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CHAPTER ONE: WHAT THE SMOKE LEFT 
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Kansas Plain — East of Cimarron Crossing — Morning

The dynamite smell was still in his hair.

Cole had tried to sleep and couldn't. The plain was too flat and too dark and there was nothing to put your back against out here — no wall, no ridge, no tree line — just the grass running out level in every direction until the sky swallowed it, and the two stopped trains sitting on the track behind them like dead animals on a road nobody used anymore.

He stood. Rolled his neck. Looked east at the grey edge of the sky where morning was making its first argument.

The second train sat three hundred yards back where the driver had stopped behind the first one. Passengers were beginning to move around it in the early light — small figures, uncertain, the way people moved when they didn't yet know whether the thing that had happened was finished happening.

He looked at the mail car.

What was left of it sat on the warped track in the early light — blackened timber, twisted iron, the shape of a door that had held when the rest hadn't. Two days old now and still ugly. The smell had changed overnight from sharp chemical burn to something flatter and worse — cold ash and scorched metal and the particular staleness of destruction once the heat goes out of it. A dark scar on the grass ran thirty feet north of the track where burning debris had landed and gone out.

He had looked at it enough.

He walked back to the fire.

Sarah had it going. She always had it going — he didn't know when she slept, only that when he was awake she was usually ahead of him, and when he slept she was still up, and the distance between those two facts was the distance between the kind of tired he understood and the kind she carried without mentioning.

She handed him the cup. He sat down.

'Cleetus is awake,' she said. 'Walking the perimeter.'

Cole looked. There — forty yards out, moving along the edge of the trampled ground with his hands clasped behind his back like a man inspecting a property he was considering not buying. The Kansas plain spread out around him in every direction, enormous and indifferent, and Cleetus moved through it the way he moved through everything — precisely, attentively, as though the grass itself might be withholding relevant information.

'What's he looking for?' Cole said.

'Everything,' Sarah said.

Cole drank the coffee. It was good coffee. He didn't ask how she'd managed that either.

Patience McDowell was twenty feet away, sitting on her carpetbag with her notebook open and her pen already moving. Cole watched her write for a moment. Whatever she was putting down, it wasn't stopping. He looked away.

'Webb?' he said.

'At the track an hour ago,' Sarah said. 'Then he wasn't.'

Cole nodded. Webb's whereabouts were not a thing that required concern. Webb was always where he needed to be. If he wasn't visible, it meant visibility wasn't what he'd chosen, and that was information enough.

Tennyson sat on the far side of the fire with hardtack from his coat pocket, eating it with the methodical patience of a man who had stopped expecting meals to be anything other than fuel. His eyes were on the second train. Specifically, they were on the figure coming around the far end of it in a grey coat.

Cole didn't follow his eyes. He already knew what was there.

Bonnie had come off the second train yesterday afternoon — down the steps with her carpetbag and her grey coat, Tennyson's name in her mouth before her boots were on the ground. That moment was a day old now and already had the quality of something that would be remembered differently by everyone who'd seen it.

He heard her footsteps in the grass before he saw her. Unhurried. Bonnie came around the stopped carriage and into the firelight and looked at each of them in the quick, measuring way she had — a woman counting the people she'd come to find and confirming they were still here.

Tennyson looked at her. 'Sleep?'

'Some,' she said.

He handed her the hardtack. She took it without looking at him. She ate.

Cole watched this for a moment. Then looked at the fire.

Cleetus came back and stood at the edge of it. Compact, precise, shaved — already shaved, at six in the morning, which Cole supposed was a New York habit he would die with. He had Cleetus's measure now: a man whose competence ran deeper than his experience, who applied the same rigour to an open Kansas plain that he applied to a courtroom in Manhattan. The coat was wrong for this country. The posture was wrong. Everything else about him was exactly right.

'The marshal from Cimarron Crossing came through at four,' he said. 'I spoke with him.'

'What did he want?'

'To know what happened. I told him there'd been an explosion in the mail car, two of his colleagues were dead, the men responsible were dead, and that the federal authorities had been wired from the Cimarron station.'

'What did you tell him about us?'

'That it was a matter under federal review and he should direct further questions to the District Attorney's office in New York.' Cleetus paused. 'He didn't care for that.'

'I expect he didn't,' Cole said. 'He'll be back by midday.'

'Yes.'

'Then we won't be here at midday.'

