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    From the September 7, 1881, issue of the Tombstone Epitaph

    THE BRIGHTEST LITTLE TOWN IN THE WEST

    BY JOHN P. CLUM, PUBLISHER

     

    TODAY MARKS ONE FULL YEAR since Tombstone became the first city, not just in America but in the world, to be illuminated by artificial electric light, thanks to our two resident geniuses, Thomas Alva Edison and Ned Buntline. The Epitaph thinks it's time to salute these two gentlemen, without whom life in our fair city would certainly be less bright.

    Ned Buntline moved to Tombstone from Dodge City three years ago, and since that time he has invented a type of brass that cannot be penetrated by bullets. Most of the outlying ranch houses and barns are now covered with this remarkable material, and of course those who live in town daily pass buildings constructed of Mr. Buntline's brass, which was also used in the construction of our lovely and ornate lampposts.


    Mr. Buntline invited his friend, Mr. Edison, to immigrate to Tombstone exactly one year ago today, and it is Mr. Edison who is responsible for the harnessing of electricity to power not only the streetlights, but also the Tombstone Territory Stage, which has since been renamed the Bunt Line. Remarkably it is now impervious to attack by highwaymen or Indians.

    Perhaps the pair's most remarkable creation is Mr. Edison's artificial arm. The original had to be amputated after it was shattered by a bullet during a failed assassination attempt, and Mr. Buntline, under Mr. Edison's direction, crafted the appendage that is now attached to Mr. Edison's shoulder. According to Mr. Edison, it is stronger and works better than the original—and of course is immune to pain. This principle has since been used by Mr. Buntline in other experiments, while Mr. Edison has just completed work on the phonograph and is working on something we have not yet seen which he calls the “telephone.”

    When asked what they plan to create next, Mr. Buntline merely shrugged and said, “The sky's the limit.”

    Mr. Edison then added, only half smiling, “There's no reason why it should be. Leonardo didn't accept that, so why should we?”

    Whatever they come up with next, Tombstone is proud to have it invented right here. Happy first anniversary, Mr. Edison!

    FIGHT AT THE ORIENTAL

    There was another disturbance at the Oriental Saloon last night. No shots were fired, and according to Marshal Virgil Earp, both Curly Bill Brocius and One-Armed Kelly will be spending the next forty-eight hours as guests of the county jail, as the city jail is currently being outfitted with Mr. Buntline's brass bars.


    LOCAL LADIES PROTEST

    Sheriff Johnny Behan's office has received a petition signed by seventeen local ladies demanding that Mr. Buntline cease and desist certain unspecified experimental work. According to Sheriff Behan, Mr. Buntline has broken no laws, and he is dismissing the petition. Mrs. Eleanor Grimson has told the Epitaph that if Mr. Buntline continues his activities, her group plans to picket his office.

    CLANTONS BEAT CHARGE

    In a trial that lasted less than fifteen minutes, all charges were dropped against Ike, Fin, and William Clanton, who had been arrested for stealing horses and cattle. The case was dismissed when none of the prosecution's witnesses showed up to testify.

    CLAIMS AND MINES

    Three new silver mines were opened this week, and claims were filed for fourteen more at the Assay Office.

    ANOTHER TRAGEDY IN THE COUNTY

    Morgan Earp reports that, acting on a tip from a cowboy who was looking for strays, he found the burned remains of a covered wagon at the eastern end of Cochise County. There were no survivors. It is assumed they were killed for their horses by local Apaches. As Geronimo has never declared war on Tombstone, it is likely that they were renegades who acted independently.


    SOCIAL NEWS

    Actress Josephine Marcus, a close friend of Sheriff Behan, has announced her intention to remain in Tombstone and become a resident here when the rest of her theater company moves on to California next week. Miss Marcus is, we believe, the first person of the Jewish faith ever to live in Tombstone, and we welcome her.
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    THE TALL, LEAN MAN with the thick, droopy mustache entered the saloon and looked past the faro dealers and poker players, past the portrait of Lillie Langtry, until his gaze fell upon a well-dressed lone man seated at the side of the room. The man smiled and waved a hand. The tall man, oblivious to the stares and whispers of the patrons, walked over.

    “Mr. Earp?” said the seated man, and the newcomer nodded. “I'm so glad you agreed to come.”

    Wyatt Earp seated himself, filled an empty glass with whiskey from the open bottle in the middle of the table, took a swallow, and wiped his mouth off with the cuff of his black jacket.

    “All right,” he said. “You sent for me, Mr. McCarthy. You do the talking.”

    The man extended a hand. “I'm pleased to meet you,” said McCarthy. “Your reputation precedes you, and of course your brother has informed me of your current activities.”

    “Which brother?” asked Earp. “I've got a lot of them.”


    “Virgil,” answered McCarthy. “He's a good man.”

