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Chicago, Illinois/Los Angeles, California, 1910


Telegram West
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The snow came down heavy on Chicago that morning, a wet slush that stuck to boots and hats, turning the streets into a gray river of muck. Val Buchanan stood under the awning of the Pinkerton offices in the Second City, collar turned up, his gloved hands jammed deep in his coat. A boy from the telegraph service had just left, leaving behind a slip of paper folded tight and sealed with wax.

He broke the seal, read the jagged code, and felt the cold crawl inside him.

“Proceed West. Los Angeles. Contact Malloy. Ledger priority. We Never Sleep.”

The motto, always at the end, like scripture. But in Buchanan’s head it had started to sound different, less proud, more like a whisper you couldn’t shake. We never sleep. We never stop. We never let you rest.

He folded the paper and slipped it into his inner pocket. The office door creaked behind him and a voice called.

“You’ll catch pneumonia standing out there.”

Franklin, the clerk, small man with round glasses, leaned in the doorway.

“You headed out?” he asked.

“West,” Buchanan said. “Orders.”

“West,” Franklin said. “Sunshine, orange groves. Better than this mess.”

Buchanan didn’t answer. He was thinking of his father—Alexander Buchanan, the railman. A union man in his quiet way. He’d come home with grease on his hands and fire in his words, until the night company men broke his jaw and left him bleeding by the tracks. Buchanan had been twelve. That was the first time he saw what power looked like. The second was the day his mother coughed blood into her apron after another shift in the mill.

Order, he told himself later. That’s what the Pinkertons promised. Order, not chaos. He believed it once.

The telegram burned in his pocket. Ledger priority. No detail, no explanation. That was how they liked it. You weren’t paid to think. You were paid to obey.

The train station was crowded with soldiers, salesmen, farmhands carrying everything they owned in battered satchels. Buchanan bought his ticket west, cash from the roll he carried in his boot. He boarded before the whistle, settled into a corner seat with a clear view of the aisle.

The porter came through, checked his ticket, moved on. Outside, Chicago’s skyline slipped away, brick chimneys coughing black smoke into the low clouds.

He lit a cigarette, drew deep, and closed his eyes. Sleep wouldn’t come, it never did. Every time he tried, he saw flashes—the miner shot down in Pittsburgh, chest open, men scattering. The way Calhoun smiled like nothing touched him. The way Grace lied through his teeth. All of it felt too close.

The train rolled west. Steel rails cut the land in two.

He woke hours later to the sound of men arguing in the next car. Voices rough, Irish and German, talking strikes. He caught words—“miners,” “company guards,” “blood for blood.”

Buchanan didn’t move, just listened. Same words he’d heard back in Pennsylvania. Different city, same battle. He thought of his father again, jaw wired shut, saying through broken teeth, Don’t ever let them own you, boy.

Too late for that, he thought. The Agency owned him, down to the bone.

The men laughed, cursed, fell quiet. The train rattled on.

By nightfall, they were crossing Missouri. A brakeman came through, lantern swinging, telling folks to stay warm. Buchanan stared out the window. Snow gave way to flat black earth, fields stretching wide under the moon. Somewhere out there was Los Angeles, they said a city of angels, though he doubted any angels ever set foot in a place where men planted dynamite under printing presses.

He touched the telegram in his pocket. Ledger priority. What ledger? What names? He thought of the coded notes he’d learned to read, the telegrams stripped of vowels, full of half-words and numbers. He could almost see the pattern already—names of men, money changing hands, shipments of powder. And underneath it, always, the smell of blood.

At a stop in Kansas, a girl climbed aboard. She wore a patched coat, carried a valise too heavy for her size. She sat across from him, glanced once, then looked away. Her hands were raw, the skin cracked. Mill hands always had the same look—pale, tired, like ghosts.

She caught him staring.

“You headed west too?” she asked.

“Los Angeles,” he said.

“Me too,” she said. “Got an aunt there. Or so I heard.”

He nodded. She pulled her coat tighter, stared at the floor. He wondered how long she’d last in the city. Not long, he figured. Cities chewed up girls like her.

She dozed off, head against the window. He stayed awake. We Never Sleep.

Nebraska. Colorado. The mountains came up like teeth. He stepped out during a stop, breathed thin air sharp in his chest. Snow on the peaks, hard sun on the rails. He thought of his mother again, of the way she used to sing under her breath while she worked the wash. He hadn’t thought of her in months. Maybe years. The dead never stayed buried.

Back on the train, a conductor handed him another telegram. This one short, unsigned.

“Malloy waiting. Bring discretion. Ledger dangerous.”

Malloy. He remembered the name—Frank Malloy, Pinkerton since before Buchanan joined. Rumor was, Malloy never asked questions. Clients spoke, he obeyed. Men like that stayed alive in the Agency. They also lost pieces of themselves, one job at a time.

Buchanan folded the slip. He wondered if Malloy would look him in the eye when he said the words, client pays, we obey.

Three days west. The girl got off in New Mexico, waved once, disappeared into the dust.

Buchanan rode on. He smoked, drank black coffee from tin cups, slept in snatches with his hand on the revolver under his coat. Men drifted on and off the train—salesmen, drifters, one or two that smelled of trouble. None gave him more than a look.

When he dreamed, he dreamed of fire. Newspapers burning. Men running with bundles under their arms. His father’s voice shouting through the smoke. Choose, boy. Choose who you stand with.

