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BULLET CREEK

Real looked down at Vannorsdell. He and his brother were half turned away from Navarro so Tom couldn’t see their faces. “Told you to come alone, you murdering old bastard.”

“I didn’t kill your father.”

“No? Then who did? You rode up the ridge with him. You were the last one to see him alive. We find him dead, his brains blown out.”

“You want the rancho,” Alejandro said, holding a rifle down low across his thighs.

“I’d have to have some pretty big cajones to kill your father on his own land. And I’d have to be a pretty miserable friend.”

Alejandro turned to his older brother. “Shoot him, Real. You do it or I will.”
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THE IMMORTAL COWBOY

This is respectfully dedicated to the “American Cowboy.” His was the saga sparked by the turmoil that followed the Civil War, and the passing of more than a century has by no means diminished the flame.

 

True, the old days and the old ways are but treasured memories, and the old trails have grown dim with the ravages of time, but the spirit of the cowboy lives on.

 

In my travels—to Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska,

 

Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico, and Arizona—I always find something that reminds me of the Old West. While I am walking these plains and mountains for the first time, there is this feeling that a part of me is eternal, that I have known these old trails before. I believe it is the undying spirit of the frontier calling, allowing me, through the mind’s eye, to step back into time. What is the appeal of the Old West of the American frontier?

 

It has been epitomized by some as the dark and bloody period in American history. Its heroes—Crockett, Bowie, Hickok, Earp—havebeen reviled and criticized. Yet the Old West lives on, larger than life.

 

It has become a symbol of freedom, where there was always another mountain to climb and another river to cross; when a dispute between two men was settled not with expensive lawyers, but with fists, knives, or guns. Barbaric? Maybe. But some things never change. When the cowboy rode into the pages of American history, he left behind a legacy that lives within the hearts of us all.

 

—Ralph Compton






Chapter 1

“They smell the springs,” yelled Tom Navarro. “Turn ’em east!”

The Bar-V foreman, his craggy, sun-seared face shaded by his wide-brimmed hat, hunkered low in his saddle and turned his galloping claybank hard right. The horse ate up the ground, weaving around saguaros and clay-colored boulders, leaping sage and barrel cacti, until it had raced out ahead of the two west-galloping leaders—a big dun with a cream-speckled rump and a bay with an evangelical fire in its eyes.

“Hee-ya now,” Navarro called, throwing up his right arm and reining the claybank gently east. “You git now! Mooove your ornery asses!”

Both leaders jerked their heads stubbornly and slowly turned south, Tom hazing them along with his coiled lariat, yelling epithets and yammering coyotelike, until the entire remuda of twelve half-wild, mountain-bred mustangs was once again trotting and loping east.

The kid, Lee Luther, appeared out of the dust sifting over the catclaw and greasewood on Tom’s right, and put his buckskin into step beside Navarro’s claybank. The lad looked sheepish under his battered Stetson, his faded red kerchief bibbing over his hickory shirt, his chaps flapping on his knees. “Sorry, Mr. Navarro. I forgot about the springs!”

“You gettin’ tired, Lee Luther?”

“No, sir, I ain’t!”

“Oh, then you must’ve been sayin’ your prayers back there in that canyon, when I looked over and you had your chin on your chest.”

The kid, sixteen years old and fresh and new to the Bar-V role, looked outraged. “Wha . . . ? I never . . .” He paused, then looked away as he and Navarro trotted abreast, heading east along the stage road between Tucson and Benson. “I reckon I mighta nodded off there for a minute. Sorry, Mr. Navarro.”

Tom didn’t say anything as he rode along behind the remuda’s bouncing butts and dusty manes flashing in the midafternoon sun. Having grown up in the saddle himself, he knew how Lee Luther felt. A green drover never liked to be out alone with the ramrod. There was damn little fun in it, and too much pressure. Lee Luther would have preferred making this trip with Sparky or  Bill Tobias or Ray Fisher or even Bear Winston, the big Welshman who’d never been known to smile.

“I reckon I had you up a little late last night, foggin’ Tomahawk Wash for strays.” With that, Navarro reined out around the remuda’s left flank to gather up a meandering paint and to begin turning the group slightly south.

