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Eleven men rode one night in 1867. Six years later, they are dying of cholera. It isn’t cholera.

The autumn of 1873 comes to Texas dry and wrong. The banks have failed back East, unsold herds stand starving in the Kansas pens, and cholera is moving up the rivers. Along the cattle trail, the men of one old outfit are dying one by one. Every death is written down as cholera, and an itinerant embalmer is always close behind.

Deputy U.S. Marshal Jonah Teague, a Union scout who rode point for that outfit, expects a fraud case when he is sent to Hollister’s Ferry on the Brazos. Instead, he finds a dead man with garlic on his breath, white bands across his fingernails, and Dr. Honora Vail. She is the only physician within sixty miles, the expert he can’t do without, and his strongest suspect. Both of them have reasons to keep the past buried.

Across nine books, from the Panic of 1873 to the trial year of 1876, the hunt runs north and back again: through the Red River quicksand and the gyp-water creeks of the Chickasaw Nation, up to the Kansas railheads and the Kansas City stockyards, and through northers, locust years and the Red River War. The country doesn’t care about anyone’s grievance. And the truth, when it comes, will cost everyone who carries it.

Begin the hunt with Dark Copper.



CAST OF CHARACTERS 

The principals

	Jonah Teague: Deputy U.S. Marshal, Western District of Texas. A Hill Country Unionist, once the best point rider on the Chisholm Trail.

	Dr. Honora Vail: The only physician on that stretch of the Brazos. Philadelphia-trained, a widow, and too clever for her neighbors’ comfort.

	Mr. Kessler: An itinerant German embalmer who follows the cholera from town to town. Courteous, careful, and always there before the undertaker.


Hollister’s Ferry, Palo Pinto County, Texas

	Lucinda Brandt: The contractor’s widow.

	Owen Mabry: Storekeeper, postmaster, and the dead man’s business partner.

	Coy Dutton: Mabry’s hired man.

	Wiley Hatch: The blacksmith, who owes the doctor a leg and won’t let her forget it.

	Abner Fry: Sexton and gravedigger.

	The Cobbs: A family the cholera has found.

	Sheriff Bascom: The county sheriff, a Palo Pinto man first and a lawman second.


On the road north

	Isom Clay: Ox-team freighter, owner of Clay Freight, and a man from Teague’s past who owes him a debt he would rather not pay.

	Abe: Isom’s young drover.

	Purcell: A Kansas City cattle buyer stranded in Fort Worth by the Panic.


The Chickasaw Nation

	Captain Judah Ishtona: Commander of the Chickasaw lighthorse, keeper of the toll books, and a careful reader of treaties.

	Private Abel Tushka and Corporal Seeley: Lighthorse riders.

	Thomas Ishtona: The captain’s fourteen-year-old nephew, who wants to be a Texas cowboy.


The trail camps

	Stroud, Rasmus and old Bede: Hands of a Texas herd stranded on Beaver Creek.

	Wash Tull: Trail boss of a late herd turned back by the Panic.

	Gaddis: Storekeeper and postmaster at Red River Station.


Heard from at a distance

	Marshal Thaddeus Pruett: Teague’s superior in Austin, who wants a thief, not a crusade.

	Ansel Whitcomb: A Kansas City commission merchant with political ambitions.

	Josiah Lund: Undertaker and cabinetmaker in Wichita, Kansas.


The dead

	Elias Brandt: Federal beef contractor, Hollister’s Ferry.

	Dell Overstreet: Cattle buyer, Wichita.

	Amos Pettit: Commission-house clerk, Kansas City.

	Hugh Pennell: Trail boss, Beaver Creek, Chickasaw Nation.

	Royal Vail: Cattleman and Honora’s late husband, dead of bilious fever in October 1872.
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Chapter One
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Low Water

The split ran from the toe of Sorrel Joe’s near forefoot halfway to the coronet band, a clean crack in the horn that had opened on the rock road over the Palo Pinto hills, and by the time Teague led him down the limestone cut to Hollister’s Ferry the bay was setting that foot down at every step like a man testing ice.

Teague walked on the downhill side of him with the reins slack in his left hand and the packhorse’s lead looped over his right forearm, and he let the horses pick the way. The cut had been blasted through the bluff by somebody who knew what he was doing and then left to the weather by somebody who didn’t. Loose plates of limestone skated under the shoes. The air in the cut was still cool and smelled of wet stone from some seep he couldn’t see, and then they came out of it into the first sun and the smell changed to the river.

