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Lieutenant Webley Steele had
garnered an excellent record in two years of service as a
cavalryman. He had been hand-picked by Colonel Thomas Spate to
carry out a dangerous undercover mission. It had been Spate
who gave
Steele the name of Hawk and it had stuck ever since.

But that was in the past and
now Colonel
Spate ruled Las Cruces. And Hawk was gunning for Spate. The scars
on his body were reason enough for revenge. Spate had put them
there with a white-hot branding iron. But Hawk was driven by a
deeper hate. There was the haunting nightmare of his wife and Spate
and a bloody afternoon torn by her dying screams.

So Hawk was in Las Cruces—a town
crawling with Spate’s sadistic gunmen—stalking his prey for as long as he
could hold his flaming Colt .44.
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Chapter One

 


HE WAS TRAPPED
and he knew it. So
did the handful of Kiowa braves that had chased him across the
flatlands below and up onto the rocky ledge where he and his horse
had no place else to run. Behind him was sheer cliff. Any attempt
at climbing it would mean certain death, either from a fall that
would break his neck or a bullet from a rifle below.

Still lying flat on his
stomach, as he had been for more than thirty minutes, he glanced up toward the
sun and realized he had less than a half-hour of light left. Once
it got dark, the Kiowas, who had been content to sit their horses
just outside of rifle range, would rush him from two sides. Within a matter of
minutes, he would be dead. There were few better with a rifle or
handgun than the man known as the Hawk, but even he wouldn’t stand
a chance against a half-dozen trained fighters in the dead of night
He had to make a move and make it now.

More than a decade as a professional
fighting man had taught him never to take unnecessary chances,
never to make a move without figuring all the odds, taking in all
the facts at hand. That he had lived this long was proof enough
that he knew his business. He was known as the Hawk for more than
just the thin, angular features of his face. He was known as the
Hawk because he lived and fought like the merciless bird of prey
who struck with deadly efficiency and neither asked for nor gave quarter.
This time, though, there were no choices.

He had to make a run for it.
The six Indians directly to his front were waiting patiently for
him to try. They knew he would. Earlier that day, they had numbered
nine. Then they had struck out at the lone white man and three
of them had
died. The six who waited knew he was not the kind of man who would
crawl into a corner and die trembling, a prayer on his lips. This
was the kind of man who would come right at them, guns spitting
death, a curse in his throat His scalp would bring honor to the
Kiowa who took it.

Hawk rose to his knees and
stared out across the flatlands below him. As soon as he moved, the Indians
sat up a little straighter on the backs of their war ponies. Now
the white man would come and the killing would begin. Metal slapped
against metal as six rounds were chambered in anticipation. Hawk
stood and felt his face stretch into a grin. He checked his
Winchester and held it in the crook of his left elbow. Then he
checked his pistol and let it sit loosely in his
holster.

Slowly, he walked back to where
his horse grazed at the few blades of green grass that poked
out from among the
sunbaked rocks. Hawk slapped the animal lightly on the neck and
mounted. With his rifle in one hand, he removed his hat with the
other and wiped his brow with his forearm. He replaced his hat and
gave the horse a gentle kick in the flanks. His fingers barely
touched the reins as he let the horse work his own way down the
treacherous incline, out to where the land flattened and the six
Kiowa braves waited patiently to kill him.

It wasn’t long before the horse stood on
flat ground and Hawk reined him in. He glanced toward the sun again
and smiled up at it, thinking he could get into a position so that
it stood over his shoulder and realizing just as
quickly that the
Kiowas would never let him get away with it.

During the war, Hawk had
spent three
years in the U.S. Cavalry. Now everything he had learned and
everything else he knew would be put to the test. The six Indians
had their horses at a walk now, coming directly toward him. Hawk
gave his animal plenty of rein and looped the ends around the
saddle horn. The six men in front of him fanned out, ready to
encircle him like a pack of wolves around a hamstrung deer. He cocked
the lever of his rifle, took a deep breath, and booted the horse
beneath him.

