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The afternoon breeze was picking up, sending tumbleweeds skittering across the open areas of his ranch. 

Idly, Dale Cranston scanned the horizon. In the windy season, which was just starting, sandstorms could come out of nowhere. They were dangerous for man and beast. 

He stared off toward the mountains, not really seeing them. A haze of dust made them look like they were in a fog or something. 

This fucking season frustrated him no end. The air was dry, but that damn scorching sun made you sweat like a pig. His shirt was soaked through. 

He yanked off his hat, mopped his brow, then stuck his hat back on and scowled at Jimmy Barker. 

He didn’t like the look on his ranch foreman’s face. 

Even without the weather, there wasn’t much to be happy about. And the way the fool his fool foreman was grinning at him pissed him off. 

Did the idiot think the situation was funny? 

Paul Tolson’s attitude was easier to take. It was more respectful, proper. With him standing right next to Jimmy that difference was clear. And the man even held his hat in his hand. Sweat ran down his face and he looked uncomfortable, but he stood there anyway.

Tolson understood and appreciated that Cranston was upset and he was smart enough to worry that the ranch owner might take his anger out on him. 

Not like that cocky asshole Jimmy. If Jimmy weren’t exactly the kind of man he needed, especially now, he’d enjoy taking the kid down a peg or two. If Tolson had a backbone, he’d send Jimmy packing and make Tolson his foreman.

But putting up with Jimmy’s disrespect got him a real bad hombre to do his work.

Cranston turned his scowl on his foreman. 

“Tell me, Jimmy, what the fuck is the point of me working my ass off to become the biggest rancher in the territory, of paying men like you a good wage, if it won’t get me what I want? I’d like to know.”

That fucking grin was still there. “Doing this kind of thing takes time, Mr. Cranston,” Jimmy said. “We are doing exactly what you said. If it isn’t working out...”

Jimmy let the words trail off. He was happy to shift the blame. The arrogant SOB seemed to be enjoying that Cranston’s plan wasn’t working right.

“Seeing as I’m the boss, I don’t think it’s right that I should be the only one who is unhappy,” Cranston said.

Jimmy chuckled. “No boss, that ain’t right at all.”

“Then why is it like that? How is it that the new widow Evans has a single ranch hand left on that spread? And why doesn’t that make you unhappy too?”

Jimmy laughed and prodded Tolson. “Paul went and talked to her people,” he said. “He was curious too.”

Tolson nodded. “They are loyal to the lady,” he said. “They say that she and her husband always treated them well. And now that he is gone, they feel they owe her.”

Dale snorted. “Bull crap. They don’t owe her shit.”

Jimmy’s grin grew bigger. 

Everything was a joke to the man. Cranston found that an odd quality in a man with a mean streak a mile wide. He had a sadistic streak in him that at times made Cranston nervous.

“Not only has Paul talked to them, explained how hard it is gonna be on them if they stay there. We even showed them how bad it can get,” Jimmy said. “Me and Carlos demonstrated to a couple how it ain’t at all healthy to work on that ranch.”

“Not very clearly, I’m guessing.”

“Shit, boss, how clear does a fact have to be?” 

He nodded at three Mexicans standing behind Jimmy. They were a scruffy bunch with surly expressions. 

“Carlos and his brothers been stealing her cattle and beating up the hands.”

“Si,” Carlos said, grinning. “I wish you saw what little was left of that vaquero Lopez, the one that has an attitude. My hermanos and me caught him alone. We roped the bastard and dragged his stubborn ass halfway across the prairie from town. Shit, the way he looked when they cut him loose outside of the hacienda of that puta Evans, I was sure he’d die before anyone found him. The fucking buzzards thought so too.”

“You’ll have to make more of an effort,” Cranston said. “I’ll say it slowly, so you get it right, Barker. I want her hired hands to vamoose out of here, get their brown asses back down to Mexico, where they belong.”

Carlos grinned. “I told him how to get that land, boss.”

“You did?”

“Si, but Jimmy don’t want to listen to what I been saying, boss.”

Cranston wasn’t sure he liked the look on his face any better than Jimmy’s grin. 

“What have you been saying?” 

Not that he was sure he gave a fuck what the greaser thought.

“Those hands are nothing. Around here there are always muchachos who will do the work. They are desperate and even will face danger. But, if you want her to sell, it is simple. Me and my brothers and me can ride over there and explain things to her.”

“Explain things?”

“We go in the night and grab that Senora, drag her out of her bed. We have some fun with her and when we get bored, we drag her out of the house and torch it.”

“No!” Cranston said. “You are not to touch Mrs. Evans.”