It was not much of a river this morning. The Brazos at Hollister’s Ferry was supposed to be red water, fast and bank-cutting, the kind a man respected; Teague had swum it in the spring of sixty-seven with three thousand head behind him and lost eleven. What lay below him now was a braid of shallow channels the color of brick dust, threading between sandbars so wide and pale they looked as if the river’s bones had come up through its skin. Some of them had. Out on the nearest bar the ribs of a drowned steer stood up in a curve, white as barrel hoops, and a buzzard sat on the hip bone with its wings half open to the sun, not eating, only drying.

He read the water the way he would have read it from the point of a herd. The far channel ran faster and darker than the near ones, which meant it was the true bed and the rest was spill. The pale slick patches between the bars were sand that would hold a man and not a horse. There was no foam anywhere, nothing coming down from upstream. It had not rained on the Brazos in two months, and it was not going to rain today.

The ferry was a flat of cypress plank on a cable, drawn up on the near bank with its apron in the sand and a foot of dry gray line on the planks where the river used to touch them. On the flat a man in a clean linen duster sat on a keg with a tin cup in each hand.

“You’ll be the federal man,” he called. “Owen Mabry. I saw you from the store and thought you’d want coffee before you wanted anything else.”

That told Teague the store had a window on the cut and that someone had been watching it. He came down the last of the slope, stopped Sorrel Joe on flat ground, and took the cup, because a man who refuses coffee at a river landing in Texas has made a statement he will have to explain.

“Teague,” he said.

“I know it. Marshal Pruett wired the county judge, and the county judge can’t keep a thing to himself.” Mabry was forty or so, soft at the jaw, with the kind of sunburn that comes from a buggy seat rather than a saddle. He looked at Sorrel Joe’s foot and then at Teague and smiled. “Rock road. It takes its toll. You’ve come about Eli.”

“About Elias Brandt’s contract.”

“Same thing, I expect. Eli was the contract.” Mabry drank. “I was his partner, as I’m sure you’ve been told, and I’ll say to you what I said to the judge. Whatever’s wrong with those Fort Sill tallies, Eli kept the tallies. I furnished money and grass. And Eli’s been nine days in the ground, or would be if we could get him there.” He tipped his cup toward the bluff to the north, where a low stone building was dug into the slope with its door turned away from the sun. “Cholera. It’s all up the river this fall. Took the Cobb child last night. You’ll want to be careful what you drink.”

The coffee was strong and boiled and tasted of the tin. Teague drank half of it and held the rest.

“Nine days,” he said. “And not buried.”

“His people are in Missouri. Lucinda wanted him home. She had him embalmed, and the railroad was to take him from Denison, and then the banks went down back East and there isn’t a freight agent between here and St. Louis who’ll move a coffin on credit. So he’s in the ice house.” Mabry looked at the stone building. “What there is of the ice. They’ve had no shipment up from Denison since the fifteenth.”

“Who embalmed him?”

Mabry’s cup stopped on the way to his mouth. It only stopped for a moment.

“A German,” he said. “Traveling man. Kessler, Kessel, something like it. Came through with a wagon the week Eli took to his bed and offered his services to the widow, and she took him up on them. There’s a lot of that this fall. A man with a pump and a few jugs can make a living behind the cholera.” He set the cup on the keg. “I don’t see what bearing it has on beef.”

“Probably none,” Teague said.

It was what Pruett wanted him to think, too. Pruett had handed him the file in Austin with the governor’s race coming in December and the Republicans going down all over the state, and had said, find me a thief, Jonah, a clean one, and come home. A dead contractor who had shorted the Comanche agency on beef was as clean as thieves came. He could close it in a week, write it up in a page, and be back in Austin before the first norther. He stood on the ferry flat with the taste of Mabry’s coffee in his mouth and wanted that more than he would have admitted to anyone.

He handed back the cup. On the far side of the flat the ferryman had come up out of a dugout in the bank, an old man with no teeth and a pole across his shoulders, and he stood looking at Teague with an expression Teague had been seeing for eight years. It was the face men in Texas wore for a man who had ridden for the Union. Some of them wore it before they knew who he was. This one knew. The county judge, Teague thought, could not keep a thing to himself.

“Where’s the widow?” he asked.