    “I notice you didn't send for him.”

    McCarthy smiled. “I'm sure all his time is taken up with being deputy marshal of Tombstone.”

    “He keeps busy,” said Earp, not returning the smile. “Now suppose you tell me what this is all about, Mr. McCarthy.”

    “Call me Silas.”

    “After I find out why I'm here, Mr. McCarthy.”

    McCarthy looked around the saloon. “Shall we go outside?” he said. “I'd prefer not to be overheard.”

    Earp shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

    They got up from the table, walked through the swinging doors, and out into the street of Deadwood, Colorado.

    “That's a magnificent animal,” said McCarthy, gesturing to a roan that was tied to the hitching post in front of the saloon. “He wasn't there when I arrived. Yours?”

    Earp shook his head. “We don't have much use for horses in Tombstone, not anymore.”

    “Yeah, I've heard about that.”

    “I suppose word gets out.”

    “Chilly, isn't it?” said McCarthy, as they turned a corner and began walking down a side street.

    “I've seen worse,” replied Earp. He stopped and turned to McCarthy. “I've come a long way at your request, Mr. McCarthy,” he said. “I'm hungry, and I'm tired, and I've got a blister on my left foot, and I'll be damned if I'm inclined to walk all around town until you're sure no one can hear your voice or read your lips, so why don't you just stand still and tell me what's on your mind?”

    McCarthy nodded. “Might as well. It's a legitimate request.” He took one last look around. “Mr. Earp, your country needs your help.”


    “I was born too late for the War between the States, and I'm not aware that we're fighting another one,” said Earp.

    “You're wrong,” said McCarthy adamantly.

    Earp looked mildly surprised. “England? France? Maybe Mexico?”

    McCarthy shook his head.

    “I'm not real good at guessing games, Mr. McCarthy,” said Earp.

    McCarthy studied him silently for a long moment, and then spoke. “Why do you think the United States ends at the Mississippi River?”

    Earp shrugged again. “Nothing much on this side of it. Couple of gold and silver mines, a few ranches, maybe a couple of hundred settlements, and a bunch of Indians.”

    “It's the Indians that we're at war with.”

    “Dumb,” said Earp firmly. “You go to war with the Apaches and the rest, you're going to lose. They'll kill you all.”

    “I notice they let you live,” noted McCarthy.

    “I'm not at war with them,” answered Earp. He pulled out a tobacco pouch and began rolling a cigarette. “Tombstone is a silver-mining town, and they have no interest in silver. We haven't got anything they want, and they haven't got anything we want.”

    “Well, they have something the United States wants,” said McCarthy, swatting a fly away from his face.

    “What?” said Earp, lighting the cigarette.

    “The Western half of the continent, of course.”

    “Why?”

    “It's our destiny to reach the Pacific Ocean,” said McCarthy with absolute conviction.

    “I've heard that manifest destiny crap before,” said Earp. “If you want all that land, why don't you just buy it from them?”

    “We haven't bought one square inch of the United States!” snapped McCarthy. “We're not about to start.”


    “Seems to me you bought New York from the Indians. Twenty-four dollars, wasn't it?”

    “That was a totally different situation,” said McCarthy defensively. “The government of the United States didn't do that, because there was no United States at the time.”

    “Okay, it's your destiny to own all the land from one ocean to the next,” said Earp. “Good luck taking it from them.”

    “That's where you come in, Mr. Earp.”

    Earp looked amused. “You think I'm going to scare the Apaches and Sioux and Cheyenne and the Western tribes into giving you their land and hightailing it to Canada or Mexico?”

    McCarthy returned the smile. “That was never our intention.”

    “Well, then?”

    “Let me explain. The reason that we stopped our expansion at the Mississippi was not that the Indian armies were too much for us. No, Mr. Earp, we defeated the British, and we can defeat the Indians, tribe by tribe or all together, on a field of battle.” He grimaced. “But what we can't do is defeat the magic practiced by the medicine men of the Western tribes. We may have the cannon and the Gatling gun, but the Southern Cheyenne have got Hook Nose, and Goyathlay of your local Apaches is almost as powerful.”

    Earp frowned. “Goyathlay?”

    “You know him as Geronimo,” said McCarthy. “Those two, and scores of less well-known medicine men, have used their powers to keep us on our side of the Mississippi.”

    “You're wrong,” said Earp. “They haven't kept me and my brothers there, or a hell of a lot of other men.”

    “You're allowed in the West on sufferance,” continued McCarthy. “You represent no threat to them. You don't make war on them, you don't hunt the game they need for food, and while there's not much water there's enough for them and the small handful of whites they allow to live in their territories.”

