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Chapter 1

K
ANSAS
, 1881

The
thwack
of the train door jolted Eliza Cantrell upright. Acrid coal smoke whooshed through the muggy passenger car.

“Now, don’t nobody get any ideas,” a menacing voice growled.

The one time she traveled by train, it had to be robbed? Her breath froze like jagged ice in her lungs as she dared to glance over her shoulder.

“We ain’t gonna harm ya none, iffen you cooperate.” A lanky man with a blue bandanna covering his face waved two pistols above the crowded seats. “The train’s near-empty safe didn’t make us happy, so if you’d hand over your money and valuables, we’d be much obliged.”

Two more masked men with their hats pulled low slipped in behind the leader. One was hardly taller than a boy; the other’s wild white eyebrows and whiskers obscured the visible portion of his face.

Eliza gripped the edge of her seat and shot a glance across the aisle toward the Hampdens. Carl hadn’t seemed the heroic type during the hours Eliza had conversed with his wife, but surely concern for his family might bolster him into action?

Carl sat slumped beside Kathleen, who clung to their two children.

Eliza scanned the rest of the crammed seats. No men stood to face the robbers, and at the front, a porter lifted his hands in surrender.

“Let’s do this nice and easy and we’ll leave happy. And you want us happy, unless you fancy ending up like your expressman.” The lines around the lanky leader’s eyes bunched as if he were smiling under his filthy mask. “We tossed him out the window.”

The woman behind Eliza moaned.

Eliza peered down at her handbag and swallowed. Could she hide her money without getting caught?

“I’ll take that wedding band and whatever else you got.” The short robber thrust a bag under the nose of a man sitting across the aisle two rows behind Eliza.

She had to do something quickly. She wore no jewelry, but her every last dollar was in her bag. Her brother certainly wouldn’t cough up more money if she lost what he’d unwillingly given her in the first place, and of course, she wouldn’t bother to ask her mother for any help—not that she even knew where her mother was.

Easing open the clasp of her leather traveling bag, Eliza rocked with the sway of metal wheels whirring over iron rails.

The lips of the elderly woman beside her moved in harried prayer.

Prayer.

God, I know
I haven’t been talking to you much, but if
you care . . . I need some time.

She looked over her shoulder.

“I’ll take that necklace.” The lead robber pointed at a woman two seats back who whimpered while fiddling with her chain’s clasp.

The short robber was still standing in front of the passengers in the back seats, and the older robber with the shotgun was leaning against the wall keeping an eye on the crowd.

Eliza turned and fished out her money clip with jittery hands. Should she put a few dollars back in the bag for them to find?

The tall robber knocked the back of her seat.

Eliza pushed the entire wad under her leg.

The thief stopped beside her, a gun in one hand, his empty palm out. “Your turn, pretty lady.” His voice was strange and gravelly.

Had he called
her
pretty? She shoved a soggy wisp of hair off her cheek and anchored it behind her ear, her hands shaking. Turning over her handbag, she dumped out the letters from the soon-to-be husband she’d never met, crackers wrapped in a handkerchief, unfinished needlework, and her embroidered purse. She opened its clasp. Three pennies, a nickel, and a half dollar fell into her lap.

He kicked her foot. “Where’s the rest of it?”

“That’s all I have.”

The robber’s eyelids narrowed over his light blue eyes. Blond stubble meandered up the sides of his face above the bandanna. “Fifty-eight cents?” His eyes raked down her body, and she hunched as if she could hide from his licentious leer. “That’s not homespun you’re wearing, though it ain’t pretty.” He leaned closer, his body odor overwhelming. “You got more than that.”

She dug her fingers into the seat cushion. “I’ve got nothing for you.” She pressed her teeth into her lower lip. Surely God would understand her evasiveness.

He squatted, shoved aside her skirt, and glanced under the seat. “No carpetbag?”

“I only have two trunks in the freight car.” She moved her legs farther to the left lest he touch her again—or ask her to move her legs the other way. Despite being covered with layers of skirt, flesh, and bone, the wad of bills felt conspicuous.

The robber stood, swiped the coins off her lap, and deposited her measly change into his breast pocket. He thrust his empty palm toward the old woman beside her. “Stop with the mumbling, lady. Give me your ring.”

Eliza pressed against her seat, creating space between his hot sweaty body and her offended nose.

Mrs. Farthington stopped praying, her damp eyes pleading. “This was my late husband’s. Please, sir, if you’d only allow me—”

“Don’t ‘sir’ me. Just hand it over. Didn’t you hear the part about keeping us happy?” The cheek muscle beneath the robber’s eye jumped.

