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      It wasn’t the way he would have liked it, but Duff didn’t really figure he had a lot of options today.

      He hadn’t originally been scheduled to report to his new job for another couple of days, but then one of the kids had called in sick this morning, and the dispatcher had pulled up his name as first alternate. So here he was.

      All of his worldly goods were stuff in the oversized gear bag slung across his back, like he was going out in the desert sun again today. Instead, for at least a little while, he was safe underground from the Scour, those terrible storms that had wrecked civilization centuries ago and were intent on pulling everything back down as soon any time the folks of the Nine Cities dared rebuild. Hell, he still had three spare barrels as well as his rifle stuck in there, just because he hadn’t had time to make arrangements to store everything with the call coming so early this morning.

      The dim tunnels were cool and almost abandoned as he walked. Undercity never saw the sun, but the SkyFolk, up in their protected domes, lived an old-fashioned lifestyle, rising and setting with the sun overhead. The Scour winds couldn’t penetrate the domes with their electrical charges. All they could do was sling grit against it. Eventually, a panel would fog and someone would go up on a ladder and a rope and replace it.

      Still a much safer job on the worst day that being a lineman out in the desert.

      Except Duff wasn’t a lineman anymore. Wouldn’t be, in spite of the union rules that had protected him that much. Even they had limits

      He sighed as he found the door to the rail yard. Entering, it was like a vast, underground cathedral from some fairly tale, seemingly stretched out forever, low and wide, lit inadequately by the lamps overhead.

      Duff wasn’t sure whether to be elated or disappointed with the new job. He could see the enormous cowcatcher on the front of the train City of Angels in the distance, that massive engine, four stories tall, forged in a black, rigid polymer that made it look almost like a beast from the pit.

      The Scour would induce a current in any bar or sheet of ferrous metal that it could, so they insulated the machines as much as possible. And anything that could conduct electricity when the lightning hit. The Undercity had wells drilled deep to draw petroleum up from the inky depths, where it could be turned into all manner of magical things, since most metals weren’t safe.

      Maybe not as good as steel, but it also wouldn’t kill you if a storm hit while you were out in the open.

      Duff wasn’t assigned to City of Angels. Didn’t even really know the next time that beast was scheduled to depart. When he was a still a lineman, like yesterday, his job had been fixing rail beds and the underground telephone lines that linked the nine cities together in a web of civilization.

      Or whatever it was.

      He sure as hell didn’t know what a Fireman did on a train, but Duff figured it couldn’t be that hard to learn, since that was the job the youngest kids got when they first came aboard. At thirty-eight, he wasn’t a snot-nosed punk anymore. Well, not snot-nosed, anyway.

      Punk might be a whole different story.

      He reached into an inside pocket of his desert longcoat and pulled out the telegram. Compared where he was standing to where it said to go. Checked the big, luminescent clock on the wall with numbers as tall as he was.

      Early still, and on track.

      He turned to his right and made his way across the stone floor, eyes and ears tracking everything, just like he was on the surface and something terrible might be coming for him. Train engines made a lot of noise, but he knew that sometimes a hostler would get up a head of steam then detach some cars, letting them run down a track with the switchers rerouting it, until it bounced noisily into another train and attached itself for the next run.

      Down in one corner he found his goal. Postmaster Seventeen.  The Mail Train.

      It was one of the small ones. Only ran on one pair of side-by-side tracks, on a standard gauge just under a meter and a half wide. The big beasts, trains like City of Angels, treated that whole pair as a side and had an eight-meter gap to the other side pair, spanning the width like a bridge that went on forever and ever.

      A rolling city. Or maybe a fortress, since you occasionally ran into all sorts of weird creatures out in the desert, to say nothing of the storms.

      Postmaster Seventeen was tiny by comparison. A small engine up front, wrapped all around in those insulating plastic plates that would protect some of the metal underneath. The box behind that, completely insulated by a Faraday cage, where the engineer and his kid rode. Small personnel car for the crew attached to the engine as a team. Three cars behind that, long rolling boxes filled with the mail, from postcards all the way up to packages the size of two coffins stacked. Anything larger rode on the big girls, like City of Angels.

