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Prologue

Its dark, the stars are afraid to see the terror around me,

I sit alone in the cold mud listening to the sound of my heart.

It leaves me pondering on why the hate... the battles and wars?

Again and again one will end...then, another will start,

Because of this, my dreams travel with the winds,

To be planted in the minds of a younger generation.

I pray this time they come to pass and bring a new world,

Then the endless travel of dreams will be warmed by the sun.

Again my heart flutters wildly, skips a beat.

No one hears my desperate cries, but the dead.

Insects buzzing by my ears, or was it bullets,

And who’s playing games with my life, my head?

Weeping comes from nearby, his cries echoes with mine.

How many years will pass before smoke clears from the skies.

Does anyone care whose mother’s son will return?

Is this the reason we sit and cry our tears in the wind?

No longer wishing to be alone, I seek the company of another,

And I crawl in the direction of the cries of desperation.

“Hey pal,” I say, “you have a friend.

I’ve come to talk and................BANG!?”

––––––––

It seemed as if the whole world was on fire! As if the sun had fallen from the sky burning God’s green earth! A smell of blood and fear drifted on the wind and light rain falling did not do anything to lessen the stench of blood and acid gun powder. Blood flowed in vein-like tracks, seeping down cracks of mud like red lava. The sun hadn’t shone for days, and Lord knew when the last time the moon was visible. It was as if the southern part of the east coast was covered in a blanket of haze and doom.

Sergeant Arran Keliher was no different than most of the soldiers fighting in this goddamn Civil War! He had lost two cousins and his older brother. He was wet and cold, not to mention starving and in one hell of a, son-of-a-bitch mood; a condition that encased his body and soul like armor. When his older brother Keefer told him that he was going to fight to free slaves, Arran understood the reason, which was that all men were equal; he just didn’t believe that killing was the answer to right a wrong. But he seemed to be alone in his calculation. Their father had been persecuted by narrow-minded, bigoted people when he first arrived in America. He and his brother had grown up hearing slurs against his parents because they were Irish. Many were the days he and Keefer arrived home from school with a bloody nose or a blackened eye. It did help that his Uncle Patrick was a policeman on the city streets in the Bronx, not far from their home. 

One day when three bullies of their neighborhood began harassing him and his brother, his uncle whacked the little hoodlums on the backside with his nightstick threatening the ruffians with a night in a cell. Of course, it was a hollow threat but they were never bothered again at least not with angry fists. Keefer declared that he wanted to grow up and join the police force. He did.  

Arran intended to become a priest but left the monastery when he fell in love and instead he discarded his white collar for a gold wedding ring. His religious beliefs did not alter and he was still a devout Catholic. It was two years after his son was born the Civil War began; now, here he was killing souls instead of saving them. 

His mother suffered a heart attack after receiving the news that his brother was killed and three weeks later Arran found his father slouched over a chair in a filthy undershirt and long johns; an empty whiskey bottle lay in his crotch. He had raised his fists in anger at God and went to the local bar. He woke the next morning with a hangover in a strange room only to discover that he had signed up to fight in the Union Army.

That was three months ago. 

Last night the lieutenant was killed along with most of his unit. Three young men, not old enough to shave sat huddled a few feet from where he sat on the cold ground. 

“Do you know where we are, sir?” asked the skinny kid with shoulder length, dirty hair. His name was Bobby White. His front teeth were so bucked that he looked like a donkey. Arran’s mind wasn’t focused on the present; it was taken up with the emotional tatters of his life.

“Sir?” the question was repeated.

Arran shrugged. “Afraid not,” he replied, his eyes scanning the surroundings. “I suspect we’re pretty well south, maybe near Jacksonville.”

“Aw, hell, sergeant!” spat another gazing nervously over his shoulder. He claimed that people called him Patches, and Arran never asked. The boy slapped his face to kill a mosquito and then hugged himself to keep from shivering but Arran was certain that it wasn’t from the dampness. Damn, he thought, these kids should be home, held in their mothers arms, not here. The other was a pimple faced boy with red hair. He out did the other two in height and weight. His name was Robby, but everyone called him Stretch. 