“I’ll do better next time,” he heard the kid call over the clomps of galloping hooves.

“I know you will,” Navarro said, amazed at himself. Christ, was he getting soft . . . or just old?

Ten minutes later, the Butterfield station rose from the liquid mirages and the chaparral, the long, low cabin puffing smoke from its field rock chimney and the corrals swaying up against the split cordwood behind the barn. Navarro saw that Mordecai Hawkins had the main corral gate open. He waved to the old man, who returned the gesture.

Deftly maneuvering their well-trained cutting ponies, Tom and Lee Luther rode back and forth along the remuda’s left and right flanks, hazing the herd with their lariats and barking orders, breathing into the neckerchiefs and squinting their eyes against the dust.

They strung the horses out single file, three or four wide, and guided the leader through the gate. Not a minute later the entire remuda was inside the corral’s peeled log fence, blowing and shaking their heads.

The dry dust and manure sifted. A big cream in the adjoining corral lifted its long snout and gave an obstinate whinny, setting off several answering nickers and deep-throated chuffs in the new remuda. The big bay pranced around the corral with an insolent, exasperated air, as though looking for a fight.

Mordecai Hawkins, an old hide hunter who’d started hostling for the Butterfield company a half dozen years ago, choked on the dust as he closed and latched the gate. The portly oldster—a good ten or fifteen years older than Tom’s fifty—wore torn duck pants, suspenders, and mule-ear boots. His hide hat sat crooked on his salt-and-pepper head, slanting a shadow across his bearded face. “Nice-lookin’ stock, Tom. Damn nice-lookin’. But can they pull a stagecoach?”

“That’s your job, Mordecai,” Navarro said. “When you don’t have nothin’ else to do around here, you can break ’em to the hitch.”

Hawkins offered a snide grin. “When I don’t have nothin’ else to do . . .”

“This is Lee Luther,” Navarro said, leaning forward on his saddle horn and nodding toward the boy riding up on his right. “Lee Luther, Mordecai Hawkins. Mr. Hawkins is the hostler here.”

“And chief Indian fighter and horseshoer,” Hawkins said. “When I ain’t repairin’ windmill blades or—”

“Don’t listen to that old reprobate,” a woman’s  voice said. “I have to roust him out of bed with a shotgun most mornings and fire over his head every so often to keep him from nodding off.”

Navarro turned to see a svelte, brown-eyed woman with cherry red hair walking toward them from the cabin. Her hair was pulled back in a French braid, and her dress, a shade darker than her hair, clung to her long, high-waisted body in all the right places. The low neckline, revealing a modest peak of freckled cleavage, was trimmed with white lace. The cameo pin on her right lapel winked in the desert sun.

“That only happened a couple times,” Hawkins grumbled.

As the woman approached, she gazed up at Navarro, an affable light in her expressive eyes. “Hello, Tom.”

Navarro pinched his hat brim. “Louise, nice to see you again.”

“It’s been a couple months.” She held his gaze and smiled, her teeth flashing in her wide mouth as expressive as her eyes. She had lips neither too full nor too thin, but just right.

Navarro stared back at her for a long, awkward moment, then caught himself and jerked his thumb at the boy on the buckskin. “Louise, this is Lee Luther.”

She reached up with her hand. “Hello, Mr. Luther.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Talon. I heard a lot about you on the way down here.”

She arched her brows at Navarro but spoke to the boy. “What did you hear?”

Under her gaze, Tom’s face heated, and he turned his eyes to the corral, where several horses were drawing from stock tanks.

Lee Luther said, “Just about how you and Mr. Navarro met in Mexico last year, when you was trailin’ them slavers that took your hired girl. Boy, he sure was right, though.” Lee Luther shook his head, his eyes riveted on Louise. “You sure are pretty, Mrs. Talon.”

“Why, thank you, Mr. Luther!” Louise slid her gaze back to Tom. “Or should I thank Mr. Navarro.”

“I never thought it was true at all about pretty women,” the boy continued.

“What?” Louise asked.

“That they was mulish and hard to get along with, and that redheaded ones were twice as hard. Why, I knew—” The boy stopped himself, his mouth frozen open. By turns, his smooth face blanched and flushed.

