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				JOB OPENING

				“Look,” Fargo said, “let’s cut the cackle. I got a red-hot twirling chiquita waiting for me in Saint Joe. You want my services or don’t you?”

				Lattimer gave it some final thought. “All right, so you’ve set your sights on something bigger than three squares and a flop? Everybody knows you’ve depopulated half the West, but always in fair fights. But, see, a killer ain’t necessarily a murderer, and my riders are all murderers—we don’t leave no witnesses. How do I know you got the stones to burn a man down in cold blood?”

				Quicker than eyesight Fargo’s walnut-grip Colt leaped into his fist. He thumb-cocked it and leveled it toward Dog Man and Parsons.

				“Jack’s right—no need for a four-way split. Pick out the man I’m replacing, Mr. Lattimer, and I’ll send him to hunt with the white buffalo.”
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				The Trailsman

				Beginnings... they bend the tree and they mark the man. Skye Fargo was born when he was eighteen. Terror was his midwife, vengeance his first cry. Killing spawned Skye Fargo, ruthless, cold-blooded murder. Out of the acrid smoke of gunpowder still hanging in the air, he rose, cried out a promise never forgotten.

				The Trailsman they began to call him all across the West: searcher, scout, hunter, the man who could see where others only looked, his skills for hire but not his soul, the man who lived each day to the fullest, yet trailed each tomorrow. Skye Fargo, the Trailsman, the seeker who could take the wildness of a land and the wanting of a woman and make them his own.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Saint Joseph, Northwest Missouri, 1861—where Skye Fargo discovers that beguiling beauty disguises 
unspeakable treachery.
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				“Fargo, I won’t swallow your bunk like all them weak-sister inkslingers do,” announced Jude Lattimer, squatting on his rowels to warm his hands over the sawing flames of a small campfire. “You come belly-crawlin’ into our camp and actually b’lieve I’ll just let you butt your saddle and leave this place alive? Old son, you’re a bigger fool than God made you.”

				Skye Fargo knew he was dancing with death just by being here. Lattimer and his minions had camped on a bench of lush grass a stone’s throw from the Missouri River, well hidden by a dense pine thicket. And clearly they didn’t cotton to being discovered.

				The man staring at him with dead bone-chip eyes was capable of the instant brutality of a Comanche. And the two lunatic hyenas siding him were already measuring Fargo for a nameless grave.

				“I walked in,” Fargo reminded him evenly. “And I’m not one to peddle bunk. You can at least hear me out.”

				Lattimer picked at his teeth with a horseshoe nail, his unblinking eyes never once leaving Fargo’s storied gun hand. He was a big, rawboned, hatchet-faced man with a livid white scar running from his left ear to the point of his jaw—the legacy of a Cherokee war hatchet.

				“I’ll admit to being a mite curious,” Lattimer said in a voice rough as corn shucks. “Ain’t every day a living legend hails my camp. Speak your piece.”

				“I want to join up with you boys,” Fargo announced without preamble.

				Fargo’s unexpected words stiffened all three men like hounds alerting. Their faces were brassy, hard-edged and hostile in the flickering light, cast partly in sinister shadow by their hat brims.

				“The hell’s your drift, Fargo?” Lattimer demanded. “Join up for what? We ain’t startin’ a club for crusading cockchafers.”

				“I know what you boys been up to,” Fargo said. “And I’m offering my services—for the right price.”

				The man seated on a dead log to Lattimer’s right reacted to Fargo’s blunt words as if they were hard slaps. Fargo recognized him as Jack Parsons, a deep-chested, hulking brute with a drooping teamster’s mustache and a face carved from granite. He rose slowly to his feet.

				“Fargo,” he said in a tone laced with menace, “every mother’s son ’tween here and hell knows who and what you are. Yet, you got the oysters to tell us—”

				“Sew up your lips, Jack,” Lattimer snapped. “Your mouth runs like a whip-poor-will’s ass—you know that? Plank your butt back down on that log.”

				Lattimer’s bone-button eyes swiveled back to Fargo. “You got us crossed up with some other hombres, long-shanks. Join up? Hell, we’re just three farmers down on our luck. Grasshoppers ate us off our land down near Sedalia.”

				“Farmers don’t wear tie-down guns with the sights filed off,” Fargo replied in his mild way. “You can cut the swamp gas. You three boys are behind the express robberies in this area—I know because I’m the best damn tracker in the West, and I followed your trail here from that heist on County Road.”

