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CHAPTER 1
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The scene was all too familiar. The world from the corner of a saloon looked the same. Regardless of the town, or the saloon, the actors and actresses played out the same scenes. There was the local drunk who despite himself couldn’t drink his memories and failures away. The loudmouth, who had achieved all manner of success in life, yet had nothing to show for it. The man who knew something about everything. The woman whose vanity faded with her beauty until she became bitter and discontent with life. She was usually the whore who had lost her throne to the young pretty whore. The madame, who took great delight in working the floor. Looks weren’t required for her position, it was her personality that mattered. There were those down on their luck and did everything they could to earn some coin only to drown their sorrows away. Of course, there were the men who thought highly of their ability with guns, knives, fists, and women. There were hawkers and carpetbaggers. Swindlers, and politicians. Liars and thieves. Gamblers and merchants.  Men and women. Tall and short.  Honest and dishonest, though much, much more of the latter. Some men demanded to be left alone to drink away their misfortune in silence. There were those men who resorted to violence at the drop of a hat. There were those seeking the soft company of common women, and those who needed to prove how tough they were. 

“I don’t like you.” 

The man who spoke was one of the latter. He was eager to prove himself to others. He wanted to be known for something. 

The words were not directed at the man sitting in the corner of the saloon, though in his thirty years he had heard them often enough. He wasn’t a likable character, at least to men. Women adored him. Perhaps it was because he was broken in some way. Then again it could have been his eyes. They were gun barrel gray, and intense. They had a habit of piercing through you. They were mysterious and dangerous. Men looked away, out of intimidation, while women were, often, intrigued.  

The man who spoke was an ugly critter. His face was blackened from coal, and his hands were scarred with the same sooty substance. He stood six and a half feet tall. His head was round, his face red from too much drink and whiskers grew askew and made him look like a grizzly bear. He was wide across the shoulder and hip. The man, on a good day, was an oaf. On a bad day, much worse. The ugly critter was speaking to his drinking companion at the bar.

The object of his derision was sitting on a stool next to him. The difference between their frames was apparent and the intensity with which the conversation took place was increasing. At first, he couldn’t make out what was being said exactly, needless he watched the scene unfold with some interest. 

The man sitting didn’t seem interested in the conversation, but the loudmouth demanded to be heard. It was the worst type of situation for a man to find himself in. 

The man’s speech was slurred, and his movements and theatrical display were signs of a high level of intoxication. Regardless of the stranger’s observations, the man spoke with some pride. “And I say, Sheriff Dell should be re-elected.”

The political class of the late nineteenth century championed not only democracy, but the values which give birth to its establishment. They are, in no small part, essential characteristics of all. Regardless of race, creed, or nationality, democratic principles inspire men and women to believe in its core values and struggle to claim their share of the promise. Liberty, individuality, and economic prosperity were championed from parliament, in the corridors of power, in back rooms of banks, board meetings, on the plains, and even in whore’s rooms. Where men and women gathered, talk always fell back to politics eventually. In the meantime, men and women were concerned, primarily, about the issues that mattered. For the class of folks that inhabited the makeshift saloon, twelve miles south of Houston, politics was far from the agenda. Until now.  

The big man swayed gently on his feet and leaned against the bar. “Another whiskey.”

The piano tinkled softly, but the tinkler of the keys wasn’t worth listening to, and at best, it was only good enough for background music. There was no dancing and only one card game, blackjack, in the corner of the room. It was a squat adobe building with three rows of wooden tables. The lights were too bright, and the bartender lacked the social skills required to manage the place effectively. He was lethargic and responded to orders with a certain alacrity that the patrons seemed accustomed to. 

A waitress was pawed helplessly as she walked past a table of inconsiderate men, one of which yelled across the room as he raised a glass.

“Sheriff Dell.”

His drinking companions, three of them, returned the gesture and the waitress managed to escape the greedy man’s paws. She cursed him but her cuss fell on deaf ears as he both laughed at her and waved her away. He thought he was funny and so did his partners. He summed them up. They were guns for hire. He knew them well, as he was one himself. Yet the qualities and characteristics which fell upon such a man fitted them well. He considered himself different, and while most men make the same self-appraisal, the stranger was right in his summation. Their attire was clean, and their rigs were pristine and confronting to the law-abiding and cautious. He considered them carefully, from left to right. 

