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Chapter 1 
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A man rode into town from the north. It was late afternoon and the sun had lowered its brow and began its descent. A gray mare carried the man a hundred miles from Llano, Texas, but due to the terrain, the distance had seemed greater. High summer was an unforgiving time in Texas. The heat radiated from above and below as the sun's rays reflected off the barren landscape. The rider rode past the last cottonwoods some miles back when he passed through the mountain and descended a small ridge into the open expanse that stretched as far as the eyes could see.  

The man’s name was Clete Manner. He was once an itinerant worker who turned his hands to toil for an honest man’s wage. He had tried many professions, though the nature of the man being as it was, he was unable to stay in one place too long and drifted as far west as El Paso and as far east as Houston. Though, he spent most of his youth around Waco and the trail that wound its way north-west to Abilene.  

The son of Texas parents and a brother to two sisters. He had no affinity to family and considered them more a burden than a necessity. He left home when he was a young man, only to return for the funeral of his father. He had partial respect for the man who raised him, but little for the women folk. He didn’t limit this dislike to female relatives but of the opposite sex all together. Probably because he wasn’t the handsomest man; his eyes were a dull green and too close together and a snub nose perched itself over lips that were too wide to take seriously. As soon as his father was interred, he mounted without a word or a goodbye. He didn’t look back. As a result, he had never saw his mother or sisters again. 

The land of opportunity, the catchphrase of the time, was his for the taking, but poor choices and circumstances out of his control had led him to wander the barren earth in search of fame and fortune. Quite often, when opportunity came, he gambled or drank it away. Truth be told, Clete Manner would have settled for either long ago.  

He was a tall man at six foot three inches and carried a load around his stomach that got heavier as he aged. His shoulders were wide and sloped downwards at a sharp angle. His face was jolly and marked with stubble that took forever to grow. His features were boyish despite his size and his skin was pale. He was no longer a young man, nor could it be said that he was of an age to use it as an excuse. He was like many men of the era who failed to live up to his and others expectations.  

The Texan rarely shirked his responsibility and until recently the man possessed a sense of pride that he would be content to take to his death. But he had fallen on hard times, and a prolonged existence of living hand to mouth can change a man’s perception of himself and his notion of right and wrong. His pride was for sale and right now he had nothing, and he was content to sell it for a loaf of bread.  

The once amicable and easy to please Clete Manner was no longer. Life had warped his sense of loyalty and washed away his honor. To Manner, there was nothing more important in this world than himself. To a degree, he hadn’t always thought this way, but it was his new outlook on life, and he adopted it without question. A man takes what he wants, whether he needs it or not. It was to be his new creed. 

He had come close to death many times. He wore three pieces of lead in his body. Two in the stomach, one from a jealous husband and the other from a whore in some brothel south of Abilene. He took his revenge out on her and she was to be the first person he killed. Snapped her neck, like breaking a pencil in half. Nobody minded, she was past her use by date anyhow. An unmarked grave dug in the middle of the night an insignificant reminder of her life. No-one mourned her passing. It was the same fate that awaited men and women throughout the west. She was not unique in that regard, in fact, she wasn’t special at all. A person’s life is often viewed in terms of their profession, regardless of character, and whores, well, they are the most sought after yet disregarded profession of all. 

The third slug was by an old man, who got drunk on too much moonshine and mistook him for the man he had spent his life running away from, his father. Manner resorted to the same level of violence dished out to the whore and promptly beat the old man to death and threw him down the dried out mine they had been working together.  

Besides the lead, Manner had nearly died of thirst after getting lost. It was his own fault. He was drunk when he wandered off from camp south of Odessa years before. He was found by Little Pete, an Apache he used to ride with in the Thornton gang, but it wasn’t long before the antics of the big man annoyed his companions and they abandoned him in a cantina in San Angelo. He was passed out from intoxication and they decided not to rouse him.   

After experiencing such deprivations of his character, all self-inflicted, but to a man who misreads others, the world and his place in it, everyone else was to blame. Burdened with anger he had come to despise men and women with money who lived the life of luxury. Luxury itself, from Clete Manner’s point of view, was everything his life was not. He wanted what he perceived others had, money enough to eat when he was hungry and drink when he was dry. Besides, having enough money to satisfy other instinctual desires occasionally would be of benefit to the big man.  