Something moved behind Cleetus's eyes. Not discomfort — something closer to reassessment, the expression of a man whose professional life had been conducted in rooms with doors and whose current situation had neither.

'No,' Cleetus said. 'We won't.'

He sat down.

Webb came out of the long grass from the direction of the tracks and crossed to the fire and stood at the outer edge of the light and looked at Cole with the flat, patient expression of a man waiting to be told something he already knew.

Cole gave him nothing back. Not yet.

Tennyson looked at Webb once and then looked at the fire. Something passed between them in that look — the compressed shorthand of men who had worked together long enough that silence carried more information than talk.

Bonnie looked at the fire. Not watching Webb the way most people watched Webb. She knew he was there. She was not performing the not-knowing. She simply had other things on her mind.

Cole put his cup down.

'We need to talk,' he said.

No one moved. No one looked at anyone else. But the quality of the silence changed — it became the kind that listens — and Cole knew he had them.

He looked at each of them in turn. Sarah. Tennyson. Webb. Bonnie. Patience, pen stopped over the open notebook. Cleetus, coat straightened, hands on his knees.

'The key is safe,' Cole said.

Nobody looked at Bonnie's boots. He noted that and appreciated it.

'Now. That explosion two days ago wasn't bad luck and it wasn't random. Somebody on that train was trying to get to us.'

Sarah said it first. 'Patterson.'

'Has to be. He must have hired these men to steal the key, and they came for it. Dynamited a federal mail car in broad daylight on the Kansas plain because they thought it was in there.'

'It wasn't,' Tennyson said.

'No. But they didn't know that. And it means Patterson's reaching. He beat the charges in Santa Fe  and now he's reaching all the way out here to take back what we've got.'

Cleetus leaned forward slightly. 'The men from the robbery — you're certain they're connected to Patterson?'

Cole looked at him. 'Eight men with dynamite and relay horses don't ride onto a federal train for curiosity. Someone paid for that. Someone with enough money and enough reason.'

'They're dead,' Webb said. Flat. Not a question.

'Seems that way.' Cole glanced over at the tarp.

Webb looked at the grass between his boots and said nothing, which was Webb's way of saying: then the problem is smaller than it was.

'So the question,' Cole said, 'is what we do now.'

Silence.

'We were heading for Washington,' Cleetus said. 'The evidence. Senator Garrett. The legal route — that was the plan.'

'It was,' Cole said. 'Two days ago it was.'

Sarah was watching him. She knew what was coming before he said it, the way she always knew — not because he was predictable but because she understood the arithmetic of the man she'd married, and the arithmetic had changed.

'We go back,' Cole said.

Bonnie looked up. Tennyson didn't move.

Sarah said, 'We've been on that train six days.'

'I know it.'

'We nearly got blown up.'

'I know that too.'

'And your answer is to turn around.'

Cole looked at her. Then he looked west, at the plain running out flat and featureless toward the territory.

'Patterson sent those men. They're dead. Which means right now, today, he doesn't know the robbery failed. He's sitting somewhere waiting for a wire that's never coming. And while he's waiting, he thinks we're still heading east. Washington. Garrett. The legal route.'

He looked back at Sarah.

'He's not looking west. Nobody is. We go now, we ride for Silver Creek before he works out what happened, and we get to that chest before he has time to send anyone else.'

'The chest,' Sarah said.

'The codex. We open it, we take it, and Patterson's claim on that mine dies. Everything he built around it — the land filings, the displacement, the whole structure — it falls apart once the codex is out of that mountain and in the right hands.'

Cleetus leaned forward. 'If we're going back to the mine,' he said, 'there's something else.'

Cole looked at him.

'Cross's ranch. The original documentation — land transfers, survey records, payment ledgers. If even half of what the District Attorney suspects is in those files, it's proof of systematic corruption. Federal proof. The kind that holds up in front of a judge, not just a newspaper.'

'You're saying we take the papers too,' Cole said.

'I'm saying if we're riding all the way back to Silver Creek to open a chest, we'd be fools not to ride another three miles east to take the evidence that puts Patterson in prison for the rest of his life.' Cleetus straightened his coat. 'The codex ends his claim. The documents end him.'

Nobody spoke for a moment.

'Two targets,' Tennyson said.

'Two targets,' Cole said. 'One trip.'

Tennyson said, 'How far?'

Cole looked at Cleetus. 'You had a map.'

