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Chapter I
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Galveston, Texas

July 11, 1914

Felipe had ridden like the wind, the rhythmic pounding of hooves against the earth matching the urgency that quickened his breath. Dust swirled around him, coating his rough hands and weathered face, testaments to the hard life he had lived as a peon in the Mexican countryside. His heart beat in sync with his horse’s gallops as he approached Galveston, the town brimming with promise and danger alike. The soft breeze teased his hair, yet his mind was clouded with thoughts of Sam Cassidy, the hired gunman whose name was whispered in hushed tones across México. Felipe needed him, needed the man who held the key to the fabled tomb of Montezuma.

As he reached the outskirts of Galveston, he slowed his mount. The gravel streets stretched before him, bustling with merchants peddling their wares. Yet, midst the lively scenes of trade, Felipe felt an invisible weight on his shoulders. He glanced around, the feeling of being watched prickling the back of his neck. The air that held the scent of salt and adventure seemed to press in on him, thick with apprehension. He urged his horse to the dark recesses of a narrow alley, where shadows clung like ghosts.

Breathing heavily, Felipe leaned against the cold brick wall, peering into the flickering light of the street beyond. The city moved like a vibrant tapestry—people flowed in and out of shops, laughter mingled with the calls of vendors—but to Felipe, it felt as if he were suspended in time. With trembling fingers, he reached into his ragged shirt and pulled out the map, the parchment worn but gleaming with unspoken promises. He gazed at it hastily, confirming the intricate markings of the ancient treasure, his heart racing. Seconds felt like hours before he tucked it away, swallowing hard against the sense of destiny burning within him.

Felipe peeked out from his hiding spot, paranoia prickling at him anew. Every face passing by seemed etched with secrets, eyes shifting in his direction. Were they watching him? Friends or foes? He needed to locate Cassidy, the only one skilled enough to lead him to the hidden riches beneath the earth. Yet, he could sense the shadows creeping closer, the unspoken threats of a city that never fully revealed its heart, always cloaked in deceit. Casting aside the fear, Felipe steeled himself for the task ahead, determined to carve his path through uncertainty and history alike.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting a golden hue over the town, Felipe knew that the night was drawing near—and with it, the start of an adventure that would change everything.

****
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It was now morning, and the tentative light of dawn seeped through the dusty windows of the town. Felipe rubbed his eyes, a weariness settling in, the remnants of the night’s long vigil weighing heavily on his spirit. He had replayed his cousin’s directions a dozen times in his mind, like a record on a scratched disc, only now realizing the key was to find Cassidy at the saloon. The thought clenched at his gut, a mix of hope and trepidation.

The Tugboat Saloon dragged on like molasses, thick and sluggish, an embodiment of the weary souls that walked its creaking floorboards. Felipe pushed the door open, the old hinges squeaking their complaints, and stepped inside, greeted by the familiar, oppressive atmosphere. Junior, the bartender, stood behind the counter, his hands moving mechanically as he wiped down the bar with a rag that had seen better days. The scent of stale beer and frustration hung in the air, thick enough to choke a man.

The regulars were there, their familiar faces etched with lines of weariness, each one nursing a drink like it was a forgotten friend. Mabel, a fixture at the end of the bar, stared into her glass as if it held the secrets of the universe—her reflection blurred by the amber liquid, a ghost of hope flickering in the recesses of her mind. Frank, the gambler, sat nearby, fiddling with a worn deck of cards, occasionally glancing at Mabel with an air of detached amusement that hinted he bore her little regard.

The atmosphere was heavy, the kind that made time feel like it was slipping through fingers like sand. Each moment dragged, and Felipe felt the weight of the silence pressing in on him. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to step further inside, each footfall echoing like a thunderclap in the stillness. Where was Cassidy? He felt the question pulse in his chest, searching the faces around him for any sign of an answer.

