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    The Golden Ticket

    The San Francisco depot smelled like coal smoke, manure, and money — not necessarily in that order.

Jesse Walker stood in the shadows between a stack of raw lumber and a freight wagon, his hat pulled low, watching the organized chaos of the loading yard with the kind of patience that only a man with something serious to gain could manage. The Transcontinental Express sat on the tracks like a king on a throne, its black iron body gleaming under the late afternoon sun, steam curling off it in lazy spirals. Workers moved in every direction, hauling crates, shouting orders, cursing at mules. Jesse watched all of it without moving a muscle.

He found Skillet Malone in the crowd without much effort. Hard to miss a man built like a whiskey barrel who was wearing a dockworker's cap two sizes too small for his head. Skillet was pushing a flat cart toward the cargo loading area, sweating through his disguise within about ten minutes of wearing it. Jesse gave a low whistle — two short notes. Skillet's eyes cut sideways, found him, and he gave a tiny nod before redirecting his cart toward the crates stamped with the federal seal.

Those crates were the reason Jesse was here. Word had come down from a contact inside the Treasury office — a man with gambling debts and loose lips — that the Express was carrying a gold shipment north. Enough to set the whole Walker Gang up for life. No more sleeping in creek beds, no more riding through blizzards with holes in their boots. One clean job, and they were done.

Jesse let himself think about it for exactly three seconds, then put it away. Sentiment had a way of making a man sloppy.

He shifted his gaze along the loading platform and stopped cold.

Six men were moving a crate unlike anything else on the platform. It wasn't wood. It wasn't iron-banded like a government shipment. It was gold — solid, burnished, amber-bright — a long rectangular box that caught the afternoon light and threw it back in a way that made Jesse's eyes water. The men carrying it moved with a strange, deliberate care, and even from forty yards away, something about them sat wrong with him. They were pale. Not just fair-skinned, but pale in the way that a man gets when he hasn't seen sunlight in a very long time. Their movements were too fluid, too measured for laborers. They loaded the crate into the cargo hold with barely a grunt between them, which was wrong, because a box that size and that material should have taken twice the men at half the speed.

Wealthy eccentric, Jesse decided. Some railroad baron with more money than sense, shipping his personal effects in a solid gold box because he could. He'd seen stranger things. He filed the information away and kept watching.

One of the pale men turned as they finished loading. He was taller than the others, with a duster buttoned to the throat despite the California heat. He scanned the depot slowly, methodically, the way a man scans a room when he's not looking for trouble so much as accounting for it. His gaze swept the lumber stack.

It landed on Jesse.

Jesse didn't move. Didn't look away. He'd learned a long time ago that flinching was the thing that got you noticed, not stillness. He held the man's gaze for a long two seconds, nothing readable on his face, his thumbs hooked easy in his belt. The pale man stared back with eyes that Jesse couldn't quite fix a color to from this distance. Then the man turned away and followed his companions toward the passenger cars.

Jesse let out a slow breath through his nose.

High-security guards for the eccentric, then. Well-paid, well-dressed, and serious about their work. He'd dealt with worse.

He pulled back behind the lumber and moved quietly through the maze of freight wagons to where the rest of the gang waited. Cutter Hayes was sharpening a knife he didn't need sharpened, which was what he did when he was nervous. Dutch Reeves was reading a dime novel with the cover torn off. Young Rem sat on a crate, chewing a piece of dried beef and looking bored in the way only a twenty-two-year-old can manage when something serious is about to happen.

"Federal shipment's confirmed," Jesse said, keeping his voice low. "Six crates, sealed, heading into the cargo hold. We board at the Ridgeway water stop, twenty miles out. Same as planned."

"What about the other one?" Skillet had materialized behind him, slightly out of breath, his borrowed cap now sitting at a completely inexplicable angle. "The shiny box? Looked like it was worth more than the whole shipment put together."

"Private cargo," Jesse said. "We're not here to haul furniture. We take the federal gold and we ride."

Skillet looked like he wanted to argue but had the self-preservation instinct to keep it behind his teeth.

