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As you begin your journey through the weird and wicked territory of the Old West in The Saga of Dead-Eye, you may be thinking “It looks like l’ Ron has finally decided to jump on the Splatter Western bandwagon.”

Well…not exactly.

The character of Dead-Eye has been around for quite a while. It originated way back in 1976, at the end of my junior year in high school. I was an aspiring comic book artist then and hadn’t yet gotten bitten by the fiction-writing bug. A fellow classmate, Lowell Cunningham, and I had done several amateur comic books together, namely titles like Ka: Son of Ra, a superhero based on the bird-headed Egyptian deity, and Wolf, a covert spy/ninja with silver hair and a bo staff. By that point, I had created a number of superheroes of my own: the deadly Adversary, the scientific mash-up of frog and man, Amphibi-Human, the laser-shooting/unbreakable Glassman, the Rebel, a faceless motorcycle hero with a Southern-fried twist, and an Aquaman-like pulp hero of the 1930s (my homage to Doc Savage and the Avenger) named the Piranha. And then there was another one called Dead-Eye. The western gunfighter with the glowing left eye never made it into one of my hand-drawn comic books, but it intrigued me to create such a character, mainly because I was beginning to read more and more western literature at that time, by authors such as Zane Gray, Charles Portis, and Louis L’Amour.

About mid-way through my senior year, I had decided to spend less time on comic book drawing and creating, and devote the lion’s share of my efforts on writing short stories. Dead-Eye and the other heroes were shuffled into a binder and confined to dark oblivion in my mother’s old cedar chest. After graduation, I knew that I wanted to be a published author and the long and relentless process of teaching myself that craft through trial and error began. My friend, Lowell, pursued his comic book aspirations and eventually sold a comic series called The Men in Black to Aircel Comics (later acquired by Malibu), and we all know what that led to cinematically.

I wandered from one genre of fiction to another (science fiction, men’s adventure, mystery/noir, etc.) and finally settled on writing traditional western novels around 1981. I initially wrote two short novels, The Battle of Reb Bowen (which was misplaced and completely lost during my ten-year hiatus from writing) and Timber Gray (which was eventually published by Thunderstorm Books as a limited edition Douglas Western in 2011, then later in paperback by Bad Moon Books, and currently in e-book and audiobook from Crossroad Press). In 1983, I set on an ambitious writing journey that spanned a grueling two years in length. After reading Brian Garfield’s 477-page door-stopper western novel, Wild Times, I decided to revive Dead-Eye in a lavish western odyssey through the Old West and make my mark as a published author in that manner. As it turned out, The Saga of Dead-Eye became something of an obsession during the writing process and reached a bloated, overindulgent 880 type-written pages. Needless to say, my agent was unwilling to submit such an ambitious (and, yes, I admit, crudely plotted and written) tome to the western publishers, when they were accustomed to releasing quick-reads of 120 to 150 pages. So, once again, Dead-Eye was shuffled back to the dark tomb of the cedar chest. In 1986, I found my literary niche in the horror genre and began to publish short fiction in small press magazines like Cemetery Dance, Deathrealm, and Eldritch Tales, which, in turn, aced me a six-year run of Southern-Fried horror novels with mass market publisher, Zebra Books.

As I settled into the first leg of my career as a horror author (1986 through 1996), I began to read whatever horror western fiction was available at the time; works like Joe R. Lansdale’s The Magic Wagon, Dirck Van Sickle’s Montana Gothic, and the Dark Harvest anthology Razored Saddles. During my horror writing stretch with Zebra, I acquired a sweet (but short) gig with Berkley Books in 1993, ghostwriting for the Jake Logan western series. That went away after only two books on my part (#174 Slocum and the Nightriders and #187 Slocum and the Gold Slaves), but I still had a hankering to do some western work. That was when Ol’ Dead-Eye sat up in his cedar casket and said, “Want to give it another try, partner?”