The lone rider on the gray mare was forty-seven years old. He owned what he wore and carried, nothing more. He had no family to call his own. Had never married. He was once a hardworking man, now twisted and bitter because others had what he wanted. He removed the Winchester.73 from its scabbard near his right thigh and checked the loads. He levered a shell into the breach and laid the rifle across his lap.  
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The man who approached town from the south was named ‘the Mute’. He was born a mute to a doting mother and a cruel father. Anabaptists from God’s country who sought the dreams of owning land in much the same way as common folk before and after them. They rode the rugged trail west in search of the elusive brown gold; dirt. They were one of the lucky families who found what they were searching for west of the Mississippi. God led them to their salvation. It was a reward for their belief in the Almighty. But as their oldest child grew, he became difficult to manage and it was suggested to them by Reverend Parker that perhaps the Mute’s condition was a punishment from God for a past indiscretion. After all, God does work in mysterious ways. Since then, they saw evil in the boy and treated him with disdain. At the first opportunity they placed him into an orphanage.  

It was raining the day the men came to take the boy away. They dragged him bodily into a wagon with a cell door. He was caged in like an animal and though he struggled to break free from the men's grasp they were just too strong. He looked back at his parents through a grate on the back of the wagon, but there was no traditional goodbye. No waving and no tears. The Mute, as he would come to be called, felt the first pangs of hatred at his parents and it would be stoked by the senseless cruelty he was to suffer. He would never forget. If there were any lingering doubts on behalf of the Mute’s parents, they were erased a year later when they became the proud parents of twins, a boy and a girl. They soon learned to talk, and the proud parents were reassured by Reverend Parker that God had looked upon them favorably.  

The boy’s departure was a convenience that alleviated his parents of the responsibility of raising such a child. The boy was seven when he was given up. His parents reasoned that he was with people who were better placed to care for him. In truth, they wanted nothing to do with him. The abuse he suffered at the hands of his new masters had denigrated the boy. After nine years he fled the orphanage with the knife he used to kill Brother Peter. He stabbed the older man six times in the back and chest. If he could talk, he would have explained why he took the man’s life. Even if he was taught how to read and write, perhaps he could have explained himself. But going through life with the capacity to hear, see and absorb the world only, had disastrous consequences for the boy.  

The Mute fled Cisco with all that he learned about the world and the people who inhabited it. What he learned wasn’t good. His role models were his parents and his benefactors at the orphanage. He learned that cruelty and deprivation was the basis of developing relationships with others.  

The difficulty he had communicating, through no fault of his own, saw him on the bottom of society’s food chain. He found it almost impossible to get work and when he did, it was often menial employment in which he found himself underpaid and mistreated. A man that can’t speak up for himself and is the subject of others taunts and mistreatment can only handle so much. So, it was with the Mute.    

The Mute learned that people are cruel and seek first and foremost to satisfy their own needs and wants. It was so at the orphanage and his experiences in the wider world reinforced what he had learned as a boy. He struggled to make his own way in the world and before long found himself alone, broke and hungry. An angry boy had grown into an angry young man and took his first life, outside of the orphanage, at the age of twenty-two. The victim was a traveller; an old man on a donkey. He simply accosted the man, dragged him off the mule and beat him to a bloody pulp. The old man didn’t have much more than himself, but still, he had more. Such an act had the effect of making him feel good about himself for a while. But the feeling never lasted. The reality of his pitiful existence would overwhelm him again and he would seek revenge against man or beast.  

It was in Mason County, west of Llano, two years earlier where the type of man the Mute had become, became evident. He staked out a ranch house since the previous afternoon from a secluded spot on the ridge, three hundred yards from the dwelling. He had concluded through his keen observations that the house was inhabited by a young man and his wife, heavy with child. As dawn broke, smoke began to rise from the stone chimney and weave its way through the air and disappear, as if it never existed. At first, he wished he was smoke, but then concluded he was. He would leave this earth without a trace. The thought made him angry. But he wouldn’t disappear, he would be remembered. It didn’t matter what he was remembered for, but he was convinced his name would live on long past his death.   

It was spring and the morning has a crispness to it that reminded him of the long winter he had endured and the promise of warm weather to come. It was cold enough to make him seek comfort and warmth in whatever he could find. He huddled behind a fallen log in his blanket that had worn thin through neglect. 

Moments later a man without a shirt opened the door and stepped out into the morning. He made his way to the well with a bucket to draw water.  

The Mute didn’t have many attributes, but he could shoot. He laid his 1874 Sharps Carbine across the log, raised the sight, gripped the gun tighter, but not too tight and squeezed the trigger. The rifle’s long barrel kicked and lifted slightly, and the Mute felt the kick in his shoulder, but his aim was true. The bullet chewed the man’s flesh apart as it entered right in the middle of the breast plate. The dead man dropped the bucket and it fell harmlessly to the ground as his body absorbed the impact of the leaden intruder. He died instantly.  

