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Framed for murder, hunted by a death-hungry posse, Hawk was on the trail of the man behind a lethal trap—a bloody sadist named Colonel Thomas Spate, formerly of the Union Army and of the Army of the Confederacy.

	Hawk had two missions in life, important ones. First there was Colonel Spate, then the famed invaluable Mexican statue known as the ‘Snake.’

	In the back of his mind, Spate and Sloan Despart were somehow connected. With luck he might not only steal the Snake from Despart, but finish off Spate in the bargain and so end years of hunting and frustration.

	A savage fighter who defied the law with his own ruthless code of death and vengeance, Hawk crisscrossed the land with the mutilated corpses of those who tried to stop him!
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Chapter One

	 

	A WHEELING DOT in the burning sky was further confirmation that he was marked for death; a vulture seemed to sense such tilings. Luis Abran lay in the hot sand, wrists bound behind his back, the sun a bludgeon against his dark eyes. Miles back he thought he had given these human predators the slip, but they had trapped him after all.

	“So you claim to be an officer of the Mexican Army, eh?” purred the leader, his eyes cunning as he tested a knife blade on the ball of his dirty thumb. He spoke in Spanish. “You belong to the army of that butcher Porfirio Diaz.”

	“El Presidente has nothing to do with this. It is my country, our country, no matter who heads it.”

	The calculating eyes of the bandit shifted to  Abran’s mount. “And you ride a fine horse. Where is your fine uniform, Captain?”

	“I thought it best to travel dressed as a common vaquero.”

	“Why?” The redhaired leader, who called himself Rojo, was amused, the tips of his red mustache twitching in merriment as he smiled at his three companions. Rojo turned boldly to Abran. “You are on important business, no? El negocio importante.”

	Abran swallowed, noting that the vulture had been joined by a second. He could never reveal to these killers that at the nearby border he was to meet a man, The Hawk, to discuss a missing object, called the Snake, of inestimable value. If he even hinted at the nature of the meeting, Captain Abran knew his death would be assured. He knew the limits of pain; a man could hold out only until a knife blade removed his privates. Rojo had already promised him such a fate.

	“It is for the glory of Mexico that I ride,” Abran said, having little hope in his appeal to patriotism. Nothing seemed to sway the four brigands who coolly surveyed him from under the brims of sombreros, as if he were a specimen in a bottle.

	“Why are you afraid to talk?” Rojo asked.

	“I am afraid of nothing,” said Abran, not believing it any more than Rojo, who threw back his head, chin strap swaying across his chest as he roared with laughter.

	Rojo gave a signal and Abran was pulled to his feet and left to stand alone. Suddenly Rojo lashed out with his knife, cutting a large X through the front of Abran’s shirt and into the flesh beneath. Abran cried out. The men smiled and waited. Blood dripped down the inside of Abran’s pants and into his boots, filling them. Finally, overcome with weakness, he fell headlong and lay still.

	For a time they lost interest in him, turning instead to packs from a village they had pillaged earlier in the day. Of prime interest was a jug of whiskey, which they passed around.

	Hours slipped by as Abran lay bleeding and helpless. When the outlaws began to quarrel drunkenly over the village spoils, he got to his feet. The shadowy twilight gave him some cover. When he was a few paces from the camp he started to run, a bloody sack of a man in wound-soaked clothing. The slashes across his chest burned like the fires of hell.

	Weakened from loss of blood, unable to maintain his balance in deep sand because of his bound wrists, Abran stumbled a few steps, fell, picked himself up, and staggered on. He was heading for the Kettle, a rock formation that he judged was some three miles from the camp. The moonless night gave him no landmarks. All he could do was rely on his sense of direction. As hours slipped away and exhaustion addled his brain, he began to think he heard his persecutors coming after him, but there was no sign of them. His greatest fear was that he was traveling in circles and might stumble again on the camp. Abran knew that Rojo with his knife would then make good his promise of torture to make him talk.

	After midnight the golden haze of the rising moon began to compete with the glittering star-studded sky. Nearing the end of his endurance, Abran prayed under his breath for the moon to rise quickly. After what seemed like ten miles, but was really less than one-hundred yards, the moon finally burst over the horizon, throwing pale light over sandhills and along the rocky canyon. Thankfully it also outlined the well-known landmark called the Kettle, an immense bowl of rock balanced atop a desert hill.

	To Abran’s horror he realized that he had been heading not toward his rendezvous with Hawk, but away from it; he groaned in pain and frustration.