Cleetus reached inside his coat and brought out a folded sheet — railway map, creased and soft from handling, the kind the railroad companies printed for passengers with the routes in red and the territory in brown and everything west of Kansas City rendered with the hopeful vagueness of men who had never been there. He spread it on the ground beside the fire and the group drew in around it, seven heads over a sheet of paper in the early light of a Kansas morning.

'We're here,' Cleetus said, putting his finger on the line east of Cimarron Crossing. 'Near enough. The Santa Fe track.'

'Cimarron Crossing,' Cole said. 'That's the nearest settlement with a stage.'

'How far to it?' Tennyson said.

'Three miles. Maybe four. A woman from the second train walked it last night and came back this morning with bread.' Cole looked at Sarah. She nodded — she'd spoken to the woman.

'A westbound stage sits there,' Sarah said. 'Doesn't leave until this afternoon.'

Cleetus traced the route west with his finger. 'Cimarron Crossing to Dodge City — that's the stage road along the Arkansas. Eighteen, twenty miles. Half a day by coach.'

'And from Dodge?' Tennyson said.

Cole looked at the map for a long time. His finger moved south from Dodge City, down through the Indian Territory and the dry country and across the Cimarron River and into the brown emptiness of New Mexico where the railroad lines stopped and the land had its own ideas about who belonged on it.

'Six hundred miles,' he said. 'Give or take. Down through No Man's Land, across the Canadian, through the territory and into New Mexico from the northeast. Silver Creek sits against the south side of the ridge.'

Nobody said anything.

'How many days?' Bonnie said.

Everyone looked at her. It was the first thing she'd said beyond one-word answers since stepping off the train.

Cole said, 'Two weeks. Maybe more depending on the horses and the weather and whether the Cimarron's running high.'

'Two weeks,' Cleetus said. He was looking at the map with the expression of a man revising his understanding of the word distance.

'At least,' Cole said. 'And that's pushing it. Thirty, thirty-five miles a day with good mounts and no trouble.'

'And if there's trouble?' Cleetus said.

'Three weeks.'

Cleetus looked at the map. He looked at the Kansas plain around them. He looked at his coat, which had been purchased on Chambers Street for a journey to western Kansas and was now being asked to survive New Mexico. He said nothing for a moment.

'A coach holds how many?' he said.

'Four inside. Six if nobody minds being uncomfortable.'

'We're six,' Cleetus said.

'Seven,' said Patience McDowell.

Everyone looked at her. She looked back at the group with the calm of a woman who had made her decision privately, at a time and place she did not intend to share, and was now simply announcing the result.

'You don't have to—' Cole started.

'I know what I don't have to do, Mr Coleman. I've known that since Albuquerque.' She closed the notebook. 'I'm coming.'

Cole looked at her for a long moment.

'Seven,' he said.

Patience nodded once.

Tennyson looked at the map. His finger found Silver Creek — a dot smaller than the ink that made it, tucked against a brown crease in the paper that was supposed to be a mountain range.

'Patterson will have men there,' he said.

'Yes.'

'And we're seven.'

'We're seven. And Patterson doesn't know we're coming. He doesn't know the robbery failed, doesn't know where we are, and by the time he works it out we'll be two weeks into the territory and he won't have a clue which direction we went.' Cole looked at each of them. 'That's the one advantage we've got and it won't last forever. But it's enough.'

He folded the map and handed it back to Cleetus.

'We move now. Walk to Cimarron Crossing, take the afternoon stage to Dodge. Horses in Dodge at first light tomorrow. South from there.'

Nobody argued. The why was in everything — in six days on that train, in the cold ash up the track, in Bonnie sitting there with the key hidden in her boot and the whole weight of it pressing on the morning like a debt that wouldn't wait.

Something moved across Sarah's face and was gone. A brother who sent a key home from a war without knowing what he was sending. A mine in a mountain. A husband who kept turning toward the thing that was trying to kill them instead of away from it. She looked at Cole and whatever she was feeling she put it somewhere deep and practical and stood up and started packing.

Cleetus found the letter in his coat pocket without taking it out — just the pressure of his fingers on the fold of it. The letter from the District Attorney's office. The reason he'd come west. He'd read it enough times to have it by memory, and what it asked of him was not this, was nothing like this, but here he was on a Kansas plain at dawn about to ride into something the letter had not prepared him for. Two weeks on horseback through country he couldn't name. He folded the map back into his coat and the map felt heavier than it had when he'd taken it out.