				Parsons’s right hand inched toward his holster.

				“Try it,” Fargo said in a bored voice, “and you’ll fry everlasting, Jack. Hell ain’t half full.”

				“Look-a-here, Fargo,” Lattimer said. “Let’s just suppose you was right about us, which you ain’t. Why would a famous son of a bitch like you want to hit the owlhoot trail all of a sudden like? It ain’t your natural gait.”

				“Fame? Add fame to a nail, Lattimer, and you’ll have a nail. Sure, being a newspaper ‘hero’ brings me a ration of cunny, but fame won’t spend. I’ve had my bellyful of hardtack and wagon-yard whiskey, and I’m fed up with four-bit flophouses.”

				“He’s a shit-eatin’ liar!” Parsons spat out. “He’s some sorta jackleg law dog, Jude! Sure, he’s all togged out in buckskins like a mountain man, but he’s drawing wages from the army or that lard-ass U.S. marshal in K.C. I say let’s burn him down!”

				Fargo’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Jack, I rode in to parley with Mr. Lattimer. But if you’re feeling froggy, go right ahead and jump.”

				Parsons eyed the tall, broad-shouldered Trailsman and realized he had no more fear in him than a rifle. He spat into the fire and clammed up.

				This prodded a snort out of the third man present, who sat on a tree stump sharpening the twelve-inch blade of a bowie knife with a whetstone. A sawed-off twelve-gauge leaned against his left leg like a favorite pet, and his crossed bandoliers bristled with shells for it. He had a cauliflower ear from years of hard brawling.

				Fargo had recognized him after a few minutes in camp: Willy “Dog Man” Lee, half-breed whelp of a Louisiana whore and a Cheyenne Dog Soldier.

				“Don’t pay no never-mind to Jack,” Dog Man told Fargo. “He’s what they call excitable—one of his feminine traits.”

				Lattimer ignored all this, still watching Fargo as if he were a bit of curiosa in a freak show. “So it’s no more hog and hominy for you, huh? Do you ever take the time to smell what you’re shoveling?”

				“Straight-arrow, I want to throw in with you boys. If I was the law, why take this chance? I’d’ve just come in a-smokin’.”

				Lattimer mulled that. “But they say you’re some pumpkins at a poker table. A man with good pasteboard skills can get on real good in Saint Joe.”

				“You don’t win big unless you bet big. Mostly I can only afford joker poker for bungtown coppers and hard-times tokens. You can’t salt away a decent stake by pounding your testicles against a saddle all your life, wet-nursing soldier blue. Two dollars a day while red aborigines try to turn my guts into tepee ropes.”

				“Stuff!” Parsons snarled. “Jude, he’s lying through them pretty teeth of his. Skye Fargo ain’t the kind—”

				“I told you to put a stopper on your gob,” Lattimer cut his lackey off. “Dog Man, do you know this hombre?”

				“Well, he don’t exactly stand in thick with me, Jude, but I know him, sure. I watched him knock the pie-biters outta some struttin’ peacock lawman in Fort Griffin, Texas.”

				“A star-packer, you say?”

				Dog Man nodded once, still working the bowie’s blade. “Near ’bout killed him, too. Fargo knocked him into the middle of next week with a haymaker. I won ten simoleons on that dustup.”

				“Hunh.”

				Lattimer, eyes never leaving Fargo, slid his smoker’s bible from a fob pocket, crimped a paper, and shook tobacco into it from a bull’s-scrotum pouch on his belt. He quirled the ends expertly and lit a match on his tooth, fighting the wind for a light.

				“Fargo,” he said, “nobody ever said you ain’t got sand. I just ain’t so sure you could ever go crooked. Pounding a lawman into paste ain’t the same as papering the walls with his brains. You got the cojones to kill a starman?”

				“Deal me in and find out.”

				Lattimer smoked in silence, rubbing the scruff on his chin and conning it over. “Well, if I was who you say I am, it might be handy at that—having a by-God tracker who can use the stars at night and read bent grass and such. Handy as a pocket in a shirt.”

				Parsons heaved his big bulk to his feet again. “Jude, who’s talkin’ too much now?”

				“Simmer down. We ain’t pulling the wool over Fargo. Like he said, if he was the law, why show himself? He coulda plugged all three of us quicker ’n a finger snap.”