Mordecai Hawkins threw his head back, laughing.

Her smile fading quickly, Louise crossed her arms on her chest. “Who on earth would say such a thing?”

Navarro shot Lee Luther a pointed look, then  swung his right leg over the claybank’s rump. “Must’ve been a crazy uncle or some such, eh, boy?”

The boy shifted uncomfortably in his saddle. “Um . . . yeah, that must’ve been who it was.”

Navarro said to Louise, “I know the stage line only agreed to pay us for the horses, but how ’bout throwin’ in a late lunch? My stomach’s been kissin’ my backbone for the last two hours.”

“It’s already on the table,” Louise said, “if you don’t mind breaking bread with a mulish redhead.”

“I’ve managed before, haven’t I?” Staring over his heavy Porter saddle at her, his craggy face so dark he could have been mistaken for an Indian if not for the close-cropped silver hair, he broke into a grin.

Movement at the cabin caught his attention, and he slid his gaze around Louise. Two men had just stepped out of the low shake-shingled hovel and were peering his way. One was tall and thin, with ash-colored curly hair tufting around his water-stained range hat. The other was the first man’s height but heavier, his round, hairless face shaded by an elaborately stitched sombrero. Both men wore revolvers in cartridge belts thonged low on their thighs, gunman style.

The men held Navarro’s gaze. After a time, the man in the sombrero pulled his gloves out from behind his cartridge belt. He lightly slapped the  other man with the gloves, and they both turned slowly to the hitch rack, where a silver-gray and a line-back dun stood with dropped heads. The men climbed into the hurricane decks, thanked Louise for the meal she’d served them, then, pinching their hat brims, galloped northeastward from the barn and corrals and onto the main stage road, heading east. The thuds of their horses’ hooves faded behind them.

Navarro shifted his gaze back to Louise, who’d turned to watch the strangers depart the station. “Friends of yours?”

“Just passin’ through on their way from Tucson,” Louise said. “They ride for Grant Sully.”

To Navarro’s left, Mordecai Hawkins said, “I don’t know that I like the way they looked you over, Tom. You butt heads with them boys, did you?”

“Not yet,” Navarro said. “Come on, boy.” Ignoring Louise’s wary glance, he turned and led his claybank toward the gaping barn doors.

 

When Navarro and the boy had unsaddled their horses and stalled them in the barn’s fragrant shadows, with oats and cool spring water, they retired to the cabin. Louise stood inside, wiping her hands on a towel while her hired girl, Billie, cut into a loaf of steaming bread. When Louise saw Navarro, she smiled. “Ready to eat?”

Navarro stared at her. Her husky voice made  everything she said sound sultry. As she held his gaze, her smile turned into a grin, and he felt his own lips pull upward. Damn, but she was a fine woman. He liked her crooked smile and the smoky way she looked at him, one eye slightly squinted as though she were always laughing.

“Are you goin’ in, sir?” Lee said, tentative, from behind him.

Louise chuckled. Navarro shook his head and stepped aside so Lee could get past him.

Looking first at Louise, then at Navarro, Lee shrugged. “Well, she asked if we’re ready to eat. I know I am.”

Navarro dropped a hand on the boy’s shoulder and returned his gaze to Louise. She enjoyed another moment, then turned her attention to Lee. “You men have a seat and dig in. I’ll get the coffeepot.”

Over a dinner of venison stew, thick slices of freshly baked bread, and strong black coffee, Navarro, Louise, and Hawkins discussed the horses and other details of the stage business. Lee Luther chatted shyly across the table with the pixie-faced Billie, who wouldn’t look at the boy when she spoke and only picked at her food.

Afterward, they gathered in the shade on the east side of the cabin, where a barrel, some mismatched chairs, and a bench had been placed. They sat down to a dessert of dried apricot pie with big dollops of buttery cream. When Billie  had replenished their coffee cups and taken away their dessert plates, Navarro leaned over to Louise and whispered, “Care for an introduction to your new hitch stock?”

She looked over the rim of her coffee cup. “Certainly.”

Arm in arm, holding their coffee in their free hands, they strolled across the yard to the corral, where the new horses were still milling, sweat-silvered and nervous in their new surroundings. The other horses regarded them with wary curiosity, a tall bay wandering up close to the fence dividing them, lifting his head and snorting.