As the clock struck noon, the silence was broken by the swinging of the saloon doors, His eyes held a glint of mystery, and his presence seemed to command attention. The regulars glanced up from their drinks, curiosity piqued by the arrival of someone new. Felipe sauntered up to the bar, and Junior eyed him warily as he asked for a beer. As Felipe sipped his drink, he listened intently to the conversations around him, his eyes darting from one person to the next. In the faded light of the saloon, Junior stood behind the bar, the familiar scent of whiskey and dust mingling in the air. It was a slow afternoon, the kind where the sun hung low and the world outside felt distant. Felipe’s Spanish voice sliced through the quiet as he asked, “Where can I find senor Cassidy?”

Junior paused, his heart quickening. Sam Cassidy, a name attached to stories of trouble and danger. 

“I must find him, it’s a matter of life and death,” Felipe insisted, his gaze unwavering and filled with urgency. 

The atmosphere shifted; the usual chatter silenced as curious eyes turned toward the bar. Junior felt the weight of the stranger’s words hanging in the air, thickening the tension that clung to the room like a heavy fog. “I’ll see if he’s available,” Junior finally replied, his voice low and cautious. He turned toward the back of the saloon, where Cassidy was known to hold court in shadows, surrounded by those who sought his counsel or his protection. Felipe watched him intently, every muscle in his body poised like a coiled spring, ready to leap into action. Junior could sense the desperation in the air, a silent promise of danger that lingered just beyond the saloon’s doors.

“Cassidy’s a hard man, and he ain’t one to be found unless he wants to be found,” Junior muttered, trying to dissuade Felipe from his pursuit. 

But Felipe’s jaw tightened, determination etched into every line of his weathered face. He leaned in closer, his hand inching toward the worn handle of his pistol. “I didn’t come all this way for excuses, Amigo. I need to find Cassidy, and I need to find him now.” His voice was low, but carried the weight of urgency, echoing the desperation that had driven him across miles of barren land.

The bartender’s eyes flickered towards the swinging doors, as if expecting trouble to come bursting through at any moment. “I can’t help you, Stranger. Cassidy’s got a long reach, and those who cross him don’t live to tell the tale.” 

Felipe’s gaze hardened, and he straightened, the tension in the room palpable. “I’ll find him, with or without your help,” he declared, before striding out into the dusty street, his determination cutting through the heavy air like a knife. As the doors swung shut behind him, the bartender couldn’t shake the feeling that trouble had walked into town, and Cassidy’s name was at the heart of it.

****
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The newest attraction to the Tugboat was Temperance Lidgett. She came down the stairwell as gorgeous as ever. Her arrival was met with a hushed silence as the other performers turned to watch her descent. Temperance was dressed in a majestic gothic outfit featuring a white and gold embroidered coat with red accents, paired with a red and gold corset, white pants. Her black long, straight hair cascading down her shoulders. The air seemed to crackle with anticipation as she made her way to the center of the saloon, her brown eyes sparkling with confidence.

As she reached the bottom of the stairwell, the room erupted into applause and cheers. Temperance had a reputation that preceded her - Cassidy’s coordinator. With a gracious smile, Temperance acknowledged the warm welcome and took a moment to soak in the atmosphere. It was clear that she was no stranger to the spotlight, and her presence alone seemed to elevate the energy in the room. The other performers couldn’t help but feel a mix of admiration and intimidation as they watched her, knowing that her arrival would undoubtedly raise the bar for all their future performances.

Over at the corner of the saloon were Chen Tao and Sam Cassidy, two figures locked in an epic struggle of wits and strategy. Chen sat poised in his blue tunic, a hooded robe draping around his shoulders like a ghostly shroud, a symbol of his focus and determination. Across from him, Sam’s emerald green shirt shimmered under the dim light, a beacon of his confidence as the best gambler in the county. His brown trousers were worn, but neat, evidence of a man who took his craft seriously.

