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CHAPTER ONE
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Santiago felt the hot, arid wind on his face as dust blew all around him. The big man, attired in black, did not usually wear a bandana around his face, but this was one of those few occasions he needed it. The black stallion seemed oblivious to the swirling sands as it kept course along the dirt road that led across the desert.

As the abandoned ranch house came into sight, Santiago pulled down his mask. Everything was exactly as he’d remembered. He rode slowly to the back of the house and found what he was looking for. Four grave markers. The sheriff had been buried next to his wife, while his son was placed between him and the woman he had loved. The only woman Santiago had loved.

He got off his horse and bent down by the grave of the boy. The son he had never known existed until it was too late. Santiago hadn’t cried since he was a baby, but a tear fell down his cheek as he straightened the wood cross. It could have been the sand blowing in his eyes. He pulled the bandana back up around his face.

Getting back on his horse he took one last glance at the graves before heading toward what was left of Cabella.

The town he had last seen ten years prior was no longer in existence. Everything had burned to the ground except for the saloon and the stables. It was now simply a stage stop on the route from Lincoln to Silver City.

He noticed there were about a dozen horses in the corral behind the stable barn. Two horses with saddles were tied up in front of the saloon. A couple of wagons were to the side of the building. Santiago saw no people as he rode to the stable and dismounted. He led his horse to a water trough and allowed the thirsty animal to drink. There seemed to be no one in the barn.

Santiago put the horse in an empty stall before taking off the saddle. He then pitched some fresh hay in for the animal to eat. His backside had been sitting for too long and he was ready for some rest and relaxation. He twisted his shoulders to get out the kinks as he turned and walked to the saloon.

“Have you been riding in this dust storm?” asked the bartender.

Santiago gave him a look of contempt. “Are there still rooms for rent on the third floor?”

“I reckon’ we can accommodate you if you don’t mind making your own bed. What’s your name, Mister?”

“Santiago.”

The place went silent as the bartender glanced around at the seven men in the room. They all looked to be cowhands just passing through. But they all seemed to know the name of the legendary gunman. The bartender didn’t seem sure what to say as he pulled up a bottle of whiskey from behind the counter and sat a glass next to it on the bar.

“I don’t recall asking for a drink, friend,” the gunman stated.

“It’s on the house. And I’ll see to it your room is ready whenever you want to go up,” the man stuttered.

“I’ll take over from here.” It was the voice of a woman.

A smile crossed Santiago’s lips as he saw the beauty coming down the stairs. She had curly brown hair that fell around her shoulders, bare shoulders. Her dress was bright red and tight around the waist, more than showing off her ample breasts. She swiftly crossed the room and took his hand, leading him to a table.

The bartender came around and brought the bottle and two glasses, setting them down in front of the esteemed guest.

“Have we met before?” Santiago asked the woman. She seemed very familiar, but he couldn’t place from where.

“I remember you well,” she said with a smile. “You are the man that started the downward spiral that made this place a ghost town.”

“Were you here back then?”

“Oh, yeah, I can never forget how you killed our fine sheriff right outside of this place. And my best friend was killed that same day. She died in your arms as I recollect.”

“You knew Meg?” He whispered softly.

“I was the one who saw to it she was buried next to her son out there on the Coffee ranch.”

“Then I thank you.”

“It’s been ten years since all that happened. Why have you come back here?” she asked.

“Don’t worry. I’m not staying, just passing through on my way to Silver City.”

“Not like there is anything here anyway,” she said with a sigh. “My name is Beth.”

“Why have you stayed all these years?”

She shook her head. “No where else to go.”

The bartender coughed loudly to get their attention. “There was a message left for you about a week ago. A big fella’ said if you passed through here to tell you he wanted to settle some business with you and he’d be waiting in Silver City.”

Santiago was intrigued. “Did he leave a name?”

“Nope, just said to make sure you got the message.”

“Is that where you are headed?” Beth asked.

“As a matter of fact, it is,” he replied. “A couple of other guys have given me the same message. Thought I’d head that way and find out who this big man is.”

“Probably someone wanting to kill you.” There was no judgment in her voice, she was simply stating a fact.

“Many have tried and many have failed.”

“Your luck can’t hold out forever. Don’t you ever get tired of all the killing and just want to hang up your guns and lead a normal life?” She seemed so sincere.

“At this moment, all I want is something hot to eat and a good fuck.”

Beth raised an eyebrow and leaned close to him. “I can’t cook worth shit. But there ain’t no problem with doing the other. What time do you want me to come up to your room?”

Santiago grinned. “Soon as I’ve had some food.”

Beth turned to the bartender and yelled, “Give this man one of your best steaks with all the fixin’s.”

One of the young cowboys in the room suddenly stood up. “What makes this old man so special? Why are you treating him like a king? He ain’t nobody but a worn out old gunfighter.”

“Be quiet, boy. Don’t you know that’s Santiago?” a man tried to hush his companion.

“He may have been fast once. But look at him. He must be at least fifty now, people get slow when they get old.” The young man moved to the middle of the room. “I’m calling you out!”

Santiago looked into Beth’s eyes with regret before turning his attention to his adversary. “You are making the biggest mistake of your life. I’ll overlook it if you unbuckle your belt and leave your guns on the table before walking out of here.”

The man was pumped up for a fight. “I’m about the fastest gun around here, Mister. Why don’t you leave your guns and run like a coward?”

The man with him backed his chair away from the table, out of the line of fire. “You can’t beat Santiago.”

“I think I can.” The man went for his gun.

Santiago didn’t even bother to get up as he shot his opponent between the eyes. The man fell backwards a few steps before crumbling to the floor. There was a hushed quiet in the room.

“Get him out of here,” the bartender finally stated, referring to the body.

A couple of the men dragged the dead man outside.

“Did you really have to kill him? He was just a boy,” Beth noted.

“Would you have rather it been me?” he asked.

“No...”

“Are you still going to join me after I’ve had my meal?” was his next question.

Beth had a soft look on her face. “Yes.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Captain Foster saw the body lying out in front of the saloon as his regiment rode to the stables. He wasn’t pleased to see there was no one to take care of the horses. He quickly assigned two of the men that duty as he told the others to stay there and set up camp.

“What about the prisoner?” one of the men asked.

Foster looked at the Indian they had tied to one of the horses. “Get him down and secure him in one of the stalls. Keep an armed guard on him at all times.”

The captive man, still wearing war paint on his face, glared at the men. “You are all going to die!”

One of the soldiers hit the Indian across the face as several of the men pulled him from the horse.

Foster dismounted before walking over to the saloon. The dead man in the street was already drawing flies, even on such a windy day. Obviously, there was going to be no law in the Godforsaken place. He opened the door and went inside.

“Thank God, it’s the army!” the bartender smiled.

“What’s with the dead man outside?” Foster asked.

The smile quickly changed to a frown. “The gunman, Santiago, killed him.”

Foster stiffened at the news. “Is he still here?”

“Very much so,” a deep voice stated.

Foster turned to see the famous gunslinger sitting at a table with a woman. He appeared to have just finished his meal.

The
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