Caught completely by surprise,
the horse bolted as if it had been cut with a knife. Hawk dug in his
knees and thighs and brought the rifle to his shoulder. At the same
instant, the six Kiowas broke their horses into a dead run. War
whoops frightened all the animals into a frenzy, brought them
together faster and faster.

Hawk got off the first shot and
didn’t waste
any time to watch it hit its mark as one of the painted ponies
suddenly lost his rider. It made no difference where the bullet
caught him. Being thrown from a horse traveling at thirty miles an
hour would kill him anyway. Hawk barely had time to pick out his
second target when a slug came so close that he heard it whiz by
his ear. His second shot caught one of the Indian horses in the
throat and it toppled forward. Its rider flew over the stricken
animal’s head and was crushed to death by the weight of the falling
horse.

In a split second the four
others were right alongside the Hawk, two on each side. Just as he
let off a third shot, he felt his own horse crumble beneath him as
a slug tore
into the animal’s shoulder. The rifle flew from Hawk’s hand as he
pitched forward and rolled over three times. Without wondering if
he was hurt or half-dead, Hawk reached for his pistol as the four
Indians reined in and wheeled around to make another pass at him. From one
knee, Hawk held the revolver in his right fist, steadied it in his
left palm, and squeezed off a shot. The Indian on the far right let
out a scream as the .44 slug tore into the softness of his throat
just below his Adam’s apple. His body bounced twice on the hard
ground as Hawk took aim on the man directly to his
front.

Bullets chewed up the dirt on
every side of him, but Hawk ignored them and fired. The top of the
Kiowa’s
skull was blown off, but the body somehow stayed atop the horse and
galloped by the unbelieving Hawk.

Two quick shots from the other
Indians soon brought him back to the deadly business at hand. He fell to
his stomach and rolled left as an Indian swept past each side of
him, his gun spitting. Hawk fired once, but missed. Before the
Kiowas could stop their horses and wheel a second time, Hawk had
reloaded and scrambled behind the carcass of his own dead
horse.

He smiled again. From this
position he would knock both men off their horses before either of
them had time to fire a shot. And then they were charging him
again. Two quick shots and the fight was over.
The first
brave took the bullet flush in the face and was dead before his
body slammed into the ground. The last of them took a slug in the
shoulder and was spun off his animal, flying through the air like a
pinwheel. Momentarily stunned, he staggered to his feet. He tossed
his head from side to side, obviously disoriented from the fall,
not sure any longer of where Hawk was. Then he saw him just as Hawk
pulled the trigger of his .44 one last time. The bullet hit him in
the middle of the chest and he collapsed dead as the shell severed
his spine on the way out his back.

Quickly, Hawk reloaded and gave
a glance toward the bodies of each of his dead enemies. Not until
he was sure that the fight was over did he holster his pistol
again. Then
he sat down where he was. “Welcome to Texas,” he said to
himself.

Within minutes it was dark, and
Hawk rifled through his saddlebags for a piece of jerky, determined
to spend the night where he was. Pulling on the dried meat with his
teeth, he went back and retrieved the rifle he’d lost in the fight. As soon
as it grew light again, he would clean it. A man in Hawk’s line of
work had his life counted out in seconds and measured by the little
things he knew and did. One of those filings was having a
well-cleaned, oiled, and ready-to-use weapon at all
times.

The sky had grown totally black
by the time he got back to where the body of his horse lay. Hawk
stretched out next to it and let himself sleep. If more Kiowas came, the horse would
again come in handy as a shield. He fell asleep quickly and awoke
with the first rays of sunlight.


Chapter Two

 


HAWK STOOD AND
stretched his arms
over a head of shaggy black hair. As he did, he scanned the horizon
in all directions. Satisfied that no one else was within miles, he
stripped his saddle off the dead horse, picked up his rifle, and
braced himself for the long walk ahead. Under normal circumstances,
he at least would have covered the Kiowas with a layer of dirt. The
buzzards were already circling like specks of dirt against the
broadness of the Texas sky. This morning, though, he did not have
the time to protect the dead Indians from them. He would have to
waste enough time tracking down another horse.

