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Lexington, Oklahoma, 1915

Smoke Over the Tracks
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The freight had gone off the line before dawn. By the time Val Buchanan rode in on the morning train, smoke still hung over the rails like a low storm cloud. He leaned on the window glass and watched men in dungarees and caps dragging timbers, hoisting bent iron with block and tackle, cursing the wreckage in slow rhythm. The smell carried through the cars—burned coal, scorched ties, something acrid and final.

Lexington was a nowhere town, stuck between the wheat country and the oil fields. One main street, two saloons, a sheriff’s office with peeling paint, the depot house with its proud white trim already gray with soot. Beyond that, endless prairie. The place had been nothing before the railroad and would be nothing again if the tracks stayed twisted like this.

Buchanan stepped down onto the platform with his valise. His coat collar was turned high against the dust, and the eyes under his brim were steady, unreadable. The conductor touched a finger to his cap.

“Hell of a mess,” the conductor said.

Buchanan nodded. “Looks like sabotage.”

The man shrugged. “Folks round here say it was the union boys. Others say it was ghosts from the old rail wars. Either way, train’s dead and so are three brakemen.”

Buchanan moved through the crowd. A dead freight, a town in whispers—that was why the Agency sent him. He’d left Colorado more than a year ago with the sound of gunfire still in his ears, tents burning on the plains, the screams of children. Now here he was again, pulled like iron to a magnet.

At the wreck site outside town, he found the bodies laid out beneath canvas. Men stood around in silence, hats in hand. The sheriff looked up from his notes. She was tall, broad-shouldered, hair pinned tight beneath her hat. Her badge caught the light like a knife.

“You’re the Pinkerton,” she said.

“Buchanan,” he said.

“Eliza Harding,” she said. She didn’t offer her hand. “Town marshal.”

They looked at each other a moment. Then she said, “I suppose you’ll be wanting a word with the railroad men.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Buchanan said.

She led him across the yard. Workers leaned on shovels, watching him with flat eyes. He saw the same look he’d seen in Colorado—wary, bitter, not sure if he was a savior or a hound. Most figured the latter.

A man with a red beard spat on the ground. “Pinkerton.”

“Rice,” Harding said.

Buchanan stopped. “Thomas Rice?”

The man squinted. “Who’s asking?”

“Name’s Buchanan. My father worked the rails back east. He knew a Thomas Rice once.”

“That’d be me,” Rice said. He looked him over, as if weighing bloodlines. “Your old man swung a hammer, union through and through. He’s dead?”

“Years ago,” Buchanan said.

Rice nodded once, slow. “He was a good one. You, though—you work for the men who break unions.”

Buchanan didn’t answer. He had no answer. The silence said enough.

They moved past the men to where the rails buckled into a heap. Harding crouched, touched the scorched metal.

“Charge was set here,” she said. “Trestle took the worst of it. Brakemen never had a chance.”

“Any witnesses?” Buchanan asked.

“Plenty of stories. No truth I can hold,” Harding said.

Buchanan scanned the horizon, the fields rolling into haze. Colorado all over again. Broken bodies, wrecked families, a company crying sabotage, and someone hired to write it down the way the company liked. He’d carried out orders there. He wasn’t sure he could again.

The saloon on Main Street filled by afternoon. Men argued in clumps, the air thick with smoke and talk. Buchanan stood at the bar with Harding.

“They’ll blame the union,” she said.

“That’s how it always goes,” Buchanan said.

“And you? Where do you stand?” she asked.

He looked at her. Her eyes were sharp as glass. “I stand where the job takes me.”

“Doesn’t sound like conviction,” Harding said.

“Conviction gets a man killed quicker than bullets,” Buchanan said.

Rice came in with two other workers. He leaned against the bar near Buchanan, ordered whiskey.

“You know what the railroad’s gonna do,” Rice said. “They’ll bring in guards, scabs, more Pinkertons. Won’t matter who set the charge. They’ll make it the union and string us up.”

“I’m here to find facts,” Buchanan said.

“Facts,” Rice said. He shook his head. “Facts don’t matter. Only the report you send back east.”

Harding cut in. “Rice, let him do his job.”

Rice looked at her, then at Buchanan. “His job ain’t justice.” He downed his glass and walked out.

Buchanan watched him go. His father’s face came back, worn from years of rail work, eyes dulled by disappointment. He’d heard him once, whispering a union song under his breath, before the sickness took him. That same tune now hummed in Rice’s voice.

Night came with heat lightning over the prairie. Buchanan walked the wreck alone, lantern in hand. He crouched where the ties had splintered, traced the blackened wood. It was careful work. Whoever set it knew the rails. Not wild destruction—precision.

