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The cell measured nine feet by six and smelled of lye soap, old sweat, and the faint copper tang that lingered after a man had bled on the floor and someone had half-heartedly mopped it up. 

Will Christian sat on the lower bunk with his back to the wall, one knee drawn up, turning a length of baling wire between his fingers the way another man might worry a coin. 

The wire had come in on the supper tray three nights running, bent into a hook, then straightened again by the trustee who thought he was doing nothing more than clearing crumbs. 

Will had straightened it himself, working it against the iron strap of the bunk until the metal took on a dull shine like a new knife.

Bob lay on the upper bunk, boots still on, staring at the ceiling as if it owed him money. “They’ll hang us,” he said for the third time that hour. “Or ship us to the pen at McAlester and let the guards do it slow.”

“They won’t hang us,” Will said. “Not yet. They like the paperwork too much.”

The jailer’s name was Garver. John H. Garver, forty-three, married, two daughters in school up in Guthrie proper. 

He carried a ring of keys that clinked like a gambler’s chips and a Colt Lightning in a flap holster he never quite remembered to snap shut. 

Every evening at six-thirty he came down the corridor with the supper pails, set them on the floor, and unlocked the cells one by one so the prisoners could eat at the table bolted to the far wall. 

He did it the same way every night because doing it any other way would have required thought, and Garver’s thoughts were mostly occupied by the price of corn and whether his wife would have pork chops ready when he got home.

Tonight the routine would change.

Will had the pistol already. 

A nickel-plated .38 Smith & Wesson, five shots, short barrel, smuggled in by a cousin who worked the livery and had no particular love for the law. 

The gun had ridden in on the bottom of a bucket of beans, wrapped in oilcloth and wedged under the false bottom the cousin had hammered in the night before. 

Bob had the other one—a beat-up Remington .44 that felt like it had been dropped down a well and fished out again. 

They had practiced the draw in the dark, slow and silent, until the motion lived in the muscle memory like breathing.

Six-thirty came. 

The corridor lights were low, kerosene lamps turned down to save oil. Garver’s footsteps sounded on the stone, heavy, familiar. 

He set the pails down. 

The keys rattled.

Will stood. 

Bob swung his legs over the edge of the upper bunk and dropped lightly to the floor.

Garver slid the key into the lock. 

The tumblers turned.

The door swung open.

Will stepped forward, the .38 coming out smooth from the waistband, and put the muzzle against Garver’s left ear. 

“Easy,” he said, almost conversational. “Hands where I can see them.”

Garver froze. 

His mouth worked but nothing came out.

Bob was already moving, taking the ring of keys, unhooking the Lightning from the holster. 

“Two more guards upstairs,” Bob muttered. 

“We do this quiet or we don’t do it.”

Garver found his voice. 

“You’ll never—”

Will pressed the muzzle harder. 

“We already have.”

They moved down the corridor. 

Three other prisoners watched from their cells but said nothing; they knew better. 

At the end of the row a deputy named Ellis sat at a small desk, reading a week-old newspaper by lamplight. 

He looked up, saw the guns, and reached for the shotgun leaning against the wall.

Bob shot him first. 

The Remington roared in the confined space, the sound slamming off the stone like a hammer on an anvil. 

Ellis went backward over the chair, blood on the newspaper.

The second deputy—name unknown, young, freckled—came running from the front office, pistol half-drawn. 

Will fired twice. 

The first shot missed, the second took the man high in the chest. 

He folded without a sound and slid down the doorframe.

The jail fell quiet except for the ringing in their ears and the drip of blood on stone.

Bob found the outer door key. 

They stepped into the evening air—late summer, still hot, the sky gone the color of bruised plums. 

Guthrie lay spread out below them, lamps coming on in windows, the sound of a piano from some saloon two blocks away.

No alarm yet. 

That would come soon enough.

They took horses from the livery behind the jail—Garver’s own bay gelding and a sturdy sorrel that belonged to the dead deputy. 

Saddles were already on; the liveryman had been paid in advance by the same cousin who had delivered the beans. 

They rode south out of town at a walk, keeping to the shadows, then pushed to a lope once the last lights of Guthrie had fallen behind.

The land opened up. 

Grass, scrub oak, the long roll of the prairie under a sky filling with stars. 

Will felt the wind pull at his shirt and for the first time in months he could breathe without iron bars in front of the air.

They rode through the night and into the next day, changing horses twice at prearranged ranches where men asked no questions and took cash without counting it. 

By the second night they had crossed into the Nations and were angling southwest toward the New Mexico line. 

The country grew rougher—mesas, canyons, the kind of ground that swallowed men whole if they knew how to let it.

On the third morning they reached a line camp in the foothills west of the Peloncillos. Smoke rose from a cookfire.

Three men sat around it: 

George Musgrave, long-faced and watchful, rolling a cigarette with fingers that never hurried. 