      Duff walked up to the side of the engine and looked at his new job. The side door was just slightly ajar, with a warm, yellow-tinged light spilling out. It was almost like the engineer had an actual fire going inside, rather than a wall of batteries and all the solar panels on the roof.

      Like the ancient legends, when a fireman was the guy who shoveled coal into the boiler.

      Duff checked his bag and set one heavy boot onto the bottom rung of the ladder, pulling himself up with his left hand. It had been so sudden that he hadn’t even been issued a new uniform, so he was reporting for work this morning in his desert gear, like he had for the last twenty-some years.

      And he didn’t trust a locker somewhere while he was gone, so that meant everything came with him. Field bag. Heavy, lace-up boots. Desert pants with the semi-rigid armor plates you might need if a snake or lizard popped out from somewhere and tried to bite you.

      Over his only nice shirt, the white one, he had that the old, battered armorvest, the one you wore for protecting ribs in case you fell off a ledge. It had belonged to his dad, back when ol’ Thorstein was a still Skipboss.

      Hell, he’d even worn his brown longcoat this morning, just because. The summer hat was in his bag.

      The only thing missing was the revolver on his hip and the rifle on his shoulder, both broken down for storage in the bag, because he doubted that the engineer in charge would appreciate him showing up armed on his first day as junior-most peon on the rails.

      Duff climbed up onto the little platform and pulled the hatch out, slipping quietly in.

      He knew Acheson Innes by reputation, but only vaguely in person. It was a small world underground, but not that small. Even the various transportation unions had several thousand members.

      But Postmaster Seventeen wasn’t that bad, at least as far as the stories went. Duff figured he could have drawn much worse on his first run.

      The old man was seated at his controls, apparently going over a checklist on a transparent clipboard. Tall and rangy, but much thinner than a lineman like Duff. Not as tan, but his time outside the city would generally be in the air-conditioned cab of a train like this, driving the mail back and forth.

      Innes looked up and studied him for a long moment. The light in here was a little dim. That moment at dawn, just before the blazing hot sun exploded above the horizon and started baking everything in another day of dry heat.

      “When I saw the roster this morning, I assumed you had a nephew or something,” Innes said in a slow, comfortable drawl with almost no emotion behind it. “Torcuil Dubhthaigh. Couldn’t be Duff, could it?”

      Duff shrugged and slipped the bag off his back, sliding it into a quiet corner away from controls and seats, at least until he was told where to stow it.

      “Wasn’t supposed to start the new job until Wednesday,” he answered, trying not to sound evasive with his new boss. “Someone moved me up in the rotation. Hopefully that means my seniority gets bumped two days, as well.”

      Innes rose now with the faintest grin on his clean-shaved mouth. He was a little taller than Duff, but again, built like a skeleton. He held out a hand and Duff took it.

      “So how is it I end up with Duff as my fireman, anyway, son?” the man asked.

      He could get away with that kind of language. Acheson Innes had something like two decades on him. Had to be at least in his late fifties now.

      Duff considered his response. He hadn’t planned too much of this conversation ahead of time, not knowing what the old man would be like as a person.

      “Union rules,” he said carefully, drawing a bit of surprise from Innes’s face.

      Duff took that as a good sign and continued.

      “If they wanted to fire me for insubordination, then that would have triggered a full grievance process,” he said. “A whole lot of ugliness would have come out under oath, if they tried something that stupid with me.”

      “I see,” the man replied carefully, stepping back to study him closer in the confines of the cabin. “So they transferred you to the rail division and made you a fireman?”

      “Contract says I keep my pension at whatever my highest year of income was,” Duff shrugged. “Been a Senior Lineman for five years now. Even if I spend the next three years as a fireman, I’ll have my twenty-five at a nice lifestyle for whatever I do with the rest of my life. It was a bad compromise, but nobody got all the short end all to themselves.”

      “And you’re okay being the scut on everything, Duff?” he asked.

