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The moon shone over the Nevada mountains—forest-covered, eternal—on what could only be described as an ideal night. Few clouds and plenty of stars adorned a sky mostly untouched by any trace of civilization... except, of course, for the railroad, now approaching at an average speed and releasing a long plume of smoke rising above the trees, announcing the arrival of both civilization and the potential fools who ventured west in search of fortune, risking whatever they had at the hands of daring bandits.

This last case belonged to the slender figure perched atop an easily accessible ridge, her eyes fixed on her next prey. Her name was Dolores, and her reputation certainly lived up to it. At thirty, she had spent two-thirds of her life devoted to the noblest of criminal professions—bank robbery—and more recently, train robbery. At the sight of the fierce machine roaring through the wild landscape, she turned around on her beautiful jet-black horse and galloped at full speed toward the only point in that vast mantle of darkness where an orange light danced.

Tiny and welcoming, it belonged to a campfire large enough to warm and cook the meal of three men who ate and chatted while awaiting her call.

Their names, modified over several years in the criminal life, were Bob Bull, Crazy Kinski, and Mr. Curtis. Their appearances certainly reflected the nicknames they had given themselves.

Bob Bull was a stout forty-year-old man, dressed in gray and black clothes. His raspy voice could only be matched by his heavy breathing, almost identical to that of the wildest bulls. Crazy Kinski was a slim, not-very-tall fellow, but his savage stare was enough to strike terror into anyone who met his eyes. It was said he had more fatal victims because of this than by the use of any weapon.

As for Mr. Curtis, interestingly, he was the complete opposite of his two companions. Well dressed in a gray suit and impeccably groomed, the man looked like an absolute gentleman, and his affable personality matched the description... which only made his presence all the stranger in a place like that, with people like them. But as their daring leader had often said, in a criminal gang reasons didn’t matter—only the objective. And as Dolores informed them upon arriving and whistling, the next objective was about to appear.

Without losing a single second, the trio extinguished the campfire, mounted their horses, and headed toward their encounter with the fierce steel beast inside which the long-awaited loot awaited.

Inside the train, the passengers traveled in absolute calm—or rather, in total boredom. 

With night fallen, it was impossible to see anything outside beyond the silhouettes of the forest and hills; and the dim light and constant whisper of the machine created the perfect atmosphere to lull even the most restless of men. The only thing capable of keeping them from falling into Morpheus’s hands was, of course, a woman.

Such was the case in the high-class carriage. Four people traveled in it: three men and a young woman. And as one might assume, while the lady had fallen victim to the monotony of a dull journey at such late hours of the night, the trio of men were nothing short of restless in her presence. 

And who could blame them? The girl—Rachel McAllister, twenty-four years old, blue dress, curly black hair, deep dark eyes, and porcelain skin—had stolen their attention from the moment she stepped into the carriage an hour earlier, and since then they had not taken their eyes off her.

Rachel, for her part, hadn’t paid them the slightest attention. All she had done was read for a while until her eyes grew heavy and she succumbed to her fatigue. Her head bounced softly with the constant shaking of the train, and her curls danced over her forehead and cheeks, but her exhaustion seemed so great that none of it bothered her in the least.

And her spectators—those three young men in suits, each a couple of years older—watched her like the shyest vultures in the world.

At least this was true for the two youngest members of the trio, Bill and Harold, while their leader, a year older and as confident as he was elegant, observed her with an intrigue not very different from the one he gave every other pretty girl who crossed his path. It wouldn’t be hard to assume those were many, nor would it be hard to say that, of the four passengers, he was the only one who seemed to know what was about to happen next.

His name was Alan Theroux... and he knew he only had to wait for the girl to wake up to make her his. His opportunity came when the train whistled and pulled the young woman out of her unexpected rest.

Rachel blinked once, then again, returning to reality with fatigue. She saw her book about to slip from her lap and tucked it into the small purse at her side. She rubbed her eyes and yawned, then glanced around, finding Bill and Harold quickly averting their gazes in embarrassment, while Alan pretended to pay her no attention—only to then grant her a charming smile.

Yes, the young man knew how to conduct himself before a lady, and he already had all his moves prepared.

A train guard entered at that moment, and Rachel stopped him briefly.

“Excuse me, are we far from Bear’s Nest?” she asked.

“We’ll pass through there in a few minutes,” the guard replied.

