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Preface

Both real and fictional places are named in this book. However, the characters and events portrayed in this book are purely fictional. The story is in no way intended to reflect on any real people, including the current or past residents or citizens of any actual places. Any similarities to real events or actual persons are strictly coincidental and should not in any way be considered factual.
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It was springtime along the Pecos River in the year of 1889. Miguel Ortez was busy making repairs to the goat pen and replacing a few of the rotted wooden posts with new cedar posts that he had cut and hauled all the way from Red Bluff. His wife, Maria, was on the sunny side of their simple two roomed adobe hut, planting the garden that she hoped would provide them with fresh vegetables throughout the year and enough extra to sell in order to subsidize the meager income they earned selling goat cheese and goat meat. Their three month old son, swaddled in a thin blanket, was not far away, sleeping soundly in a plain wicker basket on the shady side of the adobe. 

Miguel had just finished digging out the stubborn remains of a rotted post. He leaned the clamshell posthole digger against the shed and removed his sombrero. As he started mopping the sweat from his forehead with a sun bleached bandana, he noticed four men leading a string of horses riding north on the road that paralleled the river. He continued to watch the men as they crossed the river and turned toward his adobe. Miguel’s grey stallion whinnied and snorted at the horses as he trotted along the fence line with Miguel’s other horse, a sorrel mare, following close behind. As the men got closer to the adobe, Miguel stuffed his bandanna in his back pocket, put on his sombrero, and walked toward the front of the adobe to greet the men. Maria stood up when she heard the pounding hooves of the approaching horses and quickly untucked the back of her skirt, which she had pulled up between her legs and tucked into her waistband to prevent it from dragging in the dirt. Then she untied the bandana holding back her long, black hair and ran it over her face, hoping to erase any dirt smudges that might exist.

“Good afternoon, amigos,” Miguel said with a friendly smile as he looked over the rough looking men and wished that he had thought to bring his shotgun with him.

“Howdy,” one of the men replied, as he removed his hat, revealing the large scar that started at his hairline and ended behind the black patch that covered his left eye. 

Miguel continued looking the men over, but said nothing further as the man with the patch pulled the bandana from around his neck and dried the sweatband inside his well-worn and tattered hat.

“Noticed that gray stallion you got out there. Would you be interested in selling it?”

“No, Señor, he is not for sale. Those are my only horses.”

“As you can see, I’m in the business of buying and selling horses,” the man said, smiling.  

“I am sorry, Señor... but he is not for sale.”

“I’ll make you a fair offer,” the man persisted. “What do you need with two horses anyway?”

“One is for me and the other is for my wife, Señor,” Miguel said, glancing in the direction of his wife.

“Oh, I see. Afternoon, Ma’am,” the man said loudly with a friendly nod of his head as he noticed Maria in the distance for the first time.

“Well, if you’re sure you won’t sell him,” the man said, still smiling as he put on his hat and tied the bandana around his neck. “I reckon...I’ll just have to take him!”

The man quickly drew his Colt pistol and shot Miguel in the chest. The bullet spun Miguel around and the man put another bullet in Miguel’s back as he fell to the ground. Maria screamed and ran toward her baby, but her loose-fitting sandals caught in the dirt and she fell to the ground after taking only a few steps. The man spurred his horse into a gallop as the other men cheered and one of them yelled, “Get her Cap!” Maria kicked off her sandals as she scrambled to her feet, but the man was on her before she could take another step. He threw her to the ground and slapped her with the back of his hand. Then laughing, he began tearing off her blouse and then her skirt. Maria raked her nails across the man’s face, drawing blood. The man cursed at her and slapped her again, harder, bloodying her nose. Maria continued her desperate attempt to fight her way free, but she was no match for the man who was now sitting on her, pinning her arms to the ground.

“Give me a hand, Sergeant!” the man yelled with an evil laugh. “She’s a real wildcat!”

One of the other men dismounted and continued laughing as he walked over to lend a hand with Maria, who was out of breath and nearly exhausted, but still struggling to free herself. 

“What’s the matter, Captain? She too much woman for you?” the man sneered.

“Just hold her down, so I can get my pants down,” the man said, panting and almost out of breath himself.

The second man pinned Maria down while the man with the patch unbuttoned his pants and commenced to rape her as the other three men looked on, laughing and cheering. Once the man with the patch was finished with Maria, the other men took turns raping her until they each had their fill. 

“How about taking her along for later, Cap?” one of the men asked loudly as he lit the cigarette he had just rolled.