      Duff shrugged. He’d been out on the desert floor for a week or more at a time, doing hard labor and watching for nasty things trying to sneak up on him. There was nothing that could happen on a train engine that would be nearly as hard or fretful. And he seriously doubted the union bosses would ever put him on a city train like Angels, where he might run into the beautiful people and spoil their days just by existing.

      Pretty boys and girls got those gigs, not desert mutts like him.

      “I’m stubborn enough to handle this for three year, Innes,” Duff replied. “Hell, I could stand on my head for three years to get a good pension. If that means cleaning bathrooms and running errands, I’ve done worse.”

      “All right,” the old man said, turning. “Bring your bag and I’ll show you were you stow it, then we’ll get you to work. Pretty sure the bathroom is clean enough, at least for now.”

      That last was said glancing back with a grin on his face, so Duff figured the old man was just going to have a little fun with him, rather than some of the nasty hazing a senior man like this Engineer might do to a young fireman just getting started in life.

      They passed out of the cab and into the second car of the train. Hallway down the center, with doors on both sides. Innes opened the one on the right and stepped past.

      Duff entered into a closet just long enough for him to lay down on one of the two bunk beds, but tall enough that he had space to sit up. He reached under the bottom bunk and pulled out the hardbox he saw, opening it enough to drop his stuff in and closing it up. Didn’t bother locking it for now, since he’d need to sort everything out later, once they were in motion.

      He turned and found Innes further back in the hallway, where the walls ended and opened up to a room the full width of the car.

      “Kitchen and coffee are here,” he said, pointing. “Breakfast nook over there. Part of your job is supposed to be learning how to cook, but I’m going to assume you’re already past that, so we’ll figure out a meal schedule once you inventory the refrigerator and pantry. Questions?”

      “What’s your favorite meal of the day?” Duff asked.

      “Usually supper,” Innes smiled. “Run like this down to Jacumba, we’ll see Postmaster Four headed north about an hour before sunset, this time of year. I like to have some coffee around then, before we slow down to a crawl when it gets too dark, so that we can pick up early at false dawn and maybe make it to the end of the line about sunrise.”

      Duff nodded. He could see three big meals, or maybe one big one in the afternoon and a rolling series of snacks as the day progressed, plus staying up all night to keep Innes company and awake. According to the schedule they’d sleep in Jacumba as the crews detached cargo, spun them around on the big wheel, and then got everything ready for a run north late in the day.

      It was a thankless job, but you had to keep the wheels of commerce rolling, even if a Scour threatened to destroy anything people built. At least the train was heavy enough and streamlined not to be at risk if something like those killer winds came down on them.

      “Let’s tour the rest and then you can get settled in,” Innes said. “We’re about an hour or so from them throwing open the gates and sending us on our way.”

      Duff followed the tall man to the rear, noting everything and confirming the warning signs marked on various panels and boxes. The union might be run by assholes, but they didn’t skimp on the little things.

      And how bad could it be to be a fireman for a few years until he could retire?
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      Duff had changed clothes. Some. Found a spare pair of pants someone had left behind, tucked into the other box. Not the one where his gear was stashed. The pants were too big around the waist but long enough, and came with suspenders that would hold them up for a few days.

      And it wasn’t like he didn’t know how to take in a pair of pants, once Acheson said he didn’t care what happened to them. Armorvest and longcoat went into the small closet tucked in at the end of his cabin. That left him in the white shirt and wrong pants, but Innes just laughed the first time Duff walked into the cabin bringing the man coffee.

      There wasn’t anything he could do about his boots, except practice walking quieter on the heavy black plates that made up the deck around here. He was used to sand and stone, and the toe caps would stop most things, all the way up to bullets fired from a ways off. Saved his ass a few times with sudden gila monsters.

      Coffeemaker in the kitchen was union standard. Interestingly, identical to the one Duff had in his mess kit, where it was intended for one man to be able to make himself a big mug, rather than doing enough for a team.

