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Chapter One

Fairbrook, Indiana 

1878
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The sound of rushing water and a horse paying as the rider crosses the Wondering River. The sun blazes overhead casting short, stubby shadows on the ground. An athletic, lonesome figure sits atop a stocky chestnut quarter horse as they plod along the water’s edge - more aimlessly ambling than following any exact route. The figure takes off his hat, blocks the sun from his eyes, and attempts to place it in the sky. He glances away and down at the shadows to ascertain the time. He places the hat back on his head and nods. He leans down and whispers into his horse’s ears—

“Six more hours until that one gets off our back. Think you can handle it?” said the stranger.

The horse whinnies and with a grin, the stranger slaps him hard on the neck.

“That’s the best thing you’ve said all day,” said the Stranger.

The stranger reaches into his satchel. Pulls out a beat-up flask and takes a long pull from the bottle until the liquor runs out. He sticks out his parched tongue and lets the last few drops splash down onto it. It’s the first time we get a good glimpse of his face - weather-beaten and covered in stubble, but with a handsomeness that can’t be concealed by grime. His chin, though square and strong, bears a two-inch scar. His eyes are as brown - light as the river below him. This is the infamous Dan Stalker. The horse whinnies again and Dan shakes his head. 

“I know, I know, I know. But it was the last of it. You don’t drink and I wasn’t going to let it go to waste, Othello,” said Dan.

Dan stashes the flask back into the bag and withdraws a canteen. He stops Othello, slides off, and kneels into the rushing water. He fills the canteen and tosses it on the river bank. Dan takes off his hat, dips it into the water, and brings it to the brim. He gives it up to Othello, who moves his head away from the heat.

“It’s sweet water,” says Dan.

Othello is unmoved. Dan shrugs and places the hat on his head, letting the cool water fall down over his body. He can’t help but shiver at the cold. He stands, grabs Othello’s reins, and starts walking along the riverbank.

“You’re missing out, boy. It’s refreshing,” said Dan. He’s about to dip his hands back into the water when he catches the tell-tale ripples of a water moccasin swimming towards him. In a flash, he pulls out a Bowie knife and snaps it at the snake. It hits him square in the belly and embeds him into the ground. The snake thrashes for a bit and curls around the knife blade, but he eventually dies. Othello’s ears start to twitch, focusing on a rhythmic squeaking sound coming from behind him. Dan turns around to see a beat-up looking wagon. 

The covered wagon slowly made its way west. A rail-thin and older than he looks teenager holds the reins of two sickly-looking Oxen. He shoots his bloodshot eyes at Dan and gives a curt nod. 

“Where you headin’?” asked Dan.

The teen turns his eyes forward and doesn’t respond. 

Dan shakes his head. “Water ain’t as deep a mile south of here.” said Dan. 

Still nothing from the teen. Dan shrugs and is about to turn his back on the whole affair when the wagon suddenly stops. The sun glints off the barrel of a shotgun sticking out the back of the wagon. 

A timid, female voice calls out. “Head on your way and leave us be, said the woman. 

“I’d ask you to do the same,” said Dan. 

“Holler out to any of your friends and if they know what’s best for them, they’ll stay clear of us,” said the woman. 

“My only friend is Othello here and he’s not one for conversation or scheming,” said Dan. 

“Best stay clear of us,” said the woman.

“I’m leavin’ like I said I would.”

“We don’t need no trouble.” 

“Point taken, ma’am. Not headin’ your way anyhow. Just driftin’....,” said Dan.

“I will shoot if you try anything,” reported the woman.

“It’s been my observation that anyone willing to aim a gun at somebody’s head is probably willing to go all the way with it,” said Dan.

The wagon penetrates the water and the oxen slowly drag it across the river. The water quickly rises along the sides of the vehicle the deeper it goes. 

Dan shakes his head. “Before you disappear into the deep, mind tellin’ me what’s got you so riled up?” asked Dan.