"Pale fellows moving it," Skillet added, dropping his voice further. "Didn't even break a sweat. That box had to weigh a ton, Jesse, I'm telling you."

"Rich men hire strong men. That's not news." Jesse pulled his right revolver, checked the cylinder, and slid it back home. Then the left. "Split up. Board with the regular passengers. We meet in the rear freight corridor once she's rolling."

The gang dispersed into the thickening crowd of departing travelers, blending in the way they'd practiced — not invisible, just unremarkable. Skillet waddled off toward the third-class platform, somehow already eating something. Dutch tucked his novel away. Cutter put the knife in his boot.

Jesse pulled his hat down and walked toward the platform, his mind running the numbers. The gold. The stop. The job.

He didn't think again about the pale man in the duster, or the golden box, or the strange, cold weight of that two-second stare.

He should have.

    
  

  
    Nuns and Orphans

    The platform at San Francisco station was loud enough to rattle teeth, but Sister Beatrice moved through the noise the way she moved through everything — with purpose and a firm grip on the back of a child's collar.


That collar belonged to Little Pip.


"Let go of me hand," he said, not quite a protest, more of a negotiation.


"I'll let go of your hand when God puts a fence around your fingers," she said, steering him back into line. Behind her, the other five orphans shuffled along in a formation that resembled a straight line only if you were generous with your definitions. She had Tommy, who was dragging his feet across the platform boards. She had the two Cleary girls, who were arguing in whispers about something that would almost certainly require her intervention later. She had young Francis, who was eight years old and already developing the look of a man who had given up on the world. And she had Dora, who was four and a half and had been asleep on her feet for the last ten minutes, held upright mostly by Beatrice's peripheral attention.


Six children. New York. One train.


She had prayed for patience at dawn, which in hindsight had been optimistic.


The Transcontinental Express sat at the far end of the platform, steam pouring from its stack in great white curtains. It was an impressive thing, she allowed. Long and black and self-important, like a senator. She kept her group moving toward the third-class cars at the rear, weaving through the crowd of departing passengers and their mountains of luggage.


That was when Pip slipped her grip.


She caught the motion from the corner of her eye — his small hand darting out toward the coat pocket of a passing railway guard, fingers quick as a sparrow. She seized his wrist before contact was made, and the guard moved on without noticing, his keys jangling at his hip.


"Pip." Her voice was low and even, which he had learned was considerably more dangerous than raised.


"I wasn't," he said immediately.


"You were."


He looked down at his boots. Something silver caught between his fingers caught the light, and her eyes dropped to it. A key, thin and oddly ornate, not the sort of key that opened a passenger cabin. He must have lifted it in the same motion she'd interrupted, or perhaps a moment before. Either way, it sat in his palm now like a small, incriminating fact.


"Give it here," she said.


He closed his fist around it instead, and she saw in his face the calculation of a child who has decided the item is worth the argument. "Found it," he said. "On the ground."


"The ground was that man's pocket, Pip."


"Could've fell out."


She held out her hand. He considered her for another two seconds, then dropped it into her palm. She closed her fingers around it, intending to return it to the guard, but the man had already disappeared into the crowd, and the whistle shrieked overhead, and Dora startled awake and began to cry, and Tommy stepped on Francis's heel, and there was no time. She tucked the key into her own pocket and moved the children forward.


She would find the guard on the train. Later.


The third-class car was exactly what she expected: wooden benches worn smooth by a thousand journeys, windows that fogged with breath, luggage crammed into every overhead rack. She got the children settled in two facing rows, Dora on her lap, the Cleary girls by the window where they could watch the platform and stop arguing, Tommy and Francis on opposite ends so they couldn't kick each other.


Pip sat beside her, suspiciously quiet.


The train began to move just as a commotion in the forward end of the car drew her attention. A large man in a lavender silk suit was making his way back through the first-class partition, red-faced, talking loudly to the conductor who was trailing behind him with a pained expression.


"This is entirely unacceptable," the man announced to the car in general. "I specifically requested a forward compartment away from the common cars. What is the meaning of this arrangement?"


