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The infamous bounty hunter Iron Eyes was hunting the six ruthless members of the Black Benny Cole gang. The trail led him into a nameless desert, but the perilous pursuit did not deter him. He wanted them dead so he could reap the reward money, and kept on riding, The dangerous journey took him from civilization into a place where even the Devil himself would have sooner shunned.

	But still Iron Eyes continued to follow.
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Prologue

	 

	THE SOUTHERNMOST REGION of the sprawling Texas was mostly an arid desert which for some reason was favored by those fleeing the law. This was a place where the Devil reigned supreme along with the numerous other deadly creatures who dwelled in the blisteringly hot terrain. Rattlers, lizards and countless other poisonous spiders and snakes all bathed their satanic souls within the unmarked boundaries of this unholy region.

	It was said that the lone star state of Texas harbored every climate known to man within its vast boundaries, but this unnamed place was devoid of anything apart from the threat of death. All the rich variety of plant life that prospered in other parts of Texas were nowhere to be seen in this devilish terrain.

	Only white-hot sand filled this hellish place as though Satan himself was warning that he could strike at any time if you dared ignore his threats.

	There were thousands of ways to die in the ocean of sand beneath the merciless sun. A sun which seldom ceased its tormenting pulsating. The bleached white sand matched the countless bones that the lone horseman had passed on his way to this windswept ridge.

	Bones of all the creatures which had fallen victim to the multitude of dangers in the huge desert. Human skulls lay beside those of every known creature to exist. This desert landscape had no favorites when it came to sapping the life from its prey.

	This was a horrendous land. Even the eerie windswept ridge could not lower the temperature as the rays from the sun beat down upon those stupid or unfortunate enough to travel this way. But the lone horseman was neither stupid or unfortunate.

	Unlike so many others who had made the mistake of venturing into the nameless desert. This was a deliberate choice. The infamous bounty hunter had chosen to follow the hoof-tracks of his prey into the unforgiving place because this was where they led.

	The high price of the heads of his selected prey was more than enough to make the emaciated bounty hunter keep tracking them into this fearsome land.

	The infamous Iron Eyes was not easily deterred when he had the scent of his targets filling his flared nostrils. With the determination of a ravenous mountain lion, he would keep on their trail until he finally caught up with them.

	His razor-sharp spurs urged his massive mount on and on along the ridge as the blinding sand burned his eyes. The wall of sand moved like a giant serpent yet Iron Eyes kept his stallion heading upward until it reached the very summit of the dune.

	Every sinew in his thin body told him that he was now close to the wanted outlaws he had been tracking for what felt like a lifetime.

	As his high shouldered palomino stallion cleared the wall of swirling sand, Iron Eyes drew rein and sat for a few moments as his caked bullet-colored eyes stared down at the settlement below his snorting mount.

	The town looked exactly as he expected. It was a refuge for the worst dregs of humanity and only existed because it had to exist. This was where bad men came to hide from the long arm of the law, but none of them had any notion that the infamous bounty hunter called Iron Eyes was unlike his star packing contemporaries.

	Only death could ever stop Iron Eyes from tracking down his chosen prey. With his cigar still firmly gripped in his teeth, he drew a match across his belt buckle and cupped its flame until it reached the tip of it.

	He sucked it smoke and then tossed the blackened match at the white-hot sand. As the acrid smoke returned from his lungs and filtered between his teeth, his eyes darted all around the arid scenery.

	So this was El Pecos, he silently thought.

	This was the place where outlaws from either side of the border went when holding up from the law. It was a lawless man’s dream of paradise, he recalled hearing. A place with more whores and saloons than anyone could ever wish to encounter.

	Iron Eyes had heard many stories about this lawless town but it was the first time he had ever ventured with a hundred miles of the spot.

	As dust burned at his scared features and tortured his unblinking eyes, the notorious bounty hunter slowly reached into one of his deep trail coat pockets and withdrew a dozen crumpled wanted posters.

	His skeletal hands shook the posters until he was able to read them to refresh his memory. Although the value of the named wanted men on the posters varied, they shared one sentence.

	Dead or alive.