Cranston’s stomach turned. There were limits to the things a man could tolerate. Even if Carlos was right and doing that would get her off that land, he wasn’t about to have his Mexicans raping a white woman. No, sir. 

A man like him couldn't allow that sort of thing to happen. 

The idea of burning her out had some merit, but the idea of Carlos and his brothers fucking a fine white woman just wouldn’t do. 

Besides, he couldn’t let these scoundrels think they were making plans, running things. They’d do things his way or not at all.

“You keep doing what you’ve been doing,” Cranston told them. “It will work. Just don’t let up on them.”

As Carlos scowled and started off, Jimmy went after him and slapped his back. 

“Never mind, Carlos. If that woman stays stubborn, maybe Mr. Cranston will decide that you might have the right idea and he’ll turn you loose.”

Cranston felt his stomach churning again. That woman sure as hell was stubborn. Any ordinary wife would have run back east after her husband got killed in that tragic accident, especially with a kindly neighbor offering her a decent price for her land. 

But this one, she had notions of making the ranch into something. She was dreaming of carrying on with her husband’s dream.

Fuck dreamers, anyway. 

Paul Tolson still stood there, waiting for instructions, most likely. The man was a decent hand, probably knew more about ranching than Jimmy. Too bad he lacked grit. He was always trying to be nice and make things better for the workers.

That wasn’t the way to get ahead out here in New Mexico Territory. Being nice wasn’t even a good way to ensure you stayed alive.

That respectful manner and his niceness were probably why Charlene, Cranston’s wife, liked him. 

Most of the men working on the ranch were crude and rough. While he'd seen her give a few of them lusty looks, he knew Charlene found their crudeness distasteful. 

Despite growing up out here, she had acquired a taste for refined surroundings and pleasant, almost delicate company. At least socially.

Out here, in the middle of nowhere, the only place she’d find that was inside her own house.

Well, in most of the house. When they were alone in their bedroom, Dale Cranston didn’t see any need to be gentle at all. 

That wasn’t any fun at all and Dale like his fun. And even though she pretended to dislike the way he treated her in bed, that part of their marriage was going pretty well. She just didn't like admitting it. 

Not to him, anyway.
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In the middle of the afternoon, the sky to the west grew dark fast. The temperature was dropping too. Sam Colder was sure he could smell rain coming. 

Colder knew that storms came in fast and hard out here and even if the rain we around him, that smell was there. The cool damp brought out that strong odor of sage and gave the air a metallic hint.

It made him careful. This was flash flood country and a rainstorm would make travel even harder and a lot more dangerous. A hard rain on the mountains would rush down to fill the arroyos. They could shoot the water across the land. 

It didn’t even have to rain here to cut him off from his destination. But the land was thirsty and would appreciate the moisture.

He spurred his paint horse up the slope, reining him in at the crest of the barren, brown hill and shifting in the saddle to look out the next section they needed to cross. 

Far ahead, he could make out the town, a dirty speck on a bleak bit of prairie. 

The horse whinnied and shook his head. 

“Yup, I’m afraid that’s where we are headed all right,” he laughed, patting the horse’s neck. “Nothing special, but it will be good to get off the trail for a time.”

Below them lay the uninspiring and dusty village that had to be Los Lobos. 

It didn’t look like much of a place, even from the distance. He doubted it would look any better as he got closer.

They called it a village, but it wasn’t more than a miserable ramshackle collection of a dozen or so wood and adobe buildings stuck in the middle of the prairie. 

A small grove of trees that suggested there was a source of water not too far below the surface and explained why anyone would bother to settle there. 

Still, the village was only a little ways now, and it was the first place he had been in weeks where there was even a chance of real oats for the horse and a hot bath, a drink, a meal, and a soft bed for him. 

Not a sure thing, any of those, but...

“Let’s get down there and see what’s on offer,” he said, then clucked. 

Sensing his enthusiasm, the horse headed down the slope far more eagerly than he had been traveling the last few miles. 

Riding in, heading down the only street, he passed a general store, a deserted assay office, and a general store that doubled as a Western Union office. 

He pulled Rocky up in front of what looked like the town stable. 

A dirty boy of about ten, squatting in front, returned his curious look with a jaded stare. 

Sam swung down. “You work in the stables, boy?”

“Yessir.” 

“What’s your name?”

“Jacob, sir.”

He put a coin in the boy’s hand and handed him the reins. 

“Well, Jacob, this here is Rocky. You take good care of him for me and I’ll have another coin for you when I leave. He needs some decent grain — no crappy stuff. And find him a quiet spot in the stable where he won’t be bothered.”