A twig snapped. 

“What was that?” Robby leaped to his feet pointing his bayonet at the foliage. 

“Probably a rabbit,” said Stretch licking his lips hopefully. “If it is, kill it, I’m so hungry that I can eat it fur and all.”

Patches eyes grew wide with fear. “Do ya think it’s a cougar?” The sergeant’s horse snorted and appeared skittish. Arran raised his weapon also. Horses were scarce and he wasn’t about to let anything spook the mare. 

It happened so fast! Without warning, a soldier jumped on the horse and galloped away. Arran took aim and fired; the thief howled and fell to the ground. The animal continued to run.

“Damn!” Arran groused. “You three go after the mare,” he ordered running towards the injured man. They all hesitated looking skeptical at each other. “Go!” Arran shouted and they jumped to do his bidding. He knew that they were frightened but the horse was a valuable commodity.

Arran cautiously looked down then he knelt and turned the soldier over. He wore a gray uniform so there was no doubt that the would-be thief fought for the south. Blood was quickly spreading over his chest and Arran suspected that the ball went clear through his back. The wounded soldier was Arran’s age, middle twenties. Handsome, what he could see under the facial hairs and dirt. When he opened his eyes, Arran was surprised to see how blue they were and he felt as if he were looking into the eyes of God. A chill ran up his spine not only for that notion but that they conveyed so much pain. Arran became sick to his stomach. He had killed before but never had he looked into the eyes of an enemy he had shot. His stomach twisted into a knot and he felt like weeping. 

The soldier coughed up blood and wheezed. “I’m sorry I stole your horse,” he rasped and coughed again. He was choking on his own blood. “I only wanted to get home to see my wife and our first child. I received a message only yesterday that I was a father over a month ago,” he said as his eyes closed but death had still not quite claimed the soldier. “Tell my wife Ginger Ann that I love her and our daughter Sonnet. My wife’s surname is Fountaine.” His breath was being drawn in on slow, audible heaves. “She lives in Key Largo, Florida.” Tears rolled down his muddy face. “Promise me you’ll deliver the message.” Somehow he found the strength to clutch at Arran’s hand.

“I promise, I’ll do it in person,” Arran whispered. 

“Promise me...” The voice trailed away as death engulfed him.

The enemy died in his arms and Arran cursed the heavens.

ONE

One can run from the truth but can never hide...

Because it remains always inside.

It can be put into the recess of a mind...

Hoping that it will stay behind.

1885

Parker Keliher made three mistakes: His first mistake was to ride into San Juan, New Mexico; his second was that he killed the sheriff’s younger brother. It was a fair fight, but if he had known that the odds would have been stacked against him, he would have walked away chancing a bullet in the back. The foolish kid had called him out. He was fast, but not fast enough. The third mistake Parker made was to hang around to answer the sheriff’s questions. He was placed under arrest while the sheriff questioned witnesses. Things didn’t look good; he had killed the brother of the lawman!

Parker was incensed and insisted that the sheriff release him immediately; a lot of good that did. The lawman refused to listen to anything he had to say. “You cannot hold me!” he shouted. “Your brother drew on me and I shot him in self-defense. Ask anyone!” he railed. His statement only got him a snarl and a murderous leer.

“Yer wastin’ ya breathe,” came the gruff voice of a cowboy in the cell next to Parker. His clipped warning held a volume of frustration and grief. He turned and scowled at a young man, looking still wet behind the ears grinning at him. 

“This here town is owned by the crooked sheriff and his uncle,” the kid snorted. “I should’ve known better myself, but I had one too many beers and when a cow poke called me out saying that I was cheating, and pulled a pistol on me, I stood and tossed the table over. His gun went off and the bullet splintered a rafter. A prostitute screamed and all hell broke loose.” Parker shrugged and sat on the grimy cot and wrinkled his nose at the rancid chamber pot. Feeling itchy, he suspected fleas, and scratched his beard feeling as if bugs had found a home in there. “Spare me your troubles kid, a day or so here won’t matter much to you.” He rubbed his sweaty neck in frustration. 