“They’re beautiful,” Louise said.

A black-and-white calico pranced back and forth along the far rail, expanding and contracting its nostrils as it blew, the west-angling sun gilding the adobe-colored dust in its coat. “Watch that calico. He tends to shoulder nip when you’re not looking. That dapple gray? He’s a fighter. Might want to separate him from other troublemakers. He’ll make a good lead, though.”

Leaning his elbow on the top corral slat, Tom turned to Louise, quickly running his eyes down the length of her body. He looked away, embarrassed. “That’s a nice-lookin’ dress.”

A flush rose in her high-boned, finely wrought cheeks. Her eyes shined humorously. “Why, thank you.” She paused. “I wore it because I knew you were coming.”

They both turned and stared at the horses. Finally, she chuckled softly, and they were able to look at each other again. Tom removed his hat and brushed a big brown hand through his close-cropped gray hair with a sigh. “You know, I been thinking.”

“Oh?”

He looked over her shoulder into the distance. “I might pull up stakes here. Maybe head north, start my own horse ranch. I’ve got some money saved, and ole Vannorsdell agreed to sell me some mares and a couple stallions. Good ranch stock.”

The crinkles around her eyes went smooth. She blinked. “North, eh?”

The look on her face wrenched his heart. “I’m gonna be needin’ help,” he added quickly. “I know enough cowboys I can hit up to sign on, but I’ll be needin’ someone to keep a house. Cook, clean, tend a garden—”

The laugh returned to her eyes. “Did you have somebody in mind?”

He smiled and cocked his head. “I guess I was wondering if you might be interested. I mean, you know horses and all, and you’ve got a good head for business.”

She arched a brow at him. “So you’d be hiring me on to clean your house, tend your horses, and keep your books?”

“No!” Tom looked exasperated. “No,” he said softly. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

She smiled. “What then?”

Keeping his eyes glued to the corral, he said, “I was askin’ if you’d consider hirin’ on as my wife.” He could feel her gaze on him. When she didn’t say anything, he said, “Of course, it’d be a hard decision to quit Butterfield, I know”—he paused—“and I know how much it means to you, runnin’ this place, and I suppose you don’t really want—”

She put a hand on his arm to stop his rambling. He turned to look at her, the tenderness in his eyes a sharp contrast to the hard angles and lines of his face.

“You’d want to marry a mulish redhead?” she said softly.

His eyes caressed her face. A corner of his mouth crooked up. “I reckon I couldn’t live with no hothouse flower.”

“Would Billie be invited?”

He nodded. “Mordecai, too, if he wants to give up hostlin’ for the stage line.”

Her eyes were pensive as she wrapped her hands over the corral and hooked one foot over the bottom rail. “Since my husband died two years ago, I’ve become right independent. It’s a good feelin’, Tom.”

“I didn’t say—”

She held up a hand to shush him. “I told myself I wouldn’t ever marry again. I’ve had a lot of men coming around wanting to court me, and I’ve never been the least bit tempted. But when I met  you down in Mexico, I felt different. I liked how you saw me as just a nuisance.”

He smiled. “You liked that, huh?”

“You know what I mean. You had a purpose. I could see you were a good man.”

“So . . . does that mean yes?”

She pursed her lips. “When you figure out what you’re gonna do, when you have a place in mind, you ask me again and I’ll give you my answer.”

“Fair enough.”

She put a hand on his cheek, and he turned toward her. Rising up on her toes, she tilted her head back, lifting her mouth to his. He brushed his lips against hers, then stopped to look at her. She was a strong woman, but she felt delicate in his big arms. The feelings she aroused in him were so strong that he wondered if he shouldn’t break away right now and take a cold dip in the creek.

“I’m going to get those plans into place quick,” he warned.

She smiled, understanding, and pressed her warm lips and body to his. He kissed her, holding her tightly, and when she let him go, her eyes stared passionately into his until they heard Mordecai’s booming laughter behind them, on the other side of the cabin, returning them both to the moment.