The play of Chinese poker was more than just a game—it was a battlefield. The cards lay spread before them, a tapestry of fortune and deception. Both men studied their hands with intense focus, the stakes high and their resolve higher. Chen’s brow furrowed as he contemplated his next move, while Sam’s lips curled into a slight smirk, a silent challenge to his opponent. In that moment, the cacophony of clinking glasses and laughter faded away, enveloping the table in an almost supernatural silence. Every heartbeat felt amplified, every breath seemed deliberate.

Suddenly, the room felt charged with unseen energy, as if the poker gods themselves were watching. Chen made his move, placing his cards on the table with a steady hand. Each flick of his wrist was sharp, deliberate, calculated. Sam’s eyes narrowed, taking in the subtle changes in Chen’s demeanor. He could sense the determination emanating from his opponent, a fire that mirrored his own thrill for the game. 

With a casual yet deliberate motion, Sam leaned back, the confidence in him unshaken. “Not bad,” he said, his voice smooth like the whiskey swirling in his glass. “But can you do better?” The challenge hung between them like a low-hung storm cloud, thick with tension. 

Chen lifted his chin, the corner of his mouth twitched with a hint of a smile. He had come here not just to play, but to prove that even the best could be bested.

As they drew closer to the final hand, the stakes felt heavier. The patrons around them sensed the shift, leaning in, their conversations quieting into whispers. Chen’s heart raced; the weight of the moment almost unbearable. He marveled at how this simple game had transformed into something monumental, a contest that transcended mere cards. With one last flick of his wrist, Chen revealed his hand. The table fell silent, eyes wide, breaths collectively held. 

Sam’s gaze sharpened, the smirk slipping ever so slightly. The air crackled, the final verdict ready to be pronounced. In this saloon, on this night, two legends were woven into the fabric of a tale just beginning to unfold.

Chen’s heart raced as he considered his next move. He had a decent hand, but he knew Sam was a master at bluffing. He couldn’t afford to underestimate him. With a steely resolve, Chen placed his bet, his expression unreadable. Sam raised an eyebrow, a sly smile playing on his lips as he contemplated his response. The stakes were high, and neither of them was willing to back down.

As the game progressed, the tension between the two men grew even more palpable. The other patrons of the saloon had stopped their conversations to watch the intense showdown between the two formidable players. The air was thick with anticipation, and the outcome of the game seemed to hang in the balance.

Suddenly, Sam laid down his cards with a triumphant grin, revealing a winning hand. 

Chen’s heart sank as he realized he had been outplayed. However, instead of showing any sign of defeat, he simply nodded in acknowledgment of Sam’s victory. The onlookers erupted into applause, impressed by the display of skill and sportsmanship.

As the evening wore on, the saloon was alive with the warm glow of lanterns hanging from the rafters, their flickering lights casting shadows that danced across the worn wooden floor. The air was thick with the scent of whiskey and the laughter of cowboys spinning tales of their romances and wild exploits. Chen and Sam sat at a corner table, each nursing a glass of blackberry juice, while the sound of cards slapping against the table filled the space between their stories.

“Reckon you ain’t heard the half of it,” Chen chuckled, tipping his hat back as he recounted the time he had mistaken a rattlesnake for a lasso in a drunken stupor. 

Sam roared with laughter, the kind that shakes the belly and makes the shoulders bounce. “You’d be better off trading a good horse for another stupid story out in these parts, I reckon,” he said, his voice booming with camaraderie. The two men shared a camaraderie forged in the heat of the sun and the trials of the rugged terrain around them—a bond as dense as the smoke swirling from the nearby bar.

“Care to play again?” asked Chen, his cards wrapped tightly in his slender fingers. 