There was a large man, carrying too much around the girth, despite his size he was the runt of the litter. There was a stony-faced man, whose expression was cruel and unforgiving. He took delight in meting out pain. The third man was just a boy. He was skinny and pale, yet wore twin holsters, tied down. He was the gun of the bunch. Lastly, there was the leader. He had the air of authority about him. In the stranger’s estimation, he was the brains of the outfit. He was tough, no doubt, but it was his direction and rule that kept the group together. Most guns for hire ride in packs. He had years earlier, but his want to be rid of people and the drama that ensued from keeping their company meant that he played second fiddle to no man. He is a man that rides alone.  

There was no shortage of confidence in the four men, and no lack of desire to drink their hard-earned money. He eyed them with mild distaste, knowing that he had no reason to feel that way. For he on more than one occasion, indulged in the frivolity brought about by liquor earned through killing. It was only through experience that he learned to control his intake. 

He had seen the same scenes through a cloud of whiskey. The thickness of the cloud varied, but he had learned through experience that a man with a reputation doesn’t have it long if he imbibes in such wanton drunkenness. Indeed, quite often he didn’t have his lifelong either.  He took a sip of whiskey, to savor the taste and unwind, rather than get drunk. He examined the world and felt his way through it, and it was best to do so soberly. 

There was a time when he thought highly of himself and wanted everybody to know just how good he was. His name was mentioned in every bar and cantina in New Mexico. Much like politics, he was the topic of conversation for the rich and the poor. Unlike his contemporaries who earned a name through villainy and their capacity to sling steel, it was his unpredictability and his ability with guns, knives, and fists that entrenched his name, in a tumultuous society, as a son of a bitch. The poor idolized him, wanting to possess his skill and courage. The rich were both intrigued and reviled by him. Despite these differences, he was feared and toasted wherever he went. At first, he loved the attention and notoriety. He loved hearing the sound of his name, but time shapes all men differently. The lifestyle had worn thin, and one evening while recalling a promise he made to himself when he was a boy, he left New Mexico for Texas in search of something that had always eluded him: meaning and peace of mind. 

He left home when he was fourteen and killed his first victim in cold blood. Stabbed him, took his money, and fled. There had been many more. He was no good, and to many he still was. His natural restlessness along with the dastardly deeds he had meted out had left him cold. It was a moment he couldn’t explain, not even to himself, that caused his mind to shift. He had grown sensitive to the wants and needs of others. He had always figured the best way to weave your way through life was to feel your way through. If it felt right, then it was, if not, and you acted in a contrary fashion then you had to live with the guilt. The winds of change blew in a different direction. He had been living his life on the edge for far too long. Sooner rather than later his luck would run out. He would end up being a name in someone else’s story.  A side character. The thought didn’t please him. Still, he made no excuses for his behavior. He accepted none from others. There was no need. He reasoned that a man makes choices. He owns every single choice he makes. Trying to justify your actions or inaction was a waste of time. Only men who couldn’t be trusted tried to explain themselves, but he knew well in advance that they were only trying to convince themselves. Such men and women were plentiful. He had no time for people of such ilk. Truth be told, the only people he had time for were whores. 

The big man grabbed the smaller man by the scruff of the shirt and his stool fell on the floor. The group of men laughed, and it was the runt of the litter who spoke.

“Show him who’s boss, Tobias.”

The stranger watched them carefully, though he was still consumed by thoughts of his past. He couldn’t recall the lives he had taken. Many of them were through a haze of intoxication, and their deaths were left for others to tell. Memories of death, justified and cruelly unjustified, haunted him.  He reasoned, only after he left New Mexico, that he had to leave the past behind. While he wasn’t seeking favor with his maker, he needed to come to terms with who he was as a man. Was he a perpetual son of a gun that took perverse satisfaction in killing? He had killed for pleasure; he had killed for money, and he had killed with the sweet taste of revenge. Now, memories of the dead haunted him day and night. 

He shot Jared Butte in Socorro for an imagined blight on his character. Such was his intoxication at the time. He withdrew his Colt, pushed the barrel against the man’s midriff, and pulled the trigger twice. He carved Jim Mills to death with the bone-handled Bowie knife he carried on his waist. It was over a whore. He had gotten into many confrontations over whores. It was his unpredictability that caused others to be wary of him. He shot Ari Wells in the chest while drinking around a campfire. He can’t remember the reasoning, but all he knew was that he justified it at the time. He had time to think about his actions in the months since he made his mind up to head to Galveston and had concluded that men and women never respected him, they feared him. There was a fine line between respect and fear, and he had mistakenly identified one for the other many times. 

