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CHAPTER ONE
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The Last Clean Getaway (Almost)

The safe wasn't going to open.

Cash Callahan had been staring at the Pemberton Model 7 for eleven minutes — he knew this because he'd pulled his watch at the two-minute mark and again at the six, and by the eleven-minute mark he'd put the watch away because knowing the time was only making things worse. The safe crouched in the corner of the express car like something geological, something that had always been there and intended to remain. It was bolted to the floor through a steel plate the size of a cutting board, the bolts themselves the width of two fingers and counter-sunk into the hardwood planking so there was nothing to get purchase on from above. The body of the safe was black-painted steel, roughly four feet tall and two wide, and it had a four-spoke handle the color of charcoal, a dial the size of a dinner plate, and a placard on the upper left panel that read, in modest brass lettering: PEMBERTON SAFE & LOCK CO. — DENVER, COLORADO — UNCOMPROMISING SECURITY FOR UNCOMPROMISING TIMES. Cash had read that placard twice. He found it unnecessarily smug.

The express car jolted on its rails, the whole steel-ribbed box shuddering as the train took a curve, and Cash spread his boots wider and let it shake through him. The car was roughly thirty feet long and stacked on both sides with luggage and express freight — wooden crates banded in iron, canvas bags that smelled of grain and something faintly chemical underneath, a tower of hatboxes near the rear door that had been shifting incrementally toward vertical instability for the past ten minutes. Outside, through the single window above the luggage rack, the high desert ran past in darkness — flat, wide, absolute, lit only by a quarter moon that gave the scrubland the texture of a charcoal sketch, each mesquite bush casting a low shadow east and every rock formation standing pale and deliberate against the sky. The air in the car smelled of machine oil, canvas, and the faint chemical sweetness of the lantern burning yellow-orange on its bracket above the safe, casting a circle of warm light on the steel door and leaving everything beyond it in amber-edged shadow. Cash could feel the vibration of the rails through the soles of his boots and up into his knees. He was forty-one years old and he felt every mile of track in those knees.

Behind him, in the forward passenger car — separated from the express car by twenty feet of coupling and open night air, since Dooley and Hennessey had uncoupled the rear three cars from the rest of the train back at the Vermillion water stop — Lucky Boone was keeping forty-some passengers sitting quietly on their hands. This was not a difficult job for Lucky. Lucky had a quality that Cash had spent years attempting to name and eventually given up on: he could stand in a room full of frightened people and make them feel, improbably, that everything was approximately fine. It wasn't charm, exactly. It wasn't even calm. It was something more like a complete absence of alarm in the face of circumstances that should have produced it. People found this contagious. Frightened people especially.

Everything was going according to plan. This, Cash had learned, was the first warning.
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THE OLD PERCUSSION method involved striking the dial's housing at a specific angle and depth with a purpose-made mallet — the theory being that a sufficiently precise impact could temporarily misalign the locking tumblers and create a window of perhaps two seconds in which the bolt could be retracted. Cash had learned it from a man in Abilene who claimed to have learned it from a German clockmaker, and he had used it successfully eleven times across four states. He drew the mallet from his kit — a short-handled thing, weighted at the head, the handle worn smooth from use — positioned his feet, measured the angle with the flat of his thumb, and struck the housing with a clean, controlled blow at the precise point the German clockmaker's student had specified.

The safe made a sound like a very heavy object being struck with a mallet. Nothing else.

Cash struck it again, at a slightly different angle. And again. The car rocked on its rails. The lantern swung. He tried four more variations — two degrees left, two degrees right, lower on the housing, higher on the housing — and the Pemberton Model 7 received each impact with the serene indifference of something that had been built specifically to survive men like Cash Callahan doing exactly this.

The thermal trick was more involved. It required the application of a spirit lamp to a specific region of the dial housing — just below and to the left of the manufacturer's plate — for a period of between four and seven minutes. The expansion of the metal, if applied correctly, would create a hairline separation between the bolt housing and the frame sufficient to introduce a wire pick and retract the secondary catch. Cash had done it in the rain once, in a converted bank vault in Nogales, and he'd been proud of it for years. He lit the spirit lamp and held it to the correct region of the housing, watching the metal change color in the small blue-white flame — going first dull, then slightly darker, the paint around the manufacturer's plate beginning to bubble faintly at the edges. The car smelled now of the lamp's fuel and the particular sharpness of heated steel. Cash waited. He watched the clock. Four minutes. Five. Six.

After six minutes, the safe looked exactly as it had before, except warm.

Cash put the lamp away. He put the mallet away. He stood in the shuddering express car, in the smell of machine oil and hot metal and the faint chemical residue of the spirit lamp, and looked at the Pemberton Model 7 with the specific quality of attention he reserved for things that had genuinely surprised him. In nine years of this work he had opened forty-one safes. The number was not a boast — it was a professional tally, the way a carpenter might count jobs, and it included two Pembertons, both older models, both opened with the thermal method inside the allotted window. The Model 7, apparently, was a different proposition. He crouched, put his mouth approximately six inches from the dial, and said, in a low voice: "I need you to open."