    “They let more than white men come out here,” noted Earp. “Damned near every tribe has got an escaped or freed slave as a translator. That way they don't have to learn our language, and we don't have to learn theirs.” He paused. “Okay, so now you've explained why the United States stopped at the Mississippi, but you still haven't told me what you want of me. I hope you don't think I'm about to wage a one-man war against the Apaches.”

    “No, of course not,” said McCarthy. “We're taking steps to counteract their magic.”

    “Then why the hell did I travel all the way from Tombstone to Deadwood?” demanded Earp irritably.

    “You and your brothers own the Oriental Saloon in Tombstone, do you not?”

    “Two of them.”

    McCarthy seemed surprised. “Two saloons?”

    “Two of my brothers: Virgil and Morgan. We'll be sending for James and Warren when the saloon's a little more prosperous.”

    “What would you say if I offered to let you keep running the Oriental while you and your brothers work for me, and paid you double whatever it makes, month in and month out?”

    “I'd ask who you wanted me to kill—Geronimo or President Garfield?”

    McCarthy uttered an amused chuckle. “I hope you won't have to kill anyone.”

    There was a momentary silence. Finally Earp said: “I'm waiting.”

    “First I want your agreement that anything I tell you will be kept confidential.”

    “It's been nice knowing you, Mr. McCarthy,” said Earp, starting to walk back toward the saloon.


    “Wait!” cried McCarthy.

    Earp stopped and turned. “I don't make blind promises, Mr. McCarthy. I probably won't tell anyone what you want to tell me, but I won't promise it until I know what it is.”

    McCarthy considered the statement. “Fair enough,” he said at last. “What do you think of Tombstone?”

    Earp looked puzzled. “I like it fine. Certainly better than Dodge or Wichita.”

    “As well you should. You know, New York's and Boston's streets are still illuminated by gas, and our main form of transportation is by foot: either our two or our horses' four.”

    Earp stared at him. “This has got something to do with Tom Edison, right?”

    “He is the most brilliant scientific mind the country has yet produced. Ben Franklin proved there was awesome power in electricity, but it took Thomas Edison to harness it. The potential in this electricity of his is limitless. Yes, Mr. Earp, this has got everything to do with Thomas Edison. Why do you think he moved to Tombstone? He could make ten times the money in New York or Baltimore.” McCarthy didn't wait for a reply. “He's in Tombstone because we paid him to go there, to secretly study the medicine men and see what he could concoct to counteract their magic.”

    “You want me and my brothers to protect him,” said Earp. It wasn't a question.

    “That's right. Outside of Sheriff Behan, whose reputation is, shall we say, questionable, you're just about all the law there is out there. I know how you cleaned up the criminal elements in Dodge and Wichita, and Virgil was just as successful in Prescott.”

    “You've got to understand,” said Earp. “Virgil is the Tombstone Territory marshal. We don't have any US marshals out here. His authority isn't very well defined; the mine owners invented the position because Behan still has two years to serve and nobody trusts him. The truth of the matter is that Virgil's more of a private lawman than a public one.”

    “Details,” said McCarthy impatiently. “You've got to protect Edison!”

    “Against who?”

    McCarthy shrugged helplessly. “We have no idea. As more and more whites have settled in the West, some of the tribes have started to feel threatened. We've kept it quiet, but five towns have been destroyed, burned to the ground, every citizen slaughtered. Tombstone's getting to be a popular destination, thanks to its silver strike—”

    “And to Edison and Buntline's improvements,” interjected Earp.

    “That, too,” agreed McCarthy. “Mr. Earp, we can't lose Thomas Edison. He is our best hope, maybe our only hope, of fulfilling America's destiny. This land was put here for us, and nothing is going to keep it from us.”

    “And you don't know who's planning to kill him, or even if anyone is?” said Earp.

    “We're hearing rumors,” said McCarthy. “We can't pinpoint them, but Edison's too important for us to ignore them. It will be your job to protect him. It could be the Indians, or a jealous rival, or an entrepreneur who wants to steal his secrets and get rich off them. It could be a hired killer, working in the employ of any of those I just named. We don't know who will try, just that someone will, and you have to prevent it.”

    “That's a tall order, Mr. McCarthy.”

    “I know. To that end, I've contacted William Masterson.”

    Earp frowned. “William Masterson?” he repeated, puzzled.

    “The two of you brought law and order to Dodge City.”


    Suddenly Earp smiled. “You mean Bat Masterson.”

    “I guess I do,” said McCarthy. “At any rate, he has accepted our offer and is on his way to Tombstone even as we speak.”

    “It'll be good to work with him again,” said Earp. “You couldn't ask for a better lawman.”

    “Well, that's four lawmen—you, your two brothers, and Masterson,” said McCarthy. “Hopefully that will prove sufficient against any threat that may arise.”

    “I need one more,” said Earp.

    “Another lawman?”

    Earp smiled grimly and shook his head.