				“Jude’s right about us needing a tracker, too,” Dog Man chimed in. “Best time to shake a hemp committee is at night, and we’ve had considerable trouble in that regard. The outlaw trail takes some hellacious turns.”

				Parsons had cooled off some, but he was still stubbornly resistant. “I’m dead set against it. All right, so he’s a tracker—”

				“Not a tracker, chumley,” Dog Man corrected him. “The best. He learned his lore from men you’ve only heard of.”

				“So what? That makes it a four-way split at our end, and we already hafta give up too much of the swag to that—”

				“Pipe down, you chucklehead.” Lattimer cut him off. “Nix on sayin’ any damn names. Your tongue swings way too loose.”

				Parsons spat into the fire again. “Well, anyhow, I don’t trust this bearded buckaroo. Hell, dame rumor has it that Pinkerton is in Saint Joe now. Maybe buckskin boy here is one a them ‘eyes that never sleep.’”

				“There’s a joker in every deck,” Fargo said calmly.

				Dog Man snorted. “Ol’ Jack here, he’s got what you might call a hair-trigger contempt for famous men like you, Fargo.”

				“Christ,” Fargo said. “I’m a broken man.”

				Lattimer and Dog Man snickered at this while Parsons tried to stare down the new arrival.

				“Well, Jack ain’t been bashful on his opinion,” Lattimer said. “Dog Man?”

				Hard-glinting eyes quick as a lasso sized up Fargo. “He looks about half rough, all right,” the breed decided. “I’d poke into it a little more, but might be he’ll do to take along.”

				“You two stupid galoots will be sorry,” Parsons opined, washing his hands of it.

				“You got to unnerstan’,” Lattimer told Fargo. “Once you pitch into our game, you’re on the dodge forever. The rest of your born days your back’s to a wall, and every time a twig snaps, you’ll jump like a butt-shot dog. You think you can stomach that?”

				“Hell,” Fargo said, “I live that way now. Seems like every swinging dick on the frontier is notching his sights on me. I might’s well pocket some color for all that risk.”

				“You wanna talk color?” Lattimer said. “Just a whoop and a holler from here sits the keys to the mint, Trailsman. A big transport safe full of gold bullion.”

				“That’s a sight of money,” Fargo agreed.

				“A damn sight though the pie has to be sliced more than four ways. But it ain’t just law dogs and shotgun riders we got to fret. This area is lousy with jayhawker gangs and border ruffians—plenty of ’em learned easy-go killing down in the Mexer war, and they’re no boys to fool with. That lever-action long gun a yours won’t stay in the scabbard long, I guarandamntee it.”

				“Look,” Fargo said, “let’s cut the cackle. I got a red-hot twirling chiquita waiting for me in Saint Joe. You want my services or don’t you?”

				Lattimer gave it some final thought. “All right, so you’ve set your sights on something bigger than three squares and a flop? Everybody knows you’ve depopulated half the West, but always in fair fights. But, see, a killer ain’t necessarily a murderer, and my riders are all murderers—we don’t leave no witnesses. How do I know you got the stones to burn a man down in cold blood?”

				Quicker than eyesight Fargo’s walnut-grip Colt leaped into his fist. He thumb-cocked it and leveled it toward Dog Man and Parsons.

				“Jack’s right—no need for a four-way split. Pick out the man I’m replacing, Mr. Lattimer, and I’ll send him to hunt with the white buffalo.”
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				Fargo’s unexpected announcement shocked all three men into a motionless silence. He wagged the barrel of his Colt.

				“Pick one, Lattimer,” he repeated. “I hope it’s Parsons. I think his boots will fit me.”

				“Now, Fargo, just hold your horses,” Parsons said, his voice reedy with fright. “Jude, tell this crazy son of a bitch to leather that shooter.”

				“Katy Christ,” Dog Man said. “Did you magic that gun into your hand?”

				Lattimer suddenly emitted a harsh bark of laughter. “Shit, Fargo, are you serious?”

				Fargo grinned and twirled his gun into his holster. “Nah. I don’t need work that bad. But I will plug any man, woman, child or mule you tell me to. I ride for the brand, and you’re the big he-bear in this den.”

				“Well, by God, I like your style. Consider yourself hired.”

				“Essence of lockjaw?” Dog Man asked, offering Fargo a bottle of whiskey that glowed a lurid red in the flames. The Trailsman knocked back a slug, feeling it burn in a straight line to his gut and make his nostrils sting.