      Made sense though, when he thought about it. The crew of a Postmaster train was usually two or maybe three people at most, so you weren’t generally needing to make big meals either.

      Maybe riding a train wasn’t going to be all that different from being out working lines. Sure, you had a foreman over thirty-five or forty people, but usually things got broken down into eight or maybe a dozen under a Skipboss if you had a big job, each team heading off to do different things.

      Most of the time Duff had ended up off on some stretch along with a couple of other linemen and maybe a gandy dancer, if they had a kid needed training. Usually those were back with the foreman or a skipboss, but Jack had always liked the way Duff trained them.

      “So now what?” Duff asked as he handed a chuckling Acheson a mug, keeping the other one for himself.

      “Just waiting for that light there to change to green,” he pointed out the front window as he took a sip. “We’ve got most of our cargo already loaded, but I got a note from Yard Foreman that they were adding a fourth car at the last minute. Some super-secret cargo needs to head down to the coast.”

      “What do I do?” Duff asked.

      “You sit in that seat for now,” Acheson gestured. “Normally, the fireman is too green to do anything useful, but they sent me someone with a little more seasoning this time. This is still pushing the margins though.”

      Duff did as he was bid. Acheson was handling this situation better than Duff had expected. Maybe the man didn’t care that Duff had a reputation for stubbornness, but that was usually the result of digging in his heels when someone tried to cut corners.

      Safety never came before profit. Not even union bosses and owners were going to get him to move on that.

      Of course, that was why he was sitting in the left-hand seat of an engine today, instead of being out in the sun digging up lines usually damaged by ground critters looking for a new den.

      He watched as Acheson finally moved the big, black snake forward, switchers waving at them as they approached and passed. Eventually, the train ended up close to the big gate that kept out the winds and storms, as well as the Scour.

      Duff watched and learned, memorizing the signals flowing back and forth. They used radio waves underground, where it was safe, so Acheson could talk to a dispatcher over in a tower.

      Nothing like that ever really worked out on the surface, but that was just one of the reasons folks had dug into the sides of mountains to escape the storms in the old days.

      Or they’d already been there and nobody else had survived. After this long, nobody could separate fact from legend, even when you got lucky and found some old ruins that hadn’t already been picked clean by scavengers.

      Folks didn’t live all that long on the surface either. Too much radiation left over in some places, from when the gods had decided to destroy civilization and let loose destruction. The kind that had created the Scour. Duff had read old books talking about paradise on earth, where water fell softly from the sky and was clean enough to drink without filters and boiling.

      Legendary shit like that.

      “Ready?” Acheson asked sidelong, breaking a silence so deep Duff wasn’t too sure the old man had been awake.

      Duff nodded, unsure what was coming.

      “Clench your teeth and grab on to the arm rails,” Acheson said simply.

      Duff did. About a second later, that fourth car slammed into the back of the train hard enough that he might have bitten his tongue off if it had caught him looking the wrong way.

      The whole cab had jounced all over the place, and not just him, but Acheson Innes hadn’t flinched. Hadn’t even blinked.

      Like he did this every day. Maybe he did. Duff was still just a fireman on his first day.

      “Postmaster Seventeen, we show green on all boards,” the dispatcher’s voice came over the radio. “Please confirm.”

      Acheson did some things that Duff didn’t follow, but mostly it was looking at a variety of gauges in front of him. Duff had an identical set, but hadn’t been told what any of them were, and wasn’t about to guess.

      Fireman. First day. Try not to break anything, kid.

      “Postmaster Seventeen, I confirm green,” Acheson said a moment later. “Ready for the main doors.”

      Somebody did something, because Duff caught the first hint of light as the big barn doors started to slide sideways back into the rock facing, revealing the valley below and Manah Lake, where the city of Levin drew a lot of its water.

      Stuff was mostly clean. Better than the ruined cityscapes further south, where the wars had been fiercest and the water might come up brown on a bad day. Or worse, just kill you if you drank any without running it through the tester first.

