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      Lucky Boy had been dying for most of my life.

      The town sat smack in the middle of the empty prairie between Carnarvon City to the south and the logging camps to the north, which meant about a thousand miles to anywhere you’d want to go.

      The only thing that kept it from disappearing altogether was the railroad.

      A few times a year, a miles-long freight train would unload nails and sugar and coffee and other essentials we couldn’t grow or make ourselves. Not once in memory had a passenger train stopped, let alone the private cars of the Carnarvon family, which hurtled through at breakneck speed with the curtains pulled tight.

      Until the day Sheriff Bowdre’s son Charlie came out to the house and told me I was wanted down at the depot.

      It was a clear morning in late September. I’d been up since daybreak fixing the chicken coop. The plywood floor was starting to warp and it wouldn’t be long before the raccoons and coyotes figured it out. We’d gotten lucky so far, but the weather was about to turn. Everyone got hungrier in winter.

      And as my dad liked to say, everyone loves chicken.

      When I finished the coop, I did some digging on Mr. Grady’s new well. I don’t mind hard work, but I hate digging wells. It’s just tedious. I only kept at it for an hour or so before talking myself into taking a break. Mr. Grady came out and gave me a cup of water. Since his old well ran dry, he’d been fetching from the creek, which was a good half mile away.

      “You gonna finish that before the ground freezes?” he asked mildly.

      I leaned on the spade and wiped my forehead. “You bet.” I peered into the muddy hole. “Only got a few feet to go.”

      I hoped.

      “If you split some wood I’ll trade you a side of pork and a sack of cornmeal.”

      “Can you spare the rations? I don’t mind doing it for free.”

      Mr. Grady was thin as a blade though I’d seen him clean four plates at the Christmas potluck. He was notorious in that regard.

      His weathered face cracked in a smile. “Wouldn’t offer if I couldn’t.”

      Mr. Grady didn’t keep pigs, but the Widow Hernandez did. They pretended to hate each other, but I got the feeling something was going on there.

      “Okay, it’s a deal.” I smiled back. “We ain’t had bacon in a while.”

      I promised to come back after lunch and walked home at a leisurely pace. I’d be doing chores past suppertime, they stacked up no matter how fast I worked, so I figured I might as well enjoy the sun on my face. The last days of summer were upon us.

      The weather was still tolerable, but we needed to keep the stove fired up through the bitter cold that lasted from December to April. I was halfway through my own woodpile when Charlie Bowdre rode up to the back gate.

      “Hey, Ruth!”

      Charlie had yellow hair that curled up from the edges of his hat. He wore a faded blue shirt and jeans tucked into dusty boots.

      I propped a stick of wood on the stump and split it down the middle with a satisfying crack.

      “That’s Deputy Cortez,” I reminded him.

      Charlie Bowdre rolled his eyes. “Got a situation, Ruth. Dad wants you there.”

      I lowered the axe. “What situation?”

      He tried to sound casual but couldn’t keep an edge of excitement from his voice. “Telegraph came in from Special Services.”

      I frowned. “Tell me what you know, Charlie.”

      “That’s all. But you better get your butt down to the depot, train’s due in a few minutes.”

      “Is it trouble?”

      The lawless days were pretty much over on the frontier, but there were still a few bad characters living on the fringe. Sometimes they passed through Lucky Boy.

      “I told you, Ruth, I don’t know.” Charlie glanced back toward town, impatient. “Just get a move on.” He wheeled his horse around and trotted off.

      I went upstairs and swapped my work shirt for the tan long-sleeved one I kept washed and pressed in the wardrobe. I gave my copper star a quick polish and pinned it over my heart. I buckled on my gun belt. After a moment’s consideration, I put on my sunglasses. Sheriff Bowdre said eyewear was permitted as long as it didn’t hinder the execution of my duties. And I shot better with them on because they cut the glare.

      Special Services. The Carnarvon marshals were an elite bunch, tasked with protecting the railway against sabotage and robbery. I wondered what they wanted.

      My dad had gone off somewhere. I latched the screen behind me but left the main door open to catch the breeze. Our house was a two-story clapboard on Line Street, which used to mark the border with another town called Three Bars until it was leveled by a tornado. That happened before my time. The sign survived, but there was nothing beyond it now except high grass and a path down to the creek.

      I walked briskly to the depot. It didn’t have a proper platform, just a small wooden building for storing freight until it got moved to the general store. Charlie waited next to Sheriff Bowdre, who was lanky and wind-beaten and looked more like a farmer than a lawman – which is what he was most of the time.

      He nodded at me. “Ruth.”

