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The railhead town of McCoy is busy, far busier than it has
been for many seasons. Gene Adams and his riders of the Bar 10 are
delayed and find their herd of prime longhorn steers arriving after
two other herds of steers have filled the stock pens. It proves
costly to Adams - the Circle O and the Lazy J herds have taken the
bulk of the cattle agent’s cash and left little for his beeves. As
the Bar 10 boys go to bed in their downtown hotel, they are unaware
of what is occurring in the plushest part of town. Corrupt cattle
agent Roscoe Martin has hired the infamous gunfighter Chance Taylor
to rob the weary Circle O and Lazy J boys of their money as they
make their way home. When it comes to light, Gene Adams and his
cowboys must saddle up in a bid to warn their rivals. They are no
longer just cowboys: they are the Knights of the Bar 10.
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Prologue

 


EVERY ANIMAL WITHIN
the tree covered
hillside suddenly became silent. It was though the sight and putrid
scent of the intruders warned them to become as quiet as possible
until the riders passed through. Each of the devilish horsemen had
the scent of death lingering upon them. These were no normal
drifters who had penetrated the very heart of the tree covered
hills. These were men who lived for the thrill of death
itself.

Killing had become an addiction
and like all addictions it controlled them like an unseen master.
Whatever humanity they had once had was long gone. Now they were
ravenous creatures who barely resembled normal
men.

Each of them had tasted the blood of
brutal slaughter and had developed a craving it. It was a craving
which could never be satisfied, no matter how many times they
repeated the savage act.

The dust filtered through the
brush and swept down into the draw as the six heavily armed riders trailed
their leader out into the blazing sun and tasted its merciless
heat. They each drew rein and stopped their lathered-up mounts at
the edge of the sun-bleached chasm. They leaned upon their saddle
horns and eased their backsides off the shinning leather of their
saddles. The seven horsemen remained silent as they felt the
violent sun start to blister their exposed flesh. Each pulled the
brims of their Stetsons down to shield their faces from the burning
rays as the lead rider finally looped a leg over the neck of his
mount before sliding to the ground beside its shoulder.

These were no ordinary
horsemen.

They were the most deadly of
creatures. Men cast out from society and feared by all who had ever heard of
them. Only their leader was known by name. The rest were his deadly
henchmen. Vermin who did as they were commanded without guilt or
mercy.

Yet even when they did
the bloody
bidding of their leader none of them could equal his evil exploits.
Few men could have ever imagined the horrors he had perpetrated
over the ten years he had roamed the west. For only a mind as sick
and demented as that of Buffalo Ben Gardner could envisage such
atrocities.

Gardner was built as his nickname
implied. Tall and wide and stacked with equal portions of muscle
and bulk he stood well over six and a half feet and weighed close
to three hundred pounds.

Some reasoned that Gardner was
one of those strange creatures branded as mountain men. His sheer
size seemed to indicate that he was bred to rip trees out of the
ground with his powerful arms yet no mountain man had ever been known to
kill as freely as him.

The massive brute stared out at the
draw far below their high vantage point. His eyes studied it as
though seeking something or someone to destroy next.

He snorted like a brooding
bull. A long
unkempt black beard covered most of his barreled chest and a deep
scar traced the length of the right side of his face from the sweat
band of his hat down through his eyebrow, across his cheek before
disappearing into the black abundance of hair which covered his
jaw.

Gardner removed his hat and battered it
against his leg as he thought about the reason he was here. Money
had lured him to this place but it was the possibility that once
again he and his followers might be able to kill fresh victims that
was the true lure.

His black hair fell over
his shoulders as sweat flowed down his unnerving features. He
felt the sun start to fry the beads of sweat that traced down his
monstrous face and growled. He returned his hat to his head and
pulled its brim down to shadow his eyes.

Gardner rested one of his massive hands
on the mane of his exhausted horse. This was the first time he had
ridden this far south and did not like the unyielding heat. His
fingers touched his scar. The wound which had virtually split his
face in half had healed badly. For Gardner could neither blink nor
close his right eye like most other men. It was permanently open in
a never ending stare.

It gave the notorious outlaw
the even stranger appearance than nature had already
cursed him
with. He swung around and looked at his band of fearful
followers.

‘Rest these nags.’ Gardner
snapped loudly. ‘We got plenty of time.’

The six exhausted riders dropped from
their mounts thankfully. Each of them had not stopped riding for
more than twelve hours as they trailed Gardner wondering where he
was leading them but too scared to ask.

‘Take the saddles off their
backs.’ Gardner ordered as he raised his own fender and hung the
stirrup on his saddle horn. ‘We got plenty of time.
We’ll have us some
vittles’ and then when the nags are rested we’ll carry
on.’