So, my agent pitched a Dead-Eye horror-western series to Berkley. This time Dead-Eye would be a zombie gunfighter and roam the Old West battling a different monster in every book. Now, zombies were hardly even a thing in the horror genre back in 1994 (and wouldn’t be until Brian Keene’s The Rising and Image Comics’ The Walking Dead around 2003), so I’d say if anything inspired my idea it was probably Dead in the West, Joe Lansdale’s short novel of a zombie apocalypse in a small Texas town. Berkley Books considered my pitch, but unfortunately, didn’t accept it. They didn’t believe that I could sustain a long-running western series (at least 200-plus books according to their business strategy) with a ‘monster of the month’ formula. I was disappointed by the rejection, but knew they were probably right. After Dead-Eye had fought all the traditional monsters like vampires, werewolves, and ghosts, he would have lapsed into forced absurdity and ended up taking on Bigfoot, the Loch Ness Monster, and little gray aliens from UFOs. And there was no way I was going to take him down that path.

So, back into the chest he went. And there he stayed…until 2020…the year COVID-19 struck.

That was when Texas-based Death’s Head Press published Wile E. Young’s The Magpie Coffin and the sub-genre known as Splatter Western was born. As DHP issued one incredibly creepy western after another, my interest was piqued and Dead-Eye came to mind once again. So, I decided to dust him off and pair him with a Louisiana mojo man sidekick by the name of Job, and send them in pursuit of the vampire Jules Holland and his outlaw band of demonic minions, including the evil enchantress, Evangeline. I pitched the concept for publication consideration once again and, thankfully, it was welcomed with open arms. I’m very pleased to have Crossroad Press presenting The Saga of Dead-Eye in its entirety after all this time.

You currently hold Book One of Dead-Eye’s intended five volume run in your hands. You’ll discover a mixed saddlebag here: straight horror, black humor, fantasy, historic fiction, and maybe even some cosmic horror thanks to the mysterious Hole Out of Nowhere. You’ll be crossing paths with some classic monsters and cryptids along the way, as well as new creatures from other worlds and realms. There will even be supporting characters from the RK mythos showing up from time to time. This first offering, Vampires, Zombie, & Mojo Men, includes some familiar visitors from works like Fear, After the Burn, and my novella, Strong Steps.

So, here we are. Finally, after languishing in creative limbo for nigh onto forty-five years, Dead-Eye rides the dark trail, armed with his trusty .44 Dragoon, a ghastly glowing eye that strikes terror in the dead of night, and an almighty thirst for vengeance that can’t be quenched, even by the finality of death itself. You are invited to saddle up your hoss and go along, too. But be sure to pack your wooden stakes and silver bullets before we head out, and maybe even a mojo hand or chicken foot or two…

Many Happy Nightmares!

Ronald Kelly

Brush Creek, Tennessee

August 2021
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Pine City, California

August 1878

They put a single bullet in the head of the bartender; a forty-four-caliber slug two inches above the bushy brow of his left eye. The man—known only to them as Wallace for the past three days of their stay in Pine City—stumbled back a couple of steps and blinked a time or two, as though he had been bee-stung, rather than shot point-blank in the skull. It took a moment before his addled senses caught up with his mangled brain. He was a big, burly man, so when he finally gave up the ghost and went down, he went down hard. Liquor bottles and glass beer mugs rattled and clinked as he hit the hardwood floor.

Other than Arkansas Bob Penny and Dale Sloat, Wallace had been the last man alive in the saloon. There had been six others, but they lay about the barroom in various degrees of physical ruin and decay. Some had been shot down, while others had been carved and gutted by the foot-long blade of Bob’s Arkansas Toothpick. At least two still wore the brass stars of the town marshal and his deputy. The place stank like a slaughterhouse, but the two gunmen breathed it in with cruel relish and satisfaction, for it was the scent of violence begat of freedom. They had been five weeks away from Yuma—that boiling shithole of a territorial prison—and had vented two years’ worth of pent-up rage on every town they had rode through, from New Mexico to Nevada to the flourishing greenness of California beyond the hot sands of Death Valley.

Laughing, the two burst from the shadows of the drinking establishment into the brilliant sunlight and staggered into the dusty street beyond the boardwalk. Dale—a lean, bearded man with a deep scar running the length of his ugly face from scalp to chin—held half a bottle of rye whiskey in one hand and a Remington Army revolver in the other; the one he had stolen off the body of a gut shot cattleman who had been taking his herd to market near Araz Junction.

