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Infamous bounty hunter Iron Eyes
arrived in Silver Springs on the trail of two deadly outlaws who
had already killed and maimed dozens of people inside the town’s
hotel before fleeing. Two other bounty hunters were also after the same
prey, as Iron Eyes headed out into Apache country after the
killers. Unlike the others in pursuit, however, what drove Iron
Eyes wasn’t the prices on the outlaws’ heads. This time it’s
personal. It was for a little girl who didn’t deserve to get shot
down like she did. It was the revenge of Iron Eyes.
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Prologue

 


BLOOD NO LONGER
ran down the walls
as it had done an hour earlier. Now it simply clung and congealed
to the very fabric of the hotel’s interior. Flies were already
gathering as the mid-afternoon heat started to fill the building
with the acrid aroma of death. The townsfolk had rescued the
wounded and carried them to the doctor’s office at the end of the
sunbaked street, yet they seemed unwilling or perhaps just afraid
to venture close to those who had been slain.

The bodies were
scattered throughout the large foyer of the hotel. A trail of gore
and entrails, like gruesome cobwebs, crisscrossed the blood-soaked
carpeted floor.

As the smell grew even more
sickening the lone horseman headed into the outskirts of Silver
Springs.

Every eye was
upon him.
They watched the strange unholy figure as he jabbed his large,
sharp spurs into the flesh of his tired mount to encourage it on
after the tracks he was following.

As the gentle
desert
breeze blew his mane of matted hair off his shoulders a gasp from
the crowd filled the street. None of them had ever seen a sight so
horrific.

His long legs hung to either
side of his exhausted pony as he slid his boots from the stirrups.
The infamous
bounty hunter, Iron Eyes, had trailed his two quarries to this
remote town with the knowledge that both outlaws could be legally
killed for the reward money on their heads.

The skeletal fingers eased back
on the reins. He stopped the mount at the
hitching
rail just outside the hotel and watched as the crowd of curious
onlookers parted until he could see the open doorway.

A man with a star pinned to a
black vest pushed his way through the crowd until he was standing on the
edge of the boardwalk. The man could not conceal his shock when he
focused on the face of the bounty hunter.

‘Who are you?’ he managed
to ask.

Iron Eyes threw his right leg over the neck
of the pony and slid to the dry ground. A small plume of dust rose
and encircled him.

‘They call me
Iron Eyes,’
he stated.

The sheriff watched as the thin
figure mounted the steps until he was standing on the boardwalk. He felt
his knees start to knock as he realized that this man looked even
worse the closer he got.

‘You know anything about this?’
the sheriff
used his thumb to point back at the open doorway behind
him.

Iron Eyes sniffed the air. He could
smell death in both his flared nostrils. ‘There bin some killing
here.’

‘I asked you a question,
mister,’ the
lawman repeated. ‘Do you know anything about this? You a member of
the gang who done this?’

‘I ain’t
vermin.’
There was a look of disgust on the face of the bounty hunter as he
placed a hand on the shoulder of the sheriff and pushed him aside.
‘I kill vermin. Kill ’em dead.’

‘Don’t you go laying
hands on
me.’ The sheriff made as though to grab the closer arm of Iron
Eyes, then he felt the cold steel of the gun barrel push under his
throat.

‘Ease down,
Sheriff,’
Iron Eyes whispered. ‘I’m a bounty hunter. I reckon the two boys
I’m hunting done this. Their horse tracks lead right up to the
hitching pole.’

The sheriff
took a step
back and swallowed hard. He watched as the Navy Colt was returned
to the thin man’s belt next to its twin.

‘Who are they?’

Iron Eyes paused by the door,
allowing his narrowed eyes to adjust to the darker interior of the
hotel.

‘One is called Duke
Layne and the other
is Matt Craven,’ he informed the sheriff. ‘Two real bad killers by
all accounts.’

The sheriff stood beside the
taller man and waved his arms around. ‘Why would
they do
this?’