Footsteps sounded on gravel. He turned. Harding was there, rifle across her arm.

“Town’s nervous,” she said. “I keep watch.”

He nodded. “Charge was cut neat. Not some drunk with dynamite.”

“Then who?” she asked.

He shook his head. “That’s what I need to learn.”

She studied him. “You’ve seen this before.”

“Yes,” Buchanan said.

“Where?” she asked.

“Colorado,” he said. He didn’t want to say more. The fire, the dead children—it was carved into him.

She seemed to read it anyway. “And it broke you,” she said.

He didn’t answer. He lowered the lantern, watching the smoke curl off the rails like breath from the earth itself.

By morning, Lexington was alive with rumor. Some swore the union had done it. Others swore it was railroad men staging their own disaster to justify a crackdown. Still others blamed outlaws, or ghosts from the old Royal Gorge fight.

Buchanan sat in the depot office, writing notes in a leather book. Harding came in, dropped a telegram on the desk.

“From Kansas City,” she said.

He read it. Silas Kincaid, railroad magnate, arriving by special car tomorrow. He wanted a report waiting.

Harding said, “That man will crush this town flat if it means laying his rails clean.”

Buchanan said nothing. He closed the book, slipped it in his coat.

Outside, men gathered at the platform, voices rising like the heat. Rice stood with them, shouting for justice, shouting for the truth. Workers’ fists in the air, eyes hard.

Buchanan lit a cigarette, watched the smoke drift across the yard. He thought of his father, thought of all the rails running west into blood and fire.

Smoke over the tracks, and he was right in the middle again.
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The Old Union Song
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The rail yard carried the smell of burned oak and machine oil. Men worked in silence, rebuilding the line plank by plank. Their shoulders were hunched, faces hollow, like they’d been whipped by more than the sun. A kind of silence hung over the place, not peace but bitterness, like something left too long in the pan.

Buchanan moved among them with a pad in his hand. He didn’t bother writing yet. He watched. He listened. A man learned more with his eyes than from ink.

The red-bearded one—Rice—stood with three others by a stack of ties. He was showing them how to set a spike, how the angle mattered, how a lazy strike left the rail loose. His voice carried like gravel rolled in a bucket.

“You’ve got to hit it clean,” Rice said. “Like my old man taught me. Hammer steady, swing straight. That’s the way you keep the rail true.”

Buchanan stopped a few paces back. The rhythm of Rice swing brought something up from memory: a man’s broad back bent over iron, his father’s sweat dripping onto steel, the hammer ringing like a church bell. He heard the old song, too, faint in his head: Which side are you on, boys? Which side are you on?

Rice turned, caught him staring. “Pinkerton,” Rice said. “You come to take notes or break skulls?”

The other men laughed, low and sharp. One spat tobacco juice in the dirt.

“I came to listen,” Buchanan said.

“You got ears then? Good. Hear this: we didn’t set no charge. We work these rails with our hands. We’d never wreck what feeds our children.”

Buchanan nodded. “I believe you.”

That shut them up. The laughter died quick. Rice studied him like a horse trader looking for the limp.

“You’re not what I expected,” Rice said.

“What did you expect?” Buchanan asked.

“A hired killer. No different than the Baldwin-Felts men they sent in the coal wars. Trigger-happy bastards. You don’t smell like them.”

Buchanan lit a cigarette. “I worked Colorado last year. Ludlow.”

The men stiffened. One said, “Jesus Christ.”

“You were there?” Rice asked.

“I was,” Buchanan said. “I saw the tents burn.”

Nobody spoke for a long time. The hammer fell silent.

Finally, Rice said, “My cousin died there. His wife and two babies. They pulled ’em from the ash.”

Buchanan drew smoke deep, let it roll from his mouth. “Then you know why I ain’t laughing.”

Rice’s eyes softened, only a fraction. He said, “Your father was a rail man, wasn’t he?”

Buchanan looked at the ground. “He was.”

“Name was Alexander Buchanan. Scottish stock. Worked the lines outside Pittsburgh. He fought for the union when it meant getting beat bloody. Stood beside me more than once.”

“That’s him,” Buchanan said. His voice came quieter than he meant.

“He told stories about you,” Rice said. “Said his boy had sharp eyes. Said he’d go farther than the rest of us.”

Buchanan flicked the cigarette into the dust. “He thought I’d be better than I turned out.”

“You carry his face,” Rice said. “I’d know it anywhere.”

The other men shifted, uneasy. They didn’t want to like a Pinkerton. But if Rice vouched for him, maybe they could stomach it.
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