	A cruel smile etched his face. Iron Eyes never took prisoners and never would. He plucked the cigar from his lips and flicked it down the steep sandy slope.

	The Black Benny Cole gang were worth a combined $10,000 and that was a sum just enough to tempt the notorious bounty hunter to get on their trail.

	Iron Eyes gave a nod and returned the posters to his pocket before leaning back on his ornamental Mexican saddle to one of his saddle bag satchels.

	His long slim fingers extracted a half full bottle of whiskey and rested it upon the silver saddle horn. Then as he continued to look down upon the large settlement he lifted the bottle to his teeth and withdrew its cork with his razor-sharp teeth.

	He spat the cork at the surrounding sand and then lifted the glass vessels neck to his twisted lips and drank. Iron Eyes did not stop gulping the fiery liquor until every drop of the amber fluid was gone. Then he tossed the bottle aside as the burning liquor made its way down into his skinny guts.

	Iron Eyes lifted himself off the saddle and then looped a long thin leg over the horse’s tail. As his boots reached the ground he moved back to the saddlebags and extracted the last of the horse’s fodder. The sack was nearly empty but there was enough to satisfy the huge palomino until he was able to buy more.

	The hauntingly skeletal bounty hunter dropped the sack at the horse’s legs and watched as the stallion started to eat. He then checked his five canteens.

	All were empty.

	Iron Eyes grunted as he withdrew another long cigar from his shirt pocket and placed it between his teeth. He shielded a match, struck it along his saddle and then cupped its flame beneath it.

	When his lungs were filled with the acrid smoke he flicked the blackened match over his wide shoulder and returned his attention to the town below his high vantage point. As smoke drifted from his nostrils, Iron eyes continued to stare down into the heart of the sun-bleached settlement.

	It was quiet, he thought. This was the time of day when the Mexicans had their daily siesta but Iron Eyes knew that most Americans favored wetting their whistles in the local saloons rather than sleep.

	Unlike the man he hunted, alcohol had little effect on the tall lean figure. He seemed to be able to drink as much alcohol as he wanted without ever becoming drunk like other men. It was an advantage that he knew was something which had always given him the edge.

	He filled his lungs with more smoke and savored its flavor for a few moments before exhaling. There was a fire burning deep inside him which Iron Eyes knew could only be doused by the blood of the wanted outlaws he had been tracking. The fight was about to erupt like a grumbling volcano and the gaunt killer of so many wanted outlaws was ready.

	Iron Eyes was eager to start killing again. His long-fingered hands flexed in readiness for action. He rubbed the grime off his dust-caked features and stared with unblinking eyes down at the sun-bleached town.

	The haunting sound of tinny pianos and strumming guitars drifted on the dry air and filled his ears. There was no sign of anything in his mutilated face as he inhaled deeply on his cigar. All Iron Eyes could think about was the job that he had to do because no one else could or would.

	All the men who took refuge here thought that El Pecos was a safe haven for no lawman dared trail them into this unforgiving land. They were correct apart from one major factor.

	Only someone unafraid of death would even contemplate such a risky venture. Most sane men would never track outlaws into the uncharted desert, no matter how much bounty they were worth, but there was one who would.

	Only the devilish Iron Eyes would ever risk his neck in this hostile terrain. The fact was that the bounty hunter did not fear death like most men. His brutally maimed and scarred face bore evidence to that. He had never shied away from a fight in his entire life.

	As sweat trailed down his face from his long, matted mane of black hair, his unblinking eyes glanced heavenward at the blinding orb set in the cloudless blue sky. The day was halfway through but there was still plenty of time left for him to achieve his goal and kill the vermin he hunted.

	With the remnant of his cigar in the corner of his mouth his bony hands pulled his deadly weaponry from his deep trail coat pockets and checked that they were fully loaded. When satisfied that his Navy Colts were ready for action he carefully lowered the weapons back in his pockets.

	The sound of dozens of loose bullets mingling with the revolvers beside his lean hips seemed to play a tune in the arid desert which the deadly bounty hunter recognized all too well.

	This was the song of death.

	The chilling melody which had accompanied him for years.