Othello’s ears start to twitch again, he hears something off in the distance. After a beat, Dan can hear it too. He raises his hand to shield the sun from his face and narrows his eyes. Nearly two hundred yards in front of him, along the horizon, the puffs of smoke from a charging, westbound train. As it comes into view on a rail bridge across the river, it lets out an ear shattering whistle that fills the sky. Othello whinnies and starts to buck a bit, but Dan keeps him calm. 

“Loud, ugly and messy but oh my what a sight to behold. Why didn’t you take the Northern Pacific out of town?” Dan said loudly. He turns to face the wagon again, but all he sees now is the wet wheel marks where the wagon rolled out of the river on the opposite bank and the glint of the gun barrel still sticking out the back. Dan shakes his head and leans into Othello’s face. “Some people don’t share our gift of conversation, Othello.” He remounts the horse and nods towards the speeding train. “Come on big guy, that’s where we’re heading.” 

****
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It was night at Fairbrook, Indiana, a town on the grow. People shuffle from the ramshackle saloons, general stores and hotels that line the main drag of the town. The oil lamps that run along the avenue bathe the entire town in a supernatural orange light. A bell ringing in the distance and while it’s not a church bell, it is coming from the town’s salvation. At the edge of Main Street, where civilization mingles with the wilderness, stands the Northern Pacific Railroad station. While the majority of Fairbrook’s buildings look as if they were built in an hour with whatever scrap wood they had lying around, the station is a clean, well designed red brick building. It stands out like Gulliver with the Liliputians. Even in the moonlight, it casts a shadow over everything. Alongside the logo adorned building, we see Dan and Othello come trotting in. Both look exhausted and beat from their long journey. He pulls off his hat and wipes his brow. He leans into Othello. 

“Okay, it was eight hours,” said Dan.

Dan hears the bell, nods to the train and says, “maybe we’ll ride on that when we leave from of here.”

Dan trotted on over toward The Itchy Midget Saloon. He pulled back on the reins as he stepped down from the stirrups and wrapped the reins around the saloon rail. A raucous little saloon that’s packed with dozens of cowboys that play cards, drink and chat up pretty little women in tight fitting corsets. It’s payday and the crowd is here looking for a good time, be it in the bedroom or in a brawl. The saloon doors swing open and Dan walks inside. He takes off his hat, his face is bronzed from the sun, he slicks back his hair. He tucks his hat under his arm, walks up to the bar, and raps his knuckles on the pine. “Barkeep, can I get a whiskey?” 

The stout bartender, walks over, eyes Dan and snorts. 

“Something funny I’m not privy to?” asked Dan. 

“Name’s Gus and I don’t pour a drink until I see some silver,” said Gus.

“That a house rule, Gus?” said Dan.

“I know your type,” said Gus. 

“Handsome strangers?” said Dan. 

“Broke drifters,” said Gus. 

Dan reaches into his pocket, fumbles around for a bit and pulls out a silver dollar. He slaps it on the table and gives Gus a cock-sure grin. 

“Make that two whiskeys, and hurry it up. I’m thirsty,” said Dan. 

Gus grabs up the silver dollar and pours the shots. 

Dan nods at him. “Much obliged,” said Dan. 

Dan curls his hands around the metal shot glass but before he can take a sip, a delicate hand rubs his shoulders. He turns around and comes face to face with a gorgeous redhead named India.

Iknew you was gonna buy India a drink the second you walked in here,” said India. 

“That a fact?” said Dan. 

“Of course,” said India. 

“You India?” asked Dan. 

She nods, grabs the shot glass and holds it up. 

“What are we toasting?” asked Dan. 

“To the good days,” said India. 

Dan shakes his head. “No such thing.” 

“What about good nights?” said India.

“Drink up, Honey,” said Dan. 

She hydroplanes the shot and plants the glass back on the table with a thud. 

Dan hasn’t taken the drink.

“You know it’s bad luck to not drink after a toast,” said India. 