A few minutes later, he stopped
and took a glance over his shoulder. He shook his
head. He
could have avoided all this simply by skirting the Indian
territory, but that would have taken him more than two hundred
miles out of his way. And he was in a hurry to reach the border
town of Las Cruces. Once there he would be able to settle a score
that had festered in his mind like an open wound for more than a
decade. Once there he would finally meet up with the man who had
betrayed him and murdered the only woman he ever loved.

Just days before he had been
more than six hundred miles away, at the ranch of Adam Granfield. Granfield
was the man who had saved the Hawk’s life literally seconds before
he was to hang. He hadn’t done it for Hawk’s sake, but because he
needed the Hawk to accomplish a one-man suicide mission. Nevertheless, the
two men had become friends. It was a friendship based on integrity
and straightforwardness. More than once, the thick-mustached
Granfield had staked the Hawk in his unending quest Now, though,
the two men were discussing Hawk’s last job and, more importantly,
the one he would be leaving on in a matter of hours.

They were sitting in a restaurant, waiting
for their steaks to be cooked.

“It’s not every day I can get a
free meal, Hawk.”

“What the hell,” Hawk said with
a smile. “It isn’t every day a man hands me a bank draft for
$5,000. But I have to admit, I did earn every penny of
it.”

“Ramrodding three of the
toughest, meanest killers in the territory to federal prison?”
Granfield gave a wave of his arm. “Child’s play.”

The steaks came, along with a
plate of eggs, two pitchers of beer, and potatoes. The two men ate
with relish and kept the conversation short and unimportant Thirty
minutes later, smoking cigars, they got to the matter at
hand.

“I didn’t have to read his
name,” Hawk said, referring to a newspaper article that both of
them had read, “just the details of what’s been going on down
there. It stinks of Spate from here to hell and back.”

“I know,” Granfield said,
nodding his head. “How soon will you leave?”

“In another hour or
so.”

“Why not wait until morning?” As
soon as he said it, Granfield realized how pointless the question
was. What he should have asked was why was the Hawk waiting so
long? “I don’t know anyone in that part of the country,” Granfield
said. “At least no one I know for sure is still in those
parts.”

“It makes no difference,” Hawk
told him. “I know someone down there. That’s all that
counts.”

“Maybe this will be it,”
Granfield said, thinking of all the times Hawk had Spate cornered,
only to have the colonel slip away on him. Then he thought of the
times the roles had been reversed, too.

“If Spate doesn’t die, I’ll know
the reason why.” Hawk seemed to be looking past the man on the
opposite side of the table. His mind was hundreds of miles away,
amid the heat and desolation of the Southwest desert
country.

Hawk crushed out the butt of
his cigar. “I have to get over to the hotel and check on my gear. I’ll
be leaving right from there.”

The two men stood up
and Granfield
offered his hand across the table. Hawk shook it firmly and gave
him a smile. Then he walked out the door and Granfield sat down
again. Fingering the corner of his thick mustache, he hoped
silently that the Hawk would finally see his search come to an end.
He would have walked Hawk back to the hotel, helped him with his
gear, maybe even given him a few words of advice, but he knew they
would all be meaningless gestures. This was a time for Hawk to be
alone with his memories and his sense of what had to be done.
Granfield poured himself another glass of beer.

In his hotel room, the Hawk
meticulously cleaned and oiled his .44 Colt and
.44
40
Winchester.

 


Lila French. Her name burned
into his memory just as the hot iron had once burned into his
flesh. Lila French. Thoughts of avenging her death had
gotten him out of more than one scrape in the past. Remembering what
had been done to her and seeing the face of the man who had done
them had, at times, given him a kind of superhuman strength or that
extra edge that had pulled him through situations that other men
still found hard to believe he could live through. The nine dead
Indians must have known they had gone against a more than ordinary
man. Lila French had been …

His eyes caught a wisp of smoke
and Hawk froze in his tracks. He looked away and then back again.
The smoke was still there. He looked back at where the fight had
taken place and could barely make out the shape of his horse against the
blue horizon. Hawk surprised even himself at the amount of ground
he had covered.