* * *
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The Brandt house stood at the top of the bluff, painted white once, with a gallery on two sides and a cistern at the back corner with a dipper chained to it. The dipper was dry. The cistern lid was off, and from the gate Teague could see that the bottom showed. The post oaks in the yard were dropping their leaves in September as if it were November, small hard brown leaves that ticked on the gallery roof when the wind came through.

He left the horses at the gate. Lucinda Brandt came to the door herself. She was younger than he had expected and wore black that had been made over from something else; he could see along the bodice where a lighter thread had been picked out of an old seam. She had a handkerchief in one hand and did not use it.

“You’re the marshal,” she said. “Owen said you’d come about the money.”

“I’ve come about your husband, ma’am. The money’s part of it.”

She looked at him for a while. Then she stepped back from the door, which was as much as he was going to get.

The parlor was dark and smelled of camphor, and of something under the camphor that he did not let himself name. A clock on the mantel had been stopped at twenty past four. Teague stood with his hat in his hands. He had learned in three years of carrying a federal badge that a widow will tell a man who is standing more than she will tell a man who is sitting, because a man standing looks as if he might leave.

“He was sick a long while,” she said. “That’s what nobody understands. They say cholera and they mean a day. Eli was poorly since the middle of summer. His stomach. He couldn’t keep food, and then he could, and then he couldn’t. His feet burned. He’d walk the gallery at night because his feet burned. Dr. Vail gave him bismuth and laudanum.” She folded the handkerchief in half and in half again. “Then the last day it was the other thing, all at once. He couldn’t stop, and the cramps took him in the legs so he screamed, and he went cold. His hands went blue. Dr. Vail said it was cholera morbus on top of the old complaint.”

“Did he say anything at the end?”

“He said his mouth was full of fire.” She looked at the stopped clock. “And his breath. I’ll tell you, because nobody asked me. His breath smelled of garlic. I thought it was the medicine. I said so to the doctor and she said a great many things smell of garlic at the end.”

Teague turned his hat a quarter turn in his hands.

“The German,” he said. “The embalmer.”

“Mr. Kessler.” She sat up a little in her chair. “He was very kind. He came the morning after. He’d been to the Cobbs’ about their grandmother in the summer, and someone told him we’d want him. He said a man ought to go home to his own ground and not lie in a strange county, and he’d make it so Eli could travel. He didn’t ask me for money until it was done.” She hesitated. “He sat with Eli a while before he began. Alone. He said it was his custom.”

“An old man?”

“Fifty, perhaps. A gray beard. He had a cough. His hands were—” She stopped and looked at her own. “I noticed his hands. The palms were all thick and yellow, like a man who’s worked lime. I thought it was the fluid he uses. He was very clean otherwise.” She looked up. “Is something wrong, Marshal? Owen says it’s the contract you want. Owen says Eli kept the books crooked and you’ll take the house.”

“I don’t take houses, ma’am.”

“Somebody does.”

He had no answer for that, so he gave her none. At the door she said, without his asking, “Dr. Vail signed the certificate. Cholera morbus. You can see it at the judge’s. She’s in the stone house past the church, on the bluff. She’ll be tired. She was up all night with the Cobb girl, and the girl died anyway.”

Then, lower, with her hand on the door, she said, “You’ll hear talk about her. You’d better hear it from me first. People say she’s too clever with her bottles. They say Royal Vail was the biggest, healthiest man in this county and went in three weeks, and she signed for him herself.” She glanced back at the stopped clock in the parlor. “I don’t hold with it. She sat up with Eli four nights running and wouldn’t take a dollar. But you’ll hear it, Marshal. Everybody here has said it at least once, and most of them have said it to her face.”

* * *
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Teague walked the horses along the top of the bluff, because Sorrel Joe would not be ridden on that foot and Dutch would not lead without Joe ahead of him. The town of Hollister’s Ferry was a store, a church without a steeple, a blacksmith’s shed with no fire in it, a scatter of picket and log houses with their backs to a north wind that was not blowing, and the stone house. It stood a little apart at the edge of the bluff where the slope fell open to the river: two square rooms of cut limestone with a dogtrot between them, a cedar-shake roof over all, and a yard swept bare. Bottles stood on the windowsills catching the sun. Someone had planted a fig at the corner and kept it alive through the drought with what must have been dishwater.