    “A medicine man from a friendly tribe, perhaps?”

    “This man makes his own medicine—with his gun.”

    “Is he willing to face death for you?”

    “He looks death in the eye every morning,” said Earp.

    “Every morning?” repeated McCarthy, puzzled.

    “When he looks into the mirror.”
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    THE BRASS STAGECOACH rolled across the flat, dusty countryside. In most parts of the West—and all of the East—it would have been pulled by a team of horses, but out here, in Tombstone Territory, it was propelled by an interior engine filled with whirring gears and powered by electricity. The driver sat in an armored cage atop the coach and directed it with a very simple accelerator and steering mechanism. A speaking tube allowed him to converse with the passengers. The sign on the door proclaimed to one and all that it was a vehicle in the Bunt Line, and the brass Gatling guns atop the roof discouraged both Indians and highwaymen from attacking it.

    Which was probably just as well, because seated inside it was an emaciated man with ash-blond hair, a thick mustache, and piercing gray, almost no-color eyes. He was dressed in an expensive gray suit coat and dark pants. Hanging down from his neck, on a very thin string that could be easily broken, was a wicked-looking knife. He had a small pistol tucked into his vest pocket, and a lightweight pearl-handled Colt revolver rested in the holster he wore around his waist. He looked only half alive, a couple of inches under six feet and barely a hundred and thirty pounds—but anyone who knew him knew he was more formidable than the Gatling guns.

    On the seat next to him were two bags, one a small leather Gladstone bag, the other an even smaller, well-worn black bag. He gazed out the window through half-lowered lids, oblivious to the bald, aging passenger on the seat facing him, tuning out the man's endless chatter.

    Suddenly the driver spoke into the tube. “Apaches off to the left,” he announced. “Probably gonna take a few shots at us, just for practice.” The brass plates slid down, covering the windows. “You'll hear a couple of bullets hit, and maybe some arrows will bounce off, but they're just playing with us. If they meant business, they'd have put a bunch of boulders down where the road narrows. So there's nothing to worry about.”

    “Are you quite sure?” asked the balding man.

    “Mister, if they knew who was inside this rig, they'd hightail it in the opposite direction.”

    The bald man stared at the emaciated man curiously.

    “Is he referring to you, sir?” he asked.

    The emaciated man shrugged. “Could be,” he said with a Southern drawl. The hint of a smile played on his lips as he added, “In the absence of anyone else.”

    “May I ask who you are?”

    “My name is John Henry Holliday.” He patted the black bag. “I'm a practitioner of dental science. If you need a cavity filled or a tooth pulled, come and see me when we get to Tombstone.”

    “John Henry Holliday, John Henry Holliday,” repeated the balding man, flinching every time a bullet struck the coach. “The name is vaguely familiar, but I don't believe I've—” Suddenly he froze. “Oh, my God—you're Doc Holliday!”


    “At your service,” said Holliday, inclining his head slightly.

    “I hope I haven't said or done anything to annoy or disturb you, Mr. Holliday, sir,” said the man nervously.

    “Just Doc will do.”

    “Those Indians don't know how lucky they are!” said the man fervently at the sound of an arrow careening off the door. Then: “Have you ever killed an Indian, Mr. Holliday?”

    “Doc,” repeated Holliday.

    “Doc,” corrected the man. “Have you?”

    “It's possible.”

    “You don't want to talk about it?”

    “You noticed,” said Holliday.

    The man pulled out a cigar and lit it, trying to ignore the war cries of the Apaches as they raced alongside the stage, screaming and shooting. “Do you mind?”

    Holliday shook his head.

    “Where are my manners?” The man offered one to Holliday. “Care for one?”

    “No, thanks.”

    “They're very good. I picked them up in Cincinnati, just before I came West.”

    “I don't smoke,” said Holliday.

    “I thought everyone out here did,” said the man.

    “Not quite,” said Holliday. He suddenly pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and coughed into it.

    “That doesn't sound good,” said the man. He saw traces of blood on the handkerchief.

    “You'll get no disagreement from me,” replied Holliday sardonically.

    “Does my smoking bother you? I can put it out.”

    “You can't toss it out a window until we're free of the Indians, and if you try to put it out in here you'll probably set the carpet or the seat cushion on fire. Just smoke and don't worry about it.”

    “You're sure?”

    Holliday gave him a look that said he was sure and he was tired of talking about it, and the man busied himself straightening his jacket, brushing off his sleeves, and pulling out a comb to run through the fringe on the sides of his balding head.

    They heard another bullet thud home into a brass window plate, and a few more arrows bounced off the doors. A moment later the driver's voice came through to them again: “They're all through playing, and going home to refresh their squaws. I'll be opening the windows when the last of them is out of rifle range.”

    The windows opened less than a minute later, and the balding man tossed his cigar out and asked how far they were from their destination.