Rachel thanked him with a nod and prepared herself. She made sure all her belongings were in place, then took out a small pocket mirror to ensure her appearance was impeccable. Impeccable was an understatement.

“Say... are you headed to Bear’s Nest, miss?” Bill gathered all his courage to speak.

“Hm?” Rachel barely heard him.

“She just said so, idiot!” Harold scolded him with all the embarrassment in the world. “No,” Bill corrected. “She asked if the train would pass through there. That’s different!”

“Why don’t you let the lady answer?” Alan proposed, calm and natural, his charming gaze fixed on Rachel.

The young woman smiled. How could she resist such a gentleman?

“Well, if you must know, I’m headed to Bear’s Nest... to meet my husband,” Rachel said.

A devastating feeling shattered Bill and Harold’s hearts instantly, forcing them to stare at the floor in utter defeat... though not Alan. No. He remained confident, wearing a playful smile. He could tell the young woman was lying.

“Of course,” Alan replied. “And what kind of man lets his wife travel alone—and at night, no less?”

“A busy man,” Rachel answered.

“No man in his right mind could ever be so busy as to ignore a woman as beautiful and refined as you,” Alan said.

“Couldn’t he?” Rachel questioned.

“No,” Alan continued, full of confidence. “I’m afraid your husband must be a great fool... or not exist at all.”

Rachel smiled softly and took a deep breath. “Well...” she said, “I’m afraid we agree on something, my good man.” “And what is that?” Alan asked. “That my husband is a great fool,” Rachel replied. “I’m sure he is,” Alan affirmed, his gaze fixed on her.

Rachel’s smile grew a few inches, captivated by his arrogance.

Outside, Dolores’s gang worked quickly. The rider kept watch over the approaching train while Bob Bull, Crazy Kinski, and Mr. Curtis tied several wires to the tracks. They soon began to vibrate under the advance of the steel beast, but fortunately the trio worked fast, and now the rails were connected to two beautiful charges of dynamite. 

Making sure everything was ready, the gang stepped aside, leaving only Bob Bull behind. The stout man held his bowler hat tightly and crouched beside the tracks. He took out a match, struck it against his rear, and lit the wire... which was nothing more than a fuse.

The spark ignited instantly and slithered like a flaming snake while Bob Bull mounted his horse and fled into the darkness.

Inside the train, Rachel and her trio of admirers seemed to have no idea what was about to happen, distracted as they were by the spark that had ignited between the young woman and Alan. A silent tension filled the air, and the pair seemed to have forgotten the presence of Bill and Harold, who had become a pathetic—and perhaps even obstructive—audience.

“Well,” Rachel sighed, “I suppose this is where we say goodbye. It’s been a pleasure, gentlemen.”

Bill and Harold, too shaken to say anything, only nodded, while Alan remained seated, simply waiting for the right moment. He knew it would come at any second... and it arrived when Rachel’s small suitcase opened as she stood. Her belongings fell to the floor, and her undergarments flew everywhere, quickly embarrassing her.

“Good heavens!” she exclaimed, rushing to gather her things.

Not hesitating for even half a second, Alan knelt to help her.

“How kind of you!” Rachel said.

Desperate to earn her gratitude, Bill and Harold exchanged a look and lunged forward to help as well... only for Alan to swat away their eager, fidgety hands with a couple of sharp slaps. 

The pair recoiled like timid animals, watching helplessly as Alan and Rachel stood back up with all her belongings returned to her suitcase—and a closeness of no more than two inches between them.

“You know, I’ve been thinking,” Alan said. “If your husband is foolish enough to let you travel alone, I suppose he’ll be just as foolish not to wait for you at the station.”

“I’m sure of that, yes,” Rachel replied.

“Right. So, considering how dangerous the company around here can be”—Alan gestured toward his friends with his eyes—“perhaps it wouldn’t be improper of me to accompany you until you reunite with your husband.”

“That would be... very kind of you,” Rachel said.

Her eyes were lost in his. Yes, he was charming, confident, and chivalrous like a prince of old, and Rachel could do nothing but smile, delighted by him. Her hand even dared to slip inside the gallant hero’s coat, feeling his well-defined torso, when... the spark outside reached the end of the fuse and—BOOM! The train track exploded!

Naturally, the train was forced to break violently, and everything inside—objects and passengers—flew everywhere in absolute chaos. The same happened to Rachel and Alan, who were thrown down the corridor, while Bill and Harold crashed into each other.