He was fast with the Colt.45 that hugged his right hip: unnotched and smooth. Few were faster, but he would never let them get the upper hand by putting himself in a position to be killed in a duel. He shot Chavez in the former town of Templeton by deceiving him. The reason? Chavez was faster. It was a matter of life and death, and he would do whatever he had to, to survive. 

Young men and old, and an occasional woman, fell to his lead or? steel. Killing a person was easy, and he never stopped to think about it, but of late his conscience weighed heavy. Once a man removes himself from the environment which shapes him, he takes a new form. He begins to think differently about life. He is less restless, more circumspect in his deliberations, and less judgmental. His mind reflects on those he has wronged, and he feels a sense of guilt so profound that instead of finding peace with himself, he remains unsteady and unsure. He curses himself. A man who boldly claims that he has no regrets is a liar. The stranger had plenty of regrets and at best he knew he could only subdue them. 

His name held weight in and around New Mexico. He earned it at the expense of others. He took what he wanted and didn’t care about the consequences. Men stepped out of his way and women wanted to be with him. He could be the life of the party, or he can bring it down with a single word. He suffered no rebuke and challenged anyone who dared to run him. The number of men he killed, because they had caused him the slightest wrong, was high. What he lacked in his ability to communicate with others he made up with his proficient skills in weaponry, and the use of his fists.

The man’s voice was tinged with anger that couldn’t be subdued. “I said vote for Sheriff Dell.” 

The small man was hurled across the floor towards his table. The four men cheered, and the antagonist turned his back to them. He lay on the floor, not sure whether to run or stay. Fear trapped him. Tobias walked across to the prone man, picked him up, and hurled him toward the bar. The crowd laughed at the man’s misfortune. The man repeated his move, but this time he approached the small man in quickstep, hurled him on his feet with his left hand and sent him flying, and landed on the table the stranger was sitting at. Whiskey spilled over the stranger and the little man lay unconscious at his feet. The patrons laughed. Tobias guffawed and took great delight in the stranger’s misfortune. 

The bar was waiting for the stranger’s response, and the place fell silent.
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The silence was broken by the runt of the litter. 

“Looks like the man couldn’t hold it any longer.”

He thought himself funny and so did everyone else, except the waitress. She approached the stranger with a cloth and handed it to him. He saw the look of dismay on her face. She was used to such behavior, though she didn’t appreciate it. She was tired. He reasoned that it was a combination of the work and being made to endure this hellhole. She looked fine in the light, perhaps she was a little flush, but she was pretty enough. Plain and pretty, just as he liked them.

“I’ll pick the table up.”

“Leave it.” His voice cut through her, and she complied. 

She stared at him and liked what she saw. The man was tall, lean, and muscular. His hair was black and short, and she spotted a thick mustache that ran to the end of his chin. His smile was pleasant, but it was his eyes that she found alluring.

She laid a hand on his shoulder. Her voice was sweet. “Anything for you sweetheart.” She smiled cheekily and turned to walk away, but he grasped her gently on the arm. She turned and looked at him inquisitively. 

He smiled. “When do you finish work?”

She leaned forward and whispered. “Whenever you want me to.”

He nodded, but before he could say anything she returned to her duties. 

He stepped to his right towards the bar and pointed at Tobias. “There are three things I want from you, ugly man, and that’s to pick the table up, buy me a bottle of whiskey, and apologize.”

Tobias laughed, inhaled heavily, and clenched his fists. “Make me.”

He had been wronged and took offense. He had nothing and no one to fear. Not here. Not in Dempsey. Not by the ugly man standing before him, and not by the gunnies staring at him from the table on his left. The stranger was adept at summing up a situation. It was time to have some fun. He had a habit of getting under a man’s skin. It was time to antagonize. 

“Was it your mother or father that was so ugly? I’m betting they both were.”

Tobias took a step closer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

The stranger shook his head and smiled. “Ugly and stupid.”

Once again, the runt of the litter deemed it necessary to speak. “Come on Tobias. Are you waiting for him to ask you to dance?”

A series of laughter reverberated around the room.

Tobias may have been intoxicated, but he was a fighting man, and he was summing up the stranger. Despite the size difference, he felt apprehensive about tangling with the stranger. Still, he wasn’t about to be trifled with. There were times in life when a man had to be willing to take a beating. Especially if he felt he was right, and Tobias most certainly was convinced that Sheriff Dell was the best man for the job.  