They turned to see Lee Luther angling toward the barn, his cheeks flushed a bright red beneath his tan. Billie appeared around the cabin’s northeast corner, striding stiffly toward the front door. Behind her, Mordecai guffawed. Mordecai came toward Louise and Navarro, stretching out his spats with his thumbs. His boots kicked up little tongues of finely churned dust and manure.

Seeing the expressions on Tom’s and Louise’s faces, the old wrangler shrugged innocently. “The boy was tryin’ to ask Billie out to the Rosehill barn dance next Saturday. I could tell it was gonna take him that long to get the words around his tongue, so I helped him out. Next thing you know, they’re both scatterin’ like donkeys with their tails on fire!”

Navarro turned to Louise. “I reckon it’s time we headed back to the ranch.”

She chuckled. “Don’t be a stranger.”

“Lee Luther and Billie might need chaperons next Saturday.”

She smiled and swiped dust from his arm. “Tom Navarro, are you tryin’ to spark me?”

“You called it.”

“You’ll be sorry. I dance like a mule.”

He put a hand to her cheek. “I’d love to dance with a redheaded mule.”




Chapter 2

At the same time that Tom Navarro and Lee Luther were starting back, the Bar-V’s owner and operator, Paul Vannorsdell, left the ranch headquarters on an energetic Appaloosa.

He followed a horse trail that had existed long before Vannorsdell had single-handedly scratched his ten-thousand-acre spread out of the sage and catclaw nearly twenty-five years ago. The stocky, swarthy rancher, aged sixty-three, rode east of Apache Peak, over the Whipsaw Mountains, and into Bullet Creek Valley on the other side.

The old cattleman was glad he’d been able to leave the Bar-V before Navarro had gotten back from delivering the horses to the Butterfield station. Navarro, the mother hen, would have insisted another man tag along with the rancher, as this was Apache country, and owlhoots were known to fog the dry washes and creek bottoms.

Vannorsdell knew the dangers better than anyone, but he enjoyed a solo ride once a while. Basically a solitary man, like Navarro himself, the old rancher liked to look over the terrain without having to gab or share his thoughts with another, maybe dismount and climb a low scarp, and peering off a mesquite-stippled canyon, remember the old days, when he and this country were wild and free and he didn’t have twenty-three wranglers and a cook to administrate.

He was following another trace around a mountain’s steep shoulder, passing a tangle of wind-felled, long-leafed trees on his left, when he decided it was time to give the Appy a blow. He reined the horse to a halt under a gnarled ponderosa pushing up from a black lava scarp, fished his makings sack from his blue plaid shirt, and rolled a brown paper cigarette.

He was twisting the ends when the angry buzz of a bullet passed about eight inches above the Appy’s ears and just over the rancher’s right shoulder. At the same time the bullet spanked a tall scarp on the downslope to his right, the rifle’s crack reached Vannorsdell’s ears, echoing shrilly around the canyon.

Starting at the noise, the Appaloosa jerked to one side, bucked, and reared. It was really more of a crow hop, and Vannorsdell would have been fine had he not instinctively reached for the old Walker Colt jutting up from the holster on his  right hip. The rancher lost his grip on the reins, as well as his balance.

As the horse twisted sharply left, Vannorsdell’s freshly polished black half-boots popped free of the stirrups, and the rancher flew off the Appy’s right hip. As the horse bolted down the trail, nickering and kicking, Vannorsdell hit the ground on his right hip and arm.

Feeling a sharp pain up close to his elbow, he rolled downslope, rocks and cactus scraping and gouging before, after about six slow rolls, a tangle of boulders and juniper shrubs broke the heavy man’s descent.

On his belly, hands splayed on either side of his head, Vannorsdell grunted and gritted his teeth. He’d lost his leather hat in the fall, and his thin gray hair swirled about his head. Sand and debris stuck to his red cheeks.

“Son of a bitch!”

He looked around for his revolver, saw it propped against a rock twelve feet away, and pushed himself onto his hands. Nothing seemed broken, but blood dribbled down his arm, beneath his torn sleeve. He crawled up the slope, grabbed the gun, thumbed the hammer back, and continued crawling, loosing sand and scree in his wake.

Ahead and above rose the slow clomps of walking horses, iron shoes ringing off stones.