Patience had her pen in her hand without remembering picking it up. She looked at Cole, then at the notebook, then put the pen away. Whatever she was going to write about this, it wouldn't be written yet. Some things needed distance before they became sentences.

Bonnie looked at the trampled grass between her boots. Just the grass. Her left foot shifted slightly and was still.

Tennyson was watching Bonnie's foot. He looked away before she looked up.

Webb and Tennyson rode the box without discussion. Webb had looked at the coach — a Concord, canvas curtains, the smell of old leather and other people's miles — and gone straight up. Tennyson followed. The driver, a man named Jackson with a face like a canyon wall and the conversational range of a fence post, looked at them both and said nothing and put the horses to the road.

Inside: Cole by the forward window. Sarah beside him. Bonnie against the far door, Patience next to her with the notebook already open, Cleetus in the middle with his knees at angles the Concord's designers had not anticipated.

The coach rocked forward. Jackson put the horses west. The stopped trains fell behind on the Kansas plain and the cold ash of the mail car grew small in the distance and then was gone, and the road opened up ahead of them — rutted, straight, the Arkansas River running somewhere south of them behind a low line of cottonwoods that was the only thing between here and the horizon that wasn't grass.

Nobody spoke for a while. The plain went past the curtains — yellow grass, flat sky, the particular emptiness of a country that had been Comanche land a decade ago and was now nothing's land, waiting for the next thing to claim it.

Cleetus looked at the ceiling. Shifted his weight. Looked at Cole.

'Is it always like this?'

'Sometimes it's worse,' Cole said.

Cleetus absorbed this. He straightened his coat as much as the space permitted. He looked at the curtain. Outside, the grass went on and on. He was a long way from Chambers Street. A long way from the courts and the files and the particular kind of danger that came in legal briefs and sworn depositions. The danger out here didn't come in briefs. It came in dynamite and horseback and distances that made a man feel like a typographical error in a very large book.

Patience was writing.

'What are you writing?' Bonnie said.

'The light.' Patience didn't look up. 'An hour ago, over the plain. When the sun came up. It only lasts about four minutes, that colour, and then it's gone and you can't get it back.'

Bonnie looked at the curtain. She looked at Patience. She said nothing else.

Cole watched the road through the gap on his side. Wagon-rutted, straight, nothing on it in either direction as far as the heat shimmer allowed. Two weeks. Two weeks of open country and bad water and whatever Patterson had waiting at the other end of it. He thought about Silver Creek. About the chest in the mountain. About Cross's ranch and the papers Cleetus wanted. About what it meant to ride six hundred miles back toward the thing that had nearly killed them with seven people, a key in a woman's boot, and the fact that Patterson was now looking the wrong way.

Sarah's hand found his. She wasn't looking at him — looking at the curtain on her side, at whatever Sarah looked at when she was thinking — but her hand was there and it was enough.

Across from them, Bonnie looked out her side.

The coach swayed. The plain went on.

They didn't see Harker.

He was there — half a mile north of the stage road, sitting his horse in the long grass with Voss beside him, watching the Concord move west in a trail of yellow dust. He had good eyes and a better glass and he had counted them boarding and counted them on the box and he knew what seven people heading west in a stage coach meant, because Harker always knew what things meant. It was the quality that had kept him employed and alive in that order.

He had sent two wires. Patterson had what he needed.

He looked west.

Then he looked at Voss, and Voss looked back, and Harker put his horse west and they rode — wide of the road, parallel, at a distance from which the Concord was a dot and they were nothing at all.

A professional distance.



END CHAPTER 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE DEADLINE 
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The Stage Road — West of Cimarron Crossing — Late Afternoon

They heard Dodge City before they saw it.

The coach was still a quarter mile out when the noise reached them across the flat ground — not a single sound but a texture of it, music and voices and the particular percussion of a cattle town at full season doing what cattle towns did when the money was flowing and the sun was going down. Jackson's horses picked up their pace without being told. They knew the smell of it.

Cleetus pulled the curtain back two inches and looked.

He looked for a long time.

'It's loud,' he said.

'Yes,' Cole said.

'Very loud.'

'It'll be louder in an hour.'

Cleetus let the curtain fall. He sat back and straightened his coat with the expression of a man resetting his expectations downward for the second time that day.