    “We'll reach Tombstone in another thirty minutes or so,” came the answer. “That's another reason I knew they weren't in earnest. If they were, they'd have attacked before we got this close to town.”

    Holliday pulled a small bottle out of a pocket, opened it, and took a deep swig.

    “My medicine,” he said with a self-deprecating smile. “Would you care for a swallow, Mr.…?”

    “Wiggins,” said the man, taking the proffered bottle. “Henry Wiggins. And thank you.” He lifted the bottle halfway to his mouth, then paused. “No offense, Mr…. ah, Doctor…Doc, but is it safe?”

    Holliday shrugged. “I've never caught anything from it.”

    Wiggins stared at the bottle, decided that returning it unused would be more dangerous to his health than drinking from it, and took a small swallow.

    “Very good,” he said, returning the bottle.

    “Well, it's wet, anyway.”


    “We've been hearing and reading about you back East,” said Wiggins. “Is it true that you killed all those men?”

    “Probably not.”

    “I have a sister who lives in Dallas. She wrote me about you a few years ago. You were famous even back then.” Wiggins looked suddenly nervous. “She said you left one night in a hell of a hurry.”

    A wry smile crossed Holliday's face, which was not the reaction Wiggins had expected, but one he was relieved to see.

    “Yeah, I guess you could say that,” said Holliday with a chuckle.

    “She said you killed a man,” ventured Wiggins.

    “She's right.”

    “And that the court found you innocent, and ruled it was self-defense.”

    “It usually is,” replied Holliday.

    “And that you left town in the middle of the night just a few hours after you were exonerated.”

    Another smile. “I'd had a few scrapes down there, and even though I was a free man with a clean record, the sheriff decided that Dallas would be a lot more peaceful if I left, so he came to me late that afternoon and told me I had until sunrise to get out of town or he and his deputies would take it as a personal insult.”

    “He had no right,” said Wiggins.

    “Right or wrong had nothing to do with it,” answered Holliday. “He had seven guns on his side, and two of them were Cole and Jim Younger, so I made up my mind to leave. But about four hours later, he came to my office as I was packing the last of my equipment. Seems I was the only dentist he could find at that time of night, and he had a very painful abscessed tooth.” Another smile. “So I sat him in my chair, put him under with laughing gas, pulled every tooth in his head, and left town before he woke up.”


    Wiggins threw back his head and laughed. “I like your sense of humor, Doc!”

    “It was my sense of justice,” answered Holliday, “but the two aren't that far apart.”

    “I hope you'll let me buy you a drink when we get to town,” said Wiggins, finally comfortable in Holliday's company.

    “Sounds good to me,” said Holliday. “I don't know it for a fact, but I've long suspected that the world will come to an end if I ever refuse one.”

    “Where will I find you?” continued Wiggins.

    “I don't know where I'll be sleeping, but I expect I'll spend most of my waking hours in the Oriental Saloon.”

    “I'll find it,” said Wiggins. “I'm staying at a boarding house on Allen Street.”

    “What's your line of work?” asked Holliday.

    “I'm between jobs at the moment.”

    “You plan to try your hand at silver mining like most of the people who come to Tombstone?”

    “I wouldn't begin to know how,” replied Wiggins. “I've been a salesman all my life. I sold corsets up and down the Ohio and the Mississippi, candy in Chicago and Detroit, branding irons all over Texas Territory, even sold some firearms for Mr. Colt. From what I hear, Thomas Edison and Ned Buntline have a lot of stuff that the public will spend good money on. I thought I'd see if I could make a deal to start hawking it back in some of the new settlements that have sprung up on this side of the Mississippi, places like St. Louis or Tulsa or even Dallas.”

    “Sounds interesting,” said Holliday, with no show of interest.

    “I might even find something that you'd be interested in,” said Wiggins. “They say Buntline has created a pistol-sized Gatling gun.”

    “If you're in a gunfight and you need more than one barrel, you're a dead man,” commented Holliday.


    “Well, maybe that's not so commercial, but everyone talks about how Tombstone is filled with his and Edison's inventions.”

    “So they say,” agreed Holliday. “But mighty few men are going to buy electric streetlamps, or stagecoaches like this one.”

    “True,” said Wiggins. “Still, there must be something the average man can use.”

    “I suppose so.”

    “Too bad they can't make a mechanical mine worker,” continued Wiggins.

    “I'd settle for their making a pair of mechanical lungs,” replied Holliday.

    “I wish you luck,” said Wiggins.

    “I've had my share. Just not in the lung department.”

    They rode the rest of the way in silence.

    “Entering Tombstone,” announced the driver.

    “So where are these electric lights I've heard so much about?” asked Wiggins.

    “They're there lining the streets. We don't turn ‘em on ‘til it's dark,” answered the driver. “Where can I drop you gents, or do you want to get off at the depot?”

