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Hot on the trail of wanted outlaw Jacob ‘Two Fingers’ McGraw, bounty hunter Iron Eyes realized that he was headed into the forest where he grew to manhood. He arrived in the land of his youth to find that most of the forest has been felled and there was a war going on between two rival outfits for the millions of valuable trees.

	Now their guns are turned on him.

	Stuck in the middle of a deadly battle, Iron Eyes seeks refuge in what remains of the forest. But one of the gangs mistakes him for a federal agent and soon his enemies are eager to add to his scars.
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Prologue

	 

	THE SHIMMERING HEAT haze hung to the south of Silver Creek as though it were guarding the remote settlement from uninvited intruders. Yet it would take more than hot moving air to stop the most determined of souls. At first no one even saw the approaching horseman beyond the noisome mist but slowly the image of horse and rider came together to form a chilling apparition. There were few sights in the West which conjured up a more frightening image than the one of the infamous bounty hunter seated astride the magnificent palomino stallion. There was a stark contrast between mount and master. The horse was handsome and the rider was the most hideous-looking of men. The long limp mane of matted hair flapped on the horseman’s wide shoulders like the wings of a black bat. Yet for those who were unlucky enough to focus briefly upon the scarred features of the man’s face the long hair that fell across his distinctive countenance acted as a mask. Every last fight and battle seemed to be carved into the mutilated face of the rider.

	A concerted gasp greeted him everywhere he went, but he had grown deaf to it. His horrific appearance brought both revulsion and sympathy from those who set eyes upon it. It was easy to see why so many feared him. Men of all colors and creeds always fear what they do not understand or what simply looks different from themselves.

	Dust floated across the path of the horseman as he steered his powerful palomino towards the array of weathered buildings. Only his mane of black hair seemed to move as he sat astride his high-shouldered horse. Yet, although he looked as if he were staring straight ahead, his eyes were darting back and forth, searching for the gun which he knew would one day fire the fatal bullet and end his wanderings.

	Those who managed to drag they eyes from the strange and disturbing sight of the bounty hunter suddenly noticed something about his handsome horse. It was limping. Limping badly but still obeying the commands of the rider with the sharp spurs who sat on the ornate Mexican saddle.

	The magnificent animal was lame, yet its master remained on his high perch, like a vulture waiting for something to die.

	The scattering of wooden and red-brick buildings were probably not deserving of being called a town in the true sense of the word. Half the buildings looked abandoned and those which were still occupied seemed on the verge of collapse. This was a ghost town waiting to happen and the horseman knew it.

	He had been here before and recalled what it had looked like on that visit. Like so many other towns it had grown up quickly when silver had been discovered. As with so many near-abandoned towns its original life source had probably petered out.

	He had travelled far and wide over the years before returning to this place, which he remembered from long before his reputation had become infamous. The last time he had ridden down its main street it had been bustling with activity.

	Now it just seemed dead or at least to be waiting to die.

	Iron Eyes tilted his head and stared through the strands of limp hair at the one facade he always sought out. The saloon was still in business and that was what he considered important.

	There were a handful of people moving around the dust-caked settlement. Everyone looked as though they too were just waiting for the Grim Reaper to call and put them out of their misery.

	Yet the rider drew the attention of every one of them.

	Perhaps it was because he showed his handsome mount no mercy, as most men would do when their horse was lame. He stayed in his saddle and continued to thrust his spurs backwards to encourage the horse to continue limping forward.

	Maybe it was because he showed little sign of animation in his long thin form. He remained virtually unmoving apart from the rocking of his boots as they kept on jabbing into the palomino’s flesh.

	There was another more haunting reason why so many of the town’s ancient people could not take their eyes from the rider as he slowly passed them.

	It was the memory of when they had first seen him. Not now, but long ago when they had all been younger. Yet apart from Iron Eyes having more scars upon his face he himself did not appear to have aged. He remained the same as if he had made a pact with the Devil never to grow older, as they all had done.

	Another memory filled each of the onlookers’ hearts and that was how dangerous he was. They had seen how he could kill all those years ago. How there was no hint of any charity in his dark soul. Iron Eyes killed with a cold precision that none of the elderly townsfolk had been able to forget.

	This was not just a man whom they watched.

	It was the return of a nightmare.

	You do not forget a nightmare as easily as a dream.

	That one brief but bloody encounter, which every person watching the bounty hunter had witnessed was carved into their very souls. No mere nightmare could ever have equaled it.

	Dust rolled across the street, taking a bundle of dried tumbleweed with it as the horseman at last drew rein outside the weathered wooden livery stable. The building was tall, but looked as though it could fall over at any moment.

	The gaunt figure dismounted in one slow fluid movement and looked at the livery stable carefully. There was evidence that the wooden planks had once been whitewashed. That had been a long time ago. Times were obviously tough in Silver Creek and folks never waste money on paint when they need to fill their bellies, he reasoned.

	Iron Eyes held on to his reins tightly, then advanced into the dark void. He inhaled and could smell the horses at the far end of the livery. His head turned and he glanced at the forge with its red coals glowing in a mound beneath a crude but effective chimney.

	‘Anyone here?’ he called out.

	There was no answer but there came a noise of someone moving from an unseen room through the shadows towards him. The figure was rotund as all men of his profession were, but the flesh hid muscle. An awful lot of muscle. It took a lot of brawn to wrestle with a mustang that did not want to have shoes nailed to its hoofs.

	Shafts of light from the walls’ missing planks danced across the figure as he grunted towards the tall, emaciated figure and the palomino stallion.

