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Visitors

“You with us, gringo?”
The slap was hard and stinging.  But still it barely penetrated the consciousness.
“Time to wake up.”
Hard slaps across the face twisted the head one way, they spun it back the other.  But the heat, tiredness and hunger had eaten away at him.  The eyes flashed open.  Then exhaustion claimed Bodie back.

Gonzalez grabbed the prisoner by the scalp, yanked the head back and poured water over his face.  Thirst and survival instincts did what the slapping had not.  The mouth searched in desperation for the water.  The eyes opened, then screwed up tight against the blinding sun.  A leathery tongue greedily finding the last strength to lick up any remaining drops of water.

Gonzalez dropped the water bottle.  His fist hammered hard into the unsuspecting prisoner’s guts.  Driving out a cry of shock.  Feeling the weakened legs crumpled under him.  Still holding the gringo by the scalp.  Driving another stinging slap across his cheek.
“We’ve got company, ” Gonzalez explained.

He hung off the overhead rope, he had for seeming hours.  Blinking into the blistering heat, shaking his head to get his senses back.  Been stood a seeming eternity under this tree tortured by an unforgiving sun until he had passed out.  All the sweat in his body caking his shirt to his torso.  
Slapped back to consciousness but taking little in.
Company?
Bodie squinted against the glare.  Seeing nothing, only a shimmering haze of blinding light.  His head felt like bursting.  Exposed for hours to the ravages of this desert sun.  These few drops of water only were mocking his raging thirst.  A parched tongue, a crazed need for water, an insane need to rehydrate his body.  Remembering the long laboured walk here, roped behind their horses.  Tramping for hours over rough desert sand and rock, the sun defying his strength with every step he took.  

Company?
Dimly aware of some darker shape within the shimmering light.  Blinking into the glare, instinctively knowing this form might be somehow significant.  Feeling a primitive prickle of anxiety.  Too weak to control the tremor of unease.  At the back of his mind, recalling dimly the dawn raid.  Morales’ men in a surprise attack.  Surprised from his bed.  All the men hauled outside, himself singled out, separated from the rest.  He alone marched off.  Hands tied, roped to horsemen, Morales’ men.  Dragging him out into the desert, tramping through sand and scrub, struggling under the sun, beaten down by a fearsome heat.  Then roped under this dead tree.  In the middle of nowhere.  Exposed to the torture of a pitiless sun overhead.  For hours.  Till he had blacked out.
Company?
The word did not resound with anything but threat.
Surprised

They had come for him in the night.  Sneaked in when all were asleep.  The attacks from Morales’ men had stopped now for over a week.  Men-folk had turned their attention to catching up on their work, still wary, still on their guard  -   but duties as bread-winners dictated they had to get back to the fields.  Thinking Morales’ men were off bullying some other village for now.
Wrong.  Fooled into letting down their guard.  They had been lulled into a false sense of security.  Bodie woke with a start.  Marta crying out.  Seeing men with torches in their adobe hut.  Rifles covering him.  Before Bodie could even reach for his gun.
They let him get dressed.  Men standing over Marta to make him behave.  Then shoved Bodie out of the hut into the night.  The rest of the men-folk had been rounded up.  Stood half-dressed by the flickering torches.  Surprised at Bodie brought out his hands tied in front.  No weapon, no gun.
“The gringo’s coming with us.  He’d got some business to settle.  The rest of you  ...   -  ...   be ready at dawn.  Work your asses off.  Make up for lost time.  You got dues to be paid.”
Just what they’d been resisting for weeks.  What Bodie had been helping them fight off.  Men taken away under threat of guns, made to slave away on Morales’ vast finca.  Unpaid, weeks away from home getting in his harvest.  While their own crops went to waste.  And their families starved.
Bodie’s bound wrists had been tied to a rope.  Grabbed by one of Morales’ men up on his horse.
“Move him out.”
Morales’ head-bully indicated at Bodie.  The men kicked on their horses.  The tug on the rope made Bodie follow.  Forcibly led off, walked out into the night.  Alone.  Deserting the men-folk he’d helped.  Helped fight off Morales’ bullying.
“Be ready at dawn ....” Bodie heard the warning to the men-folk behind.  “Or else ....”

The dark had eventually given way to the dawn.  Bodie could see where they were heading.  Slowly the greyness had turned rosy-red, quickly the desert had taken on an orange glow.  In no time, the cool had become hot.  And still they marched him on, the dozen riders who had Bodie prisoner.  Bodie had assumed they’d be taking him back to Morales’ hacienda.  For a good beating, for a whipping and then to be warned to get lost.  Warned he’d get much worse if Morales ever saw his hide again.
But now Bodie could see they were headed someplace else.  They had been walking him now for hours.  Ever outward, further out into the desert, the wilderness growing harsher with every step.  Any attempt  to ask what this was all about was ignored.  When he persisted, he’d got jabbed with the butt of a rifle in the shoulder.  Told to shut his mouth.  An aggressive look from Bodie had just earned him a kick at his head from the saddle.  Their tempers too were fraying under the heat.
Marched hatless under a pitiless sun.  The rope pulled on his bound wrists, keeping up a brisk pace for a man on foot.  But even Bodie was getting slower, the horses getting more twitchy under the heat, thirsty, needed some rest.  But on they marched him, ever further into the harsh terrain.  Keeping the rope to the horse taut, pulling his tiring hide behind them.  Yanking if he played them up.  Tugging him as he tired.  

Bodie was struggling.  The sun torturing him from above, heat reflected off the earth sapping him of  strength.  So hot it took his breath away.  The back of his shirt clung to him dark with his sweat, sticking to him like glued.   He’d stumbled over a rock, he was dragged.  Dragged through the dirt like some dead  calf  till they reined in the horse.  Encouraged to his feet by threats.  Laughing at the big gringo who was struggling to get to his feet.  Walked on and on behind a horse ever deeper into the scrub, the heat rising up off the barren earth and enveloping him like a furnace.  The searing air stinging at his nose, the sweat no longer trickling off his hair.  No sweat, no liquid left in him.
Bodie began convincing himself Morales was more vindictive than he’d thought.  More vengeful at Bodie for inciting the locals to defy.  This was going to be no telling-off,  no warning Bodie off by the sting of a Mexican whip across his bare back.  They were leading him out into the middle to nowhere.  For a reason.  Taking him where nobody ever ventured.  Bodie was going to disappear.  For the crime of goading poor farmers into standing up to a landlord’s unjust demands.  Bodie was being taken out, he was going to be dumped.  Abandoned in the back-of-beyond.  No water, no horse.  Left to wander for days, abandoned to die.  Where no one would ever find a body.  He could only hope, with any luck, first they’d put a bullet in his head. 

Hot

A single dried out tree.  In the middle of the desert, one tree had managed to grow.  Got good and tall, about ten feet.  But then something had got to it, the water had dried up, maybe diseased.  Dying, drying out.  But good enough to have Bodie hanging from it.  

He’d stood panting from the ordeal of his march while Morales’ men had thrown the rope over the branch.  He should have fought them back, Bodie should have made a stand.  He should have, he would have.  But what was the point?  Ten of them, armed.  He’d only finish up beaten up, even weaker.  Truth to tell, he probably hadn’t got the strength to put up a decent fight.  Bodie had been walked for countless hours, hatless, parched, dehydrated, his sweating had stopped long ago.  His strength had seeped from him with every drop of sweat he’d lost.  Clinging heavy and thick to the shirt on his back.
So this was it, he thought.  This was how life would end.  Stood with his hands tied to the rope above his head, hanging off the branch of a dead tree.  They’d walked him here.  Anywhere, nowhere.  They’d dump him here.  Going to abandon him.  To die.  No bullet in the head.  Roped here under this dead tree.  Left to starve to death, die of thirst.  Baked by the sun.  The tree had stood out as he approached, nothing else living around.  A trunk, no leaves, the bark peeled off.  
Maybe when they’d gone, he’d manage to break the branch, break himself free.  And then what?  All he had to do was wander out of this desert.  In which direction?  No water, no food now for hours.  How far would he get?  Maybe he should have tried, maybe he should have fought them back.  Hands tied, no weapons, one against ten.  What chances, eh?
Were they just taking a rest?  They hadn’t left, hadn’t set off back leaving him to die.  Having a break before they headed off back and abandoned him to his fate?  Enviously he saw them drink heavy and copiously from their canteens.  He passed a leathery tongue over pain-caked lips resentful of a horse getting watered from a hat.
“Any chance of that for a gringo?”
Bodie was not even sure that the words he had uttered made any sense.  But he’d got the attention of the lead henchman.  Looking up from his food, thinking it over, smiling to himself, he got up and wandered over.  Heartened Bodie saw he had brought a canteen in his hand.

“I drink on you, gringo.”
He drank deep and long from the canteen.  He was standing behind right by Bodie’s shoulder.  Bodie could hear the greedy slurping as he swallowed down.  Like an animal dying of thirst, Bodie could smell the water.  He panted, in eagerness to get his hands on the canteen.  Suspecting, though, he’d be getting nothing.  He was being mocked.
“Thank you very much,” his tormentor was saluting Bodie with the canteen.
Bodie tried to swallow.  Swallow down his disappointment.
“We get good money for getting you ...”

But the Mexican surprised him.  He held the canteen above Bodie.  Pouring stale warm water over his head.  Bodie fought with his mouth to find the stream.  Gonzales had his orders.  And they said not to kill the gringo off.  Deliver him up.  He could hear the others, cackling.  Laughing as Bodie struggled squinting up into the glaring light, his mouth gaping like a fish on land, gaping for water.  Gonzales kept moving the stream.  His men kept up the jokes.   A bit of water  -  no harm done.  And make sure the big gringo would last out till the others arrived.  A bit of water would keep him going till then.  Gonzales had his orders.  Not dead, not kill the trouble-maker.  Not dead.  Morales had bought him something worse than that.
“What you gonna do with me?”
The water was not enough, his tongue still leathery, there probably wasn’t enough water in all their  canteens to satisfy his thirst.  His question  came out sounding cracked.  Did Bodie want to know the truth?  What they had in mind for him?  Really?  Bodie had already convinced himself of the worst.
“Questions, questions, questions, gringo  ....  all in good time ....”  
The Mexican could afford to sound almost good-natured.  He took another long slug from the canteen.  
“Who’s in a hurry?”
The gringo looked done-in.  For all his bulk they’d walked him to exhaustion.  They’d kept him going at a horse’s place, letting the heat wear him down.  Driving him in circles to make sure they had him bushed.  Salt streaked his hair.  The shirt stained with his dried-on sweat was again darkened by the wasted water.  Tied up under this tree.  Sweating it out, waiting for his fate to arrive.

Bodie found the strength to stare him down.  Managed to look strong.  Managing to mask his worries at feeling so weak.  Not something he was used to .....
“But tonight ... “, he heard the Mexican drone on,  “  ...  you know  ....  when we get back  .....  we drink on you.  We not forget you, gringo.  You be sure of that ....”
Suddenly a flush of heat came over Bodie.  As if pent-up anger was releasing itself through his body.  Anger at himself for getting taken so easily.  Anger at being made to march through this desert to his death.  Letting go his anger that Morales’ no-hopers had managed to take him and get him roped up like this.  
As if reading his mind, the Mexican sidled right up to Bodie from behind,  one hand touching Bodie’s shoulder, the other gripping him by his upraised arm.  Consoling him, like comforting an upset friend.
“But you no worry, gringo ...” Bodie heard him smirk.  Pretending to be re-assuring.
“  ...  we’ll look after things for you ....”
The hand on Bodie’s arm was patting him.  Like patting some dumb calf.
“We look after her  ....  your chica  ...  nice-looking girl  ..  we look after her ....”
Bodie flushed, with anger.
“Big breasts, your chica  .....”
In temper Bodie jarred back with his hips.  Catching the Mexican in the belly.  The only way Bodie had of hitting back.  In response, the Mexican’s fist slammed Bodie in the middle of his backbone.  The grunt from the shock was louder than it should have been.  Exhaustion, Bodie supposed.
Grabbed by the hair, Bodie’s head was yanked backwards, staring up into the glare.
The voice in his ear was no longer half-joking.
“Me and the boys,  -  we go look after the muchacha .....”  Sounding serious, menacing.
Another thud into his back.  Hard, into the backbone.
“We take care of her.”  
Bodie again jammed his body backwards into the man, in anger.  But this time he got no anger back in response.  Instead the Mexican moved around the front, to enjoy the futile anger in Bodie’s eyes.  This time no punching back.  A hand patting Bodie on the cheek.  Laughing.  Stroking in Bodie’s stubble.  The man was mocking him.
“She do alright without you  ...  she have plenty of men-friends ....  Cook our food, fix our beds.  Take care of her men .....”
The Mexican winked.
“Know what I mean, eh, gringo?”
The obscene gesture made it clear.
The sun was past its height.  But the heat did not ease.  Bodie had been tired out when he arrived.  But standing exposed under the cruel sun, any remaining strength was being sucked out of him.  His head had started swimming, the heat-waves on the horizon mocked his vision with streaks of blood-red.  Hard to breathe, taking in only over-heated air.  His head hung backwards, eyes half-closed  -  because of the glare, because of the mere effort of blinking.  Dog-tired.  His knees bent, the rope biting into his wrists as it took all his weight.  His body no longer panting, no longer sucking in breath.  Hung limp and lifeless, as if it had given up.  
The sun continued its downward path, with luxurious slowness, in no hurry to leave off torturing its gringo.  Bodie had swooned, the cruel heat had broken him.  Hung off the rope overhead, his massive bulk overcome by weakness.  Not even concerned any more that he’d die out here alone, abandoned to die by Morales’ men.  In this body-shattering exhaustion  his weakened mind was accepting this was how he’d end his days.  Strung up under this tree, drying out.  Just disappear, vanish into the desert.  Not fearful, no strength for his head to raise any prospect of fear.  Bodie had just collapsed.  Broken by exhaustion and heat.
Not abandoned, though.  Still Morales’ men stayed with him, waiting for the others.  Resting under their hats, sleeping off the heat.  Still his captors waited.  The others were late.
Chain gang

Gonzales gave Bodie a few stinging slaps as the slow trail of men approached.  By that time Bodie had made out what they were.  Understanding what was up, why they’d kept him roasting under this tree.  At the sight of the newcomers he forced himself to overcome that crippling weakness, he needed to put up a fight.  Ironically the stupid Mexican’s unwarranted slaps helped.  The idiot was showing off, laughing at Bodie, showing the newcomers he had this prisoner under his thumb.  And his move only served to put fire into Bodie’s belly and strength into his legs.  Anger driving out the tiredness.
Still showing off, Gonzales held his canteen over Bodie’s head.  Repeating his trick of making Bodie work for every drop of water.  Bodie didn’t care.  The sight of the arrivals had persuaded him he’d need as much water as he could get.  Greedily he had slurped at the water, ignoring Gonzales’ cackling.  His stupid showing off  helped, Bodie felt a rush of strength coming back.  
Gradually he had been making out the party of approaching horsemen, Mexican soldiers, in uniform, their rifles slung over the backs.  Escorting a party of weary prisoners in chains, shuffling along in their leg irons, through the heat.  Their wrists in manacles,  the soldiers’ weapons not actually needed, these prisoners looked too done-in to give any trouble.  The heat had got to them too,
“This the one?”
Bodie recognised Mexican army uniforms, the man on the horse was a sergeant.  Gonzales must have nodded because the sergeant twisted round to his men.
“Put him in irons.”