	Altering his course, and praying that he had enough blood left to sustain him, Abran continued on his mission: to give Hawk the message he had traveled endless miles to deliver. Abran hoped the two of them could cross the border before Rojo found them. Although Hawk had a legendary reputation, it was unrealistic to think he could stand up to the four bandits. Their only chance was to get away before the drunken outlaws sobered enough to trail them by daylight. Otherwise they were both doomed and the priceless “Snake” would be lost to Mexico, probably for all time.

	Hawk heard the crunching footsteps in the sand and noted they were uneven. At first he thought it was a wounded animal, but then he heard the groans of human agony.

	“¿Quien es?” he called softly into the early, moon-swept dawn.

	“Abran—are you—Hawk?”

	“Yes.” Hawk saw the man crumpled below in the canyon. Alert for danger, Hawk remained on higher ground while searching the back trail with keen eyes; nothing moved. Hawk ran lightly down the slope, rifle in hand, to Abran lying in the sand. Grimly noting Abran’s blood-soaked shirt, Hawk freed the wounded man’s wrists with several expert maneuvers of his knife.

	“Abran, can you walk if I help you?”

	Abran nodded agreement, and they hobbled together toward Hawk’s horse.

	After lowering Abran to a rocky shelf directly below the bulge of the Kettle, Hawk asked tensely, “Somebody find out about our meeting?”

	In a halting voice Abran told what had happened. “Rojo trailed me most of the day. Wanted my horse and purse. When he finally rode me down and searched me, he found the letter from your compadre, Granfield.”

	My compadre for sure, Hawk thought. Adam Granfield had saved him from the noose and now as part payment asked a favor. “How much information did Granfield put in the letter to you?” Hawk scanned the shadowed desert Abran had crossed in agony.

	“He did not mention you by name. Only that someone would meet me at this place you call the Kettle.”

	“Was there anything in the letter about the great prize?”

	“The Snake.” Abran groaned. “No.”

	Hawk spoke in Spanish. “An object of such value deserves reverence. How did those four bastards happen to let you escape?”

	“They got drunk—and careless.”

	Hawk sensed a trick, and Abran probably would have too if his wits had not been dulled by pain. “We’ll get you across the border.”

	“Hurry …”

	“You’ll ride my horse and I’ll walk.” But Hawk realized that if the outlaws were close, the horse would have to carry double. Deep sand would be an added hazard for the animal.

	Just as Hawk slipped his hands under Abran’s arms to lift him, the pain-racked Mexican fainted. Gingerly, Hawk opened the front of Abran’s ripped shirt and saw the ugly blood-encrusted knife wounds. As near as he could tell, Abran would survive but was. in bad shape. The long hike through deep sand with bound wrists and a painful wound had drained him.

	Hawk uncorked a bottle of whiskey from his saddlebags and had a long drink against the dawn chill. Light from the pink and purple sky was beginning to spread across the canyon below. He lifted the jug to Abran’s lips, forcing some of the whiskey down his throat. Abran responded immediately, shuddering and lifting himself on one elbow. His eyes were feverish in the faint light. “Hawk, how much—how much has Señor Granfield told you of the Snake?”

	“Not much. Only that friends of his in Mexico have traced it. Tell me all you know, Abran.” Try as he would to get Abran talking, the man was spent.

	Hawk stood up, a menacing figure in the half light. Over thirty years ago he had been christened Webley Hammond Steel, but since the Civil War he had been known as Hawk, namesake of the relentless bird of prey.

	Abran found his voice, though weaker now. “Listen to me carefully, Hawk. If I die, you must …” He stiffened. “What was that?”

	Hawk’s dark head turned at the sound; he too had heard the scrape of a shod hoof. As he reached for his rifle, a cheery voice hailed them from above.

	“A fine new day we will greet together, eh?” Rojo called in Spanish from a place of concealment. Hawk could tell the bandit was near.

	Abran groaned. “They must have followed me,” he whispered. “They wanted me to lead them. Why I did not realize—”

	Hawk signaled him to silence. “I’ll handle this,” he promised in a low voice.

	“Cristo, for this to happen,” Abran muttered in despair.

	“Señores, throw down your weapons and put your hands over your heads. Then you will stand up, slowly. If you make one dangerous move, Señor, I will put a bullet where it will be impossible for you ever again to bring pleasure to a woman. You, the tall one, I am speaking to. You hear me?”

	“I hear you.” This was an educated outlaw, Hawk thought, the most dangerous kind. “Come down and well talk.” By craning his neck Hawk could see a rocky shelf twenty feet above near the base of the bulging Kettle, but no Rojo.