The kid stood and wrapped his hands around the bars. “Says you.” he made a rude noise deep in his throat. “I don’t have the money to pay for the damages, so I have to stay in here for,” he sighed, “for who knows. By the way, the name is Robert Sawyer, ya kin call me Rob. What’cha handle, cowboy?”

“Par... err, Parnell Smith, son,” he lied again as he had to the sheriff. “And I’m sorry for your predicament, but did you cheat?” He wasn’t sure why he wanted to converses with the kid but it was better than staring at the gray stone wall feeling remorseful for his sorry ass.

Rob chuckled. “If cheating a con artist is cheating, well, I guess ya might say that I was.”

Parker did not comment because truthfully he had no answer for the young man. He laid down and placed his hat over his face listening to Rob tell him that the man who had accused him of  being dishonest had cheated him the night before, so he only wanted to get even. He went on and on about his life, how he was a drifter punching cows and living the life of a saddle bum. When Parker remained silent the gabby prisoner got the hint and clamed up. Later a deputy entered and the sheriff left with the promise to return. “Stay clear of the prisoner, Stanly” he warned the deputy.

“Yes, sir, Sheriff Goodman, “will do.”

Parker tried to reason with the young deputy. “You know your boss has no legal right to hold me.”

The deputy merely shrugged. “Ya picked the wrong man to kill, and the wrong town to visit. Clyde had many friends and the sheriff raised his brother since their parents were murdered by filthy red-skins.”

Parker snorted. “Goodman didn’t do a very good job. The kid was arrogant, and according to some men I played cards with, Clyde was very spoiled.”

Another shrug from Stanly. “There might be some truth to what ya said mister, but that doesn’t mean diddlysquat when it comes to Goodman’s way of thinking. He and his Uncle Werner Goodman, the mayor of this town, run it. Folks here, like meself are too smart to go against them.”

Parker ran his hand through his hair and snarled, “You mean people here are too scared to do the right thing!”

“If’n I were you,” warned Stanly, “I’d keep those opinions to meself.” The door opened and all conversation died abruptly as Goodman walked in. “Ya can go now, Stanly,” he told the deputy. The lawman leaped from the chair, plucked his hat off the rack and nodded, “Yes, sir.”

Parker didn’t like this one bit. As the Stanly passed the cell he looked at him, his eyes showing what would be considered fear and maybe sympathy. Again the hairs on the nape of his neck rose. Once the doors closed, the sheriff reached for the cell keys from a peg. If he didn’t know the seriousness of the matter, he might have felt relief, but his gut warned him that he was not about to be released.

And he was right!

Goodman drew his six-shooter with his free hand and unlocked the cell door. He cocked his gun and snarled, “You’re free to go!” he said with malice, his mouth lifted in a sneer. Parker was no fool. Apparently, some people told the truth and the lawman had no reason to hold him, but that didn’t mean that he would not pay for the crime. 

Foolishly, he said, “I know you didn’t have a change of heart,” he hissed. “You’ll claim that I tried to escape and you’ll shoot me in the back. No one will question your actions either even though you had no cause to hold me in the first place.”

Goodman spat tobacco juice out the side of his mouth. “I reckon ya too smart fer me, son.” It was not a compliment.

Parker folded his arms. “I think I’ll stay here. You can’t explain a dead man in a cell very well.” He was bluffing, but it might bring him some time; for what he had no clue? But a few more minutes to live were uppermost on his mind right now, not logic. 

Just then the door opened. “Sorry, sheriff, I forgot...”

In that split second when Goodman turned, Parker grabbed the gun. Struggling, it went off and Goodman staggered back looking totally confused and a bit surprised as his life’s blood seeped from the hole in his gut. It took a second for Parker to come to his senses and point the smoking gun at the shocked deputy. 