      “Deputy, if you please, sheriff. Seeing as I’m here in an official capacity.”

      The sheriff scratched his jaw. “Deputy. Here’s the story. We got a message from Mr. Hardin himself that he’s gonna be stopping a southbound transport around noon and we need to stand by.”

      “Stand by for what?”

      “We’ll find out when he gets here, won’t we, Ruth.”

      “Deputy Cortez.”

      He heaved a small sigh. “Deputy.”

      The tracks cut north across the prairie as far as the eye could see. Somewhere on the other side of that sea of rippling gold were mountains and forests, all the maps said so, but they were a long way off. Charlie squinted into the distance, slapping his hat against his thigh. His mare cropped at the grass a little way off. She sensed his mood and tossed her head with a nervous whicker.

      “What time is it, you reckon?” he asked me.

      “Close to midday.” I sighed. “I hope they come soon, I got wood to split.”

      Charlie glanced at me. “Ain’t you the least bit curious?”

      “Sure I am. But I promised Mr. Grady I’d be back after lunch.”

      “You still digging that well?”

      I nodded. “Keep hitting rocks. But I think I’m close.”

      He laughed. “You said that last week, Ruth. How he suckered you into that job, I’ll never know.”

      “He didn’t sucker me, Bowdre. He’s an old man living on his own. It’s the decent thing to do.”

      “She’s right, Charlie,” the sheriff said, frowning at his son. “Now be quiet. Listening to you two is giving me a headache.”

      The sun climbed higher and we moved into the shade of the depot. Finally, I saw a smudge of smoke on the horizon. We watched the train approach in perfect silence except for the singing in the rails. About a mile out, the driver laid on the horn, one short blast followed by a longer one.

      You’d think it would take an idiot to get hit by a train in the middle of a prairie, but most of the engine noise goes out to the sides and it can be eerily quiet until it’s right on top of you. Trains also look farther away than they really are. Animals got killed all the time, and sometimes people. Lucky Boy’s population tended toward very old or very young, and neither category was too agile.

      Sheriff Bowdre tipped his hat back as the train rolled to a stop. It was just four cars and an engine long and had Carnarvon Lines emblazoned on the side in fancy gold script. One of the private trains used by the family. After a minute, the door of the second car opened and a man trotted lightly down the three metal steps.

      His short dark hair was parted on the side and slicked down. He wore the uniform of the marshals, a navy coat with brass buttons done all the way up and a patch on the shoulder with the letters C and L intertwined in the same gold script. A bandage wound around his left hand. He looked tired, but also like the sort of man who was on high alert pretty much every waking moment.

      “Who’s in charge here?” he asked, and though he was only a few years older than Charlie and me, there was a quiet authority in his voice that made you want to do whatever he said.

      Sheriff Bowdre stepped up. “That’s me, Mr. Hardin.”

      I studied him through my dark glasses. So this was Sebastian Hardin, the legendary chief of Special Services. He had sharp features like anything soft had been cut away with a knife. He wasn’t especially big, but he moved like a cat. Watchful blue eyes flicked across each of us in turn.

      “Thanks for coming out, Sheriff. Three of my marshals fell sick,” he said. “I need someone to ride along as far as Charter Oak.”

      That was a biggish town about eight hundred miles down the line. I’d never been there – never been much beyond Lucky Boy – but I knew it wasn’t far from Carnarvon City.

      “Take my son,” Sheriff Bowdre said. “He’s seasoned.”

      Hardin sized Charlie up. “Any language skills beyond the usual?”

      “Fraid not,” the sheriff said.

      “Let the boy speak for himself,” Hardin said, and Sheriff Bowdre reddened.

      “Just English and Spanish,” Charlie said with a note of apology.

      “Got a phantom in that gun?” Hardin asked, his gaze resting on the six-shooter at Charlie’s hip. “Be straight with me now.”

      “No, sir.”

      Mr. Hardin nodded. “All right, then. You’ll do. Pack a bag.”

      “Yes, sir.” Charlie looked thrilled to be getting out of Lucky Boy, even if it was only for a few days. Sheriff Bowdre seemed pleased, too. It was a good break for Charlie.

      I was just relieved to be off the hook. If I worked through to dusk, I could finish the well and start on Mr. Grady’s woodpile tomorrow, then chink the walls of Mrs. Hernandez’s barn on Saturday. Besides the pigs, she had a milk cow and some goats in there. My own woodpile could hold for a few more days. The logs needed to cure anyway and we still had some from last year I could rotate into the shed.

      Mr. Hardin climbed halfway up the steps, then paused and turned back. “What’s your name?”

