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Blinded after an
accident,
bounty hunter Iron Eyes roamed aimlessly until he heard the hungry
crackle of flames devouring a ranch house in the distance. As he
rode closer, he smelled the cold, metallic stench of spilled blood,
and worse, the stink of burning bodies. Dismounting, he tried to
learn more about what had happened to these people … but that was
when he stopped a bullet, too.

Wounded, he fell, then lay helpless as his
assailant came closer, intending to finish the job.

What happened next led the bounty hunter
south to a place where only the Devil would feel at home. A place
where the law had never ventured, a place where Iron Eyes would
have to kill anyone who stood in his way.
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Prologue

 


MASON BURR WAS
a large bulky man.
He had never done an honest day’s work in his entire thirty-five
years of life and yet he was wealthy. Some men instinctively know
how to make money and he was one of them. He knew how to trick even
the most cautious of his fellow men out of their life savings.
There were no depths to which Burr would not sink to get his hands
on other people’s hard-earned savings, and that had always included
killing. Burr had always managed to keep what other men called
scruples at arm’s length; they never interfered with his ultimate
goals.

Burr was unlike most wanted
men, though, and had always traveled alone. He had never required the help of
anyone else in order to achieve his objectives.

He had a mind like a
sidewinder. Always ready to twist and turn and strike out to kill anyone who
got in his way. No one ever managed to get too close. He had honed
his appearance over the years until he resembled a banker rather
than what he truly was. By all the yardsticks by which most of us
measure others Burr was the most honest-looking man anyone had ever
set eyes upon. Like most real bankers, though, Burr could never
quite get enough money to bathe and wallow in.

His life had become a deadly
game. He could have retired years earlier and lived handsomely off
the spoils
of his devilish occupation but, like a compulsive gambler, he
always had to play one more hand. Nothing could equal the pleasure
Burr managed to get from leaving others destitute and then
ultimately dead. He had lost count of how many victims there were
littered behind the tails of his frock-coat. But Burr never looked
backwards. He always aimed his eyes forward towards the next
sucker.

His bulk was always well
disguised beneath the most expensive of tailored attire and his
personal grooming never did anything but add to the image he had crafted
for himself. Well-spoken and seemingly generous, the outlaw had
only once come close to having a noose tightened around his neck.
That had been five years earlier when he had misjudged the
intelligence of those who knew his innocent victim. Yet even a
jailhouse could not hold Burr. He had managed to trick his way free
and flee south to the less lawful Texas. There he had remained to
continue his ruthless pursuit of obtaining other people’s money and
then killing them.

During his five years’
traveling around
the vast state, he had accumulated another fortune which dwarfed
his previous one. A fortune which was spread out in more banks than
most other outlaws could have dreamed existed. Bad money became
good money.

In all his days there had been
just one chink in his otherwise impenetrable suit of
armor. For when he
had fallen into the hands of the law, they had taken photographic
images of him. The only actual weakness in his life was that crude
but accurate pictures existed of his distinctive face. They had
adorned Wanted posters and Burr knew only too well that one day one
of those old posters would pop up to betray him.

For all his skill at being the
depraved but cunning creature he actually was Burr knew
that having had his
image captured whilst he awaited hanging was a mistake. A mistake
which he could never rectify.

One day
someone
would put the man and the image together and know who they were
actually dealing with. The specter of death would return with its
hefty price tag as a sweetener to those who made their living by
hunting those the law had forgotten about.

There was one
thing which
Texas had in abundance and that was bounty hunters. With the law
thin on the ground the strange breed of men who lived their lives
by capturing and killing wanted outlaws were always
busy.

Always somewhere close.

He had seen a hundred of them
since he had
arrived in the lone star state but so far none of them had given
the respectable-looking Burr a second glance. One day that would
alter. One day one of them would have one of those ancient Wanted
posters in his possession and would recognize him. As surely as
leaves drop from trees in the fall, that day would inevitably
arrive.

For that very reason, Burr had
never remained too long in any town or city, for fear of being
recognized by someone. Someone who could not be sweet-talked.
Someone who would kill because the Wanted poster allowed
it.

Dead or alive.

No bounty hunter worth his salt
could or would turn his back on that proclamation. Burr knew bounty hunters
seldom took the second option. Prisoners were always dangerous.
Corpses never offered anything but a feast for flies and then a
handsome, if bloody, pay-day.