“No way!”  Bodie protested.  Bodie now realised he was not going to die out here, fresh vitality had found its way into his veins.
The sergeant spun round, surprised.  Like he wasn’t used to a prisoner putting up a fight.  He frowned, he looked at Gonzalez.  .  Then he grinned.
“I heard he was a trouble-maker.”
Two men had dismounted, one had leg irons dangling from his grip.
“By what right?”  Bodie shouted back at the sergeant, defiant.  
“Tell me what I’ve done wrong.”  
A strength of purpose had come back into Bodie’s voice,
The soldier stared at this gringo with his arms roped to an overhead branch, somewhat uncertain.  Like he was not used to their authority being questioned.  He turned to his sergeant for an answer.  A man trussed up like this, a prisoner, what right did he have to protest?
“You heard,”  the sergeant snapped at his men.
One of the soldiers went down on one knee, about the reach for Bodie’s ankle.  Bodie sank his boot right into his face.  The soldier went flying backwards into the sand.  
“What’s the crime?  Where’s the judge?” Bodie had made his point, he was taking nothing lying down.
The second soldier looked more than a bit shocked.  Nervy about Bodie’s size and hesitating in face of his fierce demeanour.  Not used to prisoners’ hitting back.  
“What’s the charge?”  
Bodie had his temper up.  He had to make a stand, now.  Before it got too late.
Instead of going for the leg irons, the trooper went to help his friend.  His fingers coating themselves in his friend’s bleeding nose.
“Trouble-maker, eh?  Seems you were right,” the sargento laughed from his saddle.
He nodded.
The other soldiers sorted Bodie out.  Four of them, turning their rifles on him.  The stocks turned round.  Hammered into his back.  Pounded into his side.  A butt thudded into Bodie’s guts.  Over and over again.  He couldn’t protect himself.  Trussed up to the tree.  Even a body as strong as his was little match for the onslaught.  Hardened wood, driven into muscle, thudded into flesh.

Bodie came-to.  Water trickled onto the back of his neck.  Welcome water.  But a thousand miles away from his mouth.  Bodie twisted his head round, trying to get to the stream of water.  Failing,  Trying to twist his body over further to get to the water.  Failing.  Suddenly realising what was stopping him from turning.

Sergeant Gomez looked down on the trouble-maker from the height of his horse.  Face down in the dirt.  In leg-irons.  As was right.  The prisoner might think he dared protest, Gomez was going to hit him with the truth.  Wrist shackles in place.  Like their other prisoners, that was how Gomez brought his charges in.  Shackled hand and foot.  For extra security, his men had thrust a pole across his back and threaded it through his elbows.  That would tame the beast.  If not, his men would have no hesitation, they’d go for him again.  They didn’t believe in prisoners answering back.  Never mind, giving one of their own a bloody nose.  
Signor Morales had said they were to pick up a trouble-maker.  Gomez wasn’t going to take any more risks.  Just let the big gringo try  -  trussed up like this.


“Get him up.”
Bodie realised his predicament as he was hauled up to his knees.  His head thumping, his body reeling from the brutal beating.  They had got the manacles on his wrists, he could feel the pole across his back, pulling the wrist chains tight across his belly.  From his knees he glared in anger up at the sargento smirking down at him from his horse.  Wanted to cuss.  Wanted to give this god-damned fool some of his tongue.  Except Bodie had a gag across his mouth.  A thin cord of leather cutting across his mouth, pinning down his tongue and keeping his cusses to himself.

“Get him in line.”
The sargento ordered his men to get Bodie to his feet.  Trying to get to his feet by himself proved hard, the leg-irons got tangled up.  Even the thwack across the back of his head didn’t help.  Annoyingly Bodie had to give in to them hauling him to his feet.
As they shuffled him over in the leg-irons, shoving him into line with the other prisoners, he saw Morales’ man hand up an envelope to the sargento.  The soldier took it, his eyes flashed quickly to Bodie trying to fight the soldiers off.  Payment for taking Bodie on. Then he slipped the envelope into his tunic.  
“  ....  And tell el Capitán ....”  Morales’ man Gonzalez also had eyes only for Bodie, enjoying the useless scowls, cackling at the trouble-maker gagged, chained and being shuffled away ...
“Tell him, Signor Morales will visit in the next few days.  To show el Capitán his appreciation.”

A rifle was shoved against Bodie’s back.  Bodie resisted.  As much for the sake of it, he wasn’t a man to be pushed around,  -  and he was going to show them that.  Glowering at Gonzalez.  Scowling his anger at the sargento.  The butt of a rifle hammered into his side.  Telling him to move it.  Bodie grunted.  Another rifle shoved him again.  Pushed him forward.  He could either put up with it or take on another beating.  Anyway, he’d finish up in this line.  Joining the convicts to the sound of scraping chain.  All in leg-irons, manacled wrists.  Them guilty of their crimes, Bodie simply sold down the line.  For inciting locals to stand up to Morales.   All of them destined for one of Mexico’s jails.  One of the worst.  

Jail time
Strange that the sight of his prison should be welcome.  Looming out of the distance, still a seeming eternity away across the sweltering heat and the dying sun.  But Bodie’s heart lifted when the soldiers’ horses sniffed out their destination, food and water.  Luxuries which would probably not be showered upon the convicts.

Strange to welcome arrival at the place where Morales had sold him to.  To face Morales’ revenge for Bodie being a pain-in-the-ass.  Strange.  But the march had been arduous.  Better, the shuffle across the sand and blistering heat had taken its toll.  Even on a guy as strong as Bodie tiredness hung heavy in his legs.  A cruel sun mocked the chain gang’s trudging out of a cloudless sky.  Beating down on their bare heads.   Stinging at their shoulders even through their clothes.   Bodie had not eaten since the night before, the guards had barely bothered to share their water.  Even when giving their horses a break, letting them drink out of the soldiers’ hats, their prisoners been stood envious and tormented in the heat.
On the march one of the convicts collapsed.  Drained of strength, pleas for water ignored.  The only help offered by another convict helping the stranger to his feet.  Risking the guards’ anger for not moving faster.  Bodie was the type to be intimidated by other men, he was a size that usually kept others at bay.  He would have helped.  Confident his size would keep the guards away.  But bound with that pole across his back, disabling his arms, Bodie could do nothing but watch.  And glare when a soldier took to kicking the prisoner as a means of encouraging him to his feet.

The sun was heading for the horizon as the prison buildings loomed into sight far across the desert.  The sun seemed to be dying.  But not the heat.  Still the earth beneath their trampling feet gave back its stored heat.  Heads on fire, legs aching, heavy and tortured like shuffling along through embers.
Shadows were casting long as the convicts shuffled between the big gates into the compound.  The sun was rapidly heading down.  An odd sense of relief struck Bodie as they were pushed into a line.  Hoping for water and rest.  Rifles used across their backs to shove them into line.  Facing what looked like some kind of administration block.  Ironic, Bodie knew, to feel relieved that he had arrived.  That their march through torment had come to an end.  Ironic  -  he was the one who had been singled out.  Craving water, hoping for something to eat.  He was the one who had been labelled trouble-maker.  Only Bodie had been singled out to wear a gag to silence his troublesome mouth.  Only Bodie stood there in his chains, with that pole across his back.  A living symbol of the fact that he was trouble, Morales had said so.  Bodie had committed no crime, he had seen no judge, no sentence had been passed.  But everyone there could see he was the one to watch.  

They stood, in line, watching, waiting.  Recover, like Bodie, he knew the others must be tired out.  Standing still, the ravages of the heat dissipating.  But not the thirst, not the hunger.  Not the exhaustion of battling against the heat all the day.
A pair of armed guards stood watch over them either end of their line.  Meanwhile, Bodie watched as the soldiers took care of their horses.  Kindly leading them to their stables.  To be rewarded with water and food.  As Bodie watched, he saw the huge gates to the prison being closed.  Taking two soldiers each pushing hard to close them shut.  While alongside on the watch towers, two armed guards faced inwards and kept guard over the convicts.  Gates closed, armed soldiers watching,  -  Bodie was locked in.  Till he worked out some way out of this mess, this was home.  For the foreseeable future.
Chains off!
Other convicts watched.  They had arrived as the day was dying out, the huge double gates swinging open to allow a sight of freedom.   Filled by shuffling lines of dusty sweaty exhaustion as the chain gangs return from their toils.  Curious at the sight of fresh convicts arrived.  But quickly distracted when pots of food were brought out.  When they could slake their raging thirsts.  Envious the newcomers watched, waiting to be processed.  The smell of food torturing their noses.  The fear that everything would be gone, that all the food would have been consumed by the time they were released from their line to the freedom of gobbling down their fill.  A raging thirst as the convicts greedily gulped down the water.  And the newcomers felt the pangs of hunger.  Envied every drop of water that was wasted.  

And still they waited, still the newcomers waited for their chains to come off.  Bodie saw the other convicts now sitting on the floor, behind them the cells.  For now, resting and watching the new arrivals.  Some eating out of bowls, most finished with their food.  Enviously Bodie watched as one convict held up his bowl of water and selfishly drank it empty.  Sat watching the new arrivals because there was nothing else to do, just sat watching the newly arrived.  Standing in line.  Standing waiting.  Waiting to be processed.  Because that was what new prisoners were made to do.

Light was fading fast.  Still nothing was happening.  The six new prisoners stood in line.  Soldiers brought out torches, jammed them into the earth to shine light on the newcomers.  Waiting, waiting for something to happen.  The watching old-hands faded out of sight in the gloom but Bodie knew they were still sitting there, waiting.  Watching and waiting for something to happen.  
The sky overhead was dark when the sergeant appeared out of the gloom.  Demonstratively he now walked the length of the line.  Stopping in front of each new convict.  Giving him a good once-over,  -  as if he had not had the chance all day.  Looking like he was sizing each one up individually.  In effect, Gonzales was deliberately trying to intimidate, making an impression.  They were hungry, they were tired, they were worried why they were made to stand here so long.  Missing out on the food, deprived of the water.  Gonzales eyed his new batch, one-for-one.  Slowly sizing each one up.  Out to make an impression.  Like emphasising he was not the delivery boy now, he was not bringing in convicts.  This was his domain, here Gonzales was in-charge, here he was the one to be obeyed.
For Bodie the sargento had kept a special smirk,  Looking up into his face,  -  and nodding.  Nodding, like he knew something Bodie did not.  His head cocked over to one side, looking at Bodie’s elbow.  With the pole across his back sticking out.  Disabling his arms, taming his strength.  Then looking up, meeting Bodie’s undaunted stare.  Seeing the grim determination in Bodie’s face.  Not one to be bullied by the likes of this sergeant.  Then the sergeant grinned to himself, feeling good, feeling superior.  Reaching up, with a hand gripping at the cord tight across Bodie’s mouth.  Pulling on it, pulling Bodie’s face forward.  Pulling it into his own face.  Then spitting into Bodie’s face.  Before brusquely shoving Bodie back into line.

“Chains off!”
He stood right in front of Bodie as the guards went to work on the leg chains.  Keys unlocking the shackles and releasing the convicts’ legs.
“Arms too!”
Again the guards used keys to free the manacles.  Carelessly the pole was yanked out through Bodie’s elbow.  Scraping at flesh.  But good to be free of the restraint.  Good to be free to the shameful chains that had bound his arms.  Automatically his hands went up, behind his head, making to untie the knot.  Undo the cord that was gagging his mouth.
“You!  Gringo-dog.  Stop.”
The sargento’s order alerted the guards’ attention.  Hands roughly ripped Bodie’s hands away from fiddling with the cord in the back of his head.
“When I say so ....”
“You  ....   Wait, gringo.  Till I say so ......”
The sargento warned.  “If I say so ....”

“Hands behind your heads.”
The sergeant’s words were accompanied by demonstrating.  
“This is how you stand when a guard speaks to you.”
Gonzalez stood with his hands clamped into the back of his head.  His feet raised dust as he stamped in the earth, legs spread shoulder-width apart.