      The question was aimed at me. I felt a twinge of uneasiness. Even us frontier hicks knew Hardin had a reputation. It was why he’d been named to run Special Services before the age of thirty.

      “Deputy Ruth Cortez, sir.”

      “What’s with those glasses, Deputy Cortez?”

      I didn’t care for his condescending tone, but I kept mine mild. “Nothing, sir. They cut the glare.”

      “I don’t like it when I can’t see someone’s eyes.”

      No one spoke. Charlie smothered a grin. Sheriff Bowdre jerked his chin at me, but I pretended not to see.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Hardin, but they’re not against regulations.”

      His gaze narrowed. “You do know who I am?”

      “Yes, sir. But with all due respect, you’re not my boss. That would be Sheriff Bowdre.”

      The sheriff frowned. “Ruth⁠—”

      “Deputy Cortez.”

      He gave his head a small, weary shake. “Deputy Cortez, please do what the man says.”

      It would be stupid to make an enemy over a pair of sunglasses, but I disliked bullies. And Sebastian Hardin had no authority over me, technically speaking.

      “All he said is he don’t like it when he can’t see someone’s eyes. If he asked me to remove the eyewear, I suppose I would. So long as we’re clear that they’re not against regulations.” I cleared my throat. “To clarify, that’s regulations for the township of Lucky Boy. I can’t speak to the regulations of the marshals and/or the railway. I imagine that’s a whole other ball of wax.”

      Hardin stared at the sheriff. “She always like this?”

      Sam Bowdre was a good-natured man. He looked ready to defend me. “Ruth . . . Deputy Cortez is a bit of a stickler, Mr. Hardin. Never met a rulebook she didn’t memorize to the letter.” He gave a weak smile. “I always said she shoulda been a lawyer. But she doesn’t intend any disrespect, isn’t that right, deputy?”

      “None whatsoever, Mr. Hardin,” I agreed. “In the spirit of full cooperation, I will remove my eyewear until the train departs.” I pushed the glasses up on my forehead, which also kept my hair out of my face. “Sir.”

      He looked at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “How long have you worn that copper star, deputy?”

      “Two years, sir.”

      Hardin looked surprised. “How old are you now?”

      “Eighteen.”

      He glanced at Bowdre, who crossed his arms. “She tracked a horse thief more than a hundred miles across the prairie and brought him back alone, Mr. Hardin. I’d say she earned her star. And I never had reason to regret giving it to her.”

      Hardin didn’t look impressed, but then he surprised me by flashing a smile. “That’s an old gun you carry. Flintlock revolver, looks like. Got a phantom in there?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You talk to it?”

      “Rarely, Mr. Hardin. It’s not the chatty type.”

      “But you know how? Guess you do, if that gun hasn’t blown up in your face.”

      I rested my hand on the walnut grip. “Doc and I have an understanding, sir.”

      He frowned. “You named it?”

      “That’s not against⁠—”

      “Regulations,” Hardin finished, looking amused. “No. It’s not against the marshals’ rules either, though it’s unusual. Why Doc?”

      “After Doc Holliday. The gunfighter.”

      “I know who Doc Holliday was.” He scrubbed a hand across his jaw, gaze moving from me to Charlie. “By the book, are you, Cortez?”

      My uneasiness grew. “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, that’s what I need.” He turned to Bowdre. “Tell you what, sheriff. I think I’ll borrow both your deputies. Can you manage without them for a week? Shouldn’t be more than that.”

      I opened my mouth to politely suggest it was impossible, too much work to do, but Sheriff Bowdre cut me off. “Of course, Mr. Hardin. This is a company town. Lucky Boy wouldn’t exist without the generosity of the Carnarvon family.” He shot me a forceful stare. “You’ll do what he says, Cortez. Chain of command goes through Hardin, understood?”

      Darn it. “Yes, sheriff.”

      Bowdre gave me a last warning look, then turned back to Hardin. “May I ask what happened to your marshals?”

      “Stomach bug. Must have caught it up at Hazardville. Wouldn’t normally present a problem, but we have a prisoner aboard.”

      “What’d your prisoner do?” Charlie’s eyes shone with curiosity.

      Hardin paused for a fraction of a second. “Robbed some trains. I need to get him to the courthouse at Charter Oak. It’s only another ten hours or so, but he has to be watched every minute and none of us have caught any sleep since Hazardville.”

      That was a big logging town way up north. Charlie and I swapped a quick look. He didn’t seem pleased that I was coming along. I wasn’t either, but I’d do my duty.

      “Pardon, sir, but you know where we’ll be staying?” Charlie asked.

      “Hotel. I’ll pay for it, plus meals.” Hardin sounded impatient now. “Best say your goodbyes. We leave in half an hour sharp.”