Arkansas Bob wore a brace of Schofield pistols and the big hunting knife on his belt. He was as adept with the guns as a blacksmith with a mallet or a muleskinner with a bullwhip. Even blind drunk, the tall, broad-shouldered man with the muttonchop whiskers could place his shot within an inch of his intended aim, nine times out of ten.

Down the street echoed the continuous strike of a hammer on ten-penny nails. The town undertaker worked diligently to catch up with his casket-building. Seven had been buried already. Counting those in the saloon and several who lay in the street, bloated and ripe, twelve more would be measured and fitted for a pine box and buried in the rocky earth of the cemetery south of the town limits. Thanks to Bob and Dale, he had been a mighty busy man.

“What now?” asked Dale, bored and at a loss of something to do. “Women?”

“A horny bastard, you are,” chuckled Bob. “You’ve straddled pert near every gal in this town, whether they be willing or not. All that’s left is the pastor’s cross-legged wife and that dried-up, old spinster of a schoolmarm.”

“Tell you what. We’ll flip a coin,” suggested the other. “Just to see who gets the pick of the two.”

As they stood there, allowing their eyes to grow accustomed to the noonday sun and fumbling for a double eagle with which to do their wagering, their gaze was suddenly drawn to the train depot across the street; the only stop the Pacific Railroad made for fifty miles, east or west, of Pine City.

The platform opposite the tracks was deserted…except for a single, lone form. A tall, rawboned man dressed in a black broadcloth suit and low-crowned hat, sitting on a bench. His arms looked stiff, the fingers of the pale hands curled inward to the palms, and his long legs were splayed and stretched forward, the heels of his boots resting upon the dusty boards.

They could smell the godawful stench from where they stood. They knew the odor and appearance of a dead man when they saw one.

“What do you make of it, Bob?” Dale asked his partner. “Someone leaving such…just sitting there, stinking like hell and drawing flies?”

“Weren’t one that we did,” claimed the other. “I would’ve recalled a high-dressed dandy like that.”

They took a few steps closer. From the shadow beneath the cadaver’s hat-brim, a long, pale face could be seen. The stubbled cheeks were sunken and hollow, as were the dark sockets around the eyes. One of the orbs was closed—eternally so, they were certain—while the left eye was wide open. The white of it was tainted a pale yellow in color and glowed oddly, like foxfire, in the gloom cast by the hat. A broad, black mustache graced his upper lip and, just below the right cheekbone, the flesh had split open. Inside the laceration, maggots writhed and squirmed. Some had liberated themselves from the wound and crawled along the slope of his jaw toward the chin and the cold, blue lips just above.

“I reckon he ain’t got no purpose in being there,” Dale said. He grinned with rotten, tobacco-stained teeth and lifted the Remington at arm’s length. “Excepting maybe for target practice.” He took a long swig from the bottle, then thumbed back the hammer, steadied his aim, and fired.

The revolver bucked like a mule kick in his hand. Amid the bluish cloud of gun smoke, a forty-four slug nailed a pearl button just below the corpse’s string tie; the kind worn by riverboat gamblers or plantation owners, before the War Between the States had laid their pride and livelihood low with sorrow and humiliation. In the button’s place was a hole as big as the plug of a man’s thumb. As they expected, what little blood did manage to surface seeped as a thick, dark sludge and not the bright and jetting current that a living man would produce if shot in such a place.

“My turn now,” said Bob. He drew both of the Schofields and unleashed two shots, one after the other. Two more buttons were driven deep into the torso of the carcass, one just below the breastbone and the other further down, above his navel.

“I think I’m gonna put this one square betwixt his eyes,” Dale told his partner. He laid the ball of his thumb across the spur of the hammer, intending to cycle the cylinder until a fresh round positioned itself, primed and ready. But, before he could cock the pistol, something peculiar happened.

The dead man slowly opened his right eye—steel gray and bloodshot—and looked straight at them.

Stunned, they watched as he rose from where he sat on the bench. As he did so, his joints crackled and his stiffening muscles and tendons creaked like old leather weathered by sun and harsh elements. The cadaver glared at them for a long moment, then looked down and regarded the bullet holes in his chest.

“Well I’ll be damned,” he said with a Southern drawl. His voice was deep and hollow, like the echo from an empty and waterless well. “That was my favorite shirt.”

Arkansas
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