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 Chapter
One

THE FEBRUARY SUN SHONE bright and warm,
reflecting off the white-washed walls of the livery stables. Heck
O’Hara leaned out of the window of the mail coach. Not so much a
window as a hole in the vehicle’s side, covered with canvas flaps
that could be rolled down at night, or when the weather was
inclement.

Elbow on the sill, Heck sniffed the morning air.
Smelled like spring. A welcome change from the stinging cold of a
Wyoming winter. Made a man feel ten years younger.

A large trunk sat on the boardwalk. More mail?

Movement caught his eye. In the open doorway
of the nearby adobe church stood a woman. Faded black gown encased
her form, faded black shawl swathed her shoulders, faded black
bonnet squatted on her head. This latter was adorned with a bunch
of feathers that drooped down its side like the disembodied wing of
a crow. A thick veil hid the face beneath the hat, making it
difficult to assay the lady’s charms, but her figure was a perfect
hourglass, with a slim waist that hinted at youth.

Apart from being a lady alone, she was not
particularly noteworthy. But her demeanor struck Heck as odd. Her
head darted from side to side like a nervous bird, and she clutched
a valise to her breast. With hurried steps, she approached the
conductor.

Heck considered his feet, propped
up on the mound of mailbags on the floor space between the bench
seats. With the lady aboard, it was going to be a tight squeeze.
Heck scratched his scalp as he studied the pile of parcels beside
him. He threw a few onto the mountain on the floor.
There—just enough room on the seat for
two.

He looked out of the window again. The conductor was
shaking his head. Pulling a paper from his pocket, he crossed the
dusty street, the lady at his heels.

“Mail takes precedence over
passengers and we’re full, ma’am,” the conductor was saying. “You
ain’t booked anyway. There’ll be another coach on Friday. You can
board that one.”

“Sir, I can’t wait. I must get on
that coach.”

The lady’s voice was firmly East Coast, though Heck caught a hint of
the Old Country in her sweet, melodic tone. She put back her veil,
showing that she was indeed a young woman, and a pretty one. Her
generous mouth looked inclined to smile, but at this moment it
drooped in sad entreaty, and her pale skin was accentuated by
smudges under large, beseeching eyes. From under her bonnet, a
copper curl peeked. Heck had ever had a yen for a
redhead.

“There’s room enough for the
lady,” he called.

The conductor flung open the door,
peering inside. He scowled and shook his head, addressing
Heck. “Don’t got no room for her
luggage.”

“You dumped a stack of mail in the
last two towns,” said Heck. “Got to have made some room in the
boot.”

The conductor brandished the paper
in his hand. “Well, she ain’t on the
waybill. She can’t ride if she ain’t on the waybill.”

“So put her on it!” said Heck. “If
she can pay, what’s it to you?”

“I am on the bill.” She pointed to
a name. “There—Señora Isabel Elias.”

“You ain’t no Spanish lady! Or my
name ain’t Burton Haynes.”

“My husband is Spanish, not I,”
said the lady quickly.

“If’n you’re this Señora Elias,
why not just tell me before? Anyhow, you’re supposed to get on at
Albuquerque. Case you hain’t noticed, we’re in
Bernalillo”

“Your waybill must be wrong. My
ticket’s from Bernalillo. See?”

“Go on, Mr Burton Haynes, let her
board,” said Heck. “Past three minutes since the mules been put to,
and the driver’s mighty desirous to be leaving. You’re holding us
up now. Thought the Santa Fe El Paso Mail didn’t wait for no
one.”

Mr Haynes shot Heck a withering
look. He squinted at the lady’s ticket,
and eyed her with disfavor. “I only got you booked to Maraña,
ma’am. This ticket goes to El Paso.”

“Oh, er, yes. I have business
in—in Maraña. I’ll take the next coach from there once I’m done.
I’ll make certain to be on the waybill,” she added with a dazzling
smile.

With no real reason to bar her any
longer, and at the driver’s impatient
shout that it was time to leave, the conductor reluctantly squeezed
Señora Elias’ valise into the luggage boot as well as the trunk
that stood outside the stable. Heck reached down through the open
door. Smiling up at him, she put her gloved hand in his and mounted
the steps. Mr Haynes slammed the door shut.

Once inside the coach, she looked around at the
cramped space, her gaze lingering on the leather-covered bench.
Uncertainty crossed her face.

“You’ll be wanting the window,
ma’am,” said Heck. “Gets awful bumpy in this here conveyance. You
might soon be feeling—uh—delicate.”

With a shrill squeal, the vehicle
lurched forward, and both Heck and Señora
Elias half sat, half fell onto the seat. The coach swayed and
rumbled as they wedged themselves into their respective corners,
the lady with her back to the coach wall, Heck leaning against the
lumpy contents of a canvas bag. They were angled so they almost
faced each other. Despite the close confines of the coach, they
need not sit so close their knees touched, which pleased Heck.
Maybe he was old fashioned, but he had no wish to intrude on his
new traveling companion’s modesty more than he had to.

The lady tugged her sleeves over
her wrists and took off her bonnet, laying it on her lap. Up close,
she was much younger than Heck had thought. She could hardly be
older than his daughter and was even prettier than his first
impression had indicated. Though black-circled with fatigue, her
eyes sparkled bright blue, and her hair was a tumble of ringlets
that, while sadly crushed, hung charmingly about her face. She
fluffed them out a little and then, somewhat to
Heck’s regret, pulled the hat back over
the bright mass, pinning it firmly before tying the ribbons under
her chin.

“I’m much obliged to you, sir. I
thought Mr Haynes would be adamant and not let me
board.”

“Pleasure to help a lady. ’Sides,
he don’t got no cause to stop you. Them agents ought to remember
customers like us pay their salaries too.”

Wide-eyed, the lady took in their
surroundings. Under normal circumstances, the coach, a Celerity
wagon, had room enough for six passengers to ride
comfortably—or as comfortably as a
Celerity would allow. But on this run, a veritable ocean of
parcels, leather satchels, and cloth bags were piled up on the
floor, leaving a well on either side into which the passengers
could squeeze their feet, and took up fully half the seats where
they were stacked to the canvas roof.

“If there’s so much mail, why
doesn’t the company run more services?” she wondered
aloud.

“This ain’t normal,” said Heck.
“Accident on the railroad line. Trains were held up, and this
mail’s been waiting at Toledo for nearly two weeks.”

“I hope they don’t stint on rest
stops, then. Squashed up like this, I imagine we’ll all be as stiff
as boards in no time.”

“Ain’t as bad as it seems. Man can
lay out on top of all that mail and snatch forty winks. Only two
rest stops a day, but they change the team at a swing station every
ten to twenty miles. We get a minute or two to hop out and stretch
our legs if we want.” Heck sighed. “But I been aboard some vehicle
or other since Cheyenne. I’m weary almost to death of traveling
around the clock.”

“And those two?”

The lady pointed to Mr and Mrs
Schaeffer. Squashed together in their seat-and-a-half, the couple
were asleep, Mrs Schaeffer’s cheek upon
her husband’s shoulder, Mr Schaeffer’s head lolling against the
towering wall of mail.