Bodie felt the resentment rise.  He knew of that pose, he had known it used, a mark of submission.  Offering up a torso with no defence.  A sign that a guard could do as he wished.  A sign that the prisoner was not going to able to defend himself.
The others in the line were already complying.  Bodie made to do so too.  Unwillingly.  But he knew that for now he had no choice, they’d make him, they’d beat him, he’d finish up weaker.  
And suspecting there were going to be many more occasions when he’d be doing things he’d rather not.

Nothing
Again nothing had happened.  Darkness had fallen.  Beyond the flickering  light of the torches nothing was to be seen.  Bodie stood with the other new convicts in the night-time heat.  Free from their chains but guarded by armed guards.  Stood with their hands behind their heads.  Because they had been ordered into that.  Waiting through the darkness  -  because they were made to do that.  
Beyond the glare of the burning torches, Bodie heard movement.  In the darkness where the other convicts had sat watching.  Probably they were being shuffled into their cells for the night.
He turned his head to see  -  for want of anything better to do.
“Eyes front, dog.”
A guard gestured with his rifle.  Ordering Bodie where to direct his gaze.  Bodie looked at him. Stared down at the soldier from his height.  The guard raised his eyebrows like asking, You want to make something of it?  Try me.  Bodie returned his gaze, showing he was not daunted by any guard’s gesture.  Then slowly looking back at the noise.  Just to make a point.  Then looking forward again,  -  as ordered.  He could not see anything in the gloom anyway.

Oddly a pair of guards started lighting a fire.  In front of the new convicts, a bonfire of tinder-dry wood burst into life and was soon stoked into flames.  It was still warm in the darkness, the heat of the night-time air glowed on the skin.  But soldiers had light them a fire?
Time dragged on.  They stood illuminated in their circle of torchlight, new convicts standing in line to be processed, in silence, their hands raised behind their heads as they had been ordered.  Seeing nothing, hearing nothing, nothing happening.  Just made by their new masters to do as told.  Even if that was something ridiculous,  -  made to obey, first lesson of this place.  From the silence over to the side, Bodie assumed the older convicts were now in their cells.  But he imagined them standing at the bars, watching them.  After all, what else was there to do?  The newcomers’ arrival was the excitement of the week.
It was weird, Bodie felt almost a sense of relief at hearing approaching sounds.  In the gloom, Bodie heard footsteps drawing near on the sun-baked earth.  At last something happening.  Out of the gloom appeared the sargento.  Eyeing his charges again.  
“Strip.  Get your clothes off.  Everything.”
He placed himself right in front of Bodie.  Deliberately.  Planning to enjoy his dominating over Morales’ gift.  There was some hesitation in the line at the order.  Men were not used to taking off their clothes in public, not everything.
“Now, you god-damned dogs,” the sargento growled.  Then sounding conciliatory,    “  ....Going to get your nice new uniforms.”

Still there was an unwillingness to stand naked in public.  Suddenly one of the newcomers cried out, jolted forward out of the line.  The guard jarred his rifle butt again into the convicts’ back.
“You want we make you?”  the sargento laughed.
Quickly the others got the picture.  Shirts were pulled over their heads.
“Throw your clothes on the earth.  You won’t be needing them.  Not for a few years.”
The convicts fell into doing the sergeant’s order, dropping their shirts.  Then glances were thrown at the next man, hands on cords at their waist.  Uncertain about pulling their pants down.
“Counting to five, dogs.  Anyone not naked will feel it on his ass.”
In no time, the men had dropped their pants too.

“Hands!  Behind your heads.  You dogs want your ass whipped or what?”
They stood there, naked in the night-time heat, hands behind their heads.  Feeling self-conscious, unsure, vulnerable.  For the first time in their adult life watched by other men with no clothes on.  Men whom they had no reason to trust.
Prison garb
They watched their past go up in flames.  And if Bodie still aimed to get out of this place, his plans too.  Their clothes gathered together and thrown into the fire.  Bodie noticed his boots had been thrown aside, no doubt one of the soldiers would be happily wearing his boots from now on.  But everything he owned right now, here, went up in smoke,  Buck-ass naked.  Lit by torches, illuminated by flames.
None of them were used to standing around naked in public.  Even with a woman in a hotel room Bodie didn’t go around flaunting himself .  And standing there naked in the flickering light, hands ordered behind his head, his bare backside on display for the other convicts in the gloom watching,  -  it was not a comfortable feeling.  Nothing to be ashamed of.  But not something he did.  Not something he would do either,  -  given a choice.
And the sargento was stood in front of Bodie to make it clear he had no choice.  Bodie felt the eyes taking him in.  Tall well-built.  Manly pelt, chest broad and firm.  Strong in the belly.  Forced to stand there, like that.  Being singled-out now by the sargento for close inspection.  It was not just the way his privacy was being demonstratively inspected.  It was his liberty being taken away.  In the most graphic way.  Stripped of everything he had, watching his only possessions spiralling in smoke up into the gloom.  He felt the sargento’s gaze weighing up his private parts.  Making a show of it, making sure Bodie could see the sargento’s eyes all over his cock and balls.  But he was not interested in their shape.  How long, how thick the gringo was  -  that was not the point.  It was the fact that sargento was exercising his power over the big beefy gringo.  He could order him to strip himself to nothing.  Stand Bodie with his arms up like this.  Have him gagged.  Make him publicly display himself naked  -  and there was not a god-damned thing Bodie was going to be able to do about it. Not now, not for days, not for weeks to come.  Not till he got himself out of this mess.  Bodie was being processed, he thought.  Stood like this he was being turned from cowboy into convict.
The long wait was stopped.  The sargento’s lording it over his big gringo came to an abrupt end.  In the darkness above a light flashed on.  A door opened up high.  The door on the veranda of the administration block.  The sargento snapped around, he came to attention and saluted into the darkness.  To the figure back-lit by the open door.  Bodie assumed el capitán had deigned to make an appearance.  Or rather he had finished his evening meal.

“Carry on.”
Bodie heard the voice in the darkness above.  Suddenly a pair of  soldiers appeared.  One was throwing bundles of clothing at the convicts’ feet.  Clearly the guards had been waiting with the prison garb unseen in the darkness.  The fresh convicts had just been made to stand there displayed like that,  -  for the good of their souls.  To learn their place.  The guard made down the line, throwing prison uniform at the convicts’ feet.  The first new arrival rushed to put the clothes on.  Eager to cover his embarrassment.  The second guard clubbed him.  A heavy blow to the shoulder that sent the convict sprawling in the dirt.  Crying out.
“When I say so ...”  the sergeant snapped out.  “HANDS!”
The scared prisoner quickly fell back into line.  Hands submissive behind his head.  The rest visibly tightened their grip behind their heads, sufficiently clubbed into obedience.  
“Nice new uniforms.”
The sargento was patrolling the line, again stopping before each one.  Like he was carefully scrutinising them.  Staring into their faces.  Pleased when they looked down, avoiding his authoritative stare.  Feeling them cringe when his gaze passed down over their chests.  Men who were not used to being naked in public, not used to being stared out with not a stitch of clothing on.  Especially when the sargento took a step back, the better to check out their bellies, the strength of their guts.  Then head over to one side, his eyes targeted their private parts.  Staying there.  Deliberately.  Knowing that even though they had lowered their gaze, they knew exactly what was going on, where he was looking.  Knowing he was making them cringe.
When he got to the gringo, he expected nothing else.  The trouble-maker was not going to cringe, he was not going to avert his gaze.  And when the sergeant’s look centred on his groin, there was no attempt to lean one thigh over the other to try and hide the sizeable manhood from sight.  When the sergeant raised his sight, his eyes were met by a quizzical look.  Asking, Seen enough? 
The sargento had expected nothing else.  But he had other things for this trouble-maker planned.  He just gave a supercilious smirk.  Asking the gringo, What else you got to offer?
“Look after them,  ....  these uniforms.”  
The sargento had stayed put in front of Bodie.  Offering these prized possessions in exchange for their clothing that had gone up in smoke.  
“They are all you’ve got.”
Bodie remembered the sight of the older convicts, many of them shirtless, many with rags around the waists.  All they had got.
“Put ‘em on!”

The men rushed to pull on the pants.  Feeling uncomfortable like that, having had their privacy mauled by the soldiers’ eyes.  Sensing the other prisoners were staring at their nakedness from the bars of their cells.
Bodie shook out the pants, held them up.  Obviously they weren’t going to fit.  Still handicapped by the leather cutting across his mouth, he held them out, to catch the soldiers’ attention.  Needing a bigger size.  But the sargento was already looking, he knew.  Bodie knew he knew, Bodie was singled out,  -  by his size.  The sergeant knew the pants were never gonna fit.  Still, Bodie held them across his front, pressed them against his hips to show.  Bodie arched his eyebrows questioning.
“One size only gringo.  Take it or leave it.”
Bodie threw a glance sideways.  The others had already pulled tight the cord around their waist, covering their nakedness, they were now hitching the tops over their heads.  Bodie dropped the pants to the floor, crouched down to pick up the top.  Held it against his huge chest.  Never!  Bodie was twice the size of some of the others.
“Looks like the gringo’s got a problem.”
The sargento was smirking, talking to the other guards.  Bodie could feel them laughing at him.
“BRACE!”
No one reacted, not understanding.
None too friendly the sargento explained.  He demonstrated.  Looking straight at Bodie, still unclothed.
“BRACE!”
The sargento went into prisoner mode for them.  
“Hands!  Behind your heads.  You forgotten?”
The sargento stamped his feet in the dirt,  spreading his legs shoulder width.  Again he barked out his order.  
“BRACE!”
Bodie felt the others alongside him obey.
“You too, dog.  No exceptions for gringos in this place.”
Even when you’ve got no clothing to cover  .....
El capitán
The others had been led away.  Soldiers had shoved them out of the line, the other newcomers had disappeared out of the flickering torch light into the blackness.  Bodie left alone heard iron gates in the gloom creak, then slammed shut.  The others had been confined behind bars for the night.  Bodie stood alone.  Singled-out by his size, by his attitude, by Morales’ bribes.  Alone in the light of the four torches.  Standing in “brace” still, with his hands behind his head,  No clothes on, his own taken away and burned,  -  and a gag silencing his mouth.  Probably being watched by the convicts from their cells.  If they weren’t too tired from their punishing labour, they’d be curious.  A tall well-built gringo stood naked there.  Probably they’d have a pretty good idea what Bodie had coming to him.  Knew better than Bodie anyhow.
The sargento had stayed with Bodie while the other new arrivals disappeared.  Lording it over Morales’ special delivery.  The big gringo trouble-maker  made to know his place.  Shamefully standing in BRACE position, butt-ass naked, legs spread with his manly treasures dangling between.  Gonzales had the big mutt in the palm of his hand, he had Morales’ envelope stuffed in his pocket.  He had earned, he owned this big gringo’s ass and he was going to take good charge of it for Signor Morales.  If he did a good job, maybe there was another envelope in this for him when Morales came visiting.
In no hurry, though, in no rush to get on with it.  The big gringo could sweat it out.  Wondering what was taking so long, what they had in mind.  In time, though, the sargento reckoned he owed himself a drink.  Turning away with a final warning nod to his guards.  Silently ordering them to keep an eye on this special charge.  No moving, no slacking, arms staying put.  The sargento was off to slake his thirst.

Time dragged on for Bodie, the night air was turning chilly on bare skin as the desert ate up the daytime heat.  Hands up, listening, watching, thinking, planning.  Knowing he was going to try to get away.  Knowing just as well that Morales had paid for him to be brought here.  Brought here, kept here.  It was in no one’s interests to let him get away.  He remembered the distance trudged through the unforgiving desert, the sun smarting at any exposed skin.  It was a long way to get away.  Not gonna get far without boots and clothes.
Ironically, Bodie found himself wishing they’d get on with it,  -  whatever IT was.  Stood there, the air starting to chill his bare flesh.  His only possessions gone up in flames.  Dependent on his captors to come up with some clothing before he could make it out of here.  And still humiliated by that gag.  Kept in place by a pair of armed soldiers.  Hands up, wishing something would happen to make this boredom pass. 
Nothing did, not for seeming hours.
When el capitán emerged from the shadows, he hadn’t bothered to tidy himself up.  The front of his tunic was unbuttoned, the white shirt underneath crumpled and half-open.  Smoking on a cigarette.  As if to emphasise that he really couldn’t be bothered.  Morales may have paid him well to have the gringo put away and his interference removed.  But el capitán was dealing with shit here, scum.  He stood looking at the sight, the big troublemaker, his nakedness lit by flickering lights in the middle of the prison yard.
With disdain, he nodded at the gag.
“Got an insolent mouth on him, you say?”
He was talking to the sargento.  His eyes were all over the big hairy-chested brute.  Standing a head above himself, long hair plastered by sweat to his forehead.  All brute strength, looking even more so by the heavy stubble of growth.  
The sargento nodded.
“Not since we shut him up, el capitán.”  Bodie heard the giggle in his voice.
His superior looked pleased.  But his gaze was still taking in the hugeness of brawn before him, arms up in display.  Intimidating  -  under other circumstances.  An expansive chest, muscles on his broad back showing around the side.  Intimidating in another pace than here.  Where scum like this gringo had nothing to say.  Nothing to give.  Only to be worked into the ground.  As Morales had ordered.  Paid for.  Made for work, a beast of burden.  The thick pelt on his chest did make him look like some wild animal.  A brute that needed to be tamed.
“Well, a few days’ hard work is going to change that.  Isn’t it?”
The question was for his officer.  Bodie was nothing, he counted as nothing in this man’s eyes.  Just to emphasise the point el capitán let him know where he had his sight.  On his bare crutch.  A sizeable manhood nestled in a thick bush of pubic hair.  Not something the gringo went around displaying.  But el capitán made it clear.  Any time he felt like it  ...  the troublemaker was his to command.  All of him, any bit of him.  Morales had paid well to keep this brute out of the way.  No place for a trouble-maker here.  If the brute needed taming  ..... 