Lucky had appeared in the doorway at some point — Cash didn't know when. "You're talking to it," Lucky said.

"I'm being respectful."

"You're talking to a safe, Cash."

"It's a remarkable safe." Cash straightened up. "What are you doing in here? Who's watching the passengers?"

"Dooley's got the forward car." Lucky stepped into the express car and let the door swing behind him, which meant the night air momentarily replaced the oil-and-lantern smell with the cleaner cold of the desert — sage and dust and the particular mineral emptiness of high country after dark. Then the door shut and the car smells came back. Lucky studied the safe the way he studied most things: with his head slightly tilted and his hands in his pockets, like a man at an art exhibit who hadn't made up his mind. "We're eleven minutes in."

"I know how long we're in."

"The dynamite—"

"I know about the dynamite, Lucky."

The dynamite was the wrong dynamite. This had been established approximately twenty-five minutes earlier, when Cord Dillard had produced the crate from the horses' pack and Cash had opened it and found forty percent less product than he'd specified and a different manufacturer's stamp than the one he'd ordered. The Pemberton Model 7, as the placard implied and as every piece of intelligence Cash had gathered in the preceding three weeks had confirmed, required a shaped charge of a very specific composition and yield to breach without damaging the contents. What was in the crate would open a door or bring down a modest wall. It would turn the Pemberton Model 7 and everything inside it into confetti.

"We could leave it," Lucky said.

"We planned this job for three weeks."

"We could leave it and plan a different job for three weeks."

Cash looked at him. Lucky was leaning against the luggage rack with his arms folded, his hat pushed back, and an expression that said he already had another idea and was waiting to be asked. Cash had been riding with Eli "Lucky" Boone for nine years. He knew that expression the way he knew weather.

"What," Cash said.

Lucky told him.

There was a silence occupied entirely by the sound of wheels on rails and the creak of the car's suspension.

"That," Cash said, "is the stupidest thing you've ever said to me."

"It'll work."

"It will absolutely not—"

"Cash." Lucky tilted his head at the safe. "You got something better?"
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THE ENGINEER'S NAME was Holt. He was fifty-three, broad-shouldered, with a gray mustache that occupied his face the way a storm front occupies a horizon, and he had been driving locomotives for twenty-six years. He had been robbed before — twice — and both times he had done exactly what he was told and come out of it with his health and a story for the grandchildren. He was a pragmatic man. He did not intend to die on the Harrow's Bluff line over a payroll he didn't own.

He was less clear on whether he intended to reverse the train.

"Reverse it," Lucky repeated, pleasantly. He was standing in the locomotive cab with his hat in one hand and his other hand visible and empty, which Holt appreciated. The fireman — a boy of about nineteen named Webb — was sitting against the coal bunker looking at Lucky the way you look at a man who has said something technically in English but not yet comprehensible. The cab was cramped and loud and hot, the firebox casting a red-orange light that made everything in it look like it was happening underground, the pressure gauge on the boiler reading a number that Holt kept a professional eye on without appearing to. Above them, through the cab window, the headlamp threw a cone of yellow light down the track ahead, illuminating rail and scrub and the particular emptiness of the desert night in a way that looked, Lucky thought, like a question being asked into the dark. "Just briefly. A hundred yards, maybe a hundred and fifty. We come forward again, sharp. The uncoupled car over the express car hits the stop coupling with enough force to — look, it's physics."

"It's not physics," Holt said. "It's madness."

"It's physics that looks like madness. There's a difference." Lucky leaned one elbow on the cab window frame with the ease of a man who'd been invited. Outside, the desert rolled past, black and silver in the moonlight, mesquite and scrub and the occasional pale outline of rock formations standing against the sky. The locomotive breathed around them — the smell of coal smoke and steam and hot iron, the rhythmic thud and hiss of the engine, the heat radiating from the firebox through the cab's metal floor. "You reverse, come forward at — what are we doing, Mr. Holt, about thirty miles an hour right now?"

"Twenty-eight," Webb said, helpfully.

"Twenty-eight. You come forward at twenty-eight, the coupling catches, the express car experiences a kinetic lurch of — I'm estimating here — sufficient force to break the bolts on a four-hundred-pound safe's floor mount and slam it against the forward wall. It opens. We collect. You never see us again."

"Or," Holt said, "the car derails."

"At low speed," Lucky said, as if this resolved the matter.

"That's still a derailment."