	“Do you take me for a fool?” Rojo laughed. “You have three rifles aimed at your back. You and that bloody one on the ground, that fine officer of my country’s army. I want him alive, but only long enough for him to tell his secrets. If I shoot his legs he will be in worse pain than now, but he will still be able to talk.”

	“Come on, Abran,” Hawk said. “Can you stand up?” The Mexican nodded.

	Hawk got Abran on his feet, but barely. “He is sick, my friend!” Hawk shouted to the ledge above. “Have you no compassion?”

	“You tell me what I want to know,” Rojo called slyly, “and we will see, Señor.”

	“I have no secrets from a man of your intelligence. All you have to do is ask.”

	“Do not waste breath with flattery. Why did that dog of a captain wish to meet you?”

	“Because I have something of great value to give him.”

	Abran glanced at Hawk with shocked, haggard eyes. “Don’t try to bargain with that pelado!” he whispered.

	“Be quiet,” Hawk warned under his breath. With one hand supporting Abran, he used his other to untie the thong that held holster tip to his thigh. “It’s in my saddlebags,” Hawk called to Rojo.

	“I think you wish to trick us.” Rojo stepped into view, a slender redhead with narrow features dominated by a large mustache. He stared down thoughtfully, then said, “In your saddlebags? We shall see.”

	He called to his three companions who rode around a shoulder of sandhill. The big-hatted men with round dark faces, each well-armed, dismounted, grinning in anticipation of riches and blood.

	One of them with a cast in one eye extended a grimy hand to Hawk. “Your pistol, Señor.”

	Hawk nodded. “Take it. What else can I do?” Forcing a look of resignation on his long dark face, Hawk bit into his lower lip. The one with the cast in his eye reached out for Hawk’s gun while the other two prodded the saddlebags with, rifle barrels.

	But Hawk was intent on the face of the man who sought his weapon. “One thing, Señor. Be careful of my gun. It’s a fine piece and cost a great deal of money.”

	Greedy fingers reached for the weapon, but Hawk was first. Instead of drawing he tilted the gun in the holster he had freed earlier and fired through the end of the holster into the stomach of the surprised outlaw. The second bandit spun around—and kept on spinning as Hawk’s second bullet smashed into his chest, blowing the heart itself into fleshy pulp and out the back of the rib cage.

	As a rifle shot rang out from above, the third outlaw, a chunky, slow-moving fellow, saw that Abran was the nearer of the two enemies. He fired into Abran’s back, Abran reeled, and Rojo’s rifle shot from the Kettle above knocked him flat.

	Seizing Abran by an arm, Hawk dragged him to the comparative safety of the underslope of the great rock while firing at the chunky one who had shot his friend in the back. One instant the bandit glared his defiance; the next there was nothing as a bullet blew his face to shreds.

	Hawk was breathing hard from dragging Abran under the rock. For the moment, rifle fire from Rojo had ceased. He could no longer see his quarry hidden from view by the undercut rock. A trickle of pebbles streamed down, stirring the acrid haze of powdersmoke. Hawk knew that somewhere up there Rojo was moving around.

	At last Hawk drew his gun from the untied holster that had enabled him to so completely surprise the outlaws. It had been sheer luck, some of it bravado. He glanced at Abran and the man’s poor color made him wonder if the secret of the Snake would die with him.

	In the stillness, broken only by the whimpering of the wounded man, Hawk waited tensely, trying to plan a way to penetrate Rojo’s hiding place on the ledge above.

	A whisper of sound reached him, barely audible; boot soles sliding over rock. Rojo was trying to get into a position for attack.

	Leaning abruptly from the sanctuary, Hawk glanced up and saw the underside of a boot toe sticking over the lip of the ledge. Nothing more, just that. A target not much larger than a man’s eye, a target made even more difficult because of distance and the awkward angle of fire. Barely taking time to aim, Hawk placed two shots into the underside of the boot, fired so closely together they thundered as one. Bits of leather and shattered toes spewed from the boot in a film of blood.

	Rojo screamed. Slowly he began to lean from the ledge midway up the bulging side of the great rock, blood pouring now from the toe of the ruined boot. Instinctively he tried to line his rifle on Hawk, the eyes glazed from shock. Somehow he steadied the rifle.

	A merciless smile touched Hawk’s lips as he shot the leaning figure dead center, causing the upper body to snap downward like a hinge. The impact of the bullet turned Rojo sideways, and at the pocket of a dirty wool shirt, blood began to spread as he lost balance. Hawk stepped back to avoid the plunging body. Rojo somersaulted in midair, his body dropping sack-like when it struck the rocky ground. How he remained alive with a skull cleaved from nose to hairline amazed Hawk.