“They got on at Santa Fe, heading
for Mesilla. Reckon they must be newlyweds, ’cause they been
billing and cooing like a pair of lovebirds. When they ain’t been
complaining about the rough road, or the food, or the hard seats,”
he added, his mouth pulling down with disapproval.

“I understand why, though
complaining does nothing to help, don’t you agree,
Mr…er…?”

“Well, if I didn’t go forgetting
my manners.” He tipped his hat to her. “Allow me to introduce
myself, ma’am. I’m Henry O’Hara, known to all as Heck.”

The lady put out her hand, which he gripped
gently in his large paw. “Pleased to meet you, Mr O’Hara—Heck.
Properly speaking, I’m Señora Elias, but you may call me
Belle.”

“Much obliged, Belle,” said Heck
with a pleased grin. “So, you heading for El Paso? Mighty long trip
for a lady alone. Now, I’d be with you the whole journey, excepting
you’re getting off at Maraña. Your husband waiting for you
there?”

She gave him a vague smile. “I hope so. How
far do you go?”

Heck settled back in his seat again. “All the
way to Franklin. I’m foreman on a rancho out that way.”

“A cattle man? Oh, that sounds
exciting! Pray, do tell me all about it.”

“Aw, it ain’t so exciting, ma’am,”
said Heck, but the lady would not have it.

Over the course of the next few hours, Heck
found himself telling his new companion all manner of things, not
the least his life story: from his family’s emigration to Missouri
when he was but ten years old, to his adventures as one of the
forty-niners, to wandering the west these last few years after his
beloved wife of more than a quarter century had died. Belle
sympathized on his loss with tasteful reticence, and congratulated
him warmly on the recent marriage of his daughter in Cheyenne. He
told her of his experiences on the various ranchos he had worked,
and though he held back any reminiscence on the Indian Wars—not a
fit subject for a lady—he did speak of seeing the infamous Apache
chief Cochise and his proud band of warriors during a temporary
truce. Either she had excellent manners or she was truly
interested, for Belle did not seem at all bored, and spoke hardly a
word herself but to ask Heck another question.

The mule teams were changed periodically as
the day wore on. Late afternoon saw them eating a hot dinner at a
waystation, and not long after they got going again, daylight began
to fade. The temperature would drop quickly with the disappearance
of the sun, and Heck lowered the curtains to keep out the cold
night air. The Sierra Magdalena loomed in the distance. Heck saw no
need to speak of the Apache who still dwelt there, lest he unduly
alarm his companion. Raids were a thing of the past, and Fort Craig
was quite able to keep the peace.

Mr and Mrs Schaeffer slumbered once again,
entwined on their bench seat. Belle, however, showed no sign of
being sleepy from either the stodgy meal or the weary journey.
Except for a hint of movement now and then, the inside of the coach
was too dark for Heck to see her, but every time his reminiscences
flagged, another question came from her corner. He was waxing
lyrical over the myriad and varied beauties of Texas—the rolling
plains covered in mesquite, sunset over the Palo Duro canyon, the
magnificent Rio Grande—when a flash of moonlight through a chink in
the curtain showed him that she had finally fallen asleep, her
mouth relaxed and a little open. Yawning mightily, Heck stretched
his legs out over the piles of mail. He pulled his hat over his
face and, like his traveling companions, let the coach rock him
into the arms of Morpheus.

Gunfire awoke Heck with a rude
start.

The coach lurched wildly, almost turfing Heck
from his seat. He grabbed Belle, also startled awake, and pulled
her to the floor. Yells came from outside. Crawling back onto the
seat, he held tight to the coach wall with one hand as he threw
back the canvas. Cold air rushed in, and the light had the rosy hue
of sunrise.

Hanging precariously out of the window, Heck
craned to see the road behind. Dust swirled, and from the maelstrom
galloped horses at break-neck speed. Crouched low across their
backs were masked men, brandishing pistols and firing. Heck
snatched his head back inside before a bullet could find it. A
rifle blasted above them—their shotgun messenger returning
fire.

Mr Schaeffer was pulling mail sacks about,
trying to bury his wife under them for protection against stray
bullets. From the floor, Belle stared up at Heck, eyes
huge.

“What is it?” she
cried.

“Road agents,” he said, sparing
her a glance before peeping outside again. He prayed it was not
Apaches. The masks were cold reassurance, for true warriors never
hid their faces.

Mrs Schaeffer gave a muffled scream, and Belle
cried, “Oh dear God! They’ll take me!”

“Not while I’m here,” said Heck
stoutly. Then he recalled he was unarmed. “Goddammit, my rifle’s in
the boot. Begging your pardon, ladies,” he added
contritely.

Belle crawled to the window. A man, kerchief
tied over his nose, galloped alongside the coach. Falling back with
a scream, she fumbled under her skirts, giving the shocked Heck a
birds-eye view of frothy undergarments. From among the lace and
silk, she extracted a Colt, large and unwieldy in her slim hands.
She leveled it, peering down the barrel, her eye not an inch from
the hammer.

“No wait—!” shouted
Heck.

Too late. With a deafening blast, the pistol
leapt in her grip, whacking her savagely in the face. She was
thrown backward, a queer groan sighing from her lips as she landed
on the mailbags.

Slithering over, Heck turned her face up as
gently as he could manage. Knocked out cold. Seizing the pistol
from her limp hand, he fired at the bandit riding alongside. With a
yell, the bandit disappeared into the dust. Heck checked the
cylinder—three shots left. Belle’s reticule lay nearby, and he felt
in it for more ammunition. Nothing. He lacked the gumption to check
under her skirts where she had concealed the gun.

The coach rattled and bounced as it hurtled
along the road. Mr Schaeffer was now on the floor covering his wife
with his body, and they and the oblivious Belle rolled along with
piles of mail to the far side of the coach. Holding onto the window
frame with one hand, Heck gripped the pistol tight in his other,
ready to fire again. Before he could lean out, the coach gave an
almighty crack and jerked savagely.

For a long moment, they were airborne. Heck’s
stomach dropped as they flew. With a teeth-jolting crash, they
landed, and his head whacked the wall.

The coach skidded and rolled, tumbling Heck,
his fellow passengers, and the bags of mail into an undignified and
perilous jumble.


​ Chapter
Two

A SPECK OF LIGHT penetrated the
blindfold. But no matter how he angled his head, Cord could see
nothing. He tried his bound wrists, stretched out in front of him.
Pointless. The knots were obstinately secure. His captor knew his business.

Nearby, horses shuffled, nickering softly to each
other. He was bent at right angles over a blanket-covered hay bale,
feet on the ground, arms stretched taut. Straw pricked the soles of
his feet, and his spread legs were secured at the ankles. Under his
cheek, the soft blanket was thick with a musty odor, but he could
also smell hay, the musk of horses, dung.

Creak of a door. Heels clicking on
floorboards. Footsteps he was meant to hear. Cord began to shiver,
just as his captor had anticipated. Sternly, he told himself it was
not for one of his blood to be afraid of any man. But he could not
control his body’s reaction.