      I glanced up at the train. All the windows had heavy curtains. I wondered which car held the prisoner.

      And what he’d done to make the chief of Special Services come after him personally.
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      Charlie mounted his horse and held out a hand. His better nature was kicking in. “Come on, I’ll ride you home.”

      I accepted the offer, but pulled up into the saddle behind him on my own. Charlie set his horse to a trot.

      “Charter Oak,” he said gleefully. “Hot damn, Ruth. Maybe we’ll get a few days on the layover. See the sights.”

      We made our way up Main Street, which was two blocks long and had a general store, library, church, town hall and one-room jail. The cell had been empty for so long Sheriff Bowdre used it to store crates of ammunition. All the buildings were faded to grey.

      “What sights?”

      “Must be saloons and whatnot. I heard they got follies.”

      I frowned at his back. “I thought that meant foolishness.”

      Charlie laughed. “It’s like a dance show, Ruth. With costumes and piano music.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “A feller came through a few years ago. You ought to get out more.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t mess this up for me, now.”

      “Why on earth would I do that?”

      “Because you’re the high and mighty Ruth Cortez. The Good Lord’s most perfect creation⁠—”

      He cut off with a yelp. Charlie didn’t have much fat, his dad worked him too hard on the farm for that, but he fancied Mrs. Hernandez’s pecan pie and there was a little roll at his waistband.

      “Dammit, Ruth, don’t pinch!”

      “Don’t cuss.”

      “Dammit ain’t cussing.”

      “It is in my ears.”

      He reined up at the corner of Line Street. “You can walk back to the depot,” Charlie said sourly.

      I looked up at him. “I won’t mess it up for you, Charlie Bowdre. I hope you know me better than that.”

      He had the grace to blush. “Come on, I was only joking. See you down at the train.”

      I found my dad out back with the flock. He spoiled them so much they refused to eat chicken feed anymore, so they were all standing over a big bowl of oatmeal, pecking out the dried apples.

      “I saw the train,” he said, his brow furrowing. “What’s going on?”

      He was only forty but he’d lost a few back teeth, giving his cheeks a hollow look. The rest of him looked young though. He had strong shoulders and his forearms were tanned from the sun.

      Gael still had all his hair and it was black. He wore it longer on top and frequently ran his fingers through it, so it tended to stick up like a brush.

      “I have to go to Charter Oak. The sheriff lent me and Charlie to Special Services for a few days. Carnarvon business.”

      “Huh. Can you tell me what?”

      “Prisoner transport. They’re down three marshals and need backup.”

      “Must be a special prisoner.”

      “Mr. Hardin said he robbed some trains up north.”

      His brow creased. “Are the marshals down because of this prisoner?”

      I shook my head. “Stomach troubles.”

      “That so?” His voice sounded funny.

      “You think Mr. Hardin is lying?”

      There was a tiny pause before he replied. “No, hon. Why would he lie?”

      “I don’t think he would. He’s a lawman.”

      My father shot me a look like he thought I was naïve. “Put more trust in integrity than in an oath. I forget who said that, but they were smart.” He held the screen door open for me. “Be careful. I know you are, I’m just saying.”

      “I will. What can I put my stuff in?”

      “There’s a suitcase under my bed. Take that.”

      We went into the kitchen and dad made up a picnic hamper while I went upstairs to fetch my things. I hoped the trip wouldn’t take too long, but we’d have to wait for a northbound train in Charter Oak and they didn’t run more than twice a week.

      I packed my comb and toothbrush and two changes of clothes. At the last minute, I stuck in the dime novel I’d borrowed from the library. I still had a month before it was due back, which should be plenty of time.

      When I came down, my father was stacking sandwiches in the hamper with his left hand. He was a righty, but he never touched food with that hand. He was afraid of the germs. You’d think it would be a handicap in the kitchen, but Gael Cortez was an expert at one-handed egg cracking, dough-kneading and everything else.

      “Can you tell Mr. Grady I’ll finish his well as soon as I get back? I’d rather stop by myself, but I don’t have time.”

      “Sure thing.” He took down the flour tin from the top shelf and counted out five dollars. “Take this, Ruth. Buy yourself something nice.”

      Seeing that money on the table made it real. We never used money in Lucky Boy. Everything was barter, even at the general store. The bills had the face of Calindra Carnarvon on one side and a locomotive trailing puffs of steam on the other. She was a tough-looking lady, with white hair in a fancy updo.

      “Take it, you,” he said with a smile. “Won’t hurt to see someplace else.”