"A very gentle one." Lucky straightened up, put his hat back on, and gave Holt the look that Cash found most alarming and most passengers found most reassuring — the one that said not that everything was fine, exactly, but that Lucky had thought about it and the odds were acceptable. "Mr. Holt. I've been doing my job for nine years and I'm good at it, which I recognize is not a recommendation you were hoping to hear from me tonight. But I'm telling you honestly: the alternative is we blow that safe and everything in it, which takes the payroll out of the equation and makes this whole evening a waste of everyone's time. Including yours." A pause. "You want to go home. So do I. Reverse the train."

Holt looked at him for a long moment. The firebox popped. Steam sang in the pressure line. The heat in the cab was considerable — a dry, sustained heat that came up through the iron floor plates and pressed against the face from the firebox door, and underneath the coal smoke there was the grease smell of the wheel bearings and the sharp occasional bite of hot metal when something in the engine's running gear came near its tolerance. Holt had lived in this heat for twenty-six years. It was the smell of his life and he was aware of it right now in a way he usually wasn't, the way you become aware of ordinary things when something extraordinary is happening around them.

Webb shrugged.

Holt put the train in reverse.
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THE PEMBERTON MODEL 7 weighed four hundred and forty pounds and was rated for seismic events up to a Rossi-Forel intensity of six. The manufacturer had tested it against flooding, against fire, against a sustained assault by two men with sledgehammers for thirty minutes. The placard said UNCOMPROMISING SECURITY FOR UNCOMPROMISING TIMES and it meant it.

The Pemberton Model 7 had not been tested against a forty-mile-per-hour kinetic lurch delivered through a rail coupling by a locomotive operated in reverse by an engineer who had decided, in the particular way of pragmatic men pushed past their limit, to simply commit.

The noise was extraordinary. There was the shriek of brakes applied and then released, the massive groan of the coupling catching, a sound like the earth rearranging itself, and then a secondary crack that Cash, who was braced against the rear wall of the express car with both arms locked and his eyes closed, felt in his back teeth. The shockwave moved through the car floor and up through his boots and into the bones of his legs, and the entire car swayed on its undercarriage with a rolling lurch that sent the hatboxes from the rear stack directly across the floor in a cascade of cardboard and ribbon and scattered lids. Something wooden cracked. The lantern swung hard on its bracket and sprayed the far wall with a wild arc of yellow light before the flame guttered out.

The safe left its floor mount — he heard the bolts give, four of them in rapid sequence, like gunshots in a small room — and crossed the express car in what seemed like an impossible amount of time for something that heavy. It struck the forward wall with a sound that was more than sound, something felt as much as heard, a deep percussive impact that Cash could feel in his sternum.

The wall won. The safe did not.

The locking mechanism, subjected to a force the Pemberton engineers had specifically not accounted for, sheared at the bolt housing. The door swung open on an intact set of hinges into a car that was now full of coal smoke and displaced dust and the swirling confetti of paperwork that had been on top of the safe before physics intervened. Cash opened his eyes. The lantern had gone out. Moonlight came through the window at a new angle, which meant the express car had, in fact, shifted off the main line — gently, as Lucky had promised, the rear wheels riding up the ballast in a slow sideways lean before settling. Not a derailment, exactly. More of a suggestion of one.

Cash looked at the safe.

The safe looked back, open, full of money.

He crossed the car, stepping over a hatbox and a displaced canvas mail sack, and reached inside. The bills were bundled and banded and smelled, improbably, of cedar — whoever had packed them had done it with a sprig of something in the case, which struck Cash, in the flat-affect way that certain details do when you're running on adrenaline and a bruised rib, as a thoughtful touch. He had both hands around a bundle of notes when the money bag — the large canvas one, the main payroll, a hundred pounds of bundled currency — slid off the upper shelf where it had been wedged and landed directly on him. Cash went down under it. He lay on the floor of the express car in the dark with a hundred pounds of someone else's money on his chest and took a moment to simply breathe.

Steam was coming in through a gap where the door frame had shifted in the coupling impact, hot and white and smelling of iron, filling the lower portion of the car with haze. Outside he could hear the rest of the gang — whooping, laughing, the sound of horses — and from somewhere farther down the track the sound of Dooley's voice doing the job of keeping the separated passenger cars quiet.

Cash pushed the money bag off. He sat up. He collected it, and both bundles from the open safe, and stood.

"Lucky," he said, to no one in particular.

Nobody answered, because Lucky was already on his horse.
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THEY RODE NORTH INTO the desert, eight of them, with the money divided across four sets of saddlebags and the night opening up around them into that particular western vastness that made everything feel both very large and very possible. The moon was higher now, the scrubland silver-gray and rustling with the dry-grass sound that the desert made when the wind came through it low, carrying the smell of dust and cooling stone and the faint green sharpness of sage that always hit harder after dark, as if the plant saved its effort for when it couldn't be seen. The horses were good — Cash's bay and Lucky's roan were both trail-hardened animals, deep in the chest, used to long miles at pace — and the rhythm of the canter was the kind that ate distance without punishing anyone, a four-beat cadence that the desert seemed to accommodate, hoofbeats absorbed and returned by the dry earth in a sound that was almost musical. Behind them, two miles back and receding, the faint orange glow of the express car's lantern — relit, apparently, or perhaps that was the coal from the locomotive — made a small warm point in the dark.