He was soft in the way that money makes a man soft, with a watch chain stretched across a substantial belly and rings on nearly every finger. His mustache was thin and waxed to sharp points that seemed designed to emphasize his displeasure. His eyes swept the car and landed on Beatrice's group with an expression she recognized. She had seen it on church donation days when the collection plate came back lighter than expected.


"Good Lord," he said, not quietly. "Charity cases. On this train." He addressed the conductor as though Beatrice and the children were furniture that had been left in the aisle. "I own three lines in this state. Three. And I am expected to share a transport with orphaned street urchins and their — " He waved a hand at Beatrice's habit. "Handler."


"Sir," the conductor started.


"I want a different car."


"There isn't one available, Mr. Moneyweather."


Moneyweather's face went a deeper shade of red. He looked at Beatrice as though daring her to respond. She met his gaze with the particular stillness she had developed over years of dealing with difficult men, and said nothing. Pip, however, had turned fully around in his seat and was staring at the man with undisguised fascination.


"You got a lot of rings," Pip observed.


Moneyweather sputtered. Beatrice put a firm hand on Pip's shoulder and pressed him back around to face forward.


The tycoon retreated toward the forward car, still muttering. The conductor offered Beatrice an apologetic look. She gave him a small nod to indicate she had survived worse, which was true.


Outside, the platform dropped away, and the city gave way to open country. The children pressed their faces to the glass. Beatrice settled back and let herself breathe for the first time in hours.


Then they passed the cargo hold.


It was brief — just a few seconds of proximity as the passenger car rolled alongside the heavy freight section before the train straightened on the track. But something moved through her in that moment, cold and certain, the way cold air moves under a closed door. Not a sound, not a sight. Just a feeling that pooled in her chest and wouldn't drain away. She had prayed in rooms where evil had been done, and she knew the particular silence that lingered in such places. This was heavier than that. Older.


She pressed her fingers around the silver key in her pocket without meaning to.


The feeling passed. The children chattered. The train moved east.


Beatrice stared at the seat back in front of her and said a very quiet, very specific prayer.

    
  

  
    The Stop at Deadman's Creek

    The Transcontinental Express slowed like a tired old man finding a chair, the great pistons losing their rhythm as the water tower at Deadman's Creek came into view against the moonlit desert. Steam vented in low sighs. The wheels ground down to a crawl on the rails, and the whole train seemed to settle and exhale.


Out in the dark, Jesse Walker heard it and grinned.


He raised one fist and the seven riders behind him pulled up short, horses stamping and blowing in the cold night air. The desert stretched flat and pale in every direction, the kind of emptiness that made a man feel both free and hunted at the same time. The water station was a lonely arrangement of timber and iron pipe, not a soul in sight except the night man who would be half asleep by now, and the train itself, slowing, slowing, almost still.


"Gentlemen," Jesse said quietly, "this is where we earn our living."


He kicked his horse into a canter, angling to match the train's dwindling speed, and the others fell in behind him. The iron ladders on the sides of the passenger cars were exactly where he'd been told they'd be, bolted to the exterior at each junction, just wide enough for a man to grip and haul himself up. Jesse came alongside the third car, stood in the stirrups, and grabbed the rung with both hands. The momentum pulled hard at his arms, his boots swinging free of the saddle, and then he was on, climbing fast, hand over hand until he rolled onto the roof and flattened himself against the cold steel.


He looked back.


The others were making it. Decker, clean and quick. Rafe, the same. Then Skillet Malone hit the ladder and the whole enterprise nearly came apart.


Skillet grabbed the rung at the wrong angle, his oversized duster bunching around his arms, and his boots skidded off the bottom iron completely. For one breathless second he was hanging by one hand and one elbow, his legs swinging out over the dark blur of the wheels below, his mouth open in a silent scream he was smart enough not to release. Jesse was already moving, belly-crawling back across the roof, reaching down over the edge. His fingers caught Skillet's collar — a thick fistful of wool and desperation — and he hauled with everything he had.