He croaked, “Goodman was going to shoot me in the back and claim that I tried to escape. Now, I’m no cold blooded killer, but as you witnessed, this was an accident.”

Stanly starred open mouth and he ordered the deputy into the cell and apologized, why he had no idea. Taking the keys he turned to run and hightail it out of town. Before he made it out the door, Rob yelled for Parker to let him out. He shouldn’t hesitate for a moment knowing if he were recaptured his chances for a fair trial was next to nothing and he couldn’t depend on the deputy to tell the truth.

“Please,” beseeched Rob. Parker cursed and did the kid’s bidding hoping he wouldn’t regret his decision. He quickly retrieved his holster from a peg and Rob slapped his hat on his head thanking him as they ran out the back door. 

“You’re on your own,” Parker snapped over his shoulder as he stayed in the shadows. He was sorry that he had to threaten the blacksmith but it was the only way to get his and Rob’s horse back. Both raced hell-bent out of town in different directions. Parker traveled east looking over his shoulders. 

He was a man who expected danger and was prepared for trouble.

Four months later Parker found himself in a small cow town in Texas.

“I fold,” he declared, throwing his cards into the middle of the table landing on the pile of chips. He had won a few hands and lost a few, no different than any other Saturday night. He pushed his Stetson off his brow with an index finger, then waved over a barmaid to order another shot of whiskey. He had been drifting since he was sixteen, punching cows, working here and there. He figured himself to be a real rooting, tooting cowpoke like any other in the Wild West.

The saloon was crowded when he had entered and Parker drank it all in, the tinny discordant notes of an off-key piano, the acrid scent of cigarette and cigar smoke and stale cheap toilet water that perfumed the air along with perspiration. A big brute of a bartender wearing stained trousers, plaid shirt, and sporting a pair of pearl handled Colt revolvers asked, “What’s yer pleasure?” He never saw a bar dog packing before and it had given him the impression that the town was filed with riffraff. 

“A two finger shot and a beer,” he answered.”

“A boilermaker coming up,” intoned the bartender.

Parker poured the whiskey into the beer and took it over to a table where three men were playing cards. He had asked to join in and a whiskered man nodded. After Parker emptied his glass a scantily clad female sashayed over and smiled. Licking her red lips, she purred, “What’ll it be, handsome?” 

Leaning closer, Parker had to be blind not to notice her smooth white breasts nearly popping out of the stained garment, displaying them like a matador waving a cape at a bull. There was no doubt in his mind what she was offering. Mighty tempting! But he was put off by her scent; too much perfume to cover her unwashed body and previous sex. 

“Just another two finger shot of whiskey,” he said with a grin hoping she hadn’t taken his smile the wrong way. She licked her lips in anticipation but what did he expect? This joint was no different than all the others he had patronized. Stale beer, body orders, drunken cowpokes and trappers fondling prostitutes. Every town in his travels had a saloon just like this one. A honky-tonk piano player, tobacco stained sawdust on the floor and a picture of a naked, plump lady hanging over the smoky, cracked mirror, where a bottle or two had been thrown. Nope! This place smelled no worse than the many taverns he had slept in but then, these folks didn’t know any better about hygiene.

“Ya sure handsome,” she insisted. “My name is Perl, if’n ya change ya mind.
Perl had noticed the good-looking stranger when he walked in and her gaze immediately landed on his tight fitting buckskin trousers, before her eyes drifted up to a blue linen shirt open at the collar, and a leather vest. His spurs jingled and when he walked past, her eyes were drawn to his boots that showed evidence of being worn for many years. 
He was tall, with a proud bearing, wide shoulders, and his hair was cut shoulder length and tied with a piece of rawhide. His face was arranged to perfection by his Maker’s hand. Now that was one cowboy she’d offer her body to for free. 

“Yep, just the drink,” he replied. The painted whore pouted, her disappointment was evident. “Your loss, mister,” she turned and a trapper pinched her bottom. She slapped his hand away with a giggle. “No free samples,” she cooed with a wink. “But come up stairs and all of this can be yours for a price.” She shook her fanny and the men at the table roared with laughter.