The gang was in extraordinary spirits.

Cord Dillard rode at the front with his hat pushed back and his teeth showing, making the kind of noise that young men make when things have gone right against the odds. Around him, the others matched his frequency — Hat Creek and Benitez and the Prudhomme brothers were laughing about the sound of the safe hitting the wall, doing impressions, arguing about which part had been louder. Dooley was riding with his hat in the air. Even Kemp, who was constitutionally skeptical of enthusiasm, was grinning.

Cash rode at the back, slightly right of center, with Lucky a half-length beside him.

His rib was the problem. He was breathing through it carefully, keeping his torso still the way you do when something in there is sending up a signal that bears watching — not broken, he thought, but the money bag had landed hard and there was a tenderness across the left side of his chest that announced itself with each stride. He'd wrapped worse. It would be fine. He breathed.

Lucky was riding with one hand on the reins and the other raised to the side of his head, two fingers pressed just above his left ear, feeling something in his hairline with the careful attention of a man who has found something he wasn't looking for.

"What are you doing?" Cash said.

"Gray hair." Lucky didn't lower his hand. "I can feel it. It's different from the others — coarser. More determined."

"You've had gray hair."

"I've had a gray hair. One. This is a second one." He finally lowered his hand and looked at it, as if the hair might have transferred. "It was that business with the safe. I felt it happen."

"You can't feel a hair go gray."

"I felt this one." A pause. "It felt like a decision being made by my body without consulting me."

Cash let that sit for a moment. His rib pressed against the inside of his riding coat with each stride. The desert moved past them in its steady silver way, neither welcoming nor hostile, the way landscape is when it is simply itself and not in the business of accommodating human feeling. A coyote called somewhere off to the west, a single note, and fell quiet. Cash breathed.

"Was that harder than last time?" he said.

Lucky thought about it. Not the way he thought about tactical problems — quickly, at angles — but the slower way, the way that meant the question had gone somewhere real. "Yeah," he said. "It was."

"Everything's harder than last time."

"Seems like."

The distance between them and the front of the group had stretched another half-length while they'd been talking — not intentionally, just the natural drift of two horses settling into their own pace. The desert smelled of dust and sage and the faint cold that came off the rock formations to the west, a clean mineral smell that Cash had always liked without ever deciding to like it. From ahead, he could hear the sound of the group's celebration continuing, unchanged, unaware — Cord's voice, the Prudhomme brothers laughing about something, the song still going. The noise felt distant in a way it wouldn't have two years ago. Not because it was quieter, but because Cash was standing at a slightly different remove from it than he used to, and the remove felt less like distance than like perspective. Like he was looking at a thing he knew well from an angle he hadn't occupied before.

The song at the front of the group had acquired a second voice. The Prudhomme brothers, Cash thought, though it was hard to say from here. The moonlight laid a long shadow from each horse and rider across the scrubland to the east, thin and dark and perfectly parallel, moving together.

"You think that's us," Cash said, "or is that the jobs?"

Lucky didn't answer right away. The question sat in the space between them for a few strides, and the hooves picked it up — that rhythmic, considered sound that long-distance riding made, which Cash had always thought was the closest the world came to thinking out loud. The coyote called again, twice this time, and fell quiet again. Then Lucky said: "Both, maybe." And then: "Probably both."

Cash nodded. His rib announced itself. He breathed through it.

They rode.
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THE GANG CRESTED THE ridge at the three-mile mark and the view opened up ahead of them — the basin rolling north toward the territory line, the distant darker smear of a cottonwood drainage, a sky so full of stars that the horizon was hard to find where the land ended and the dark began. The air at the ridge was colder, a clean sharp cold that came off the rock and cut through the warmth of riding, carrying with it the smell of dry grass and distant water and the mineral edge of the high desert at depth of night. Cord Dillard reached the top first and pulled up, and the others joined him, and the noise of the group reached a kind of peak — eight men on horseback on a ridge with money in their saddlebags and the night clean around them and nothing yet gone wrong enough to worry about. The song had become something wordless, just the melody, and someone was clapping rhythm against their saddle horn, and Dooley was still holding his hat in the air.

Cash reached the ridge last, with Lucky alongside him. He stopped his horse at the edge of the flat rock where the trail leveled, a few yards behind the group, and he looked at them.

They were lit by the moon, eight men and eight horses in silhouette against the northern sky, and they were — he searched for the word and couldn't quite find it. Familiar was too plain. His was too possessive. What they were, he thought, was the thing he had organized his entire adult life around, the fixed point against which everything else had been oriented: this specific group of people, in this specific kind of night, with the job done and the money counted and the road open ahead.