And as soon as the train stopped... BANG! BANG! The gunshots began.

Dolores and her gang appeared along the sides of the train in perfect sync and absolute speed, the result of a flawless plan. Dolores aimed her rifle at the train operators while the trio of men climbed onto the cars. With a single kick, Crazy Kinski burst into the first one, accompanied by Mr. Curtis and Bob Bull.

“All right, you bastards, nobody move!” Crazy Kinski shouted.

“Easy, my friend,” Mr. Curtis said calmly. “No need for violence, right?” He looked at the passengers.

Everyone nodded, granting him reason, and while Mr. Curtis offered them a polite smile, Bob Bull began collecting every bill, jewel, or object of monetary value the people had at hand.

Meanwhile, in the high-class carriage, Rachel found herself beneath an almost unconscious Alan. The girl rubbed the back of her head, a bit dazed. She was lucky her hair was so voluminous and fluffy—otherwise the blow might have hurt her. 

Alan, for his part, had his head between her breasts... and no, it wasn’t an accident. Though the young man didn’t move, feigning distress, there was no way falling on Rachel (not to mention her bosom) could have caused him such pain.

Rachel cleared her throat, uncomfortable, and Alan noticed her inquisitive look.

“Oh—sorry!” he said, pretending embarrassment as he sat up.

He helped her stand, and noticing she kept rubbing her neck, he said:

“You need help! Good Bill here is a doctor! He can help you, right?”

He yanked Bill to his feet. Bill barely understood what was happening but agreed to everything.

“Uh? Ah. Yes. Yes, I can,” he said.

“...I’d rather wait,” Rachel replied, no longer charmed by any of them.

BAM! The door was kicked open by Crazy Kinski, who once again burst into the carriage alongside Bob Bull, both armed and ready to shoot anyone who opposed them.

“It’s a robbery!” Bill warned, panicking.

“You got that right, pretty boy!” Bob Bull said with his raspy voice.

“Hands up, you filthy mules!” Crazy Kinski shouted.

Alan then stood in front of Rachel, acting with full bravery.

“Stay behind me, miss,” he said. “We were trained for this!”

“We were?” Bill asked, surprised.

“Yes!” Alan continued. “Four years at West Point taught us how to deal with these good-for-nothing scoundrels who need to steal from decent men to fund their miserable lives!”

Rachel sighed, exhausted but not surprised... and drew a tiny pistol, pointing it at Alan’s back.

Bill and Harold froze when they saw her, while Crazy Kinski and Bob Bull burst into laughter.

“Hey, decent man,” Rachel said.

Alan turned around and went pale in an instant.

“You heard the men,” Rachel said. “Hands up.”

“How dare you!?” Alan shouted. “I was protecting you!”

“Yes, I think I can protect myself just fine, don’t you think?” Rachel smiled. “Now move along, I don’t have all night.”

With no other choice, Alan raised his hands, and Rachel searched his clothes.

“Are you insane!?” Alan went on. “Do you even know who I am!?”

Rachel pulled out his wallet—fat with bills—a pocket watch... and a pair of her own stockings, which the young man had stolen while helping her. She looked at him with skepticism.

“The stocking thief?” Rachel said.

Crazy Kinski and Bob Bull roared with laughter, and even Bill and Harold couldn’t avoid a small giggle. Alan shrank into himself, mortified.

“They’ll hang you for this!” he exclaimed.

Rachel then took Alan’s weapon, a curious revolver with a red grip and the letters “A.T.” engraved on the eye. She looked at her companions mockingly at such ridiculousness and continued.

“Yes, well, I’ve never heard of a woman being hanged for recovering her clothes, so I doubt it,” she said, now emptying the bullets into Bob Bull’s bag and then tossing the gun out the window. “Oh, and—yes, I do know who you are!” she smiled, pulling a small golden key from her coat.

“You filthy hussy!” Alan shouted.

Crazy Kinski knocked Alan to his knees with a blow to the back of the head.

“Watch what you say to the lady, you hear!?” he warned.

Mr. Curtis entered next, seeing the tense scene.

“Everything in order here?” he asked.

“Just a gentleman defending a lady’s honor, that’s all,” Rachel said. “Let’s go!”

Rachel led the three bandits toward the next car, while Alan glared at her with all the hatred in the world. Before leaving, Rachel stopped and looked at him once more.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Stocking Bandit,” she said. “Good Bill here is a doctor!”