      He still didn’t know how they survived down at Jacumba, other than the bay was close enough to run water up pipelines and into tanks. And the hurricanes were usually broken up enough not to do more than drop acidic rain by the time they got that far inland.

      The morning sun filled the cathedral with a different light. Rich and warm. Life-bringing, since it was still early enough that the temperatures would be below thirty-five degrees for a while yet.

      Was only supposed to get up to thirty-eight today, practically paradise. And he’d be riding in an air-conditioned cab at around twenty-five degrees, instead of on a flatbed being pushed out to wherever the systems detected a line break. Or headed out to where some earthquake on Andreas had shifted bars around enough to potentially damage the rolling stock.

      Fellow could get to liking life like this.
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      In the darkness of his little nook, Matthias reached into the pocket of his vest and pulled out his watch, pressing the button to illuminate the numbers.

      Right on time.

      Postmaster Seventeen had shifted forward from the original spot where a forklift had loaded up the first three cars with cargo, and was patiently waiting close to the front doors, while a hostler and his team sent the last car careening across the yard at a fast walk.

      It helped that the ground in this rail yard was flat enough to hold a marble in place.

      Matthias watched the car slow down incrementally, to the point that it would just kiss the back of the train and connect itself. Truly, there was an art to slinging that many tons of material around.

      He glanced back at the shadows behind him, counting once again that the other four members of the gang were present. He had planned this robbery too closely to have something go wrong this late. Scrubbing would cost him a significant amount of planning and possibly his retirement to a nice city far away where nobody from Levin would ever be able to touch him,

      Matthias looked forward to living like a king. He smiled at his two queens now, Lefty and Red. Lefty had a carnivorous look on her face, but that was just the possibility of violence soon. Red was almost her exact opposite in all things, quiet and careful. But you needed those sorts of things if you were going to crack safes and security systems.

      Lefty was just a killer, with a revolver on each side of those lovely hips.

      Beyond the two women, Lonagan and Pedro lurked. Neither brought any brains to the outfit, but Lonagan was stronger than almost any man Matthias had ever met, with a pain threshold simply unbelievable. Pedro was a strong back, carrying all of Red’s heavy tools that she would need later, allowing the tiny woman to dress in her trademark brocade half-jacket and matching corset, without thirty kilos of gear hunching her over.

      It made an interesting symmetry, as Matthias turned back to the scene before him. The two women dressed like dandies, with the three men in more serious attire. He had a suit with a vest and longcoat, while the two men just wore rough jackets and desert pants.

      But then, the women were more important, except for him.

      Matthias counted the seconds until the new car impacted with Postmaster Seventeen.

      “Now,” he said simply.

      His team was just inside a fire door that Red had disarmed, in darkness deep enough that nobody would see them. He rose quickly and began walking at a deliberate pace, just exactly as the plan had called for.

      Impact.

      All eyes would automatically turn to look at Postmaster Seventeen at the eruption of noise, before returning to their business. Distractions could not be allowed when you had this many tons of rolling stock moving around, especially since the lighting in here was dim at best.

      Postmaster Seventeen had moved almost exactly to the place his calculations had predicted. Matthias allowed himself a brief smile, smothering it again quickly.

      He was at the second cargo car, the one that would normally be in the middle of a threesome, which was, of course, always the best place to be. Even the addition of a fourth just made things more exciting.

      Postmaster Seventeen was halted.

      Poised.

      The noise of the rail yard doors opening filled the air.

      The great doors that protected Levin from storms were immense and noisy, cutting off all conversation until they were done moving. The sudden light would also be blinding to anyone looking at it, and the event would again draw all eyes, just as joining a new car to this train had been.

      Time. Perfectly.

      Matthias grabbed the ladder between cars and pulled himself up to the level of the interior flooring. He pulled a key from his other pocket, opposite the watch, and stuck it into the emergency door.

      The lock surrendered and Matthias pushed the door inward, slipping into the cargo car and stepping to one side. Lefty was there a moment later, drawing both pistols and standing perpendicular to the car, with a hand pointed each direction, just in case something was wrong and someone was about to step out.