				“There’s medicine,” he said, passing the bottle to Parsons, who looked like he needed it.

				“Fargo,” Lattimer said, “here’s what I don’t quite savvy. You don’t know me. We ain’t never met. Matter fact, I never even laid eyes on you before you sneaked up on us. Since I make it a point to avoid a reputation, how do you even know about me?”

				“That’s easy,” Fargo said. “I fucked your sister.”

				There was another long, shocked silence while the fire crackled and the cicadas droned ceaselessly. Lattimer’s inscrutable mask cracked, and for a few moments he looked like a man who had woken in the wrong century. He pulled the cigarette from his mouth and blinked stupidly. “You what?”

				“I don’t believe I spoke Choctaw. ’Bout a year ago down in Arkansas, I pounded the spike maul to Charlene while that dumb yack she’s married to was driving hogs into Progress City.”

				“Christ, Fargo. You don’t just up and tell a man you screwed his sister.”

				“You asked how I knew about you. I wasn’t looking to offend you.”

				“Hell, I don’t take no offense. I poked her a few times myself after she growed some tits on her.”

				All this was too much for Dog Man and Parsons, who ended up rolling on the ground and howling with mirth.

				“Say, boss,” Parsons sputtered between paroxysms of laughter, “I guess that sorter makes you and Fargo kin, huh?”

				“’At’s right,” Dog Man managed to chime in. “Sounds like ol’ Charlene was ate before she was seven.”

				Lattimer’s head swiveled slowly in their direction. “If you two gazabos are lookin’ for your own graves, I’ll help you find ’em. Wipe them grins off your dials.”

				“Anyhow,” Fargo said, “she was proud as a peacock about you. Said you could outshoot and outfight any hard case in the country. Showed me a tintype of you, too, and I recognized you right off tonight from the scar.”

				“She flaps her jaws too much, just like these two knotheads. Well, I reckon your chiquita is waiting to climb all over you in town. You staying in Saint Joe?”

				Fargo shook his head. “I been bedding down in the woods. I’m a mite light in the pockets.”

				Lattimer nodded and pulled a gold shiner from a hip pocket, flipping it to Fargo. He could tell instantly, from the heft of it when he caught it, that it was a double eagle.

				“Twenty dollars,” Fargo said, whistling. “Wish I had a farm go bust.”

				“There’s a livery just two streets behind the old Pony Express stables,” Lattimer said. “A cantankerous old rooster named Septimus Perkins runs it. He’ll take good care of your horse, and let you spread your blankets in an empty stall, for eight bits a night. Hole up there for a few days. I’ll get word to you.”

				“Sounds jake to me,” Fargo said, pocketing the shiner. “Thanks for the stake.”

				“That’s small potatoes compared to what you stand to make. But I’ll give it to you with the bark still on it—us three ain’t the whole kit ’n’ caboodle. We’re part of what you might call a syndicate. There’s more in town, and you’ll be watched. You try to put handles on us and turn us around, mister, and you’ll wish you’d died as a child.”

				***

				Fargo rode back to his rustic camp about a mile upstream, eyes in constant motion in the silvery moon wash. He didn’t need Lattimer to convince him that Missouri, in the 1860s, was hard ground. Desperate, lawless elements had plunged the state into chaos, and the only safety was in numbers—well-armed numbers. A lone rider was likely to be shot for his tobacco.

				“Well, old campaigner,” he muttered to the Ovaro, “we jumped over a snake that time. But the shitstorm is still ahead of us.”

				They reached the pine thicket, hidden by a tangled deadfall, where Fargo had slept the last two nights. He swung down and stripped the stallion down to the neck leather, then let him tank up from a little rill nearby. Fargo put him on a short ground tether and gave him a quick rub with an old feed sack.

				Graze was lush along the river, but Fargo wasn’t about to let a fine horse like this stay exposed in bright moonlight. He poured the last crushed barley into his hat from a gunny sack tied to his saddle horn and grained his horse.

				The Ovaro snuffled indignantly when the scant rations were gone, shoving his nose into Fargo’s chest hard in protest.

				“You’ll eat good tomorrow,” Fargo promised. “Both of us will.”

				Fargo slid his 16-shot Henry from its scabbard and propped it against a tree next to the fire pit he had dug. He pulled a handful of crumbled bark from a saddle pocket and tossed it into the pit for kindling. The early-spring night was raw with chill, but soon he had a small, Apache-style “personal fire” crackling, just enough heat to warm his hands and face if he leaned close.