Five years ago this had been buffalo country. The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe had come through in seventy-two and put a town where there had been only a crossing, and what followed the railroad the way it always followed — the hide hunters, the commerce, the violence looking for somewhere to organise itself — had built Dodge City fast and without sentiment. Front Street ran along the railroad tracks. South of them, guns and money. North of them, banks and respectability. The tracks were the Deadline and the arrangement worked the way practical arrangements worked — imperfectly, noisily, and well enough that nobody had found a better one.

The man who managed the space between the money and the violence came down Front Street at six every evening with the unhurried certainty of someone who had done the arithmetic about what this town was and decided to stay in it anyway. Twenty-nine years old. Dark moustache. A badge that said Assistant Marshal and meant what it said. Wyatt Earp had been here since May. He intended to stay until November.

The Concord coach came off the stage road onto Front Street from the east and nobody looked at it twice.



Front Street — Early Evening

Half a block south of the Deadline, in the narrow gap between the hardware store and the land office, a man stood in the shade and watched the coach pull up.

He had ridden wide of the road for the last six miles. Come into Dodge City from the north side of the AT&SF yard, walked his horse around the back of the cattle pens and left it with a boy at the mercantile without giving his name. He was good at this — the approach, the angle, the habit of arriving in a town before anyone knew he was in it.

He watched the two men come off the box. He watched the rest come out of the coach. He counted them.

He watched Cole Coleman take the woman's hand and go north.

He did not follow them into the livery yard. He already knew what they needed and how far short they were. He turned up his collar. He went to find somewhere to eat.



Gant's Livery — Walnut Street — Early Evening

The livery smelled of hay and horses and honest work. The liveryman was a broad man named Gant who wore his scepticism openly and priced his horses accordingly.

Cole walked the stalls while Sarah worked the far side — moving in parallel without conferring, lifting feet and checking backs and looking at eyes the way people who know horses look at them, reading the whole animal rather than just the parts that showed. When Gant quoted his number it was honest and, at that particular moment, impossible.

He was standing in the yard doing arithmetic that didn't work when the two men came through the gate.

They moved through the stalls without consulting Gant or each other. The tall one went directly to the black at the end of the row — big, sixteen hands, dark as a closed room. He put his hand flat on the horse's neck. The animal shifted once, felt the weight of him, went still. He checked the feet, looked at the back, stepped away and took the whole animal in from ten feet with the look of a man already decided but giving the horse the courtesy of a full inspection.

The other found his in the yard without going into the stalls at all — a white horse, clean-lined, deep through the chest, the build of something that could go all day and come back the next day and go again. He walked around it once. That was enough.

They brought Gant over. Bills from an inside pocket — a fold of them, bound in leather — and Gant took them and stopped asking questions. Then the one in the bearskin coat looked along the remaining stalls and pointed at a chestnut mare without being asked to. Steady, even-tempered. Three horses, cash, no further conversation.

He came past Cole on his way back to the street. Stopped.

Looked at the horses Cole hadn't bought. Looked at Cole's face. Said nothing. Went back to the street.

Cole looked at Gant.

'I need four,' he said. 'What can you do?'

Gant looked at the bills in Cole's hand. Looked at his yard. A half-empty livery the night before a westbound party left was a half-empty livery for however long it stayed that way.

'Four at that number,' Gant said. He indicated the group.

Sarah was at his shoulder. She looked at the four horses Gant indicated.

'That one,' she said. She pointed at a roan Gant hadn't included. 'Not that one.'

Gant looked at the roan. Looked at Sarah with the expression of a man revising his understanding of a situation. He moved the roan into the group without argument.

Cole looked at Sarah. She was already walking toward the roan with a water bucket.

'First light,' he said to Gant.

'They'll be ready,' Gant said.



The Long Branch Saloon — South Side, Front Street — Evening

The room changed when Webb walked in.

Not dramatically. Conversations shortened. Men found reasons to look at their glasses. The nearest end of the bar developed a vacancy that had not existed thirty seconds before. The piano player in the far corner kept going because from where he sat he couldn't see the door, and the music went on over the top of everything, indifferent, belonging to no one.

Webb crossed to the bar. Behind him the rest came in and took the large table in the back corner, the one with the wall on two sides. Tennyson ordered for the table without consulting anyone and the barman went.

Webb did not sit.

Cole found the corner seat with the mirror above the bar in his eyeline. Sarah beside him. Cleetus across, studying the menu with the careful attention of a man who had learned since Kansas City not to make assumptions about what words on a menu meant in practice. He received something that was not quite what he'd ordered and ate it without complaint, which Cole had come to regard as one of Cleetus's better qualities.