	Iron Eyes narrowed his eyes and focused on the man. He recognized him from all those years before because when it came to faces Iron Eyes never forgot one of them.

	‘Howdy, Bo,’ Iron Eyes said in a rasping whisper.

	The man stopped abruptly when he saw the face of his next customer. He rubbed the sweat off his brow and cleared his throat before managing to walk the last few yards to the strange figure. A figure he recognized.

	Iron Eyes glared down at the shorter man. His bullet-colored eyes reflected the fire of the forge behind the liveryman. It was like greeting the Devil.

	‘Howdy,’ Bo Hartson managed to say.

	‘Ya got old,’ the bounty hunter observed.

	‘Everybody does.’

	‘Unless ya kills ’em first.’

	The liveryman regarded Iron Eyes up and down. Iron Eyes looked the same as he had all those years earlier, Hartson thought. Only the scars had increased across the emotionless face.

	‘That still your line of work, Iron Eyes? Killing folks, I mean.’

	Iron Eyes nodded. ‘Yep. I only kill those with paper on them though. Ain’t no profit in just killing for the fun of it.’

	Hartson exhaled loudly as though he had somehow managed to rein in his fear. He turned his attention to the stallion with its front left leg raised off the ground.

	‘Looks lame.’

	‘He is.’

	‘When did he go lame?’ Hartson ran a massive hand down the horse’s leg before lifting it so that he could see the damage more clearly in the sunlight.

	‘A few days back,’ the bounty hunter answered as he strolled around inside the big building. ‘He threw a shoe and then started to limp. Slowed me up a tad.’

	‘When did ya stop riding him?’

	Iron Eyes looked at Hartson with a surprised expression on his mutilated features. ‘Just now. I just got off him.’

	‘Ya mean that ya bin riding a lame horse until now?’ the big man sounded and looked stunned by the admission. ‘I never heard of such a thing. Ya could have crippled this fine animal for keeps.’

	The bounty hunter pulled a long thin cigar from his deep bullet-filled trail-coat pocket, placed it between his teeth and moved towards the glowing coals.

	‘It’s only a horse,’ he said as he lifted a set of red-hot tongs and touched the tip of his cigar. He inhaled the smoke and then laid the irons down once more.

	Hartson shook his head angrily. ‘Ya still the same as ya always was. No thought for dumb critters. How can ya say that this handsome critter is only a horse?’

	‘Coz it is.’ Iron Eyes blew out a line of smoke.

	‘Don’t ya like him?’

	‘How can anyone like a damn horse?’ The bounty hunter tilted his head and stared at the burly man as he began to remove the saddle and bags from the horse’s back.

	Hartson dumped the saddle at the feet of the thin tall man and made a strange noise through his nose. ‘Ain’t he got no value to you?’

	‘He is the fastest horse I’ve ever owned,’ Iron Eyes admitted. He walked to the wide-open doors of the livery and looked out into the street. Apart from the movement of dust there was little to look at. ‘He sure was slow after he threw that shoe though.’

	‘Ya could have crippled him.’

	‘Just put a shoe on him and I’ll be on my way,’ Iron Eyes said through a cloud of smoke. ‘We got us a mighty slippery outlaw to catch up with.’

	Bo Hartson moved right up to the bounty hunter and gritted his teeth. ‘Ain’t gonna get fixed by me nailing on a new shoe, Iron Eyes. This horse ain’t going no place for a couple of weeks at the soonest.’

	The expression on Iron Eyes’ face changed as though some unseen fist had just smashed across his jaw. He took a step backwards, pulled the cigar from his teeth and pointed with it at the palomino.

	‘That just can’t be,’ he protested. ‘I need him now. I gotta go up into the old country. I’m on the trail of a critter worth a thousand bucks or more. I can’t sit in this town for weeks waiting for that nag. Just nail a new shoe on him. I’ll pay top dollar.’

	‘Ya don’t understand,’ Hartson insisted. ‘Ya done wrecked his leg. Every damn tendon is swollen and needs time and care to heal. That horse ain’t leaving this stable ’til he’s mended. Savvy?’

	Iron Eyes stood like a statue, staring at the muscular blacksmith. For the first time since he had taken possession of the handsome stallion he showed a hint of concern for the animal.

	‘Will he be OK?’

	‘Yep.’ Hartson gave a nod so forceful a shower of sweat splattered over the forge. It sounded like a dozen sidewinders as steam rose from the hot coals. ‘But only if he rests the leg up for weeks.’

	The bounty hunter rubbed his jaw. In the past he had never given a thought to the horse beneath him. Never even considered they deserved watering or being fed, but that had changed when he had killed the stallion’s rider south of the border, only a year earlier. It had not taken long for Iron Eyes to realize that this was no Indian pony. No inbred mustang. This was a real horse. One which was strong and brave and capable of saving its master’s life due to its turn of speed. Without even knowing it the bounty hunter had grown to rely upon the powerful animal and did not relish the idea of being without it.

	‘Listen up, Bo. I’ll give ya four golden eagles to look after him,’ Iron Eyes said. He pulled the coins from his coat pocket and stacked them on the top of an upturned barrel close to the forge. ‘Ya make him better and I’ll give ya the same again.’

	Hartson was stunned. ‘That’s too much.’

	‘It’s only money.’ Iron Eyes looked the animal up and down and was confused by his own concern. He had shot more horses than he could remember over the years but he knew this horse deserved more than a seventeen-cent bullet between its ears. ‘I might be gone for a few weeks or maybe more. Depends on how long it takes for me to get Two Fingers McGraw in my sights. The horse will be fixed by then. Right?’

	The beefy man nodded. ‘Reckon he’ll
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