      Red emerged and took up a spot at his side, out of the way as Pedro pushed her gear bag across the floor and climbed in.

      Lonagan came last, moving with uncommon silence and grace for a man that size.

      Matthias closed the door and locked it again as they waited in the dimness, broken only by the emergency lights.

      Everyone found a spot to settle and relaxed. Even Lefty holstered one of her guns, keeping her trademarked left pistol in her lap as she sat and seemed to meditate on whatever killers like that woman did, in between trigger pulls.

      So far, so good. His plan had been calculated to the second, in order to get them here. After a moment, the train itself began to lurch as the engine began dragging this extra-heavy beast out into the terrible heat and wind.

      Now, they waited. He would need time for the train to get away from Levin. They wouldn’t even start work until they were beyond Olanchas, although he had been assured that there was nothing in cars two or three that needed anyone to access it, as car one was the mail for Olanchas and three and four were reserved for Jacumba.

      After Olanchas, they would get into the fourth car and crack open a safe.

      Oh, and he had a man to kill.
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      Duff had started lunch while Acheson supervised the crews emptying out Car One and replacing it with more cargo headed south. Wasn’t much, from what Duff had seen, but Olanchas had never been one of the bigger mountain fortresses. Not like Levin and Jacumba.

      The other seven collectively only had about twice the population of either of the two biggest sisters.

      He’d heard stories of larger cities, carved deep into the mountains well to the east across the great deserts, but only a crazy few travelers ever even attempted that journey. Before the Scour, legend said that there had been trains that could fly in the air at hundreds of kilometers per hour, crossing the desert in half a day.

      He wasn’t sure he believed it, but he’d seen strange ruins in the distance while he’d worked the line. Things nobody could explain. Leftover cities just exposed to the Scour for centuries, torn and twisted now into hideous wrecks.

      There were people who lived out there all the time. Scavengers. He supposed that they had clickers that warned them if the radiation was bad enough to burn you. Plus whatever else someone might need to survive out there for longer than a week.

      He’d never even considered it. Line work was out for a few days and then home again.

      What did those people do for food? You couldn’t eat anything that grew wild, animal or plant. Not if you wanted to live for long. Levin had covered over a whole box canyon with a dome, as well as the domes up on the plateau, just so cattle and alpacas could be raised with grains, along with vegetables and stuff from the underground hydroponic vaults. The meat was a luxury to anyone but the SkyFolk. Leather as well. And alpaca cloth was worth today what silk had supposedly been, once upon a time, from some story he barely remembered as a kid.

      Like most of the Undercity, Duff made do with good, old-fashioned polyester refined from the deep wells. You could turn it into almost everything, from cloth fibers to the armor on his vest and the guns he normally wore.

      What had it been like in the ancient times, when everything was made out of steel and copper, rather than just those things that had to stay inside, insulated against the Scour?

      He shrugged. As much of this train as could be was a polymer of some sort, the ancient wisdom hard won from the Scour and handed down to the modern era.

      Lunch was vat-burgers with cheese, something presumably easy enough that even a kid still in his teens could figure out and cook for the old man. The crews were closing up car one as he put lunch onto a pair of plates and headed forward. He grabbed a vacuum flask of the cold tea he’d made this morning and met Acheson just coming in from outside.

      Olanchas had a covered spur for the mail trains, a little dogleg where switchers ran you through a door just big enough for a Postmaster train, into a long bay carved out of an overhang.

      Hotter than being fully indoors, where the vast mass of the overhead mountain kept you cool, but not as bad or unsafe as just unloading things in the open.

      Duff sat the plates down on the slide-out trays and watched as they opened the bay door at the far end.

      “All set?” Acheson asked.

      Duff dutifully buckled up his harness like a newbie then poured himself some tea before handing Acheson the flask.

      “All set,” Duff replied.

      Fireman. Day one. Learn your job by doing it all correctly.

      “You’ll do, kid,” Acheson smiled.