Bob Hayes, thick through the shoulders, a man who looked like he had been carved out of oak with a dull axe; and Code Young, slight, quiet, already cleaning a stick of dynamite with a rag as though it were a pocket watch.

Musgrave looked up as the brothers rode in. 

“Heard you boys had a noisy supper in Guthrie.”

“Two courses,” Bob said. “Both served hot.”

Hayes grinned, showing teeth that had seen better days. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

Young said nothing, just nodded once and went back to the dynamite.

They unsaddled, turned the horses into the rope corral, and sat down to coffee strong enough to float a horseshoe. 

Will drank his black, feeling the heat settle in his belly. 

The others waited. They knew why the Christians had come this far south. 

The law back in Oklahoma would be looking hard, but the law thinned out quick once you crossed into the territories.

After a while Musgrave spoke. 

“You planning on going straight?”

Will set the tin cup down. 

“I plan on going rich. The rest is details.”

Hayes laughed once, short and sharp. 

“I like details that jingle.”

Code Young capped the dynamite and slipped it into a canvas sack.

“I can open anything that needs opening,” he said. “Safes, doors, banks. Just give me room to work.”

Bob Christian looked around the circle. 

“Five of us. That’s a hand in any game.”

Musgrave struck a match on his thumbnail and lit the cigarette. 

“High Five,” he said, tasting the words. “Like the card game. Trick-taking. Winner takes the pot.”

Will looked at the fire, at the men around it, at the empty land stretching south toward Arizona where the canyons ran deep and the law ran shallow. 

“High Fives,” he said. “We hit fast, we hit clean, we vanish. No unnecessary noise. No unnecessary bodies. But if it comes to it, we finish what we start.”

Bob Hayes spat into the fire. 

“I can live with that.”Young nodded again.Musgrave exhaled smoke. “Long as the pot’s worth the ante.”




Will Christian stood up. The sun was climbing now, turning the hills the color of old gold. Somewhere south a bank waited, or a stage, or a payroll shipment—something heavy with coin and light on protection. 

He felt the weight of the .38 still tucked at his back and the long trail that had brought them here.

He looked at the four men who would ride with him

.“Time to deal the cards,” he said.

The fire crackled. 

The horses stamped. 

The wind moved through the grass like a secret being passed along.

They rode out before noon, five shadows stretching long across the desert floor, heading toward whatever came next.
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The Separ store sat at the end of a single dusty street that ran parallel to the railroad tracks, a low adobe building with a wooden porch sagging under the weight of barrels and crates. 

July heat hung thick in the air, the kind that made metal taste like pennies on the tongue. 

Will Christian reined up fifty yards out, studying the place the way a man studies a poker hand before he bets the farm. 

No horses at the hitch rail. No smoke from the chimney. 

Just the faint clack of telegraph keys drifting from the depot across the way.

“Quiet,” he said.

George Musgrave spat tobacco juice into the dirt. 

“Quiet’s good. Means nobody’s expecting company.”

Bob Christian shifted in the saddle, restless. 

“Or nobody’s home.”

Code Young kept his eyes on the horizon, fingers drumming the stock of the Winchester across his lap. 

Bob Hayes said nothing; he never said much until the shooting started.

They rode in slow, spreading out without a word. 

Will and George tied off at the porch rail while the others circled to the back. 

The door stood ajar. 

Inside, a single lamp burned low on the counter, throwing long shadows across shelves of canned goods, bolts of calico, and a glass case with a few rifles behind it. 

The proprietor—a thin man in shirt sleeves and a green eyeshade—looked up from his ledger as if they were customers who had wandered in late.

“Evening,” he said. “We’re about to close.”

Will stepped inside first, hat low, coat open enough to show the butt of the .38. 

“We’ll be quick.”

The proprietor’s eyes flicked to the gun, then back to Will’s face. 

He closed the ledger with deliberate care. 

“What can I do for you gentlemen?”

George moved to the door and turned the sign to CLOSED, then dropped the bar across it. 

Bob Hayes came in from the rear, shotgun in the crook of his arm. Code Young stayed outside to watch the street.

“Post office too?” Will asked.

The man nodded slowly. 

“Combined. Mail comes in on the six-fifteen.”

Will gestured with the pistol. “Open the safe.”

The proprietor hesitated, then walked to a small iron box bolted to the floor behind the counter. 

He knelt, spun the dial twice left, once right. 

The door swung open. Inside: a few canvas sacks, a tin cash box, some loose coin. 

Not much, but enough to start.

George scooped the sacks while Will kept the proprietor covered. 

Bob Hayes rifled the cash drawer, coming up with a handful of silver dollars and a small roll of greenbacks. 

They moved fast, practiced. 

No wasted motion. 

No conversation beyond what was needed.

The proprietor watched without speaking until George straightened with the last sack. 

Then he said, “You boys know there’s a wire to Lordsburg. They’ll have riders out before dawn.”

Will met his eyes. 

“We’ll be long gone by then.”

They backed
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