For all his wealth and deadly
cunning his fear became unusually oppressive while he was in the small
border town known as Rio Bravos on a hot, humid Saturday evening in
one of its numerous cantinas. The sun had set an hour earlier and a
string of coal-oil lanterns glowed across the sprawling settlement.
Their light not only attracted countless moths but other,
two-legged, creatures who sought the illumination of their
prey.

Burr had been
in Rio Bravos for
fewer than three days. He was resting after managing not only to
sell a gold-mine that did not exist but then, after pocketing the
thousand dollars in gold coin, contriving to kill his victim in
what everyone had described as a terrible accident.

The sound of guitars had led
Burr to the cantina. The room was long, the atmosphere aromatic.
Most of those inside were at the far end close to the hot ovens. Burr had
seated himself opposite the entrance, where a drape of beaded
strings swayed in the gentle evening air keeping the moths and
hungry flies at bay. The bowl of chili seemed to be more alive than
usual but Burr, for all his stylish outward appearance, would eat
almost anything placed before him. A childhood of near starvation
had taught the outlaw never to refuse food, however obnoxious it
might appear.

Burr tore off a chunk of
still-warm bread, dipped it into the dark-brown meat and was about to put
it into his mouth when he noticed the broad-shouldered man standing
just beyond the moving curtain of colorful beads. An oil lantern
perched on a wall just outside the cantina entrance illuminated one
side of the strange-looking man, who held a cigar firmly gripped
between his teeth.

As always Burr was alert to any
possible danger. He lowered his free left hand from the table as the fingers
of his right continued to dip the bread into the aromatic food. He
found one of his guns, which were well hidden by the expert
tailoring of his long frock-coat, and eased it from its customized
holster set, like its twin, on his hip.

The sound of guitars being
played at the end of the long cantina masked the sound of the gun
hammer as
his thumb eased it back on the gait until it locked into
position.

Burr moved the weapon from
under the silk-lined skirt of his coat and rested it beneath the table on
his left thigh. Its five-inch barrel was aimed at the swaying
beaded curtain and the figure who stood behind it.

With narrowed eyes Burr watched
as the man ran a match down the wall beneath the lantern. A flame
erupted and
was sucked into the length of the cigar. Smoke billowed around the
mail’s head as he shook the match and dropped it.

Who was he?

The question burned into Burr’s mind.

A hungry man would already have
entered. This man just stared at him as he sat in the well-lit
cantina.

In the three days he had been
in Rio Bravos the elegant outlaw had not set eyes upon this man.
Burr concentrated and focused hard on what he could see of the
man behind the moving lines of beads.

He was taller than average.
Certainly
not Mexican. Burr had never seen a Mexican who looked like that,
Burr told himself. He wore a trail coat that still carried the dust
of a long ride. It also carried the evidence of countless kills. As
the curtain-beads moved Burr caught sight of gun grips jutting from
the man’s belt. They glinted in the light of the lantern as the man
sucked on his cigar and remained rooted to the spot as though
considering whether to enter or not.

A trace of sweat trickled down
from the well-groomed hair of the seated man. Burr took a bite of the
chili-soaked bread and chewed as he kept watching the
stranger.

The tall stranger was
obviously
looking at him with more than a hint of recognition carved into his
face. The elegant outlaw thought about the Wanted posters again.
That damned photograph which, unlike so many others, looked like
the person it was meant to represent.

Burr had lost
his appetite
but knew he could do nothing but remain at the table. To move now
might be the last thing he ever did. Every sinew in the outlaw’s
body was screaming at him.

Bounty hunter.

The man inhaled on the long
black cigar again. This time the scarlet light from its burning tip lit up the
face of the stranger.

Burr could see his eyes.

His cold hollow eyes.

Eyes which were aimed straight
at
him.

Bounty hunter.

There was nothing else this
creature could possibly be, he kept telling himself. At last, after
five years,
one of them had caught up with him. What had he done wrong? Had his
last victim pointed a dying finger after him?

Wanted dead or alive.

For a reward of
two thousand
dollars.

Dead or alive.

Mason Burr swallowed hard. He
curled his index finger around the trigger of his cocked .44 and inhaled deeply. He had to be
ready. Ready to kill this man if he was what he suspected. It had
been many years since he had killed anyone face on. Most of his
victims had not seen the deadly gun when he had discharged its
lethal fury. Burr felt sweat rolling unchecked down his spine
beneath his immaculate clothing.

A thin-fingered hand parted the
beads and
the tall man stepped into the cantina. No nightmare could have even
come close to what this tall man looked like. Death was carved into
every inch of the lean figure. Dried blood stained the tails of his
long trail coat.