Skillet came up over the edge like a fish landed badly, collapsing onto the roof in a heap, breathing in short panicked bursts.


"Don't," Jesse said, pointing a single finger at him.


Skillet pressed his lips together and nodded vigorously.


They went flat and still as the train completed its stop at the water station, the great hose swinging down from the tower above them. Jesse counted heartbeats, watching the perimeter. The night man moved below without looking up. Good. He signaled with two fingers and the crew began their slow crawl toward the engine, moving single file along the spine of the train, boots finding the ridgeline with care. The desert wind was cold and steady, carrying the smell of iron and rust.


Jesse moved at the front, light on his feet, his Stetson pulled low. Below him, through the thin skin of the car's ceiling, he could hear the muffled sounds of the passengers: a low conversation, the clink of a glass from the lounge car further back, somebody coughing. Ordinary sounds. The sounds of people who had no idea the night had changed its nature.


Three cars back, those sounds were quieter.


Inside the third-class car, the dim lamp over seat twelve burned low and steady, and Sister Beatrice turned a page of her Bible without reading it. She had been sitting like that for the better part of an hour, the words on the page familiar enough to read without looking, her attention drifting to the windows and back. Most of the children were asleep. Little Pip was a warm, dead weight against her left side, his flat cap tilted over his face, which was the only time he ever looked entirely innocent.


She heard it first as she turned another page. A sound from above, rhythmic and soft but not mechanical. Not the ordinary knock and creak of a moving train. Something deliberate. Footsteps, more than one set, moving with the careful weight of men trying not to be heard.


She looked up at the ceiling.


The sound moved forward, then paused, then continued. She set the Bible down on the bench beside her and leaned to the window, pressing her face close to the glass. The desert outside was washed in moonlight, pale and flat as a sheet. And there, against that pale backdrop, she saw them: silhouettes on the roofline of the car ahead, dark shapes moving low and fast, the unmistakable outline of rifle stocks and wide-brimmed hats.


Armed men. On the roof. Moving toward the engine.


She pulled back from the glass. Her heart was steady, which surprised her, and she took that steadiness as the only kind of grace available at the moment. She turned in her seat and found the two oldest children awake, both watching her with eyes that had already read her face.


"Don't make a sound," she said, barely above a breath. "Either of you. Wake no one. If anyone asks you anything, you are asleep. Do you understand me?"


They nodded. She had long since learned that children who had survived hard lives understood the word danger faster than any adult who had grown comfortable.


She folded her hands in her lap and looked back toward the cargo end of the train, and the cold feeling she had felt hours ago when they first passed that particular car came back to her now, quiet and patient, as though it had simply been waiting for her to remember it was there.


The men on the roof were moving toward the engine. She didn't know their names, or their reasons, or what they intended. She only knew that whatever was coming had already begun, and that the armed men above her were not, by a long distance, the worst thing riding this train tonight.

    
  

  
    Hands in the Air

    They came through the dining car doors at both ends simultaneously, which Jesse had always found was the best way to stop a man from running. The doors banged open hard and the outlaws poured in with revolvers leveled, and for one suspended second the whole car went perfectly, completely silent.


Then a woman screamed, and the whole room came apart.


Jesse walked in through the forward door at a steady pace while his men fanned out around the tables, shouting for hands up, hands where we can see them. He didn't shout. He never found it necessary. The Stetson was pulled low, and he moved through the noise and the overturned wine glasses and the scrambling passengers with the calm of a man taking a Sunday walk, because panic was contagious and he had no interest in catching it.


"Everybody settle," he said, loud enough to carry over the screaming. "Nobody's dying tonight, so long as everybody keeps still."


The screaming dropped by half. He let the silence fill the rest of the space on its own.


Silas P. Moneyweather was seated at the center table, which was either bold or unlucky. He was sweating through his lavender silk suit already, his thick fingers working frantically beneath the table's edge until Decker pressed a gun barrel against the side of his neck and the fingers stopped moving. Moneyweather opened his mouth wide, and a diamond ring clinked against his back teeth. Then another. A third. His cheeks bulged like
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