On the last night, the desert spread wide, endless stars above. The train whistle cut the dark. He sat alone, telegrams folded in his pocket, and thought about Los Angeles.

He’d heard stories. Oil money, railroads, a newspaper war between titans. A city trying to prove itself, ready to tear apart anyone in its way. Radicals, businessmen, crooked cops. And now dynamite, whispered like a curse.

Somewhere in that mess was a ledger. Coded names, payments, secrets worth killing for. And him, a Pinkerton with doubts he couldn’t admit, headed straight into the fire.

He ground out his cigarette, leaned back, and muttered the words he couldn’t shake.

“We never sleep.”

The train clattered on, westward, into the dark.
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City of Angels
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The train crawled into Los Angeles with the first pale wash of morning, a light that turned the yards the color of old bone. Val Buchanan pressed a palm to the window. The glass was warm already. The desert had followed them in and laid itself over the city like a thin, fine dust. Yellow switch lamps winked down a tangle of rails. Men in shirtsleeves walked the ties with coffee in one hand and lunch pails in the other. There were palms, taller than made sense, trussed up against the sky like actors in a stage play who hadn’t learned their lines.

He stepped down with his valise, felt grit under his boots, and smelled hot metal, creosote, citrus on the wind. A conductor shouted for porters. A newsboy cried headlines about oil strikes and a new hotel downtown with marble floors. A second boy, younger, pushed postcards at arriving ladies—orange blossoms, beaches, a pier lit up like Christmas. Buchanan eyed the cards and thought of the telegram in his inner pocket. Ledger priority. We Never Sleep.

Behind the depot, trolley wires sang in the warm air, and the cars rattled through like red beetles. On Main Street the city put on its morning face: plate-glass windows swept, awnings unfurled, piano music leaking from a café door where a man scrubbed the floor with a sour mop. Beyond the storefront polish, farther down the blocks, were the cheap hotels, the pawnshops, and the blind pig saloons still shuttered from the night. Los Angeles had a way of smiling while it kept a blackjack up its sleeve.

He found a lavatory, shaved with water that ran warm from the tap, and combed his hair with the same horn comb he’d carried since Pittsburgh. In the mirror he saw a man gone narrow around the eyes. The trip hadn’t done that. Work had. He put the comb away, washed the strop of soap from his jaw, and buttoned his collar.

A boy in a pillbox cap stood outside the station doors holding a placard lettered in careful hand: “Mr. Buchanan.” The boy lifted the sign when he saw him.

“You Malloy’s?” Buchanan asked.

“Yes, sir,” the boy said. “Said to bring you to him quick as you came off. You want the trolley or a cab?”

“Trolley,” he said.

The boy led him out to the platform. A car clanged up, paint flaking, straw littering the boards inside, the motorman bored to the point of murder. They climbed on. Heat pooled under the roof. The motorman shoved the handle and they lurched forward.

Buchanan hung from a strap, watching the city slide past. Brick warehouses, fruit stands, a Baptist church with a sandwich board—Temperance Rally Tonight. He counted five men with bandaged hands before they reached the next intersection. The car stopped and a group of extras from the moving picture district clambered aboard in costume—Roman soldiers in calico armor, a boy with greasepaint sideburns, a girl in a flapper dress years too early for fashion. They laughed, they said lines at each other from some script, and the Roman soldier offered the girl a cigarette that she took like a queen accepting tribute. The conductor didn’t blink.

“You get used to it,” the boy said.

“What?” he asked.

“Everything,” the boy said. “Heat, shows, orange peel on the sidewalks. Men with money being important. Men without it being gone by morning.”

“You ever meet Malloy?” Buchanan asked.

“Once,” the boy said. “He talked low. People leaned in to hear him and forgot to breathe.”

The trolley rang its bell, coasting to a stop near a hotel with a painted portico and palms planted in tubs out front. The boy hopped off and Buchanan followed. He tipped the boy a dime. The boy looked at the coin like it might be a trick, then grinned.

“Mr. Malloy said you’d be tall,” the boy said. “Didn’t say you’d be polite.”

“Don’t tell anyone,” Buchanan said.

Inside, the lobby was cool under slow fans. A Negro porter in a crisp jacket nodded and didn’t smile. Three travelling salesmen in seersucker quarreled over a map of districts like generals dividing a country. A pair of city fathers—white hats, white shoes—held court from a couch and talked about sewer extensions and a new park they’d name for themselves when it was done. The desk clerk glanced up, weighed Buchanan’s coat and boots, and decided he could stay.

“Buchanan,” he said. “Malloy waiting on me.”

The clerk looked toward the doors to the dining room. “He’s got coffee,” he said. “He’s had three.”

Buchanan crossed the tiled floor and pushed through to the dining room. Frank Malloy sat near a window with a view of palms and streetcars. Malloy was mid-forties gone to rawhide, long jaw, eyes like nails. He wore a brown sack suit and a tie tied twice around, as if he had somewhere else to be and changed his mind. On the table in front of him were two cups, one full, one empty, and a folded newspaper with a headline about business confidence.

Malloy looked up, took Buchanan in, and nodded once.

“Sit,” Malloy said.

Buchanan sat. A waitress appeared and poured. The coffee smelled cooked too long. He drank it anyway.

“You make good time,” Malloy said.

“The train ran downhill,” Buchanan said.

Malloy didn’t smile. He lifted the paper, let it fall again, and studied him like an item shipped from headquarters he was obligated to use.
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