The trail of smoke was
obviously coming from a chimney. That meant white men, a ranch or a
stage depot, maybe even a line shack. Whatever it came from, it meant Hawk
could get another horse. He tossed his saddle over his other
shoulder and started walking again, faster than before.

He was breathing heavily when
he reached the corral with five horses in it. Beyond the corral
stood a well-constructed house. In the yard, a small woman was chopping
wood. His trained eye told him none of the horses were better than
average, but anyone of them would beat hell out of walking to Las
Cruces.

“Morning, ma’am,” Hawk said in a
pleasant voice and tossed his saddle down.

The woman spun quickly when she saw the man
in her yard, but said nothing. After giving Hawk the once-over, she
went back to chopping wood.

“Can I help you with that?” Hawk
asked.

The woman continued to chop. “Jeb,” she shouted.
“There’s a feller out here wants to buy a horse. And he ain’t got
no money.”

Hawk had to smile at the way
the old woman caught on to things so quickly, but he never liked to
see a woman work the way she was. Then there was a burly, bearded
man in his fifties standing on the porch of the house. He walked
outside and up to where Hawk stood. Each man sized up the other.
Hawk saw a tough-as-leather cowboy who would have been a handful to
tangle with years before and probably still would be in a tight
situation. His eyes took in everything and held Hawk’s own piercing eyes
steadily.

The rancher knew he was face to
face with a man who killed for a living; a man who stood up to any
and every situation. The black shaggy hair, the thin angular face,
and the coldness of the eyes put him in mind of a man he’d heard a lot
about but had never met. “You Hawk?” he asked.

Hawk was used to people
recognizing him for one reason or another. He nodded and
took the
rancher’s hand when it was thrust out to him.

“My name’s Jeb Stein. Been
expecting you, Hawk.”

That did surprise Hawk.
“Why?” he asked
with a slight twist of his neck.

“Come on inside,” Stein said,
putting a hand on Hawk’s shoulder and guiding him toward the house.
“You can leave the rifle and saddle right where they are. Come on
inside and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Hawk looked over at the woman, but as soon
as the two men started toward the house she went back to her
chore.

Inside, the rancher poured two
shots of whiskey and asked Hawk to sit down. “Soon as the woman’s through
with her chores outside, she’ll get a supper going. You got time
till morning before you leave.”

“How is it you know so damned
much about me?”

Stein laughed.
“First, a drink,”
he said and held his glass up. Hawk followed suit and both men
tossed down the bitter-tasting whiskey in one gulp. Jeb poured two
more and laughed again.

“Simple,” he finally answered
Hawk’s question. “Just a matter of putting two and two together.
I’m a friend of Adam Granfield. Seems I heard you was,
too.”

“He got my neck out of a noose
one time,” Hawk said.

“Know all about it. All about
it. I heard your neck was actually in the noose.” He pointed his finger for
emphasis. “You was actually standing up there with the rope already
burning your neck. Then you and Granfield struck that deal.” He
shook his head. “Jeez.”

“Get to the point,” Hawk told
him.

“I also know all about what’s
going on in Las Cruces. I know what’s going on and who’s behind it.
Figured you’d hear about it sooner or later. Hear about it and come
a runnin’. What happened to your horse? Looks like you actually
come a walkin’.”

“Kiowas shot it out from under
me.”

“Damn!
You are in a hurry, ain’t you? A man’d have to be in a hurry, or
half-crazy, to come across Indian territory alone.
Damn!”

“There are some who’d tell you
I’m a little bit of both.”

“What exactly happened between
you and that bastard Spate anyway?”

“Are you willing to sell me a
horse?”

“Sure, sure,” Jeb said, “but
tell me about you and Spate.”

“That’s between me and Spate,”
Hawk answered, and his voice sounded like flint on steel. And it
was a warning to Stein not to ask any more questions. Hawk tossed
down his drink and the rancher poured still another. “Now what
about that horse?” Hawk asked again.