A woman stood on the dogtrot with her sleeves rolled, rinsing a white enamel basin. She poured the water out over the edge of the floor into the dirt, filled the basin again from a bucket, rinsed it, poured it out. Then she did it a third time, and Teague, who had watched a good many people do a good many things after a death, understood that the third time was not for the basin.

He stopped at the edge of her swept yard and waited. She saw him. She set the basin on the bench upside down to drain and dried her hands on a towel tucked into her apron, finger by finger. Then she came to the edge of the dogtrot and looked down at him, and then at his horse’s foot.

“That’s a quarter crack,” she said. “You’ve been riding him on it.”

“Not since yesterday noon.”

“Since yesterday noon you’ve been walking him on it, which is better, but not by much.” She was in her middle thirties, he judged, tall for a woman and without much spare flesh, with dark hair pinned up and coming down from the pins as if the night had pulled at it. Her eyes were gray and very steady and very tired. She wore a ring on her left hand that she had not taken off, and there was a smear on her apron that had been washed at and not out. “You’re the marshal from Austin. Teague.”

“Yes, ma’am. Dr. Vail?”

“Yes.”

“I’m told you signed the certificate on Elias Brandt.”

“I did.”

“Cholera morbus.”

“That’s what I wrote.” She looked past him at the ice house across the hollow, its door turned from the sun. “Mr. Teague, a child died in that house behind the church at a quarter past three this morning. She was four years old. She had cholera, real cholera, Asiatic cholera, which is coming up the rivers from the Mississippi the way it does every few years and which I cannot stop with anything in my dispensary. Her mother will want to know whether she ought to boil her water, and I have to go and tell her yes, and that it may not save her other children. So if you have a question about Elias Brandt you had better ask it now.”

“Are you sure of it?”

“I am sure of what I wrote.”

It was a good answer. Teague had heard enough answers across enough kitchen tables to know a good one. It said nothing that could be called a lie later, and it said it in a voice that dared him to ask the question under the question. He did not ask it. Not yet.

“I’d like you to look at him again,” he said.

“No.”

“He’s in the ice house. I’m told he’s been embalmed.”

“Then there’s nothing to see that I didn’t see nine days ago, except what the embalmer did, and I am not an embalmer.” She folded the towel and laid it over the edge of the bench. “I have living patients, Marshal. Mrs. Cobb has two more children under that roof, and the well they draw from is forty feet from their privy. If the federal government would like to send me a load of lime and a hundred barrels of clean water, I’ll look at anything you like.”

“The federal government would like to know why a man paid to feed the Comanche agency at Fort Sill died a month after the agency complained about his beef.”

“And you think I can tell you that by looking at his liver.”

“I think somebody can.”

She looked at him then, actually looked, the way he had seen a horse buyer look at a horse after it had been led up and down once and had not done what he expected. It was not a long look. It went to his hands, which were rope-scarred and steady, and to the Spencer carbine in its boot under the saddle fender, and to his face, and it came back to the horse’s foot.

“I can’t help you with Elias Brandt,” she said. “I can help you with that foot. He’ll go lame for good if you keep on and the crack runs up into the coronet. Bring him around to the back. There’s shade, and a post.”

“I wasn’t asking—”

“I know you weren’t.” She was already going down the dogtrot steps. “The horse can’t lie to me. That makes him a better patient than most.”

* * *
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The back of the stone house faced the river, and the slope fell away so steep and open that a man standing at the back door could see the whole braid of the Brazos for a mile up and down, every bar and channel, and the far bank running off in dun prairie to a line of post oak hills. A cedar post was set in the ground by the woodpile with an iron ring in it. Teague tied Sorrel Joe there and stripped him and let Dutch stand loose, because Dutch would not leave Joe for anything short of grain.

She came out with a leather apron over the cotton one and a farrier’s box under her arm, an old army box with U.S. burned into the end and the letters half sanded away.

“Fort Scott,” she said, when she saw him look. “They sold everything off after the war. I bought the box for the hoof knife and got the rest for nothing.” She set it down. “Pick it up for me.”

He picked up the foot and held it between his knees with the sole turned up, the way a farrier would, and she bent over it beside him with a hoof knife in her hand and the light coming over her shoulder. She was close enough that he could smell her: lye soap and carbolic, and under them something burnt and sharp he could not place, like a struck match.

“Hold him,” she said. “He’ll feel this.”

She cleaned out the crack with the point of the knife, quick and short, and Joe shifted and blew. Teague laid his free hand flat on the bay’s shoulder and said a word to him, and the horse stood. Her eyes came up to the hand on the shoulder and then went back to the hoof.