Eliza tensed. Surely he wouldn’t throw the widow out the window.

“
Now
, old woman.” He jiggled his open hand.

Eliza stared at the scar beside his pinkie and ran her tongue over her teeth. How she’d like to sink her teeth into the faint half circle.

The widow pulled the thick gold band off her thumb. The robber snatched the pretty piece and slid the ring onto his finger atop two others. “Hand over your cash.”

The old lady fumbled with her reticule’s drawstrings.

He leaned over, reaching for the widow’s purse, but a sudden lurch made him grab for the shelves above them instead.

“What’s this?” His hand grazed Eliza’s leg, and the wad of cash slipped from under her thigh as he pulled out a bill. He waved the dollar in front of her. “No money, eh? Just a poor girl down on her luck?” He grabbed her by the waist and hefted her out of the seat.

She shrieked as he tossed her over his shoulder as if she weighed no more than a bag of oats.

Holding her with one arm, he dipped down. “Look, fellas. I found the goose that lays the golden eggs.”

“Let me go!” She flailed her fist at his head, but he dumped her back onto the seat before she could make contact.

His eyebrows rose as he ran his thumb across her thick wad of cash. “Mighty obliged.”

If things didn’t work out in Salt Flatts, what recourse would she have without a penny to her name? She snatched at her money, and the robber gave her a murderous look.

He leaned down until his eyes were so close they seemed to merge into one. “You realize I oughta make an example out of you so others don’t get any funny ideas.”

His hot slop-pot breath made Eliza want to turn away. Instead she narrowed her eyes at the man inches from her face.

He drew back and cocked his head, then gestured with his arm to the other passengers. “I don’t care if you’re a woman, a child, a saint, or a sinner,” his strange, gravelly voice boomed. “You will not hold out on us.”

He raised his hand and cracked his pistol against her cheek, setting fire to her face. Her body hit the plump side of the woman beside her, and the sunlight dimmed. Eliza pressed her palm against the pain, moaning deep and low to keep from crying out.

Across the aisle, the Hampdens’ son, Junior, whimpered.

Eliza forced herself upright.

The robber shouted at the passengers up front. “Now, let that be a lesson to ya. If anybody else don’t cooperate, losing your valuables won’t be the worst thing about today.”

Blood oozed between Eliza’s fingers. Gritting her teeth, she crossed her ankles to keep from kicking the vile man in the shin. The brand-new patch on his trousers would make an excellent target.

The Hampdens’ one-year-old daughter, Gretchen, broke into a full bawl as the man pivoted toward them. Kathleen’s desperate shushing only made the baby’s sobs more frantic.

Eliza ignored the impulse to slam her bootheel down on the robber’s instep before he walked away.

The white-haired bandit stomped forward, the fringe of his leather jacket swaying. “We’re coming up on Solomon’s Bend.”

Through the window, Eliza spied a line of trees on the horizon, indicating a river’s bank. A cluster of saddled, riderless horses grazed in the waist-high prairie grasses.

The small thief rushed to gather the loot from the remaining passengers on the car’s left side while the blond thief made quick work of the right. When they reached the front, the leader drew his hat down farther and tapped his foot impatiently.

Gretchen’s shuddering breaths and the muffled sob of a lady in the back were the only sounds besides the rhythmic chug of the train and the drone of its wheels.

After handing her crying daughter over to her husband, Kathleen reached across the aisle, a handkerchief dangling from her hand. “Here, Eliza.”

Eliza frowned despite the ache in her cheek and took the offered linen square. Blood would ruin its pristine white lace, but she couldn’t find her own handkerchief. “Thank you.”

“You gave it a good try,” Kathleen whispered.

“No, it was stupid,” muttered Carl. “She could have gotten herself killed. Could have gotten us all killed.”

At the front, the littlest robber pocketed his last trinket, and the older robber backed up until he bumped against the other two. “Have a nice trip to Salt Flatts, folks.”

When the train slowed to take a sharp bend, the gang spilled out the front and barred the door. One by one, they jumped and rolled into the sea of green grasses.

Several women burst into sobs, and Mrs. Farthington’s prayers turned grateful.

Eliza put more pressure on her pulsing wound and slumped in the seat. Once again God had seen fit to take away everything she had. Why had she even bothered to pray?

The bell above the door to the Men’s Emporium jangled madly, stealing William Stanton’s attention from replacing a Winchester’s loading gate.

The train depot manager’s son, Oliver, stood out of breath at the front of the store.
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