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​CHAPTER I

​A Missouri Fiction 
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Three days. That was all it took for the massive, iron-clad transport wagon to stop being the symbol of their greatest triumph and become the slowest, most cursed trap in the history of Texas. The sun beat down with relentless fury, baking the red earth to stone. The wagon’s axle groaned piercingly with every bump, the sound vibrating in the riders’ teeth like a warning of imminent disaster. False-bottomed crates, heavy with stolen train loot, dragged the vehicle down with a force that not even four massive draft mules—driven from the box by a silent, tense Barker—could handle. Dust invaded their lungs, settled on sweaty skin, and turned into dirty mud in the corners of the gang's eyes as they rode around the wagon. Pete "Beans" Mulligan spat a clod of red sand onto the parched earth, pushed his hat to the back of his head, and wiped his sweaty brow with a dirty shirt cuff.

"I'll tell you one thing," he rasped, riding closer to the wagon so his horse could find shelter in the meager shade cast by the canvas. "Being rich is mighty uncomfortable. When I was flat broke, at least nobody made me crawl along these cave trails at the speed of a crippled turtle."

Sam "Slim" Jenkins, riding a pace behind him, rolled his eyes so hard he nearly fell out of the saddle.

"Stop your bellyaching, Pete," he said thinly, adjusting his reins with long fingers. "You've got enough gold sitting under your ass to buy a ranch the size of Rhode Island and hire folks to complain for you. What are you even gonna do with it once we stop? 'Cause looking at your ugly mug, burying it in the ground seems like a waste."

Pete straightened in his saddle with the dignity of a man who had just found his calling.

"A gold bathtub," he declared, his voice carrying a vision pure and untainted by intelligence. "A gold bathtub with lion's claw feet, sitting smack in the middle of the biggest saloon in San Antonio. And inside? Whiskey. A bourbon bath, Slim. No water. Water is for horses and putting out fires. I'm gonna lay there and pay the girls to pour it straight from the bottles."

Sam let out a bark of laughter that sounded like a sick dog coughing.

"You'll drown the first time you wash your hair. You'll close your eyes, take a swig, slip on the gold, and they'll find you dead at the bottom. Your tombstone will read: 'Killed by dreams and a low tolerance for alcohol.' Once I inherit your tub, I'll buy you a bar of soap for your journey to eternity."

Before Pete could bite back and explain why soap was an invention of Boston weirdos, Gus "Grizzly" Miller, riding point, pulled back on the reins of his heavy black horse, pulling up alongside them. The gang's hulking cook turned his massive frame toward them. His face was caked in a sticky mask of sweat and dust, making him look like an animated, highly irritated boulder.

"Shut your traps," Gus growled in a bass so low it made the surrounding stones vibrate. "One more word about bathtubs, soap, or liquor, and I'll unhitch those mules, strap the yokes to your stupid necks, and you'll haul this gold over these goddamn mountain ranges yourselves. Understood?"

Pete and Sam looked into the giant's hard, merciless eyes, then nodded in unison, in absolute silence, and carefully dropped back a few paces to the rear. You didn't argue with Gus. A little further on, Jericho "Fuse" Washington halted his massive chestnut horse. The Black demolitions expert, unlike the rest, didn't seem to feel the heat at all. He ignored the two gunslingers' comedic chorus and adjusted the rifle on his back, his eyes tracing the sharp, plunging line of the ridge that opened before them like a chasm to hell.

A halt was called a good few hours later, just as the lead horses started dangerously stumbling over their own hooves. A massive rocky overhang cast a deep, purple shadow onto the red ground, finally offering man and beast a desperate moment of respite. Jericho vaulted from his saddle with a lightness surprising for his bulky frame. Ignoring the water, he pulled a crumpled, yellowed map from his saddlebag and spread it over a flat boulder, weighing down the corners with fragments of rock. His massive fingers, permanently stained with coal dust and grease, slowly traced the thin, faded lines marking the nearby rivers. The demolitions man ignored his fatigue. He was looking for depressions, sharp bends, and wide oxbows—places where the water naturally slowed its pace. For wherever the current lost its aggressive force, gold dust settled, and right behind it, desperate men with pans would appear in a flash, throwing together chaotic, filthy settlements.