A soft laugh chilled Cord to his
bones. Hands worked at the back of his head, and the cloth was
stripped from his eyes. He blinked. He had been in the dark so long
even the dim light of the stable half blinded him. A
man’s groin filled his vision, and he took
in a mighty bulge framed by long-fingered hands. Thumbs curled over
a gun belt slung low over lean hips. Another shiver took him.
Another kind of fear.

El Salvaje.

He was young, perhaps five and twenty, but El
Salvaje had a fearsome reputation gained from a decade on the
frontier. A ruthless opponent, swift and deadly accurate with a six
shooter. A fearless lawman who counted no cost.

And, as Cord knew all too well, seasoned in
cruelty.

Mexican bandits had bestowed the
nickname out of both dread and respect, and its English
translation—’the wild one’—failed to
capture the essence of its meaning. But though he was known far and
wide as El Salvaje, the man was a gringo, with fair skin tanned by
a life spent outdoors, golden hair falling in ordered waves past
mighty shoulders.

A hand wound into
Cord’s hair and pulled. Looking up at his
captor as a suppliant, Cord was blinded by a flash on the silver
star mounted on the broad chest. A chest he had long envied.
Admired. Only this morning, the man had been chopping wood in his
own yard, shirtless. Unaware of Cord’s scrutiny, he plied his ax
with practiced ease and, when his task was done, poured a bucket
over himself to wash off the sweat and dust. Water had cascaded
down that magnificent chest, running in rivulets over ridges of
muscle, peaking his nipples with its cold caress.

Another sharp tug on his
hair—a command. Obediently, Cord met his
captor’s pale eyes. Hard as diamonds, cold as ice. They bored
through Cord until he feared their owner could see his very
thoughts.

“Cordero Aldana de Rivera.” El
Salvaje’s voice was a provocative growl. “I’ve waited a long time
to catch you red-handed.”

“I have done nothing wrong,”
snarled Cord, determined to show a brave face. “Those cattle had no
brands. They belong to no one.”

“All unmarked cattle belong to
Señor Lopez. You know this. You know the price a cattle thief must
pay.”

“I am no thief, I stole nothing,”
said Cord hotly. “Just because Lopez says a thing does not make it
true. Those cattle are not his, any more than the sun or the
sky.”

El Salvaje gave a low
laugh. “When Señor Lopez says a thing,
it’s invariably true, boy. That’s a lesson you’d do well to
learn.”

“You are the deputy sheriff of
Maraña, not Lopez’s lackey. Or perhaps you are content to lick his
boots.”

Even as he spoke, Cord braced
himself. The crack across his face rocked him in his bonds. His
cheek stung, his ears rang, but the blow was playful. A mere
promise of things to come. Had the lawman hit him with his full
strength, Cord’s jaw would have been
broken.

The hand was in his hair again,
yanking his head up. A long finger traced the involuntary tear that
trickled from Cord’s eye.

“I should make an example of you.
But you’re far too pretty to hang.” El Salvaje came close and warm
breath enveloped Cord’s face. He trembled. “So what am I going to
do with you, Cordero Aldana?”

“You could untie me and let me
go,” said Cord boldly. “And give me my clothes back. No doubt you
have enjoyed staring at my ass,” he added with a sneer.

“Have I?” drawled the lawman. “You
should be more careful where you choose to swim, boy. Can’t hardly
outrun justice without your boots. Alas, you’ll be in nothing but
your skin a while yet. Your belongings are by the river where you
left them.”

Cord bit his lip.
“Am I to go mother-naked through the town to
fetch them? You will at least give me a blanket to cover
myself.”

El Salvaje laughed, a sound that
made Cord’s whole body quiver.

“So I’m to just let you go? Ain’t
that a sublime impertinence. But then, you always did have a mouth
full of sass.”

Unable to see any other way out,
Cord buried his pride. “I—I shall give the
cattle to Lopez,” he said through stiff lips. “I will not take any
more that I see roaming. This I swear.”

“As gratified as I am to see you
so penitent, Señor Lopez ain’t going to take too kindly to you
getting off scot-free.” The lawman’s hands curled around his thick
belt, his forefingers casually pointing down. “You got to make it
worth my while.”

Straining his neck, Cord met those
implacable eyes once more. Laughter was in them, but also something
else. Something hot and demanding that stole
Cord’s breath and stoked the heat
simmering in his belly. His eyes dropped to the strong legs, clad
snugly in black wool. To the growing mound between them. The lawman
rubbed it in obscene suggestion, teasing it to swell even larger.
With his other hand, he tilted Cord’s chin up, trailing a thumb
across Cord’s parted lips.

“No!” Cord, recoiled as far as his
bonds would allow. “No, I will never do that. Not even if you hang
me for it.”

“No?” El Salvaje clicked his
tongue. “Can’t tell you how sorry I am to hear that.”

The lawman undid his gun belt, sliding off his
holster and laying it aside. Strolling behind Cord, he made a loop
with the belt. Shivering, Cord waited. Fingers tangled in the hair
at his nape, hauling his head back.

He licked dry lips.
“Wait,” he rasped. “I—I can be
reasonable.”

A laugh in his ear, low and
lewd. “Too late.”

A whistle, a sharp crack. The belt
walloped Cord’s bare buttocks. His whole
body jerked within its bindings, and a shocked scream burst from
his lips. The belt slammed down again, hard and relentless on his
upper thighs. The air gone from his lungs, he made a whooping
noise. He sucked in a breath, wriggling in a vain effort to
mitigate the pain. But there was no escape.

He would not give the lawman the satisfaction of
screaming again. Clenching his teeth, he gripped the rope that held
him in place like a steer for branding. Fought the grunts that were
pushed out of him with each ruthless thrash to his ass and thighs.
Blood rushed to the surface of his skin; pain surged. Silent tears
ran down his face. His senses loosened, his ears began to ring.
Moans crowded in his throat. He swallowed them. But it was only a
matter of time before he broke.

Soon, he would holler his pain. Soon, he would weep
aloud. Soon, he would beg El Salvaje for mercy, would promise
anything to make it stop.

But as suddenly as it had started, the whipping
ceased. Weight on his back, wool scratching his tender thighs, a
hard protuberance rubbing his burning ass. He bit down on a
whimper.

“You’re a proud
one,” said El Salvaje in his ear. “But you ain’t broken yet. You still willing to be
reasonable?”

“Sí, Salvaje...” he
gasped. “I will do as you wish.”

“Glad to hear
it.”

The lawman’s
hand delved between Cord’s bruised ass
cheeks. Cord
clenched, pulling the searching fingers in
deeper. They
twisted wickedly—oiled, for they slipped along
his crease with ease. Cord jerked when they found his shrinking
hole and jabbed inside.

“Nice,” breathed that seductive
voice against his neck. “You
want it bad, don’t
you?”

Pride entreated him to deny El
Salvaje’s words, but he could not lie. He wanted the lawman’s cock
inside him. Gritting his teeth, he stayed silent.