“He was a trail horse,” she said.

“He was.”

“They’re the only ones that stand for a stranger like that. They’ve had too many strangers.” She worked along the crack. “Is that what you did? Before?”

“Before what?”

“Before the badge.”

“Point rider,” he said. “Sixty-seven.” He did not say for whom. It was not, he told himself, a thing worth saying. Half the men in Texas had ridden for somebody in sixty-seven.

“So you can read a river.”

“Some.”

“Then read me that one.” She did not look up. “What is it going to do?”

He looked past her down the slope at the low red channels and the bones on the bars. “Nothing,” he said. “Not till it rains in the Panhandle. Then it’ll come up three feet in a night and take the ferry cable if they don’t slack it, and nobody’ll be on the right side of it for a week.”

“The ferryman says the same thing, and charges more for it.” She straightened, and he saw that she had been almost smiling, and that she had stopped. “This needs to be rasped and pared back so the edges don’t catch and pull it open. Then a bar shoe, if your blacksmith has any iron left, and you’ll have to keep him off it a week. Ten days would be better. And pine tar packed in the crack. I have some.”

“I don’t have ten days.”

“Your horse does. You can borrow one from Mr. Mabry, I expect. He’s very generous.” She said it without any color at all, and Teague let a moment go by before he answered it.

“You don’t care for Mabry.”

“I don’t care for anybody this morning, Marshal. I’ve been awake for thirty hours.” She took up the rasp. “Hold him.”

She rasped the wall in long strokes, the sound rough and even, the horn coming away in pale curls that fell into the dust between his boots. He held the foot and watched her hands. They did not hurry and they did not shake, though she had been awake thirty hours and had lost a child at a quarter past three. They were long hands, chapped at the knuckles, with an old burn scar across the back of the left one, shiny, the size of a coin.

Down on the river the buzzard lifted off the dead steer’s hip and went away low over the water with three slow strokes, and its shadow crossed the bars like a hand passing over a map.

“His wife says his breath smelled of garlic,” Teague said.

The rasp stopped. It did not stop long.

“A great many things smell of garlic at the end,” she said. “Ether. Phosphorus. Some of the bismuth preparations, if they’re impure. The breakdown of the tissues themselves. A dying man’s breath is no evidence of anything except that he’s dying.”

“She says his feet burned for a month before.”

“Many men’s feet burn.” She rasped. “He drank heavily and ate badly. He had a disordered liver. I told him so in June.”

“And the embalmer,” Teague said. “The German.”

She put the rasp in the box, took out a small knife with a curved blade, and began paring the edge of the crack back to sound horn, and it seemed to him that she bent a little closer over the hoof than she needed to.

“I don’t know anything about embalmers,” she said. “They come with the cholera, like the buzzards. Some of them are respectable men and most aren’t. Mrs. Brandt wanted her husband sent to Missouri, and you can’t send a man to Missouri in September without one.”

“You’ve seen this one?”

“I may have.” The knife moved. “I see a great many people at a great many bedsides. I don’t keep a list.”

He looked at the back of her head, at the pins coming down, at the stillness of her shoulders while her hands worked. He thought of a dozen things to say and chose not to say any of them. The badge had taught him that silence will pull more out of most people than any question, and he had learned it first in a harder school than that.

The trouble was that she knew it too. She pared the crack clean without another word, and the silence between them sat there on the slope with the horse and the river and did no work for either of them.

When she was done she packed the crack with pine tar from a stone jar, working it in with her thumb, wrapped the foot in a piece of clean sacking, and tied it off.

“Blacksmith,” she said. “Today. Tell him bar shoe, and tell him I said so, and he’ll do it. He owes me a leg.”

“Whose?”

“His own.” She stood back, wiped the tar off her thumb with the towel, and looked at Teague with what was nearly humor, the first he had seen in her. “He fell off his roof in July. I had to choose between setting it and taking it off, and I set it. He limps. He doesn’t let me forget it, and I don’t let him forget the other choice.” She folded the towel. “What do I owe you?”

“You don’t owe me anything. I owe you.”

“Then we’re both of us in debt, Marshal, and I’d prefer it the other way. A dollar for the horse. You can pay me when you have it. The Panic has made everyone a debtor this fall.”