The echo of the rifle shot rang out across the valley and forthwith withdrew the woman from the building. He reloaded the single shot Sharps by the time the woman came out of the house and he mounted swiftly and spurred his mount down the ridge at a quick clip. The woman didn’t notice him until it was too late. She ran and knelt by her husband's lifeless body. The impact of the bullet leaving a ghastly wound in the man's chest.   

The Mute dismounted and ran inside the house where he proceeded to take what he wanted. Over the years he had developed an apathy towards women and didn’t feel the need to seek their pleasure as other men would have in such a situation. It was purely about survival and women; well, they didn’t enter the discussion at all. 

It was the type of man he had become.    

Such men act if they don't have a choice. They are often quick to excuse their actions and blame their state on others. They feel a sense of aggrievement, real or imagined, deeply. There is always a reason to justify the cruelty which they confer upon others. The Mute had become such a man.  

There are those that share the burden of sympathy with the wrong doers, but regardless of a man's past, no-matter what happened to him, he makes choices. He is to be held accountable for them. To look beyond these and to dissolve oneself of responsibility is to place the onus on those, who in turn, have treated them poorly. This leads to a never-ending cycle of cause and effect, hence blame. No, a man is accountable and despite the Mute’s upbringing he was to blame for the atrocities he had meted out to his unsuspecting victims.  

He had grown into a man, but not the type worthy of wearing the common title. It wasn’t long after this murder that he ran across one Clete Manner. The latter the first man to treat the Mute with respect. Though, unknown to the Mute, Manner was orchestrating his own plans and he needed help to carry them out. The youngster’s ability with the Sharps Carbine was well known amongst the nefarious outlaws that roamed across the harsh Texas landscape.  

The man who rode into town from the south was thirty-one years old. He was angry and held a grudge against the world. It would never be sated, and he would carry it to his death. He removed the Sharps Carbine from its scabbard, loaded a slug into the breach and rested the butt on his right thigh, the barrel pointing into the air.   
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Chapter 3 
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The rider on the thoroughbred was more a child than a man. Though he was tall, his body was slight. At nineteen years of age Jimmy Joseph was caught in the middle of being a man and a boy. He was pale, gaunt and sickly looking. His green eyes were droopy and tired and sat above a nose too long and a chin that struggled to grow whiskers. He was naturally awkward and walked with his arms flailing by his side. He was clumsy and as a result of his appearance had suffered his fair share of torment at the hands of the other children as he grew.   

Jimmy Joseph knew he was different from the other boys, preferring to find the value in his own time instead of seeking pleasure in company of others. He had been that way since a child. His parents, Todd and Mary Joseph, were good to him and he wanted for nothing, but despite their care and affection there was something that troubled the boy.  

It doesn’t take long for a child to make sense of his immediate world and he uses these experiences to shape his view of the world. Rightly or wrongly, he assumes that what he doesn't know is the same as what he knows. There is a certain amount of naivety in such a conclusion. For the boy called Jimmy, even at eleven, thought life was unnecessarily harsh. His beliefs were reinforced when he found the lifeless bodies of his parents. They had been shot at close range. The discovery changed the boy forever.  

They were murdered by his father's business partner, railway business, that’s all he knew. His name was Thorn Brookes. The latter fell on hard times due to the tainted trilogy of; women, whiskey and gambling. A two-bit swindler with the gift of the gab. His father was oft to have said that Thorn should have been a politician. When Brookes had money, he spent it, this included his father's share of the business. When he was confronted about his dealings with the seedy side of the uncommon folk in Abilene by the youngster's father, Brookes snapped, withdrew his Colt and first shot his father at close range and then turned the gun on the dead man's wife.   

It was midday when the murders happened and, though the boy was supposed to be at school, he was playing hooky and absconded. It was a habit he had gotten into in the last twelve months. He sought to absolve himself of the other boys’ and girls’ taunts and jibes by seeking comfort and security at home. It was a source of frustration to his father who insisted that his son toughen up and confront his enemies rather than hide from them. His mother on the other hand doted on the lad and according to his father was the reason for the boy’s awkwardness and timidity.  

As he rushed through the backdoor of his family home and slammed it shut, he turned, leaned against it and caught his breath. He walked through the kitchen calling out to his mother. Receiving no response, he went into the parlor to find the lifeless bodies of his parents on the floor. Blood pooled heavy and thick around them. It had already stained the floorboards and would never be removed. His mother lay with her eyes open. They stared at him as he stifled a scream. Her eyes were longing; searching for a reason why fate had befallen her the way it did. He moved cautiously to her body and began to cry. Kneeling beside her, tears ran down his cheeks and he raised his head to view the scene before him. His father lay on his back. A gaping wound in his chest. His lifeless eyes were staring at the flaking paint on the ceiling that he had promised to paint numerous times, but never found the time. Jimmy Joseph, now without parents, looked to the left and saw the disfigured remains of his father's business partner leaning on the ornate oak desk.  