El Salvaje pulled his cock from
his pants, but his brutal fingers never
left Cord’s ass for a moment. They moved roughly inside, stretching
him open. The fingers slid from his
channel, replaced by blunt pressure at his hole.

“Por
favor… Don’t hurt me,” Cord begged, losing
all pretense at pride now. “Salvaje, te
imploro.”

“Damn, boy, hurting you is the
best part. Open up; I’m coming in.”

Panting, Cord battled his instinct to
clamp down. The more he resisted the lawman’s cock, the more it
would hurt. He pushed back, yowling as he was breached.
El Salvaje sailed inside, hips slamming his battered ass
cheeks.

“Yeah,
cariño, scream for
me,” groaned the lawman. “Fuck, it feels
good when you fight me.”

Without pausing to let Cord catch
his breath, El Salvaje began to thrust deep and hard. The buttons
of the lawman’s pants dug into him with
each rough stroke. Canting his pelvis so the slide
was smoother, he pleaded with
his captor for mercy. Lips on Cord’s ear,
El Salvaje mouthed the shell, nibbled the lobe.

“Stop whining like a prissy
virgin,” he purred. “You might be snug as a glove, but it ain’t
like it’s your first time. We both know that, don’t we?”

“No! I… Oh God,” Cord
moaned.

“I seen your eyes on me when you
thought I weren’t looking. You wanted this a long time, hain’t you?
You been dying to suck me down like a fifty cent whore. Your ass
has been itching for my dick.”

“That is a lie!” Cord
gasped.

“I ain’t the one lying. You’re
loving this.”

“No! I—I hate it.”

A low laugh filled in his
ear. “Sure you hate it—like a kid hates
candy. Your sweet asshole knows better. It’s gripping me like it
don’t ever want me to leave.”

Tears leaked down
Cord’s face. Unable to push a denial past his lips, he moaned. Even
to his own ears, it was a sound of pleasure.

“You love being hurt, don’t you,
boy? Don’t lie to me. You love it when a man splits you open and
makes you scream.”

“S-sí…” Cord hissed in
defeat.

El Salvaje stopped. Cord whined.

“Beg me for it then,” the lawman
growled. “Tell me how much you want it.”

“I want—I want
it,” wept Cord. “Por
favor… I need you to… Oh Salvaje, fuck me
harder.” He clenched his ass around the cock piercing him, trying
to draw it in deeper.

The hands on his hips gripped,
thumbs circling in a slow caress. “Oh
yeah, that’s it. Milk me, boy. Damn, your hole’s tight. Better than
anything I’ve fucked in an age.”

The lawman ground deep and Cord
yelled, a sound of surrender laced with triumph. The noise drove
his captor into a frenzy. He battered Cord’s tender ass, each thrust cresting a new horizon of pain and
delight. Panting and hollering, Cord matched his moves, impaling
himself on the thick rod that forced him open.

The cock was yanked from
Cord’s hole, and he moaned in protest. The
lawman ignored him. The ropes binding Cord’s ankles fell away, and
he was flipped onto his back. His arms, still bound, stretched
above his head. He stared up at the stable ceiling, heart pounding,
breath sobbing between his lips. El Salvaje moved over him and
their eyes met.

Grabbing his ankles, El Salvaje
brought Cord’s legs up somewhere around
his ears, splaying open his ass. All his secrets, wantonly exposed.
The lawman was still dressed, cock protruding from his unbuttoned
trousers. His eyes, swirling with heat, feasted on Cord’s helpless
body.

El Salvaje knelt, lifting
Cord’s tender ass to rest on his thighs.
The fire in his eyes softened, and he licked the tears from Cord’s
cheeks.

“You’re so beautiful when you
cry,” he said softly.

Debauched by lust,
Cord’s breath came fast. Wordlessly he
pressed his ass upward, silently pleading for more.

“God, going to hurt you so good,”
El Salvaje growled. Cruelly, he shoved himself back into Cord’s
brutalized hole, ignoring Cord’s squeal of pain, pushing until he
bottomed out.

The cock inside him plundered,
driving deep, stretching wide. Fire blazed, racing through his
blood, the pain a fuzzy warmth on which he floated. El
Salvaje’s mouth roamed his throat. Cord
tilted his head in encouragement, wincing when teeth meet in his
flesh. He cared nothing that El Salvaje staked his claim, his mouth
branding Cord as if he were property. He wanted to be
marked.

Hands on either side of his face held him steady,
and their gazes melded as their bodies already had. Their lips met
in a kiss as soft as a snowflake, as hot as a flame.

“You’re mine,
ain’t you, cariño?” El
Salvaje whispered against his lips. “Whatever happens, whatever the
future brings, you’ll always be mine. To hog-tie and whip and mouth
fuck and ass fuck and whatever the hell else I want to do to
you.”

Cord tried to agree, but all that emerged was a long
wail. More helpless tears fell from his eyes as he shifted under
his merciless conqueror, spreading himself wider, offering himself
up to be taken and owned. He flexed his asshole around the
iron-hard shaft, wanting it so far inside him that it would pierce
his heart.

“You going to come, boy? You going
to show me how much you love my cock up your ass?”

“Sí,” Cord hissed, his mouth barely
working. “M-make me…c-come.”

Teeth bared in a feral grin, El Salvaje lifted Cord
so he was almost vertical, ass in the air, his weight on his
shoulders. The lawman pumped his hips, fucking Cord with shallow
thrusts that banged the intense nerves inside his ass. The contact
was a glorious pain that forced hoarse, grunting screams from his
lips. His balls tightened, pulled up inside him, and he was sliding
along a dizzying path into the dark. Clinging to the rope that
secured him, he hollered his surrender.

“Yeah,” the lawman murmured. “Just
like that. God you’re beautiful.”

It grabbed him suddenly, erupting from his core, his
cock flooding his belly in a continuous surge that ran toward his
chest. Helpless under its onslaught, he rode it like an unbroken
horse. Clinging tight, he let it take him where it would. He rose
and fell and rose again, the world a blur.

Rapture tore through him; every nerve in his body
was caught up in the whirlwind. He shook, mouthing nonsense words,
straining against his bonds.

Hands pulled his body flat, were on his face,
stroking him, steadying him. With a drawn out moan, he shuddered
and was still.

His lover was on top of him now,
cock buried deep. Cord locked his legs and dug his heels into hard
ass cheeks. He thrust himself up, pulling El
Salvaje’s cock in deeper. Strong arms
holding tight. Smell of fresh sweat in his nose. He pressed his
face to his lover’s neck, the large vein hammering against his
lips. He kissed and sucked gently, leaving a mark of his own. El
Salvaje shoved against his ass, hips frenzied.

“Fuck, Cord,” he
groaned.

“Mi
salvaje,”
whispered Cord. “My Wilder.”

The body atop his lifted. His
lover had reached the edge. Cord tightened legs and ass, looking up
into that writhen face, waiting breathless. With a cry of
jubilation, Wilder drilled deep, his cock unleashing, pulsing
against Cord’s rim.