A sparkle of mischief lit up Sam’s eyes. “Why not? I haven’t got anywhere to be,” he replied, wiggling his fingers as if to shake loose the tension of the day. The thought of more hands to play pulled at his adventurous spirit, the thrill of risking it all outweighed any notion of caution.
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Just then, Temperance, or T. C. as she was known throughout these parts, wandered over to Cassidy’s poker table, her charm weaving through the crowd like a well-practiced dance. Leaning over Cassidy’s shoulder, she planted a quick kiss on his lips that sent ripples through the surrounding patrons. The moment was intoxicating, full of the kind of reckless abandon that defined life in the wild west. 

Chen couldn’t help but chuckle softly, yet appreciatively at the sight of her forwardness. But his heart quickened when his gaze flicked over to see T. C. standing at their table now, a mischievous glint in her eyes, as if she held secrets of the universe within that sparkle.

“Well, Gentlemen,” she announced, her tone teasing yet provocative, “if you’re up for some high-stakes poker, you might just want to count me in. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve that even the best cowpokes around here wouldn’t see coming.” 

Sam raised an eyebrow, captivated by her confidence and the challenge that danced in the air. “What do you say, Chen? I bet this may just turn into a night to remember.”

And as the cards were dealt once more, tension electrified the atmosphere like a storm brewing on the horizon. The stakes were high, and with every glance shared between players and the heavy clatter of chips on the felt, it was clear that the real adventure was just beginning. In the wild west, every story was a game of chance, and tonight, the players would discover just how much they were willing to risk under the dim glow of the flickering lanterns.

T. C. always had a way of injecting a bit of fun into their high-stakes games. As the night wore on, the tension at the poker table grew thicker, and the stakes climbed higher. T. C. and Cassidy exchanged knowing glances, their silent communication speaking volumes. 

Chen watched them both carefully, his mind racing with true happiness. But as the cards were dealt and the bets were placed, he couldn’t deny the thrill of the game.

Suddenly, a gunshot echoed through the dusty streets through the saloon. Sam and Chen raced to see what was happening outside. As they burst through the swinging doors, they were met with a chaotic scene. There on the ground was the same senior Mexican stranger who was looking for Sam.

Sam and Chen rushed to the fallen man’s side. Blood seeped through his shirt, and his breaths were shallow. The dim light of the streetlamp flickered overhead, casting eerie shadows as they knelt beside him. “Who did this to you?” Sam demanded, his voice edged with panic, but the man could only manage a weak shake of his head. His eyes were glassy, the fight in them seemingly snuffed out.

Chen’s fingers worked swiftly, tearing a strip of cloth from his own shirt. He pressed it against the wound, feeling the warmth of the blood seep through the fabric. “We need to get him inside,” he said urgently, his voice steady despite the chaos swirling around them. 

Sam nodded, adrenaline coursing through him as they prepared to lift the injured man. Together, they carefully hoisted him up, the weight of the body heavy and unyielding against their arms.

As they stumbled back toward the saloon, the world outside faded into the background—the raucous laughter and clinking glasses muffled to a distant hum. The wooden doors creaked open, revealing a dimly lit interior filled with familiar warmth, but overshadowed by the cold reality of their situation. They had made it inside, but danger still lingered like a shadow. Chen motioned for a few patrons to help, and they rushed to their aid, lifting the man further into the saloon, away from prying eyes and whispered rumors.

Once settled on a table, Chen leaned in closer, his hands working furiously to apply pressure. Felipe’s breaths were ragged, each exhale a struggle.

“Stay with us,” Sam urged, his voice softer now, a plea as much as a command. 

The wounded man’s eyes fluttered, trying to focus on their faces. For a brief moment, recognition sparked in his gaze, a flicker of hope within the chaos. “Help...,” he whispered, barely audible, as the saloon became a sanctuary midst the storm of uncertainty outside.

Outside, the night was filled with tension. Shadows moved in the alleyways; whispers of a threat that loomed larger than life. Sam glanced toward the door, his heart pounding. “Someone get Doc Hall,” he said, turning to Chen, whose brow was furrowed in concentration. Who would want to harm this stranger, and why? The man had been searching for Sam, but for what purpose? As Chen worked, Sam’s eyes fell on the man’s belongings that had been scattered on the floor. Among them was a worn-out map.

