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Chapter 1
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“Load up the bag!” the Outlaw ordered, pointing his fabled Tranter revolver through the iron bars at Dick Bewley, the cashier at Barton’s Bank, Dry Springs, Gonzales County, Texas, and thrust a compressed bag between the bars.

“What?” Dick spat with a high-pitched startle, realising his recurring nightmares had been a warning premonition.

He knew deep inside that today was going to be a bad day. A superstitious man, Dick’s life was regulated by strict routine, and any deviation from his habitual practices always seemed to result in unwelcomed consequences. Today he feared the worst when he arose to find his housekeeper had substituted his usual hard-boiled breakfast egg with a lard roll.

“You heard me.”

The Outlaw raised his brow at the suddenly pallid face beyond the steel bars. “Fill the bag.”

The command was calm and controlled, the tone threatening and absolute, the pistol levelled firm and precise. Dick’s eyes flicked between the half-cast smile of the robber and Mrs Webb, the bank's only customer, who stood rigid with her back pressed against the wall and her arms bolt aloft.

He wiped the instantly forming beads of sweat from his forehead and ruffled the fringe on his immaculately greased hair as he saw Webb begin to mutter silent prayers.

“What you waiting for?”

Dick’s hands trembled on a pile of documents to his front.

“What’s going on Mr B...ew...ley?” stuttered Talbot Jennings, the bank manager, as his round face appeared at the side of his understudy.

“Oh, my God.” he mouthed, instantly recognising the unsheathed face of the infamous Outlaw from the wanted posters.

Jennings’s eyes bulged and his usual rosy face blanched, realising his life was in peril. He took one extraordinarily long blink, wishing he had kissed his wife before leaving for work instead of rushing out late for work as always.

Steel against steel clanked as the Outlaw tapped the barrel of the Tranter against the protective railings and jolted Jennings out of his lament.

“Give me all you’ve got and be quick about it.” he ordered.

“We haven’t got a lot with the war en all. Cash is....”

Thunder and smoke bellowed from the pistol and the clock at the rear of the two officials exploded into fragments, with shards of glass and wood splinters covering the cowering men.

“I didn’t ask you how much you’ve got. I said give me everything you’ve got.” He flicked a glance behind him. “Seems to me folks around here are a little hard of understanding.”

He smiled at Webb, who returned a jaw-sagged gasp as now she too recognised the face of Texas’s most wanted man.

The Tranter roared another blast into the ceiling and white flurries dropped onto the heads and shoulders of the two animated men.

“And be quick about it.”

Being well versed on the exploits of the Outlaw, the banker knew death would be administered swiftly if he defied or procrastinated, and so he grabbed the old corn sack with his shaking fingers and, sliding it across the counter, he spun to face the shiny black safe.

“Sheriff Al will have heard those shots.”

Jennings could not hear his own words, his ears pained with the roar from the Outlaw’s blast.

“And if you don’t get to filling that bag, he’ll hear another one soon enough.”

Jennings lip-read the unfearing riposte.

“Ain’t nobody got nothing anymore in these parts.” the bank manager continued to mutter as the key clanked in the huge lock. “Everybody’s broke and ruined due to this god darn war. Ain’t a spare nickel anywhere.”

The solid iron door swung outwards and, angling his head, the Outlaw glimpsed the scant pile of notes in the dark cavity before Bewley’s skinny frame blocked the view as he knelt to assist his quivering superior.

“Quit your wailing and fill the bag.” the Outlaw ordered as the high midday sun beamed its orange cast through the high windows and sprayed its glow across the Outlaw, the counter, and the backs of the kneeling bankers.

“There’ll be no place in the house of the Lord for your kind.” Jennings continued his mutterings.

“Can’t say I’d be welcomed a place anywhere.”

Splashing water irritated the Outlaw's ears, and he slanted his head in the direction of the splattering to notice Mrs Webb’s nerves had defied her and urine pooled around her feet. Turning his smile back towards Jennings and ensuring no one was foolhardy enough to show any signs of ignorant courage, he demanded:

“What’s taking so long?”

“Been as q...q...q...quick as ... I... I... I... could.” Jennings stuttered, and spinning, he held out in front of him the loose sack. “All ...we ... g...g...g...got.” He slid the bag easily under the bars. “Ever...r...r...r...y darn c...c...c.c...cent.”

Holding firm the pistol, the Outlaw grabbed the bag with his left hand and felt the weightlessness.

“Times sure are hard. Maybe it’s time I found an alternative profession.”

He shook the bag a couple more times, then he shook his head.

“You folks in these parts sure are having it tough. Ain’t no point in going out into the desert to bury this.”
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Fearful of the robber’s intentions, both of the men and the woman remained silent, standing almost perfectly still with nervous twitches displaying their distress.

“Well, you make sure you tell the press boys that I was all nice and polite now.” He slipped his finger from the hammer and holstered the Tranter.