“We will make sure, el capitán,”  the sargento agreed.  “Have no doubts ....”
El capitán was done with his inspection.  Done with sizing up his new prize.  The source of Morales’ rewards.  
“Yes.  There is no place for a troublemaker here.”
That was spoken for Bodie’s behalf.  He didn’t need to be told, he’d got the drift of why Morales had had him brought here.  But el capitán was going to make his point.  Again his gaze was taking in Bodie’s nakedness.  Again his eyes quickly scoured the heavily haired powerful chest.  He assessed the strength in the broad shoulders.
“Hard work won’t do THIS any harm.”
Inevitably his gaze slipped to Bodie’s private parts.  But Bodie was not going to cringe like the others had, his stare gave back dignity and pride.

“Can’t have him going about like this, though.  Not right.  Unseemly.”
El capitán flicked the ash off the end of his cigarette.  As if expressing his contempt for the way Bodie looked.  For what he was worth, for what he had become.
Turning away, he dismissed the scum.
“Put him by himself.  Get uniform run up for him.  Meantime, keep him in solitary.”
Solitary
Solitary confinement was an old well.  The bucket had been replaced by a metal bar dangling off the rope.  As Bodie clung to the bar and was lowered by the guards controlling the wheel, he was aware of the risk.  All they had to do was let go the wheel, he’d go plummeting to the bottom.  He had no idea how deep it was.  But in the desert wells were usually deep.
The surface was disappearing, Bodie looked up, seeing the moonlit sky fading away.  Below a black chasm awaited.  There was no reason to think there wasn’t water down there.  Was he being sent to a watery grave?  Left to tread water till he was exhausted, till even a body as strong as his gave up the fight.  Further and further he was jerked as the soldiers still controlled his descent.  The moonlight now gone, only the blackness of the walls of the well engulfing him.  And the blackness of the unknown eating him up.

His feet touched earth, dry earth.  Instinctively he let go the bar, the bar was already winding back up.  Bodie could see nothing, even the moonlit sky above was only one shade lighter than the pitch blackness around him.  So the well was dry.  But there was no saying Bodie was the only living creature finding refuge here.  Snakes, there could easily be snakes taking refuge from the heat.  Or scorpions?  Maybe rats?  Spiders?  Bodie found his imagination unusually running to the extremes.  He stretched out his arms to the sides.  He could not touch.  But one step sideways, his fingers touched the wall.  Dry earth, hard rock.  Risking standing on a rattler or something equally irate, he took another step the other way, his fingers made contact.
An underground tomb not much wider than his own reach.  Maybe populated with others who resented his arrival as much as he did not want to be here.  Tentatively, Bodie brushed at the earth, his bare foot trying to find out.  Nervous, his ears pricked for the rattle of a snake.  Anxious that his foot might anger some poisonous spider.  Aware he was holding his breath with his nervousness.  Yet realistically knowing there was every chance he had joined creatures who did not welcome the big man’s visit.
But what the heck!  What could he do about it anyway?  Nothing.   If some spider was going to give him a bite, Bodie was done-for whether he anticipated it or not.  Tentatively he lowered himself to the ground, leaning against the wall.  He took in his plight.  
Snatched by Morales’ men.  The greedy landowner had paid the prison capitán to take him in.  Was this what he intended?  Had el capitán done his bit sending Bodie down here?  To starve to death.  Forgotten, unseen.  Left to wither away underground.  Morales’ men had said he was going to pay a visit here?  To show his appreciation.  Did he expect to hear Bodie had already met his Maker?  
On the other hand, el capitán had talked about hard labour.  What else in a place like this?  But was that just some ploy?  Why was Bodie here stuck underground?  Sent to solitary?  Because no clothes fitted him?  Here Bodie was.  What?  Some thirty feet underground, maybe more.  No way of getting out.  Maybe sharing his accommodation with dangerous critters?  Maybe a rattler that was still sleeping?  Maybe he was just going to be forgotten.  Stuck down in a living tomb, buried alive.  Left to starve to death.  No water.  Die buried alive underground.  Morales would have got rid of his nuisance without any trace.
But Bodie made himself get a grip.  He told himself there were no snakes down here, no spider was going to bit his backside.  He was in solitary, he was being made to face his plight.  Hadn’t el capitán ordered clothing to be made for his size?  With daylight, they’d have him out of here, probably this was to make him comply.  First step in breaking the trouble-maker’s will.  Let him realise that if he kept on being a pain in the butt, this was where he’d finish up.  
Making himself think the positive, Bodie’s hands fumbled at the tight knot keeping his gag in place.  As much to rid himself of the indignity as the discomfort.  First step in getting himself in the mood to fight these Mexicans back.  Realising with a rush of sharp pangs that he was hungry, he’d not eaten all day.  He was parched, no water since he’d been snatched.  But such things were nothing new.  He’d managed hunger before, he’d manage this time.  Main thing was, to work out how he was going to get out of this place.  He needed to get out of this hole.  And then across those miles of desert.
His Crime
Three days he counted, judging by the play of light overhead.  Three days Bodie was kept in solitary.  Three days he was made to think things over and decide to fall in line.  No place for trouble-makers here.  At least they’d been feeding him.  The one hope he had that he wasn’t going to be left underground to die.
“You want this bag, gringo?  Or are we pulling it back up?”
That first morning the shout echoing down the shaft had awoken Bodie.  He’d been exhausted.  From the march under the sun, from the thoughts that had kept him awake much of the long night.  The shout snapped him out of his sleep.  Disoriented, still his eyes managed to make out a sack dangling above his head.  
Not bothered how they read his state of mind, not worrying if they saw weakness as he grabbed for the sack.  He needed water, he needed to survive.  He could show they he was no pushover later, first he needed to build his strength.
So it was only yesterday’s bread.  So the water tasted like they’d pissed in it first.  But they were feeding him.  Bodie took from that they did not mean him to die here underground.  Morales hadn’t paid to have him starved to death in some dried-out well.  Twice a day it came, food for breakfast and in the evening.  They were feeding Bodie like the other convicts.  Good sign, Bodie was meant to stay alive.  What for, he wondered?  That was going to come clear later ....
Martha was the reason he’d stayed.  A drifter, Bodie was just passing through.  He needed water, water for his horse.  Any chance of a bed for the night?  He’d work for it.
They were piss-poor, these Mexicans, they had nothing.  But the leader of the village could see Bodie’s horse was done-in.  Bodie was not far off, too.  He’d walked miles to save his horse.  They had little-or-nothing to share.  But you couldn’t send a man in that state back into the desert night, could you?.  The Mexicans had shared the nothing they had got.  With a total stranger.  With a gringo.
Next morning, Bodie insisted, he’d work off his bed-and-board.  Turned out there were several families who needed a man’s help.  Men gone, the women struggled to keep their heads above water.  Bodie’s horse would welcome a break, he offered to stay a few days.
Slowly the picture formed.  The local landowner kept raising the rents.  When families couldn’t pay, men-folk had to work off the rent.  But somehow the debt was never paid off.  Debentured labour, work off the debt for life, slave labour on Morales’ finca.  When anyone had objected, he’d disappeared.  Martha’s husband had not been seen again.
Bodie moved into her shed, shared the space with the pig and goat.  Ploughing the field, re-digging the well, irrigating the field.  A few days later, Martha took pity on him.  Moved him into her hut.  The same night Bodie shared her bed.

Maybe because she had lost her husband a year ago.  Martha was a passionate woman.  Bodie experienced something new from her.  Most American women he’d known had been quite coy.  But in the secret of her hut Martha was like some of the whores Bodie had known, she knew what she wanted, she made Bodie to give her it.  He knew about that trigger spot in a woman’s inside, the trick that got them moaning, put a smile on her face.  But Martha was quite uninhibited in guiding his hand.  Taking her from behind, his fullness stroking against her love spot Martha moaned in ecstasy.   Enough to wake up the village, he’d thought.  Quite a change.  And afterwards she’d show her appreciation in the most passionate way she knew.
Martha was the reason Bodie had stayed.  Longer than the few days he’d planned.
Chain gang

He was the big guy, the biggest they had.  Only right he got the toughest work,  -  only fair.  Or more likely because Morales’ money had bought that.  Picked on.  What was it that el capitán had said?  A few days’ hard work was going to change things.  Punishing hard work to make Bodie toe the line.  
Three days underground.  Minimal food, maximum boredom.  Nothing to divert the mind, sleep coming hard because nothing was tiring him out.  Thankfully no snakes sharing his space.  Long days counting the seconds, the only comfort was the realisation that they meant him to live.  They were feeding him.
Soon after the breakfast sack on day four, a weight plummeted down.
“Get dressed, gringo.  Time to work off that grub.”
The uniform was plenty big, they must have seen him as a giant,  -  and then they had added some more.
Bodie was not so worried this time when they were winching him back up to the surface.  Knowing they hadn’t made a uniform for him to drop him back down to his death.  The material was itchy as hell but better than wandering around with no clothes on and giving his guards ideas.  The pre-morning light stroked his clothed body as he emerged from the shaft.  It almost felt good to be alive.  Oddly feeling relieved that his ordeal of boredom underground was at an end.  Not giving too much thought for what was coming next.  Above ground there was some chance of escape, at least.
He would have objected to the leg irons.  But all the other convicts were already lined-up for duties,  -  and similarly adorned.  Still it grated, still it hurt to have shackles clasped around his ankles and then be shoved forward to join the line.  Waiting for the massive gates to open.  The gates that heralded freedom.  But Bodie shuffled through captive in chains like the rest.  Leg irons scraping over hard earth baked hard for centuries under a merciless sun.  The work-detail passing under the armed guards in their watch towers.  Convicted men  -  and others like him maybe not convicted, just inconvenient   -  shuffling their way to a day’s hard labour under a cruel sun.  Slaving in the punishing heat.  A long day’s torture before gratefully returning.  Grateful to be locked away behind bars to rest.
Back-breaking.  Strength-sapping.  Mind-numbing.  No words adequately expressed the torture of the day’s work.  Bodie was the biggest, he got the most punishing work.  No doubt he got the back-breaking tasks because he was “the troublemaker”?  El capitán's way of breaking him down.  Bodie was no stranger to hard work.  In life he had often worked till he dropped, he had felled trees, dug ditches under the sun.  But these tasks assigned to him, labouring without rest under threat of the whip, constantly tortured under a pitiless cloudless sky  -  by noon their punishing labours had Bodie exhausted,  -  and another six hours awaited till they were all shuffled back behind the prison walls.

A quarry, they all laboured breaking rocks.  At the deep end, under the steep cliffs one gang was hacking away with pick-axes at the rock-face.  Down the other open end, more gangs of men smashed with sledgehammers at the boulders breaking them down into rocks for making roads.  Bodie was the link in-between.  Grabbling away behind the pick-axe crew, heaving up the boulders, bare hands bleeding.  Loading them onto a rough-wheeled cart.  Hauling and struggling with it over pitiless rocky ground to the valley floor.  The rope to the cart digging into his shoulder.  The unforgiving dead-weight jarring into shoulder muscle when the wheels got stuck in rocks.  Prising the cart free of the grasping rock till the cart reached the valley floor.  Dragging the  heavy dead-weight over merciless terrain, singlehandedly emptying the cartload of weighty boulders into a bigger wheeled wagon.  Exhausting, back-breaking, pitiless work.  Sweating under the sun.  The threat of the whip across his broad back constant if he stopped to wipe sweat from his eyes.  
Back again to the rockface with the cart.  Five cart-loads before the wagon was full and a guard released him of his efforts.  
Then substituting the cart for the wagon.  Bodie was made to drag the ponderous weight of the wagon down the valley floor, singlehanded.  Replacing the oxen that were enjoying a day’s rest.  Doing the job of some beast of burden.  Hauling the wagon down the length of valley floor.  Delivering his load to the waiting crews.  Ready to wield their sledgehammers at his load. Made to unload the boulders for the sledgehammer crew.  Encouraged with the crack of the guard’s whip if he kept them waiting.  The sledgehammers flying  to crush boulders into sellable rock.  For Morales to sell.  To make roads, to build homes for the rich.
From deep in the quarry to the entrance.  Where freedom lay.  Beyond the mouth to the quarry lay the prospect of getting free.  Beyond the shimmering wilderness of sun-baked earth and pitiless rock.  A waterless terrain he’d have to cross top gain his freedom again.  But for now only dreaming.  A dim hope.  Leg-irons held him in, lack of water for the journey, no food, no plan, trapped, locked in Morales’ revenge.  
Under the snap of a guard’s order, told to go back.  Back to the rockface.  Returning to the cart.  Back to the back-breaking effort of dragging the weighty cart over rough ground.  Fighting as it snagged on rocks.  Rope scraping raw at his shoulders.  The sun burning pitilessly down.  His shirt long since discarded.  His shoulders scorched by an cruel sun.  Always the threat of the guards’ whips.  None had yet fallen across his flesh but constant the crack of leather in the air.  Bodie wondered if they hesitated.  If Morales’ troublemaker was a threat to them.  But he had no doubt some time soon he’d feel that bite.  Some time when he looked tired out, some time when he’d be slow to react.  All day the thick pelt of hair on his chest was encrusted with the white salt of his sweat.  All day his head fried.  Torture.  Tortured by punishing hard work.  Picked-on for the toughest of work.  Drained by the punishing hear.  Singled out, worked till he dropped, that was when the lash would fall.  Worked into exhaustion, a routine designed to tame the big gringo.  For Morales’ troublemaker.