Cal Vance leaned against the hot, porous rock just a few steps away, silent. The burning pain in his wounded, repeatedly reopened left collarbone throbbed in time with his hollow heartbeat, but the gunslinger masked it with practiced, iron discipline. The space around him vibrated with unspoken tension. The air grew thick every time his mind returned to the posse. He knew full well that after their brazen train robbery and the blowing of the armored safe, the manhunt organized by the railroad and the federals would be methodical, massive, and blind to mercy. Yet this slow trek across the jagged mountain range with a wagon overloaded with iron and stolen silver was by no means the desperate reflex of a cornered animal. It was the precise execution of a plan Jericho had sketched with a stick in the cooling ashes a few nights prior, while the rest of the gang slept peacefully, drugged by Gus's legendary "Victory Stew." The demolitions man had promised a place out of reach of telegraphs and prying eyes, smelling like the promise of hell, and he had kept his word. Running in the open south toward Mexico or marching across the prairies north with this tonnage of loot guaranteed a swift capture by army patrols and a sudden drop from the hangman's noose. They had only one rational way out—they had to vanish into a nameless sea of outcasts. Dozens of prospector camps, scattered across deep river canyons, served as perfect blind spots on the territory map. Local law rarely poked its nose into these festering clusters of poverty, and strange, desperate farmers and farmhands showed up every day looking to strike it rich. Blending into this muddy backdrop was their prime strategic advantage.

The heavy, tarry scent of freshly roasted coffee suddenly cut through the sharp stench of hot dust and horse sweat. Arabella Thorne sidestepped the wagon's massive rear wheel and headed straight for Cal. The rough denim trousers, bought back in the mining town of Iron Creek, hugged her hips tightly, and the dark flannel shirt, buttoned to the neck with rolled-up sleeves, already bore obvious traces of soot. Though she lacked a silk gown, a corset, and refined jewelry, she looked absolutely dangerous and entirely in her element. She walked directly toward him, ignoring the stares of the rest of the gang. In her hands, she held two steaming, battered tin cups. When she stopped right in front of Cal and raised her hand to pass him the brew, their fingers brushed for a fraction of a second against the hot handle of the metal cup.

Vance didn't take it. Instead, with a lightning-fast, smooth motion, his hard fingers locked onto the girl's wrist. His feigned indifference fell away in the blink of an eye, revealing pure instinct. Black coffee sloshed over the rim, scalding the pale skin of Arabella's hand, but the girl didn't even flinch. She tilted her head up, staring straight into his unreadable face. Cal's rough thumb slid smoothly along the inside of her forearm, finding the pulsing vein and pressing against it with predatory force. He was checking her pulse. There was no shadow of exhaustion or hesitation in his cold eyes, only a raw, territorial hunger. He stood very close, holding her hand in an iron, possessive grip, absorbing the rapid thrum of blood beneath his fingertips as the ultimate guarantee that the Texas girl was still here, alive, and entirely his.

"It's beating much too fast, princess," he stated with a quiet, cutting assessment, not loosening his grip.

Arabella held his heavy, consuming gaze with undisguised audacity, even though her breath had suddenly grown half as shallow as usual.

"That is entirely the fault of the caffeine, Mr. Vance."

Cal took the tin cup from her hand and, without a word, shifted his gaze back to Jericho, who was silent over the map. Keme appeared as soundlessly as a desert wind. Even Pete and Sam, busy nervously checking the wagon's payload, didn't notice the scout until he materialized from behind a rocky fold like a dust ghost. The Native American stopped a pace from Cal. His chest rose and fell in a steady, calm rhythm, even though he had just covered a good stretch of the rugged canyon on foot.

"Smoke," he announced shortly. The word struck the quiet of the camp with the weight of lead. "Many fires. The water slows a half hour's ride from here. They are panning in the silt."

Jericho immediately moved his large finger on the map, finding the right, sharp bend in the river. He nodded with satisfaction, confirming the scout's words.

"That's our spot," the demolitions man stated in a deep, booming voice. "A bottleneck. A good place for a camp to dig deep into the banks. Nobody from the outside can see the whole thing from one angle. Perfect hiding spots."

Barker, who until now had been leaning hunched against the wagon pole, suddenly perked up. His face, usually full of the nervous tension and terror left over from Devil's Gorge, tightened into an expression of desperate bravado. The need to rebuild his lost trust within the gang clearly forced the man to constantly prove his own newly acquired ruthlessness.

"If they're miners, Mr. Vance..." Barker started, shifting from foot to foot. "Then they're just civilians. Why don't we ride in there like we mean it? Fire a few shots in the air, bag their take since they're already grubbing around in the mud anyway, and ride on into the mountains without even having to step down from the saddle? Clean job."

The sound that rang out a fraction of a second after his words resembled a massive, wet board slapping against solid rock. Gus didn't even have to take his hands out of his apron pockets. He was right behind Barker's back far faster than a man of his size had any right to be. With impeccable precision, he delivered a massive, punishing open-handed slap straight to the back of the gangster's head. Barker pitched forward, face-planted against the flank of a hitched mule, and slumped into the dust with a loud groan, clutching his neck.

"The train gold is heavy enough, son. You're barely hauling your own ass as it is," Gus growled, wiping his hand on his thigh as if he'd just killed an annoying fly. "We ain't robbing civilians in the mud when we want to take a bath in it ourselves in a minute. One more stupid, bandit idea, and I'll start using a skillet on you instead of my hand."

