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In the Fisherman’s Wharf Cantina on the bay at Agua Perlado, Wes Crowley and Miguel Martinez touched their mugs and quietly concluded a private toast. Then, paying homage to his shipmates, Miguel stood. He raised his mug to the room and yelled, “To the sea!”

Everyone in the cantina responded. “To the sea!” 

The front door burst open and three men pushed into the room. One yelled, “Callarse! Be silent!” 

At a table near the front a man stood and pointed. “Banditos!”

The first bandito spun to face the man. There was an explosion and a cloud of smoke as his revolver bucked in his hand.

The man at the table was slammed backward onto the table behind him.

Most of the men in the bar were falling out of their chairs and turning over tables, trying to hide. 

The bartender had leaned down, then straightened, a shotgun in his hand.

The same bandito swung farther to his left. He brought his revolver to bear on the bartender just as another explosion filled the back corner of the room. The man’s head snapped hard to the left. His revolver clattered across the floor.

As a second bandito drew his revolver Wes’ Colt barked again. The man whirled to the left and collapsed face down on a table, then slid to his right and draped over the seat of a chair. 

The third bandito gaped. He dropped his revolver and threw both hands straight up. 

The bartender shouldered the shotgun and sighted along the barrel.

Wes yelled, “No!” and stepped around the table. His Colt still out and trained on the final bandit, he made his way through the overturned chairs and tables. Over his shoulder, he yelled, “Miguel, mi hermano, please tell them it’s all right. They can resume the party.”

Miguel translated as Wes continued through the mess.

As he drew nearer the final bandito, Wes held up one hand, palm out facing the bartender. With his Colt, he gestured toward the bandito, indicating the man should move toward the bar. 

He did.

The bartender kept the shotgun trained on him.

Wes came up behind the bandito and patted his pockets and then his boots, checking for other pistols or knives. Finding nothing, he straightened, holstered his Colt, and looked at the bartender. He motioned with his hand, encouraging the bartender to lower the shotgun. As the man did so, Wes said, “Habla ingles, señor?”

The bartender shook his head. 

Wes nodded. “Ah... y a donde es el alguacil? Where is your marshal?” 

Again the bartender shook his head. “No tengo, señor. No tengo un alguacil en Agua Perlado.” 

“It’s true,” Miguel said, having made his way along the bar. “We have no sheriff or marshal or even a town constable here.”

A sneering grin crept across the bandito’s face.

Wes glanced at him, then asked Miguel, “Well, do you have a jail?” 

“Yes, not far from the church. But nobody has worked there for almost a year.” Then he grinned and clapped Wes on the shoulder. “You said you needed to find a job. I think maybe you’ve found it.”

But Wes was focused and all business. “We’ll talk about all that later. Listen, pick up the guy’s gun for me. Then show me where to take this guy. We gotta get him locked up.” Wes grabbed the man by the back of his neck and turned him away from the bar. “Vaminos, bandito.”

Miguel picked up the bandit’s revolver and stuck it in the waistband of his pants, his eyes wide. “Sure. No problem.” Even when Wes had confronted what he’d thought was a threat in the woods near Miguel’s mother’s house, he had not been so tightly focused. He followed Wes and the other man toward the door. 

Wes guided the bandito hard into the heavy door, using him to open it, then turned the man and walked him past the southeast corner of the building. Three horses were standing near Charley. 

Wes shoved his prisoner lightly toward the horses. “Montar! Get mounted!” He glanced at Miguel. “The other two horses are yours now. Pick one and lead us to the jail.” 

Miguel nodded, awed by this new commanding side of Wes. He mounted a large dapple-grey stallion, gathered the reins of the other horse, a sorrel mare with a white blaze on her face, and turned back toward the road to town. Several men had come out of the cantina. They applauded, and most of them were smiling and talking excitedly. 

Miguel led the way into town, with the prisoner following and then Wes, whose Colt was trained on the prisoner the whole way. 

Along the way, people were going about their usual business, preparing for the end of the day. As the small parade of horses passed, most of them glanced over or stopped for a moment to stare. 

One woman looked up at her husband. “Ahora tenemos un alguacil? We have a marshal now?”

The man only shrugged.

A few hundred feet beyond the church was a square, squat adobe building set back off the road on the right. Miguel turned his horse and urged him to a canter. At the hitching rail, he dismounted. He wrapped the reins of the horse he had ridden and the one he had led. He turned and waited, then guided the bandit’s horse to a stop to the left of his horse. 