“Superstition ain’t gonna change me, Darlin’. Bad luck is my stock in trade,” said Dan.

She leans into him - making sure to press those curves into Dan - and whispers. “Maybe I can change your luck?”

Dan should be loving this, but instead of paying attention to the girl right in front of him, he eyes a raven-haired beauty across the room that is having a heated conversation with an older man in an expensive suit. The man is flanked by a couple of cowpokes who let everyone know they are heavily armed. 

“You move fast, huh?” said Dan.

“No rest for the wicked, Cowboy,” said India. 

The man finally snaps and stands as if he is going to go hit the raven-haired beauty. She backs away and storms out of the bar. The man sits back down and makes some unheard joke that cracks up everyone at the table. 

Dan’s eyes narrow, but India is oblivious. She runs her hand across his lap. “Wanna go upstairs?” 

Dan reaches up, gently grabs her chin until they lock eyes. “Maybe later, huh?”

“You sure? I’m a popular gal around here,” said India. 

“I don’t doubt that,” said Dan. 

He hands her his shot glass. “Another time. Bottoms up.”

She takes the glass and grins. “Shame you won’t find out.” 

Dan can’t help but smile as she downs the glass and saunters away. He watches her go until he hears Gus walk back over. 

“You want another drink?” asked Gus. 

“You buying?” asked Dan. 

“Your silver is good for another,” said Gus. 

“Much appreciated,” said Dan. 

Gus pours a shot and hands it to him. Dan clutches it and nods towards the older man in the expensive suit. “You’ll forgive me for believing this place doesn’t cater to the carriage trade, but who’s the big bug?”

“That’s Otho Mitchell. He’s with the railroad,” said Gus.

“Looks more like a banker than an engineer,” said Dan. 

“That’s because he handles more money than a banker. So crooked, he swallows nails and spits out corkscrews,” said Gus. 

“Seems like a peach of a guy,” said Dan. 

“Yeah. He’s a real top rail dry,” Gus said. He walks away from Dan to handle a new influx of people. 

Dan raises the glass to his lips to drink when he hears a gruff male voice call out. “What’re you doing in my spot?”

Dan, regrettably, lowers the shot glass and glances over at Ruby Mar - his looks match his voice - hard, ugly and looks like it’s been left out to rot. 

“Say that again, Friend,” said Dan. 

“You’re in my spot,” said Ruby. He nods at the bar behind Dan, who turns and spots the name ‘Ruby’ carved into the pine bar. 

“I’m guessing you’re Ruby?” said Dan. 

“So you can read?” said Ruby. 

“But I’m surprised you can write,” said Dan. “Half expected to just see an X.” 

“Mind your tongue,” said Ruby. 

“You a big wheel in these parts, Ruby?” asked Dan. 

“What do you think?” said Ruby. He opens his coat to show off the two pearl handled pistols on his hips. 

Dan is not impressed. “My, my aren’t those pretty looking,” said Dan. 

“They look better when they’re smoking,” said Ruby.

“You’d shoot a man for having a drink in a bar? Bit drastic, don’t you think?” asked Dan. 

“I’d shoot a man who keeps runnin’ his mouth to somebody he shouldn’t,” said Ruby. 

Dan nods. “Beat the Dutch, I got it, you’re a man I shouldn’t mess with. Tell you what, why don’t you have a shot of whiskey on me?” He hands the metal shot glass over to Ruby. 

Ruby eyes it for a beat and then grins. “Not as addled-headed as you look.” He brings the shot glass up to his mouth and tips it back. As soon as the bottom of the cup is facing Dan, he pounces into action. He slams his fist into the bottom of the cup causing it to push into Ruby’s front two teeth. They snap right out of his gums and fall to the floor. Before Ruby can process what happened, Dan lands a vicious left cross to Ruby’s eye socket, sending him tumbling to the ground. Ruby, dazed, but fueled by anger, reaches for his gun. In a flash, Dan grabs two steak knives from the people at the table next to him and flings one down at him. Ruby screams in pain as the serrated edges completely puncture the back of his hand. Dan places a foot on Ruby’s throat and clutches the other steak knife in his hand. Ruby’s eyes go wide but he stops struggling. Blood pours from his mouth.