He watched them and felt something he didn't have a name for. A loosening, maybe, or the early stage of it. Like a knot that had been in place so long you'd stopped noticing it, and something had shifted, and now you noticed. The rib announced itself when he breathed, and he breathed through it, and let the feeling be what it was without deciding what to do about it.

Lucky was watching them too. Cash could feel it without looking.

The song reached a line that someone must have found funny — there was a burst of laughter, and Cord's horse side-stepped and Cord laughed too, and the moment rolled forward into the next moment, the way all moments did. Cash was still watching. He was watching from slightly too far back and slightly too still and with the particular quality of a man who is looking at something he loves and trying to determine whether the love is enough.

He found, in the silence of that determination, that he wasn't sure.

Lucky said nothing. The wind came through the sage, low and cold and clean, carrying a trace of something floral — nightbloom of some kind, one of the desert plants that only opened after dark and closed again before the heat returned, as if doing their work in the hours when no one was looking. The group ahead of them began to move again, north, down into the basin, the song fading as the pace picked up and the distance between them and the ridge opened and the dark took them in, one by one, until the sound of them was just hooves and the occasional voice and then just hooves.

Cash watched until the last of them was over the far edge of the basin slope. He sat still for a moment longer than was necessary — his horse patient beneath him, the moonlight on the scrubland, his rib doing what it was doing, the question he'd asked and the answer Lucky had given both settling somewhere in him that didn't have a name yet. Then he touched his horse's flank with one heel and followed, with Lucky beside him, a half-step behind something they had always been part of and were, perhaps, just beginning to leave.
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Whispers of Mutiny

The camp smelled the way it always smelled after a job: woodsmoke and horse and wet leather and the particular low sweetness of men who hadn't bathed in longer than was defensible, all of it underlaid by something meaty from the cook pot that Hat Creek kept going on the fire regardless of what was in it or whether anyone had asked. The camp had been in the canyon for six weeks — long enough that it had acquired the semi-permanent character of a place someone intended to keep: a fire pit with a proper stone ring, three canvas tents staked and guyed against the canyon wall, a folding table, two mismatched chairs that had arrived from separate robberies and achieved an unlikely domestic pairing, and a length of rope strung between two iron stakes that served as a clothesline for things that needed airing, which at any given time included most of what the outfit owned. The canyon itself ran maybe two hundred yards, north to south, with the trail in at the north end and the dead-end wall at the south, and the walls close enough on either side that full sunlight only reached the floor for about three hours in the middle of the day. The rest of the time it was in shade, which kept it cool in summer and cold in winter and gave it, always, the slightly enclosed quality of a place that had been chosen for concealment first and comfort not at all. Two days after the train, the money was on the folding table that Dooley had carried on a pack mule from Laramie three years ago for reasons nobody had ever fully established, and it was being counted for the third time, because the first time Benitez had said the total was wrong and the second time Kemp had said the same, and the third time was happening now with everyone watching because it turned out that accurate counting was harder than it looked when eight men were standing around a folding table in a canyon with opinions.

Cash stood at the edge of the group with his arms folded and watched Dooley count. The canyon walls rose on both sides — pale sandstone shot through with rust-colored seams, maybe sixty feet at the narrowest point, enough sky visible above to tell the time of day but not much else. The fire crackled behind him. Somewhere up on the east wall a hawk was doing a slow circle in the blue strip of sky, and Cash watched it without particularly meaning to, the way you watch something that has no stake in what you're doing and therefore offers a certain kind of relief.

The total, counted for the third time, was the same as it had been the first two times.

The split was clean — eight ways, equal shares, which was how the Callahan-Boone outfit had always done it, and nobody argued the split. What they argued, starting approximately four minutes after the money was distributed and the men had their shares in hand, was everything else.

"The fireman," Cord Dillard said.

He said it the way you say the first word of a prepared speech — not loudly, not with apparent heat, but with a precision that told you it had been chosen in advance. He was sitting on an upturned crate near the fire with his hat on his knee, turning it by the brim, twenty-seven years old and aware at all times of how he looked doing things. He was handsome in a way that he had clearly decided was an asset and deployed accordingly, and he had the particular ease of a man who had never yet been seriously wrong about anything and therefore had no instinct for the possibility.

"The fireman," he said again. "Webb. Nineteen years old, and he got a clear look at two faces in the cab of that locomotive for about three minutes. Medium height, dark coat, hat pushed back — sound like anyone here?" He looked around the group in a way that managed not to quite land on Cash or Lucky while landing entirely on Cash and Lucky. "That's a description. That's a Pinkerton brief. That's a wanted poster with better information than the last one."

Hat Creek said: "It worked, though." He was eating something from a tin cup and not looking up.

"It worked this time," Cord said. "The question is whether the method is sound going forward." He paused. "I'm not saying it wasn't clever. I'm saying clever and sound aren't always the same thing, and a good outfit can tell the difference."