Bonnie ate with the focused attention of a woman who had earned a meal and intended to have it properly. Patience had her notebook open beside her plate until Sarah moved the bread basket onto it without comment. Patience looked at the bread basket. Looked at Sarah. Closed the notebook.

At the bar Webb turned his glass slowly on the wood and looked at the mirror.

The mirror showed him the room. The table in the back corner. The piano player. The drinkers along the bar. And at a table near the window on the far side of the floor, a man sitting alone with a whiskey he wasn't drinking fast enough for a man who wanted to be drunk and wasn't nursing slow enough for a man who wanted to be sober.

Something about him. The set of the shoulders. The way he held the glass — low, close, the hand curled around it the way men curled their hands around things when they were used to keeping their hands still. Webb had seen him before. He was certain of that and certain of nothing else. On the train, maybe. Or at the platform in Albuquerque. Or somewhere between the two that had blurred into the long compression of days and stops and faces that a six-day rail journey made of everybody.

Dodge City was twenty miles from the wreck. Half the passengers on both trains had ended up here. A familiar face in a town full of familiar faces meant nothing.

Webb looked at him in the mirror. The man was not looking back.

He turned to his drink.

He had not mentioned it to Cole. There was nothing to mention. A face he couldn't place and a feeling he couldn't justify, and Webb did not act on feelings. He acted on certainty, and certainty had not arrived.



Fifteen minutes later a woman appeared at their table.

Red travelling coat, a book under her arm. She looked at the group with the warm recognition of someone who has spotted familiar faces in an unfamiliar town and is genuinely pleased about it.

'I thought that was you,' she said to Cole. 'From the train. First class, wasn't it? Before everything happened.' She shook her head. 'What a business. Are you all right? All of you?'

Cole looked at her. Then at the man standing slightly behind her — relaxed, easy, the posture of someone accustomed to letting someone else lead.

'We're fine,' Cole said.

Sarah was already pulling out a chair. 'Sit down. Both of you.'

The woman sat. The man — Virgil, he said, when Tennyson looked at him — took the chair beside her and settled into it like a man with nowhere in particular to be, which was either the truth or a very good imitation of it.

'Clara,' the woman said, to the table generally. 'We were on the train from Albuquerque. Second class.' She looked around the group. 'I saw some of what happened. Out the window. The smoke—' She stopped. 'I'm glad you all got out.'

'Where are you headed?' Sarah said.

'West.' Clara looked at Virgil. 'He has family outside Cimarron. We thought — well, we've had enough of Kansas. The train put us off the idea of trains for a while.' She smiled. It was a good smile. 'You?'

'West,' Sarah said.

'A party this size.' Clara looked around the table with genuine appreciation. 'The road's a lot of company.'

'It is,' Sarah said. She poured coffee into a spare cup and passed it across without being asked. 'You eaten?'

'Not yet.'

'Order something.' Sarah flagged the barman. 'You can eat with us.'



What followed was the easiest hour Cole had spent since Silver Creek.

That was the thing about it afterward, when he turned it over — how easy it had been. Clara had a way of moving a conversation forward without appearing to steer it, asking questions that opened things up rather than closed them down, listening with her whole attention in the way that made people feel the specific pleasure of being properly heard. Virgil said less but what he said was direct and occasionally funny and he had a way of looking at people when they spoke that was simply respectful. They were good company. Cole had met a thousand people on the road and these two were good company.

It was Cleetus who kept them all talking.

He had a lawyer's instinct for the question he actually wanted answered and a New Yorker's genuine bewilderment at everything west of the Missouri, and the combination produced a running commentary on the frontier that had Tennyson pressing his mouth flat trying not to smile.

'The cattle,' Cleetus said. He had been looking at the drovers along the bar for twenty minutes with the expression of a man studying a foreign currency. 'They drive them. From Texas. On foot.'

'On horseback,' Cole said.

'Yes, but the cattle—'

'Walk,' Cole said.

'All the way to Kansas.'

'All the way to Kansas.'

Cleetus looked at his plate. He appeared to be doing arithmetic. 'How many cattle?'

'Depends on the drive,' Tennyson said. 'Two thousand. Sometimes five.'

Cleetus looked up. 'Five thousand cattle.'

'Give or take.'

'Walking.'

'You don't hurry them,' Tennyson said. 'Hurry them they lose weight. Lose weight, lose money.'