Wes urged Charley up to the left side of the bandit. He quickly dismounted, then walked around Charley and looked up at the man. He gestured. “C’mon, get down.” He glanced at Miguel. “You guys at least have a judge in this town?” 

“Afraid not, at least that I know of. I think there is one in Tres Caballos, a town up the road.” Miguel said, “Should I go for el alcalde... the mayor?”

“Maybe. Let’s get this guy locked up first.”

Miguel nodded and moved around to the front of the building. He tried the front door and found it unlocked. He left it open as he walked in.

The building was divided into halves, with the front half dedicated to the office. To the immediate right of the door was a potbellied stove. An old forgotten coffee pot and a couple of tin cups were sitting on top of it. They and the stove were covered with a thick layer of dust. A dust-covered cobweb connected the stovepipe to the coffee pot. 

Nearby, also on the right and also covered with dust, was a wooden double-pedestal desk and a chair. Two visitor’s chairs were in front of the desk. Miguel laid the bandit’s revolver on the desk just as Wes and the bandit walked in behind him.

The bandit glanced at the revolver on the desk.

Wes nudged him with his Colt. “Please do. Please go for it.”

The man averted his gaze from the desk.

On the wall behind the desk was a plain but empty rifle rack. Across the bottom was a small box for holding ammunition. It was closed and had a keylock mechanism on the front. The other walls were devoid of decoration. 

In the left side of the room was another, smaller desk and chair, a place for a deputy or where a citizen might sit to fill out a complaint. Along one wall behind the desk was a cot with a pillow and a couple of old wool blankets. All of that too was covered with the same layer of dust.

In the center of the back wall, just to the left of the main desk, was a closed door. Beside it on the right was a hook. Wes assumed that’s where the key to the cells might usually be kept. He said, “Hey Miguel, open that door for me, and then check the desks for the key to the cells.”

Miguel opened the door and stepped aside.

Wes followed the prisoner through the door. There were four small cells, each only about eight feet deep and six feet wide. He pointed to the left. “Over there.”

The prisoner turned left, went a few paces, then turned right through the cell door. 

Wes shut it behind him with a clang, then pointed at the cot. “Sit. If you move, I’ll shoot you.”

The prisoner sat. 

“What’s your name, caco?”

“I am not a coward!”

“Yeah, well. Maybe, but you are a would-be thief. At least you ain’t stupid enough to draw your gun after both your friends tried it. So what’s your name?”

The prisoner just glared at him.

Wes shrugged. “Good. Caco it is.”

Miguel came back with the key and a grin on his face. “Found it. This place is a mess.” 

Wes nodded. Then he glared at the prisoner and shook his head. “You should’a stayed in bed this mornin’, caco.” He looked at Miguel and pointed at the lock. “Lock him up and let’s go browse.” He turned and walked through the door into the office. 

Miguel translated what Wes had said to the prisoner about staying in bed, then laughed and followed Wes. He shut the door to the cell area and hung the cell key on the hook near the door. “You know, I think he believes you are right.”

Wes took a seat behind the double pedestal desk. He wasn’t smiling. “I just wonder what the hell they wanted... why they did it. I’ve never understood how a man can wake up one morning and just decide it’s all right to go mess up somebody else’s life.” 

Miguel shrugged. “Probably they don’t. Probably they are thinking only of what they will get.”

Wes pulled open the center desk drawer. “Well, they sure as hell ain’t thinkin’ about anything but themselves, that’s for sure.” He glanced through the drawer as he talked, shuffling various papers to one side, then back. “Anyway, I don’t mind a bit messin’ up theirs instead.” He pulled a couple of badges out of the drawer, then shut it. He dropped the badges on the desk where they clattered with a tinny sound. 

He looked up at Miguel. “You know, when I left the Rangers I had no idea what I was going to do. I just knew I didn’t want anything more to do with the law. But here I sit. It’s almost like I can’t get away from it. 

“But what else can I do? I couldn’t just let those guys go on killin’ our friends.” He shook his head. “It ain’t like I’m lookin’ to be in charge. But like I said, what else can I do?”

Miguel took a seat in one of the visitor’s chairs. Wanting to commiserate, he nodded. “I think I understand. It is difficult, being responsible for everyone else all the time. It is like that on my boat when we’re out.” He shrugged. “Of course, we are all in one place and there are no Comanches.”

