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CHAPTER ONE
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Santiago was a big man, always dressed in black. His hat covered a bald head that accentuated the square jaw, thin nose and steely eyes. His name insinuated he was a Mexican, but his dark skin had some believing he might be a black man. It was hard to tell and really didn’t matter. He never stuck around long enough for anyone to find out. His reputation with a gun always preceded him to the next town. As well as the ghosts of all the men he had killed. Just the mention of his name caused strong men to tremble.

There was an upside to being who he was. Santiago never lacked for work. There was always someone in every town that wanted his services. And they paid well for hiring his gun. This allowed him to have the finest horse, elegant clothes and the privilege of staying at the best hotels. He had grown accustomed to a higher standard of living than most of his contemporaries.

The flanks of his black stallion shined like obsidian as the afternoon sun shone down on the New Mexico landscape. Sage and tumbleweed blew in the breeze as some dust kicked up along the trail in front of him. He slowed down as a dust devil formed and bounced ahead. There was no hurry. It was only a few miles to the ranch he was heading for. And another couple of miles beyond was the town of Cabella.

Santiago found the lone adobe home backed up to a small mesa. There was a spring nearby and a crude log corral. He held no emotion on his face as he slowly rode up to the house.

“Is Zachary Cook here?” He yelled.

A Man in his mid-thirties stepped out of the front door. He was holding a rifle toward the stranger on the black horse. “I’m Zachary Cook. What business have I with you?”

“My employer has hired me to either bring back the deed to this land or your head. It matters to me very little which way I do it.”

“You tell that son-of-a-bitch McGregor that he can go to hell!”

Before the man had a chance to pull the trigger, a bullet ripped through his forehead throwing him backwards against the wall. His body slid to the ground as blood mingled in the dirt. Santiago rode his horse up to the house and then got off. He had already put away his six-gun and was now retrieving a large knife from his saddlebag. He was used to his victims having to have the last word, it was always while they were talking that he shot them. He cut off the man’s head and placed it into a leather bag.

Once back on the trail, Santiago found himself curious about what sort of man had hired him sight unseen to kill the rancher. He would know soon enough as he rode through the gates of one of the biggest cattle ranches in New Mexico. A huge wooden sign with the name ‘McGregor’ carved on it swung back and forth in the wind.

There were at least a dozen men standing outside the palatial mansion as he stopped and hitched his horse to a post. He slid out of the saddle and grabbed the leather bag tied to it. He could tell these men were not pleased to see a stranger riding up in their midst. At first glance he knew they weren’t all cattlemen. Several of the men held hands ready at the waist, only inches from their guns. Obviously He wasn’t the only gunslinger McGregor had hired.

“Better state your business, mister.” One of the older men said.

“My business is with Mr. McGregor. He is expecting me. Would you let him know I’m here?”

“Who the hell should I say you are?” The man spat.

Dark eyes stared into the other man. “Santiago.”

There was a momentary hush as several of the men took a step back. They were all aware who he was and he knew it. Santiago stepped up onto the porch and walked past the man who had been speaking. There was no hesitation as he opened the door and stepped into a large entry way. At just that moment a well-dressed man came walking down the stairs.

“Who are you? And who let you in my house?”

“Mr. McGregor. We have some business to settle. I am here to be paid for my services.”

The man had rough features, belaying the fact that he was only in his forties. He let a smile cross his face that showed bemusement. “And what services would that be, if I may ask?”

“You hired me to bring you the deed or head of Zachary Cook.” He dropped the bag to the floor.

McGregor lit up with a smile at the realization of who this man was before him. “So you are Santiago.”

“And I have carried out the instructions from the letter you sent me. Now it is time for you to keep your end of the bargain.”

The older man from outside suddenly came through the door. “He didn’t give us time to announce his arrival, boss.”

McGregor came on down the stairs and glanced at the bag on the floor. He turned to his man. “Get rid of that. Bury or burn it, but I’d advise you not to look inside.”

“Yes, boss.” The man picked it up and went back out.

“Please come into my office,” McGregor invited his guest as Santiago followed the man through the parlor and into a room full of books.

“Didn’t you want to make sure I killed the right man?” Santiago asked.

“I trust you did. Otherwise you wouldn’t have come to collect the money. Please, have a seat. Would you like a drink? I have some of the best brandy in the territory.”

Santiago sat in a plush armchair as McGregor pulled open his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle and two crystal goblets. The older man poured a generous amount of liquor into each before handing one to his guest. He then sat down across from him.

“I hope my money is in there as well,” Santiago stated as he gulped down the brandy.

McGregor smiled before opening another drawer. He casually placed a derringer on the table before pulling out an envelope. He tossed it to the other man. “It’s all there. But I won’t be offended if you would like to count it.”

Santiago simply put the envelope inside his vest pocket. “I trust it’s the correct amount. Otherwise you know I would be back for the rest if it wasn’t.”

“I like you,” McGregor said. “You don’t mince words or play games. That’s the kind of man I need on my side if I’m going to be Governor someday.”

The first hint of amusement crossed Santiago’s face. “Why do those who have everything always want more? Don’t you already control this valley and everyone in it?”

The other man’s eyes lit up at the acknowledgement. “So, you did your homework as well. Yes, I do own most of the valley and hundreds of miles beyond. The only thing really standing in my way is a few stragglers like the man you killed. Once I have all the property here I can expand farther west without any authorities to question me or my methods.”

“Not sure what this has to do with me? You have at least half a dozen men outside that could have taken care of Cook. You didn’t need me for that,” Santiago added.

“You are correct. I simply wanted to get you out here before I made my real offer to you.”

“And that would be?”

“There is a sheriff in town that I would like to be rid of. He has been a thorn in my side for ten years. I want you to kill him. And I want his ranch.”

“Why didn’t you have your men take care of it?”

“They are afraid of him,” McGregor replied.

Now he had Santiago’s attention. “Who is this sheriff that gunmen are afraid of?”

“Charles Coffee.”

“Some say he is the fastest gun alive.”

“Some say the same thing about you,” McGregor said.

“With the sort of risk involved my fee goes up.”

“I expected as much. I’ll pay you three times what you normally get.”

Santiago eyed the man carefully. “No. You’ll pay me five times my usual fee.”

“It’s a deal.” McGregor extended his hand to shake.

Santiago ignored the offer. “But you have to let me do it my way. I’ll be spending a few days in town before I finish the job.”

McGregor was openly ecstatic. “Whatever you say, do you need any of my men to help?”

“I work alone.”

“You don’t have any qualms about killing a lawman?”

Santiago stood up. “I only have three rules. Never kill an unarmed man and never kill a woman or child.”
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It was a rather cold March morning. Charles Coffee was a man in his late thirties who had seen a lot of living before finally settling down on his little ranch just outside the town of Cabella. He’d been a sheriff for most of his life and knew his reputation was what kept his town peaceful. Charles was a man of honor, but like most people, he had secrets from his past that at times weighed heavily on his soul.

He was finishing up the chores in the barn when he saw his son come running from the house. Joey was a gangly ten year old with redish-brown hair and a dark complexion. He looked nothing like Charles, leaving one to wonder what the mother had looked like? She was never spoken of, but people in town had figured out she must have died in childbirth, leaving Charles to raise the child himself. The two of them had arrived in town ten years before, with Joey being a small infant. It took no time for Charles to marry the local schoolmarm, a no-nonsense woman who ran a strict household. She had made sure Joey was brought up correctly, even though she never really took to the boy. It soon became obvious the marriage was a business arrangement and there was no love involved.

Charles glanced over at the gravestone. The fever had taken his wife over the winter. He felt guilty that he’d never told her how much
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