“Who the hell do you think you are?”

“Do you think that’ll make a difference?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“If I told you who I was, would you pick up the table, buy the bottle of whiskey you owe me, and apologize?”

“Hell no.”

“Then it doesn’t matter.”

Tobias looked over at the table of gunmen. He was confused and didn’t know how to respond. “What doesn’t matter?”

The runt spoke up again. “He’s yellow, Tobias. Beat him up so we can get back to drinking.”

The stranger pointed to the runt. “I’ll sort you out later.”

He smirked, looking at his companions. Did the stranger think he would get past Tobias? Filled with such confidence that the man would be in no condition to back up such a threat after tangling with the giant, his face glowed with arrogance and his voice backed up his inflated sense of self. “I’ll be waiting.”

“How do you want this to go down, ugly man?”

He was losing his temper. “What are you talking about?”

“Gun, knives, or fists?”

He ignored the question. “Who are you mister?”

The stranger squared up to the ugly man, and as quick as a striking viper punched him in the nose. The aperture exploded in a red mist and blood streaked down his face and painted the rotten floorboards. He swung his right foot as hard as he could to the exposed groin and Tobias shifted his hands reflexively to protect himself. He then slapped the man’s ears as hard as he could. He smiled to himself. He was having fun. He delivered a left hook followed by a right uppercut. He jabbed his left foot into the men’s knee and Tobias screamed in pain and fell to his knees. The stranger persisted in unleashing on the man’s thick skull. A series of uppercuts and crosses saw blood spray across the room in a crimson arc. The ugly man, looking somewhat uglier, fell to the floor in an unconscious heap. In less than a minute the threat had been subdued. 

The stranger stepped to his left and moved across to the table with the gunmen. They sat in stunned silence. He stood before them and eyed each man in turn. The only man to keep his nerve was the man on the right, the leader of the bunch. 

As soon as he mentioned his name, the game would change. It always did. Sometimes it worked in his favor and at others, it brought trouble down upon him. He was his own worst enemy. He put himself in situations where he was forced to make a stand. He found comfort in a saloon. It was all he knew. It was one place he could go and watch the world pass by, but his presence always led to a conflict of some kind. There were many times when he could have walked away, but out of pride he refused. He did not need to push the mule-headed Tobias. He could have walked away, but the situation was easy to understand. He owed him a bottle of whiskey. 

“They call me Slade.”

Simultaneously the runt and the twin holstered gunman tried to stand, but with a speed none of the men had witnessed before, Slade palmed his Colt.45 and pointed it at the chest of the young gunny and grabbed the hair of the runt.

“Sit down boy.”

The leader put his arm across the chest of his partner and the boy sat. 

He pulled the hair of the runt back with his left hand and slashed the barrel of his Colt across his forehead twice and watched him drop to the floor. The runt grabbed his forehead, but he couldn’t stop the blood running through his fingers and down his face. 

His eyes found those of the leader, and they stared at one another before Slade laughed and walked away. 

It was the leader who spoke. His voice was loud and demanding, though it was tinged with a hint of frustration. “Slade.”

He turned and eyed the man seriously. “What?”

The man stood. “My name is Murdock, Clint Murdock, and I am a man of my word. I’ll make a vow to all who are here. He looked around the room, deliberately. “I’ll kill you for what you’ve done here tonight.”

Slade turned around and holstered his Colt.45. “Now’s your chance.”

The man discarded the threat with a shake of the hand and a huff. “I will consider it a personal honor to kill the notorious Slade.” 

“Like I said. Now’s your chance.”

Murdock sat, and tried to look important, and to those who knew him he probably was. 

“Now who’s yellow?”

He saw the look of anger in the boy’s eyes, while the stony-faced man gave nothing away. The bulk of Tobias started to groan and move, likewise the small man. The runt stood and moved his hands from his face. A deep gash, at least three inches long, gaped across his forehead and blood continued to ooze out of the wound. 

Slade turned and caught the eye of the waitress and smiled. She took off her apron, discarded it on the bar, and followed him out of the saloon. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




Her name was Bec Fuller. Her story was typical of many young women throughout the west. She escaped a bad situation in the hope of attaining something slightly more tolerable but found that life was just as brutal and uncaring wherever she went. She was born to average parents. Their spoils were liquor, as was the custom for many hard-working people. It consumed their lives and being brought up in such an environment was not to her liking. So just like Slade, she ran away when she was fourteen in search of something more profound than she would ever find at home.  