“No, we can’t risk being seen with her. Besides, we can always get us another Mex,” the man with the patch replied as he pulled a large knife from the sheath on his belt and walked over to where Maria lay naked in the freshly turned dirt, curled up in a fetal position, sobbing, but too exhausted to cry. He knelt down beside her and rolled her over. She stared up at him, her eyes filled with terror, her body trembling, dirt caked to her breasts where milk had seeped from her nipples. The man covered her haunting eyes with his left hand and pushed her head back to tighten her neck. She jerked as the razor sharp blade was drawn across her throat and then her body went limp as blood gurgled from her slashed throat. The man chuckled as he wiped the bloodied blade on Maria’s bare skin and then he stood up with no hint of emotion on his weathered and unshaven face.

“There must be a damned baby around here someplace,” the man said as he joined the other men who were sitting on the porch of the adobe. “That bitch’s tits were full of milk.”

“I’ll check inside,” the one who went by the nickname, Sarge, said. 

“While you’re in there, see if these beaners got anything decent to eat,” the man with the patch added loudly. “All that pokin’ made me hungry.”

On the Double M Ranch, a few miles further downstream, just beyond where the road to Mentone intersected with the road that paralleled the river, Peyton Masters, better known as Punch because of his tendency as a young man to settle things with his fists, was walking back to the ranch house with his son, Luke. They had just finished putting a much needed coat of whitewash on the ornate picket fence that surrounded the five tombstones beneath a large mesquite tree.

Punch’s foreman, Duv Smith, and his wife, Angelina, were just returning from Mentone with a wagonload of supplies and enough barbed wire to finish fencing the forty acres south of the ranch house. Smith was not Duv’s real last name and Punch knew it, but he didn’t care. Smith was actually the name Duv assumed after killing a man in Fort Worth. Although the fight started out as a simple knuckle buster, when the other fella pulled a knife, Duv had no choice but to shoot him. The act was a clear case of self-defense, but the dead man’s brother, a deputy sheriff, chose to ignore the facts, forcing Duv to go on the run.  

“Looks like Duv and Angelina are on their way back with the supplies and there’s a rider with them,” Luke said as he caught sight of the wagon and rider in the distance.

“Yep, looks like,” Punch said while using his hand to shield his eyes from the late afternoon sun. 

After returning the can of whitewash to the shelf in the barn and putting their brushes in a bucket of turpentine, Punch and Luke walked to the front of the house to see who the rider was with Duv and Angelina. 

“Look what I found in Mentone,” Duv shouted with a big grin.

“Well, I’ll be damned!” Punch said, smiling once he recognized the man on horseback. “Alvin Witherspoon.”

“Hello, Punch,” Alvin replied with a broad smile as he dismounted.

“I see you’re still with the Rangers,” Punch said after seeing the Texas Ranger badge pinned above the pocket on Alvin’s faded blue shirt.

“Yeah, I reckon I just ain’t thought of anything better to do,” Alvin replied as he rubbed the badge with his sleeve.

“Alvin, this is my son, Luke,” Punch said after shaking hands with Alvin.

“Nice to meet you, Sir,” Luke said as he shook Alvin’s hand. “My pa has told me a lot about you.”

“Hope it was all good,” Alvin replied as he shook Luke’s hand. 

“Mostly,” Luke replied, grinning.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Luke,” Alvin said after a short laugh.

“What are you doing in this neck of Texas?” Punch asked, still smiling.

“Same old thing, I’m afraid. I’m after four of the worst kinda men you can imagine. They killed a man outside of Midland, raped his wife and teenage daughter, tied ‘em to their beds, and then set their house on fire.”

“I’ll be damned! What’s this country coming to?” Punch asked, shaking his head with a disgusted expression on his face. “You ain’t goin’ after ‘em alone, are you?”

“Well, I had another ranger with me. But we caught up with those men over by Odessa and shot it out with them. There were six of them originally. We killed two of them, but the Ranger that was with me caught a bullet in the butt when it ricocheted off a rock. Probably be a while before he can sit a horse again. So, I left him with the doctor in Odessa and rode out after the ones that got away.” 

“Wasn’t Chico, that took that bullet in the backside, was it?” Punch asked with a concerned look.

“No, Chico quit the Rangers a few months back. He met a gal over in Snyder... a widow woman with three kids. They got hitched and she talked him into quitin’ the Rangers,” Alvin said with a fond grin. “Chico made out all right, though. That gal he married... she’s a real handsome woman and a real likeable sort. Besides that...her dead husband built up a real nice place before he died.”

“Good for, Chico!” Punch said, laughing.

“Anyway, I followed those four men as far as Mentone. Folks in Mentone remembered seeing the men passing through town. But there was too many tracks in the road leading out of town to follow and when the road reached the Pecos...I couldn’t tell if those men turned toward New Mexico or if they headed this way. So, I doubled back to Mentone and that’s when I ran into Duv,” Alvin said. “You ain’t seen four men leading a string of horses come by here, have you, Punch?”