    “Fourth and Allen streets,” said Wiggins.

    “You staying at Mrs. Oswald's?”

    “Yes.”

    “Watch out for the beef stew,” said the driver with a chuckle. “How about you, Doc?”

    “The Oriental.”

    “We'll be there in just a minute.”

    “Remember,” said Wiggins, shaking Holliday's hand, “I owe you a drink.”

    The coach slowed down and came to a stop. The metal door swung open, three brass stairs appeared, and Holliday, a little shaky on his feet after the long ride, climbed down to the ground.

    “Hand me my bags, will you, please?”

    “Happy to,” said Wiggins, handing them to Holliday, who had some momentary difficulty managing the larger of them.

    “I'll take that,” said a deep voice, and Holliday turned toward its source.

    “Hello, Wyatt,” he said as the door closed and the brass coach began rolling down the street.

    “Good to see you again, Doc,” said Earp. “You hungry after that long trip?”

    “Thirsty,” replied Holliday. He stood, hands on hips, and surveyed the exterior of the Oriental Saloon. It was a large, sturdy building, the wood had thus far escaped dry rot, unlike the neighboring buildings there was no brass on it—possibly, thought Holliday, because the Earps were all the protection it needed—and there was a pair of large glass windows so that passersby could see the interior. “You're doing right well for a small-town lawman.”

    “I hear you're not doing all that badly for a consumptive dentist,” answered Earp.

    “Not doing badly at poker and faro,” answered Holliday. “I think my days as a dentist are just about through. Hard to keep a practice going when you cough on all the patients.”

    “Come on in,” said Earp, heading toward the Oriental's swinging doors. “Virgil and Morgan are anxious to see you, and maybe we can find a little something at the bar that will help that cough.”

    “If not, just point out the bad guys and I'll cough on them,” said Holliday with a smile.

    “It's going to take more than a cough,” said Earp grimly.
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    “WHAT THE HELL is that thing you got on your hip, Wyatt?” asked Holliday as they entered the Oriental.

    “My gun.”

    “Man and boy, I've never seen a gun take up that much space.”

    Earp smiled and gently withdrew his weapon. It was made from super-hardened brass, the same as the stagecoach, and it had four rotating barrels, much like a Gatling gun, though the barrels were only six inches in length.

    “May I?” asked Holliday, reaching for the weapon.

    “Be my guest,” replied Earp.

    “Doesn't have a lot of bullets for so many barrels,” noted Holliday as he examined it.

    “It holds twelve bullets now, but Ned is working on it.”

    “Ned?”

    “Ned Buntline,” answered Earp. “Same guy who built the stage that you rode in on, and the electric lampposts, and a bunch of other things you'll see.”


    Holliday frowned. “I thought all that was the work of Thomas Edison. At least, that's what all the papers have been saying. Maybe we're being paid to guard the wrong man.”

    “Edison's the genius who thinks all this stuff up and designs it. Buntline's the genius who manufactures it. We don't want to lose either of them.”

    “I'd like to meet them.”

    “You will,” promised Earp. “But first there are a couple of people waiting to say hello to you.”

    He led Holliday through the saloon, amid a series of whispers: “Is that him?” “Look how skinny he is. It's the Doc, all right.” “How many men has he killed?” “What's he doing here?”

    The two men ignored them and soon passed through a doorway leading to a back room, where two more tall, mustached men were sitting at a table.

    “Hello, Doc,” said the older of them. “Good to have you here.”

    “Hello, Virg,” said Holliday, shaking his hand.

    “Killed anyone today, you refugee from the gallows?” asked the younger man.

    “Not since lunchtime, Morg,” answered Holliday with a warmth he hadn't displayed toward the other two Earps.

    Morgan Earp got to his feet and threw his arms around Holliday. “Damn! It's good to see you again, Doc!”

    “It's good to be off that stagecoach, I'll tell you that,” answered Holliday. “Horses have enough brains to avoid the worst parts of the road. The guy who was driving this rig sure as hell didn't.”

    “No trouble, though?” asked Virgil Earp.

    “Some Indians a few miles out of town,” said Holliday. “The driver assured us that it wasn't a serious attack.” A pause and the hint of a smile. “I assume they were firing very unserious bullets and arrows.”


    “Same old Doc!” laughed Morgan. “Doesn't anything ever bother you?”

    “Losing at cards and being stone-cold sober,” answered Holliday. “Where the hell's a chair?”

    Morgan got up, walked to an adjoining room, and returned a moment later with a chair.

    “In Dodge they had cushions,” remarked Holliday as he seated himself.

    “Damn!” said Morgan. “We're washing ‘em all today, along with the doilies. You'll just have to rough it, Doc.”