	Iron Eyes screwed up his eyes and inhaled the smoke deeply into his lungs again. Some bounty hunters might have tried to plan out what they intended to do after entering the sprawling settlement, but not Iron Eyes.

	When the shooting started he would simply return fire.

	That was what he always did.

	The various tribes of Indians he had encountered over the years had always believed that Iron Eyes was a living ghost and that was why he could never be killed. Some said that he was the spawn of Satan and the devil always protected his own but his body was covered in the scars of the various times when death had come close to claiming his life.

	Yet no matter how big the odds were stacked against Iron Eyes, he never shied away from a fight. Death had been a constant companion to him over the years and yet it held no fear to the emaciated bounty hunter.

	   For Iron Eyes did not fear it. He knew that it could and probably would strike at the most unexpected time. There was little point in fretting about it.

	As far as the gruesome bounty hunter was concerned, it was just a matter of business. Iron Eyes’ business was inflicting death and as far as he was concerned, that was it.

	He was a killing machine.

	He never displayed emotion or sympathy for those who faced his matched Navy Colts. As the grey smoke drifted from his mouth the lethal observer noted that one of the towns many structures had more tethered mounts outside it than the others.

	That meant only one thing to the tall disheveled figure.

	‘Reckon that’s a saloon,’ he sneered before reaching up and grabbing the silver horn of his saddle and then poking the toe of his mule-eared boot into the closest stirrup.

	As sweat dripped from his long black hair, Iron Eyes lifted his emaciated frame off the ground in one fluid motion before throwing his leg over the saddle and resting upon its hand-tooled bowl.

	There was a grim determination surging through the gaunt bounty hunter as his eagle-eyed attention swept across the shimmering terrain below the sturdy palomino. Every passing second started to toll like a massive brass bell in his very soul. The time was quickly coming when he could unleash his venomous fury in the direction of the unsuspecting wanted outlaws that he had trailed to this remote place.

	His talon-like fingers clawed at his reins until his hands were able to gather up the loose leathers. Iron Eyes pulled the stallion’s head up until it too was looking down upon the lawless town below them. From his high perch, Iron Eyes could actually see the river which separated this remote section of America from Mexico. It lay a hundred yards beyond the gathering of buildings.

	Iron Eyes knew that the sparkling water was the only reason that El Pecos even existed in this merciless land. For no living creature could survive without the precious liquid even though he preferred his water turned into whiskey.

	Twisting his slender form on his ornate Mexican saddle, Iron Eyes looked back at his saddle bag satchels. Both were empty and that annoyed the determined horseman. He needed to replenish his stock of grain for the horse and more importantly, he needed to buy more bottles of whiskey.

	   ‘Damn it all,’ he cursed after inspecting the empty void of his saddle bag satchel. ‘I could sure use some rye to wash the dust down my throat.’

	With the cigar gripped between his teeth he mentally began to add up the tally his chosen targets were worth to him. His smile spread across his maimed face. It was a princely sum, he thought.

	‘I sure hope them bastards are all in there,’ he muttered greedily as he glared down at the saloon. ‘I’d hate to miss out on any of them varmints bounties. I could sure use the bounty on their stinking heads.’

	His mind briefly drifted to thoughts of the fiery Squirrel Sally who he had vainly attempted to abandon for the previous couple of years. She simply could not be shaken off and he could not understand why. The young female claimed that they were betrothed and it seemed that nothing he could say or do could change her mind.

	‘Reckon she’ll show up and want a share of whatever I manage to make from this killing,’ he sighed as a breeze sent sand into his gruesome features. ‘If I’m lucky I’ll be able to wipe out the Black Benny Cole gang quickly and be long gone before Squirrel shows up. The trouble is that gal can smell money like a hound dog smells coons up a tree.’

	He sighed, scratched a match with his thumbnail and sucked smoke into his body. As it drifted back out from his nostrils, Iron Eyes angrily jabbed his spurs into the flanks of his large horse.

	With blood dripping from his spurs, Iron Eyes drove the palomino stallion forward. The muscular animal moved slowly down the steep sand ridge toward the sprawling town as its master sat virtually motionless.