Wes nodded. “An’ don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t just takin’ care of people in general that bothered me. I mean, I didn’t mind takin’ care of those who at least tried to take care of themselves.” He opened a top drawer on one side and poked through it. “I just didn’t like cleanin’ up after somebody else’s ignorance. That was the hard part.” 

He shut the drawer and opened the next one. “An’ believe me, there was a lot of ignorance. People who couldn’t tell a Comanche from a bull elk kept comin’ into Texas and settlin’ on what was the Comanche homeland only a few years ago. ‘Course, the Comanches thought it still was. I gotta tell you, a lot of times I felt bad for them... the Comanches I mean.” 

He shut the second drawer and opened the third one on that side, then looked up. “Y’know, a lot of them settlers didn’t even have a damn gun in the house. Can you imagine livin’ in a hostile environment and not havin’ a gun in the house? They thought they could just waltz in and take whatever they wanted an’ we’d find a way to protect ‘em.” 

He shut the third drawer and opened the bottom one. “And then when the Comanches took offense an’ attacked, the greenhorns were shocked. Can you believe that? I swear to God, it was like chickens walkin’ wide-eyed into a lion’s den, cocky an’ cluckin’ all the way, and then bein’ surprised to find out they’re the main course.” 

He shuffled some paper aside in the bottom drawer and found an old cap and ball revolver. He left it there. He picked up the bandito’s revolver from the desk and glanced at Miguel. “You want this?”

Miguel shook his head. 

Wes nodded and put it in the bottom drawer with the other one. Then he closed the drawer. 

He looked at Miguel. “Anyway, every last one of those people, those settlers up in Texas, died of stupidity. Several times me an’ my friends came close to dyin’ too, and still it was for those people’s stupidity.” 

He leaned forward and interlaced his fingers on the desk. “But this thing today, this was different. That man in the cantina who stood up when they first came in, he belongs here. He died for someone else’s arrogance. This is his home and these are his people, and that son of a bitch had no right to ride in here and gun him down.” 

He took a breath and shook his head. “Now I don’t mind at all bein’ responsible for people like him. Maybe I ought’a just stick to doin’ what I know best.” 

Miguel nodded. “You mean maybe you should stick to being a lawman?”

“Maybe. Whadda you think?”

Miguel shrugged. “I think there’s nothing wrong with using your God given talents to help others. I didn’t understand before, about why you left the Rangers and how this situation is different from the situation there. But I do now, and I think you are right.” He stood. “Let’s go see the mayor, my friend.” 

* * *
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Jorge-Luís Garcia, the alcalde of Agua Perlado, dipped his pen in the well and leaned forward in his chair, bending over his dark oak desk. He began affixing his signature, carefully, to the bottom of the letter he had just written to the governor of the state. 

It had taken him three hours to craft the letter so that it would say subliminally as much as it communicated in plain language. It was the fourth such letter—the fourth such request—he had penned this month. 

The governor had not responded to the previous requests, favorably or otherwise, this month or any other. Rather than believe the governor had simply deigned to ignore him, the alcalde thought possibly some underling had intercepted the messages, that the governor had never seen them. That, he thought, probably was because the aide thought them beneath the governor’s beneficence. 

But Jorge-Luís kept at it. His charge was a small fishing village, a peaceful, picturesque dot on the Pacific coast, but he was not a small man in any way other than physical stature, and he took his duties as the alcalde seriously. In this matter, he must persevere. 

After he’d signed this, his latest letter, he would fold it carefully and affix it with the newly designed wax seal of the Mayor of the Village of Agua Perlado. Then he would dip his pen again and label the letter Urgent: For the Governor’s Eyes Only. That should lend it the necessary credence.

The request was for a town marshal. 

Some would think perhaps he should have simply recruited a marshal from among the residents of the village, but the young men of the town were all committed. Some had moved away to seek their fortune elsewhere. Some, a few, were in university to help them decide on a profession. 

Those who remained either were fishermen or served fishermen. They were bold enough in their own way, and certainly they would protect and defend their own, but they found little reason to hold themselves responsible for those outside their own families. And who could blame them? 

So he had requested a town marshal. He hoped for a man with inexpensive tastes and an expansive sense of responsibility. 

Despite the location of Agua Perlado near a major north-south route, it had remained relatively quiet for the past hundred years. Until recently, the worst violations against the tranquility of the town might be a scandal caused by one man taking another’s woman or two neighbors engaging in a lively dispute regarding who had bought the previous cerveza. 