“Now, Ruby, I think we got off on the wrong foot. I’d like to be able to rectify this situation if I can? Do you think that’s possible?” asked Dan.

“You have any idea who I work for?” said Ruby. 

“I hope it’s a dentist,” said Dan. 

“I’m going to ki....” said Ruby.

With a slight flick of his wrist, the second steak knife sticks into the ground right against Ruby’s cheek. The edge of the blade nicked his skin and a small rivulet of blood seeps from the wound. 

“You’re going to stand up and take your leave and, if you can manage it, not get blood on my boots,” said Dan. 

“Or else what?” asked Ruby. 

Now it’s Dan’s turn to pull back his coat to reveal a Bowie knife. It glimmers in the bar light. “I imagine this’ll hurt a lot worse than a steak knife.” He takes his foot off of Ruby’s throat. 

Ruby scrambles to his feet. He wipes his mouth, spits out a glob of blood and points his finger at Dan. “You’ll get yours!” 

“They all say that,” said Dan. 

Ruby turns and looks across at the older man in the suit. The older man shakes his head ‘no’ and nods towards the door. Ruby, furious, turns and walks out of the bar. 

Dan pulls the steak knives out of the floor and gives them back to the table he took them from. “I’m sure they can rustle up a few new ones.” He points to a shot glass on the table. “Can I ...?”

The man at the table nods. 

Dan picks up the shot glass and finally, finally, drinks his whiskey. After he swallows, his face tightens in disgust. “Cheap rot gut.” He turns and eyes India at the bar - she’s draped around another man, but her eyes are glued on Dan and the carnage that unfolded. Dan winks at her. “Glad I gave you that shot, Darling.”

The piano music starts up again and the crowd tries to go back to normal. Gus walks around to Dan and clears his throat to get his attention. 

Dan turns around. “Didn’t mean nothing personal with the rot gut remark.”

“I’m not mad. Relieved actually. But you should head out of town if you know what’s good for you,” Gus whispered. He discreetly nods towards the older man in the suit. “I don’t know what he’s thinking, but if it’s not favorable, I’d slip out the back.” 

Dan pats Gus on the shoulder. “Thanks for the advice, but Othello is out front and I am beat. Is there a hotel you’d recommend?” 

The Oriental Hotel down the street. But sleep with your gun close,” sighs Gus. 

Dan nods at Gus and heads towards the exit. As he does, the older man in a suit leans over and whispers something to one of his cowpokes. The cowpoke nods and stands up.

****
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At the Oriental Hotel, Dan walks inside. It’s a dingy little place. Dan walks up and taps on the counter. 

Elias, the tired looking hotel clerk picks himself up from his stool and drags himself over to the front counter. 

“Look like you could use a nap....,” said Dan. 

“I sleep during the day,” said Elias. 

“Your eyelids don’t seem to know that,” said Dan. 

“Don’t got much left ‘cept for the room under the stairs,” said Elias. 

“What’s the rate?” asked Dan. 

“Two a night. Ten a week,” said Elias. 

“Little light right now. Can I get you tomorrow?” asked Dan. 

Elias takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. “Why do you fellows always ask that? What do you think I’m going to say?” 

“It’d be mighty Christian of you,” said Dan. 

That’s when a shadowy figure fills the door frame and a deep voice call out calls out, “Don’t worry about the room, Elias,” said the voice. The figure walks into the light and it’s Otho Mitchell, the older man from the saloon. Otho has sparkling green eyes, sharp as a hawk, and a face that recalls the Caesars of ancient Rome. He is flanked by his two cowpokes. “It’s on me,” he said. 
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