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Chapter 1 
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His name was Slade.  

At first, that’s all they knew about the man who had left a trail of carnage from Santa Fe to Amarillo. The son of a whore and to many, a son of a bitch. He lived by his own rules and had spent his life drifting. To an outsider his life was aimless and until recently their summation would have been correct. However, for the first time in as long as he could remember he had a purpose. Still, those who didn’t know him, and that was every man who wore boots and every woman a dress, his life was aimless. But being in a hurry to get anywhere made the journey worthless and more often than not, regardless of the ride, the journey was the best part.  

He rode an Andalusian gray, he took it off a Spaniard who insulted his heritage. Though he took it as too loose a phrase. The man was unable to ride with a Bowie knife embedded to the hilt beneath his ribs. It was a stallion fifteen and a half hands high. Its temperament suited him and if it could be said of horses that they can feel their master’s mood, then the man suited the gray as well.  

They rode as one. The gentle sway of the rider in the saddle complemented the stallion’s gait. It was easy, with purpose, but without haste. He was content to let life pass him by. He had a place to be, Galveston in fact, and he would reach his destination, but in due time, all in good time.  

He eased into the day. He moved back and forth and occasionally he would sway from side to side. He rolled a quirley, struck a match on the rig that hung around his waist. A Colt .45 hugged his hip. He wore it tight and swung it fast. He was quick, and his speed accompanied with his natural unpredictability made him a dangerous man.  

Chavez was similar, but the Mexican had been a fool and stared into the cold gun-barrel gray eyes of the man as he died.  

Sometimes memories happen so fast that they can’t be captured, while others linger and their charred remains became an integral part of who you are. The way he saw it, was that he didn’t have a choice how they scarred him, but he could determine how they shaped him. A man must swallow some memories even though their bitter aftertaste lingers.  

As he rode, he left places behind he would never pass through again. He left Santa Fe an indistinct time ago. He couldn’t recall how long. He didn’t gauge his life by either what was to come, or what had been and time, well it was a nuisance that men adjusted to. They found their own rhythm in a land that could be brutal and bare. But he couldn’t find peace in such things. He wasn’t like most men. Slade lived his life as he felt it and at times that was rough, lonely and unpredictable. Still, he sat straight and with his left hand on the reins and his right next to the smooth butt of his Colt. A bone handled Bowie knife sat in a leather pouch near the belt buckle. Its worn handle, enticing and threatening.  

A bird flew overhead, an eagle perhaps, he didn’t have a mind for such things. He noticed what he needed to and took only an interest in much the same way. He preferred whores and whiskey. Peace and quiet and the reality of men.  

He enjoyed whores because he was a man with an occasional inclination. The west was full of women who had a need for money. To his way of thinking there was no question of moral impurity as he believed that all men and women were impure. It’s just that they spend a whole lot of time trying to convince themselves and others that they weren’t. It wasn’t whores who were the breeders of a moral stain that plagued the larger towns. They were a consequence of the inherent disregard and refusal to accept that all men and women were sinners.  

Whiskey, a habit more than a vice. He drank to ease his thoughts, though he never got drunk. He could sit on a glass for hours while men indulged in the company of their peers and imbibed in the amber liquid with haste. He was sensible in that regard, but in others he was restless.  

It was this restlessness that caused him to seek the solace that a man needs to consider his world and his place in it. He was no different in that regard. He sought and found reassurance in silence. It was a feeling that couldn’t be explained.   

He left Amarillo weeks before, possibly. He didn’t keep track of time. Didn’t own a timepiece. It was how he lived. He felt his way through life and responded to its presence when needed.  

It was the people he left behind that lingered in his thoughts. There was the doe-eyed whore in the former town of Templeton and Ruth Weston in Amarillo. It's the interaction between people that have the profoundest impact on a man. They are not sought for, there is no fanfare, they kind of just happen. It’s the lock of hair across a pretty woman’s face. The smile of a child and, in Slade’s case, the look on a man’s face when he knows he’s about to die.  

He was a man of contrasts. He denied labels and refused to bind himself to the regularity of life that most folks accept without question. In fact, he couldn’t settle, even if he tried. If his upbringing had been normal, whatever that means, then he would have been different and maybe he would accept the measly lot in life that comes an honest man's way. Such men, get a raw deal. He had worked that out quickly. It paid to be dishonest and one’s moral impunity could be bought. Damn it, he had sold his on a number of occasions. But he had felt a change come over him. He couldn’t quite explain what it was or how it formed. It just grew within him and he didn’t know why.   

He killed many times in the past. Had done so for many years, ever since he left home at the age of fourteen. At such an age a boy needs to become a man quickly and he must struggle to survive in a world where you starved and went without or did what had to be done to survive. He took the latter option. It had served him well throughout the years. It had taught him more about men and human nature then any textbook.  

