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  Chapter 1

  
  




Jacob T. Smith, his Stetson shading his eyes from the relentless Texas sun, urged his steadfast steed onward across the parched landscape. The dust kicked up by the horse’s hooves danced in the air behind him, painting a picture of solitary determination that stretched for miles. Jefferson Peaks, a lean and seasoned cowboy, rode alongside him, the two men bound by a shared destination: the notorious town of Del Rio, where whispers of opportunity and danger mingled like a potent cocktail.

Jacob, his voice gruff from years of tobacco and solitude, spoke of the past that lay heavy on his shoulders. “Back in Fort Worth, I had friends—or so I thought. But when the chips were down, they turned tail and left me to face the music alone. They ain’t here now, Jefferson. They’re just shadows of what I used to be.” Jefferson, a man of few words but deep understanding, nodded solemnly. His eyes held the wisdom of one who’d seen the fickle nature of friendship tested by the harsh realities of the Wild West.

Jefferson looked ahead, his eyes squinting as he studied the horizon. “I think we’re close,” he said, his voice barely above a murmur. Jacob’s gaze followed his, and he nodded in agreement.

Jefferson cleared his throat, his thoughts still lingering on Fort Worth. “To be honest, Jacob,” he began, “I never much cared for that town myself. Too crowded, too full of folks with their own agendas. I don’t really like people, especially the kind that’ll stab you in the back when you ain’t looking.”

Jacob raised an eyebrow, curiosity piqued by his companion’s sudden openness. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, the reins in his hand tightening slightly.

Jefferson spat a mouthful of tobacco juice into the dust. “Means I had my own run-ins with the scum of Fort Worth. There was this one fella, Rich Jordan, who thought he was the cock of the walk. Always strutting around, bragging about his gold strikes and his fast draw. He had it out for me since the day I stepped into town.” His voice grew colder, and his hand hovered over the butt of his gun. “One night, he tried to steal my horse, and I caught him red-handed. He begged for his life, promised he’d leave me be if I let him go. I should’ve ended him right then and there.”

Jacob’s eyes narrowed as he considered the man beside him. “What’d you do?”

“Let him go,” Jefferson said with a sneer. “But I took a souvenir first.” He held up his hand to show the scar where his thumb used to be. “Thought it’d teach him a lesson. But he just kept coming back, more brazen each time.”

Jacob whistled low under his breath, the tension between them thickening. “The guy with the missing thumb,” he murmured, as if piecing together a puzzle. “Yeah, I think I remember him. He had a taste for the ladies at the saloon, didn’t he? Always causing a ruckus when he didn’t get his way.”

Jefferson’s expression darkened. “That’s the one,” he said, his jaw clenched tight. “But that ain’t all of it. You see, he had a woman, a whore named Lila. He treated her like dirt, but she had a way of wrapping men around her finger. One night, he caught her with me. I didn’t know she was his until it was too late.”

Jacob’s curiosity grew. “What happened?”

Jefferson took a deep breath, the saddle creaking beneath him. “He didn’t take it kindly. Came after me with a shotgun, swearing blue murder. But I was quicker, took out two of his men before he realized he was outmatched. I told him to leave town, leave Lila to me, or face the consequences. He left, but not before telling me that I’d pay for touching what was his.”Jefferson’s eyes flickered with anger. “You’ve had your ways with the whore, Jacob,” he retorted, his voice cold as the steel of his revolver. “Don’t you go judging me for what I’ve done. We all got our vices, and Lila was just mine for a time. Besides, she didn’t seem to mind too much.”

Jacob shrugged, his eyes never leaving the horizon. “Whores are whores,” he said. “They spread their legs for anyone with coin to spare. Ain’t nothin’ special about ‘em.”

Jefferson turned to him, his voice filled with a sudden intensity. “They are women with feelings,” he said firmly. “If you actually talk to one instead of just poking, you might find that out. We’re all just people trying to figure out life.”

Jacob scoffed, his eyes never leaving the dusty trail ahead. “You’ve gone soft, Peaks,” he said. “Those whores in Del Rio are the same as everywhere else. They’re just looking for the next John to come along and line their pockets.”

But Jefferson’s gaze was distant, his mind a whirlwind of memories. He remembered Lila’s soft touch, her whispers of love that had seemed so genuine in the heat of the moment. He wondered if she ever thought about him, if she ever regretted her choices. He knew that she had her own demons to battle, but he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of regret for the way things had ended between them.