“Well, Pierre?” The man next to the trapper poked him. “Go, mon ami, if I know you, it won’t take long.” The men all laughed once more. When the barmaid returned with Parker’s drink, Pierre followed the soiled dove upstairs and he played another hand but it was time for him to mosey along. He had already stayed too long in this town. And he was still a wanted man.

It had been three months since he had shot the sheriff, and although he was a long way from New Mexico, he was still not safe. There was a bounty of five hundred dollars on his head, and he was certain that a bounty hunter was on his tail. So far, Parker had been lucky. He had let his wavy, sandy colored hair grow to his shoulders, dyed it black and shaved of all his facial hairs, except his mustache. Luckily his mustache grew in darker than the hair on his head. 

A few days later in another small town, Parker wired his stepbrother in England. The answer to his telegram weighed heavy in his vest pocket. His father was dying and needed to see him. He walked the floor of the small rented room undecided whether to go home, or not. Maybe it would be a good idea to get away before he was caught and found a noose around his neck. He lit a cheroot and recalled tales his father had told him as a child about fighting in the Civil War. He was four when his old man returned home from the war, his father’s right leg was cut up pretty bad from a bayonet wound. The injury left him with a slight limp, but it was his heart that was wounded and scarred forever because his mother had been murdered prior to his returning home. 

Sometime later when his father took Parker to visit his grandparent’s homeland in Ireland, he met a widow, Margaret Mc Kensal, the daughter of an Earl. They fell in love and married and a year later, Parker and his older stepbrother had a sister Alicia, named for his mother. 

He never got along with his stepbrother. Richard was spoiled by his mother and he was to be the heir to his late father’s fortune. As far as he was concerned, the young man was a pompous ass! Parker left home at sixteen and vowed never to return. But the message said his father had begged for him to come home, so he had to forget his promise. This was his conclusion after he paced the room upon contemplating about going back to England after all.

Although it had been a time now since that terrible incident, that night as always, he slept with his gun under his pillow. He felt as if he had just closed the door when it burst off its hinges. Being a light sleeper, Parker was ever alert and he sprang out of bed, pistol in hand. The fist connected to his jaw from out of the dark. The kerosene lamp had gone out but the moon appeared in the nick of time to give him a little light for a glimpse of his assailant. A big brute of a man took form and his attacker was ready to strike at him again. Parker rolled away from the bed, but a heavy body landed on top of him and blows rained on his head. The gun was in his hand still and he cracked it across the other face.

“Damn you!” the intruder cursed giving Parker enough time to react. With all the force in his body, he threw his assailant off. “Bastard,” the intruder hissed.

A flash split the darkness and the man leaped forward wielding a knife. Parker jerked back and was able to avoid the descending blade. He then lunged and fell upon the knife-wielding man and grasped the assailant’s wrist. The man brought a fist down on his chin and he winced but he managed to bite the hand holding the knife. His reward was a knee in his gut but he had the knife’s hilt and the hairy wrist in his hand.

“You’ll not get away,” sneered the other man. “Ya have a nice reward on ya head. Dead or alive, it don’t matter to me which way!”

Parker spit out blood as they rolled over, again and again. He was caught in an iron, suffocating grip. Gasping, he croaked, “You’re making a mistake.” He struggled to release a labored breath as he kicked out, contacted a shinbone and grinned when a yelp followed. Breathing grew hard and loud by both, but neither would give up and they continued to hold onto their weapons. Parker, aching to get the blade, tried to knock it out of his opponents hand but the other man was also trying to take his gun away. It was a stalemate for many seconds until someone appeared at the door.

A hesitant voice drifted from outside. “Err...what’s going on in here?” 

Parker rolled the bastard over, his head hitting the bed post, but he managed to free himself when his assailant looked back. The bounty hunter leaned onto the mattress for support, huffing and puffing. Parker went to his knees and crawled, keeping low.

“I’ll get the marshal,” the voice in the hallway said and left.