	As the golden stallion neared the quiet structures, Iron Eyes studied every single one of the weathered buildings in turn. The infamous hunter of wanted men was like a wild animal and always aware that danger hid in the most innocent of places in readiness of striking.

	Iron Eyes teased the long reins to his right and steered the magnificent palomino toward the line of saddle horses. His eyes stared at the sign balanced above the porch overhang.

	The Lonesome Star saloon had the aroma of an outhouse in sorrowful need of lime. The scent mingled with the other familiar smells that Iron Eyes recognized. Stale beer sodden sawdust and the lingering smell of tobacco also greeted his flared nostrils as he eased back on his reins and halted the stallion at the end of the line of tethered horseflesh.

	Iron Eyes glared in through the swing doors and listened to the tinny piano and guitars coming from the belly of the saloon as he looped a long thin leg over the cantle of his saddle and eased himself don to the ground.

	His thin bony hands secured his reins to the hitching rail directly in front of an amply supplied water trough. As the golden stallion started to quench its thirst, Iron Eyes moved silently along the line of tethered saddle horses studying each in turn. The lathered-up horses had all the signs of mounts which had journeyed through the desert like himself. Sweat had dried and clung to the animal’s coats confirming the bounty hunter’s deductions.

	These horses were the ones that he had been following, he thought. The skeletal figure straightened up as he rounded the last of the lined restrained animals and aimed his boots at the porch. In two short strides he reached the sun-bleached boards a mere five feet from the saloon swing doors.

	Iron Eyes stepped up on to the crumbling boardwalk and lowered his head as his bullet-colored eyes glared over the saloons swing doors like a bird of prey seeking its prey.

	As he stood perfectly still behind the doors he spotted them at a table close to the far end of the bar room. They were drinking and laughing around a card table as a few bar girls mingled between them.

	Iron Eyes had instantly recognized Black Benny Cole from the photographic likeness on the crumpled wanted poster in his pocket. He watched the gang leader sat at the card table surrounded by the five members of his gang. By the look of empty whiskey bottles on and around the table, it was clear that the outlaws had been here for quite a while since arriving in El Pecos.

	They had assumed that the remote settlement would grant them sanctuary as it had always done, but they were wrong. For this time the notorious Iron Eyes was on their trail and he was known for never quitting. He followed his prey where no other bounty hunter or lawman would dare to trail anyone.

	Most bounty hunters valued their own lives and refused to risk their necks chasing outlaws into perilous terrains but not Iron Eyes.

	He went where no others would dare to go. As long as he had a plentiful supply of whiskey and cigars, he would never stray from his chosen path. As someone who had never feared death or even considered that it might cast its lethal attention in his direction, the infamous Iron Eyes just followed.

	The merciless bounty hunter spat the spent cigar at the ground, crushed it under his boot and smiled.

	‘Got ya,’ he whispered.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	SQUIRREL SALLY COOKE was not normally troubled by the landscape she drove her battered stagecoach through but the tiny hairs on the nape of her neck were tingling in warning. For some reason the trail she was following had led her from the fertile forested valleys of southern Texas to the grim expanse of desert. Dunes of white sand had replaced the grass covered hills in a matter of hours. The trees had also disappeared and for a short while had been replaced by the twisted forms of Joshua trees and cactus but now even they were gone.

	Now there was nothing to look at but impending doom.

	A cold shiver traced up her spine as she pulled back on her long leathers and stopped her six black horses. As the coach came to a grinding halt, her bare foot pressed hard on the brake pole. Dust and smoke spiraled up from the leather brake cushions momentarily and then vanished into the dry hot air which surrounded the anxious female. Sally’s eyes darted all around her but there was nothing to see apart from sand. White hot sand bleached of all its color.

	She leaned forward and could still see the hoof-tracks of Iron Eyes’ magnificent stallion. Another set of hoof tracks lay to the side of those of the stallion. Those must be the outlaws that her beloved was doggedly tracking, she presumed.

	Squirrel Sally wondered why the merciless bounty hunter would venture into a terrain so hostile
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