Iron Eyes took a deep breath.
‘This is what they do, Sheriff. This is why they’re wanted dead or alive across
three states and territories. They kill cause they like it. Ain’t
no reason for some critters’ actions. Like I said, they’re just
vermin. Two-legged vermin.’

‘We ain’t never had no trouble
here before,’ the lawman said with a shrug. ‘Nothing like this,
anyways.’

Iron Eyes nodded. ‘Was there money in the
safe?’

‘Reckon so. We had us a few wealthy folks
visiting from back East. They must have had themselves a pretty
penny by the way they was heeled.’

‘Craven and Layne tend to go looking for
rich folks and hotels are easier than banks to hold up.’ Iron Eyes
handed two crumpled Wanted posters from one of his pockets to the
sheriff. ‘Makes mighty interesting reading.’

‘But why kill so many?’
The sheriff gulped.

‘They must have gotten themselves
cornered, I guess.’ Iron Eyes walked in to the foyer. ‘Or maybe
they just liked the idea of killing defenseless folks.’ The sheriff
was about to follow but stopped when he saw the bounty hunter
glance at him. It was the ice-cold look of a man who did not want
to be trailed. When the lawman stared down at the once pristine
carpet, he decided that he would allow Iron Eyes to investigate on
his own.

The spurs rang out and echoed
off the walls as Iron Eyes carefully picked his way between the bodies, which
seemed to stretch out in every direction. Expensive leather
furniture had also taken a lot of lead and horsehair stuffing was
everywhere. When he reached the other end of the large room, Iron
Eyes stopped and stared at the carnage which surrounded
him.

So many bodies,
he thought. There
were bodies everywhere. Men, women and children had all fallen
victim to the outlaws’ deadly lead.

‘This is bad,’ the sheriff
called across the foyer. ‘Darn bad.’

Iron Eyes pushed a cigar
between his
teeth and chewed it as his fingers found a match in his shirt
pocket. His thumbnail ran across its tip. He raised his hand and
sucked in the flame. Smoke drifted from his mouth.

‘Yep,’ the bounty hunter agreed. He
inhaled deeply and walked back towards the sheriff. ‘Any idea which
way they headed?’

‘You still after them?
After you
seen this you’re still gonna take them on?’

‘They’re worth a lotta gold,
old- timer,’
Iron Eyes said as he reached the boardwalk. ‘And I’m kinda shy of
gold right now.’

The sheriff’s expression altered. ‘I
thought maybe the sight of all them bodies might have been the spur
to make you go after them two bastards, boy. Not gold.’

Iron Eyes raised a twisted
eyebrow. ‘I’ve seen a lot of dead folks in my time, Sheriff. Too
many to get
upset by it.’

‘There’s young kids strewn out
on that floor,’ the sheriff raised his voice in disbelief. ‘Surely you
feel something, don’t you?’

Iron Eyes brooded for a moment.
Eventually he nodded. ‘Yeah, I do feel something now you mention
it.’

‘What do you feel, Iron
Eyes?’

‘Thirsty,’ Iron Eyes said through the corner
of his mouth. ‘Go get me a couple of bottles of
whiskey.’

‘You ain’t human!’ the
lawman protested.

Iron Eyes shrugged and pushed
the long hair off his scarred face with his bony
fingers.

‘I’m the one who’ll be headed out after
them, ain’t I? I’m the one who’ll be facing their lead, not you. Go
get me that whiskey and you can stay here with the rest of these
spineless critters, nice and safe.’

The sheriff knew that the tall
bounty hunter was right. He would be the one who would lay his
life on the line, not any of the menfolk of Silver Springs who
watched, open-mouthed. He stepped down into the sun and headed
towards the closest saloon.

Iron Eyes unscrewed the
stoppers of his canteens, dropped them both into the water trough and
watched the bubbles as they slowly filled.

Suddenly he heard a faint sound
behind him. It was coming from the hotel. Iron Eyes dropped the
canteens into the water and turned. He listened hard. The sound of
a child
whimpering came to his ears. Without a moment’s hesitation he
strode back into the stinking hotel lobby and paused for a brief
moment until his honed senses located the child. His eyes narrowed.
He stared at the crumpled mound of bodies to his left and then saw
a small hand move from behind the blood-soaked body of a
woman.