				Fargo gnawed on a tasteless hunk of salt junk while he ran the events of this night through his mind. Usually it was his way to wade in slowly, testing the waters. But tonight he had plunged in headlong, reckless and harum-scarum, and his fate was far from assured.

				Jack Parsons—an excellent express-safe cracksman and a fair gunhand—was hotheaded and predictable. But Lattimer and Dog Man were cool, ruthless and cunning, and Fargo knew his life was forfeit if he was fool enough to trust them. Lattimer might well have sent him to Perkins’s livery so he’d know exactly where to kill him.

				“Pile on the agony,” Fargo muttered as he rolled up in his blanket and stretched back with his head on his saddle.

				The wind soughed in the pine boughs, lulling him toward sleep, and the wide Missouri flowed past with a steady, peaceful chuckle. A star-shot sky and the singsong of frogs and crickets reminded Fargo why he hated to sleep under a roof.

				But just before he tumbled over the threshold of sleep, Fargo heard a new noise added to the night chorus—the rapid ticking of wood-burrowing insects. The fine hairs on his nape stiffened.

				The insects were popularly known as deathwatch beetles. And according to backcountry lore, they were only heard before somebody died.

				***

				“Say, mister!”

				Fargo hauled back on the reins as a slope-shouldered, wreath-bearded pilgrim dressed in gray homespun hurried toward him.

				“Mister, you appear to be a frontiersman,” he greeted Fargo. “Am I correct in that surmise?”

				It was only an hour after sunup, but already the muddy, wagon-rutted streets of Saint Joe were writhing with activity. The settlement, built on a bulge of land formed by a sharp bend in the Missouri, was one of the “big jump-offs” to the Wild West. Steamboats arrived every day, holds and decks chockablock with cattle, chicken coops, plows, washtubs, furniture—and the hopeful, nervous faces of the great westward migration.

				One of those faces stared up at Fargo now, praying for the right answer.

				“I do spend most of my time out beyond the settlements, friend,” Fargo replied, guessing what was coming.

				“Sir, I represent a group of two hundred souls from Bucks County, Pennsylvania. We—”

				“You had a contract with a conductor who promised to guide you to Oregon,” Fargo finished for him. “You folks took up a collection and paid him half in advance. And now you can’t find hide nor hair of him.”

				The pilgrim nodded, too desperate to look ashamed. “Now we’re marooned. Would you be interested in serving as our guide? We’ll pay what we can.”

				Fargo felt a pang behind his heart. These beleaguered tenderfoots had a dream swelling inside them—a dream that somewhere in the great beyond was a perfect piece of land that meant security and fulfillment. That great need made them perfect targets for every manner of ruthless swindler.

				“It’s not in my line,” Fargo replied, not unkindly, as he leaned forward against the saddle horn. “And even if it was, I’ve got other irons in the fire.”

				The man’s face sagged into a mask of hopeless despair.

				“Listen,” Fargo said. “There’s a tavern on Center Street called the Mayflower. The bar dog is a big Irishman named Red Mike. He’s straight goods. Go see him. Tell him a bearded jasper riding an Ovaro sent you. He’ll set you folks up with an honest conductor. You have my cast-iron guarantee you won’t regret it.”

				The desperate emigrant looked up into the crop-bearded, weather-bronzed face with its direct, lake blue eyes that seemed focused on the far distances. He nodded, hope surging into his face.

				“I sure will, mister. I sure will! Thank you!”

				Fargo touched his hat and gigged the Ovaro forward. Mercantile stores, gun shops, wheelwrights and blacksmiths abounded, all doing a lively trade at this time of year, the air crisp with spring weather and the lure of the Great Unknown. Fargo knew the westering fever would not likely surpass the fiddle-footed ’50s, but even this late the boom was still on.

				The streets were already thronged with pedestrian and animal traffic. On a grassy sward on the bluffs north of town, new and refitted wagons were halted tongue to tail as the westering companies formed in an atmosphere of constant excitement and activity. The excitement would tail off, Fargo knew, as these back-easters discovered the number of graves along the Oregon Trail—as many as seventeen per mile by Fargo’s count.

				Won’t be too long, he thought morosely, and the entire West will be peopled up. And innocent pilgrims aside, plenty of the men flocking to the frontier would shame the devil in hell.

				That thought made him cast a wary eye all about him. He recalled Lattimer’s warning from last night: We’re part of what you might call a syndicate. There’s more in town, and you’ll be watched.