The rancher stopped and stretched a look over the brow of the slope. Two riders in bright serapes  and huge straw sombreros rode slowly down the slope toward the trail. Both men carried Winchester carbines over their saddle bows.

“Mr. Vannorsdell!” one of the riders called, his voice pitched high with mocking humor. “Are you all right, senor? Sacramento! I didn’t mean to shoot. I thought you were a deer!” The speaker and the other man chuckled.

Cursing and breathing hard, Vannorsdell heaved himself to his feet. Holding the pistol down at his side, he regarded the two with fury flashing in his gray-green eyes. “Thought I was a deer, did you, Alejandro?”

The lead rider—tall and slender, with a weak chin, heavy eyelids, drooping mustache, and thin brown eyebrows beneath the brim of his red-and-gold sombrero—jerked his gaze to the rancher and reined his Arabian to an abrupt halt. Continuing with feigned concern, he said, “Ah, there you are, senor. I was worried I’d killed you. I recognized you just in time to pull the shot!”

The other man, a small hombre with a patch over one eye and a long face hideously pitted with smallpox scars, showed his teeth through a broad grin. Chisos Gomez—one of the several pistoleros who’d suddenly appeared on the de Cava roll. “There he is, uh? He’s okay.”

Vannorsdell spit out several bits of sand. He’d known Alejandro de Cava all the young man’s twenty-two years. Alejandro had always had a  wild streak, which, coupled with a rough sense of humor, often gotten him in trouble.

Canting a squint-eyed look at the two Mexicans, Vannorsdell said, “What you both need is to be taken over a knee and have a belt laid across your behinds.”

“Your knee, Senor Vannorsdell?” Gomez said, challenge brewing in his good eye.

Vannorsdell nodded. “If I was twenty years younger, I’d pull you two young scrubs off those horses and kick the holy hell out of you both.”

Gomez started swinging his rifle toward the rancher. Alejandro slapped his arm. “Don’t be a  pendejo.” When the rifle lay across the one-eyed man’s saddle bows, Alejandro smiled down at Vannorsdell and asked conversationally, “You go to see mi padre?”

“It’s Sunday, isn’t it?” the rancher grunted. He picked up his hat, brushed it off, donned it, and stuck two fingers in his mouth. He loosed an expert whistle, which echoed several times before dying.

Alejandro snugged the butt of his carbine against his right hip socket and canted his head at Vannorsdell, smiling knowingly, without humor. “You convince mi venerable old padre to sell to you, no? Make you big, rich gringo. Double the land you have now.”

“It’s no secret I’d like to buy Rancho de Cava if  Don Francisco decides to sell. Lord knows you and you brothers can’t run it.”

Hoofbeats sounded to Vannorsdell’s right. He turned to see the Appaloosa trotting toward him along the hill’s shoulder, stirrups batting the tall horse’s sides. Seeing the strangers standing with its owner, the horse stopped and eyed the two warily, twitching its ears and lifting an angry whinny.

The rancher turned back to to Alejandro. “It’s in everyone’s best interest—including your family’s—to sell Rancho de Cava to me, but I don’t intend to pressure your father into a sale. We’re just gettin’ together tonight like we do every Sunday, to discuss the old days, when him and me were the only two men within a hundred square miles of Bullet Creek, fightin’ the Injuns together and sharin’ our stud bulls. Now, if you boys’ll excuse me . . .”

Vannorsdell holstered his Colt, walked stiffly up to his horse, toed a stirrup with a grunt, and pulled himself into the hurricane deck. With a parting glance at the two vaqueros watching him from where he’d left them, sitting their tall Arabians with disdainful sets to their shoulders, he reined the Appy around and set off once again in the direction he’d been heading before becoming the butt of Alejandro’s practical joke.

As he rode, he couldn’t help wondering how  the joke might turn out the next time around. Maybe Navarro had been right.

Maybe, knowing how Don Francisco’s sons felt about him these days, Vannorsdell should’ve taken an escort.

 

The grass became more and more plentiful as Vannorsdell, a half hour after leaving Alejandro and Gomez, descended the broad valley of Bullet Creek. When he was within a mile of the ranch headquarters, three vaqueros appeared on his flank, keeping their distance but making their presence known. They disappeared as he gained the creek, a trickle between broad, sandy banks, and followed the willow-lined cut into the cottonwood-shaded compound.