This was aimed at Cash the way a thrown knife is aimed — specifically, with intent, and with the practiced casualness of someone who had been throwing knives long enough to make it look like something else. Cash heard it land. He didn't move.

Dooley said: "The fireman didn't see Lucky's face. He was looking at Holt."

"Webb was nineteen," Cord said. "He'll remember it when he's forty."

"Then we'll worry about it when we're forty," Dooley said, and went back to his food.

The conversation fractured after that, smaller threads splitting off — the Prudhomme brothers were talking about the express car's tilt and how far it had gone off the ballast, Benitez was asking Hat Creek what was in the pot, Kemp had taken his share and retreated to his tent with the focused intention of a man who had learned that proximity to groups produced expenses. Cash watched all of it, and watched Cord watch him watch it, and did not say anything. There was nothing that needed saying. Not yet.

Lucky appeared at his left shoulder with two cups of Hat Creek's coffee. He held one out without comment. Cash took it. The coffee was the color of creek mud and tasted approximately similar, which was not a complaint — it was hot and it was strong and it had never pretended to be anything else. They stood together at the edge of camp and drank it and let the afternoon's noise go past them.

"He practiced that," Lucky said quietly.

"I know."

"The thing about clever versus sound. He said it like he'd thought about it."

"He did think about it."

Lucky looked into his cup. "That's what I'm saying."

*
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THE FIRST MOVE CAME the following morning.

Cash was at the picket line checking the horses when Cord found him, which was not accidental — the picket line was away from the tents and the fire, around the shoulder of the east canyon wall, close enough to camp to hear voices but far enough that a conversation could be private if it wanted to be. Cord came around the sandstone shoulder with his thumbs in his belt and stopped a few feet away, and Cash kept his attention on the bay's near foreleg, which had a softness above the fetlock he'd been watching for two days.

"I want to talk to you about where this outfit is going," Cord said.

Cash pressed two fingers gently above the fetlock joint. The bay shifted its weight and turned to look at him with one large brown eye. "She's favoring it," Cash said. "Not badly. But enough."

"Cash."

"I'm listening." He wasn't looking at Cord, which was a specific kind of message, and both of them knew it. "Where's the outfit going?"

Cord laid it out the way he'd laid out the fireman question — smoothly, without apparent aggression, with the framing of a man presenting evidence rather than making an argument. The jobs were getting sloppier. The planning had felt uncertain lately. A leader who'd been running things for nine years was not automatically the right leader for the next nine years — that was just math, nothing personal, the natural evolution of any successful organization. There were men in this outfit who had ideas. Good ones. Ideas about targets and timing and the kind of operation that didn't leave nineteen-year-old firemen with clear recollections. He was talking, Cash understood, about himself. He was not saying he was talking about himself.

Cash straightened up from the horse's leg and looked at Cord directly for the first time. He was a full three inches taller than Cord, which he did not use — he simply stood at his own height and let it be the height it was. "I appreciate you saying so," he said.

Cord waited. There was clearly more coming.

"That's it," Cash said. He picked up the hoof pick and went back to the bay.

Cord stood there for a moment. Then he went back around the canyon shoulder and Cash listened to his footsteps until they were gone. The bay exhaled through her nose. Cash ran a thumb along the inside of the hoof wall and thought about the second move, which he was fairly certain was already in progress.

The second move was on Lucky.

Cash pieced it together afterward from what Lucky told him, which was most of it, and from what Lucky did not tell him, which was the part that Lucky found embarrassing. It happened at midday, while Cash was occupied with Kemp over a question about the next job's timing. Cord found Lucky at the creek below the canyon doing nothing in particular — skipping stones, which was a habit Lucky had developed at some point in childhood and never outgrown, and which Cash found baffling partly because Lucky was very good at it and partly because no other skill Lucky possessed had ever required this little from him. The creek was twenty yards below the canyon's north entrance, cold and narrow and running clear over pale gravel, and Lucky had been standing at its edge for about twenty minutes in the easy way of a man who has nothing pressing and knows it and is getting as much out of that as he can.

Cord had come down from the north, from the direction of the horses, and stopped beside him. He'd looked at the water for a moment. Then he'd opened with the compliment about the reversal trick — genuine, apparently. Lucky had said as much. Cord had called it inspired, had used the word strategic, had noted that the whole thing had required a reading of people — the engineer, the fireman, the situation — that was a specific and uncommon skill. Then he had said, with no transition: "A man with that kind of mind shouldn't be the second name on an outfit." And then he had left Lucky standing at the creek with nothing to throw it at and the cold water running past his boots and the particular sensation of having been handed something that looked like an offer but felt, on closer examination, more like a test.

"He's offering to put your name first," Cash said, when Lucky finished.

"He's offering to put my name first on his outfit," Lucky said. "Which is not the same thing."

"What did you say?"