The kid glanced from the coin to Sam’s face. “Yes sir.”

There were never any guarantees, but a small coin often worked wonders.

With his saddlebag and a small cloth bag of clothes slung over his shoulder, Sam headed down the street to the saloon, looking around him, using the caution that kept a stranger alive in a new town. 

But the street was empty. He strolled alone past weathered buildings and a wooden boardwalk fronting it that had seen better days. 

The high desert sun was equally hard on men and property. 

Stepping inside the saloon, the smell of stale beer and smoke washed over him. The place was nearly empty except for a few people playing cards at a table and a couple of women. 

They all stopped and looked at him.

Didn’t get many strangers here, it seemed.

A petite, young Mexican girl in a stained white cotton dress flashed Tom a twisted smile. 

It was a wicked smile, and he liked it. It held promise. 

“Buenos,” she said, her pleasant greeting accompanied by a clap of thunder.

He smiled and tipped his hat.

The other woman, a white woman in a colored blouse and pleated skirt, took a look at him, pushed her chair back, and looked at him. She wanted to make sure he saw her, and she pulled back her shoulders, making certain he saw she had big tits.

When Sam winked at her and headed for the bar, she shrugged and turned back to the card players.  

A man jumped up from the table and scampered to get behind the bar, where he put his hands on it and stared at Sam expectantly. 

He was a small, scraggly looking man. Patches of hair were missing, as were a few teeth. 

“Help you?” he asked.

“If you have whiskey,” Sam said.

“Got cash?”

Sam took out a coin that would cover a number of drinks and put it on the bar. “Seems so.”

The little man poured him a shot.

“It looks like the big man has enough money for entertainment as well.”

He turned to see that the white girl had come over to size him up. His purse, anyway.

“This big man is coming off a long time on the trail,” he said. “I want to start by getting a room, a bath, and a hot meal.”

She gave Sam a sour smile. “Well, when you are done messing about, if you are hungry for some fun, I’ll be around,” she said.

“I’ll bet you will be,” he said.

Putting her hands on her hips, she turned and sashayed back to the card table.

“You need a room?” the bartender asked.

“I do.”

Outside he heard the rain starting to fall, heavy, pounding the earth.

“How long you planning on staying?”

“Depends,” Sam told him. “I’ve got some business to take care of.”

“In this town?” he laughed.

“That’s what I was told,” Sam said. “I’ll have to see if it’s true.”

“I got four rooms upstairs, all about the same.”

“If you got one that overlooks the street, that would be fine.”

“Far as the bath goes, I can get Chica to fix one for you. The tub is just off the kitchen. She’ll put water on the stove for ya. ”

“Chica?” 

He pointed. “The Mex whore.”

“That’s fine. Let’s do it.”

The bartender waved a hand. “Hey, Chica. The man wants a bath. Go heat up some water.” 

She got up and waltzed over to the kitchen, her laughter flowing toward them. The sound made Sam feel good. It didn’t hurt that she had a nice ass.

She paused in the doorway.

“It will take a bit to get a whole tub nice and hot,” she said. “You want that meal now?”

“What you got?”

“I can heat up frijoles, stewed goat, and warm tortillas,” she said 

He smiled. “Perfect.”

With a wink, she scampered off into the kitchen. 

The bartender nodded toward the stairs. “Your room is right up them stairs, second door. It’s got your scenic view of Los Lobos main, and only, street.”

“That’ll do fine,” Sam said. 

He took a sip of the whisky. 

“Have you got anything better than this shit for a paying customer? Maybe real whiskey?”

The man grinned. “If the customer is paying a little extra.” 

Sam put another coin on the bar. “Done.”

The man reached under the counter and came up with a different bottle, one that had a label. 

“A drummer brought this from New Orleans last month.” 

Sam picked it up. "Jack Daniel’s sour mash."

"All the way from Tennessee," the man said. He slid the precious bottle over and Sam opened it and poured himself a drink. This one tasted nice, burning only slightly, the way it should. 

“Much nicer.”

The man nodded. “You got lucky. The drummer was hoarding it. Then he got caught cheating at cards, and I found it in his room after the funeral.”

Sam laughed at the story and sat at a table. The girl emerged with a bowl of the stew and a plate of tortillas and put them in front of him, flashing him another version, an even sexier one, of her wicked smile. 

She watched him taste it, but she was looking him over, not worrying much about whether he liked her cooking.

“Emma doesn’t like to give baths,” she said.

“Emma?”

“The white girl.”

Clear enough. 

“But then, not many of the men who come here care much for bathing.”

He laughed. “I’m sure that’s the case. By the way
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