José
“Maybe wise you don’t sit there.”
Bodie turned to the young guy who had slumped down beside him.
“They don’t approve.”
He nodded towards the stern eyes directed towards them in the cell.  Letting the young guy know the other convicts in their cell were watching.  No one, NO ONE had spoken a word to Bodie all day.  Not a single word since he’d been brought out of the hole.  Even when he’d been close, other convicts had shuffled away and avoided his gaze.  It had felt hostile.
“Not about approve.  We’ve been warned.  Warned about getting close to you,”  the new man explained.

His first day had been hell, Bodie was exhausted, utterly.  Ravenous, end of the day he’d gulped down the food however poor it had tasted.  Lucky that water was in copious supply, he couldn’t stop drinking after his day in the sun.  Glad when the cells were opened and the convicts were directed in.  Needing sleep, needing rest before more of the same the next day.  This was unusual, Bodie had rarely known such tiredness.  Heat, hard work, sweating, the cruelty of the sun  -  all had cooperated to exhaust him.  No wonder the rest of the convicts looked like skeletons.  His fate too?
“Maybe you should take heed too,”  Bodie said.
It was good to speak, human contact.  But he didn’t want the young guy to take risks.  Besides he needed to rest.  Bodie had found a space at the rear of the cell, leaning against the back wall.  Worst place, away from the entrance, furthest point from the pure night air, the stale air back here overwhelming.  Slumped down where the others did not want to rest.  Where the smell of old sweat and stinking bodies collected.
He felt the young man’s face turn towards him.  Bodie responded, still able to make out his face in the dying light.
“Take heed?”  the guy asked.  “What’s heed?  Take it where?”  
The young Mexican didn’t understand Bodie’s words.
“I mean, listen to what they say, take notice.  Take heed,” Bodie patiently explained.  Good to talk.  Maybe not so good for this young dude.
The young man chortled.
“See?  How I’m gonna better my English if I take notice.  Take heed?”
Bodie smiled.  His eyes smiled into the face.  Probably handsome under that unkempt growth of beard.  And the thick shock of matted black hair falling over his face.  Strong shoulders on him,  -  hardly surprising after this back-breaking work.
The young man felt the appraising gaze.
“Would you believe mi madre worried I was turning to fat?”
He pumped up an arm.
“What the chicas would do to get their hands on that!” he joked.  “Nothing a bit of hard work can’t put right.”

He extended a hand towards Bodie’s bare chest.
“José, my name is José.”
Bodie grinned back, shook the hand of friendship.  The first sign of humanity he’d met here.
“Bodie.”
Bodie nodded back at the other convicts, still staring at the pair of them, curious.  Sight of them fast disappearing, though, in the fading light.
“Maybe you should take their advice.  If I am trouble ......”
José snorted, amicably.
“  ...  And lose this chance.  To learn English?”

His head nodded to the others who had shuffled further away when Bodie had seated himself nearby.
“They’ll come round. “
José explained.
“They’re OK.  Just frightened.  Scared off.  Want no trouble.”
Bodie could understand that.  After all, he’d just spent three days stuck in a hole for doing nothing.
Bodie was glad of a friendly voice.  
“And you?  What about you?  Maybe this is risky for you.”
Bodie didn’t want to warn the kid off.  It had looked like this was going to turn into a very lonely existence till he found some way of escaping this place.  But he didn’t want the kid to endanger himself.  For his sake.

“Morales paid to have you brought in, they say?  Me too,” José said.
Curious Bodie turned.  Even this close up, it was now getting hard to see.  The other side of the bars the orange-tinted light had turned to grey and was fast becoming black.
“What were you accused of?  What did you do?”  Bodie quickly simplified.
“Stole a chicken.  Morales made it sound like I’d run off with hundreds of them.  My family were hungry.”
Just one chicken, Bodie thought!
“How long you get?  How many years?”
José snorted.
“Who knows?  They said three years.”
Three years for a chicken!
As if reading Bodie’s thoughts, José added,
“Morales is THE big man in these parts.  He has bought everyone.  These soldiers, el capitán.  The judge is in his pocket,  ..  that what you say?.”
Bodie nodded.  He had already realised the man thought he could do anything, Morales thought he was untouchable.  Just the reason he and Bodie had crossed swords.
“Done one year now,” José declared.  
“Two more, maybe.  But no one leaves here.  Except in a box.”
Bodie had just had his fortune read.
Plans

Another day of relentless punishment.  The constant snarl of guards.  Itching to see him flinch at the crack of their whip.  Working themselves up to dare see the snap of leather turn red on his bare back.  Merciless heat, pitiless rocky terrain grabbing at the wheels of an impossibly weighty cart.  The deep-crimson welt of pain across his shoulder from the coarse rope burning with every step as he hauled the wagon along the quarry floor.  
In the few brief moments of lucidity his mind kept going back to his chat with José.  Escaping the grind of pitiless hard work and going over what he had learned from that chat in the darkness with José, trying not to give in to his new-found friend’s pessimism at the thought of getting away.

“You a big man, Bodie.  We don’t get many gringos in this prison.”
Bodie hadn’t planned on landing up here either.
“They work you hard today, I see.  Big man, hard work.  It won’t get easier.  Believe me.”
Back-breaking, Bodie had been exhausted, he had craved sleep.  He was fighting to keep his eyes open.  But finding someone to talk to had given him fresh life.  Besides, José had been here for a year.  Here was some way to find out how this place worked.

“What you do to Morales?  Why he not like you?”  José had disappeared into the gloom.  Only his voice had hung around.
Bodie leant his head back against the wall.  Looking into the darkness that surrounded them.  Not able to see the others except some framed against the moonlight outside.  Maybe some were listening in, the snoring betrayed that many had collapsed exhausted into sleep.
“I was telling locals to stand up to him.  I taught them to fight, how to shoot.  Chase his men off.”
There was a pause in the darkness beside him.  A moment while the news sank in.
“They say you make trouble, gringo,” José was talking slowly.  He dropped his voice so others couldn’t hear.  Bodie turned his head towards the voice.  But he could see nothing.  Darkness outside had fallen.  Bodie wondered why his reputation hadn’t frightened the young man off.
“I wish you taught me to shoot,”  José added after another pause.
Bodie laughed ironically into the darkness.
“Look where it got me.”

Bodie stared across the dusty terrain as sweat dripped off his hair.  His strong body aching with the day’s relentless efforts.  Hours before the cruel sun would have punished his body enough and let him trudge his leg-irons back to the stillness of their stinking cell.  Remembering how gloomy José  had sounded about the prospect of Bodie escaping this injustice.  
Quietly the pair had chatted on, mainly José talking about his life, his family, the girl he had left behind.  Bodie was led to think about Marta, left alone, no one to help with the fields.  Talking to each other without seeing each other.  But shoulders touching in the darkness, creating some kind of bond.
Bodie felt they really should get some sleep, tomorrow was not going to hold any surprises about a day off.  But here was a chance to get the low-down on this place.  Who knew if José might be frightened off another night?  Reaching over, Bodie’s hand found the back of José’s head, he pulled the young man towards him.  He whispered in his ear.
“Anyone ever escape?”

José seemed to freeze.  But he didn’t pull away, their beards scraping against each other in some prickly kind of manly embrace.  Then his mouth moved towards Bodie’s ear.
“You seen the desert.  Felt the sun.”
In just a few words, José let Bodie knew what he was up against.
After another pause ....  José added,
“Two men tried it.  Hid away at night-time.  Somehow got through the gates.  Went across the desert by night.”
Bodie’s spirits lifted,  -  so it was possible, he thought.  Someone had got over the wall.
“I don’t know what got them,”  José added.  
“Maybe the hunting party, riding out to find them.  Maybe coyotes.  Maybe no water, weak without food.”
Bodie was hearing bad news,  the escape had not gone well.
“The soldiers dragged their bodies back, dragged behind their horses through the sand.  Roped up against the posts.  Whipped them till we saw bones.  We watched them, the guards  ...  they made us.”
José’s voice took on a tone of incredulity.  
“They were dead already.  But they whipped the flesh off them.  We watched.”
Through José’s body, Bodie thought he felt the shudder.
“Dead already.”
Clearly as a warning, to discourage the others, Bodie thought.  Best way to prevent further escape.
“Then the soldiers left them for us.  Left to rot. For days.   Stinking in the sun.  Alive with flies.”
José eventually added what Bodie already suspected.
“No man has tried since.”

Worked to the bone.  There was more sweat going out of his body that food going in.  A single glance at the other convicts hammering away at the rockface told Bodie what the future held for him.  Skin and bones, the worst of them clinging onto just a few rags for covering.  Worked into the ground all day every day, barely enough to eat by night.  And Bodie’s luck to finish up with the toughest jobs.
Morales could have put a bullet in his head.  Once his men had snatched Bodie and led him across the desert, a quick bullet would have put Bodie out of the way.  But Morales wanted more, he had paid for revenge.  A long slow grinding slide into exhaustion, into body-crippling weakness, into a gut-wrenching awareness that he was slowly being killed.  Condemned to die out here.  In Morales’ prison.
Morales thought he was above the law, he had bought the law, he was the law.  That was what had got up Bodie’s nose when he had first settled in with Marta.  Now, the men-folk would have been whipped away to work Morales’ finca, leaving their own poor fields barren.  Meaning starvation when winter came.  Slavery by any other name.  And the law did not care, it was in the man’s pocket.  Bodie’s sense of justice had dictated he had to act, he had encouraged the men-folk to fight back.  He had, he had shown the men how.  And now he was learning the cost of standing up to a man who had bought the law.  Paying for it with his depleting strength, earning his rewards with a back burned under the sun.  Worked into the ground, slowly worked to the bone.  A long slow lingering death.  That was what Morales had bought for Bodie.  As long as Bodie was alive, Morales had bought him a lifetime of regret.  Bodie had to get away.
When trapped underground in his solitary Bodie had sworn to himself, he wasn’t staying here.  He wasn’t going to rot away at Morales’ behest.  But from that chat with José, it seemed easier said than done.  José made it sound like any prospects of escape were fading.  Bodie couldn’t allow himself to think like that.  That wasn’t his style.
The crack of the whip in his ear brought Bodie out of his reverie.  Encouraged to lean into that rope burning over his shoulder, dig into the smarting pain and haul his cart another tiring step down the quarry floor.  Gritting his teeth, the heat swirling in his head.  At least he had found a helper.  Last night, the darkness in their stinking cell had swallowed them up along with the sweaty staleness of the air.  José had still been leaning against Bodie’s cheek.  Bodie still had had his hand around the back of the young man’s head.  Days-long beards scratching against each other’s cheeks.  Locked in some bizarre embrace, holding some long hug, odd for two complete strangers.  Strange in two men, stranger still in men who had only just met.
“You find some way out, gringo?  You want a helper?  I’m your man.”
Bodie tapped his hand lightly on the back of José’s skull.  Indicating, You’re on.  Bodie had felt encouraged by the offer, the two of them were in this together.  Feeling, Good to have a friend.  Especially one who knew how things worked.  He had to get out of this place.

Breakaway

José had predicted it.  It wouldn’t get any easier.  In fact, it got worse, much.  A night’s rest was never enough, they were wakened up before first light every day with crippling tiredness deep in their bones.  Joints ached like crazy, muscle screamed as they made to get up.  Bodie’s personal torture accumulated.  The strain on muscle, the pains in the joints, the drag on the strength of mind  -  it got worse with every day.  If Bodie had had any doubts they were out to break him by sheer punishing hard work, the guards made it clear enough.  Bodie could take a lot, he’d toughed-out plenty in his hard life, he could take more than most.  But what the guards were putting him through  -  most men would soon have broken down and begged.

Never-ending the toils, wiping the sweat from his brows was a crime in their eyes.  Cracking the whip, urging him with snarls back to work.  The sun loathed him.  The heat tortured him.  His back was on fire, his skin scorched like branded by irons.  Impossible to wear his itchy shirt, impossible not to.  The cart weighed heavier every time.  Struggling down the valley floor pulling the massive weight in the cart  -  the distance between the crew breaking down the cliff and the gangs hammering up the rocks grew to an inferno every time.  His head swam, his body struggled.  The leather now made contact, when the whip flew they made sure it flicked stinging off his broad shoulders.  Now after days, after weeks, it had become routine.  No longer did he glare back, daring them to try that again.  He was giving in, forced to give in.  Drained, sapped of strength.  Bodie was doused with sweat from early morning, he could not get enough water down.  
End of the day came, Bodie shuffled back with the rest in his leg irons, mindless, brain drained of any chance to think.  Sometimes José had to help him to eat, to build up his strength  -  there had been times Bodie could barely manage it himself.  Sign that he had been singled out for the most punishing of work.  Conscious that el capitán had planned this torture to break his strength.  He was getting the worst, physically, in some effort to break him.  Aware they also meant to cripple his mind.  Aware his powerful body was struggling to cope.  The physical demands of the tasks.  The cruelty of the heat.  The mindlessness of the daily grind.  They were getting to him  -  some days it seemed even he was struggling to cope.
Bodie had lost count.  He could not recall how many days he had been here.  It seemed like forever.  Anxious José reminded him of his intentions, Bodie’s plans to escape.  
“Three weeks ....  “ José told him.  “Three weeks, you’ve been here .... “
Three weeks of back-breaking work,.  Three weeks of mind-numbing exhaustion.  José’s words brought Bodie round with a shock.  In his early naivety he had meant to be away by now.  Down in the well shaft, isolated away from the other convicts and the crippling demands of the day, Bodie had told himself he would have escaped by now.  
But tortured exhaustion had kept him their prisoner.  That and the wilderness, the heat, no sigh of any chance of getting away.  Shocked Bodie saw that Morales was winning, he had kept Bodie locked away, his interference gone.  Resentment burned alongside Bodie’s exhaustion.  Fearing they were winning.  Worrying that this crippling exhaustion was going to keep him here under lock-and-key.  A life sentence in Morales’ revenge.
Bodie swore at his weakness.  Forcing back his earlier resolve, he had to get away.
“Those guys who got out,  -  how did they get beyond the walls?  Anyone know?”
Bodie was wincing.  José was massaging grease into his skin.  The pair of them at the back of the cell, away from the others, away from the fresh air.  In the place where stale sweat and airlessness gathered.  And away from prying ears.  
“Got an amigo to steal it,” an anxious José explained about the grease.  “This week his turn cooking.  You need to keep your shirt on, gringo.  Your back is raw.”
Bodie knew.  But the special uniform they’d had made for him must have used the coarsest of sacking, it rubbed like crazy on his sunburnt skin.  But at least for a short time the grease would eat up some of the burn.