Warmth spread as his hole was stretched and pounded.
Fire roared in his gut and shot through his blood. He hurtled into
the abyss again, his cock spurting more warmth to pool with the
remnants of his first offering. His eyes were blind, blurred with
tears, but his lover was with him as they soared together, clinging
tight, their cries a wild chorus.

Cord held on as long as he could, but it was too
good, too exquisite to last. His twitching eased, and Wilder
shuddered. They lay quiet for long moments before Cord squeezed his
ass, milking the last drops of cum from the cock buried inside him.
Wilder jerked and gave a high-pitched yip.

“Shit, don’t,” he groaned, a laugh
in his voice.

“Confess: you love it,” said Cord,
grinning.

“Whatever.” Wilder returned his
grin. “Better get those ropes off. Your hands okay?”

Cord wriggled his fingers.
“Sí. You tied them looser this time, I
could feel it.”

Wilder chuckled.
“You still weren’t going anywhere. You ain’t
getting out of any knots I tie.”

He moved, his cock slipping from
Cord’s ass, and Cord sighed that it was
over. He lay still as Wilder fiddled with the ropes, drifting
slowly back into his body.

The ropes released, Cord inspected
his wrists. The faint marks would soon fade. Wilder lifted one of
Cord’s hands and laid a kiss on the
palm.

“The buckskin worked,” he
said.

The last time they had played this
game, it had taken some ingenuity to concoct a story that explained
how Señor Aldana, patrón of Rancho Colina de Cobre, had rope burns on his
wrists. This time Wilder had wrapped him with pieces of soft
leather before binding him.

Wilder handed him a canteen. Cord sat, hissing as
his ass made its discomforts known. His arms were stiff, his throat
parched. He stretched, joints popping, before raising the flask to
his lips and gulping down water. Sighing, he leaned into his lover,
who slipped an arm about his back and held him close. They sat
quiet, touching along the length of their bodies while Cord drank
his fill.

Refreshed, Cord rose with a sigh. Time to get back
to real life and to his responsibilities. Big Jim was a competent
foreman when sober but drank more than his share when the boss was
away too long.

When he found his clothing, he
smiled. Wilder had folded it neatly and laid it on a cloth to keep
it free of straw and dust. As he bent to don his riding pants, his
lover slapped his ass—playfully, but hard
enough to make him yelp.

“Pinche
cabrón!” he
exclaimed. “Must you? I have seven miles to ride, and after the
pounding you just gave me, it will not be the most pleasant of
journeys.”

Wilder grabbed him from behind and
spun him around, kissing him soundly. “Confess: you love it,” he said softly.

Unable to resist, Cord kissed him
back. It started slow, but their tongues danced and their breathing
grew heavy. Cord’s quiescent cock stirred.
He broke off the kiss.

“No, please. I could while away
many more hours with you, but I must go.”

Wilder gave him a sad
smile. “I know. When will I see you
again?”

“Tomorrow,” said Cord,
interpreting his words literally. “I must meet the mail
coach.”

Wilder looked at him
fixedly. “Tomorrow?” he repeated. “You
didn’t tell me it was so soon.”

Cord tried not to look
guilty. “I did not wish to spoil this.” He
gestured to the hay bale, the discarded ropes. Indignant at the set
look on his lover’s face, he added, “I never misled you, Wilder.
You have always known I would marry one day. You knew my bride was
coming soon.”

“Yeah,” said Wilder heavily.
“Don’t make it easier to bear.”

Cord stroked the stern face,
tracing a line from the strong cheekbone to the square jaw.
“Little will change between us, unless you wish
it. She will give me children and stay on the rancho. I will visit
you here, as I have always done.”

“I hoped… Damn it, I know we can’t
live together. But what if you—if you fall in love with
her?”

They had already had this conversation, many times,
but Cord reined in his impatience. He knew his lover was hurting.
And if their positions were reversed, Cord knew deep down he would
not take this nearly as well as Wilder had.

For him, this marriage was about
propagating his line, siring heirs to give him comfort in his old
age and carry on with the rancho after him. He had no desire to
feel more for his wife than distant respect. Firstly, there was
Wilder, whom he loved with all the passion that burned in his soul.
Secondly, he had seen many times the indignity and chaos inevitable
in a love-match with a woman. The men on the rancho were forever
bowing their heads to please their wives, and from his earliest
memories, Cord had watched his father pander to his
mother’s smallest wish.

Cord’s
chosen bride was the young widow of Juan Ramos, left destitute and
wholly dependent on her in-laws. While Cord had never seen a
picture of her, the description furnished by her
suegra,
Señora Fierro, was as eloquent in what it
did not say as in what it did. Reading between the lines, he
assumed the girl was homely. Knowing Señora Fierro’s domineering
ways, he also assumed she was meek.

But he preferred a wife with a mild disposition and
had little care what she looked like. Her fertility was the most
important factor. As she had borne Juan a son, Cord was satisfied
on that count. He would share her bed on occasion to get children,
treat her with consideration, but he would feel no more for her
than the fondness inevitable in two people who shared a household.
Marriage to that wastrel Juan Ramos would have cured her of
romantic ideas. If she expected more from Cord than he was willing
to give, she would soon learn otherwise.

He snaked a hand around the back
of Wilder’s head and drew him down,
pressing their foreheads together.

“I cannot love her—someone already
has my heart,” he said softly.

Wilder snorted in derision.
“No need to go soapy on me.” But he leaned in for
a kiss.

And despite the dismissive words,
Wilder’s kiss was hot, almost desperate.
Cord’s blood rose. Moving his thigh between Wilder’s, he felt his
lover’s cock stiffen and grow.

“Maybe I should stay tonight after
all,” he said. “It will save my ass miles of painful journey. No
one will question that I do not come home.”

“What about Big Jim?” asked Wilder
cautiously, but his eyes were eager, his embrace tight. “Ain’t you
worried he’ll run amok?”

“Hé, how
much damage can he do in one night, after all?”


​ Chapter Three

HAMMERING WOKE WILDER from an exhausted sleep.

“Wha…?” he groaned.

He opened his eye a crack. Full daylight. He
wrenched open both eyes. Someone was definitely trying to break
down his front door.

“Hal, come quick!” came Deputy
Ezekiel Smith’s voice.

“Damn, this better be good,”
mumbled Wilder, rolling out of bed and yanking on his pants over
his naked ass. The banging did not cease, and he raised his voice,
shouting, “All right! All right!”

Groaning again, Wilder reflected
on the wisdom of too much whiskey, a whole lot of fucking, and
nowhere near enough sleep. He and Cord had been at each other until
the early hours of the morning when they had finally fallen asleep
in each other’s arms. The second pillow
bore the imprint of a head, but the space beside him was cold. No
doubt Cord had woken some time ago and sneaked away. Maybe back to
town, to play faro at Las Gatitas until the coach came
in.

He checked his watch, but as he had neglected to
wind it last night, its hands sat stubbornly at ten past four. He
cursed. Stalking down the hall, he pulled on his shirt, holding up
his unbelted trousers with one hand as he opened the door.

“What the fuck, Zeke?” he snapped.
“Can’t this wait till I’m in the office?”