“Don’t want any more of that melodramatic falsifying.”

Without feeling the need to rush, he moved towards the door and tipped the brim of his hat.

“Ma’am.” he addressed the woman with a brash smile, which confirmed her suspicions.

His pure grey eyes and perfectly aligned pearly teeth surpassed all the legendary and previously considered exaggerated reports of the fiercely handsome, but hated, Outlaw.

With the money bag gripped tightly, he flipped the closed sign which he had only minutes earlier turned, and the chimes from the doorbell confirmed his exit.

Stepping out into the brilliance, he squinted in both directions of the dusty street. Nothing interested him. The boardwalks lay deserted and stillness loomed over the silent town. Only a barking hound in the distance broke the faint howling of intermittent gusts, which raised and dropped clouds of dust in its aftermath.

He had witnessed this false serenity many times before.

Beyond the peace and calm, net curtains twitched, shutters creaked, and doors were kept ajar, still he knew the sound of gunfire was the call to death for the plucky fools who would try to stand in his way.

Like most towns embroiled with the split of loyalties, the Civil War had already attracted the brave and he knew this time his shots in the bank would only rouse the curiosity of the peering cowards, the reckless fame grabbers, and the naive glory hunters.

Again he glanced in both directions, pulling down his brim to shield his eyes from the midday sun which bore down unfiltered from high above the clear blue.

Across the street, a pure white Arabian at the hitch rail outside the El Toro Saloon caught his eye.

Distinct in its poise, head held high, the Arabian stood out from its three companions, a chestnut Sorrel and two Morgans.

The Outlaw idled momentarily as he studied the horse and its equally magnificent tack, his hand hovering above the walnut handle of the Tranter, a cautionary action on the off chance someone from the saloon had the audacity or tequila-plied courage borne from ignorance to try and retrieve the town’s measly wealth.

He speculated for the briefest of moments, glancing in the shadows that a shooter may be taking aim. Undeterred, he casually continued to tread the planks which led the way to his horse.

He did not respect life, death did not control his fears or tame his appetite for taking risks. He valued nothing and nothing excited him, to him death was inconsequential and eventually it comes to all. This world offered nothing to caution his disregard for seeing the next sunrise, he loved no one and no one loved him.

Untethering his horse, he was aware of the creaking wood behind him before the order was hollered.

“Get your hands up high where I can see them.” The order was delivered with an evenly pitched drawl.

He obliged the call and turned his neck.

“Don’t move!”

“Ain’t a man got a right to face his maker?” He ignored the command.

“Not in my town. Now stay put or I’ll fill you full of lead.”

“Sheriff eh?” Looking over his shoulder, the Outlaw could not see the glistening pin which was proudly displayed.

“That’s right. Sheriff Al Parker, and I’m taking you in.” He exclaimed loud enough for the town’s peepers to hear. “You’ve fired your last shot and robbed your last bank, Outlaw!” He boasted, his face mottled with both fear and rage.

“You don’t sound so sure, sheriff.” The Outlaw challenged. “Is that a jittery quiver of fear I hear in your voice?” He provoked.

“Just quit your rabbiting and drop the belt.”

“As you say, sheriff.”

“And hurry up about it.” The sheriff took one step closer to sure up his aim. “We’ve had too many of your kind passing through this way and I’m going to send a warning message to ’em all.”

“I doubt it.” The Outlaw knew he was one of a kind. There were no resemblances close to compare.

“Folks don’t take too kindly to you helping yourself to their wares.” The sheriff continued to inch forward whilst holding tight his aim. “It’s gonna be mightily pleasing to swing you from that old tree you see down yonder.”

Assured invincibility and eternal certainty pulsed through the Outlaw's veins, just as it always did when he was challenged by a lesser being.

“Don’t rightly think so, sheriff.” He stretched his fingers. “Pine or oak?”

“What?” The sheriff scowled.

“Coffin, do you want pine or oak?”

By the time the words had reached the sheriff, the Outlaw had spun and withdrawn his revolver.

Sheriff Parker momentarily hesitated as he absorbed the piercing grey eyes of the man five yards away, his body locked rigid with a terror he had not encountered before. His forehead rutted and his eyes widened as he realised he was not just face to face with a robber, but the notorious outlaw whose sketched portrait had been displayed on the ‘dead or alive’ board for the last seven years.

Finally, he squeezed hard on the trigger of his Colt.

Two explosions bellowed and the thud of lead piercing through flesh and bone was heard as the sheriff crashed to the floor with a newly acquired hole in his face. In the same instant, the Outlaw's horse screamed, reared up, and pulled away from the hitch rail as lead from the sheriff’s wayward bullet stung deep into its hindquarters.

Blood spouted waist high from the dead sheriff’s face and dripped heavily from the bolting horse, which was disappearing down the deserted street.