The two men continued riding in silence, the sun dipping lower in the sky until the outskirts of Del Rio came into view. The town looked like a mirage, a collection of weathered wooden structures that seemed to rise out of the dust. Jefferson took a deep breath, steeling himself for what lay ahead. He knew that in Del Rio, he might find answers, or at least a way to lay his past to rest.
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The two cowboys, weary from their long journey, dismounted their horses in front of the saloon. The wooden sign above the door swung lazily in the evening breeze, creaking a tune that was all too familiar in these parts. The Rigid Snake of Del Rio. The name alone promised a night of whiskey, cards, and women, and the saloon didn’t disappoint. The moment they stepped inside, the air was thick with the scent of sweat, tobacco, and desire. The chandeliers flickered with the light of a hundred candles, casting shadows that danced across the faces of the patrons. 

The piano played a lively tune that was only slightly out of tune, and the laughter and chatter filled the room like a living entity. The bar was lined with rough, unshaven men, their eyes scanning the room with a hunger that was palpable. The women, however, were the real treasure of the place. They were dressed in the finest fabrics that had traveled from the East, their hair piled high in intricate styles, and their skin glowing with the promise of passion. Each one was a vision of beauty that seemed almost out of place in the harsh, unforgiving land outside the saloon’s walls.

In the corner of his eye, Jefferson spotted her. She was a vision of bubbly energy, her ample bosom threatening to spill out of her corset with every exaggerated move she made. Her hair was long with a cascade of brown curls that bounced as she talked to the men around her, and her laugh was like a siren’s call, drawing the attention of every man in the room. She was the kind of woman that could make a man forget his name, his past, and all the reasons why he’d come to a place like Del Rio. He approached her, his hand reaching out to touch the brim of his hat in a polite gesture.

“Ma’am,” he drawled, his voice smooth as molasses. “I couldn’t help but notice your, uh, charms. The name’s Jefferson Peaks. What might I call you?”

The woman, who had been in the midst of a particularly animated story, turned to him, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Why, sugar,” she purred, her voice as sweet as her name implied. “You can call me Sugar Miles, where the sugar lasts for miles.” She giggled at her own joke, her breasts jiggling in a way that made Jefferson’s mouth go dry.

Her eyes flicked to Jacob, who was watching them from the bar, his expression unreadable. Sugar licked her lips, and Jefferson felt a stirring in his pants. He knew that look, had seen it a hundred times before. It was the look of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and was more than willing to play games to get it.

“How about a little wager, Mr. Peaks?” she suggested, her voice low and sultry. “How about a card game? If I draw the high card, you and I can have a poke. But if I win,” she let the word hang in the air, “you’ll pay for the pleasure of my company. And if you’re feeling generous, I’ll throw in an evening with my friend.” She nodded towards a burly man leaning against the far wall, his eyes on the cards in his hands.

Jefferson’s heart raced. It had been a while since he’d felt the thrill of a good gamble, and the idea of having her all to himself was too tempting to resist. “You’re on, darlin’. But I should warn you, I’ve got a bit of a knack for these games.” He took a seat at the table, his hand shaking slightly as he shuffled the deck.

The air grew thick with anticipation as the men around them leaned in, eager to see what would unfold. Jefferson’s eyes never left hers, a silent challenge that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. The music faded into the background as he dealt the cards, the clinking of glasses and murmured conversations dimming to a murmur.

With a flick of her wrist, she revealed the queen of hearts. Jefferson felt a twinge of excitement in his gut, sure that this was going to be his night. But when he turned over his card, the room seemed to hold its breath as the king of spades stared back at him, mocking his confidence. Sugar’s eyes gleamed with victory as she leaned closer, her perfume a sweet scent of jasmine that clouded his judgment.

“Looks like I win,” she said, her voice a seductive whisper.

Jefferson felt the heat of her breath against his cheek as she leaned closer, and he couldn’t help but agree. “Looks like it,” he murmured, trying to keep his gaze from dropping to her heaving chest.

Sugar led him to the back of the saloon, where the walls were lined with velvet curtains that whispered secrets of the nights that had passed within them. She pushed aside one of the curtains, revealing a small, dimly lit room filled with the sound of hushed whispers and the rustling of fabric. A woman lounged on a bed, her eyes half-closed in boredom until she saw Jefferson.

Her eyes snapped open, and she sat up, revealing herself to be none other than Lila, the very woman he’d left behind in Fort Worth. “Jeff,” she gasped, her voice filled with a mix of surprise and longing.

Jefferson felt the world tilt beneath him, his thoughts racing faster than a stampede. “Lila,” he managed to croak out, his hand still hovering over his gun.

Sugar stepped closer, placing a soft hand on his chest. “Now, now, darlin’. No need for that. We’re all just here to have a good time.” She winked at him, her voice dripping with the promise of untold pleasure. “Besides, I’ve heard tales
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