His eyes burned across the
room at
Burr.

The guitars stopped playing.

Slowly one of the thin bony
hands reached into a pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. The
man shook it until it opened up. Cigar smoke drifted up into eyes
which darted from the Wanted poster to the seated man with the bowl
of chili before him. Then he rammed the paper back into his coat
pocket and took one step forward.

There was a hushed silence in
the cantina.

‘Ya sure took some finding,’ the bounty
hunter said.

Burr watched the bounty
hunter’s fingers flex above his gun-grips.

‘You must be mistaking me for
some other hombre.’

‘Dead or alive means only one
thing in my book, Burr,’ the bounty hunter whispered in deathly
tones. Tones which only his target could hear.

Mason Burr held on to his gun
hidden beneath the table and leaned back in his chair. ‘Is that
so?’

‘Yep,’ the chilling voice
answered. ‘It means ya dead.’

Burr nodded as though accepting
his fate. A
fate he had willingly dished out to countless innocent people over
the preceding years but one that he was reluctant to countenance
for himself. ‘Reckon you can draw them hoglegs fast enough to kill
a man who has a .44 aimed at ya guts?’

The smile was twisted. ‘Yep. Like I said,
ya already dead but ya ain’t smart enough to know it
yet.’

The outlaw did
not bother to
respond to the jibe. Suddenly without warning Burr raised both legs
and kicked the table away from his chair. It careered into the
bounty hunter a fraction of a heartbeat after Burr had seen the
man’s thin hands drag both guns from his belt. Gun smoke encircled
the deafening white-hot shafts of rage that blasted from the
well-dressed outlaw’s gun as he fanned its hammer.

The wounded bounty hunter staggered but
managed to unleash lead from his own drawn weapons. Roaring fury
exploded in both directions, lethal lead flashed back and forth as
both men blasted their weaponry.

The entire exchange lasted a mere twenty
seconds.

Acrid black
smoke hung
on the stale air of the cantina, masking both men for another few
moments. Then the breeze blowing in from the street dispersed the
fug to reveal the bloody outcome of the duel.

The screams of females at the
far end of the long room filled Burr’s ears as he managed to rise from his
chair and stare at the body stretched out before him. Smoke still
rose from the barrels of both guns in the bounty hunter’s lifeless
hands.

Screwing up his eyes against
the burning smoke, Burr brushed himself down to
reassure
himself that he was remarkably uninjured. He glanced over his
shoulder at the whitewashed wall behind him. It bore the holes of
every one of the bounty hunter’s bullets. Burr shook the hot
casings from his gun and reloaded the .44 with fresh bullets from the belt of his
hidden holster.

Like moths drawn to a naked
flame all of the people who had been inside the cantina gathered around the
still-immaculate outlaw. Burr knelt and pulled the incriminating
poster from the man’s pocket and hurriedly crushed it into one of
his own. He did not want any of the startled witnesses to know the
truth.

‘Who was he, señor?’ a man in a sombrero asked
fearfully.

‘Probably an outlaw.’ Burr
turned the body over. He had placed five bullets into the
bounty hunter’s heart. A mere two inches separated the grouping of
bullet holes in the chest of the dead man. He then found a
well-thumbed envelope and stared at the name upon it. The name of
Jackson Smith meant nothing to Burr but he pocketed that as well.
Again he feared the law’s realizing that the dead man was indeed a
bounty hunter. ‘Reckon he must have thought he’d found an easy
target. I sure was lucky.’

The beaded curtain parted
again. Every eye went to the man with a tin star pinned to his vest
as he rushed
in with a Winchester clutched in his gloved hands.

‘What happened here?’

The people all pointed at the
body and the pool of blood which had already spread around
it.

‘He come in looking to kill,’ one man
drawled.

‘An outlaw tried to kill Señor Burr,
Sheriff,’ one of the other voices said.

‘Mr. Burr just defended
himself,’ a female added.

The lawman patted Burr’s
shoulder. ‘Ya a mighty lucky man, Mr. Burr. These stinking outlaws come up
over the border and kill just for fun of it. Good job ya had a gun
to protect yourself with. Anybody know who this critter
was?’

There was no response. Burr gave a sigh of
relief.

‘What ya doing
in Rio
Bravos, Mr. Burr?’ the sheriff asked casually as he kicked the boot
of the dead man lying on the floor.

‘Business,’ Burr
replied.

‘Yep. Ya was mighty lucky.’

Slyly Mason Burr nodded. ‘Reckon so.’
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