Sitting on a nearby flat stone, Beauregard Landry observed this display of physical discipline with absolute, haughty disdain. He peeled off his light silk gloves and precisely, with irritation, began to flick microscopic, invisible dust from the lapels of his green, Parisian frock coat.

"The cook is right, although, as usual, he lacks any semblance of refinement in his argumentation," the cardsharp judged with a distinct New Orleans drawl. He swept his cool gaze over the gathered men. "Let us use our heads, messieurs. A crowd of filthy civilians consumed by their own squalor is the best, entirely free camouflage we can get out in this wasteland. Nobody pays any mind to one new wagon in a place where absolutely everyone dreams only of striking it rich and getting out. It is, frankly, a poetic irony."

Cal ignored both Barker, who was struggling to rise from the dust, and Beau's smooth, aristocratic monologue. He shifted his gaze to the sharp lines of the river marked on Jericho's worn map. His silent calculation took only a heartbeat.

"The loot wagon leaves tracks too deep for us to ride it through the mountains with impunity until the first snows," the gunslinger decided. His dry tone brooked absolutely no opposition. "We ride into the camp. Before the sun hits the bottom of the canyon, we need to stop being a gang from the wanted posters."

Vance rested his hand against the hot side of the wagon, drawing the attention of the entire gang. The space under the rocky overhang was instantly filled with the hard, military discipline that always accompanied his orders.

"Before we ride down into that mud, we need to establish one ironclad story," he announced, his gaze cutting through each of them individually. "One mistake, one wrong name dropped by the fire, and we'll have nooses around our necks. From now on, we are the Cole family from Missouri. We're looking for our fortune in the muck after a fire took everything we owned."

Pete and Sam nodded with a seriousness rarely seen in them, though Beans immediately started muttering the name "Cole" under his breath to drill it into his head.

"Arabella." Cal shifted his heavy gaze to the girl in denim. "You are my wife."

The heiress rested her hands on her hips, and a brazen, provocative smile bloomed on her lips, completely ignoring the deadly seriousness of the situation.

"I will demand absolute marital obedience, Mr. Cole," she replied smoothly, dropping her voice to a predatory purr.

Vance ignored the impudent tease, though the muscles in his jaw twitched noticeably. He turned toward the pale, tense maid keeping to the sidelines.

"Constance. You are Aunt Agnes."

The girl gasped so sharply it was as if someone had just punched her in the solar plexus. Her hand instantly flew to her neckline, seeking support in the rough fabric of her dress.

"Agnes?!" she squeaked, patches of pure, inquisitorial outrage blooming on her cheeks. "But that is a name for an old, dried-up spinster! I am barely twenty years old, Mr. Vance! Saint Joseph of Nazareth, why can't I at least be a cousin?!"

"Because cousins don't police farmers' morality with the fury that you do," Cal cut her off dryly, shutting down any room for argument. "Memorize our ladies' aliases and their new roles, because their true identities will certainly arouse suspicion and draw the authorities who are looking for an heiress and her maid. You, Jericho, will be our farmhand. Keme," the gunslinger shifted his gaze to the Native American, "you don't stand out. You're just a trapper traveling with us because we pay well for protection. And the rest of you clowns will keep your own names because you'd start giving different names every other sentence."

"Mon ami, how can you compare my intellect to your thugs!"

"Fine, Landry will be our accountant, and the rest farmhands."

Finnegan tore his eyes away from the half-empty bottle of cheap whiskey he held in his hand and lifted his head. He was leaning heavily against the wagon wheel, sweating profusely in the sparse shade of the rock overhang. With a slow, stiff motion, he adjusted the spectacles held together by a piece of telegraph wire on his nose.

"Doc, and you're our family doctor," Cal continued firmly. "And that is exactly why you won't drink another drop of that swill until we ride out of this canyon. Throw it away. We can't risk you getting drunk and spinning yarns to the prospectors about train robberies."

The medic looked at the bottle with regret, then set it on a rock with an audible sigh.

"Boss," Doc began, his voice, though still a bit raspy from the liquor, sounding more businesslike by the second, tinged with an irritating note of innocence. "Since I'm to be your family doctor, and since you're officially playing Mr. and Mrs. Cole for the whole world, I have one medical-theological question. Am I finally supposed to perform that wedding you so solemnly promised in the ravine near Devil's Gorge, or are we just going to pretend in the eyes of God too?"

In the background, right behind the doctor, Pete and Sam doubled over. Mulligan shoved his dirty cuff straight into his mouth, desperately trying to stifle an explosion of laughter, while Slim began coughing violently, pounding his fist against his chest to mask his joyful wheezing. Cal didn't say a single word. He simply turned his head slowly toward Doc. His gaze became so murderous, heavy, and promising of an immediate, slow death that the temperature under the rocky overhang dropped drastically. Finnegan withstood the crushing pressure for only a heartbeat before clearing his throat in embarrassment and suddenly finding an incredibly fascinating spot on the tips of his own dusty boots.