The two prisoners who had got away, they had failed, they had been brought back.  But they had got out, how?  Getting out, at least that was a start.
“Forget it, Bodie, amigo.  Since then, you noticed?  They count us in at night.  Those two managed to hide away, in some store room, in the stables, who knows.  Since then, soldiers count us in when they lock us in for the night.”
Another option seemed to have closed itself down.  But Bodie was determined Morales was not going to win.  He was getting out of here.  And then he was taking Morales down.

Get a grip!
The sun hated them, it bore down on their bare heads, it dried out brains.  One moment trudging in mindless suffering, the next going out of the heads.  Today even torsos long exposed to its stinging cruelty and burned leather-brown were fried under its merciless rays.  It was stinking hot.  Even worse than normal.  From first light the heat seemed to penetrate their cell.  Its evil fingers reached into the prison stench and troubled shattered convicts even as they slept.  Rousing the convicts in an oily musk of sweat.  Already their stinking prisoner garb had clung to them as they slept, it stuck heavy with their damp as they rose up from the dirt.  
Stepping outside into the fierce heat, the rays of the sun hit them. Like a slap across the chest.  A giant fierce fireball in a cloudless sky announcing an arid and sweaty day.  Torture.  Even for men who had forgotten anything other than  toiling under a merciless sun, it bit into their necks.  It settled around their heads like metal straps tightened impossibly tight.  Their brains bursting out of their skulls.  By the time they were shuffling in dragging leg-irons out to their slaving work, it had become hard to breathe.  Over-heated air stung at their nostrils.  
At the rock face the guards seemed to take it out on them even worse.  Their labour hard enough, made intolerable by today’s unpredictable bad-tempered discipline.  Theirs was a  punishment as a tough and uncompromising as it came whatever the temperature, hammering with a pickaxe at unforgiving rock, shocks reverberating through shattered muscle with every strike.  Today’s erratic foul-tempered behaviour of suffering guards made their blood boil.  Every breath they took needed effort.
Torture even for the guards.  Constantly swabbing their foreheads with sweat-stained cloths.  Chests struggling against the tortured heat inside drenched uniforms.  Under their caps, sweat flooded their hair.  Constantly wiping clear their foreheads, sweating, short-tempered  -  and still they dripped.  They took out their irritation wherever they could.  Whips cracked in the electrified air.  Urging the convicts not to slack.  Cussed them for laziness, proved that these whips were for more than show.  

Bodie worked friendless and alone.  A tedious routine that shuttled from the pitiless rockface to the grinding toils at the quarry mouth.  Early morning at the rockface convicts enjoyed the benefit of labouring in the shade of the cliff.  But mid-morning their back-breaking labours were eked out of them under the lash of the sun’s rays.  The biggest men worked here, the ones not yet worn down by hard work and hunger.  Wielding great pickaxes at unforgiving rock.  Despite the ferocity of the sun, all were stripped to the waist.  Labour-hardened backs had oozed sweat out of every pore.  Bent to their efforts the heat stung down the length of their sun-stroked backs.  Till no more sweating came.  Encrusted salt smarted at their red-raw backs as hammer-blows cracked into remorseless rock.  Tempers flared, some men even dared lash out with their tongues at the jibes of bad-tempered guards.  Leather cracked, lashes were earned.  Even a look of annoyance earned a stinging bite from an over seer’s bad-tempered whip.
Bodie struggled with impossibly heavy boulders from rockface with his cart.  After weeks of hardening the soles of his feet, still the sharp edges of cut rocks tore at his bare flesh.  Carrying the biggest of boulders that needed to be broken down, stumbling through piles of fresh hewn rock over to his wagon.  Then slipping into the harness, pulling the wagon down the ravine to a rabble of broken convicts waiting to hammer it up.  Breaking boulders into building materials, sold to make Morales’ rich.

Shirt-off, the sun mocked his stupidity.  Sharp-toothed rodents gnawed at the skin on his shoulders.  His back smarting like he’d been trapped in a wasp swarm.  Hauling on a wagon almost impossible to move.  Straining like some snorting bullock to keep it going.  Dragging the weight towards the mouth of the quarry.  Beyond that place lay freedom, a hope that shimmered far beyond this pitiless wilderness.  
His itchy pants clung to him, like a cumbersome second skin, every step weighted down by sweat-drenched fabric.  His thighs already fire from being constantly scuffed against the scratchy cloth.  Trudging down the centre of the ravine like a man half-dead, teeth gritted into the impossible load he dragged.  The coarse rope over his shoulder grazing into the eye-watering welt they had earned over these many days.  Tormented under the cruel torture of the mid-day heat.  For all his strength, progress was agonizingly slow.  Earning him his guards’ foul-tempered  curses, repeated warnings that he was taking too long.  Put his back into it.  Taking the flick of the whip snapping off sunburned flesh.  Like everyone else, guards and convicts alike, Bodie’s had reached a point of unbearable exhaustion.  His head was reeling from torture in this heat.  His broad chest rocked with effort to breathe, the air scorched inside his throat.  On his front the thick pelt of chest hair lay matted, flat.  Sweat streamed off his head, his forehead plastered with his hair, no amount of wiping his brow was ever going to stop the flow.
At the end of his journey, where any futile bid for freedom would start, curses rang out for him to unload his wagon fast.  Barked orders to hurry up and unload to keep these lazy slaves at it.  His back bare to the ferocious sun, his neck stung by its pitiless rays.  Burning into his bare flesh as if touched by a branding iron.  Head reeling.  Every huge boulder hauled out of the bottom of the wagon like a day’s labour in itself.  The world was shattered, the whole earth rang with bad-temper.
Not hearing the commotion for the vortex of confusion in his brain.  Struggling to lift another huge boulder for the break-up gang.  Confused seeing a huddle of guards.  Kicking at something on the floor.  Standing still, shaking his head clear to understand.  Seeing someone at their feet, soldiers giving someone a drubbing.  Kicking the hell out of a convict in the dirt.  Bodie saw José.

Sun-stroke
“Leave the kid alone.”
It was the heat.  Bodie must have been out of his mind.  It had to be the heat, it had got to everyone.  Tired, frustrated, foul-tempered.  No let-up.
A guard turned round.  Hearing a firm voice.  Thinking it was his sargento.  Astonished to see the big gringo.  A stinking convict.  Hot and sweaty, a threatening boulder in his hands.
“On with the work, pig.”
To emphasise his point, his boot stomped into the prostrate José.  Bodie scowled at José’s cry.
“You heard me,” Bodie retorted.  His voice strong, determined.  “Let him up.”
The guard spun around.  Angry, furious at some stinking convict.  With the insolence to interfere.  Foul-tempered, it was stinking hot.  
“YOU heard ME, pig.  No business of yours.  Beat it.”
Bodie dropped the boulder.  It seemed the earth shook.
“Making it my business.  Let the kid be.”

The guard spun round, the other four had stopped their kicking too.  Astonished.  Enraged.  Unbearably hot since forever that day, tempers were short.  Staring, flabbergasted that some stinking gringo could talk back.  Thinking a convict could give orders.
“Last time, gringo  ....  Keep your nose out.  Get your ass outta here.”
He’d stepped forward, his punishment club whipped out of his belt.  Held up threatening Bodie.
“Maybe I’ll overlook this.  Probably not,.” he snarled.
He took a pair of angry steps in Bodie’s direction.  Shaking this threat.  Maddening sweat tickled like crazy under his cap.
“I’m taking the kid,” Bodie answered back.  Standing firm, undeterred.  He’d not leave José, couldn’t trust him with them.  Not now, you could see the murder in their looks.  His own face was dotted with heavy beads of sweat.  But he had the presence of mind not to wipe them away.  Instinctively he knew how to look strong.

“You stupid or what, gringo?”
The guard was breathing hard, gasping at the heat, taking in only over-heated air.  Furious at some stupid convict standing up to him, daring to stand up to him.  Challenging his authority.  The guard rapidly closed the gap between him and the prisoner.  His stick raised in attack.  Stopping only an arm’s length away.  Poking it at Bodie’s face.  Seething, head on fire.  Sweating in rage.
“Back off, pig.  Back to work.  I’ll have your stinking hide for this  ....”
Bodie stood his ground.  Looking down on the guard, returning his bad-tempered snarl with equal determination.
“I’m taking the kid,” Bodie declared.
The guard jammed his stick up under Bodie’s chin.  Jarring his head backwards.
“You’re taking my whipping,” the guard spat anger out of his eyes.
Bodie swiped his hand under his neck, knocking the stick away.  His other hand by his side was bunched into a short-tempered fist.  The force of Bodie’s hand twisted the guard around and nearly unbalanced him.
The guard caught himself.  For a split-second his eyes stared up at the giant in disbelief.  Then fury gripped him.  His club raised, aiming for Bodie’s head.  
He never made contact.  Bodie’s fist lashed out first.  Catching the guard under the jaw.  With bone-juddering force.  Lifting him off his feet, throwing him sprawling into the dirt.

Bodie did not follow through, he had no such plans.  His only focus was saving José.  But he never have got the chance.  In an instant, he heard a familiar sound, several times in close succession.  Bullets being chambered.  Looking round and seeing three rifles threatening him.  
Bodie had struck a guard.
Framed
Back in the prison compound Bodie lowered José carefully to the earth.  Bode had been made to carry him from the quarry.  The guy was still unconscious but Bodie was given no chance to be bothered.  He’d not seen the whipping post used since he’d arrived but he was going to now.  A frame stood there centre-stage, in the middle of the compound but Bodie had not had cause to pay it attention.  He did now.  Shoved by a rifle across his back, he’d have every reason.  His wrists were quickly attached to the rusty ring hanging down.  
Stood under three tall tree trunks leaning in at an angle, bound together by thick rope at the top.  From the apex where the trunks met, this thick chain hung down above his head, a big ugly rusty ring at the end, now tied to Bodie’s wrists.  A solid construction, the tree trunks sunk into sun-baked earth, meant to take prisoners struggling against the lash, sturdy enough to hold Bodie’s bulk.

Bodie saw the sargento watching.  Bodie’s guard, the one he had given a bloody nose, was talking to him in front of the administration block.  The sargento was listening but he had eyes only for Bodie.  Stood there, shirtless, his hands chained just above his head.  Bodie knew the figure he cut.  Powerful shoulders emphasised by upraised arms.  Broad chest, manly haired.  He’d had weaker men try and take it out on him when he was like this.  Some guys leapt at the chance when they could.  Now they dared.  The look on the sargento said he was no different.  Bodie was hated, he annoyed by not bowing to discipline.  Not acting cowed.  His attack on the guard had been a gift.  A god-damned stupid move on his part but the heat had got to them all.  For the sargento a gift, by the look he was giving Bodie he could not have wished for a better excuse.  Bodie suspected he was going to make the most of it.
As if confirming his thoughts, Bodie saw the sergeant nod.  Slowly, several times.  Not really in response to the guard.  Almost as if thanking Bodie for the chance.  As if he was already seeing in his mind’s eye that twist of bare flesh off the cruel bite of sharp leather.  What was it that soldier had said, wiping his bloody nose?  You’re mine gringo.  I’m gonna have your back.
Behind, Bodie could hear grunting, then he could feel against his back the guards tying José up.  Unconscious still, his hands being attached to the same ring above.  Guards struggling, nudging and shoving against Bodie’s bare back, some holding up the unconscious José while others attached José’s wrists to the chains.  Bodie was tempted to twist round and see how José was.  But the sargento held his attention.  It was crucial not to look away at this point, critical not to look intimidated.