As Chen continued to tend to the man’s injuries, Sam picked up the map. The symbols seemed to be some kind of code, and the artifacts depicted were like nothing he had ever seen before. Suddenly, a name caught his eye - “Montezuma.” It was a name that had been whispered in hushed tones in the saloon, the infamous emperor of the Aztecs rumored to have been buried somewhere in Mexico and was known to be filled with untold riches.

Sam stared at the map, filled with strange symbols and sketches that hinted at an ancient world. The air was thick with tension, and his mind raced with possibilities. Just as he began to decipher the markings, the injured man stirred beside him, his pale face glistening with sweat. 

With a weak grip, Felipe clutched Sam’s arm, drawing him closer. “Gold,” he rasped, his voice barely a whisper. “Montezuma... You must find it.” As the man’s eyes fluttered closed, Sam felt a chill run down his spine. The urgency of the words lingered in the air like a ghost.

Chen, Sam’s loyal friend and fellow adventurer, watched with wide eyes, absorbing the gravity of the moment. “We need to find Montezuma’s tomb,” Sam declared, a determined glint igniting in his gaze. The thought of uncovering a legendary treasure filled him with a sense of purpose. He could almost hear the gold coins clinking together, echoing through the ages. But first, he needed to gather their wits and plan their next moves wisely.

“Into Mexico?” Chen asked, skepticism lacing his voice. The thought of traversing the dense jungles and arid deserts of Mexico was daunting, yet Sam nodded, the thrill of the adventure overriding his apprehensions. 
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“You got it, Buddy. We’ll travel light and keep everything to ourselves until we figure out what these symbols mean,” he replied firmly. The last thing they needed was to attract unwanted attention, especially with a potential treasure map in their hands.

Sam glanced around the dimly lit room before leaning in closer to Chen. “Because that’s where the trail leads,” he whispered. “The symbols on this ancient map, they’re linked to a hidden temple in the heart of Mexico.” 

Chen’s eyes widened in disbelief. He had always been skeptical of such tales, but the intensity in Sam’s voice made him reconsider. “So, what’s the plan?” Chen asked, feeling a rush of excitement. 

Sam leaned back, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “We leave at dawn. We’ll need to travel light and move fast. This is our chance to uncover the truth behind these symbols and the secrets they hold.”

As the two friends made their preparations, Chen couldn’t shake the feeling of anticipation and trepidation that gripped him. Little did they know, their journey into Mexico would lead them into a world of ancient mysteries, perilous challenges, and unimaginable discoveries. And so, under the cover of night, they set out on a quest that would change their lives forever.

Sam marched up the stairwell followed by Chen. Once they reached the landing, they departed and each took to their rooms. Once inside his room, he walked toward his bed. Bent down from the waist and brought out his roll-up bag, a tan bag with brown straps. He then brought the roll-up bag to the bed and unrolled it. To reveal tools and weapons; he arranges a lot of his equipment for on-the-go. It seemed to be easy to unroll at the moment. Revealing his many ordnances. He ran his fingers down the bag from top to bottom, trying to find the right weapon. He found it. It was his favorite firearm. The Colt 1878 Double Action - 4 3-4’ barrel. He reached over and placed the firearm inside his holster.

He then placed his gun belt and holster onto the bed. He then rolled the bag back up and put it back under the bed. He then turned back from the bed, wrapped the gun belt and holster around his waist, and buckled it. 

“Ready for action,” Sam muttered to himself, feeling the weight of the Colt against his hip. He adjusted the holster until it sat right, then stood up straight, taking a moment to survey the room. The familiar scent of gun oil and leather filled the air, a comforting reminder of the life he had chosen.

The moon hung low in the sky, casting a silvery glow over Galveston. He kept his senses sharp, every instinct honed for any sign of trouble. This was his world, a world of shadows and secrets, and he was its silent guardian.