“Nope,” Punch replied, shaking his head.   

“Well, I reckon those men must have gone the other direction then. They probably figure to either sell those stolen horses in Red Bluff or take ‘em on into New Mexico and trade ‘em to the Apaches for silver.”

“You gonna keep after ‘em?”

“Got to!” Alvin replied without hesitation.

“Well, it’ll be dark soon. You might as well spend the night here and head out in the morning,” Punch said. 

“I don’t want to be no bother, Punch.”

“Don’t be silly. You ain’t no bother. Besides, Willow would give me the tongue lashing of my life if I let you ride off without having supper and stayin’ the night with us. In fact, we best get on over to the house right now, so you can tell her hello.”

“I’ll see to your horse, Alvin,” Luke offered.

“Thanks, Luke,” Alvin replied.

“You got yourself a real nice place here, Punch,” Alvin said as he walked with Punch to the house.

“Well, my offer still stands. I’d be glad to hire you on if you want to quit rangering.”

“Thanks, Punch, but I reckon I’ll keep on rangering as long as I can.”

When they reached the house, Punch held the screen door open for Alvin and once they were both inside,  he shouted, “Willow...come see what Duv drug back from Mentone!”

“Not another stray puppy, I hope!” Willow replied as she walked into the parlor from the kitchen.

When Willow saw Alvin standing by the door, she hurried across the parlor, wrapped her arms around him, and gave him a big kiss on the cheek as she hugged him.

“Gosh, it’s so good to see you! How have you been? Is Chico with you?”

“Good God, Wil... let him speak. Don’t just keep shooting questions at him!” Punch laughed.

“I’m sorry! I’m just so glad to see you!” Willow said as she took a step back and looked Alvin over from head to toe.

“I been fine, Willow,” Alvin said with a big smile and blushing slightly.

“You look good, but you’ve lost weight,” Willow said, still beaming with joy. 

“Been chasin’ too many bad men and eatin’ too many meals on the trail, I reckon,” Alvin replied with a sheepish look.

“You’ll have supper and stay the night, won’t you?”

“Okay, but just one night. I’ll have to head out first thing in the morning.”

“I wish I would have known you were coming. I would have cooked something special for supper.”

“Didn’t really know I was coming. Besides, you know how it is, Willow,” Alvin said still smiling. “Any meal that ain’t beans and jerky... is special!”

“You don’t have to remind me of that,” Willow laughed. “Well, come on into the kitchen. We can talk while I finish fixing supper.”

Punch chuckled as Willow latched onto Alvin’s hand and led him into the kitchen. Then he walked back outside to help Duv unload the supplies.

In the days before Punch and Willow married, Angelina had done most of the cooking, and everyone, including all the hired hands, ate breakfast and supper together in the large kitchen at the back of the house. But after Punch married Willow and Duv married Angelina, they added a kitchen onto the bunkhouse and Angelina now prepared the meals for the hired hands in the bunkhouse and Willow now did the cooking for Punch, Luke, and her daughter, Lucy, in the kitchen of the ranch house.

“That sure was a terrific meal, Willow. And I sure thank you for it,” Alvin said later after finishing off his second helping of chicken and dumplings.  

“I made the dumplings,” Lucy, who had just turned nine, said as she gazed at Alvin with an infatuated look.

“Yes, she did,” Willow said, smiling as she patted Lucy on the back.

“Well, they sure were delicious,” Alvin said, chuckling. “If I ate like this every day, I’d have to get a bigger saddle and a stouter horse.”

“There’s still a little left if you want more,” Willow offered.

“Gosh no! I’m full as a tick now.”

“Well, I’ll put the rest in a canning jar and you can take it along with you tomorrow. At least that’ll be one less meal of beans and jerky you’ll have to eat.”

“Thanks, Willow,” Alvin said as he gave her an appreciative smile. 

“Punch, why don’t you and Alvin go sit on the porch and enjoy the cool night air while we get the kitchen cleaned up?” Willow suggested.

“I’ll be glad to help,” Alvin said. “I ain’t used to having anybody clean up after me.”

No, you go on. I know how Punch hates pulling on that jug of his alone,” Willow said, staring at Punch.

“Man gets mighty thirsty working out in that heat all day,” Punch said, grinning as he got up from the table.

“Just a minute, young man,” Willow said quickly as Luke started to follow Punch and Alvin out of the kitchen.”

“Ohhhh Willow, I’m nearly sixteen. I’m too old to be doin’ women’s work in the kitchen. Can’t I go outside with pa and Ranger Witherspoon?” 