But inevitably, unsavory characters had discovered the town. Over the past several months, there had been many lesser violations, petty thefts and the like. More recently, the main cantina near the center of town, Cantina Agua Perlado, had been robbed once and the bayside cantina at Fisherman’s Wharf had been robbed twice by banditos. The men were so brazen they had not bothered even to cover their faces.  

And so the letters to the governor. He had sent eight such letters over the past five months, and three of those in the current month alone as the need had intensified. The one he had just written would be the fourth this month. It also would be his finest letter to date, and he was certain the governor would respond favorably. 

The alcalde took great pride in his penmanship. 

In the letter, each bold stroke began at a precise width and faded to a relaxed flair, suggesting that he had penned the letter quickly, almost as an afterthought and at his leisure. Each small circle he combined with a stroke to form a lowercase P or B or D was exacting, indicating the serious nature of the request. And each descending loop was gracefully crafted to a precise, elongated teardrop, lending a dramatic sense of urgency to his request. 

Together, the alcalde was certain, the strokes and circles and loops would tug at the governor’s sensibilities and sway his judgement. He was absolutely certain, this time the governor would respond favorably. 

But just to be sure, at mass for the last few weeks, he also had invoked a higher power, praying that the governor might be persuaded to grant his request. 

Of his standard signature, he had laboriously penned his name and then almost all of his title. He dipped his pen for what should be the final time, tapped the excess ink from the nib, and bent to form the circle of the last letter in Alcalde de Agua Perlado. 

Just as he was closing the O, a knock sounded sharply at his door and the pen slipped. The result looked as if there were an accent mark at the top of the O on the right, an accent mark that was touching the letter. Still, the rest of the letter was perfectly worded and drawn. Surely that one very minor glitch would not be enough to—

The knock sounded again, slightly more insistent.

He lay his pen to the side, then closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He opened his eyes, straightened his waistcoat and sat up straight in the chair. Then he looked at the door and, with only a hint of frustration in his voice, said, “Yes?” 

His secretary opened the door and peeked in. “Señor alcalde, some men are here to see you.”

She was young, perhaps seventeen or eighteen years old, and light complected. She was slim, but her face was round, framing heavy eyebrows and beautiful, large, dark brown eyes. Her very fine, dark brown hair had been pulled into a ponytail that cascaded almost to her waist. Her dress was dark green, cut conservatively, with a white-lace collar at her throat and a hemline a few inches below her knees. 

The alcalde looked up and frowned. There were no appointments scheduled that he knew of. Well, there never were appointments scheduled. Besides, in truth, who would come to see the alcalde of a fishing village? He thought it might be another family dispute. Certainly he hoped it would not be more bad news of the kind that had plagued them recently. Why the last robbery was brazen and had—

“Alcalde?” The secretary was still there. “Will you see them, señor? One of them is Miguel Martinez de la Silva.” She quieted her voice to a near whisper. “The other, he says, is his brother from the north.” 

It wasn’t as if the alcalde’s schedule was full for the day. After these men left, he would seal his letter to the governor. Then his day would be done and he would relax for awhile. Perhaps his friend, Juan-Carlos Sepulveda, would fire up a tall tale or two at the cantina.  At home later this evening, he would hand the letter to his eldest son, Abregón. 

Abregón would take a day off tomorrow from the fishing boat on which he was a crewman. He would ride to the state capitol in the morning and deliver his father’s letter to the governor’s office around noon. 

Abregón was the adventurous sort. In fact, he had wanted the job as the town marshal himself, but his father would not allow it. At nineteen Abregón was too young and inexperienced. Besides, as long as Jorge-Luís was the alcalde, he would never put his son in harm’s way as a solution to the governor’s stubbornness.

He frowned. Had she said Miguel’s brother from the north was with him? He had known Miguel for a very long time and had never heard of a brother from the north. 

He slipped the letter he was working on into the top drawer of his desk, then closed the drawer. His heavy chair complained against the solid wood floor as he slid it back and stood. He gestured with one hand as he came around the desk. “Oh sí, sí. Please, Sylvia, please show them in.” 

The secretary stepped aside and held the door open as Miguel and the other man came through. 

She peered at Wes, noting his rugged, chiseled good looks, and seemed hesitant to close the door. Eventually, though, she did so. 

Unaware of the gawking of the young secretary, Wes followed Miguel as he walked forward, his hand outstretched. “It is good to see you again, Jorge, mi amigo.” 

The alcalde shook his hand. “Likewise, Miguel. To what do I owe the privilege?”