The men had no idea where they
were headed or what Gardner had planned. Yet not one of them had
the guts to enquire. Even the most hardened of souls knew when it was
unwise to question a creature like Buffalo.

Gardner loosened his cinch and
then buried
his stout fingers under the saddle blanket and hauled the hefty
weight clear of the horse back. Steam rose from the lather as
Gardner dropped the saddle on to the ground.

‘Should we rub the horses
down, Buffalo?’ one of the men asked.

Buffalo Ben
Gardner
dismissed the idea.

‘The sun will dry these
horses good
enough.’ Gardner spat as he picked up his canteen and unscrewed its
stopped. ‘Why waste energy?’

One of the outlaws rested his
own saddle on the dust. He watched as Gardner drank before
ambling up
to the massive man and pausing beside the tail of his horse.
Weariness had dampened his fear of the gruesome Gardner.

‘I was reckoning that we’re
headed to McCoy, Buffalo.’ Jake Wells said nervously as he pulled
his tobacco pouch free of his shirt pocket. ‘I seem to recognize this
territory.’

Gardner lowered the canteen
from his mouth. Water dripped from his beard as he stared at
Wells. His
unblinking eye burned into the outlaw.

‘You asking where we’re headed,
Jake?’ the giant of a man growled. ‘Are you?’

Wells shook his head. ‘Nope. I was
just reckoning that if this is the same territory that I rode
through ten years back then we must be headed to McCoy.’

Gardner grunted. ‘You might be
right.’

‘Am I?’ Wells sprinkled his
makings on to the curled cigarette paper in his fingers before rolling
it.

‘Are you what?’

Wells hung the tobacco pouch from his
teeth and turned so that he did not make eye contact with the
unpredictable Gardner.

‘Am I right or am I just
dog-tired and all mixed up?’ Wells shrugged.

Gardner dropped the canteen and
stepped over his saddle before leaning over Wells as the far
smaller man ran the gummed edge of his cigarette paper along his
tongue. The massive man loomed over Wells and snorted like a
bull.

‘I told you a hundred times
that you
boys just follow me and never ask me no questions.’ He
snapped.

Wells shrugged.
‘You sure
did tell us, Buffalo. I was just wondering, that’s all.’

Faster than any man his size or
build should have been able to move, Gardner grabbed Wells and
lifted him
off his feet. He held the outlaw aloft and stared up into the man
he had suspended above him.

Wells did not say a word as his
tobacco pouch fell from his mouth and landed on the ground beside
Gardner’s boots. As though he were carrying a small child,
Gardner
walked around the tails of their horses and then threw Wells on to
the sunbaked ground.

Gardner gave a grunt as he watched
Wells roll back down the slope toward him. As the startled outlaw
came to a rest at his feet their eyes met.

Winded, Wells spat the dust from his
mouth and diverted his eyes to the dust between his legs. A cold
chill defied the savage heat when he saw the shadow of the giant
man bending over his helpless form. Every bruised bone in his body
expected Gardner to draw and fire one of his guns. Then he heard
the huge man whisper.

‘For your information we’re
headed some place that ain’t called McCoy, Jake.’
Gardner hissed like
a sidewinder. ‘All you and the boys gotta do is follow me.
Savvy.’

Like a whipped dog Wells
nodded.

The other outlaws remained
between the safety of their horses as Gardner walked back to his
mount and sat down upon the ground. Wells crawled back to the rest
of the gang before scrambling to his feet. Every one of the six men were shocked
that Wells was still alive. They had all seen Gardner kill men for
far less than asking a question.

Jake Wells did not dare utter another
word.




Chapter One

 


THE RAILHEAD AT
McCoy was busier
than it had been in more than three seasons. The hundreds of stock
pens which flanked the tracks were filled to over-flowing with
steers. Every steer awaited its fate beneath the hot afternoon sun
as the first of many trains began to arrive within the famed cattle
town. Clouds of black smoke billowed from their stacks as the
hissing iron monsters were guided between the never-ending rows of
pens. Soon every one of the various breeds of cattle would be
loaded into the freight cars and transported back east for
consumption by less hardy souls.

Yet the treacherous journey
each of the cowboys had taken to drive their herds to McCoy meant nothing to
the agents when it came to bidding for the stock. All they
considered was the fact that the more herds brought into McCoy
drove the prices down. The eastern buyers knew only too well that
none of the cowboys could refuse their price.

It was take it or leave it and none of the
drovers could do anything but accept the price they were
quoted.

Three massive cattle drives had
all arrived at McCoy at virtually the same time in a vain bid to get the
best price for their beef on the hoof. The sight of so many steers
was good for the agents who made their money by buying and selling
the vast herds but not so good for the men who owned the
cattle.

The price per
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