      “Guess so.” I carefully folded the money and put it in the pocket of my leather coat. I did need a new knife. Maybe I could buy one in Charter Oak. “It’s all so quick, I’m not sure how I feel about it yet.”

      The truth was, I liked Lucky Boy.

      I liked kicking my feet up on the porch rail and watching the stars come out across the big, big sky. I liked being surrounded by a thousand miles of nowhere. I liked listening to my father write in his journals by the wood stove, the soft rustle of paper and scratch of the pencil.

      Most of all, I liked being a deputy. Helping people and keeping things orderly. I figured if I stuck with it, Bowdre would make me sheriff when he retired. Charlie wouldn’t stay in this town much longer. He wanted to be a marshal, so it was great timing for him that Hardin’s men got sick in Hazardville.

      As for me, I planned to look after the seventy-three souls who were left. Some of them liked living here. The rest had stayed too long and run out of energy to go somewhere better. Most were on the far side of fifty, but now and then someone’s prodigal kid would turn up – usually pregnant and looking to unload the baby before she got back to business in the real world – so there was a dozen or so little kids running around.

      I hoped a few of them stayed, too, otherwise Lucky Boy would be done for and not even the railroad could save us then.

      Sheriff Bowdre nailed it when he called us a company town. Carnarvon timber built our house and everybody else’s. At Christmas, a train would stop with peppermint sticks for the kids, bolts of silk for the ladies and cigars for the gentlemen. My dad said he wished they’d send us a doctor instead, seeing how ours was drunk most of the time, but no one else complained. Not even when the doctor died and we were left to make do without one.

      Other than Christmas, the freights didn’t stop as often as they used to. I worried that Lucky Boy was fading away as surely as the buildings on Main Street. Maybe if we paid back, the Carnarvons would remember we existed. That made the trip to Charter Oak more than worth it.

      Our cat jumped up on the table and I scratched the ear that was split from fighting. He had a long list of enemies, but he mostly came out on top. Now he reached all sly into the hamper and tried to hook a sandwich with one claw. I swatted him away, then felt guilty and peeled off a little piece of egg from the edge. That cat was a barbarian, but he ate it slow and dainty like he was having tea with Calindra Carnarvon herself.

      “Can I walk you down to the depot?” Gael asked. “Feels like a special occasion that ought to be marked properly.”

      I hugged him, taking care not to poke myself with the sharp pencil he carried in the pocket of his shirt.

      “Best not, if you don’t mind. I’m having enough trouble getting Mr. Hardin to take me seriously as it is.”

      He gave me a squeeze. “More fool him. But I take your point.” He glanced at my gun. “You look after her, Doc.”

      The haint did not answer. He hardly ever did.

      I had found the gun poking around in the ruins of Three Bars. Most of the town got carried off, but you could still find things buried in the dirt sometimes. I near had a heart attack when Doc slithered out. He didn’t appear in the flesh, just a long black shadow at high noon that had no business being there.

      It was thick, that shadow. It had depth to it. Like you’d imagine a genie would look popping out of a bottle.

      I had known right away it was a phantom — and bigger than any I’d met before.

      I dropped the gun real quick.

      Running doesn’t do much good, but I figured I’d try it anyhow when I heard an evil laugh in my ear.

      “Pick it up,” the haint said.

      I shook my head, mute with fear.

      There was a broken wagon wheel lying in the tall grass. Suddenly, three spokes floated into the air. The phantom used his magic to spin them into a row, each farther out than the last.

      “Do it or I’ll shoot you right in the face,” he said in his dry, nasty voice.

      I picked the gun up.

      It had two sights, front and rear, and a silver eight-pointed star inlaid on the left side of the pistol grip, which was walnut and finely checkered. I knew enough about flintlock revolvers to have serious doubts it would fire after lying out for so many years.

      “This thing’s an antique,” I muttered.

      “Don’t make excuses. Or maybe you just don’t know how to shoot straight.” He laughed. “Little girl.”

      That did it. I took careful aim and fired at the three chunks of wood, which weren’t much bigger than my fist. The last target was pretty far out, maybe a hundred yards, but I grazed it.

      There was some luck involved, but I’d also been practicing at Miss White’s for a few years by then. She was the most eccentric person in Lucky Boy, which was saying something. Miss White was a recluse. Her house was the farthest one out and she only walked into town twice a month to buy a gallon of Thistle Dew whiskey.

      She disliked everyone except my mom, who would send me over to help out with simple chores like sweeping and hauling water. Miss White looked about a hundred years old. People said she’d been rich once. She didn’t seem rich anymore, but she had a serious collection of firearms. And after she got to trust me, she was happy to hand a nine-year-old kid a big Colt and let her shoot up tin cans.

