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Iron Eyes, the ruthless bounty hunter, cornered the deadly Brand brothers in the house with the red lamp above its door. As the outlaws enjoyed themselves, Iron Eyes burst in with guns blazing. But Matt Brand and his siblings were harder to kill than most wanted men: they fought like tigers, and before they made their getaway, they made sure that Iron Eyes was lynched.

	But even a hangman’s rope couldn’t stop Iron Eyes. And he was set on resuming his deadly manhunt, no matter who stood in his way.
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Prologue

	THE STREETS OF Anvil City glowed with the amber illumination of countless coal tar lanterns as the tall figure of the bounty hunter strode out from the hotel lobby. He paused just long enough to pull a cigar from his deep bullet-filled trail-coat pocket and crush a cockroach under his boot heel. Iron Eyes ran a match down a wooden upright and studied the street carefully as his bony hands cupped its flame to the cigar gripped between his teeth. He sucked in the acrid smoke, then tossed the match away. The evening breeze extinguished the blackened match long before it hit the sand.

	A long trail of smoke drifted from his scarred lips as Iron Eyes surveyed the length of the town’s main street. His eyes narrowed.

	Something was gnawing at the craw of the skeletal hunter of men. Something was wrong. For some irrational reason the emaciated figure was troubled by this seemingly peaceful town. On the face of it Anvil City appeared to be the most tranquil place he had found himself in for years.

	Yet he did not believe it.

	Iron Eyes inhaled the cigar smoke deeply. As it drifted from between his razor-sharp teeth his bullet-colored eyes searched every shadow for the trouble that he sensed was brewing somewhere amongst the seemingly peaceful community. Not even graveyards were this peaceful, he thought.

	He sensed impending danger, yet there was no sign of it wherever he looked. It was as though the Grim Reaper was whispering into his ear, warning him that soon it would be his turn to die. The evening breeze blew his mane of long black hair off his face, revealing his scarred features. But there was no one to see the mutilated face. The street was empty, except a few horses tied to hitching rails.

	Deathly silence prevailed.

	Iron Eyes wondered if that was the reason why he felt so uneasy. He was not used to such peaceful surroundings. Even out in the wilderness it was not as quiet as in this strange town. At least the howls of coyotes reminded a man that he was still alive.

	There was an unholy silence in Anvil City, which did not sit well with the bounty hunter. He stood beside the upright beneath the porch overhang and chewed on the long twisted black cigar as he absorbed everything he could see and hear in the town’s main thoroughfare.

	Yet there was nothing to either see or hear.

	It seemed peaceful enough but the experienced hunter of men had been fooled before. Nothing was ever as it appeared to be. Even though the small town, which he and Squirrel Sally had entered only two hours previously, seemed quiet, Iron Eyes could not shake off the overwhelming feeling that he had missed something.

	When you were in his ruthless profession it paid to be cautious. Boot hill was filled with the foolhardy. Iron Eyes had no intention of joining their ranks.

	The Devil could wait a little while longer for his rancid soul, he thought.

	It had been daylight when he and Squirrel Sally Cooke had arrived in town. Even then they had barely seen more than a half-dozen souls in the town’s streets. Iron Eyes recalled that those they had seen had looked frightened. Until now the bounty hunter had assumed that it was the sight of his own horrific face that had put the fear of the Almighty into them; now he was not so sure.

	Maybe there was something else.

	Iron Eyes had never been to Anvil City before and would have avoided it if it had not been for Squirrel Sally. He had tired of her small hands searching his pants pockets for something he felt she should not be looking for. Sally was young, healthy and spirited, unlike himself. The urge to discover new, unexplored things was a mighty powerful one which Iron Eyes had never himself experienced. Sally wanted something he had yet to give any female. He had left the pretty girl up in the hotel room alone in a large bed. She would wait vainly for his return.

	Iron Eyes had other things on his mind. He wanted to find out exactly what was wrong in Anvil City. Something was amiss. He was certain of that.

	But what was it?

	The gaunt bounty hunter considered this town to be far too quiet, unless most of its citizens were dead. Iron Eyes turned his attention to the end of the empty street and stared at the hulk of the livery stable. Squirrel Sally’s stagecoach stood just outside its wide open doors, whilst the six-horse team was inside, being fed and watered.

	His own magnificent palomino stallion was also stabled somewhere inside the large building.

	With the cigar gripped firmly in his mouth Iron Eyes stepped down from the boardwalk and started across the wide street towards a lone saloon. Even the saloon did not seem to be anything like any other drinking hole he had seen. It was also as quiet as the night air that chilled his bones. He had never approached a saloon that was so silent before.

	Iron Eyes studied the saloon as his long strides drew him closer and closer to it. The lamplight from within its long room spilled out across the sandy street. Yet there was not a single sound coming from beyond its swing doors.

	The bounty hunter opened his trail coat to reveal his deadly pair of Navy Colts. They were tucked into his pants belt, ready to be drawn at any moment. Their cold steel pressed against his flat belly. He stepped up on to the boardwalk and rested a hand upon the top of the swing doors. A solitary bartender stood behind the long counter. He was the only living soul in the place. Iron Eyes was about to push the swing doors apart when he again sensed that something was wrong.

	He paused, turned and stared back at the hotel.