“Past eight o’clock, Hal,” said
the deputy apologetically. “It’s road agents, or maybe Apaches.
They attacked the mail.”

That woke Wilder up.

“Any survivors?”

“Yup, passengers and crew all
accounted for.”

“Ain’t Apaches then, or they’d be
dead. The survivors made it to town?”

“Shotgun messenger from the coach
rode in half an hour ago. Says they’re stranded on the road five
miles out.”

“Saddle Raven for me, would
you?”

In the yard, Wilder stuck his head under the pump,
the cold water making him hiss. He ran quick fingers through his
hair, tugging on knots, and tied it back as neatly as he was able.
Rubbing his bristled chin, he regretfully passed on a shave. He
hated an untidy appearance. But that was his penance for fucking
all night and failing to get up on time. Back in the house, he
pulled on clean clothes, shrugged on his winter jacket, and stamped
into his boots. A quick glance in the mirror showed he was spruced
up enough for what was sure to be a long and dusty day.

Cramming his hat onto his head, he
strode swiftly to the small stable. Zeke was buckling the last
girth. Wilder took Raven’s bridle and led
the stallion to the yard where Zeke’s gelding was tied. They
mounted up and cantered the mile-and-a-half into Maraña.

On the boardwalk outside the
sheriff’s office, which doubled as the
jail, a handful of armed townsmen gathered. To a man they tipped
their hats with a “Morning, deputy.” Wilder touched his hat in
response. The clerk limped over, holding a tin mug from which steam
curled. Despite his missing leg, he never spilled a drop, a skill
Wilder had long admired.

“That coffee,
Squirrel?”

The clerk handed him the mug,
grinning. “Always ready and waiting for
you, Hal,” he said. “Doc Nicholson’s packing his bag, and then you
can ride.”

Taking a grateful sip of
Squirrel’s reliably strong brew, Wilder
looked around.

“Cordo Aldana not riding with
us?”

“Ain’t seen him in town this
morning. You expecting him?”

Wilder shrugged with studied
indifference. Instead of going to the saloon, Cord must have ridden
cross country to the Colina de Cobre road. No doubt he would
shortly ride into town, a picture of innocence, giving the
appearance he had spent the night at home. Sipping more coffee,
Wilder’s gaze wandered over the posse,
noting the stranger among them. The youngster, sixteen or seventeen
at most, had a bandage about his head. Wilder drained his mug,
wincing a little at the heat of the coffee pouring straight down
his throat. He wiped his mouth on his bandanna.

“This our informant?” he asked
Zeke.

The deputy pushed the youngster
forward. “Charlie’s the shotgun messenger
from the mail coach,” he said. “Tell Deputy Wilder,
son.”

“Road agents, sir,” said Charlie,
twisting his hat in his hands. “Near a dozen of them, and not five
miles out of town. We made a run for it, but the coach crashed.
Managed to get a bunch of shots off ’fore I got throwed in the
dirt.

Wilder gestured at the bandage
around his brow. “You wounded
bad?”

“Just a cut—landed on my head.
Shook me up some, but the doc says I’m okay. Ma always said I’d a
skull as hard as a blacksmith’s last.”

“Anyone else hurt?”

“Mr Haynes can’t move his leg
none—might be broke—and one of the ladies is taken up for
dead.”

Understanding the dramatic phrase
to mean that she was merely unconscious, Wilder felt no particular
alarm. “Is the coach a wreck?”

“Wheel’s broke, but I reckon it
could be repaired.”

Wilder had already seen Sam
Lemus—the local wheelwright, carpenter,
and coffin maker—among the group of men. “Guess they robbed the
coach.”

“Yessir.” Charlie hung his head.
“Don’t know what the company’ll think of that. I let go of my
shotgun when I fell, and them road agents got the drop on
me.”

“You can’t hardly be expected to
keep your wits. Falling would’ve shook you up plenty. Did they take
the mail?”

“Nope, but they took the luggage.
And the treasure box. Filled with silver bars, Mr Haynes said.
Lucky they left the mules. I jumped on the back of one so’s I could
ride for help. And dang if it ain’t a mean old cuss. Had a fight to
get it here.”

Seeing Dr Nicholson ride up in his
gig, Wilder put a hand on the lad’s
shoulder. “Can you lead the way now?”

“Oh, yessir! Deputy Smith done
give me a proper horse.”

Wilder swung into the saddle and
wheeled Raven toward the north road. The stallion snorted, fresh
and eager, but Wilder kept him to a trot, the posse following his
lead. As they rode, he pondered on the road agents. The last gang
of outlaws in these parts had preyed upon lone travelers and the
occasional wagon. But they had been captured in a shootout, the
survivors hanged in Mesilla a month back. It was possible John
Kinney’s gang, notorious cattle rustlers,
had returned from El Paso, but word was they had moved on to
Lincoln county to join Jesse Evans and his boys. Whoever this gang
was, they were bold to attack the mail with its well-armed shotgun
messenger.

Half an hour brought them to the
bend where the coach had come to grief. Its red body was a bright
slash of color in the dun landscape as it sagged on its axle,
canvas bags spilling from the unglazed windows. A group of
people gathered near a
stand of piñons. These
cast scanty shadows across the dusty road, and in
that ragged curtain of shade, two figures stretched out flat on
the ground.

Bag in hand, the doctor climbed
down from his gig. Leaving him to the business of doctoring the
wounded, Wilder cast his eye over the other crash victims, who were
in varying states. Mrs Schaeffer sobbed on her
husband’s shoulder while he patted her
hand, obviously pleased to have someone to be brave for. Mr O’Hara,
shaken but stalwart, refreshed himself with nips from a square
bottle. The coach driver was insouciant, viewing any incident that
did not end in his own injury or death as paltry. They had little
to tell—ten bandits, faces covered by bandannas, horses
nondescript. Three of them had been shot, but not killed, though Mr
O’Hara thought one of them in a bad way.

“Screaming fit to bust our ears,
he was, but his compadres never took his kerchief off of his face,”
said the old man. “Reckon they didn’t want no one to identify him.
Speaking Spanish most of the time, and the only one who spoke
English to us had a Mexican feel to him. Long way for them to come,
but I reckon they’re bandits out of Mexico.”

Wilder pushed his hat back and
rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “Plenty of
men in these parts speak Spanish in favor of English.”

Dr Nicholson approached, wiping
his hands on his snowy handkerchief. “I’ve
splinted the conductor’s leg,” he told Wilder. “I’ll set it in my
office, and he can be on his way with the coach if he wishes. The
lady’s knocked her clean out of her senses—a blow to the head. A
chancy injury, and she’ll need to be watched. I’ll take them both
back to town if you’ve no objections.”

Wilder nodded. “Seems best.”

“Will the lady recover, Doc?”
asked Mr O’Hara.

“Probably,” said the doctor.
“There’s a knot on her skull the size of a duck egg, but no
fracture. She shouldn’t be out longer than half a day.”

“Lucky her nose ain’t broke,” said
the old man. “Pulled a revolver out of her—er, she had a revolver.
Fool girl peered down the barrel as she fired. Kicked her in the
face like a damned mule.”