“Take your pick. Pick anyone you
want, first thing in the morning. You’d better get a good night’s
sleep first, though. Damn. Across Indian country all alone like
that. You must have walked quite a piece.” There was genuine
admiration in his voice.

Hawk suddenly threw his hand up
as a sign of impending danger. He’d heard the sound of a horse galloping
toward the ranch house. He questioned Jeb with his eyes, but the
rancher only laughed.

“Just my niece,” he said. “She
ain’t exactly harmless, but you’ll be safe as long as you keep your
distance.” Again he laughed.

Hawk’s curiosity was aroused when the
rancher spoke like that of his own niece and he stood and walked to
the door just in time to see a dark-haired girl of about twenty
dismounting a sorrel. It was a beautiful animal and she was a
beautiful woman. It had been some time since Hawk had been with a
woman and seeing someone like Stein’s niece made him realize just
how long it had been.

She was about six inches shorter than
Hawk, with firm high breasts and a swagger to her walk that told
all who saw her that she was her own woman. Hawk wanted her. And
with any luck, he told himself, he would have her.

She walked onto the porch and
stood in front of her uncle and the stranger who stared down at her
with a look on his face that could not be mistaken.

“Honey, this here’s Hawk,” Stein
said. “You may have heard mention of him. A real tough customer, so
they say. Hawk, this here’s my niece. Opal, by name.”

“Hawk?” she said with a bite in
her voice. “That’s kind of a funny name, isn’t it?”

“Now, now, Opal. Hawk’s a guest
here, you know.”

“Where’s your horse?” she asked
sarcastically, but Hawk only smiled. Taking this bitch would be one
of the great pleasures in his life.

“Kiowas shot it,” her uncle said
in a loud voice and Hawk noticed her eyes widen just a bit. “You
believe this damned fool crossed that stretch of land all by his
lonesome? How many of them red bastards you kill, Hawk? You never
did say.”

“Not a one,” Hawk told him,
still staring down at Opal.

She walked past the two men and
into the house. As she did, she slapped her riding quirt against
her thigh.
Hawk pictured her naked thighs beneath the deerskin of her
skirt.

“How can you cross Kiowa
country, get your horse shot out from under you, and not kill a
single one of them? Did you really cross their land?”

“Is that sorrel one of the
horses I can pick from?” Hawk asked, turning his eye to the animal
Opal had ridden up on.

Stein laughed.
“Hell, no. If I let
you have that horse, Opal’d skin me. Skin the two of us. She got
that as a gift, if you know what I mean, and there ain’t a thing in
the world could make her part with it You can pick from the others
I got in the corral.”

Without a word, Hawk stepped
off the porch and started out toward the corral. Stein fell in
behind him and watched as Hawk stepped through the fence and took a
look at the stock close up. After a few minutes he pointed his thumb at a
gray gelding and looked at Stein.

When the rancher gave him a
nod, Hawk stepped out of the corral and got his saddle and rifle. Minutes
later he was atop the horse, ready to go.

“What about supper?” Stein
asked. “You ain’t got but an hour or so left of light, you
know.”

Hawk was about to tell him that
even a minute wasted was another minute for Colonel Spate to live,
more time for the memories of the past to linger on. It had to be
erased once and for all and even an hour was too long to spare. Then he saw
a cloud of dust on the horizon and estimated that six or seven men
were coming at a slow trot toward the ranch from the general
direction of northeast. He stared out toward the rising, growing
cloud of dust until the riders came into view. It was a patrol of
cavalrymen, seven of them. Maybe they would have some information
Hawk could use. He decided to wait until he could talk with them
before he left.

A young captain threw up an arm
and gave a shout of “Halt!” as the men approached the still-mounted
Hawk.

“Captain,” he said in greeting
the officer.

The soldier gave a curt nod and
dismounted. He ordered the others to do the same and handed his
reins to a young trooper. Then he walked right past
Hawk and toward the
ranch house. Hawk watched as the captain stopped to exchange a few
words with Stein and then walked into the house. This was more than
a quick stop on a routine patrol mission. The captain had definite
business here and it seemed to be personal.