      “We done here?” I asked the haint, feeling cocky.

      I was young and dumb.

      “No.” The voice sounded snappish. “We need more bullets.”

      I looked at the gun. It was .50 caliber, five chambers. “I could probably find some,” I said.

      Gael wasn’t happy when I had brought Doc home like a stray puppy, but the haint hardly ever left the gun and he didn’t care about much else. He only talked to give me pointers when we went out to shoot targets. Doc was an authority on ballistics. Some haints love guns and he was one of those.

      Lucky Boy was too piddling to have more than one elderly linguist, a nice lady named Fran Gomez who doubled as the librarian and telegraph operator. She told me Doc was probably a Class G haint. Harmless, really. And he kept that old flintlock in excellent condition.

      “I’ll be fine.” I picked up my suitcase.

      “Sure you will.” Dad laid a hand on my shoulder. “But Charter Oak isn’t like Lucky Boy, Ruth. You’ll find all sorts down there. Try to keep Charlie Bowdre out of trouble if you can.”

      I shrugged. “He’s a grown man. He ain’t gonna listen to me.”

      Dad sighed. “Well, do your best. The last thing we need is to piss off Special Services.” He caught my eye and winced. “I meant to say, get on their wrong side, Ruth. Hardin’s not a man to cross.”

      “Yeah, I noticed that.” I frowned. “Have you met him before?”

      As soon as I said it, I knew it was impossible. My dad originally came from Carnarvon City, but he left around the time I was born and Mr. Hardin didn’t look more than twenty-five or so.

      “No, mijita, but I’ve heard things. He’s a fair man, but he doesn’t suffer foolishness. Not that I’d call Charlie Bowdre a fool.” He paused. “Just high-spirited, like most boys are until life drubs it out of them.” He seemed a little wistful as he said this, and for the first time I wondered if he’d been high-spirited, too, when he was Charlie’s age.

      You sure wouldn’t know it now. Dad had an easygoing manner, but he was a serious person. And he worried about a lot of stuff that made no sense to me, like the thing with his hands, one being clean and one being dirty no matter how much he washed it. But he was steadfast, too, and didn’t let his worries get in the way. I admired him for that.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      He took out his watch and shooed away the tiny Class A haints that were always gumming up the mechanism. They looked like a cross between a firefly and a no-see-um and swatting them did no good at all.

      “Twelve thirty-nine.” He tapped the glass face. “Oh, wait. Sorry, I think it stopped.”

      I frowned. “How long ago?”

      He gave a helpless shrug.

      “Darn, I better run then.” I gave him a peck on the cheek. “Te amo, papa.”

      “Love you, too.” He opened the front door and handed me the hamper. “Go on, Deputy Cortez. See you soon.”

      I ran down Line Street. I was already late, but I stopped quick at Mrs. Hernandez’s house, who was our nearest neighbor and on the way to the depot, and asked her to keep an eye on dad until I got back. She made me take a giant tin of sugar cookies and a sweater she’d been knitting in case the weather turned, so I was laden down like a pack mule by the time I huffed up to the depot.

      Charlie was already there, raring at the bit. Hardin shot me an annoyed look like I’d kept him waiting, but didn’t say anything. About a dozen townsfolk had wandered down to see why the train stopped. Sheriff Bowdre must have warned them off because they kept a respectful distance.

      “See you in a week or two,” he told us solemnly. “Mind your manners, both of you. And good luck with your prisoner, Mr. Hardin.”

      “Luck’s got nothing to do with it,” Hardin said. “But I thank you, Sheriff. The Carnarvons will be most appreciative.”

      I heard the engineer growl something in a grim tongue and the locomotive gave a belch of steam. Hardin strode up the steps of the observation car. I boarded behind Charlie. It was even nicer than I’d imagined. A plush green carpet embroidered with white flowers covered the floor and a long brocade sofa stretched along one side. The paneling was cherry and it glowed in the light of little red-shaded lamps fixed to the wall. There were a few matching armchairs so you could sit and look out the window, if the blinds had been open.

      The train pulled out of the depot. I had a sudden panicky feeling like I might not be back for a long time. But it was just nerves. We’d get to Charter Oak, I’d buy myself a new knife, and maybe I’d even go see the follies with Charlie, assuming they weren’t indecent.

      “Have a seat, deputies,” Hardin said, pointing at the sofa. He took the armchair opposite and sat with one leg bent and one kicked out. “We’ve been running four-hour shifts since Hazardville and everyone’s blown out. It’s good to have some fresh blood.” He unwrapped a stick of gum and popped it in his mouth. “Here’s the deal. Our prisoner is a polyglot. You know what that is, yeah?”