“Ah, that would explain the black
eye,” said Dr Nicholson. “You’re right, she’s mighty
lucky.”

“Who is she?” Wilder asked Mr
O’Hara, although he was certain he already knew.

“Lady by the name of Elias,” said
the old man. “Headed for Maraña. Meeting her husband, though she
didn’t seem so sure he was there. Is he?”

“She’s expected,” said Wilder, his
lips tight.

“Glad to hear it. Taking little
thing, she is. Hate to think of her being left here alone without
no man to care for her. Need help getting her into the doc’s
wagon?”

“Nope,” said Wilder shortly, and
went over to the trees.

The lady lay on her back, her
skirts smoothed modestly about her ankles. Hunkering down, Wilder
studied her pale face. By Cord’s account,
Señora Elias was an inconvenient female. A burden to the family,
given little affection, nothing more than an extra mouth to feed.
He distinctly recalled Cord telling him that she was too plain to
compensate for her penniless state, and the Ramoses, desperate to
find a suitable second husband for her, had jumped at Cord’s offer
of marriage. Wilder was incredulous that they intended to keep her
child to raise themselves, but his lover had shrugged, saying a boy
belonged to his father’s family. Though it went against the grain
to feel sympathy for his rival, Wilder had found himself pitying
the lady. Unwanted and unloved, bereft of her husband, her only
child taken from her.

But Wilder could not believe this
lady had not been inundated by offers. In New Mexico, women were
greatly outnumbered by men. Young, pretty ones were even more
scarce. Penniless she might be, but Señora
Elias was a rare beauty, even unconscious with a livid bruise
spreading across her face.

Wilder scowled—Cord had lied to him, knowing he was upset about the
marriage. He would have found out eventually, but if Cord had
whisked her straight off to Colina de Cobre, it might have been
months before anyone other than rancho folk laid eyes on her. It
was one of Cord’s most vexing habits to put off unpleasant tasks
until they could no longer be avoided. Unpleasant tasks such as
confessing to his lover that his bride was very
desirable.

And it was not only her beauty that was unexpected.
He took in the translucent skin, the cast of her features, her
coloring. Lifting a copper curl from her brow, he ran its fine silk
through his fingers. The bright hue as much as her face told him
very clearly that this lady was, if anything, Irish. Likely she had
not a drop of Spanish blood. Perhaps this was the true reason the
Ramoses were so keen to be rid of her: a stranger in their family,
not of their own kind. He wondered idly if her little boy had her
blazing hair.

Wilder gathered her up and stood,
holding her secure against him. He had not held a woman for more
than a year. Not since Cord. He had forgotten how light and fragile
one could feel, like a thistledown. He looked at her pallid face
with its fearsome bruise. Jealousy seized him, struggling against
the fierce protective urge that rose unbidden. He wanted to hate
her, to squeeze her until he crushed the breath from her, and yet
he held her in gentle arms, safe against his chest as he strode to
the doctor’s gig. Oddly reluctant to let
her go, he laid her carefully in the wagon bed where blankets had
been spread to provide some comfort.

The passengers were in the
doctor’s gig, the conductor reclining in
the back. Though in considerable pain, he was as mad as a hornet.
He grabbed Wilder’s arm, gasping, “You got to guard the mail,
deputy. And get that treasure box back! Or folk won’t trust the
mails no more.”

“I’ll do my best, Mr Haynes,” said
Wilder soothingly.

He stood back, and the doctor
shook the reins, heading the gig for Maraña. Strolling over to the coach, Wilder watched Sam Lemus put
the last touches on the patched wheel.

“We’ll have to drive careful,
Hal,” he said. “Wheel should get us to town, and then I can fix her
proper.”

“Good work, Sam,” said Wilder,
clapping him on the shoulder.

Leaving Sam and Charlie to drive
the coach to Maraña, Wilder led the posse
after the road agents.

The sandy ground showed clear tracks leading toward
the distant mountains. Riddled with old mines and the occasional
cave, they were a perfect place for a band of outlaws to hide out
in. No more than a mile on, the posse almost rode over the treasure
box, broken open and empty but for a few documents. Wilder tucked
them into his saddlebags.

For another few miles the tracks
were easy to see, but they crossed an arroyo and hit stony ground.
Blood splashed the rocks here and there, but soon Wilder could no
longer detect the bandits’ passage. He
pushed his hat back on his head and studied the horizon. Zeke came
up alongside him.

“Could be anywhere,” he said,
echoing Wilder’s thoughts. “We ain’t never going to find them if
they got a hideout in the Miembres. Not without a tracker. Pity Big
Jim ain’t with us. Setting aside the Indian scouts, ain’t no better
tracker in the county.”

Wilder rubbed his nose.
“Yup.” He sighed and straightened his hat before
turning in the saddle to address the posse. “Looks like we got to
give it up today, gentlemen. I’ll send a message to the sheriff in
Mesilla. Fort Selden, too.”

“Who knows but Lieutenant Clark
might fancy to taking the Fifteenth out for a picnic party with
outlaw hunting on the menu,” said Frank Duran, and the other men of
the posse, including Wilder, laughed.

It was afternoon by the time they
rode into town. Wilder dismounted outside the
sheriff’s office, throwing his reins to
Zeke, who headed for the corral. Inside, Squirrel perused a sheaf
of handbills, lounging in his chair with his foot on the desk. He
sat up when Wilder entered.

“No Mexican bandits reported
recently, Hal. You look kinda empty handed. Guess you didn’t find
them, huh?”

“They had too much of a lead. Had
no fancy to play hide and seek in the hills.”

“A gang that big could have
ambushed you from the high ground.”

“The thought did cross my mind,”
said Wilder. “Coach wheel fixed yet?”

Squirrel shook his head.
“Sam says four, five hours. Passengers are
waiting in the Grand’s dining room. Conductor got bandaged up and
is itching to go. Doc says he can if he rides inside and props up
his busted leg.”

“And the injured girl?”

“Seems she’s this widow lady Señor
Aldana’s been waiting for. He rode into town a while back, got her
a room at the Grand. Doc says he won’t know for sure she’s okay
until she wakes up.”

“She not awake then?”

“Not last time I heard. Might be
now though.”

Wilder nodded pensively. He went upstairs to his
private office, where he wrote out two messages in his neat hand,
one for Sheriff Barela, the other for Lieutenant Clark, describing
the attack and what he knew of the road agents. The sheriff would
inform other towns along the road, but he tasked Squirrel with
rustling up a couple of local boys to ride out and warn the nearby
farms and ranchos. Leaving Zeke in charge, he picked up his hat and
headed for the hotel to check on Cord and his sleeping beauty.


​ Chapter
Four

WHEN WILDER ARRIVED IN
Maraña as its new deputy sheriff, close to
a year ago, a welcoming committee waited in the town plaza. Señor
Lopez, the mayor, greeted him with a broad smile before presenting
each man and his wife. Wilder was cordially shaking hands with
Frank Duran, owner of the livery stable as well as the post master,
when boot heels thudded behind him in a swift tattoo.