Hawk dismounted, bristling from the slight
at the hands of the officer. He asked Stein about him.

Stein laughed again.
“He and Opal are,
let’s say, friends, if you know what I mean. Captain Briscoe makes
it a point to stop by whenever he can spare the time. Seems he can
spare a lot of time, too. Woman,” he suddenly shouted, and the old
woman who had been chopping wood walked into the ranch
house.

“That wasn’t too neighborly, his
walking right past me like that,” Hawk said.

The rancher gave a shrug
of his shoulders.
“I wouldn’t make too big a point of it. He come in with six men
behind him.”

“He’s liable to go out with six
men carrying him.” Hawk stepped past Stein and walked toward the
porch. He knew better than to get involved in one
thing when he had something else to take care of, but he also
knew the captain might have some valuable information for him.
Besides, he admitted to himself that he was a little jealous where the girl was
concerned and he didn’t like Captain Briscoe anyway.

Inside, the captain had Opal pinned against
the wall near the fireplace. He was kissing her on the neck and
throat while she stroked the blue shoulders of his uniform. The old
woman was nowhere to be seen, and Hawk guessed she was in one of
the back rooms, being careful to mind her own business.

As soon as Hawk stepped inside
the doorway, the captain whirled around, his fist dropping toward
his pistol. The figure of Hawk standing in the doorway made him think twice and
he let his hand fall slowly to his side. “You just walk into a
man’s house unannounced like that all the time?”

“I don’t have time for the
social niceties, Captain. I was hoping you could help me with a
little information.”

“I’ll help you out the door if
you don’t apologize and leave quietly.”

Hawk’s hand flew down to the butt of his
pistol, but then it was his turn to freeze as he heard the clicking
of a hammer being eared back and felt the cold steel of a pistol on
his neck. The captain gave a broad grin. “Very good, Sergeant. If
he makes a move, blow his head off.”

With a light shove he pushed
Opal to one side and walked up to where Hawk still stood, his hand
suspended in midair above his pistol. Still grinning, Briscoe
pulled the pistol from Hawk’s holster and threw it out the door, past the
shoulders of both Hawk and the sergeant who stood behind him. Then
he lashed out with his right fist and caught Hawk flush on the jaw.
Hawk’s eyes blinked shut as warm blood filled his mouth and he
bounced against the doorjamb and fell to one knee.

Still reeling from the punch, he barely
saw the booted foot of the captain as it flew through the air and
landed with full force into his chest. The force of the kick
knocked him back and halfway out the door. He blinked his eyes a
few times to clear his vision and saw the sergeant standing over
him, the cocked pistol aimed right at his face. From somewhere in
the back of his brain he heard Opal scream, “For God’s sake, Mitch,
you’ll kill him. What’s the matter with you?” Then he heard the
captain laugh and felt his legs being lifted. Roughly, they were
yanked up and tossed back. Hawk rolled over onto the porch and back
down the steps into the dirt

Other men were laughing as he
rose to his hands and knees, but just as he got his balance another boot
caught him in the ribs and he was knocked sideways into a heap. He
barely felt a third kick when a sudden brightness flashed before
him and he passed out.

It was dark when he came to and
the first thing he did was rub the palm of his hand across his
ribs. He wasn’t sure whether they were cracked or not. Slowly, he rose
to his knees again and looked around, cursing the captain and
sergeant for every pain that wracked his body. In the light that
came from the ranch door, he saw the body of Jeb Stein lying a few
feet away. The ax the old lady had been using was buried in his
back sideways, just above his beltline. A pistol lay on the ground
just outside of his reach. Hawk figured he must have made a move to
help when one of the soldiers drove the ax into him. Hawk picked up
the pistol and stood.

Inside the cabin, he found the
body of the woman, a bullet in her chest. Opal and the soldiers
were long gone. He was in too much pain, too worn out from lack of
food
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