      Duff fought hard not to roll his eyes, then gave up and did it anyway. It was like he was back on the line gang as a gandy dancer, sixteen, dumb as a rock, and never going to complete a formal education, so Thorstein had taken him out of school and signed him up for the union.

      Hadn’t turned out all that bad. Except for the recent parts.

      Postmaster Seventeen lurched into motion slowly, churning those wheels beneath them as friction overcame inertia and they started rolling.

      They emerged into the harsh light of early afternoon. Scars on the desert floor below them supposedly represented cities that had been destroyed in ancient times, when one Scour after another came down and killed anything with metal, leaving the survivors to mostly starve.

      Duff ate in silence and just studied things. He’d never been south of Olanchas. His agency only covered the space between Olanchas this way and South Lake to the north.

      Wasn’t all that different from the places he knew. Hotter, but they were coming down out of the mountains and skirting the edge of the valley, with Sequoia on the right and Death somewhere on the left across the way behind the haze and dust. Aptly named, since it was supposedly hundreds of meters below sea level, if the angry tides could ever break though at Joshua and flood the high deserts east of Apple.

      Duff wondered if they’d have to lay a new track to Jacumba if that happened. The valleys west of there were hot enough to make a clicker stutter, and supposedly the big engine City of Angels was named for a place that the angry seas had claimed for their own, down in the basin the maps showed in blood red.

      He didn’t seen any evidence of scavengers out here, but you never did. Just heard stories of folks. Maybe occasionally saw movement in the heat mirage, but them folks kept their distance from line teams and trains.

      Did they trade with the nine cities? He’d never even considered it, but what was today, except a new start?

      Duff finished his burger and decided that maybe this was just Day One of his retirement, after he’d gone another three years and could draw his twenty-five.

      “Hey, Acheson,” he asked out of the blue, “how long do you have left? And what will you do then?”

      “Got three years until I hit my forty anniversary,” the old man said with a gleam in his eye. “They’ll make me quit when I’m sixty-two anyway, so I figure to only stay around until I’m sixty and call it good. Grandkids will start having their own pretty soon. Gonna spoil them something rotten. I’m a widower these last three years, so got nothing much else to do if I can’t drive a train. You?”

      Duff shrugged and thought about it, unbuckling and standing to clean everything.

      “Was kinda thinking the same way as you,” he said. “Had planned to be on the line until they made me stop, or I got too old to do it anymore. I’ll be forty-one when I hit my twenty-five, and I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to find any job with the union the day after that.”

      “What did you do, anyway?” Acheson asked. “Heard the scuttlebutt, but not the truth.”

      “You probably don’t want to know the truth, Acheson,” Duff countered gruffly.

      “Try me.”

      “Let’s just say a line foreman and his skipbosses were sending folks out into the field with equipment so old it should have been sent back to the refinery,” Duff said. “And they were padding the teams out with ghost gandy dancers. Found out when someone asked me about equipment that shouldn’t have been drawn. That turned into a thread I had to tug on.”

      “Why didn’t they fire the foreman?” Acheson pressed.

      “Didn’t stop with her,” Duff said. “Couple of union officials were in on it, across several teams. They tried to buy me off. When that didn’t work, they wanted to fire me.”

      “But they’d have had to show cause,” Acheson completed the thought with an evil smile.

      “You got it,” Duff smiled back. “Being Thorstein’s kid helped, as the old man still has a lot of friends. Not sure how many people would have ended up getting arrested, if push came to shove. Probably some of the SkyFolk as well, since you had to have owners and factory managers involved, skimming off gear and payrolls. Made them a deal.”

      “They gonna be upset, you talking to me?” Acheson’s voice took on an edge.

      “Man bitching about corrupt union bosses?” Duff laughed. “Like I’d be the first? And you asked.”

      “Well, true,” Acheson nodded. “A story as old as the cities.”

      “Plus, they leave me alone for three years, and I won’t testify. Simple as that.”

      “So you didn’t answer my question, kid,” Acheson said. “What do you do with the second half of your life?”

      “Damned if I know, Acheson,” Duff replied. “All I know is the line. Plus what
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