	Rojo’s lips stirred. ‘Who are you, Señor?” he breathed as if he had to take the answer with him in death.

	“Hawk.”

	As Rojo’s eyes began to fade, he made a half-hearted effort to complete the sign of the cross. But the shot in the toe had traveled upward, into the groin, smashing vital organs. Rojo shuddered and began to thrash about on the ground, leaving a smear of blood in the dusty ground.

	“Now it is you who are no good for woman,” Hawk said in Spanish, reminding the outlaw of his own earlier threat.

	But the reminder was wasted because the arms flopped suddenly lifeless and the man’s thrashing about ended in a grotesque tangle of limbs.

	Hawk made sure Rojo was dead and then inspected the three followers sprawled near their leader. No life remained. Turning his attention to Abran, whose eyes were open, Hawk knelt and noted that the wound was high in the back, the bullet having ripped at a slant and out the chest, ruining what was left of the shirt and the body it covered. Abran was barely alive when he carefully turned him on his side.

	“They … they are gone?” Abran gasped.

	“Dead,” Hawk told him, using his bandanna to wipe bloody froth from the Mexican’s lips. “The one who shot you in the back has no face.”

	Abran murmured a Spanish oath. “Without a face they will not admit him to hell but put him with the dogs.”

	“Yes.” Hawk marveled that the dying man could find humor at this moment. “Quick, tell me of the Snake.”

	“Come closer.” Abran’s face was graying. Hawk did not dare roll him on his back for fear that pressure against the savage wound might finish him. Abran began to talk, his voice a strained whisper. “The Snake was tribute to Maximilian …” Abran had to pause for breath. It had been smuggled into Mexico, intended to finance Emperor Maximilian’s last stand, Abran related, a three-foot high, solid-gold statue of a coiled snake.

	Although Hawk already knew of the statue’s great value, his interest was heightened when Abran stated in a fading voice that the coils of the snake were hollow and filled with precious stones. This increased its worth tenfold.

	“A king’s ransom,” Hawk whispered excitedly. “The ransom of two kings! With the Snake in his possession, Maximilian could have bought time, swayed many politicos.”

	“He did not live to receive the gift,” Abran breathed. “He never saw the Snake, nor even knew of its existence. As you know, he was executed on the Hill of Bells.”

	“Where is it now, the Snake?” Hawk pressed. “Tell me, Abran.”

	But the Mexican was rambling. “It is valued at many thousands of your dollars, Señor Hawk. It has been lost for years and only recently …”

	“It is important you tell me where it is now.” Hawk’s pulse pounded with growing excitement.

	‘It rightfully belongs to the Mexican government. Do you understand the justice of that?”

	Hawk nodded. “A small payment for the many deaths Maximilian caused your people.”

	“Maximiliano,” Abran whispered, using the Mexican pronunciation, “was no bandit. Not like the swine you killed today. It was those in back of him who were the true enemies of my people.”

	Hawk, rifle beside him, eyes watchful, his knees hurting from where he knelt on the rocky ground, urged more information from the mortally wounded captain.

	“Who has it now?” he prodded, knowing Abran’s life was draining away with the blood that soaked his shirt and pants.

	Abran made several attempts to speak, lying half on his side now, only a spark of life remaining in the dark eyes. “Rico … hacendado …”

	“ ‘Rich rancher,’ yes. Go on!”

	“Sloan … Sloan Des…Despart.”

	“Yeah, I’ve heard of him,” Hawk admitted.

	“This hombre …”Abran gasped for breath, tried again. “With his compadres he will use the Snake—use it to finance a takeover in part of my country. Baja California …” The chilling sound of a life terminated, the death rattle, caused Hawk to sit back on his heels. No longer was it necessary to have his ear close to the bloodied lips of Luis Delgado Abran.

	Because of a life lived for years with death’s cold hand always near, Hawk was not given to sentiment He did not remove his hat or utter a prayer for the soul of the departed. Abran had spent a span of years on earth, some in happiness, others in sorrow as with most men.

	Hawk buried Abran. The outlaws he left for the buzzards. The quartet lay in a death sprawl, one with hands wrapped rigid as iron across a stomach displaying a protruding, serpent-like, bloody intestine. Bits of skull and brain lay on the rocky ground near the faceless one; the bullet had struck bone and had become lead splinters that tore out the forepart of the skull. The other bandit had been shot in the throat, and even now a trickle of blood pumped lethargically by reflex.

	If possible Hawk had even less feeling for Rojo, who lay on his back, a great scarlet ring across the groin of his canvas pants. In the fall Rojo’s skull had split and now gave a glimpse of the
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