He rode past the peeled-log corrals and squat adobe hovels of the blacksmith shops and wagon sheds, and the two long bunkhouses, scattering chickens and attracting three dogs from the bunkhouse shade. The curs barked in circles around the Appaloosa, until the cook called to them from the cook shack door, admonishing them in Spanish.

The day was winding down, and the vaqueros sat smoking in the deep shade of the buildings. Some played cards, while two others butchered a goat hanging head down from a viga pole, blood from its slit neck trickling into a dented coffee tin. The segundo, Guadalupe Sanchez, met Vannorsdell at the wrought-iron gate surrounding the sprawling main house with its red tile roof glowing like pennies in the gathering dusk.

“Con mucho gusto! How good it is to see you again, senor!” greeted the medium-tall Mexican, whose abnormally dark features betrayed his Mexican Indian, or Quill, blood. He wore the traditional bell-bottomed trousers, fancily stitched and adorned with hammered silver conchos, and a fresh blue neckerchief. His gray mustache, recently waxed and combed, stood out against his deeply etched near-black face. Spying the rancher’s torn sleeve, he frowned. “What happened, senor?”

“A little trouble on the trail,” the rancher said, dismounting with a grunt, then removing his pistol belt from his waist and coiling it over his saddle horn. From seemingly nowhere, a young Mexican in rope sandals ran up, nodded, and took the Appy’s reins, leading the horse off to a stable for fresh oats and water.

“Banditos?” the segundo inquired.

“No,” Vannorsdell said, still seething. “Alejandro and Chisos Gomez. Decided to have a little fun at this Yankee’s expense.”

“Ah,” the segundo said with a grim, knowing nod. “I see.”

“No real harm done,” Vannorsdell said as he stepped through the gate, which Sanchez held open for him.

He followed the segundo across the patio, past the transplanted orange and pecan trees, into a breezeway, and through a heavy oak door, the men’s boots clacking on the cracked stone tiles as they wended their way between cool brown adobe walls.

The casa was a sprawling old adobe, built by Don Francisco’s grandfather, with two stories, and inner courtyards to take advantage of every stray breeze. Vannorsdell had known the place when around every corner was a servant wielding a broom, feather duster, or mop. Masons armed with trowels were forever maintaining the adobe.

Now, however, a sepulchral silence lay amid the heavy doors and fissured walls. Dust had settled in corners and on the rich Brussels carpets, and the mahogany and toya wood furniture, dull and splintery, had gone too long without oil. Too many drought-ridden years, as well as poor speculation and failing health on the part of the Rancho de Cava’s current hacendado, were chipping away at the old estate’s very foundation.

“Ah, my good friend, Paul,” the venerable old Mexican intoned when Vannorsdell and Sanchez entered a small patio and terrace surrounded by a low rock wall. “How good it is to see you again, my friend!”

“Francisco, how the hell have you been?” Vannorsdell said.

Don Francisco sat against the southern wall, at  a wrought-iron table, in a wedge of golden sunshine. Across from him sat a lovely senorita, small and long-limbed, with high cheekbones and flashing black eyes and hair. A jeweled comb sat back in her hair. A lacy white mantilla hung from the comb, framing her face and setting off those lustrous eyes and full red lips like diamonds in a cameo pin.

On the table between the girl and the old Mexican rancher was a checkerboard and checkers.

Vannorsdell saw the girl only after he’d given his customary greeting and caught himself with a start. “Oh . . . pardon my English, Doña Isabelle.” He gave the girl, the daughter of the housemaid, a nod. “It’s so dark in your corner, I didn’t see you there.”

The girl’s smile was set like a well-trimmed lamp. Regally, she rose, standing no higher than Vannorsdell’s elbow. She bowed to Don Francisco and said in Spanish, “I shall leave you gentleman. I will come back with refreshments?”

“The usual,” the don said, grinning up at her like a love-stricken schoolboy, showing decayed yellow teeth below his trimmed black mustache. The gold light glistened in his oiled black hair, which, in spite of his infirmities and seventy-odd years, bore not a single strand of gray. He cupped a hand to his mouth and said in a conniving whisper, “And a couple of those rum-soaked cigars from my office. Do not tell Lupita.”