“That’s Aunt Willow to you, mister,” Willow said in a stern voice, but with an amused smile. “And no... you can’t go with your pa and Alvin until we get this kitchen cleaned up. But...since you’re nearly sixteen! I’ll let you choose whether you wash or dry.” 

Punch and Alvin chuckled as they continued toward the front porch. When they reached the front door, Punch paused long enough to open the top of the bench on the hall tree and after pulling out a gallon sized jug of whiskey, he closed the bench top and held the screen door open for Alvin. Once they were both on the porch, they sat down in two of the rockers that lined the wall on both sides of the door.

“After you, my friend,” Punch said as he pulled the cork out of the jug and offered it to Alvin.

“That’s not bad,” Alvin said after taking a large swallow.

“Yep, I think it’s even better than most of the stuff that comes in the bottles with the fancy labels. And the best part is...it costs half as much,” Punch said after taking a healthy sample.

“It ain’t your making by chance?”

“No, I ain’t got the time nor the talent to make anything this good.”

“How’d you come by it?”

“Oh, there’s an old Mexican man that comes by here about once a month with a donkey pulling a two wheeled cart full of the stuff. I used to buy two jugs every time he come by. But lately, I’ve cut back to just one.”

“Willow have anything to do with that?” Alvin asked with a slight chuckle as he held out his hand for the jug. 

“Partially...she keeps reminding me that Luke is growing up and I need to set a good example for him. Mind you, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with taking a snort or two now and then. My daddy did it and he never tried to hide it. And I intend to follow his example. But after two or three ...or maybe four, depending on the company you’re with,” Punch chuckled. “Anyway... after a few snorts, it’s time to put a cork in it.”

“You said partially...what was the other part that made you cut back?” Alvin asked after taking another swallow and offering the jug back to Punch.

“Well, I always emptied one jug before I started in on the other. One night I took the last swallow out of one jug and I went to get the other. I uncorked it and I lifted it up just a little, expecting it to be full, and then I lifted it a little more, and then I lifted it a little more. And it suddenly dawned on me that the jug wasn’t full. So, I swished it around a bit and decided it was about one third empty. Well, I had a talk with young Mister Luke and he fessed up.”

“At least he owned up to it,” Alvin said after a short laugh.

“Yeah, and I was proud of him for it. Of course, I didn’t let on that I was proud of him. But Luke’s always been that way...he’s always been honest even when he’s done wrong.”

“He’s a fine young man,” Alvin said. “How old were you the first time you took a drink, Punch?” Alvin asked after another short laugh.

“Hell, I think I was a year or two younger than Luke when my brother and I got into a bottle of my daddy’s best bourbon.” 

“Did you get caught?”

“Yep, wasn’t no hiding it. Neither one of us could stand up without holding on to something and we could barely talk.”

“What did your pa do? Give you a licking?”

“Nope, he knew neither one of us would feel a thing...drunk as we were. So, he marched us out to the kitchen and sat us down at the table. Then he sat another bottle on the table and told us to help ourselves. Boy, we really thought we was special. Then he proceeded to cook up a big pot of greasy pork chili. Just the smell of it made our stomachs go to twitching. When it was done, he served each of us a big bowl of the fowl smelling stuff and he told us we had to eat every bit of it. Once we started eating it... it came out of both ends just as fast as we spooned it in.”

Both Punch and Alvin laughed, and after they each had one more drink, Punch put the cork in the jug and set it on the porch next to his chair.

“So, tell me about these men you’re after, Alvin.”

“They’re a bad lot, Punch. They’re the worst kind of men I’ve ever heard of. They’re as evil as Lucifer himself. They been killing folks and violating women, even young girls, all the way across Texas. The worst of the lot is a man named Warren Henderson. He’s the leader of the bunch. From what I understand, he was a Confederate Captain during the war. He was wounded and captured by the Yankees at the Battle of Lookout Mountain. Got a big scar across his face and he wears a patch over his left eye. He spent two years in the Delaware Prison Camp, which I reckon is one of the reasons he’s the way he is. I was told he killed a man with his bare hands over a loaf of moldy bread when he was in that prison camp. Then he ripped the man’s stomach open with his belt buckle and ate the man’s liver.”

“My God! He sounds more like a wild animal than a man!”

“Yeah, and the men he’s with ain’t much better. One of them is a man named Bartholomew Bond. He was a sergeant in Henderson’s company and he was captured at the same time. Before the war, he made his living hunting runaway slaves. Rumor has it he fathered a half dozen kids with different Negro women. The third man is a half breed that calls himself Billy Wolf. He was serving time in Huntsville for cuttin’ up a whore. He and those other two men that we killed in that shootout near Odessa... killed a guard and escaped from a work detail about two months ago. I don’t know too much about the fourth man. He’s a young fella, probably not more than nineteen or twenty
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