      I nodded, but Charlie looked blank. He never did listen in school. Plus we didn’t have much of a haint problem in Lucky Boy. Only the little dumb ones and they were just a fact of life, like mice in a barn.

      “Okay.” Hardin leaned back, chewing his gun rapidly. “Let’s take the engineer of this train. He speaks the tongue of the imps that favor locomotives. That’s Class D. Took him years just to master the basics.”

      “My father says they’re tough to learn, sir,” I said.

      “Damn straight they are. Now a polyglot is someone who speaks at least five imp languages with perfect fluency. The prisoner is one of those.”

      “What’s his name?” Charlie asked.

      Hardin’s eyes turned frosty. “You don’t need to know his name or anything else. Just that he’s real dangerous. And when this is over, you’ll both forget you were ever on this train. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” we chorused.

      “We’ve got him bound and gagged, but the family wants him alive. So twice a day that gag comes off so he can eat and drink. He knows the routine. Mealtime means a cocked gun at his head. One syllable that’s not plain English and he’s done.”

      “Won’t he figure out you ain’t gonna kill him?” Charlie asked in a near whisper.

      “Well now, Deputy Bowdre, you just put your finger on the problem.” Hardin unwrapped a fresh piece of gum. “That’s why we need to get him to Charter Oak as quick as possible. About eight more hours, but I think we can manage it.”

      “How’d you catch him?” I asked.

      Hardin gave me a bleak smile. “Asleep. It’s the only time he’s vulnerable. He doesn’t carry a gun. He doesn’t have to.”

      “His weapon is his voice,” I said slowly.

      Hardin folded the old gum in the wrapper and popped the new stick into his mouth. I could smell the spearmint. “Want to meet him? It’s past time to relieve the marshals on duty.”

      We all stood up. I’d never been on a train before and felt surprised at how smooth the ride was. Almost like we were standing still except for a little rocking motion.

      “Bring your gear,” Hardin said. “You can leave it in the dining car.”

      He led us down to the end of the carriage and opened the door. A wave of noise rushed in, the clatter of wheels and chug of the massive black engine. The tracks sped past below in the foot-wide crack between the cars. Hardin stepped over it like he was out for a Sunday stroll and I followed his lead, though my stomach dropped a little.

      The next car must be the sleeper. It had six compartments, all closed. I smelled vomit in the air and a hint of something worse. Whatever bug his marshals had, I sure hoped I didn’t catch it.

      Beyond was a galley kitchen with a greasy frying pan on the range. Dirty dishes were stacked up everywhere, and lots of open cans. I resolved not to touch anything in there unless I had to.

      After that came the dining car proper, eight tables with white tablecloths and brass lamps and vases holding wilted roses. I set my hamper on one of the tables and put my suitcase with Charlie’s against the wall.

      Then we moved further to the rear. Hardin looked through a small window and rapped on it with his knuckles. He took out a key and unlocked the door to the last carriage.

      Two marshals were inside, one standing, one sitting on a wooden chair. The one on her feet was somewhere around fifty, with brown skin and greying hair in a long plait. She looked hard as an old stump. The other one was white and huge. He stood up when he saw Hardin, who introduced them as Espinosa and Ford. They both looked dead tired.

      “There’s our guest,” Hardin said, jerking his chin at the man sitting against a large lockbox bolted down to the middle of the floor. A black sack covered his head. His hands were shackled behind him to the bar of the vault.

      “Get some sleep,” Hardin told his marshals. “Cortez and I will take the next watch. Ford, show Deputy Bowdre where the coffee is. I could use a pot. Make it good and strong.”

      Charlie looked annoyed that he’d been relegated to coffee duty, but ducked his head and followed the two marshals out. I heard the door lock behind them. The car was the same size as the others, about thirty feet long, but it suddenly felt a lot smaller.

      “You want the chair, deputy?” Hardin asked.

      “I’m fresh, sir, you should take it.”

      Hardin removed his coat and hung it over the back of the chair. He wore a shoulder rig with a Colt Walker. Charlie said the revolvers were standard issue for Special Services.

      “This here is Deputy Cortez,” he said to the hooded man. “She’ll be babysitting you until Charter Oak. Don’t embarrass me now.”

      Hardin slumped into the wooden chair. I felt uncomfortable staring at the prisoner, so I studied the train car. It had the same polished wood paneling and heavy curtains, but it was empty except for a stack of cans and a shotgun leaning against one wall. And the strongbox, of course. I wondered what the Carnarvons kept in there.