She was talkative, but Slade didn’t mind. He was in a listening mood. He preferred female company, and not just in the way one expects. They were more natural than men. They had nothing to prove, and if they did it was only to themselves. They worked hard and were expected to maintain sobriety, goodwill, and cheer, regardless of the temperament of those that lay claim to them. Life was hard for men, yet he knew that women had it tougher. To live a life of expectation and duty, day after day, and year after year was hard. It took the strength of character to mete out an existence that reinforced one’s subordinate position in society. 

He certainly felt the weight of expectation, but as always it was self-imposed. Society expected certain men and women of notoriety to act in a manner that befitted their reputation. Day and night. It didn’t matter if you were a politician, a nurse, a teacher, or a gunfighter, there were certain roles and rules people expected you to abide by, even if they didn’t know what they were themselves. Such was the want of people to expect others to behave in a manner of their choosing. Husband to wife. Wife to husband. The employer to the employee, and vice versa. It was neither right nor wrong, it was the way people were, and trying to philosophize as to why led to confusion. It was better to accept the fact, rather than question unnecessarily. Therefore, it was easier to accept that Bec Fuller, through circumstance and choice was waitressing at a hotel in a little place called Dempsey. She had traveled a long way, yet in terms of who she was, she hadn’t come far at all. Likewise, Slade had no one else to blame for his lot in life. His upbringing, by a whore named Gen, shifted his way of thinking, but he was accountable for the choices he made. He was aware of it, and though he left Santa Fe, New Mexico, with hate in his heart for the whore who raised him, he knew he couldn’t hang on to that hate. It twisted a man’s mind to hang onto that much hate, and he had begun to let go, only for his sanity. In no way was he trying to escape his obligation, for his conscience was far too heavy. Thoughts weighed him down, and though he moved, he did so uneasily. He had caused untold pain and suffering, and though, of late, he had been trying to avoid such confrontation, he knew a part of him enjoyed the challenge. 

He didn’t care what people expected of him. Men and women could like or loathe him. He didn’t care what they thought of him, but it was different with women, and not being one, he reasoned that he could never truly understand the extent of the social expectation and obligation that women feel. Though he reasoned that it must have been suffocating. How can people grow when the very thing that people need, liberty, had denied them? 

Bec was twenty-four years old and hailed from Wichita, Kansas. One day she woke up, started running, and had been running ever since. No matter how fast or how far she ran, she wouldn’t be able to escape herself. It was the same as a whore trying to wash away her clients. It was easier said than done. Some people make life look easy and manage their circumstances with a certain level of goodwill, temperance, and grace. They absorbed the wrongs and the misfortune. Their response is tempered with a steely reserve which is not easily identified. They wake with the sun and accept what life offers them. They adjust and make amends. They don’t complain or blame others for their plight. Then again, some can’t cope with the stresses and expectations of life: they marry themselves to certain vices, becoming addicts of those vices. Gambling, drinking, and whoring. They are often the sources of gossip. Their lives are imagined and rewritten through rumor and innuendo. For some, such as Slade, they are spoken of fondly. A certain affection, perhaps misplaced, reeks of an ignorant vanity. Their vices, name, and legend are concocted, in part, by those that define what it means to be honorable, and just in a society that favors the perverse distractions of civility.  

The room was large enough. Dusty and in need of a clean. It was a ramshackle building hastily constructed on the back of the old store. The planks were warped, and if a man wanted to, he would have been able to spy on her through one of many holes in the walls. She rented it out from the widow, McNab who spoke to herself a lot and was often confused about the time of day, and who she was. It was a natural decline, and relatively painless to the one ailing in such a manner. It was those close to her that felt sorry enough for her state. It’s a hell of a thing dying slowly and not even knowing it. Then again, maybe it was a blessing in disguise. She collected the rent when she remembered, and Bec wasn’t apt to remind her. 

The young woman had stowed a pretty penny in an old tobacco tin she hid under the floorboards. The furnishings were sparse and consisted of a table, one chair, a cupboard, and a bed. Her possessions were few, yet her spirit was strong. 

She was determined to make ‘it’ work, whatever ‘it’ was. She didn’t elaborate and Slade didn’t ask. In many ways they were alike, yet he knew he could never see himself with a woman so rough. He admired her tenacity, but her edges couldn’t be smoothed over. Still, she was fair-minded and saw life in two colors, black and white. Her approach was brash and no doubt some considered her slightly, before discarding her as an ignorant fool. 
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