Cleetus absorbed this. 'And then they load them on a train.'

'Yes,' Cole said.

'So the cattle,' Cleetus said carefully, 'walk a thousand miles in order to board a train.'

'That's about right,' Cole said.

Clara laughed. It was genuine — surprised out of her. She put her hand over her mouth and Bonnie caught it across the table and smiled, and for a moment the Long Branch was just a room full of people at the end of a long day finding something to laugh about, which was all any room ever needed to be.

Virgil ordered another round for the table without making anything of it. Old move, well executed.

Patience had her notebook open without anyone noticing when she'd taken it out. She looked at Clara over the top of it.

'You passed through Silver Creek?'

'Once,' Clara said. 'A year or two ago.'

'What did you make of it?'

Clara considered. 'Small,' she said. 'But not the kind of small that apologises for itself. Some towns know exactly what they are.' She looked at Bonnie. 'You're from there, aren't you? I remember you saying, on the train.'

'Born and raised,' Bonnie said.

'What's it like now? After everything?'

Bonnie thought about it. 'Quieter,' she said. 'Than it was. But quieter in a good way. Like something that's been wound up tight for a long time and somebody finally let go of it.' She turned her coffee cup in her hands. 'It'll come back. It always does.'

Patience was writing.

Clara was listening with her full attention. She looked at Bonnie's face while she talked — and then, just once, for less than a second, her eyes moved to Sarah's saddlebag hanging on the back of Sarah's chair. Then back to Bonnie. Another question. Keep listening.

Nobody at the table saw it.



By the time Clara and Virgil left the table it had been established, without anyone proposing it, that two more people would be on the westward road in the morning.

Sarah had suggested it. Cole hadn't disagreed. The road was long and the company was easy and two more riders was two more sets of eyes on the trail ahead. That was what Cole told himself and he believed it, because there was nothing in the evening that had given him a reason not to.

Cole and Sarah crossed back over the Deadline toward the hotel. The railroad tracks caught the lamplight from both sides. South of them the Long Branch was still going. North of them it was quieter and the stars were out.

He took her hand.

'Good people,' he said.

'Yes,' she said.

They went up the hotel steps. He held the door.



The Long Branch — After Ten

The table had thinned. Cleetus gone back to the hotel. Patience lingering over a last coffee, notebook finally open. Clara and Virgil gone.

Tennyson came to the bar and sat beside Webb.

Two glasses arrived without asking. They sat.

The piano was playing something slow. The room was half what it had been.

They didn't talk for a while.

Tennyson looked at the mirror. Webb was looking at his glass.

'The man by the window,' Tennyson said quietly. 'You see him?'

'I see him,' Webb said.

'I've seen him before.'

'So have I.'

Tennyson found the man in the mirror. Looked at him the way you looked at things you were trying to remember. Something about the face. The jawline, or the way he sat, or the angle of his shoulders — something that had registered once and been filed and was now surfacing without a label on it.

'The train?' Tennyson said.

'Maybe. Could've been the platform. Could've been anywhere between here and Albuquerque.' Webb turned his glass. 'Half the train's in Dodge tonight. It's the nearest town.'

Tennyson was quiet for a moment. 'It's probably nothing.'

'Probably,' Webb said.

They drank.

Then Tennyson said: 'I need to tell you something.'

Webb said: 'No you don't.'

Tennyson was quiet.

'You already know,' Webb said.

'Yes,' Tennyson said.

Webb turned his glass. Slowly. He did not look up.

'How long?' he said.

'The train,' Tennyson said. 'Day three. Maybe four.'

Webb nodded. He had the timeline already.

'And?' Tennyson said.

Webb looked at the bar in front of him — the worn wood, the grain of it, the rings of ten thousand glasses.

'She'd better be worth it,' he said.

Tennyson looked at Webb's face in the mirror.

'She is,' he said.

Webb said nothing. He picked up his glass and drank and set it down and that was the end of it and both of them knew it.

The piano kept going. The man by the window finished his drink and left quietly.

Webb watched him go in the mirror. Watched the door close behind him. Filed it.

Probably nothing.



The Dodge House Hotel — Room Twelve — Night

The room had one window facing south over Front Street. Cole stood at it in the dark without lighting the lamp and looked at the town below.

Sarah came and stood beside him.

He put his arm around her and she leaned into him and they stood like that for a while, looking at the street. It was the first moment since the Kansas plain that had been quiet enough for this. He didn't want to be the one who ended it.