Iron Eyes spat the cigar at the
floor and strode to the child. His thin cheeks sucked in at the sight. He
knelt in the blood and plucked the small girl up as if she weighed
little more than a feather. Within seconds he was back out on the
street with the child cradled in his arms.

A gasp went around the people who did
nothing but watch.

‘Where’s the doc?’
he yelled at the
top of his voice. ‘This kid’s dying. Where’s the doc?’

Some hands pointed down the street. His
eyes narrowed and focused on a weathered shingle which hung from a
porch some way along. Without knowing why, Iron Eyes ran towards
his goal. With each long stride he felt the child’s blood dripping
through her clothing over his bare hands.

Sheriff Chet Bodine had just stepped out
from the saloon with the two whiskey bottles in his hands when he
saw the bounty hunter running with the wounded child in his arms
towards Doc Jackson’s office. A knowing look etched his face.

‘Like it or not, you are human, Iron Eyes,’
he muttered to himself.

 


Like a mother hen watching over
her brood, Iron Eyes remained in the corner of the doctor’s office,
observing the medical man’s every move as he carefully removed the
last of the three bullets which had hit the small girl back at the
hotel. The sound of the lead ball as it dropped into the white
enamel tray echoed around the lantern-lit surgery.

Doc Jackson glanced at the tall silent
figure. ‘Can you help me here, son?’

Iron Eyes was startled by the question.
‘You want me to help you? How?’

‘I gotta stitch this young ’un
up!’ Jackson explained. ‘I want you to help mop up the blood while
I sew her up.’

The bounty hunter walked to the
table. He picked up the clean rags and wiped the blood
from the
girl’s pale white skin as the doctor feverishly worked.

‘Will she be okay?’ Iron Eyes
asked.

‘Hard to tell, son!’ Jackson
replied. ‘It’ll go one way or the other by dawn.’

Iron Eyes nodded. ‘Reckon I’ll
hang around here and see how it goes, Doc.’

‘I thought you had other
business,’ Jackson said. ‘The sheriff said you were a bounty hunter
on the trail of the bastards who did this. How come you ain’t lit
out after them already?’

‘There ain’t no
rush.’ Iron
Eyes dipped the rag into a bowl of warm water and then ran the
cloth across the girl’s face. ‘I’ll catch up with them soon enough.
When I do they’re dead.’

Jackson sighed. ‘Her name’s
Holly Barker.’

Iron Eyes stared down at the helpless girl.
He nodded.


Chapter One

 


THE NIGHT HAD
fallen quickly and
a chill had replaced the blistering heat of the day. Yet Iron Eyes
had not noticed. To him all there was to life was the vengeance he
dished out to all those who were wanted, dead or alive. He
descended the wooden steps from the second-story offices of Abraham
Jackson, MD, and paused beneath the flickering streetlight. He
fumbled for a fresh cigar in his deep pockets but found only
bullets for his pair of deadly Navy Colts.

‘About time you come down from
there, son,’
Sheriff Bodine said from the shadows where he sat on one of the two
hard chairs that were propped up against the store
front.

The bounty hunter was like a
mountain cat. Even during the darkest of nights his eyes could see
things most normal men could never have observed.

‘You got a smoke there,
old-timer?’

‘Reckon I could stretch to lending you a
cigar,’ Bodine said.

Iron Eyes walked to the vacant chair and
sat. He accepted the long, thin cigar and pushed it between his
teeth.

‘Much obliged.’

The lawman struck a match
and offered
its flame to the bounty hunter. ‘How is she?’

Iron Eyes sucked in the smoke
and let it dwell inside his lungs for a moment before exhaling.
‘The doc won’t know for sure until after sun-up.’

Bodine pulled his pocket watch
from his vest pocket and opened its silver case. He held his arm out until
the lantern-light illuminated
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