Bodie could feel José hung lifeless against his back.  He felt his one and only friend in this place pressing unconscious against him.  The sun was heading down but still the heat baked up from the hard earth beneath.  Giving up its heat, roasting the men lined up for punishment under the frame.  Bodie felt the temperature rise, the extra burden of José’s chest resting against his back.
The sargento was approaching.  Bodie focussed, giving him his full attention.  Staring undaunted into his face when the soldier stopped right beside his shoulder.  Shaking his head.  In wonder?  In bafflement at Bodie’s stupidity?  But the lightening on his lips said in reality grateful for Bodie giving him this chance.
The sargento gripped Bodie by the jaw.  His grip squeezed.  His hands clenched tight on Bodie’s jawline, tighter still when he couldn’t squeeze a grimace out of his prisoner.  Bodie willed himself not to give him that satisfaction.
“Trouble-maker.  That’s the name you came with, gringo.”
The grip tried to force Bodie to look down, bow his head in deference, to avert his defiant gaze from the sargento’s face.  His taskmaster was not going to tolerate any insolence from this prisoner.  But still Bodie resisted, unblinking still staring into the sargento’s face, their battle of wills persisted.
“And trouble-maker you have remained.”
Suddenly the grip let Bodie free.  He raised his head, set his jaw.  A stinging slap caught him across the cheek, Bodie could not stop the burning tear.
“You ever been whipped. Gringo?”
Bodie did not reply.  
“The burning pain of rawhide screaming on your bare back?”
Bodie had but he suspected the sargento did not really want to know.
“It’s the bullwhip for you, gringo.  Got me a beauty.  Got your name on it.  Troublemaker.    Nice and thick.  Fitting Just made for a big brute.  Fitting for the likes of you.”
Bodie knew, he had felt the touch of a whip, he knew the cost, he remembered the pain well enough.
“And bet on it gringo,  ....   me and my friend,  ....  we are going to whip that troublemaker out of you.”  
The fist hammered into Bodie’s belly, unexpected, no warning.
Bodie’s back was stopped by the deadweight of José behind.  Nowhere to go, the punch thudded into Bodie’s guts.  A grunt was unstoppable.  
Bodie knew the technique.  Instilling the fear of punishment before the first lash fell.  One sentence on top of the other.  First the fear, then the hurt.  First the rumble of anticipation in the guts, then the stinging of the lash.  From a bullwhip, long and mean.  Nice and thick.  Made for the big gringo brute.
“You see if I don’t  ...  Whip that troublemaker out of you.  Once and for all.  Whip you till you scream.”
From the look on his face Bodie could see the sargento meant it too.
Resentment

“It’s so they hate us,” José explained.
The other convicts had returned.  Back from their labours, aching to rest.  Hot, exhausted, stinking, shuffled back in leg irons to the prison.  Hot and sweaty from twelve hours of back-breaking labour under an unforgiving sun.  Craving one thing only, the one pleasure of the day.  Lousy food, plenty of water and rest.
But made to stand and watch.  On three sides around the whipping frame.  Standing and waiting till the punishment had taken place.  No food, not till then, not a drop to drink till the offenders had taken their punishment and the others discouraged by what they had witnessed.
Made to wait.  Wait and wait.  Resentment brow-beating the pair of offenders.  Anger and frustration building that they were made to stand there.  What had they done all day except work themselves into the ground?  Not gone round doing wrong.  Swearing these two would pay for it after this was done.
Stood to await el capitán’s pleasure.  Knowing from the past there’d be no food for them either.  Herded back into their cells starving hungry, their guts aching  -  till dawn brought them bread.  Made to hate these wrongdoers responsible.  Enough to pay them back.
José had come round eventually.  Bodie had twisted round, now facing his friend.  They were pressed together, chained off the same overhead ring.  Chests sweating against each other, bodies heating up. José’s face forced against Bodie’s sweaty armpit. 
“Sorry.”  José said it as soon as he could find voice.
“For what?”  Bodie was having no apology.
“For getting you into this .....”
Bodie dismissed the idea.  
“Morales got us into this.  Not you.”

They’d sweated, they’d stood.  The sun was dying but not the heat.  Their bodies tight close, chained together under the frame.  Exhausted from the work, from the heat.  Pressed against each other.  Made to wait, knowing what was coming.  Feeling the grumble of anxiety tighten in their guts.
Giving in eventually to the heat, broken by the pressure of the sun rays tight around their heads.  Drifting into unconsciousness, unaware that time was passing, bringing closer the hour of punishment.  Unconscious that the sun was dropping.  That the other convicts had been formed around them.  Bearing grudges.
A bucket of water brought them round.  Another dousing had them shaking their heads, bumping into each other.  Through blurry eyes seeing the starving resentment assembled around.  Stood here to bear reluctant witness, to stand and learn.  Full of bitterness that others’ crimes were costing them their rest.   Robbed of their rotten food, deprived of drink.
And still el capitán kept them waiting.  As the sun dropped.  As the heat cooled.  As the darkness gathered.  And the air cooled on bare bodies.  Waiting for the punishment.  Waiting till the convicts were given leave to get their rest.  

Torches had been posted in the dying light.  It was the sargento who appeared from the administration block.  He strode, the man-in-charge, towards the whipping frame.  Torches by each of the angled posts, the offenders lit in the flickering light.  He cast his eyes over the prisoners in the middle.  Then with authority his eyes skirted the assembled convicts.  Slowly, as if eyeing each and every one.  Making sure he had their attention.  Letting them know his announcement was for each of them.
Striding forward, he grabbed José by the hair.  He yanked his head backwards,  Tugged it harder till he got his response, a pained grunt loud enough for all to hear.  Yanked as if hair was being pulled out of his scalp.  Holding up the pained expression for the others to see.
“For shirking.  For refusing to work.  For disobeying orders.”
He waited.  A dramatic pause.  Done for effect.  To make sure he had the convicts’ attention.
“Twenty lashes.”

He slammed José’s head forward.  It crashed into Bodie’s face.
“Lay it on, soldier.  Lay it on hard.”
Whipping frame
Twenty lashes, it was hardly going to kill a man.  Or do him real damage.  Not unless laid on with insane viciousness.  But it was sure going to hurt.  First a bucket of water dowsed José’s back, not out of any consideration after the heat.  To give the leather greater purchase to the skin.  Especially the evil-looking whip the guards had kept in a bucket of water for him.

Bodie felt José tense and taut against his own front.  His own head towered over José but he could sense the man biting on his bottom lip, nervous.  They had all felt the lick of the overseer’s whip these last weeks.  But a public whipping  ...  an object lesson for the other convicts  ..  one “laid on hard”  ...  that was going to be something else.

The leather cracked.  José went taut against Bodie, fear reverberating against Bodie’s front.  Left to stew for hours, the nerves had got to them.  But the guard was just warming up.  Bodie looked over José’s head.  He could see the second crack was going to go to the side, the soldier was still getting his eye in.  But José couldn’t see it.  By the time five practice cracks had set fire to the air, José was trembling against Bodie’s powerful front.  
“José  -  this is it.”
Bodie hissed his warning into José’s ear.  The pain rode down José’s bare back, with a stinging blow down from the right shoulder.  José jolted.  His pain shivered in shockwaves through Bodie’s supportive frame.  The guard proceeded at a slow pace.  He had orders to put frighteners under the prisoners lined up to watch.  He also had orders to make the young Mexican put on a good show.  Drag it out.  Let the prisoner’s nerves torture him as much as the whip.  And give the gringo an idea of what he had coming too.  And worse, much.
Was it Bodie or had the place gone eerily silent?  The convicts had not been talking before, the guards mounting guard had been keeping the convicts quiet, stood in mounting resentment, no one had been engaged in idle talk.  But now that the whipping had started, Bodie sensed an unearthly silence as all attention was focussed on José’s back.  Deathly silent except for the unnerving crack of leather eating up the air.  That hateful slap of vicious cruelty into sunburnt flesh.  And the pained snort of the victim.  Against Bodie’s front he felt the temperature rise, a sudden rush of fear.  And José’s breathing got deeper.  Five blows more and José was yelling, a sharp yelp that died away slowly.  Burying his face in Cheyenne’s chest.  Bodie could feel the hot breath punched out of José, pumped out with each stinging cut of sharp leather into José’s sunburnt skin.  Another five blows and José was scrambling at the sound of each crack to break free.  Pulling on the overhead chain, squirming and wriggling against Bodie’s chest.  As if he could break his bonds and escape this burning whip.  
Bodie was sweating too, his body rocked back under the force of each blow.  Heating up under the flush of José’s pain.  Under the whiplash that pounded José into his front.  Bodie was wet with their joint heat.  His hairy chest in José’s face was matted, glutinous beads of sweat clung to his forehead.  Finding it hard to breathe, as much out of anxiety for this one-and-only friend, his lungs too grabbed for air between each stinging lash.

José was no longer holding back.  He was trembling between each blow.  In this long-drawn-out attack on his screaming flesh, his chest pressed into Bodie to seek shelter, shivering with nervousness between each blow, burying into Bodie’s protective front.  Bullet-sized beads of sweat stung in his eyes.  Bodie tried to warn José at the coming of each blow.  Tensing himself to show it was coming.  Sometimes hissing out “Now”.  But forewarned was not forearmed.  The guard was merciless.  He had his orders, he laid it on hard.  Letting each crippling blow sting and sizzle out its full message.  As much for the punishment of the offender.  As much a deterrent to the watching convicts.  As much a warning to the gringo what he himself had coming down the line.  
And it was Bodie who had struck a guard.
The stinging bite on whiplashed flash tore José’s head backwards, his belly thrust hard into Bodie’s front.  Trapped, turned rigid, like shuddering rock.  Pain held his body transfixed.  Head back, mouth gaping wide, howling in long agony at the dying sun.  Then pain released his body.  Slamming his head with force into Bodie’s shoulder.  The body crumpling, José’s knees buckling under him.  A sob escaped, shaking, broken.

Encouraged, the guard let José have it again.  Slumped against Bodie’s front, José’s back took a half-dozen stingers in quick succession.  The limp body bouncing under every blow.  The air crackled as the whip snapped.  Screams were muffled into the sweat-matted hair on Bodie’s front, José’s slobber splattered onto Bodie’s skin.  Muffled but laced with the piercing cries of the young man.  The chain overhead jerked under the force of a pain-racked body bouncing.  

Force knocked the wind out of José.  His back covered in evil looking welts.  In a few places the skin had cut, blood seeped out.  Blotched and smeared by the rain of blows twisting the bare back.  No attempt to escape now, not burrowing away into Bodie’s chest.  José hung lifeless and at the mercy of the whip.  Each blow falling like a razor’s cut on bare sweat-drenched skin.  The tender skin on the sides not so hardened under the sun screamed to hell.

Finally it was over.  Finally the screaming stopped.  Bodie could smell the sweat of agony in his own upraised armpits.  He too had suffered, agonised for this poor young man.  He half-suspected the sargento had planned-out something like this some time ago.  Today Bodie had given them the chance.  The stinging lashing of José’s bare back was just the starter.  It was the gringo trouble-maker that el capitán had in his sights.

José sobbed quietly in stifled tones into Bodie’s front.  His slobber oozed out of his moaning mouth onto Bodie’s chest.  Bodie wanted to encircle the young man with his arms, give him some comfort.  José probably might not have known, he seemed too far out of it.  But it was a gesture Bodie needed to make.  A man needed to feel a friend’s arms around him at times like this.  But Bodie’s arms were trapped overhead, tied to a rusty chain.  
Deep and throaty, José moaned against him.  Bodie had been his whipping post.  José had been the whipping boy.  Now it was going to be Bodie’s turn.
Trouble-maker

The sargento stood alongside the frame.  Ignoring José’s groaning.  Paying no attention, seemingly uninterested in the suffering pressed to Bodie’s front.  Deserved, justified, punishment had been served.  Though Bodie had an inkling there was more to this day than met the eye.  He felt José’s heat against him.  Trickles of sweat down José’s front had soaked into the hair of his broad chest.  José had his head slumped into Bodie’s armpit.  But for now Bodie himself could afford attention for only one thing.  For the sargento.  It was his turn now.  And he had attacked a guard.

Half-suspecting this was all some put-up job, Bodie stared the sargento back.  Annoyed that the guards might have gone for José on purpose.  On the off-chance that Bodie might walk straight into the ambush.  Angered at the unwarranted punishment dished out on his innocent friend.  Guessing José had been picked on, to provoke Bodie.  And then made to suffer as a warm-up to his own beating.  God-damn you, he thought, he knew the sargento for weeks had been looking for this chance.  Bodie had read that look in his eye.  And now he’d manufactured one.  To make sure a good whipping was coming Bodie’s way.  
He felt a spunky response coming over him, a rush of bloody-minded hostility.  God-dammit, this sargento would not hear him cry out.  Damned if they’d get him to sob.  What this gang was going to get was just what they didn’t want.  Bloody-minded defiance.
Bodie knew how he looked, he knew how some men reacted to him.  “You’re your own worst enemy  ..”  ... that was what one man had once laughed into Bodie’s face.  When Bodie had managed to get his hands free again, his fists had told that smirking face the truth of it.  And that was just what this sargento was going to get  -  failure, abject failure.  
He’d set José up, a dead-cert, dumbly Bodie had walked into an ambush.  But what the mean-minded bastard was going to get was the damnedest physical specimen of stubborn manhood he’d ever seen, a tough nut like they had never experienced in this jail.  
Make him scream, hear him beg?  Bodie was an angry man, in his full prime, early thirties, and still peaking.  Not often but when he did lose his temper, others knew to back away.  He was iron-hard of resolve, hard of muscle.  His was a back broad enough to take any whip they laid their hands on, his was a hardness of spirit they were going to find hard to break.  And dammit he was going to show them  -  or die in the effort.  Steeling himself, he faced down the sargento, stood now nearby.  Glaring unblinking, feet planted firmly in their dirt.  Jaw set, eyes slitted with bloody-mindedness.  Body firm with iron-hard strength of mind.

The sargento’s look bore deep into Bodie’s stare.  Seeing there no weakening, no hint of fright.  And feeling a rush of anticipation at that challenge.  Pleasuring in it, returning like-for-like.  He was going to show the gringo, his determination pitched against this gringo defiance.  Smirking to himself in confidence.  Knowing which held the whip-hand, sure he had the means to break this pig-headed prisoner.  Confident he had the whip to make his point.  Assured he’d earn well for managing the job.  
He’d have done it for free, though.  No man stood up to him like this, no stinking convict challenged his authority.  Some big hairy gringo even less.  The cheek!  He was not going to be defied.  The sargento returned the look, he indulged himself, a long deep stare.  Taking in the challenge, feeling rush of excitement, the thrill of the fight.  Not expecting the prisoner to break the stare, not this pig-headed brute, he’d got the measure of this thug.  Confident what a good whipping would do  for him.
“This one  ..  “  the sargento was addressing the rows of hungry convicts.  Like with José, he had grabbed Bodie by the hair.  Angrily Bodie had made to shake himself free.  But the sargento had clung on, then he had yanked the skull back, tugged Bodie’s head over to one side.  And growled into Bodie’s face twisted towards his.  For Bodie the other convicts had dissipated into the gloom, only the torches illuminated the scene.  And only the prisoners under the whipping frame mattered here.  And centre-stage was the brawl going on between the sargento and a bloody-minded gringo.  