      “Tell me about the horse thief,” Hardin said. He didn’t look quite as wrecked as his marshals, but I got the sense he was fighting to keep awake.

      I glanced at the prisoner.

      “It’s all right, you can talk in front of him.” That quick grin again. “Maybe he’ll find it instructive.”

      I cleared my throat. “Not much of a story. You know the Daltons?”

      “Sure do.”

      “They came through town on a Sunday afternoon, started a fight at the general store, and lit out with four of Mrs. Hernandez’s prize mares. Sheriff Bowdre was laid up with a busted leg from an accident with the thresher. Couldn’t do nothing about it.”

      Hardin frowned. “What about his kid?”

      I hesitated. I hated to lie, but I didn’t want to undermine Charlie to Sebastian Hardin. I’d promised not to ruin his chances with the marshals. So I didn’t say he told me I was flat-out crazy and turned his back when I asked him to come along.

      “Couldn’t leave his dad. It was a bad break.”

      Hardin looked like he knew I was full of it, but just nodded. “Okay. So what’s a sixteen-year-old doing chasing after a bunch of hard cases by herself?”

      I liked him for not saying sixteen-year-old girl. “Flor Hernandez is my neighbor. She’s a widow, going on seventy. All her kids left years ago. Not a lot of able-bodied folks in Lucky Boy anymore.”

      “So?”

      “So we stick together out here.” I flicked a glance at the prisoner. “And I don’t like lawbreakers.”

      Hardin poked the curtain aside and peered through the window, then let it fall again. “Me neither.”

      “I’m a fair shot with a rifle. Flor let me borrow a horse and I tracked them for a few days.”

      “Borrow a horse? I thought you were all born to the saddle.” He grinned. “Yee-haw.”

      The prisoner hadn’t moved, but I got the sense he was listening.

      “Uh, no, sir,” I said. “I don’t care much for horses. You know how much they eat?”

      “But you rode out anyhow.” He looked at me like he was trying to figure out a puzzle. “Okay. Then what happened?”

      I shrugged. “They didn’t think anyone was coming so they got sloppy. That’s all.”

      The marshal’s blue eyes narrowed. “That ain’t all. Tell it right, deputy.”

      I suppressed a smile. “Okay, sir. I got ‘em cornered up in one of the gullies. It was a nice calm evening, hardly any breeze at all.” I remembered lying in the tall grass of the hilltop, the rifle snugged against my shoulder. The three brothers sitting around a campfire, horses cropping at the edge of a creek. Knowing before I squeezed the trigger that I’d make the shot. “I hit Bill in his rump right as he bent over the cookpot.”

      Hardin snorted and slapped his thigh.

      “He started shouting a blue streak. I got Emmett next. Took his hat clean off.”

      “What kinda ammo?”

      “Thirty-ought-six.”

      “You kill ‘em?”

      “No, sir. I wasn’t trying to. Just to scare ‘em away so I could get the horses back. It worked, except they got so riled up, Clancy accidentally shot Bill again in the kneecap and he couldn’t mount his horse. They must have thought I was a whole posse. His own brothers left him behind. So I went down and tied him to the saddle and brought him back, along with three of the horses. We kept him in the jail until the train came through and picked him up.” I frowned. “I think he’s the only genuine criminal we’ve ever had in there.”

      Hardin wiped his eyes. “Sweet Jesus. Now I come to think of it, I remember when they hung old Bill down at Charter Oak. Didn’t know who brought him in though.” I didn’t answer and he sobered up. “That bother you, deputy?”

      I never knew what happened to Bill Dalton, nor had I worried over it much. “Every child knows the penalty for stealing horses. You break the law, you get what’s coming, and pity ain’t gonna change that.”

      “Well said, Deputy Cortez.” The note of approval in his voice gave me a warm feeling. I’d heard his marshals were loyal to the death and I was starting to see why. He had charisma.

      I turned at a rap on the door. It was Charlie with the pot of coffee. I noticed that he’d only brought one cup. Hardin did, too.

      “You want some coffee?” he asked me.

      I shook my head. My nerves were strung tight enough already.

      Hardin took the pot, which was an elegant silver service even nicer than Mr. Grady’s, and nodded at Charlie, then shut the door in his face. He poured himself a cup and blew on it. Then he took a handful of sugar cubes from his coat pocket and dropped them in – at least six. When the coffee was cool enough, Hardin downed it in one go, swirling the dregs to get the last of the sugar. It made my teeth hurt just watching him, but he seemed revived.

      The Special Services chief took out a small silver pocket watch and flicked the cover open with his thumb. He looked at me, then down at his prisoner. “Ready for supper?”
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