She gave him a mocking smile and left with her gang.

With the key in hand and in excellent spirits, Rachel led her men to the train’s second-to-last car, dedicated to large luggage and valuables, where there was, of course, a safe hidden inside another decorative crate. 

At first glance, it looked like just another piece of luggage, but Rachel knew well how banks and trains operated and how they transported their precious cargo. And just like in her two previous robberies, she had guessed correctly where the train’s greatest treasure was hidden.

This time was no exception. She opened the decorative crate with Alan’s key, then dismantled the safe while humming the combination, until finally the little door opened and, before her and her companions, majestic bricks of bills appeared—adding up to the very respectable sum of fifty thousand dollars.

“Told you, gentlemen,” she boasted. “Fifty thousand dollars in cash. Take it!”

Without hesitation, the men grabbed the money, stuffed it into the bag, and left the train.

Outside, Dolores continued aiming her rifle at the conductors until Rachel and the rest of the gang joined her on horseback.

“All good?” Dolores asked without taking her eyes off their victims.

Rachel patted the money bag hanging from her horse, confirming everything, then glanced at the conductors.

“We’re sorry for all this trouble, gentlemen,” she said. “I know times are hard, and I know how much effort and work you all put in, and I assure you we’d truly prefer to avoid these inconveniences, but, well... again, times are hard, and a lady has to do what a lady has to do, you know!?”

The conductors only nodded, terrified. No one in their right mind would dare contradict such a fearsome band of criminals.

“Quite the pair of gentlemen!” Rachel smiled. “Here. For the inconvenience.”

She took a couple of small bricks of bills and tossed them to the conductors. They didn’t know how to react or what to say except for a lost “thank you,” and after a nod from that peculiar lady, Rachel turned her horse around and rode off with her gang. She stopped a few feet away before entering the forest, glancing back toward the high-class carriage, where Alan stared at her with pure fury.

Amused and victorious, Rachel simply winked at him and disappeared into the darkness of the night.

She simply adored when a plan came together.
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News of the robbery didn’t take long to reach all the surrounding counties. While it wasn’t unusual for trains or banks to be robbed, the fact that this one had been carried out by a woman—and that it was the third in less than a month—made it the talk of the region. Who was this clever, coquettish bandit, and how did she know so precisely which trains to rob, when, and how to seize their loot? Her image had already been plastered across countless “Wanted” posters, yet her real name and identity were completely unknown to everyone (or at least to most), and people could only refer to her as “The Railroad Bandit.”

But what most unsettled the owner of the railroad company, Mr. Jefferson McAllister of Carson City, Nevada, was what she was doing with all the money she stole.

“Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!” he exclaimed as he read the latest news about the daring bandit in the newspaper. “It’s the third time this month! Who does she think she is!?”

Jefferson, a sixty-year-old man—tall, gallant, white-bearded, and fond of wearing the finest suits, often gray—threw the newspaper onto his desk and dropped heavily into his cushioned chair, exhaling with stress.

He wasn’t alone. In front of him stood the Mayor, the Banker, and the Sheriff, all dressed in the attire befitting their professions and all circling sixty years of age.

“I think the real question here is: who is she?” said the banker, a short and rather stout man. “How does she know in such detail which trains to attack and how to open those damned safes!?”

Jefferson remained silent for a moment, uncomfortable.

“I think what matters here is stopping her,” said the mayor, with all the resolution of a politician—and the same amount of empty proposals. “Sheriff, why haven’t you done anything about it?”

“It’s outside my jurisdiction,” replied the sheriff, a mustached, rough man who looked brave but wouldn’t do more than required. “And with all due respect, Mr. McAllister, I can’t watch over a train for its entire route. That’s not my job.”

The mayor grabbed Rachel’s wanted poster, glancing at her portrait—accurate for the most part, except for depicting her with a colder expression than she truly had.

“Who is this terrible woman?” the mayor said.

“I’ll tell you who she is...” a fifth voice sounded behind them.

Behind the trio, Alan sat in a chair, his arm wrapped in a sling, acting with all the confidence and arrogance he had displayed on the train.

Delighted to be the center of attention, he stood and walked around the office, observing the dozens of small train models and figurines decorating the place.

“She’s a provocateur,” he said. “A jester. A hussy who uses the gifts the good Lord gave her to do whatever she pleases. She tried to use them on me. Tried to
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