Another eagle took to the sky or was it a hawk? He envied them and contemplated the freedom a bird must feel when in flight. Beneath it, the world and nothing in its way. No idle conversation with unwanted men and women. It was an irritation he couldn’t abide by. You speak when you’ve got something to say and listen when others are speaking to you, but it’s hard to listen to those who want to blab on about their pitiful existence and the weather. He had somewhere better to be and keeping company with himself was always the preferred option. The choice of topic was defined by their interests. Farmers talk about the weather, yields and the seasons. Ranchers talk about the price of beef and cattle drives. The only people with anything interesting to say were whores, because men spoke and they listened. Though if you didn’t want them to talk, they wouldn't. It was a simple and easy transaction.  

He rolled another cigarette as he rode, wrapping the reins loosely around the pommel giving the gray his head. He had named it Boy, for no reason then it felt right. It’s how the man called Slade responded to most things. It either felt right or it didn’t and he would act accordingly. A man that questions such feelings were looking for an excuse to justify their inaction. He had no excuse, because in his eyes, he had nothing to excuse himself for. Well, maybe there had been a few men he didn’t need to kill, but in essence he felt he was like all men.  

The gray stopped, whinnied and pawed the ground. Slade had repocketed his fixings and he looked ahead. He had ridden around a boulder on his right and the land opened up before him. Two hundred yards ahead on the left was a wagon on its side, a horse lying beside it. He kicked the gray and reached forward to retrieve the Winchester .73 from its sheath.  

Fifty yards from the upturned wagon he slowed, pulled the reins slightly and looked around. The land before him was plain, though a quarter of a mile ahead the road passed through a wooded area. The scene became clearer as he dismounted. The mares that pulled the wagon were shot to pieces and the wagon on its side had a broken wheel. As he approached, he levelled the rifle when he heard a noise on the northern side of the upturned wagon. It was a woman’s grief. He dismounted and walked around the northern side of the upturned wagon, wary, though sensing no danger, to find a young lady sitting beside the broken form of an old man. He looked resolute in death and his mask, though ashen gray looked peaceful. It was his body that told a different story. It had been mutilated with lead.  

Hearing the stranger approach, the woman looked up, saw the man and stood. She wiped her hands on her white dress, a wedding dress, and tried to stem the flow of tears from her eyes with the back of her hands.  

She stood five-nine, white hair fell in ringlets to her shoulders, a slender and enticing form. Her nose was petite and slightly tilted forward. Eyes of ocean blue, mysterious and enticing. 

“Miss, what happened here?” 

It took her a minute to catch her breath before she responded and her words were pitted with sorrow, “They shot Pa.” 

Slade looked at the dead man and wondered how his face could look so peaceful after his body had been torn to pieces, “Are you okay ma’am? Who shot him?” 

She gathered her senses and walked past him to the road and stood in the middle of it looking the way he was headed, “Sweetwater is three miles.”  

He wondered at the girl’s demeanour and figured it didn’t matter much. It was a demand made by others that all people should react a particular way in a given situation. He didn’t know how women were supposed to act, but something didn’t feel right to the man who had planned to stop over in Sweetwater long enough to get supplies and vamoose. He had no need for company, not even whores.  

He looked around for his own interest and mused to himself before responding, “That ain’t so far to walk.”  

She smiled and a light, one might call a sparkle, twitched in her eye and she approached him confidently, “You expect me to walk three miles?” 

“We can’t take the wagon, now can we? It can’t be fixed here, needs a new wheel.” 

“Why can’t I ride your horse?” 

“Unless you want your father to have his eyeballs picked out by buzzards, then I suggest you walk.” He moved to the gray and removed his Indian blanket he bought off a Cherokee in Santa Fe. He unrolled it and laid the dead man's body on top before rolling him in it and tying it down with some rope he took out of the saddle bag.  

He had performed the task in silence as the girl paced back and forth, “He was a good man and didn’t deserve to die that way.” 

“Ma'am, are you going to tell me what happened?” 

“Why would I do that stranger? I don’t know a thing about you. As far as I know, you could be one of them.” 

“The name’s Slade ma’am and I wouldn’t do such a thing.”  

She eyed him up and down. “You need a shave and a bath. I can smell you from here.” 

He picked the body up and slung it over the saddle and started walking towards Sweetwater. The mount followed. He didn’t need to be coerced. She stared at the man with her hands on her hips, but he didn’t look back. He never looked back. “Slade, wait up?” But he didn’t wait, he kept walking.  

The girl ran to catch up, grabbing the sides of her wedding dress to prevent herself from tripping over. She caught up to him and moved to his left, “The name’s Lily, Lily Marshal.” 