Uncertain of proper protocol, Wes waited just behind Miguel and to his left until he had been introduced. He glanced around.

The desk, a wide double pedestal, was a massive piece of furniture. Its top was well over an inch thick, a full six feet wide and four feet deep. It was located just beyond the center of the room. Three visitor’s chairs, one in the center and one near each corner, faced the desk.

The walls of the office were paneled in warm brown wood. The molding around the top of the walls and each of the two deep-set windows was hand carved and stained the same dark color as the desk and chair. 

A rubber tree grew in a massive pot on the left wall, and smaller plants in smaller terra cotta planters were placed strategically along the other walls and in the deep sills of the windows. One window was propped open, admitting fresh air scented slightly with aromas from the sea.

On either side of the door were floor to ceiling bookshelves. They contained the full statutes of Mexico and the state as well as plat maps and other files relevant to the alcalde’s office. On the wall several feet behind the alcalde’s desk was the large circular seal of the nation of Mexico, again hand carved in rich, dark wood. To one side was a slightly smaller seal of the state in which Agua Perlado was located, and to the other side, the newly designed seal of Agua Perlado. 

Finally, in the back corner stood a flagpole that bore the colors of Mexico. Wes nodded inconspicuously, impressed with the furnishings provided for the mayor of such a small town. 

Miguel pulled Wes from his reverie as he grinned, stepped to his right and said, “Jorge-Luís Garcia, alcalde de Agua Perlado, may I present mi hermano del norte, Western Z Crowley. From what I witnessed about an hour ago, the Z must stand for Zeus. This man will be our new town marshal.”

Jorge stepped forward and bowed slightly at the waist, his gaze locked on Wes’ eyes, and shook Wes’ proffered hand. “It is good to meet you, señor Crowley.”

“Wes, please. Good to meet you as well, mi alcalde.”

“And you will be our new town marshal?”

Wes nodded briefly. “If you will have me, señor.”

“And do you have the experience necessary to serve as our town marshal?”

“Well, actually, I—”

“Wes was a Texas Ranger for several years. He gained invaluable experience fighting Comanche Indians as well as Apaches and—”

“And Mexicans, eh?” The alcalde smirked.

Wes focused on his eyes. “Not the good ones.”

The alcalde averted his gaze, then turned and stepped behind his desk. “Yes... well, I was just about to send a letter to the governor requesting him to send us a town marshal, so—”

Miguel frowned. “You also prayed to the governor of all governors to provide us with a town marshal, did you not?”

“Well—”

“In fact, you have repeated the same prayer for the past few weeks, have you not?”

A red heat began to work its way up Jorge’s neck. “Well, I—”

“Jorge, less than an hour ago, I saw this man kill two armed banditos and take a third prisoner. He did so in the blink of an eye, with no hesitation and with great authority. He then had me lead him to the jail, where he secured the prisoner and asked whether we had a judge. 

“That is when I thought, finally, to come see you, Alcalde. This is the man you want for the new town marshal. This man is the answer to the request you made in mass last week.”

Feeling a bit uneasy, Wes looked at Miguel. “We prob’ly ought’a go. I’m sure the alcalde’s a busy man.” He turned to the alcalde and proffered his hand. “Beggin’ your pardon for the interruption, señor. Mi hermano Miguel sometimes gets carried away.”

The alcalde shook his hand. “Su hermano? Miguel introduced you as his brother from the north, and now you call him your brother as well. Why?”

“Oh....” Wes glanced at Miguel, then turned back to the alcalde. “Well, I’m not sure, really. I just know he is my brother. I came here to find the family of my one true love. Her name was Marisól and—”

The alcalde looked at Miguel. “Is he speaking of your sister, Mari?”

“Yes, Jorge. She was his Mari as well.”

The alcalde looked at Wes. “But you said ‘was’?”

Wes nodded. “She was killed during the last Comanche raid on Amarillo. I— We were going to be married. Soon after the funeral, I left the Rangers and headed south to find her family. I’ve been here ever since.” 

Miguel said, “Wes has been here for five or six months. My brother and I were sharing a cerveza at Fisherman’s Wharf. I was introducing him to my shipmates and we were making a toast when the banditos came in.”

Wes said, “I’m sorry to report they killed one of the locals.”

Miguel said, “Ramón Castille. He stood up and pointed them out, and one of them shot him for it.” 

Wes said, “Then I put two of them down and the third one dropped his pistola like it was hot. I almost wish he hadn’t.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s down in the jail.” 