Wary of any threat, he pivoted to
see a young man running toward them. None of the committee seemed
alarmed, but Wilder felt a prickle of danger. With the experience
gained in years of living on the frontier, he assessed the
newcomer. An air of alert restlessness coupled with the lithe
stride of a hunter. Taller than average, lean figure, dark hair,
and—

A smile flashed, going clear to his toes. Eyes like
liquid stars snared him. Heart sinking, Wilder knew his first
instinct had been correct. Though not a threat in a literal sense,
this man was an acute danger to his peace of mind.

The man thrust out his
hand. “Welcome to Maraña, Deputy Wilder.”
His charmingly accented voice shivered down Wilder’s spine. “I
apologize for my lateness. I am Cordero Aldana, town treasurer
and patrón of Rancho Colina de
Cobre.”

The polite salutation that rose to
Wilder’s lips dried in his throat.
Wordlessly, he shook the elegant hand. Leashed strength was in that
grip, and the calluses of a working man rubbed his palm. His eyes
were drawn to a muscular chest that heaved, as if its owner had run
some distance. Sweat gleamed on a tanned column of throat. Quelling
an urge to lean forward and taste, he dragged his eyes up.
The patrón was only an inch or two shy of
his own height, and those beguiling eyes were almost level with his
own. Unable to look away, he stood silent, staring like a fool. The
man cleared his throat, and the hand within
Wilder’s tugged gently.

Blushing hotly, Wilder released
him. “Much obliged,” he said in a hoarse
voice, striving for nonchalance. Failing miserably.

Eyes laughed, but the mobile mouth
was serious. “I wonder, deputy, are you a
poker player?”

“Mm,” was all Wilder could manage,
nodding like a sun struck turkey.

The other men of the welcoming committee took that
uncontrolled bobbing of his head as enthusiasm, for they smiled
their approval. Frank Duran clapped him on the shoulder.

“Wonderful. We need new blood in
our Saturday night game. Another regular will be most welcome.
You’ll join us, of course?”

Unaccountably hot, he stuck a
finger in his collar to loosen it, stammering out,
“It would afford me great pleasure,
sir.”

“Play starts at eight sharp. We’ve
got ourselves a private parlor at Las Gatitas, the best saloon in
town.”

“With excellent liquor,” said
Señor Aldana in a confiding tone. “Miss Kitty makes sure to order
the finest.”

Wilder caught the double
meaning. “Las Gatitas—kittens? Miss
Kitty?”

Señor
Aldana turned to him, eyes alight. “Ah, you speak
Spanish!”

“Not that great. Is it a bordello
then?”

“No, no. The
girls—las gatitas!—are strictly for dancing
with.”

“And drinking with, if that’s your
inclination,” said Duran. “But yeah, no funny stuff.” He glanced at
the wives gathered a few yards away, exchanging gossip. He gave
Wilder a wink. “The Bull’s Horn, if you’re looking for that sort of
thing. Well, I’d best be getting back to work. Horse shit don’t
clean itself up, and if I ain’t there to put a boot up their asses,
my boys won’t either.”

With a nod of farewell, he left,
and the others did the same, the ladies extending dinner
invitations for the near future which Wilder accepted with a vague
smile. He was very conscious of Señor
Aldana, still by his side. When he dared look, the
patrón gave him that devil’s smile again.

“So, Deputy Harland Wilder,” he
said, rolling the name in his mouth with evident relish. “Are you
looking for that sort of thing?”

Wilder’s
face grew hot again. “I— No. There’s a girl back in Junction City.
I intend to stay true.”

It was a lie, but he had to say something. But
he was left with the odd impression that the handsome patrón was
disappointed by his response. It was some time before he discovered
his impression was closer to the truth than he dared
hope.

Señor
Aldana often rode into Maraña to consult Wilder, as deputy sheriff,
on matters as varied as they were frequent. Soon, they were on a
first name basis, or rather, a personal name basis, for no one
called the patrón Cord except for himself,
and Cord, giving him an impish smile, insisted on addressing him by
his surname. At first, he thought it oddly formal, but on
Cord’s lips, it took on the mystique of a
nickname. Every time he heard that smooth voice say it, his heart
would skip a beat.

He took great pains to conceal the
desire that simmered in his depths, afraid his new friend would
find it disgusting. And though Cord visited so often, and his
penchant for the deputy sheriff’s company
was marked, it was weeks before Wilder overcame that fear. Weeks
before he grasped that the patrón was, for
want of a better word, courting him.

It came to a head the day the
patrón rode into town to bail his drunken foreman out of jail.
Finding only Zeke, reluctant to let Big Jim go without his
superior’s sanction, Cord sought Wilder at
home, the first time he had visited there. Instead of asking Wilder
to release his troublesome employee, he sat on Wilder’s porch
drinking the fine whiskey he just happened to bring with
him.

Loosened by liquor, they were
exchanging stories of encounters with ladies of varying virtue
when—and Wilder could never quite remember
how it started—he was dragging Cord to his bedroom and they were
ripping off clothes, clutching fervently, kissing with a passion he
had rarely known. They fucked through the night, new to each other
and hesitantly exploring their preferences. Yet it seemed to Wilder
he had known Cord all his life and was well-versed in how to
satisfy him perfectly. In the morning, both of them exhausted and
exhilarated, Cord stood in the sheriff’s office and paid Big Jim’s
fine, exchanging a secret smile with Wilder as he counted the coins
into his palm.

After that, it was rare that more than a few days
went by without them seeing each other. Fortunately, no one
wondered at their friendship. Being men of stature in the town,
Cord and Wilder could not afford for anyone to suspect what was
really going on between them. A blind eye might be turned to men of
such proclivities if they lived quiet, clandestine lives, but they
were not welcome among respectable people if they failed to conceal
their true natures.

Wilder could live without status.
He was willing to move on to another town, another territory where
no one knew them. Or take a land grant and live alone with his
lover among miles of empty and indifferent prairie. But he would
not ask Cord to give up everything for love. Cord was barely
nineteen when Miguel Aldana had died, and almost the last words on
the old patrón’s lips were a plea to his
heir to care for his land and his people. Cord would never be
happy, not even in Wilder’s arms, if he abandoned Colina de Cobre
and the responsibility his father had bequeathed him.

And so they were friends in public and lovers in
secret, taking each day as it came. Until the day Cord told Wilder
he was getting married.

From the outset, Wilder had
known—had accepted—their romance would be
short-lived. Cord had never concealed he would one day seek a wife.
And Wilder had no doubt he too would one day meet a woman. Men got
married and had families. It was the way of the world.

Wilder thought their love would
dwindle back into friendship, but Cord made it clear he had no
intention of ending their affair. And Wilder wanted to continue,
more than anything he had ever wanted in his life. He tried to
ignore the small voice inside that told him he would be stealing
something that rightly belonged to Cord’s
wife.

But now the bride was here. The day had come when he
must finally reconcile with his conscience. His desire still fought
his principles, creating turmoil inside him, but from the first
there had been only one choice for a man of honor.

He had to give Cord up. Forever. And he had no idea
if he had
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