				Rains had been heavy lately and the street was a spongy quagmire. But most of the merchants, in a gesture to the many women and children, had laid duckboards down to facilitate walking. A Choctaw from the Nations, wrapped in muddied scarlet strouding, lay dead drunk—or perhaps just dead—in the middle of the street, an impervious island around which the stream of traffic divided.

				Fargo rode past the elegant and famous Patee House, the finest hotel west of the Mississippi, and cut right for two blocks, veering into the hoof-packed yard of a big, ramshackle livery barn. He lit down and led the Ovaro inside by the bridle reins.

				“Hey-up!” he called into the manure-fragrant dimness. “I’m looking for Septimus Perkins.”

				“Look for a cat’s tail!” groused a gravel-pitted voice from the shadowy interior. “Hell, the day’s still a pup! Let an old man sleep, why’n’cha?”

				“Stir your stumps, old-timer. I got a hungry stallion here that needs oats and a currycomb.”

				“This ain’t the only feed stable in town, mister. Le’me sleep.”

				“Can’t, Dad.” Fargo slipped the bit and the cinch. “I got places to go and people to meet. Roust out!”

				Fargo grinned at the string of hot curses. A small, thin, flat-chested old man wearing red long-handles and a straw Chihuahua hat materialized out of the dimness, straw still clinging to him.

				“Easy for you young bucks to be piss and vinegar this early,” he complained. “My age, it takes a while to get up a head of steam.”

				Fargo took in the slat-ribbed elder’s craggy face and lumpish chin. He walked on unsteady sea legs and smelled like a mash vat. Fargo recognized the type instantly: Advancing age had forced him to seek civilization, but even the most rustic outpost was too civilized for him. A true curmudgeon who found it too onerous to perform the meeting rituals. A type Fargo admired.

				“Looks like you cut the wolf loose last night,” Fargo remarked.

				“Bo, I was out on the roof, for a surety. My tongue feels like a cat turd rolled in cracker crumbs.”

				The old codger’s bleary eyes had just focused on Fargo’s black-and-white horse. “Say! That’s one humdinger of a stallion.”

				“He ain’t the worst old nag,” Fargo said, and the Ovaro lashed him in the face with his tail. “You must be Septimus?”

				“Ain’t like I got a choice.”

				Now Septimus turned his attention to the tall, buckskin-clad stranger, narrowing his eyes. “I ain’t met too many white men what don’t cut their horses.”

				“I like spirit in a horse. How much spirit would you have if somebody lopped off your nuts?”

				“Wouldn’t hardly matter, bo. My fires was banked long ago. Hell, I ain’t even piss-proud in the morning.”

				Fargo thumbed his hat back and looked around. His eyes had adjusted to the dimness, and he found himself in a surprisingly tidy and clean livery barn. Perhaps ten horses were presently stalled, all well groomed and appearing content.

				“I didn’t catch your name,” the hostler said.

				“I didn’t toss it.”

				“Huh. Likely it would just be a summer name anyhow. I’ll just call you Buckskins.”

				“This is the frontier, old roadster. You don’t nose a man’s backtrail.”

				“Used to, I never did. But it ain’t just green-antlered pilgrims filling Saint Joe, Buckskins. Three times now I been heisted. The last son of a bitch conked me on the cabeza so hard my ears was squirtin’ blood.”

				Fargo tossed his saddle onto a wooden rack and hung his bridle on a coffee can nailed to the wall. “Does this look like an outlaw horse to you?”

				Septimus grunted. “A good point, and I’m caught upon it. This animal ain’t been spurred a-tall.”

				“He’s not mean, but let him get a good smell of you before you get too close—he’s a biter.”

				“Sell your ass. I was breaking mustangs to leather down in the old Spanish land-grant country while you was still on ma’s milk.”

				“I’m told eight bits a night includes a stall for me, too?”

				Septimus nodded, yawning and digging at his left armpit. “But no Eastern money. I’ll take gold or silver only.”

				“Sounds jake to me. I’ll square with you after I eat breakfast and run some errands.”

				“Funny,” Septimus said, watching Fargo as he slid his Henry from the scabbard. “You don’t look like no errand boy to me. Matter fact, Buckskins, you look like a man what’s done a fair share of killing in his day.”

				“Kill one fly,” Fargo said as he headed through the wide doors, “kill a million.”
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