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  Chapter One

  
  






“You keep checking that gun, Jack, the bullets gonna crawl out on their own.”

Tulsa Jack Blake snapped the cylinder shut and looked at Bill Doolin. “I like knowing what I got.”

“What you got is six rounds same as an hour ago.” Doolin pulled his hat lower against the wind coming across the prairie. “Red Buck’s the one needs watching.”

Twenty yards off, Red Buck Waightman paced along the railroad cut, boot heels grinding rock. He’d circle back, squat on his haunches, then stand and pace again. His rifle caught the last purple light of dusk each time he turned.

“He’s gonna spook the horses,” Bitter Creek Newcomb said. He sat with his back against a cottonwood, picking his teeth with a stem of grass.

“He ain’t gonna spook nothing.” Charley Pierce stood holding the reins of all five horses, keeping them quiet in the draw below the tracks. “Train’s late anyway.”

Jack pulled his pocket watch. The face caught moonlight. “Four minutes.”

“Four minutes from when?” Red Buck had stopped pacing. His voice carried that tight quality it got before things went bad. “That schedule’s three weeks old. Could be an hour late. Could’ve already passed.”

“It didn’t pass.” Doolin hadn’t moved. He watched the eastern horizon where the tracks curved out of sight. “We’d have heard it.”

“Maybe we should—”

“Red Buck.” Jack kept his voice level. “Come here.”

Red Buck stood there, weight shifting foot to foot.

“I said come here.”

Red Buck walked over. His eyes wouldn’t settle, jumping from Jack’s face to Doolin to the tracks to the empty prairie.

“You got something you need to say?” Jack asked.

“I’m just saying the train could be—”

“The train’s coming. We planned this three weeks. You were there. You agreed to it. You got cold feet now, you can ride out and we’ll split your share four ways.”

Red Buck’s hand drifted toward his pistol. Stopped. His jaw worked like he was chewing something tough.

Doolin spit tobacco juice. “Nobody’s riding nowhere. We’re burning moonlight talking about it.”

A coyote yipped somewhere out in the darkness. Another answered from a different direction. The horses shifted in the draw, leather creaking.

Jack watched Red Buck. “You good?”

“I’m good.”

“Then get back to your spot and stop wearing a trench in the ground.”

Red Buck walked back to his position. This time he stood still, rifle cradled in his arms.

Bitter Creek grinned. “Like scolding a dog that pissed the rug.”

“He does his job when it matters,” Doolin said.

“That’s what worries me.” Bitter Creek flicked away the grass stem. “What he considers his job.”

Jack opened the cylinder again. Six brass cartridges. He’d loaded them himself that morning in a room above a saloon in Kingfisher, sitting on a bed with a broken spring while a whore coughed in the next room. Each bullet seated firm, primers centered, no corrosion on the brass. He closed the cylinder and holstered the pistol.

The wind picked up, carrying the smell of creosote from the railroad ties.

“Tell me again what the conductor said.” Charley Pierce climbed up from the draw, leaving the horses ground-tied. “About the express car.”

“Messenger’s name is Jones. J.W. Jones. Been riding this route two years. Carries a shotgun and a pistol. Safe’s a Diebold, combination lock.” Doolin recited it like a shopping list. “Payroll shipment for the mine in Woodward. Three to five thousand in paper money, maybe another thousand in coin.”

“Maybe.” Bitter Creek stood and stretched. His back popped. “That’s a word does a lot of work.”

“Maybe’s better than nothing, which is what we got now.” Doolin looked at each of them. “Anybody here got a better prospect, speak up.”

Nobody spoke.

Jack pulled the bandana from his pocket. Red cotton, faded from washing. He’d worn it on the Cimarron job, the Longview bank, the Southwest City robbery. Lucky, maybe. Or just fabric. He tied it loose around his neck, ready to pull up when the time came.

“There.” Bitter Creek pointed east.

A single light appeared on the horizon, small as a firefly. Then they heard it—the distant rhythm of the locomotive, steel on steel, carrying across the flat land.

“Four minutes late,” Jack said. “That’s all.”

Doolin stood and brushed off his pants. “Charley, bring the horses up. Not close enough to see from the train, but close enough we can reach them quick. Bitter Creek, you’re with me on the engineer. Jack, Red Buck, you take the express car first, then the passengers. We get the safe open, we’re gone in ten minutes.”

“And if Jones won’t open the door?” Jack asked.

“Then we convince him.”

The light grew larger. The sound built—not just the wheels now, but the engine’s labor, the whistle, the squeal of metal parts moving in rhythm.

Red Buck pulled his bandana up. His eyes showed above it, white in the moonlight.

Jack watched the train come on. The headlamp swept the prairie, turning sage and rabbitbrush into brief silver ghosts. The locomotive pulled four cars—express car, passenger car, another passenger car, and a freight car at the rear. Black smoke poured from the stack, orange sparks swirling up into the night.