The interior of the sun-baked wagon smelled of hot wood, old canvas, and heavy dust. Crates of spare clothing, acquired back in the mining town, had been thrown wide open, spilling out piles of rough, drab fabrics. Constance stood knee-deep in linen shirts, holding out a faded, voluminous skirt the color of a resigned mouse. Her face held the absolute, inquisitorial determination with which she had been trying for several minutes to force Arabella to shed her men's clothing.

"Saint Joseph of Nazareth, it is a matter of elementary decency!" the maid hissed, shaking the thick material. "No self-respecting woman from Missouri, and certainly not an honest farmer's wife, runs around among people dressed as a farmhand. If we are to pass for a pious family after a fire, you must wear this skirt. Those denims are..." Constance stammered, casting a horrified glance at the heiress's hips. "They are against nature."

Arabella let out a short, brazen laugh. She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, completely ignoring her servant's outrage. She tugged her dark flannel higher and grabbed the thick leather suspenders holding up her work trousers.

"In river mud, that decent skirt of yours will weigh as much as lead, Constance," the girl replied smoothly, with an aristocratic self-assurance that completely clashed with the dirt on her cheeks. "I'll trip over my own feet before we can even pitch a tent. As for nature... With that layer of rigid rules and prudery, you might as well play a bitter, sixty-year-old crone in our little theater. I guarantee you nobody will notice the difference."

The maid opened her mouth wide, gasping for air like a fish out of water, shocked by the blatant insult. But before she could summon more saints to her aid, a quiet, intermittent sound reached them from outside the wagon. A dozen paces away, leaning against a flat boulder, Beauregard Landry was experiencing his own private, existential tragedy. The cardsharp was kneeling in the dust, gathering handfuls of red dirt in his manicured fingers. With his face twisted in a grimace of pure agony, he was rubbing the dirt into the perfect silk lapels of his green Parisian frock coat.

"Barbarism," Beau whispered under his breath, slapping the fabric to spread the dust. Genuine despair vibrated in his voice. "Outstanding tailoring... treated like a horse blanket. Mon Dieu, this is a crime against civilization."

Arabella turned her gaze away from the suffering aristocrat and reached for a thick leather belt lying on a crate. The stiff new leather put up a fight. The girl tried to pull it through the iron buckle, wrestling with the tough material, when she felt a sudden shift in air pressure behind her. The scent of sweat, a horse saddle, and the sharp tang of black powder hit her a split second before hard hands grabbed her wrists.

Cal Vance didn't even ask if she needed help. He simply entered her space, taking her fingers off the metal buckle. The gunslinger stood right behind her, then straightened his arms, brutally yet fluidly pressing the girl's back against the hot wooden siding of the wagon.

The wood dug into Arabella's shoulder blades. Cal locked her in the cage of his own body. His chest pressed against hers with territorial force, cutting off her escape route.

"You look too dangerous for an ordinary farmer, Mr. Cole," the girl whispered. Her voice trembled as she felt the heat of his breath on her neck.

Vance didn't answer. His hands slid down to her hips. He grabbed both ends of the leather belt and, with one ruthless yank, pulled the buckle tight, pinning her against the boards with his entire weight at the same time. The air left Arabella's lungs in a sudden, ragged gasp. She lost her breath, trapped between the hard wood and the even harder body of the gang's leader, while his fingers deftly fastened the metal prong, relentlessly marking what was his.
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​Welcome, New Family
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The descent to the canyon floor was like stepping into a giant, smoking cauldron. The heavy wagon’s thick wheels skidded on the loose gravel, and Barker, his face still bruised from Gus’s disciplinary strike, pulled the reins until his knuckles turned white. The four mules snorted with effort, putting up hard resistance against the plunging red earth. The lower they went, the thicker the air became. The scent of the pine breeze vanished, replaced by the stagnant, heavy stench of wet river silt, cheap woodsmoke, sour sweat, and old, fried beans. The moment the wagon hit the flat, rocky riverbank with one final, mighty groan of its axle, the camp froze. The sound of pickaxes striking stone ceased in a fraction of a second. A dozen or so filthy, hunched men straightened up in icy tension. Hands that only a moment ago had been submerged in freezing water with gravel-filled pans fluidly drifted toward revolvers and shotguns hidden beneath shirts. These were men whom life had taught one thing: new arrivals in a canyon rarely brought good news, and never free gold.

Cal’s gang didn’t slow their pace. The horses dropped into a walk, fanning out into a loose combat formation that at first glance might have passed for travel weariness, but in reality, cut off every strategic angle of attack. Jericho stopped on the left flank, Pete and Sam on the right, and the silent Keme simply melted into the line of shadows cast by
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