The sargento meant his words only for his big hairy gringo.  Meant to put some shivers in his guts.  But the others hidden in the gloom could learn their lessons too.
“  ..   came here as trouble-maker.  Insolence thick on his skin.  Three days in solitary.  Weeks on a diet of punishment.  Given the hardest tasks -   And still he thinks himself better, this dog.  Unable to learn.”
Bodie saw him nod, probably to a soldier standing behind.  Waiting with his whip.
“Twenty lashes.  For attitude.”
He bored his look into Bodie’s face twisted over towards his.  
“For insolence,” he gave Bodie a smirk.  Satisfied it had come to this.  “For bloody-minded disrespect.”
A set-up, any excuse.  But it was Bodie’s punch which had given it the sargento the chance.  
Suddenly Bodie was surprised by hands grabbing at his ankles.  Pulling his legs backwards.  Taken unawares, Bodie was disarmed by the move.  Recovering angrily he cursed back, he tried pulling his legs away.  He tried lashing out with his feet.  But there seem to be lots of hands gripping his legs.  Stretching them backwards, pulling Bodie away from contact with José.  
Bodie kept on resisting, he kept kicking out.  But he was being stretched out horizontally from the rusty ring which shackled his wrists.  Hands were looping rope around his ankles.  Holding him still against his attempts to break free.  Eventually letting him go.  Restraints kept him there, stretched like that.  Leaning at an angle.  Bodie looked down his angled body.  Above rope to the ring had his arms out-stretched in front, behind ropes looped around his ankles were trailing out to two legs of the whipping frame.  Strung-out, at an angle.  Pulled forward, leaning, stretched between the ring and the legs of the frame.  Standing on tip-toe, each leg pulled out towards a leg of this whipping frame. What the heck!
Gravity was already grabbing at his front.  Weight pulled his belly down.  Strain built up in the chest, his bulk dragged through his armpits, pulled up into his arms.  Hung-out to dry under this pyramid of a torture frame.

Bodie got a grip, the sargento was back, again close-up.  Once more, he pulled up Bodie’s head by the hair.  Yanking it up from between his shoulders, tugging the hair out of the scalp till Bodie’s face caught the flickering torchlight.  So the others could see.
“He struck a guard.  Thirty lashes.  Thirty more,” the sargento smirked.  Laughing at Bodie, laughing that they’d ambushed him.  Taunting him with what he’d earned.
With a shove of contempt, the sargento shoved Bodie’s head back down.  The force rocking his body, strung out at this angle.

Surprised, already feeling the growing strain that pulled down the length of each side, from the shackles digging into his wrists right down to his waist.  That shove on his head made him realise.  How his body had bounced.  When the lash caught him, when the pain tore at him  ....  he was going to rebound, rock, jerk.  The force of the blows into Jose’s back had slammed him into Bodie’s front.  The sting of the lash on burning skin had twisted him in his bonds.  Like this, Bodie was going to hurt.  Fifty lashes like this.  Pain was going to grind him in his joints.  Twist stabbing pains in his flesh.
A nagging groan was already building up at the unaccustomed arching of his back.  Pulling on his arms, digging his feet into the earth, Bodie righted himself.  Using his strength he held himself ramrod-stiff.  Angry and defiant he stared into the sargento’s face.  He kept rigid his back to ease the strains out of his back, holding himself stiff at this angle.  Muscles working to stop the strains.  
Bodie held himself still like this for the sargento.  Showing Bodie’s superior strength could foil his plans.  Whatever the god-damned bastard had up his sleeve.  Bodie’s bloody-minded anger glared at this tormentor.  His eyes telling him to bring it on.  
But deep-down knowing  .....  Knowing when that lash tore at his flesh  .....
Sentence

Twenty strokes for insolence.  Thirty more for striking the guard.  Laid on, laid on hard.  With a bullwhip with Bodie’s name on it.  That was what the sargento had ordered.  Hardly a pleasant prospect, worse strung out like this.  Bodie strained against his ropes.  He tried to right himself, he pulled on his arms to stop the growing strain on his back-bent spine.  
Slowly the impact dawned.  Remembering.  Seeing in his mind’s eye the force with which the whips had driven José into his own front.  José’s lashes had slammed the young man forward.  Jarring him into Bodie’s front.  
Bodie saw that same force hitting his own back, strung-out at this angle.  Driving his body downwards, slamming him down against nothing, into air.  Stopped by the chains, jarring his body to a sudden halt, caught by ankle restraints, stopped by the ropes on his wrists.  Cracking pain down his back-bone.  Sharp pain jarring through his muscle.  Tearing agonies into his armpits, ripping crackling pains down his sides.  Each-and-every blow.  Twenty lashes with the bullwhip, plus thirty more.
The damned evil monster, this sargento HAD had this all worked out.  This was what he had had in mind all along.  Bodie picked on, singled out.  For the worst whipping possible.  Hit like this.  To whip the troublemaker out of him.
Suddenly a movement above distracted his thoughts.  Something moved above, disturbing the darkness.  Up above, a light, sounds.  On the balcony above.  From el capitán’s quarters above the administration block.  A door opening, light flooding out.  El capitán emerging on his balcony.  To witness the punishment.  Deigning to appear, come to see the gringo troublemaker get his deserts.
Bodie thought he noticed a second figure lurking in the shadows besides.  But it was el capitán who got his attention, addressing the convicts below.

“You know this man.  This headstrong criminal.  You have been warned off him.  Warned he’d make trouble.”
And that was why José had got it, for not listening, for being a friend.  It was hard for Bodie to twist enough to look up at the balcony.  Bodie could feel the strain building in his shoulders, the aches grinding from his armpits to his wrists.  But damned if publicly he was going to give in to his pains,  -   strung out like this as an example, all the prisoners’ attentions being focussed on him.  He was going to give as strong as he took.  Deliberately he pulled himself up, he held himself muscle-hard stiff.  
“Today he has gone further.  Today he has dared attack a guard.”
The condemnation went without saying.  Bodie had committed the unforgiveable.
“Sentenced to thirty strokes.”
Bodie gritted his teeth, old news.  Evil-minded sargento had got in first, he’d enjoyed spreading that rumour.
“Thirty strokes of the strap.  Delivered before the whip.”
Surprise ran in Bodie’s head.  A strap?  Not the bullwhip?  

What the heck!  What was the difference?  Still meant to hurt like crazy.  No surprise in being punished, Bodie had struck a guard.  The sargento had announced his sentence already.  Thirty lashes for hitting out.  Bodie had assumed  -  with a whip, the bullwhip with his name on it.  Now it seemed it was going to be with some strap.

A strap would have his back on fire, inflame all the skin.  And his own special bullwhip.  Twenty with the whip strung-out like this!  On top of that extra thirty.  Cutting at burning skin.  Whip or strap, though, what was the difference?  Gonna hurt, gonna hurt like hell.  Gonna have to put on a good show, defy these god-damned critters.  Gotta make sure he gave these critters not an ounce of satisfaction.  Headstrong, eh?  Just the starters.  There was more to Cheyenne Bodie than contained in that one word.
And what for?  THAT was just the point.  Just for the sake of it.  Just because he was the man he was.  Not gonna kow-tow and let them push him around.  That punch he’d thrown   -  that was just some excuse.  He was strung-out like because Bodie was not a man to take being messed around.  He’d done nothing wrong, he’d committed no crime.  Morales had bought off judges, bribed el capitan, he thought he could do as he pleased.  With men’s lives, with people’s freedom.  Not with Bodie, Cheyenne Bodie was not the man to bend.  Why the heck should he put up with this?  Because some landowner had the money to buy others off.  Well, dammit.  The injustice of this imprisonment had had him angry for weeks.  Now the idea of this punishment sizzled in his guts.  Damned unjust.
That was what had got him here.  Sentence to their fifty strokes.  Their frustration at the big brute of a gringo was not going to take this lying down.  Because they just couldn’t push him around.
Thirty extra strokes from some belt.  For dishing out a single punch.  After putting up with this for weeks.  First thirty zingers with the strap, followed by twenty flesh-crippling strokes from the whip.  Delivered at this angle!  THAT was going to be the killer.  The burn from the strap flaring on his skin.  The force of pain jarring him downwards, driving pain into every muscle.  The jarring torturing his every joint.  And then they’d start on him with the whip.  The same number of strokes José had suffered.  Laid on hard.
Bodie knew they’d hold nothing back.  What they’d given José, they’d have kept plenty back for him.  Driving that bullwhip into him, at this tortured angle.  Onto flesh already zinging from the strap.  Bodie had been marked-out right enough.  But he was not giving them any satisfaction.  He set his jaw, he pulled on his restraints.  Giving them the man he was.  Strong, broad-backed, damned bloody-minded.  Damned if they get anything else!
“Strip him!”
Gloat

El capitán’s order was instantly obeyed.  Unable to defend himself effectively hung at this angle, Bodie felt a knife slice away at his waist.  Cutting the cord,  Then hands ripped away.  Tugging away, pulling Bodie about.  Tugging and bouncing him on his restraints.  A mere foretaste of how he would feel when he rebounded under the lashings and pains stabbed him in his joints.  Bodie looked down his body.  Seeing his bare legs, seeing his pants in shreds underneath.  Stripped naked.  Picked on for this brutal beating.  From shoulders to his backside vulnerable, stretched-out, set-up for the smarting scorch of the strap.  And then his burning flesh invited to know the force of the lash.

Bodie cocked a head up at el capitán.  Up imperious on his balcony, consumed with his lusts to lord it over this punishment.  Ruling over this injustice.  Him stretched out from the rusty ring under the centre of the whipping frame.  Stripped of clothes and dignity, his legs stretched out to two legs of the frame.  Strung-out at about 45 degrees, Bodie set hard his jaw and pulled himself upright as best he could,  -  to take the strain off his armpits and manage the pull in his belly.  But also so he could cock a look at his tormentor.  It was hard to look up at the balcony from this angle.  But sure as hell, Bodie was going to look el capitán in the eye.  And show him the man he was.
“Thirty blows with the strap on his bare ass.”
In anger he heard that pronouncement from above, Bodie had twisted himself over.  He saw him standing there, backlight against the open door to his quarters.  A dark shadow of evil framed against the light.  Suddenly there was a flare of a match to his side.  The other man on the balcony lighting a match.  Leisurely lighting up his cigar.
Instantly Bodie saw the face.  Immediately he recognised the man.  Morales, standing on the balcony with el capitán.  A set-up.  Bodie had been set-up.  Morales had come to visit.  This has all been timed.  El capitán was ingratiating himself, sucking up to his paymaster.  Bodie provoked into bad-tempered action and providing the evening’s entertainment.  Morales had come to gloat.  And el capitán was earning himself a nice fat extra.  Earned off Bodie’s bare backside.  Bodie’s temper flared.
The sargento made sure Bodie had got it right.  As if he needed to show the watching convicts who was in-charge, who was the man-that-mattered in their miserable daily lives.  Announcing Bodie’s sentence to the other prisoners who had disappeared into the gloom.  In reality hoping to put the frighteners under Bodie and wipe the anger off that stubborn face.
“Thirty strikes on his bare ass.  From the strap.”
Bodie looked up.  Seeing the gloating sargento smirking at him.  In his right hand, holding up a thick strip of evil-looking leather he’d withdrawn from the bucket.  Dripping, soaked with violence, heavy with menace.  Bodie felt an anger flush down his backbone at the sargento’s callous grin.  He’d set Bodie up for this.  To earn Morales’ cash.
“Twenty strikes for attitude.  From the whip.”
Onto Bodie’s red-scorched backside.  By the whip with Bodie’s name written on it.  Held up too for Bodie to say howdy.  No bigger or more evil than any other bullwhip Bodie had known.  It didn’t need to be, he knew it’d hurt.
“Thirty more.  For hitting a guard.  Laid on with the whip.”
Bodie’s heart gave a jump.  He’d thought  .....  Realising he’d been fooling himself.  Thirty with that strap.  Then thirty more.  With the whip.  On top of that first twenty.  Fifty with the bullwhip.  Engraved with his name.  He snapped a look up at el capitán.  To catch a look of his gloating face.  Spotting instead Morales.  The man who’d bought Bodie his place in this stinking jail.

Morales felt the flash of anger that Bodie whipped across his face.  For a moment he held the look.  Then a smirk illuminated Morales’ face.  He gave Bodie a mock salute.  Letting the gringo know what he had just bought for himself.  Paid for this evening’s entertainment.

“Lay it on.”
The sargento’s words echoed sadistically into the darkness.
“Lay it on hard.”

Surprise
[image: image1.jpg]‘The trudge back to the prison was |

‘The mocking sun tore at Bodie' 5 u r‘Pr‘i 56

Taunting him with even more b
José still unconscious, a dead

Sweating intensely as he i
Leg-irons snagging in rock,

The guards had
Bodie's only friend.
Goading Bodie into thoughtle:
Interfering, striking a guard.
The heat had got. to him.

It had been weeks now, hopelessly trappedi
And not seen a single hope of getting out.
The thought of Morales' triumphing got up his nose
Morales had snatched him. Stolen his freedom.
Paid for his stay in some stinking jail.
Bought the guards, paid for this hell.

The ominous walls of a Mexicahiprison Iaov‘zd

Inescapable they said. "Wﬂ“"‘ see about that.@g&

Massive gates stood taunting open,
welcoming back Apunishment parade/ .
hard.
imon. _

Bodie was ifi for a whippingstieyd give it
Trigger his escape, get hinvoutta thié Mlace. 7

But the pain of Phat beating would dri




Down Mexico Way








	52
	



