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Chapter 1 
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His name was Slade.  

He was a drifter. 

He was a loner. 

And, when the mood took, he was a dirty rotten son of a bitch. 

He drifted southeast into Texas from the direction of Santa Fe, New Mexico.  

He was leaving behind his mother, it wasn’t that he minded, truth be told, she was best left a memory. Though, as he rode, it was to her his thoughts had turned.  

She was a dime a dozen whore, in a dilapidated building that passed for a house in the backstreets of the aforementioned city.  

Her name was Genevieve, though she preferred Gen. She was a tall woman, big breasted, long face and nose to suit, and eyes that smoldered gray in a dim light. On closer inspection those same eyes that lured the drunk and the desperate were sad, and longing. Longing for a time when her body was no longer her vehicle for acceptance or rejection in a land that favored wealth above honor.   

It was hard for a woman with little to grasp hold of. “It was a man’s world,” she had stated on more than one occasion. “There ain’t no place for a woman in a man’s world.” It was her excuse and regardless of whether people agreed with her or not, she thought it was a good one.  

Men and women are not born with the faculties to assume their place on the earth, rather, they are created, primarily out of the deeds of those that are charged with guiding them into the world. Her mother and father didn’t have the required skills necessary to guide her into the competitive world of womanhood until she was of age to consider the necessity of such things herself.  

In much the same way of girls before her, she neither accepted or rejected the care of her parents, rather found herself an unnecessary appendage to a man and a woman who believed her birth had been but an inconvenience. Despite the distance between the parents and their child she lingered in their presence, cut off from an established upbringing as they drifted aimlessly across New Mexico in search of wealth.  

It was to Santa Fe, on a hot summer's day, much like all the rest, the wheels of their decrepit wagon rolled into town. Up on the deck, bitter with the twists in fates path that had befallen, two adults and a young girl rode in silence. Little did they know, it was ill fortune, the story of their life that awaited them.  

Two weeks later, her father was knifed in a drunken fight over a gambling debt. The doctor said the knife punctured his kidney and he bled to death. It happened as he staggered out of a gambling house, imbibed with the touch of too many ales. He didn’t see anything, but felt the stinging pain of death as he tried in vain to stem the flow of blood with an unsteady hand. If indeed, he was found earlier, nobody reported his death until the early hours of the morning where a trail of blood wove its way, haphazardly, into an alley. He was found, cold, stiff and almost forgotten, leaning against the wall of the last building he was last in.  

He was recognized by an acquaintance just before he was carted off to a cemetery and discarded as another insignificant reminder of a man who had failed to make his fortune in the land of opportunity. 

Following the death of her father, her mother, Miss Millie McKinnon, as she had taken to calling herself, remarried. She was one of the lucky women who maintained her beauty as she aged. It was a vain time and it was a vain society that demanded women look and play the part of an honorable, dutiful and faithful wife of the master. She married Irving Webster, a shoddy, overweight and incompetent lawyer with money and moved to Socorro. A small town, roughly halfway between Santa Fe and El Paso.  

It was a world the daughter wasn’t to be a part of, you see, mother and daughter, weren’t a package deal. So, at fourteen, she was abandoned and left to fend for herself on the streets of Santa Fe.  

As cities go, it was vibrant and energetic, an inspiration to some and to others it provided those long sought after opportunities. These were not always constructive, as the place rapidly filled with loafers, quick scheme artists, merchants, carpetbaggers and con men. There was more poverty and disease than wealth and prestige, though it was the latter that all people tended to strive for.  

Gen had difficulty establishing any form of security. She shifted from job to job, though wherever she went it seemed that the lustrous and temporary affection of men plagued her. She moved haphazardly through the city as she did through life. She washed clothes, tended to the sick, cooked and cleaned, though the master of the house after house took too keen an interest in her. Her rejection of their advances left her on the street with little to no chance of meaningful employment. She scammed her way through the city for three years, until, at last, hungry, tired, scared and alone she surrendered.  