He took a silver dollar out of his vest and put it in her hand, and her fingers closed on it, and for a moment neither of them let go of the coin. It was not long, and neither of them remarked on it. Then she took her hand back and put the dollar in her apron pocket and it was gone.

“Will you look at him?” he said. “Brandt.”

“No.”

“Then I’ll wire Austin for an Army surgeon from Fort Griffin, and he’ll ride over in a week and open the ice house and look at Brandt with someone from the county judge’s office standing by. And he’ll read your certificate.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her eyes went past him, over his shoulder, to the corner of the house where the path came round from the street, and he turned his head and saw a boy in a wrong-side-out shirt standing at the end of the woodpile, watching them: the woman doctor and the federal man, alone behind her house. The boy saw him look, and went. Honora watched him go. He saw her count it, the way she would count a pulse, and put it away.

“Do that,” she said. “I hope he’s a better doctor than most of them. Most of them are very bad.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And Marshal.” She had turned to go in, and she stopped in the doorway of the back room with her hand on the frame, not looking at him. Behind her in the dim he could see shelves, bottles in rows, brown and blue and clear, with paper labels in a small square hand, and at the end of the lowest shelf a ledger bound in green cloth. “Mr. Brandt’s nails had white lines across them,” she said. “Here.” She touched her own thumbnail, not turning around. “Across the nail, not along it. Two of them, a little apart, on every finger.”

Teague did not move. He looked past the corner of the house and down the slope at the river, at the pale slick stretch between the near bars where the sand ran loose under the water, and kept his eyes there, the way he would have kept them on bad water at the head of a herd until he knew which way the leaders meant to go.

“Fever does it,” she said, and her voice was perfectly level. “Any long illness. Any shock to the system. It means nothing. I noted it because I note everything.” She went in, and spoke once more from inside, out of the dim where he could not see her face. “It was nothing. Have the blacksmith look at that shoe.”

The door closed.

Teague stood in the swept yard with the lead rope in his hand and the smell of pine tar and carbolic, and that burnt-match smell, still on his sleeve where she had leaned against it. Below him the Brazos lay in its channels like a creature that had been dying a long time and had not yet been told.

He knew the name. He had known it since Pruett handed him the file in Austin and he saw it written across the top in a clerk’s hand, and he had told himself it was a common name. There were Brandts all over Texas. But there had been an Eli Brandt riding swing on the Vail herd in the summer of sixty-seven, a heavy young man with a laugh you could hear across a bedground. Teague had not seen him since a night in August on a creek in Kansas, and had not wanted to.

And there was the other name, the one he had not let himself think about since the widow Brandt said it in her dark parlor. Royal Vail had bossed that herd. Royal had talked all the way up the trail about his home place on the Brazos in Palo Pinto County, about a ferry and a bluff and the finest bottom grass in Texas, and a year ago in Austin Teague had heard that he was dead of a fever and had felt, God help him, nothing but a kind of loosening. He had not known that Royal married. He had not known whom. He knew now, and he had stood in her yard holding his horse’s foot between his knees and said nothing about it, and he understood that every hour he went on saying nothing would make the saying harder.

He took Sorrel Joe’s lead and turned toward the blacksmith’s. Behind him in the stone house a pump handle went down and up, down and up, and stopped.
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Chapter Two
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The Ice House

The blacksmith fitted the bar shoe by lantern light, with the fire built up out of post oak because there was no coal left in the county, and he swore at the iron and at the drought and at the doctor in about equal measure, and limped on the left leg every time he crossed from the forge to the horse.

“Ten days,” he said, driving the last nail and clinching it. “She says ten days. If she says ten, it’s ten. She’d have had this leg off me for spite.”

“She says she saved it.”

“That’s the spite.” Wiley Hatch let the foot down and stood back and spat into the slack tub, and the spit hissed on a cooling bar he’d dropped there. “Three dollars. Hard money, Marshal. I got nothing against the government except I don’t take its paper since the Panic, and neither does anybody else.”

Teague paid him from the coin purse he kept inside his vest. It was lighter than it had been in Austin. Hatch watched the coins come out and go into his own hand, and Teague watched Hatch watch them, and saw the smith come to a decision.

“Spencer,” Hatch said, nodding at the carbine in its boot. “You’ll not find cartridges for that north of the Red.”

“I carry sixty.”

“Sixty won’t do you if it comes to it.”

“Sixty’s all a man can find in the Territory,” Teague
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