During the night around midnight, after Junior had already closed up, there was a knock on the door. Junior hesitated for a moment, wondering who could possibly be knocking at the late hour. He cautiously made his way to the door, the floorboards creaking under his feet. As he reached for the saloon doors, he couldn’t shake off the feeling of unease that had settled in the pit of his stomach. “We’re closed,” said Junior.

The leader of the five men pretended not to hear. So, Junior opened the door wide enough to tell the five men that they were closed. But the leader of the five stuck his foot inside the door and pushed it open. The leader, with a menacing glint in his eyes, forced his way into the saloon, his four companions following closely behind. Junior’s heart raced as he watched them enter, his mind racing with fear and uncertainty. He knew these men were trouble, and he had a sinking feeling that things were about to take a turn for the worse. 

“I’m sorry, but the saloon is closed. Come back tomorrow when it’s open,” said Junior, nervously glancing at the door as the men stepped into the dim light of the deserted bar. The air was thick with tension, and the shadows seemed to cling to the walls, wrapping around Junior like a vice. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest as the leader, a rugged man with a scarred face, stepped closer.

“We’re not here for whiskey, Mister,” the leader said, his voice low and menacing. “We’re here for the map.” 

The second man, tall and wiry with a shifty gaze, nodded in agreement. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Junior stammered, backing away slowly, his mind racing with thoughts of escape. If only he could reach ‘Destiny’, his famous shotgun, he would be free from these troublesome men. 

But before he could make a move, the leader ordered, “Search him.” Panic surged through Junior as he realized he had little time left to protect what was his.

The four men began walking toward Junior, but Junior wasn’t afraid he used to be a prizefighter before owning the Tugboat, which meant he could handle himself pretty well in a scrap. 

The four men approached Junior with menacing grins on their faces, but Junior stood his ground, his fists clenched and ready for action. He had faced tougher opponents in the ring, and these thugs didn’t intimidate him one bit. As they closed in, Junior could see the glint of malice in their eyes, and he knew he had to act fast. 

Without hesitation, Junior launched into a swift combination of jabs and hooks, catching the first thug off guard and sending him reeling to the floor. The other three men hesitated for a moment, surprised by Junior’s lightning-fast reflexes. Seizing the opportunity, Junior lunged at the nearest thug, landing a solid blow to his midsection and causing him to double over in pain.

The remaining two men lunged at Junior, but he expertly dodged their clumsy attacks, weaving and bobbing with the grace of a seasoned fighter. He landed a powerful uppercut on one of them, sending him crashing into a nearby stack of stairs. The final thug, realizing he was outmatched, turned and fled, leaving his fallen comrades behind.

Breathing heavily, Junior surveyed the scene, his heart pounding with adrenaline. The four men lay scattered on the floor, nursing their wounds and groaning in pain. Junior knew he had taught them a lesson they wouldn’t soon forget. This woke T. C. up as she came downstairs in her nightgown, to see what the commotion was about. 

Junior flashed a confident smile at Ms. Lidgett, his fists still clenched in victory. He had proven once again that he was not to be underestimated, and the reputation of the Tugboat as a safe haven for its patrons remained untarnished. That was until the leader of the men jerked his pistol out from his holster and shot Junior in the right shoulder. 
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[image: ]




Junior fell to the floor, clutching his shoulder in agony. The searing pain shot through his body, and he struggled to catch his breath. The leader of the men stood over him, a cruel smirk playing on his lips as he watched Junior writhe in pain. The other men looked on, their expressions a mix of indifference and amusement.

	C. raced down the stairs, her heart pounding with urgency as she spotted her friend Junior on the ground. The five men, who had been lounging against the wall, turned in her direction, their expressions shifting from boredom to surprise. The leader, tall and imposing, raised a hand to stop his companions. “No, don’t, you’ll hit her; she might have the map,” he warned, his voice a mix of authority and concern. 
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