On the desk, and splattered with blood, lay a signed confession. Though Brookes confessed to the killings he sought to rid himself of his sin by blaming his addictions. They were to bring many a man and woman undone. To the purists, men and women had sold their soul to the devil for hard liquor, vice and sin. The town had fallen into dismay. There were always some moral crusaders trying to enlighten the ill-informed and the desolate of their duty to one another and the Lord above.  

Thorn Brookes’ deeds had cast a shadow over the boy and a darkness had come to settle upon him permanently.    

Jimmy was welcomed by his uncle and aunty who owned a hundred acres twelve miles west of the infamous Texas town. It was here he grew up in a family that gave him every opportunity to succeed in life. He attended the same school as his cousins, hoping to remove the indignity the boy had suffered previously. But once felt, indignity leaves an undeniable stain. People respond to such a blight differently. Jimmy would never heal. Coupled with the images of that fateful day etched in his mind, he had changed. He was still quiet and awkward, but there was a hardness to him that fostered the growth of anger.  

His mother’s and father’s deaths had steeled him with the courage to confront those who sought their amusement at his expense. As far as he was concerned, he had lost his mother, therefore, he had nothing else to lose.  

His uncle and aunty took him in and treated him with the dignity and respect he deserved. Though, it wasn’t long before trouble started to rear its head at school. Fighting with other students was the main cause of his benefactor’s grief, and as such prolonged forms of antisocial behavior do, it began to have an impact in the family home. The solution was to remove the boy from school all together. In fact, it only reinforced the boy’s attitude towards the world and other people's attitudes towards him.   

He got a job, through the influence of his uncle at one of the towns three livery stables. He adapted to the working life and seemed to revel in the independence it gave him, but appearances are deceiving.  

The work wasn’t hard, but on the weekends he was required to work long hours. He preferred this to staying home with his cousins. His uncle and aunty were hard-working God-fearing folks and wanted what was best for the boy, but as he aged, he became more restless. Without warning he saddled Clem Collins’ prized thoroughbred and loaded it with the gear he had been storing under the hay in the corner of the stable. Without a thank you or a goodbye and in the middle of night Jimmy Joseph removed the takings from beneath the counter in the back room of the livery and rode out of Abilene.  

It was at Buffalo Gap a month later when he murdered his first man. The man was a ranch hand riding the cattle trail that ran through the pass at Buffalo Gap and wound its way to Abilene. The hand was returning alone to his home near Tuscola when he was ambushed by the desperate Joseph. He was shot in the back with a single barrelled shotgun as he sat around a campfire. He didn’t hear the fugitive approach, as thoughts of home, his wife and daughters consumed him. The force of the blast threw him headfirst into the fire. The boy rifled through the man's pockets and found his wages. Sixty dollars. A smile creased his face and he spurred the thoroughbred south at a fast clip towards Llano.  

The young man who rode into town from the west removed his shotgun from its resting place and laid it across his lap.  
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The previous afternoon a man rode into town from the east. His name was Bluff O’Neal. He was a large man, but an uglier man never existed. His head was round, and an eyebrow ran from one side of his forehead to the other. It was bushy and unkempt. His nose was wide and had been broken many times. His lips thick and permanently moist sat above a chin that was too close to his rotten yellow teeth than nature would have otherwise intended. A matt of black hair grew in awkward angles from his face and his head. His beard was unruly and inhabited some life of its own.  

He stood six feet four inches tall and his shoulders were half as wide again as the biggest man in town. His mitts, when clenched were heavier than the hammers that still the clean morning air at the blacksmiths forge. The man rode a black draft horse. The beast was slow and methodical, much like the man who owned it.  

O’Neal courted some attention, not only for the horse he rode, but also because of his size. Riding in from the east late in the afternoon, he turned left at the livery stable, right at the corner where the old blacksmiths burned down months before and right again into the main street. He reined short out front of the Wandering Star Saloon which sat a block and half south and on the opposite side of the street of the First Mercantile Bank.  

Bluff O’Neal’s past is mired in violence and death. He is not a nice man. What he lacked in intelligence he made up for in strength. A man has a purpose and he either finds it for himself or others define it for him. Bluff O’Neal was a heavy. His purpose was to intimidate, maim and occasionally kill for money.  
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