Parker lunged and crashed on top of his assailant, hitting him with the butt of his gun. The bounty hunter blinked appearing only dazed, squirmed looking as if he wasn’t finished. He clobbered the thick skull two more time before he was able to knock the fight out of his opponent. This time the big ox flopped over unconscious and Parker got to his feet gasping and staggered towards the bed. It was definitely time for him to leave now that his decision had been made for him. He sold his horse and saddle to the blacksmith in the next county and purchased tickets on the next stage heading to New York. There he would catch the next ship sailing to England

TWO

They claim that sins of the father are placed on the son,

Lying deep in one’s soul, never to be undone...

“So the prodigal son has returned,” greeted his stepbrother with a snide grin.

Parker stood in the study after the butler had let him in. He was surprise to find Tobias still servicing his parents since the man was ancient; at least he appeared to be. The servant stared at him for a long time until he realized that his hair was still dyed black. Tobias had paled apologizing for not recognizing him.

“It’s good to see you too,” Parker lied to his brother, Richard Mc Kensal, who preferred to keep his mother’s maiden name.

Richard made a rude sound in the back of his throat. “It took a dying man to bring you back to England’s shores, I see.” 

His arrogant stepbrother stated the obvious and walked to the sideboard pouring himself a brandy. He didn’t offer Parker a drink which didn’t surprise him. “I certainly did not come all this way for a social conversation with you, Richard,” he slung back. “Where’s your mother?” He always referred to Margaret as Richard’s mother feeling no love for her, since she never shared any of her affection with him.

Richard sipped his drink then frowned into the glass. “She’s up there with your father, pinning away.” He shrugged. “Never could understand what she saw him.”

Like lightning, Parker grabbed the lapels of Richard’s jacket and twisted, making air whoosh from his lungs and the glass fly from his hand. So many times he wanted to thrash that lily-livered bastard, and now might be the time to wipe that aristocratic smug off his stepbrother’s face.  

“Parker, unhand my son!” commanded the shrill voice.

Parker swore and shoved Richard away. His stepbrother staggered back and inhaled a deep breath, croaking, “I see that you still have a temper, you son-of-a—-”
“Richard!” his mother scolded. “Leave us, please,” she intoned much smoother.  
Richard gave Parker a murderous leer and a few choice words under his breath, but he did as he was asked.

Margaret stood straight as an exclamation mark, her auburn hair, that had grayed more since he had left was in a chignon as usual. Age lines around her eyes and mouth had not marred her beauty; she was still very comely. She was dressed in a green morning dress, adorned with a strand of matching pearls and earbobs. She stood there like an ice queen, and Parker often wondered why his father married her, besides her beauty. She gave him one of her fleeting, ghost smiles and he raised his hand to ward of any lectures he felt forthcoming. 

“I didn’t come to cause trouble. I came to see my father and no one else.”

She raised a brow in disbelief and opened her mouth slightly but thankfully the woman kept any retort she was about to utter silent. “He is upstairs,” she said evenly. “And not like my son, I am glad that you have come.” Her faint smile reappeared and he thought she sounded sincere, but he had a hard time believing the ice-lady who showed no warmth in her hazel eyes. He wondered if she would give him an honest answer to the whereabouts of his half-sister.

“Where is Alicia?”

“We thought it best that she stay with my sister, it upset her so seeing her father so sick.”

Parker raised a doubtful brow, “We?” One would have to be deaf to miss the disgust in his tone. He saw Margaret take offense to his, “we,” and he knew that it was her decision not his fathers, but he wouldn’t press the matter right now. He would go and see Alicia before he left. He went upstairs to discover that the room was poorly lit with a few candles and there was a low burning fire in the hearth. The heavy drapes were drawn and he felt a chill run up his spine and it wasn’t do to the coolness of the room. 

“My God!” he snapped, “the man’s not dead yet, open the drapes and let some light in here!” He walked over to the widow and pulled back the curtains blinking when the sunlight hit him in the face. “Who’s there?” asked the weak, raspy voice.

Parker went over to the bed, his hat in his hand
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