    “All right,” said Holliday, seating himself. “So now that I'm here, suppose you tell me what I'm here for.”

    “To protect Tom Edison,” said Virgil. “I thought Wyatt told you that.”

    “He did. But to protect him from whom?”

    “That's quite a list,” said Virgil. “A lot of Indians want him dead, ever since he invented the stagecoach and some of our handguns and rifles. Some of the locals want him and Buntline dead for making the jail escape-proof with those super-hard brass bars…and believe it or not, Edison invented a lock that doesn't have a key, just like a bank vault. Rival inventors probably want him dead, and there's more than a few towns back East that would love to kidnap him and set him to work on their lights and such.”

    “But no one is more likely than the others?” persisted Holliday.

    “They're all motivated.”

    “Four of us might not be enough.”

    “Bat Masterson's on his way here,” said Morgan. “Didn't Wyatt tell you?”

    “He's no gun for hire,” noted Holliday. “I thought he was coming to help with the marshal business, not to guard Edison.”

    “Comes to pretty much the same thing these days,” said Virgil.


    “Well, as long as I'm going to be here for some time,” said Holliday, “I want to take a look around. And I want to see the guy I'm being hired to protect.”

    “Yeah, it's early enough.”

    Holliday got to his feet. “Might as well go right now while there's still some light.”

    “In this town that doesn't make any difference,” said Morgan.

    “Might as well go before all the card players show up,” amended Holliday. “If Wyatt will point his place out to me—”

    “I'll take you there,” said Earp.

    “It's not necessary.”

    “Sure it is. Can't have the notorious Doc Holliday walk into the wrong building and scare some innocent man or woman out of twenty years' growth.”

    “No sense carrying your gear all over town,” said Morgan, opening a cupboard and putting Holliday's bags into it. “Come back after you've eaten and lined up a place to stay. The tables heat up about nine o'clock.”

    “I'll be here,” promised Holliday, following Earp through the saloon and out into the street. After a moment he turned to his companion. “It feels strange, with hardly any horses hitched out here.”

    “It'll feel even stranger in two or three hours, when the sun goes down and Johnny Behan throws the switch that turns on all the streetlights.”

    “Johnny Behan?”

    “He's the sheriff. Tom gave the lights to the city, so the sheriff's in charge of turning them on and off.”

    “I've heard some bad things about him.”

    “All of them true,” said Earp. “Come on, let's start walking. It's just a couple of blocks away.”

    They walked past four saloons, a greengrocer, a pair of dry-goods stores (one of which was being fitted with the omnipresent brass siding that almost all the other buildings possessed), a photo studio, a boarded-up stable and an abandoned corral, and finally they came to a pair of small brick buildings, connected by a hardened brass passageway.

    “Very unprepossessing, except for the brass,” noted Holliday.

    “For the reigning genius of the nineteenth century, he's a pretty unassuming man.”

    “Is that building next door Buntline's?”

    “Yes,” said Earp.

    “I figured as much,” said Holliday. “And that's why they're connected.”

    Earp nodded. “Right.”

    “What's Edison working on now?”

    “He'd damned well better be working on some way to counteract the medicine men's magic,” said Earp. “I'm getting tired of hearing about this fluoroscope thing that he's been obsessed with this past month.”

    “Fluoroscope?” repeated Holliday.

    “Some kind of machine that lets you look right through a man's skin and see his insides. Can you believe that?”

    “Sounds like magic to me,” said Holliday. He stared at the building that housed this wonder and sighed. “Maybe the Indians don't have a monopoly on it. Let's go on in.”

    Earp knocked at the door, and a man in his early thirties opened it. The first thing Holliday noticed about him was his prosthetic arm. He'd seen artificial limbs after the War between the States, lots of them, but they were usually wooden, and the few that weren't were ivory. But this one was an intricate concoction of brass plates and pieces, with a pair of whirring little motors inside it, and an impressive-looking pincer at the end of it.

    He wore a one-eyed goggle, and Holliday could see that it acted as an enormous magnifying glass.
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    “Tom,” said Earp, “I'd like you to meet an old friend of mine, a friend who will be working to keep you alive and inventing—Doc Holliday.”

    Edison extended his metal hand, and Holliday took it carefully. “I've heard a lot about you, Mr. Holliday.”

    “Most of it wrong, I'm sure,” said Holliday. “And call me Doc.”

    “If you'll call me Tom.”

    “Happy to, Tom.”

    “You should also meet Ned Buntline,” said Edison. “I just dream all these things up. He's the man who gives them life.”

    “We'll go next door as soon as we leave here,” promised Earp.

    “That won't be necessary,” said Edison. “Follow me.”

