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PROLOGUE 
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It was a time of great chaos and opportunity. A time when law and order were the exception, and not the rule. A time when the line between a badman and a lawman was thin, and often crossed over. It was the Wild West, and it was a time when the gun, and the men who wielded it, ruled.  

Bounty Hunters roamed the territories, and made a fearsome name for themselves. These hunters would hunt anyone who crossed the law, for a price. Some would hunt anybody, if the price was right. These men made a living, hunting anyone, and it usually, didn't matter if they caught them, dead, or alive. 

Clay Barton was the most unusual of these manhunters. Unlike his fellowmen, Barton was educated, raised with love and care by his late mother. She taught him right and wrong, and completely abhorred violence of any kind. When she was alive, she often warned him of the dangers and allure of a life of violence. A life that was ruled by the gun. Unfortunately, Barton did not heed his mother's warning, and became one of the more prominent bounty hunters of his time. Despite not following his mother's advice, Barton never forgot her, and often reflected about the things she said. She still affected him deeply, and he became well-known as “THE BOUNTY HUNTER WITH A HEART.” 

In his violent and eventful life, Barton learned many harsh lessons. 

One of the most painful of these lessons, was that a bounty hunter lives and dies, alone. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Stray Mutt 

The large dog stared out into the distance, looking at nothing in particular. The horizon and other places beckoned, but did not offer anything better than the poor beast's current existence. The heat of the day was punishing, with barely a soft breeze in the air, but it didn't matter to the brown mutt. She was used to these kinds of conditions, and had definitely endured worse. 

Where the fur still grew on her body, it was colored brown. Most of her body was exposed and her bloody skin was showing. She had some kind of skin condition, but no one bothered to treat her. After all, she was just a stray, and she didn't really matter. 

When she was young, she once had a family. A loving home, with a mother that had reared her and some other pups. They even had human masters, settlers who travelled a trail in the hope for a better life. That hope was dashed when their wagon train was sacked by apache. The apache left no one alive. Her masters and her mother and siblings were all killed. She couldn't even remember how she managed to survive the attack. After all, a dog's mind is often clouded with base concerns, like how to survive from day to day. Perhaps, she was simply too insignificant and she managed to slip away. Sometimes, she even forgot that the raid happened or that she even had a family before. The only life she ever really could remember was the life of a mutt, begging for scraps in the tiny town of Hollow Oak. 

The plains and forests had many dangers that could have easily snuffed her life out, but she somehow, endured. She had wandered into the town and somehow survived partly by her wits and partly by sheer luck. No one could contest that she was a survivor. 

She managed to eke out a pathetic existence in Hollow Oak. The townsfolk were not particularly caring about her, but they were at least tolerant. She managed to eat scraps of meat from the garbage, or from well-meaning folk. It was all the people could offer her, after all, they had their own concerns. Either way, she lived and life offered her nothing more than that. She was a simple beast and from the bottom of her heart, she was grateful for even being alive. 

She looked out ahead and did not expect much. After all, she was already used to this kind of life and she was alive. She had managed to scavenge for some rotten meat and bones recently, and her exposed skin was actually starting to get just a little fat. Life seemed to be getting better. Now, it would change completely for her. 

She looked into the horizon and saw a man riding into the small town. This did not concern her in particular, not at first. After all, many men rode into the sleepy town. Many of them brought guns and death. This man had both, but she would later realize that he had more. The man riding into town would bring her life and death.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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Getting the Job Done. 

Barton wandered into the small town of Hollow Oak, lost in his thoughts. This was how it always was for him 
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