“Well Lily Marshal, I don’t abide by such rudeness, regardless of what’s happened to you. I’d sooner dump your father’s body in the middle of the road and ride on, ‘cause I got a feeling and that feeling ain’t good.” 

“Rudeness, why I never.” He stopped and turned to face her. She looked into his eyes and studied them closely, but like many others who had tried to pierce them she buckled under his stare, “Slade,” she thought for a moment, “yes, I believe that name is familiar. Where have I heard it before?” 

He stopped and the gray followed his lead, “Miss.” 

She interrupted, “it’s Lily.” 

“Ma’am,” she went red with anger, “I’m a killer, men and women, it makes no difference to me. I’ve killed for less, so try your rudeness on me one more time. I dare you.”  

She contemplated wooing him with her feminine wiles, but thought better of it. She turned in a huff and continued walking.  

He followed behind with the gray ten yards behind him. He wasn’t in the mood. It wasn’t the time to rile the man that rides alone.  

They walked in silence and covered a mile before she spoke, “What’s this feeling you have Slade?” 

He spoke true, “I’m getting a vibe.” 

She laughed. It was light and condescending, “A vibe, well I never heard of such a thing.” 

“I never asked you.” 

She ignored his remark, “I was supposed to be married this morning.” 

“Poor fool.” Just as he said this, three riders came around a bend in the road a quarter of a mile ahead. He loosened the loop on the hammer of his Colt and kept walking.  

“Chet.” The girl ran ahead and called out the man’s name again and again. “Chet, Chet.” 

The lead rider dismounted and embraced the crying woman as she ran into his arms. When Slade approached, he stood behind her and listened to her sobs, “It was so awful Chet, I was so scared.” Through tears she managed to explain the fate that had befallen her and how the man called Slade found her and offered his assistance.  

Slade wasn’t having any of it. He didn’t believe a word she said. He waited patiently, rolling a cigarette and lighting it while the dramatics unfolded before him. He had a habit of chain smoking at times, especially when thoughts weighed heavy. He knew the men were watching him and he didn't care. He wanted no trouble. He needed to stock up on supplies and keep riding.  

“Who’s this drifter?” Chet Tannum, owner of the Bar T Ranch south of Sweetwater asked his fiancée. She went to speak but Slade cut her off. 

“I’m standing right here. Ask me yourself.” 

Tannum stepped closer and eyed the unkempt stranger. He was unimpressed with what he saw, “Alright stranger,” the words were slow and deliberate, “what’s your handle.” 

“Slade.” 

There was a moment of silence, but a lot can happen in a short space of time. Chet Tannum stiffened, stood tall and sucked in his stomach. He eyed Slade with contempt and smirked. The man to Slade’s left whistled softly to himself and the man on his right leaned forward in his saddle and smiled. It was this man who broke the silence. He was young, early twenties, slim build with sharp features. He hadn’t yet shed the boyish features of youth. Some men didn’t and he looked like one of them, “The name’s Kid Rico, perhaps you’ve heard of me?” 

Slade sucked in the last of the cigarette smoke and threw it on the ground. He exhaled and stubbed the butt out with his left boot, “Nope, means nothing to me.” 

“Are you sure mister?” 

He nodded, “I’m sure, even if I did you would still mean nothing to me.” 

Kid Rico didn’t like the man’s response and made to dismount before being ordered to stay where he was. He obeyed his boss’ order, but had something to say, “You better ride straight on Slade. Mr. Tannum won’t always be around to protect you.” 

Tannum and Slade ignored the threat, “Joey,” he was the third man, “get the reins of the gray and lead him into town.”  

The man dismounted and went to walk past Slade but was stopped short, “Touch that horse and I will kill you.” 

The frightened man looked over his shoulder. He didn’t have the starch that Tannum or Rico did and had no plans to get killed over such a thing.  

“Are you threatening my man?” Tannum stepped closer. “No-one threatens Chet Tannum’s men.” 

“I’m telling you and you,” he pointed at Joey “and Kid Rico here,” he pointed half- heartedly, “that if you touch my horse, I will kill you.” 

“You would kill a man for doing so?” 

“I’ve done worse.” 

“Stranger, it's only half a mile to town. It won’t take you long to walk. I’ll leave your horse at the livery.”

He looked at the girl who called herself Lily Marshall. She was biting her lip nervously, but he could tell that if gunplay was to go down, she would get a kick out of it.  

Slade ran his thumb and forefinger through his moustache towards the end of his chin and smiled. Now, he was in the mood for action. He moved to the gray and with a swift motion pushed the dead man off the horse and watched him fall onto the hard ground. He mounted and taking the reins in his left said, “Well, you won’t have far to carry him.” 