Genevieve, a girl of promise, brought into this world by parents who had no right to be so, approached the first painted woman that looked half-decent and demanded work.  

The man who rode knew all about his mother’s past, well, at least what she wanted him to know. He took the fixings from his pocket and rolled a cigarette. He struck a match on the saddle horn and inhaled sharply. Exhaling a cloud of gray smoke, his thoughts shifted once again to his mother and the story of her life she so often told.  

Some women adapt to whoring and some don’t. Gen didn’t. She turned to alcohol to numb the pain of an existence that consisted of laying on her back, staring up at the stars, and always dreaming. “What good is hope?” She’d say, “the world does not care for your dreams.”  

Being the unmotherly kind, she was prone to bouts of violence and took the liberty of blaming her son for her life, truth be told, she let go of the reins years before. The real trouble started when she had a falling out with the madam at the Pleasure Palace and decided to conduct business within her two room abode. It was the beginning of the end for her and any love the man had for his mother was shed throughout this time. She could go as low as prostitutes could, a street walker; therefore, her price dropped as well. She simply walked in with an oilskin blanket and spread it over the foot of her bed, uncorked a bottle and began trade. Her son was in the next room. It was four years before her son left her life for good.  

The cold sting of rejection from his mother took seed in her son a long time ago and any meaningful connection to the world his mother painted was destroyed in his youth.  

Though, it was a story from a client she brought home that gave birth to the adventurous spirit in him. It was a story of the sea, a vast expanse of water as far as the eye could see.  

“Where is this sea?” He had asked in his youthful excitement.  

The man patted him on the shoulder, tousled his hair. He was a big man, with pleasant features and all too keen to indulge the boy. “Galveston.” 

“How do I find this place?”  

“Ride southeast, find Abilene, keep your nose pointed in the same direction and ride until you can ride no more.” 

Though a boy, he made up his mind that he would go to this place called Galveston. He wasn’t sure how or when, but he would go. But, life has a habit of getting in the way of childhood fancies, and so a boy who swore that he would reach the sea before he died roamed the back alleys of Santa Fe. 

He was the same age of his mother when she was abandoned, when he, likewise, abandoned her in a drunken stupor. Took nothing but the clothes he had on his back and a flat-bladed, blunt knife with a wooden handle. He cut a pocket on the inside of his jacket large enough to plant the knife and it was there he kept it until six weeks after he walked out of his home.   

Santa Fe, established years before, was a wealthy town, at least to some. It was in this place that the boy learned that to get ahead in life you needed to be dishonest and selfish. He would think to himself as he struggled to make ends meet, it wasn’t merely a man’s world, but a rich man's world. The color of a man’s skin was only important to those who had no money. Wealth equalizes the poor man's differences.  

It was late at night when an inebriated man wearing an expensive suit staggered from a sporting house down by the docks. The boy followed him, his hand on the knife. When the intoxicated man stopped to relieve himself in the shadow of the street as it entered an alley the boy struck.  

He stabbed the man in the neck, though the blade was blunt, the point was sharp. The knife was withdrawn and plunged again into the man's chest as he turned to confront his attacker, but the pain was too great. He fell backwards and landed hard. He began choking on the blood escaping from his mouth. The boy didn’t hang around to watch him die, he searched through the man’s pockets as he lay, wheezing shallow breaths.  

The knife was cleaned in a horse trough and reinserted into the lining of his jacket. In his pocket was an even two hundred dollars.  

He stopped his mount, an Andalusian gray and scratched him between the ears. It was a stallion, named Boy, and stood fifteen and a half hands high. He took it off a dead Spaniard, who claimed the horse was a gift from the king of Spain himself.  He killed the man in a fight twelve months earlier. Stabbed him in the heart with the twelve inch blade of the flat, equally balanced Bowie knife that sat in a leather pouch over his belt buckle.  