“Don Francisco, you mustn’t!”

The old man held two fingers to his lips, his shoulders rising and falling with laughter.

“As you wish.” Isabelle turned, nodded politely to Vannorsdell, and strode into the house, her beaded leather sandals ticking quietly along the tiles.

His hat in his hands, Vannorsdell glanced at the girl, then turned to Don Francisco with a conspiratorial grin. “She’s becoming better company for you all the time. How old is she now—eleven, twelve?”

“Fourteen,” the old don said, smiling after the girl, the orange-and-almond scent of her perfume lingering behind her. “She is a joy—one of the few I have left.”

Vannorsdell collapsed into the chair the girl had vacated and set his hat on the stone wall to his left. “How are you, Francisco?”

The smile faded from the don’s deeply seamed face, the bruise-colored pouches below his rheumy eyes sagging nearly to his mouth. He raised and lowered his hands to the quilt covering his legs. “Essentially my back has been broken these past twelve years, the doctors in Nogales have told me—from the fall I took when we were chasing those Coyoteros, remember? And my heart—it gurgles and leaps so that I can’t catch my wind.” He sat up straight and smiled broadly.  “Other than that, I am spry as a young colt in green timothy.”

The don’s eyes fell on Vannorsdell’s torn, bloody shirtsleeve. He nodded to it. “Dano?”

Guadalupe Sanchez had been standing quietly to the left of the arched doorway. Now the segundo cleared his throat and said quietly, “Alejandro and Gomez.”

“Tell me,” the don said, beetling his trimmed black brows at Vannorsdell.

“It’s nothing. They were just trying to discourage me from making another offer on Rancho de Cava.”

“Ahhh,” the don said knowingly, his face flushing with sudden anger. “I will have them flogged. Sanchez!”

Vannorsdell jerked his eyes at the segundo, who stood in the shadows of the arched doorway, regarding his boss warily. The man’s countenance bespoke little confidence in his own power at Rancho de Cava. Little confidence, it seemed, in his boss’s authority, as well. Don Francisco and his first lieutenant may have ruled the rancho with an iron fist in their day, but the old wolves were losing their luster, and the jackals were starting to strut with their tails up.

Vannorsdell had seen it coming, with a raw feeling of dread in his loins. Once solely in the hands of Don Francisco’s wild sons and their gun-savvy charros, who had more interest in outlawry  than stock raising and range tending, Rancho de Cava would become a devil’s lair, a parasitic neighbor.

“Not on my account,” Vannorsdell said, raising a placating hand. A whipping would only inflame the men’s rage. It might even jeopardize the old man and Sanchez. “Like I said, de nada. Let’s let it go. Estoy de ecuardo.”

De Cava glanced at him. The old man sighed, the haggard lines in his face deeping. His expression at once sad, frustrated, and chagrined, he shuttled his gaze to Sanchez. “No se que hacer. You may go, Guadalupe. Tell Henriqua we will eat in one hour, Don Vannorsdell and I.”

The segundo’s boots still sounded on the tiles when young Isabelle appeared with a tray of drinks and two cigars, the stogies’ ends already clipped. The girl set two cut-glass goblets before each man, removed the decanter’s glass stopper, and poured Spanish brandy into each glass. Setting the decanter on the table between the two men, she lit their cigars.

All the while, the old don grinned up a the girl with open admiration. She seemed unaware of the attention, her eyes never meeting his.

“If my own daughter only treated me so!” he intoned as the girl walked away, black tresses of coal black hair bouncing beneath the mantilla, her breezy aroma lingering even amid the pungent scent of the rum-soaked cigars.

“Where is Lupita these days?” Vannorsdell said, exhaling a long plume of smoke and leaning back in his chair. “I haven’t seen her in months.”

Instantly, Vannorsdell was sorry he’d mentioned the name of the don’s only daughter. De Cava grimaced as he puffed his cigar, then cast a brief glance up and over his right shoulder, indicating a second-story window.

“Not far,” the don grumbled through a thick web of smoke. “Believe me, Lupita is never very far. . . .”
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