He nudged the gray, “Come on Boy, I think we’ve worn out our welcome.” He rode past the quartet and he noticed that the woman wasn’t too upset about how her father was treated.  
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O’Neal’s was a boarding house in the south-western corner of Sweetwater. It was a two-storey building, light blue in colour and sat in the middle of a rundown area of town. Slade simply asked the first man he had seen when he entered Sweetwater where there was a place a man could get a bed. The only catch was that it had to be away from the main street. The directions were good and he found the place easy enough.  

Dismounting, he removed his saddle bag and bed roll. An alley ran between O’Neal’s and a building with no name to his right. He dismounted and hitched the gray. He opened the door which needed more force than a door should and stepped inside. The ceiling of the front room was high. The room was almost empty. There was a staircase on the left side of the room, painted white and a bench on the right that welcomed visitors. It was white as well and possessed a ledger, a pencil and a bell. There was a fireplace straight ahead and two antique chairs, faded and worn with age that sat below the mantle that ran over the hearth. Above that, a picture of a woman in a large frame stared at the clients of O’Neal’s as they entered. The walls were the same colour as the outside and if it wasn’t for the white trim then it would have been too much. He yelled out, refusing at first to use the bell; however, when his voice went unheard, he tapped the bell and instantly a woman responded.  

She rushed through the door which swung back and forth on its hinges, “Good afternoon sir? What can I do for you today?” 

“Room.” 

“Just for you?” 

He looked over both shoulders before responding, “Yep.” 

“That’ll be two dollars a night, in advance.” 

He took a wad of cash out of his pocket and handed her ten dollars, “I’ll stay a few nights. If I leave early you can keep the difference, if not I’ll see you right.”

She accepted the arrangement and reached for the ledger and the pencil, “Name?” 

“Slade.” 

She didn’t bat an eyelid. It made a difference.  

Reaching beneath the bench she returned with a key in her hand, “Number 10, end of the hallway last door on the right.”  

He took the key and smiled, “Reckon I need a bath and a shave. How much?” 

“What you’ve given me will cover it. The wash room is opposite your room, can’t miss it. I’ll bring some hot water up directly.” 

“My horse, the gray, is hitched out front.” 

“There’s a stable out back, I’ll get my man onto it straight away.” 

He made to leave before turning and taking another ten dollars out of his pocket and handing it to her.  

“What’s this for?” 

“A whore.” 

She nodded and understood, he wasn’t the first to request such a lady, “What type?” 

He smiled and turned to walk away, “One that likes to yap, I’m in a listening mood.” 

He took the stairs two at a time. The hallway was wide enough and longer than he anticipated. The floor was bare and splintered, yet solid. His steps echoed in the open space. The door opened easily.  

It was a simple room. A bed along the left side of the room and a drawer on the right. A window let in light over a table and two chairs and he moved to it and opened the curtain. He could see across the rooftops of the buildings as they jutted against one another. Space was a premium. Men and women conducted business and lived together in similar conditions across the country. Progress they call it. There were people in the alleys that intersected the buildings. They were going about their business, oblivious to the trials faced by strangers and caught up in their own lives. The fading light overlooked Sweetwater. It’s warmth fading, like the eyes of a dying man.  

He heard a door open and turned to see the woman enter the wash room with a bucket. Throwing his kit on the drawer he went about finding his shaving gear and the only change of clothes he had. Lily Marshal had been right about one thing, he had a peculiar smell to him.  

“Thanks ma’am.” 

“I’ll bring some more water up soon. There’s a towel on the hook and soap on the stand.” She left without another word.  

The warmth of the water was welcomed and he stretched out as far as he could in the iron tub and closed his eyes. His thoughts turned to the blonde-haired beauty and her dead father.  

It didn’t feel right and for a man who spent his life off of his instinct, it was a feeling that couldn’t be ignored. She was acting, he could tell, crocodile tears they call them. She was trying to fool everybody and because of her beauty she would get away with murder. People tended to associate beauty with an inherent sense of moral purity. The summation being, they look good so they must be telling the truth. Lily Marshal looked damn fine, but she was guilty of murder or sitting back and letting it happen. It was the same thing in his eyes. It was obvious to him and he went over the reasons why in his mind.  

Firstly, she refused to answer how many men attacked them. This was a crucial piece of information because there were no tracks leading to, or away from the scene of the ambush, at least from the roadside. Another piece of troubling information was that her dress had no blood on it. It seemed unlikely that a daughter wouldn’t try to save her father. There should have been blood on her dress. Her hair was also tidy. He recalled the ringlets and her face was a craven image of perfection and not a hair was out of place.  
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