Thinking about his mother, which he often did, always brought back memories he was trying his best to escape from, though he had no more right to be rid of them than time itself. The boy, now a man, had taken the life of countless men, most justifiably and some as cold as the deepest snow. Many men had died at the hands of the man that rides alone.  

He stood a little over six-feet, lean though muscular, wiry with whipcord strength. His hair was short, his back straight, eyes the color of gun barrel gray and he sported a thick black moustache that ran to the end of his chin.   

He was fast with the Colt.45 that hugged his hip, but there were faster. 

He was a good shot with the Winchester.73 that sat in its sheath next to his right hip, but there were those with a truer aim. 

He could throw the Bowie knife and hit his target, most of the time. 

But, when it came to using his fists, he was second to none.  

All men have a weakness and his was painted women, just like his mother.  

He ranged from the wooded forests north of Santa Fe, Albuquerque and further south to Socorro. In the fifteen years since he left home, he cut his teeth on a harsh land and formed his morality based on his dealings with others. A man has a tendency to believe his view of the world is the correct one and he uses this as a guide to value the conduct of others, and Slade was no different.  

He had a reputation as being unpredictable and as dangerous as a two-headed rattler. He acknowledged no law except his own understanding of right and wrong.  

It was in a moment of contemplation that a man finds himself alone and vulnerable to the world that he recalled his conversation with the drunk man about the sea. He had just returned to Santa Fe from Socorro when the feeling, as they often do, came uninvited. So, deciding at once, to leave, he bought the necessary supplies and rode. How many days ago, he didn’t know, but now he rode the trail that wove its way through the flat, dry and rocky country to Abilene.  

He paused, dismounted, kicked a rock, rolled a cigarette and struck a match on the sign that pointed north-west and decided, as he had done before, to change his mind. “Come on Boy, let's go see what the fuss is about Amarillo.” 

The wind had picked up and it cut deep within his flesh as he rode steadily into the afternoon. Time passed, as it does, when a man is deep in thought about nothing in particular, and he was brought out of his solitude by hunger. The sun was setting to his left as he drifted off the trail to set camp. He dismounted and hitched the gray, before uncinching the saddle and laying it on the ground. There was plenty of wood for a fire and he had one flaring within a few minutes. He took off his hat and used it to fan the flames before resting it on a tree branch.  

Within twenty minutes the coffee had boiled and he leaned against a tree and removed dry biscuits from his saddle bags to accompany the strong black coffee. Slade was an outsider by choice. He always walked the fine line between law abiding and criminal and he survived on the edge of society by doing what needed to be done. At first glance it may be said that he wasn’t complicated, but a man that’s easy to read doesn’t give life a whole lot of thought. Slade, well, he thought too damned much.  

He stoked the fire and wrapped himself in a new blanket he bought off a Cherokee before leaving Santa Fe. He often thought Indians looked noble and the simplicity of their appearance, tended to reflect their practical approach to life. It was with a similar approach he believed in himself and he possessed, only that which was of such use.   

He leaned against the gnarled trunk of a tree he couldn’t identify, as he had no need to know such things and watched the last of the sunset, which gave the land before him an earthly glow. He stoked the fire before drifting off to a restless sleep.   

He was reliving the killing of the Spaniard. It was in Socorro, a year before when he had no inclination to drink, but as he passed the cantina he noticed the gray horse and decided then and there that he wanted to talk to who owned it. He entered the watering hole and struck up a conversation with the man about the horse. It turned violent quick when the Spaniard discarded Slade’s genuine interest and mocked his status in comparison to himself. Slade took offense at the man's manner, and provoked the man in such a way as to make it appear to witnesses that he had acted in self-defense. It was that simple!  

He was brought out of his past by the sound of a lever action from a Winchester. He opened his eyes slowly, adjusted and waited for the haze to pass and looked to his left. Standing in the light cast by the fire stood a Mexican, no taller than five eight, thin whiskers and lively eyes that changed when he spoke.  