    He led them to a small office. A bookcase was crammed to capacity, with piles of books on the floor next to it. There was a wooden desk covered with notebooks and scraps of paper. A brass table was home to a motley collection of test tubes, beakers, and vials, as well as a pair of very small motors. There was a single stool by the wooden table, plus a small chair next to the bookcase, with still more books piled atop it. A single overhead light cast its electric luminescence throughout the room.

    “Do you see that little machine on the desk, Wyatt?”

    “Yes.”

    “Pull the switch atop it.”

    Earp reached forward and pulled it. “Like this?”

    “Precisely.”

    “What happens now?”

    “It just rang a bell in Ned's office, and he should be here any minute, wondering why I've bothered him,” answered Edison with a smile—and sure enough, a pudgy, balding, clean-shaven man in his midsixties entered through a different door a few seconds later.

    “What's the problem?” he asked of Edison, then noted the two visitors. “Ah! Wyatt! And you don't have to tell me who this is. I'm an admirer of yours, Doctor Holliday.”

    “Doc,” Holliday corrected him. “I just arrived on one of your stagecoaches, Mr. Buntline.”

    Buntline smiled. “My pride and joy. You never have to feed it, it never breaks a leg, it can go hundreds of miles without resting, it's faster than any horse, and it's immune to bullets and arrows. Did you find it comfortable?”

    Holliday nodded. “And safe,” he added.

    Buntline looked like a proud father. “Someday I'll span the continent with them.” He turned to Earp. “I meant to tell you: I've been getting some more threats from the Cowboys.”

    “Ike again?” asked Earp, frowning.

    “And the McLaury brothers, and Curly Bill Brocius,” said Buntline. He turned to Holliday. “It seems my stagecoach will damage their business if I start mass-producing it.”

    “What's their business?” asked Holliday. “Wells Fargo?”

    Buntline laughed. “Horse stealing. They steal them across the border in Mexico and sell them here—and I may kill a large part of their market, if they don't kill me first.”

    “Just point them out to me,” offered Holliday, “and I'll take care of that little problem before I sit down at the gaming tables tonight.”

    “You can't just shoot them, Doc,” interjected Earp. “You're on the law's side now, and working for the government.”

    “The government didn't ask for me because of my winning smile.”

    “I'll be all right, Doc,” said Buntline. “I'm working on designing some lightweight body armor right now. If it works, I'll make some up for you and the Earps as well.”

    “Tell you what I'd really like,” said Holliday. “That eyepiece you made for Tom here. I could use it in my dentistry work.”


    “No problem,” said Buntline. “Come by tomorrow afternoon and I'll have it for you. And a gun like Wyatt's.”

    “No, thanks,” replied Holliday with a self-deprecating smile. “I need one I can lift and aim.”

    “Well, if you ever do need a weapon, Doc, I'm the man to see about it.”

    “I'll bear that in mind,” said Holliday. “Now that we've met, I won't keep you any longer. I just wanted to know what you look like. And it's probably a good idea that you know what I look like as well, so you don't think I'm loitering with intent to kill or kidnap if you see me hanging around here.”

    Edison stepped forward and extended his artificial hand again. “It's a pleasure to meet you, Doc—and feel free to come by any time you want.”

    “The same goes for me,” added Buntline.

    “I expect to be here night and day for the next week, working on this new invention,” said Edison.

    “Is that the thing you told me about, where you can look at a man's insides?” asked Earp.

    “That's the one. It's going to save a lot of lives.”

    “Finding a way to fight Hook Nose's magic will save a lot more,” said Earp pointedly.

    “I'm working on it,” Edison assured him.

    Earp turned to Buntline. “Will we be seeing you tonight?”

    “I don't think so,” answered Buntline. “I believe they're delivering another young lady after dinner.”

    “Well, we'll be on our way now.”

    Earp and Holliday left the house and walked out into the street.

    “Given a choice of the two lifestyles, I'll take Buntline's,” remarked Holliday with an amused smile. “Imagine having a girl delivered right to your office. Nice work if you can get it.”


    Earp looked amused. “It's not what you think, Doc.”

    “Oh?” said Holliday, arching an eyebrow. “Suppose you tell me what it is.”

    “You'll find out soon enough, if I know you,” replied Earp with a smile. “And if not, Morg will get more of a kick telling you about it than I will.” He paused. “Coming back to the Oriental with me?”

    “I need to find a place to stay,” answered Holliday. “I'll be along later.”

    “See you then,” said Earp, walking off toward the saloon.

    Holliday went down a side street, looking for a welcoming building where he could take up residence.

    He found one—but it wasn't what he was expecting.
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    HOLLIDAY REACHED THE END of the side street, turned past a few nondescript shops sporting new brass siding, turned again, and found himself on Fremont Street. He saw a couple of signs advertising rooming houses at the far end of the street, and began walking toward them when a voice called out.

    “Hi, Doc!”

    He stopped and turned, and saw Henry Wiggins hurrying to catch up with him.
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