"I threw the stone," Lucky said. "It skipped four times, which felt like a reasonable answer."

The card game was the third move, and it was the most transparent, which suggested Cord was either less patient than he appeared or had decided that the first two moves had not produced the result he wanted and was escalating his timeline. It assembled itself after supper — Dooley, the Prudhomme brothers, Benitez, and Cord, with Kemp watching from his tent entrance in the manner of a man who disapproves of gambling on principle and plans to take no moral action about it. Lucky was not invited. Cash was.

The game was five-card draw, which was innocent enough. The problem was the deck, which Cord had produced from his coat pocket and which Cash identified within the first two hands by a minute irregularity in the border printing on the backs — a slightly thicker line on the left edge of the clubs and spades that you would only notice if you had spent time around marked cards, which Cash had. Not Cord's marking. Someone else's work, bought or borrowed. But the point was not to cheat Cash out of money. The point was to put him in a losing position in front of the group and let him either catch the cheat and accuse — creating a confrontation — or not catch it and lose, which would make him look diminished.

Cash played four hands. He lost two, won one, pushed one. He folded early and often, which was the correct response to a deck you couldn't fully read. He gave nothing away. He said: "My luck's gone cold," in the tone of a man who meant it, and Dooley laughed, and the Prudhomme brothers laughed, and Cord smiled with his full face and did not quite reach his eyes.

After the game broke up, Lucky came and sat next to Cash at the fire and said: "Marked deck?"

"Third-generation Saratoga work," Cash said. "Clubs and spades."  He looked into the fire. "He's not smart enough to know that's not the move he thinks it is."  The fire popped and settled. Embers floated up and died in the dark air above the canyon. "Or he's in more of a hurry than I thought."

*
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THE NEXT MORNING THEY rode out to scout the next job site — a land office two counties east that moved territorial bond payments on a predictable schedule — and the ambush came at the dry wash crossing, four miles from camp.

The wash was the kind of place you noticed if you were looking for it: a shallow depression where the canyon trail crossed a seasonal creek bed, the banks on either side rising six feet above the crossing, with enough scrub juniper along the east bank to conceal a man or two if the man or two in question were willing to lie in the dirt for a while. Cash had noted it on the ride out and said nothing and watched Lucky note it too. They crossed at the same pace they'd been riding, which was unhurried, because hurrying at a place like that was an announcement.

The two men came off the east bank as they hit the middle of the wash. One from behind the largest juniper, one from a shallow cut in the bank itself where he'd dug himself a hide that had taken some preparation — which meant they'd known the route, or known the crossing, or both. They had their guns up and their instructions out before Cash and Lucky had fully cleared the crossing.

"Hands," the first one said. He was thick-necked, sunburned to a color that suggested he spent most of his time outside and resented it, wearing a canvas duster that was two sizes too large and moved around him like a tent in a mild wind. His gun hand was steady enough. His eyes were moving too fast.

The second man had positioned himself slightly behind and to the right of his partner, which was either tactical or an accident. He was younger — mid-twenties, maybe — with the specific energy of someone who had been waiting in the dirt for an extended period and was now experiencing the transition from boredom to adrenaline as an unpleasant surprise. His hat was on crooked. He had a leaf in it.

Cash looked at the first man. Then he looked at the second man. Then he looked at Lucky with the expression of a man making a small assessment.

Lucky's expression confirmed the assessment.

"All right," Cash said, and raised his hands to about shoulder height in the posture of a man complying at a pace he had chosen, not a pace that had been imposed on him. "What is it you're after?"

"You know what we're after," the first man said.

"I genuinely don't," Cash said. "We're surveyors."

A beat. The first man glanced at the second man. The second man looked at Cash's horse, which was a very good trail horse with a Winchester in the saddle scabbard and saddlebags of a quality that surveyors did not typically carry.

"You're not surveyors," the first man said.

"We're newly employed," Lucky offered. "We haven't had time to get the equipment yet."

What followed took approximately ninety seconds and was not, by any honest accounting, dramatic. The first man made the decision to press forward rather than reassess, which was a choice that told Cash most of what he needed to know about who had hired him — someone who had given instructions and not judgment. Lucky moved on the second man when the first man's attention shifted to the Winchester during an ill-considered reach, and Cash came off his horse at the same moment with the specific economy of motion that nine years of this work had made automatic in him. There was noise. There was a brief period of confusion. When it resolved, both hired men were sitting in the dry wash with their weapons considerably further away than before, the first man holding his right wrist, which was not broken but would have opinions tomorrow, and the second man looking at the leaf that had fallen from his hat with the expression of someone who had taken a wrong turn several decisions ago.

"Who hired you?" Lucky said. He was standing over the second man with his arms folded and his hat still perfectly level, which Cash had always found unreasonably irritating as a physical quality in another person.

