan stepped aside and landed a powerful blow on his ear that knocked him halfway across the ring.


    The entire first round went that way, and the crowd became increasingly silent, because the only mystery remaining was not who would win, but rather how much longer Smiley could stand up under Sullivan's sledgehammer blows.


    The bell rang for the second round, and Smiley approached Sullivan more cautiously this time. It made no difference. Sullivan ducked under a left, and delivered a powerful blow to Smiley's solar plexus. Smiley went down to one knee, in obvious pain, and as Roosevelt began counting Sullivan stepped in for the kill.



    Roosevelt pushed Sullivan back to give Smiley room, then resumed the count—but Sullivan's blood was up, and he took another swing at Smiley as the fallen boxer was attempting to rise.


    Roosevelt pushed him back again, more firmly this time. Sullivan bellowed an obscenity and, to the surprise of the crowd, he took a swing at Roosevelt.


    The Easterner ducked, threw a quick left that bloodied Sullivan's nose, and took his glasses off, folding them carefully and putting them in a breast pocket.


    “Your friend's gonna get it now!” said Holliday's companion excitedly.


    “Don't bet your last penny on it,” replied Holliday.


    Sullivan wiped the blood from his nose, roared with rage, and turned his full attention to Roosevelt. He yelled something at Roosevelt that Holliday couldn't hear, then swung a roundhouse right that would have almost beheaded him if it had landed, but Roosevelt ducked and landed a quick one-two punch to Sullivan's belly that doubled the champion over.


    “We chose the wrong man to fight against Sullivan!” cried a man who was standing a few feet behind Holliday.


    Roosevelt pointed to the timekeeper, who instantly realized what the referee wanted and rang the bell. That seemed to bring Sullivan to his senses, and he walked quickly to his corner, not even deigning to look at Roosevelt, who dropped to one knee beside Smiley and helped him to his corner. Then he approached Sullivan, said something to him, Sullivan nodded, and Roosevelt went back to the middle of the ring. The bell rang about forty seconds later, and the two fighters emerged from their corners. It was obvious that Smiley was still groggy, and it only took one punch—a right to the side of the head—for Sullivan to put him down for the count.



    Roosevelt raised Sullivan's hand, they spoke to each other for a moment, and then shook hands and parted.


    Sullivan collected a trophy and a check from one of the sponsors and strode off furiously to his dressing tent, while Roosevelt, noticing that Smiley was starting to awaken, helped him to his feet and led him out of the ring and down the stairs to ground level.


    As the two of them began walking away from the ring, they passed where Holliday was standing.


    “You should have beat the crap out of that pompous bastard, Theodore,” said Holliday.


    Roosevelt stopped and searched the faces until he found the one he sought.


    “Doc!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”


    “Buy me a drink and I'll be happy to tell you,” said Holliday.


    “Sure,” said Roosevelt. “But not here. I've got a horse and buggy waiting. Let's go back to my hotel.”


    “Where are you staying?”


    “The Plains Hotel. And you?”


    “I haven't checked in yet,” said Holliday.


    “Where's your luggage?” asked Roosevelt.


    “Right here,” said Holliday, touching his gun and his flask in turn.


    “Well, we'll get you a room there,” said Roosevelt. “How long will you be in town?”


    “Just passing through.”


    “Where are you heading?”


    Holliday smiled. “That's what we're going to talk about.”


    They reached Roosevelt's horse and buggy, which also had a driver, and were sitting in the Plains Hotel's elegant bar ten minutes later.


    “Nice place,” noted Holliday, looking at the polished walls and crystal chandelier. “How are the rooms?”



    “You won't be disappointed,” answered Roosevelt. “Now,” he said as the waiter brought Holliday a glass of whiskey and Roosevelt some sarsaparilla, “suppose you tell me what this is all about.”


    Holliday took a long swallow and leaned back in his chair. “You ever hear of a man named Cope?”


    “The paleontologist?”


    Holliday smiled. “You've heard of him.”


    “He's been digging not too far from Leadville, I understand,” said Roosevelt. “Did you meet him there?”


    “I've never met him,” answered Holliday. “I assume you know of March, too?”


    Roosevelt nodded. “Yale man. Probably not as brilliant as Cope, but he's got huge money behind him. I assume you've never met him either?”


    Holliday shook his head. “Nope. But I suspect I'm about to, all thanks to our friend Geronimo.”


    Roosevelt frowned in puzzlement. “What's he got to do with this?”


    “It seems that Cope and Marsh have gotten everything they want from the Colorado mountains, and now they're digging up the ground in Wyoming.” Holliday paused. “Sacred ground.”


    “I didn't think there were any Apaches in Wyoming.”


    “It's sacred Comanche ground.”


    “Okay, it's sacred Comanche ground,” said Roosevelt. “What's that got to do with you or Geronimo?”


    “The Comanche want them off it.”


    Roosevelt shrugged. “That figures.”


    “And since they're loaded not only with scientists but with shootists, it's my job to convince them to leave peacefully.”


    “Or else the Comanche will go on the warpath?”


    “Not exactly,” said Holliday, toying with his whiskey glass.



    “Doc, I can play guessing games all night,” said Roosevelt. “But wouldn't it just be easier if you told me what's going on?”
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