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CHAPTER ONE
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It appeared one lone mountain in southwest New Mexico was filled with gold and silver. At least two dozen claims had been staked as excited miners dug deep holes into the sides of the mountain. Most of these men owned little more than a mule and the picks and shovels that were their trade, but there were a few who thought about the bigger picture.

Samuel Jenkins had made a fortune in Colorado with several large mining operations. He was determined to do the same in New Mexico. He enlisted close to thirty men to dig one of the deepest mines on the mountain. A city of tents had sprung forth just below tree line as a huge mill was built.

On the other side of the mountain Ross Carter, a train tycoon, was starting his own empire with almost ten times the amount of men. But he was seeing into the future and building a town and gold smelter at the base of the mountain. His vision was to bring the railroad there and haul the gold away.

Into this region rode Santiago, the most notorious man in the state. He was a big guy, always dressed in black. Most men feared his name because he was not only the fastest gun in the west, but he showed no mercy. The man killed for a fee. And it was high. Only the very rich could afford to hire such a gunman. But he always got the job done, letting nothing stand in his way.

The trail up the mountain was steep, but the black stallion beneath the gunman was strong. As the tent city came into sight Santiago noted the place was in a fairly level meadow, with the mine entrance about forty feet above on the side of a rocky cliff. He then saw a hastily built cabin at the end of a row of tents. This had to be where the boss called home, he figured.

A short burly man, with a bulldog face, stepped out of the cabin as the gunman rode up. “What business have you here, fella’?”

“I was just riding through the area and thought I’d check it out. Figured there was the possibility of a job,” Santiago added.

The man squinted his eyes. “What sort of job are you talking about? You don’t look much like a miner to me.”

“My name is Santiago.”

The man let a slow grin cross his ugly face. “Yes. I’ve heard of you, a famous gunfighter. No offense, but this is a mining operation and I don’t see much need for your services around here.”

“I thought you might wish to rid yourself of some of the competition on the mountain,” Santiago stated. “I heard there are dozens of small mines hereabouts.”

“They are small potatoes compared to what I’m doing. Besides, there is enough gold and silver for us all on this mountain,” the man replied.

Santiago smiled for the first time. “It is an unusual day when I meet a man who doesn’t have someone he’d like to see dead. What is your name?”

The man grinned slightly as he moved closer to the horse and petted the nose of the animal. “My name is Samuel Jenkins. And don’t get me wrong. There are a lot of people I don’t like, but none worth hiring a fast gun for. That’s not my style. If I wanted to kill someone I would do it myself, man to man.”

“That is an admirable trait.”

Jenkins offered his hand. “You are welcome to have some grub and rest this fine horse if you’d like to stay a while. I’d enjoy the conversation about things that have nothing to do with the digging of rocks.”

Santiago shook his hand after dismounting. “It has been a few days since I’ve had a warm meal.”

Jenkins hollered at one of the nearby men. “Take this horse and see that it is well fed and watered. Bring it back in about an hour.”

At least Santiago knew how long he’d be staying, he thought to himself as he followed his host inside. The cabin was barely finished, but there was already a table with four chairs near the stone fireplace. The bedroom could be seen through an open door. A pot of stew was over the fire and smelled good. Jenkins went about the task of dipping them both a bowl before grabbing some hard bread from a shelf and placing it on the table. Both men sat across from one another as they began to eat.

“This is delicious,” Santiago stated.

“Shot the rabbit myself last night,” Jenkins grinned. “It has been simmering all night, makes a great stew.”

“I couldn’t help but notice the mine entrance is above tree line, wouldn’t it have been easier to start lower and work your way up?”

Jenkins laughed. “You don’t know mining. It’s a lot safer to blast down than up. Think about it? To blast up means there are people below. Digging down is much better for all concerned. But at the moment we’ve been digging straight into the mountain. As we hit veins we can then decide which direction to go from there.”

“Is it true this mountain has as much silver as it does gold?” Santiago inquired.

“Well, I’ve only been in this one mine, but we have hit several pockets of silver. As to how much there is I will leave to the experts. My main goal is to dig as much gold out of here as I can. The independent miners along the south side of the mountain seem to be hitting more silver than we have.”

“What about the big mine on the other side? The one that has a railroad spur being built to it?”

Jenkins frowned. “You are talking about the high and mighty train tycoon, Ross Carter. He seems to think he can build a city over there that will rival Denver. What he keeps forgetting is that there is desert all around this mountain. Folks aren’t going to want to live here.”

“But you are,” Santiago interjected.

“God forbid it would be permanent!” He laughed. “I plan to get as much gold as I can and skedaddle my ass back to Colorado.”

“So, I take it you don’t care much for Carter?”

The man rolled his bug eyes. “I have never met him to decide one way or the other, but I have observed some of his business dealings and know that he is ruthless. He comes from a long line of businessmen from back east. He inherited his fortune, while I worked my ass off for mine. That is the difference between us.”

“From what I’ve heard you are a pretty strict boss yourself,” Santiago stated.

Another grin from the man. “I suppose I can be hard on my workers, but it is only because I expect a fair day’s work for a fair wage. I pay my men well. You can ask anyone who has ever worked for me. And I never have asked a man to do anything I wasn’t willing to do myself.”

“A good quality in a man.”

“Now that you’ve learned all about me, what about yourself, do you have any redeeming qualities that we haven’t heard about?” Jenkins asked.

It was almost asked as a challenge. Santiago sat back in his chair and looked at his host. He realized the man could be dangerous if the circumstances required it. He let the hint of a smile cross his face. “I’m almost certain that whatever you have heard of me, the truth is much worse. There are few stories I’ve heard that didn’t have a basis in fact.”

Jenkins grew serious. “So, you are telling me there is nothing good in you?”

“I have killed so many men that I have lost count.”

The other man shook his head. “It must be a lonely life you lead. I don’t envy a man such as you.”

“Very few do,” Santiago agreed as he stood up.

“Are you leaving so soon?”

“Since you have no job for me I need to move on.”

Jenkins looked up at him. “You are going to ask Ross Carter for a job, aren’t you?”

“Sounds like he might be the right man around here to give me some business.”

“Does the money mean that much to you? He’ll want you to run out the independents and that would be wrong. They are mostly good, hardworking men who bother no one else. And when he’s done there, what if he decides to come after me and my mine?”

“Only time will tell,” Santiago answered as he turned and stepped outside. His horse was already waiting there. He mounted and rode away without a glance back.
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Elijah Bent had been a miner for most of his sixty-five years. He’d struck gold numerous times in California, but never seemed to hit the mother lode. Not that he ever complained. For him the search was half the fun. He was a few inches under six feet and heavy set. The man loved to eat. His long grey hair fell down around his shoulders as he scratched at his beard. He’d only been in southern New Mexico for a few months, teaming up with a young guy from the region. They had staked a small claim close to a creek. There were enough gold flakes and tiny nuggets to keep the project running as they panned daily.

Elijah was up creek of his partner when the dark rider appeared from the trees. He watched as the startled miner stood up, obviously recognized the rider and went for his gun. Elijah had never seen anyone draw as fast as the rider did. A shot rang out and his partner fell back into the creek. Elijah ran forward, but knew there was little chance the other man was still alive.

“What you have to go shoot him for?” Elijah yelled out as he bent down over his friend.

“He drew down on me first,” the man replied, still holding his gun toward Elijah.

“There ain’t no need for that! I’m no gunman. Who hired you anyway?”

The man holstered his weapon before answering. “No one hired me
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