Doolin pulled his pistol. “Mount up.”

They went down the slope to the horses. Charley had them ready, reins gathered. Jack swung into the saddle. His horse, a bay gelding named Sam, felt the tension and danced sideways.

“Easy.” Jack gathered the reins.

The train whistle blew—two long blasts for the water stop a mile ahead.

“That’s our window.” Doolin spurred his horse up the slope. “They’ll be slowing down.”

They rode at a gallop toward the tracks, five men in a line, bandanas up, pistols drawn. The locomotive’s headlamp caught them, painted them in harsh white light. Jack saw the engineer’s face in the cab window—just a flash, eyes going wide.

The train’s brakes screamed. Steel locked against steel. Sparks shot from the wheels.

Doolin fired twice in the air. “Stop the train! Stop the goddamn train!”

Jack leaned forward in the saddle, the bay’s hooves eating ground. Red Buck rode to his right, already screaming, wordless and high. The train shuddered, slowing but not stopped, momentum carrying it forward.

They reached the tracks as the locomotive passed. Doolin and Bitter Creek rode for the engine. Jack spurred the bay alongside the express car, matching speed. Through the small window he saw a face—middle-aged, mustache, eyes meeting his for one second before disappearing.

Jones.

The train jolted hard as the brakes caught fully. Jack’s horse stumbled. He grabbed the saddle horn, kept his seat. The express car’s door was ten feet ahead, solid wood with iron reinforcement.

The train stopped.

Jack dismounted. Red Buck hit the ground beside him. Charley Pierce rode back toward the passenger cars, pistol covering the windows.

Doolin’s voice carried from the engine: “Out! Both of you, hands where I can see them!”

Jack walked to the express car door and hammered on it with his pistol butt. The wood was thick. The sound went flat, dead.

“Federal Express! Open up!”

Silence from inside.

Red Buck pressed his ear to the door. “I hear him moving.”

Jack hit the door again, harder. “J.W. Jones! We know you’re in there! We know what you got! Open the door and nobody gets hurt!”

More silence. Then a voice, muffled by the wood: “I can’t do that.”

Red Buck looked at Jack. Through the bandana his breathing came fast and sharp.

Jack counted to three in his head. Gave Jones one more chance. “This is your last opportunity. Open the door.”

“Go to hell.”

Red Buck stepped back and raised his rifle.
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Red Buck put the first round through the door at chest height.

The crack of the rifle split the night. Wood splintered. Inside the express car something metal rang like a bell.

“Wait—” Jack started, but Red Buck was already working the lever, firing again.

The second shot punched through lower. Then Bitter Creek was there with his Winchester, and Charley Pierce came running from the passenger cars, and they all opened up on the door like it owed them money.

Jack stepped aside and let them work. Twenty rounds, Doolin had said. Make it loud. Make Jones understand his options were limited.

The gunfire rolled across the prairie. Passengers screamed in the cars behind them. A woman’s voice, high and terrified. A man shouting for everyone to get down.

Inside the express car, J.W. Jones crouched behind a stack of mail sacks, hands pressed over his ears. The bullets came through the walls like angry hornets. One sparked off the Diebold safe. Another punched through a crate of merchandise and embedded in the far wall. Jones felt something hot slice across his left wrist. He looked down. Blood ran between his fingers, black in the lamplight.

“Stop shooting!” he yelled. “Stop!”

They didn’t stop.

A bullet caught his right leg, just above the knee. Went through the meat and out the other side. Jones screamed and went down. His shotgun clattered away across the floor.

The shooting stopped.

Jones lay on his side, breath coming in ragged gasps. Blood pooled under his leg. His wrist throbbed like someone had laid a hot iron across it.

“Jones!” The voice came from outside. Calm now. Matter of fact. “You still breathing in there?”

Jones tried to answer. His mouth was too dry.

“I’m gonna take the quiet as a yes. Now here’s where we stand. You got maybe five more seconds before we start again. This time we won’t aim high.”

“Don’t.” Jones got the word out. “Don’t shoot.”

“Then open the door.”

“I can’t—my leg—”

“Crawl if you have to. We got all night. You don’t.”

Jones pushed himself up on one elbow. The room tilted. He’d lost blood before—a knife fight in St. Louis when he was younger, dumber. This felt worse. He put pressure on the wrist wound with his other hand and started dragging himself toward the door.

Outside, Jack heard the scraping. Boots on wood. Something heavy being moved.

Red Buck reloaded his rifle, fingers fumbling the cartridges. “Should’ve just opened up when we asked nice.”

“Put it away,” Jack said.

“What if he’s—”

“Put it away.”

The bolt on the inside of the door rattled. Slid back. The door swung open six inches and J.W. Jones collapsed across the threshold, half in and half out of the express car.

Jack looked down at him. Blood soaked the man’s pants from the knee down. More blood dripped from his
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