	Lamplight of an orange hue spread over the wooden shingles of the porch from one of the hotel’s bedroom windows. The thin figure rubbed his chin and thought about the frisky female he had left there on the pretext that he had to go out and buy himself some cigars.

	Squirrel Sally was at an age when most females tended to become romantic, or worse. She troubled Iron Eyes more than any deadly outlaw had ever managed to do.

	He did not understand her or her yearnings. They were utterly alien to him.

	Iron Eyes wondered if he could stay away from her long enough for her to calm down and fall asleep. Few things troubled the long-legged bounty hunter, but she did. He had no understanding of her desire for him. She wanted him the way all ripe females wanted men they had set their sights upon, and it worried him.

	Few members of the opposite gender had ever shown any interest in Iron Eyes. He had grown used to their natural revulsion of him. Even before his face had been savagely brutalized they had never really given him a second glance.

	Unlike most women, Squirrel Sally did not seem to see his injuries.

	She saw something else. She saw and wanted something buried deep within the bounty hunter. What did she see? What could it be about him that made her want him so badly?

	Squirrel Sally worried him.

	Iron Eyes drew in more smoke and savored its flavor. Then he was about to enter the saloon when he heard a voice several yards to his right. His left hand instinctively drew one of his Navy Colts from his belt and cocked its hammer as hefty boots closed in on him.

	Then he heard panting. It sounded like an old hound dog after a night-long raccoon hunt.

	The bounty hunter stepped away from the swing doors of the saloon and kept his hand firmly on his six-shooter. His index finger curled around its trigger. He was ready to fire and kill if the need arose.

	He could see a hefty man rushing towards him through the shadows and lantern-light.

	The man called out again. This time more breathlessly. The amber lantern-light danced on a tin star pinned to the man’s top coat. Iron Eyes returned his weapon to his belt and stepped towards the approaching lawman.

	‘Are you calling me?’ Iron Eyes asked in a low whisper through cigar smoke.

	The well-rounded sheriff was puffing and panting as he staggered up on to the boardwalk.

	‘Are you Iron Eyes?’ he wheezed.

	‘Yep,’ the bounty hunter replied.

	‘I got me some business for you,’ the sheriff said in a desperate tone. ‘Ifn you’re in the mood for some business, that is. I have heard that you got yourself a mighty shapely companion with you in the hotel. She might be more interesting. I sure hope not, though.’ Iron Eyes was curious. There was only one kind of business he knew anything about and that was hunting and killing wanted outlaws. He stepped closer to the rotund sheriff, who had stopped close to the saloon’s window and was mopping his brow with the tails of his bandanna.

	‘You know my business?’ Iron Eyes asked.

	‘Bounty hunting.’ Sheriff Higgs nodded. ‘Right?’

	Iron Eyes pulled the cigar from the corner of his mouth and tapped ash on to the boardwalk. He studied the lawman, who looked far too fat to be a sheriff.

	‘Right. So this business must have something to do with a critter that’s wanted dead or alive, by my reckoning,’ the bounty hunter quizzed. ‘Right?’ Higgs beamed. ‘Exactly. Damn, you ain’t as dumb as you look.’

	With bony fingers Iron Eyes pushed his long, limp strands of hair from his face. He raised a boot and rested it on the long pole of a hitching rail. ‘You got some outlaws you need killing? I only kill men wanted dead or alive. I ain’t no stinking hired gunslinger.’

	‘I know.’ Sheriff Higgs rested a hand on the bounty hunter’s arm and leaned closer. ‘There’s three of the varmints, Iron Eyes. All wanted dead or alive. Interested?’

	Iron Eyes exhaled a line of smoke. ‘Maybe. Answer me this, Sheriff. How come you ain’t seen to these three outlaws yourself?’

	Higgs looked horrified. ‘Me? Do I look the sort that chases wanted outlaws? I can’t fight three young hotheads, but you can. Hell, it took me ten minutes to put my boots on. I’ve heard all about you. I reckon this will be the easiest thousand bucks you ever earned.’ Iron Eyes nodded at the thought of an unexpected payday. ‘A thousand bucks. Not a bad reward. Where are these outlaws?’

	Higgs turned and pointed to the end of the street near the livery stable. There were no street lanterns there. The only illumination was a couple of red lamps hanging outside some small houses.

	‘See the first red lamp?’ Higgs asked.

	Again the tall man nodded as he sucked smoke from his cigar. ‘Yep. I see it.’

	‘That’s where they are.’ The sheriff sighed. ‘They’ve bin in there for two whole days. Two days of whoring.’

	Iron Eyes walked towards the darkest part of Anvil City with the lawman at his side. ‘Who are they?’

	Nervously Higgs produced a Wanted poster and handed it to the bounty hunter. Then he watched as Iron Eyes studied it carefully.

	‘The Brand brothers,’ the sheriff said, pointing at the crude images on the poster. ‘The most vicious bunch I ever seen.’

	Iron Eyes paused close to the two-story building with the flickering red lamp hanging over its doorway. ‘The Brand brothers. I’ve heard of them. They kill anyone they want to kill when they ain’t robbing banks. Did they rob your bank, Sheriff?’

	‘They would have if we had one.’ Iron Eyes
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