"Don't know his name," the second man said. He seemed sincerely relieved to be answering questions rather than experiencing further consequences. "Paid us in advance. Told us to wait at the wash crossing on the Eastfield trail and collect two men on horses, one bay one roan. Said you'd be along in the morning."

"Description?" Cash said.

"He said you'd be coming from the canyon camp."

Cash looked at Lucky. Lucky looked at Cash.

They went through the hired men's belongings in the systematic way of professionals — not thoroughly, because they weren't interested in the men's money or particulars, just interested in the question. The first man's coat pockets produced a folded piece of paper, twice-creased, the kind of small tear from a larger page that suggested it had been written out and passed by hand. On it, in a serviceable pencil hand: coordinates. The canyon camp. Their camp. The specific notations for a man who knew how to read them, which a thick-necked sunburned ambusher for hire did not — these had been written out for someone else and passed down the chain.

Cash held the paper. He read it twice. The wash was quiet around them — the creak of the junipers in a low wind, the horses blowing, the first man still holding his wrist with a focused expression. The sky above was the flat bright blue of a desert morning with the heat not yet in it, and a single cloud was moving east with the unhurried conviction of something that had somewhere to be.

He folded the paper and put it in his coat pocket.

"You're free to go," he told the two men. "Your gear's up on the east bank. Leave the way you came." He looked at the first man's wrist. "Ice it if you can find any, which you won't."

They rode back toward camp without speaking. Lucky's horse picked its way up the wash bank and onto the trail and found its pace, and Cash's bay came alongside, and the canyon opened up ahead of them in the middle distance. The sun was properly up now, the sandstone walls going from pale to orange, the rock taking on the warmth it would hold through the afternoon and release into the evening air long after the sun was down. The trail smelled of horse and dry dust and the faint resinous sharpness of the juniper along the wash, and beneath that the mineral flatness of the desert morning, clean the way things are clean when nothing has happened to them yet. Cash turned the folded paper over in his coat pocket without taking it out. It was a small piece of paper. The weight of it was nothing. What it meant was not nothing.

Lucky said, eventually: "Kemp, you think?"

"Could be Kemp," Cash said. "Could be Cord. Could be someone Cord told who told someone else." He watched the canyon entrance. "Doesn't matter who."

"It doesn't?"

"Not anymore," Cash said.

*
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THEY DID NOT GO BACK into camp directly. They unsaddled their horses at the picket line, watered them, and then walked to the far end of the canyon — the dead end, where the walls closed to a point and a single twisted juniper grew out of a crack in the sandstone about fifteen feet up with the tenacious unreasonableness of things that grow where they have no business growing. There was a flat rock there that they had sat on before, more than once over the six weeks in the canyon — it was the kind of place a camp produces naturally, a place slightly apart from the noise and the fire and the other people, where you went when you needed the camp to recede a little without leaving it. Cash sat on the rock. Lucky sat on the ground beside it with his back against the canyon wall and his hat over his face. The rock was warm from the day's sun. The canyon floor here was in full shadow, the last light sitting only on the upper walls — a strip of orange on each side, symmetrical, meeting in the strip of sky above. The air smelled of dust and the juniper's dry resin and the lingering warmth that sandstone gives back after absorbing it all day.

The camp noise came to them faintly from around the canyon bend — Hat Creek's pot, some conversation, the sound of Dooley doing something with wood that may have been carpentry or may have been vandalism. The shadow of the canyon wall lay long across the ground between them and the jutting juniper. The rock under Cash was warm from the afternoon sun, radiating heat through his clothes, and the air had the still, contained quality of a closed space in the late day — not cool, exactly, but finished with being hot, settling toward evening.

He took the folded paper from his pocket and looked at it. Then he put it on the rock between them.

Lucky didn't take his hat off his face. He reached out and touched the edge of the paper. Left his fingers there for a moment. Put his hand back.

"It's time," Cash said.

Lucky didn't argue. He'd known it too — had known it, Cash suspected, a week before the train job, the same way Cash had known it, in the specific manner of two people who have been in proximity long enough that they arrive at conclusions on roughly the same schedule without having discussed them. The hat stayed over Lucky's face. A lizard appeared on the canyon wall about eight feet up, surveyed the situation, found it wanting, and disappeared into a crack. The cook fire smell drifted around the bend — something in the pot that was either beans or an approximation of beans. From somewhere outside the canyon a nightbird was beginning its early warm-up, a few exploratory notes in the cooling air.

"I heard something," Lucky said, from under the hat. "When I was in town picking up supplies. Three days ago. Before the job."

Cash waited.

"There was a judge at the merchant's counter. Older man, traveling coat, looked like a man who rides a circuit and has opinions about it. He was talking to the merchant about — " Lucky paused. "He called it a territorial redemption program."

Cash looked at the canyon wall opposite. There was a seam of quartz in the sandstone up near the top, catching the last of the direct sunlight and throwing a faint white gleam
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