She was quiet. Looking at something on the street below. He followed her eyes — the telegraph office, dark now, shuttered. She looked at it with the stillness she had when she was thinking about something she wasn't ready to say out loud.

He kissed her cheek.

'Three weeks,' he said quietly. 'If the weather holds.'

She turned to him in the dark. Her hand against his chest.

'Cole,' she said.

Just his name. The way she said it when there was more behind it than she was going to give voice to tonight. She knew that he knew that. It was enough.

He kissed her.

Outside, Front Street kept its noise. Below the window the Deadline held its line. And in the telegraph office thirty yards up the street, on the counter behind the shuttered window, the copy of the incoming wire sat in the dark where the clerk had left it.

Addressed to a man named Harker.

From New Mexico.

Four fifteen that afternoon.

It said what it said.



END  CHAPTER 
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CHAPTER THREE: I DIDN'T SEE YOU 
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Gant's Livery — Walnut Street, Dodge City — Before First Light

Cole was at the livery before the town was properly awake.

He had been awake since four — not anxiety, not exactly, but the particular alertness that had been his default since Silver Creek, the one he had stopped fighting. He lay in the dark listening to Front Street wind down and then go quiet and then stay quiet, and when it had been quiet long enough he dressed without lighting the lamp and went downstairs.

The street was empty. Not silent — a cattle town was never quite silent, there was always something moving somewhere — but empty in the way streets went when even the committed had run out of reasons to stay up. The stars were out. The railroad tracks along the Deadline caught the starlight and threw it back dully.

He walked to Walnut Street and let himself into the livery.

Gant wasn't up yet. The horses were. They heard him come in and shifted and settled. He walked the row — checking legs, checking eyes, running a hand along each neck. The grey mare Sarah had chosen turned to look at him with the patient assessment of a horse that had made up its mind about people.

The black was stalled separately at the end. It looked back at him through the dark with a directness he found easier to read than most people. He gave it room and moved on.

The white was in the yard. Deep-chested, clean-lined, built for distance. He put his hand on its neck. The horse didn't move.

He spent an hour this way — checking tack, sorting provisions, doing the small preparatory work of a man who understood that the difference between a good day and a bad one was often something small that someone hadn't checked the night before. The work settled him. It always had.

He was checking the cinch on the second saddle when the light coming through the livery door told him morning had arrived.

He finished with the cinch. Satisfied, he walked out onto Walnut Street.



Front Street — Morning

The town was waking up around him. Coffee from the Dodge House kitchen. A drover leading horses north from the cattle pens. Someone opening shutters on the mercantile.

Cole came off Walnut Street onto Front Street and stopped.

Webb was there.

South side of the Deadline — below the tracks, on the saloon side. The black overcoat. The twin sawed-offs in their rig, both visible. The spider web spurs catching the early light with the specific glint of silver that had been polished by someone who cared about the detail. Six foot six of him in the morning street, smoking a cigar, looking at nothing in particular the way Webb looked at everything — completely, and without appearing to.

Tennyson was beside him in the bearskin coat, his white horse at the rail, watching the street with the easy attention of a man who had long since made peace with what standing next to Webb in a public place did to a public place.

Two drovers coming south on the boardwalk saw them from twenty yards and found a reason to cross the street.

Cole came to the Deadline and stopped.

He looked at Webb. He looked at Tennyson.

Tennyson looked back with the faint expression of a man who had been awake since before this became anyone else's morning.

Then Cole heard the footsteps.



Wyatt Earp came down Front Street from the north.

He came the way he always came — hat level, badge catching the light, the morning pace of a man who understood that what the badge meant was in how you wore it. He had been doing this since May and he would do it until November and he had stopped counting the mornings.

He saw Cole at the Deadline.

He saw what was behind Cole.

He kept walking.

He reached the Deadline and stopped. He looked at Cole the way he'd looked at the circular — taking in the details, checking them against something he already had.

'Coleman,' he said.

'Marshal,' Cole said.

'I have a federal warrant with your name on it. Santa Fe district court. One count.'

'I know,' Cole said.

'That warrant is disputed. Second challenge pending in the territorial court.' He said this the way he said everything — factually, without embellishment, giving the information its correct weight and no more. 'I'm not here to serve it.'

'Then what are you here for?' Cole said.

'Same thing I'm here for every morning.' Earp looked at him steadily. 'To see what the night left behind.'
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