“Senor, stay where you are.” He moved to his left to stand behind the fire.  

Slade watched the smoke rise and curl across the man’s form and it was then he noticed a second man move into camp from his far left. He walked slow and steady, at first cautious and convinced that his partner had the man covered moved closer to the fire. He was a Texan, tall and rangy, big boned and loud. He held a double barrel shotgun and lazily pointed it at the man.  

“Well, well, what do we have here?” He chuckled and moved closer, convinced their soon to be victim was of no immediate concern.  

“Miguel, check his saddle bags.” 

The small man moved quickly and knelt down to rummage through the bags only to come out empty. “Nothing here Bart.” 

He eyed both men warily and watched every move they made. “Bart, Bart McKendrick, is that right?” 

“The one and only.” He felt chuffed at being recognized by this unkempt stranger.  

“What’s your name mister?” 

“Well, I don’t see how that matters since I’ll be dead soon.”  

Miguel stood and turned to walk back to his place by the fire.  

McKendrick laughed and threw his head back in the process. It was his last mistake, as the barrel of his shotgun moved downwards in reaction to the movement in his body. Slade had withdrawn his Colt.45 and shot twice through the blanket. The big man groaned as he fell backwards, dropping his gun. Both slugs fought their way through his meaty chest.  

Miguel staggered as he turned, trying the raise the Winchester to fire, but he was too slow. He spun as a leaden ball entered his left shoulder and spun back the other way as another bullet entered his right shoulder. In one swift motion Slade rose, took a step towards the man and fired two more bullets into his chest and he heard bones break underneath the impact.   

The bullets threw him back fifteen feet. He landed with a thud, where he kicked and moaned for a minute before succumbing to death.  

He reloaded his Colt from the bandolier around his waist and examined each body. Their twisted forms in the faded light of the campfire lay motionless. He threw some wood on the fire before dragging the body of Miguel fifty yards from camp and returned to get the big Texan. It was harder work moving his body, still he dragged him across the barren earth. He brushed his hands together and turned to walk away when he heard a labored breath of the man called McKendrick. The big man was still kicking. Removing the bowie knife from the leather pouch he knelt beside him. Bart McKendrick opened his eyes and he knew his time on earth was at an end. Slade leaned forward smiling, his white teeth visible in the darkness. “The names Slade,” and he buried the knife up to the hilt beneath the man's rib cage.  

The Texan made one last gasp before closing his eyes on a world he’ll be a part of no more.  

He wiped the blood on the pants of the dead man and stood to his full height. “You should keep the coyotes and wolves off me tonight.” 

Throwing a few more logs on the fire, he wrapped himself in the blanket, yawned and lay down to sleep.  
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Smoke rose in a thin and vague arc from the dwindling embers of the fire as Slade finished packing his saddle bags. He kicked dirt on the fire pit, mounted and nudged the gray, “Let’s go Boy.” He had shown more affection for the Andalusian in the past twelve months than any person he had ever known. 

He found the trail and gave Boy his head. 

It was a day much like any other, warm and inviting. He had a habit of changing his mind, he considered it neither a good or a bad trait to possess, it’s just that he had heard so much about the tough Texan town called Amarillo. Though he figured it was much like any place or person with a name, and doubted it would live up to expectations.  

The sun’s earthen glare shimmered around him as he rode. He liked the warmth, the touch of the sun on his skin made him feel alive. He rode leisurely, as he always did, unless being made to haste by the law, and revelled in the silence of the journey.  

Amarillo, from all accounts was a tough town, inhabited by tough men. He had heard about the town on his own travels, though he doubted that it could be any tougher than Socorro or the places with no names that he preferred. Still, he would make up his own mind. He would walk the streets of Amarillo and drink in the bars and whatever happened would either play out in his favor or it wouldn't. One thing was for certain, he needed money.  
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