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Chicago, April 1917

War
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The guns sounded at noon.

From the roof of the Tribune Building, Val Buchanan watched the salute echo off the lake. The cannon fire rolled across the water and came back softer, like a prayer half-remembered. Flags hung from every window on Michigan Avenue. Bands played “Over There” and “Yankee Doodle” for men not yet gone to war. The city looked proud, but the faces in the crowd were tired.

He stood with his hands in his coat pockets, collar turned up against the wind. His wife, Evelyn, came out behind him carrying two cups of coffee. Her hair blew loose in the April chill. She passed him one and stood beside him, watching the smoke rise from the stockyards in the south.

“They’re calling it a holy cause,” she said. “Wilson says the world must be made safe for democracy. You believe that?”

“I used to believe in a lot of things,” Buchanan said. “Then I started looking too close.”

She smiled a little. “You still can’t just let something be.”

The crowd below was cheering a troop column marching down State Street. Boys in uniform, rifles shining. They looked about fifteen. The brass band drowned out the sound of the wind.

Evelyn sipped her coffee. “You’d go if they’d take you.”

“I would,” Buchanan said.

“You’re too old,” she said. “And too tired.”

He watched the boys pass out of sight. “Doesn’t mean the war won’t find me.”

Evelyn turned toward him, her face sharp against the gray sky. “It already found you once. You just called it work back then.”

He didn’t answer.

They went downstairs and crossed the lobby where newspapermen crowded around the telegraph desk waiting for Wilson’s speech. Buchanan lit a cigarette and read the bulletin on the wall: UNITED STATES DECLARES WAR ON GERMANY. The letters looked clean and certain. He wondered how long before they’d be printed in blood.

Back in their apartment near the river, Evelyn sat at her desk surrounded by copy paper and carbon sheets. She still wrote about strikes, shortages, and the price of bread. The war would give her plenty more.

Buchanan poured whiskey into a glass. The sunlight caught the rim and flickered across the floorboards. He thought about all the cases behind him—the coal towns, the dead men on the rails, fog on the waterfront, and the countless other cases he’d done around the country during his career as a Pinkerton and then as an independent investigator. Every fight started with a reason and ended with an excuse.

Evelyn turned in her chair. “You’ve been pacing for an hour. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he said.

“That look says otherwise.”

He held up the glass. “Just thinking how every war starts with words. Then it’s fire.”

“You sound like an old preacher.”

He smiled faintly. “Maybe I am.”

The clock ticked loud against the quiet. Outside, sirens wailed for the parade. He started toward the door when the boy came with the telegram.

“Mr. Buchanan?” the boy asked.

“That’s me, Buchanan said.

“Message from New York. They said it’s urgent.”

Buchanan tipped him a coin and broke the seal. The paper was creased and damp from the boy’s pocket.

FROM: INSPECTOR TUNNEY, NYPD.

NEED YOUR EYES IN NEW YORK. GERMAN GHOSTS STILL WALK.

He folded it once, slid it into his coat.

Evelyn stood watching him. “What does Tunney want?” She asked.

“Same thing he always wanted. Trouble,” Buchanan said.

“You’re not thinking of going.”

He said nothing, just looked at the map of the rail lines tacked above her desk.

She came to him slowly. “Darling, you don’t owe anyone anymore. Let the war belong to younger men.”

Buchanan touched her cheek with the back of his hand. “That’s the thing about ghosts. They don’t care how old you are.”

“You promised we’d stop chasing them, Evelyn said.

“I know,” Buchanan said. "

“Then keep the promise.”

He put the glass down, finished the whiskey, and reached for his coat.

She caught his sleeve. “Please.”

He kissed her once, soft and quick. “I’ll write from New York,” he said.

She pulled away. “You won’t.”

He opened the door. “I’ll try.”

Evelyn’s voice followed him down the hall. “You’re not saving the world, Val. You’re just trying to prove it didn’t beat you.”

He stopped, hand on the stair rail, and looked back. “Maybe that’s enough.”

Outside, the wind carried the smell of lake water and coal smoke. He lit another cigarette and walked toward the station. Behind him the church bells rang for victory. Ahead, trains waited under a haze of steam, bound east.

He thought of Evelyn standing by the window, watching him go. She’d forgive him eventually. She always had. But as the whistle blew and the cars began to move, he knew this time might be different.

The cannon fire still echoed faint across the city, like thunder that wouldn’t quit.

Buchanan tipped his hat low and whispered to no one, “So it begins again,” he said.
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The rain came down in a thin sheet that made the streets look varnished. Buchanan stepped out of the cab at Mulberry Street and paid the driver with fingers still stiff from the sleeper car. The air smelled of wet brick and cigar smoke and the sweet iron stink of the river drifting in from the slips. The station house rose out of the street like a red-brick fort that had been left too long in bad weather. He pushed through the door and let the warmth hit him.

The lobby carried a noise that never slept—typewriters tapping, men calling names, a drunk laughing at nothing until a patrolman told him to hush. A corkboard sagged with handbills and warnings: Keep Off Piers at Night, Report Suspicious Packages, Buy Bonds. A janitor mopped at a stain that looked like yesterday’s fight. Buchanan signed his name in a visitor’s ledger that had already bled through a hundred names today and showed the desk sergeant the telegram. The sergeant read it and jerked a thumb down the hall.

“Inspector’s upstairs,” the sergeant said. “Bring the rain with you, did you?”

“I tried to leave it in Chicago,” Buchanan said.
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