The Outlaw swiftly spun, directing his pistol towards doorways, windows, street corners, and rooftops. He sensed only inquisitive and cowardly gazes and he sighed with disappointment when there were no more unwise lawmen or heroes stepping out from the dark or aiming weapons from behind protective barriers.

He smiled and casually slid his renowned life taker back into its leather at the side of his hip. Nonchalance continued to crease his cheeks as he cast one final glance at the blood-covered prostrate figure and wondered what remarks the dailys would print in tomorrow’s headlines.

With his horse injured and scampering out of sight, he crossed the wide dirt street to approach the four horses strapped outside El Toro.
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He paused only for the briefest of moments as his attention again searched for signs of danger from the darkness behind the saloon’s swinging panelled doors, then he turned his focus to the mighty Arabian by his side. Without further delay, he unstrapped the thoroughbred and swung himself into the decorated polished saddle.

Peering out from behind the saloon door, Judge Bechstein, whose regular Monday afternoon poker had been ruined by the shots and the murder on the street, cussed repeatedly as he watched the killer gallop away into the sun-blazed distance on his most prized possession.

From his top pocket, he pulled out a crisp handkerchief to dap his sweat-damped forehead, then, stroking his enormous white walrus moustache, he bellowed,

“Send me a wire to Austin. I want a posse and I want one now!”
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The citizens of Rio Rojo were an inhospitable assembly of embittered and untrusting souls who, due to the misery of the Civil War, had learned to live and survive from the barest scraps of life’s pleasures.

The friendless town, consisting of small scattered mainly single-storey white stone and wooden dwellings, was situated between Austin and Abilene. Surrounded by a barren landscape, which was mostly void of any natural resources, a vastness of wild grass overran the landscape on one side of the town and hard wind-swept soil spread as far as the eye could see in the opposite direction.

A couple of ranchers struggled to survive and trade, but mainly the town prospered by just being a stopover for travellers and cattlemen. The single wide street of mainly farming merchandise stores and provisions was named Red Water by the original Mexican settlers whose brief stay was ended by the arrival of Sam Houston many years later.

Before the ravaging war years, the town prospered. Surrounded by fertile cattle land, trading was brisk and opportunities for business thrived, however the town had been pillaged many times by both the armies of the North and South who had left the county exhausted of materials, stocks, and exempt from wealth.

At first, the townsfolk rallied to offer support for their brothers of the South. Eager and willing, they donated as much food and supplies as they could to strengthen the assailing army, however in the following months, defeated and distressed retreating soldiers in grey plundered whatever they could carry as they fled with panic from the advancing merciless blue bellies.

Conditions worsened and resentment set in as the advancing and trespassing army of the North stole or destroyed anything of value. Homes were stripped, larders emptied, and work equipment damaged to prevent any type of Southern prosperity. Most men fled, leaving their wives and daughters to defend themselves or plea for mercy from the devilish northern monsters whose immoral behaviour was beyond all control.

Now, the blues had been forced back by the resurgent Confederate army, but the returning menfolk had as yet been unable to re-establish any kind of prosperous normality to the region. Businesses and households had been left with scarce commodities, livestock, or supplies for themselves and they had to be selfish to ensure their own self-preservation and endurance. They had become mean and resentful to all and they had no sympathy for the needy, weak, or infrequent saddle-weary travellers. Most had aged and become embittered and disenchanted by the fighting, their lives felt meaningless and they held no remorse for the dead of both the blue and grey.

The town was unusual from its neighbouring pueblos due to it being almost as quiet by day as it was by night.

The tranquillity was not a deception. Come dusk, the saloons, gambling houses, and dens of inequity all remained bare of buoyant gun-wielding and cash-burdened revellers because most of Rio Rojo’s fit men enlisted in the fight at the first opportunity. The others who chose to stay out of the conflict soon fled when the distant rumbles of the blue invaders grew to within earshot and so all that was left to occupy the poker tables were the old, weak, and the ruling militia which had returned to menace the few who had decided to persevere with their obligations in Rio Rojo.

Windswept soil lay thick on the untrodden boardwalks that bordered the wide, expansive street. Doors were spragged open to circulate the late summer’s slight breeze and although most of the storerooms were empty and only dust occupied the shelves, the proprietors hoped to entice passing amblers to venture inside to part with some much-needed greenbacks.

To the north end of Main Street, situated on a rise and positioned on the entrance to the town, stood a stone-built church with a bell tower which could be seen above a nestle of Spanish red oaks for miles around. The imposing building stood proud on the edge of town as if it had been built to strategically watch over the town’s evildoers and act as God's witness for Judgment Day.

It was here, within a small tended and vegetated enclosure and amongst the carefully arranged grave markers and remembrance carvings in the kingdom of the dead, that the preacher hung a dead list every Sunday before service.

Tearful eyes would dreadfully linger over the paper, which coldly bore the souls of men who had gone to fight
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