Miguel said, “And that brings us full circle, Jorge-Luís, mi alcalde. As I said earlier, this is the man you want to hire as the town marshal.”

“Well, I suppose I could send only one more letter to the governor to—”

Wes said, “Beggin’ your pardon, mi alcalde, when I left the Rangers after all those years, I had no intention of ever going back into law enforcement. I could do any number of things to make a livin’. I even thought about goin’ to sea with Miguel, if he thought I could make a hand.”

Miguel looked at him. “You did?”

Wes nodded, then looked at the alcalde again. “But the fact is, a man should do what he’s good at, and I really am very good at bein’ a lawman. 

“Now unless you have a good reason not to hire me, I really would like the job. For one thing, I intend to make Agua Perlado my home. Bein’ the marshal here would give me the opportunity to give something of value back to my adopted home.”

He paused for a moment, then nodded. “Well, I reckon that’s my piece. That’s all I had to say.”

The alcalde looked from Wes to Miguel and back to Wes. “Señor, I think I might never have heard a more persuasive argument or one filled with more simple truth. Welcome, señor Crowley. Are you prepared to take the oath of office?”

Wes nodded. “Yes sir, I am.”

Just loudly enough to reach the door, the alcalde said, “Sylvia, I know you can hear me. Bring a bible, please.”

A moment later, the secretary walked in with a bible in her hand. She was flushed. “I’m sorry, Alcal—”

He took the bible and said, “Would you please stay, Sylvia. I would like you to serve as a witness to this affair.”

As she nodded, he turned to Wes. “Your left hand on the bible, señor, and raise your right, please. And your full name?”

Wes complied, then said, “Western Z Crowley, sir.”

“And the Z stands for...?”

Wes grinned. “Nothin’, sir, as far as I know.”

The alcalde smiled and nodded. “Interesting. Please repeat after me.” The alcalde read the oath. 

Wes repeated, “I, Western Z Crowley, do solemnly swear to faithfully execute the duties of the office of Marshal of Agua Perlado, and will uphold and enforce the laws of the village and of the state and of the nation of Mexico, so help me God.” 

The alcalde handed the bible back to Sylvia, then shook hands with Wes. “Congratulations, Marshal. If half of what Miguel has said about you is true, I think we could not have found a better man. As the mayor, if I can do anything to help you do your job better, you need only let me know.”

“Thanks, Alcalde. I’ll do my best. As far as helpin’ me do the job better, I’d like you to authorize a paid deputy. I’d like to protect the town twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 

“Now the man doesn’t have to be experienced—I’ll train him myself—he just has to be honest and want the job.

“Oh, and is there a judge? Or does one come through or...?”

“Ah, of course. The man in jail. Yes, yes. I’ll contact the judge in Tres Caballos, Ernesto Morales. I’ll see when he can come down here. In the meantime, let me know what you need for the office.” 

He paused, then said, “You know, I have an idea for your deputy as well. I’ll send a young man around to see you tomorrow morning. Say around 9 a.m.? You can talk with him about perhaps serving as your deputy if you find him suitable. He is training as a sailor, a fisherman, but he wants to be a lawman. He is my son, Abregón Reyes.”

A slight frown crossed Wes’s face. 

Forgetting herself, Sylvia jerked her head around to look at the mayor. “Abregón will be the deputy?”

The mayor glanced at her, then back at Wes and rushed into an explanation. “Now do not feel you do not have to accept him just because he is my son. He is a good young man, as I think perhaps señorita Sylvia Perez here might attest.”

Color climbed quickly from the girl’s throat up over her face as she looked at the bible in her hand, then at the wall near the door.

A hint of a smile tugged at the corner of Wes’ mouth.

The alcalde said, “Although he doesn’t know a lot yet. He is nineteen years old, and very strong. He can fire a rifle fairly well, although he does not yet have a pistola. He wanted one, but... well, I wouldn’t let him have one. Frankly, I thought having a revolver might encourage him, and I didn’t want him to be a lawman. 

“However, since you are here and willing to train him, I think it would be an excellent opportunity for him to try his dream job from a position of relative safety. He is very green, though, so you will have to—”

Wes put up his hands, palms out. “Hold on, hold on. Beggin’ your pardon, mi alcalde, I won’t treat him any different just because he’s your son. That wouldn’t be fair to him. As for him not havin’ a revolver yet, all of that sounds perfect. It just means I won’t have to break him of any bad habits.”
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