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When the last blood was spilled
in the murderous Carthage-Rault feud, Joe Carthage thought he was the last
survivor of his family. But now, as the old man lay dying, he
suddenly discovered that his two young nieces—kidnapped by the
brutal Raults years ago—were still alive.

So Carthage hired the savage gun
of Web Steele—the killer they called Hawk—to hunt down his nieces
and bring them back to the Carthage ranch. An inheritance of a
couple million dollars would welcome them home.

Hawk’s search took him on a
bloody trail of greed and vengeance—and led him right into the
sadistic hands of his old enemy, the vicious Colonel
Spate!
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Chapter One

 


BEING DEAD
HAS its own
peculiar rewards. The law stops looking for you, the people you’ve
been running from no longer hunt you down.

A grim smile crossed Hawk’s
face as he rode through the gap between rocky hills, wondering who
the poor devil was who’d been riddled with posse bullets somewhere to the
north. He still couldn’t shake the bizarre feelings he’d had when
he read his own obituary in a territorial newspaper. There had been
something about the crisp, sterile report that had made him feel at
once queasy and angry, and had sent his dark eyes racing over the
article again, looking for some indication of doubt. But the words
held no doubt. Web Steele was dead, the paper reported.

But dead or not, someone was
interested in him today. Less than thirty minutes ago, as
he’d urged
his roan over the narrow trail, he’d caught a flash of reflected
sunlight from a ridge high overhead. Field glasses? His senses
alerted to the feeling: someone was watching him, someone had been
watching now for half an hour.

When Hawk rounded
the bend
between the narrow canyon walls, he wasn’t too surprised to see a
heavy-set rider waiting for him. At the same time that he saw the
craggy-faced horseman, he caught a glimpse of movement further
ahead on the slope as someone ducked out of sight behind a
boulder.

The rider blocked Hawk’s
advance, sitting firm on his sorrel. As he approached, he saw the big man
bare uneven, stained teeth through a twisted grin. “Howdy,” the rider
greeted him with a thick voice.

Matching his grin, Hawk reined
in beside the stranger, his stirrup brushing the other
man’s.

“Name’s Benoit.” The stranger kept
grinning. “An’ I been waitin’ for a fella that knows the
password.”

Hawk’s senses tensed him,
warnings coursed through his nerves. Outside, he remained calm.
“Password?” Then, with a short, chuckled laugh, “Think you’re waiting
for someone besides me, Benoit.”

Benoit’s smile was stiff now.
“Nope, don’t think so,” he said, assuming the same casual tone as
Hawk. He eyed Hawk closely, one brow squinting against the sun.
“Password,
I’m told, is Rault. Should be known to you, bein’ as how you’re on your way to
meet Joe Carthage.” He shifted in his saddle and the black-handled
.45 in his shelled belt flopped against his worn canvas
pants.

“Am I?” Under the shadow of his
hat brim,
Hawk’s eyes flicked upward to the slope above Benoit as his horse
snuffled the other, pawing the ground impatiently.

Benoit’s closely set eyes
peered at Hawk, the smile banished from his stubbly-bearded face.
He wasn’t sure now, losing his confidence as his dim brain struggled to
assess this dark clad man on the restless roan. He looked for a
moment at Hawk’s Sanchez boots, then back into his chiseled face.
“Yup, I’d say you are. He’s waitin’ for ya in his palace
car.”

“Waiting for me, and I got a
password,
that it?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“And the password’s
Rault?”

“Yup. An’ I got somethin’ here
for ya.” His large yellow teeth again exposed in a grotesque grin,
Benoit tried to resume his casual act and reached with his left
hand toward his saddlebag, But Hawk recognized the ploy, and saw his right
hand snatch at the .45.

Hawk had his .44 cocked and
rammed into the man’s side before Benoit could get a grip on his
own gun. Confusion distorted his face, an uncomprehending
expression as though he couldn’t possibly understand how his smooth act had
been found out.

“Tell your friend on the
hill he’s got five seconds to stand up. With his gun at his
feet!”

“Ain’t nobody—”

“I’ll blow your ribs right
through your backbone, Benoit!”

Benoit paled as the
black-handled gun dropped to the ground. “Larker, hold it!”

But Larker was already in view, cushioning
his rifle butt against the shoulder of this dusty plaid shirt as he
aimed.

Hawk rammed in his spurs a
split second before Larker fired, his roan bumping against
Benoit’s horse. He heard the sorrel’s high-pitched agony and turned
just as it began to buck wildly. Across the animal’s rump, a stream
of blood marked the path of Larker’s badly aimed shot. Now the
horse jumped against the pain, trying desperately to throw its
rider.

He turned back
to Larker
just in time to see him finish clicking the reload lever and take
aim again. Hawk snapped off a shot and Larker collapsed across the
face of a rock that had half concealed him a moment before. His
forehead was shot away, and a viscous gray slime oozed from his
head, mixed with spurting blood.

Hawk, still mounted, spun around to go after
Benoit, whose wildly bucking, wounded horse had taken him some
thirty yards down the trail.

As the animal stumbled,
weakened from loss of blood, Benoit tried to dismount, but his right foot was
caught in the stirrup. Before he could dislodge it, the horse
lunged. Benoit fell, the side of his head striking the ground.
Already panicked, the sorrel broke into a hard run to try to kick
free of the dragging weight underfoot.

By the time Hawk caught up and
freed Benoit, most of the hair had been scraped from the man’s
skull on the rocky ground, and his face was a
pulpy
mess.

For a moment, he thought Benoit
was dead. Then he saw a spasm flicker over the torn mouth. “Who put you up to
this, Benoit?”

Out of the bleeding mask, Benoit peered up
at the face of Webley Hammond Steele, who was known as Hawk, named
for the relentless bird of prey.

“Who … who are you?” Benoit said in a
feeble voice.

“Hawk.”

“Oh Christ, no wonder. An’ Tex said you was
dead—” A grim, rattling sound that might have been laughter died in
a gurgle as Benoit’s blood drained away into the rocky
ground.

Hawk went through his pockets
and found nothing. The sorrel was staggering
nearby,
whining in its own agonizing struggle with death. Hawk put his gun
to its head and ended the animal’s pain. When it had fallen, he
searched the saddlebags, found only a pair of field
glasses.

He turned back up the trail to
search the other man. Not even a scrap of paper. Nor was there any
indication of who the two men were in the saddlebags of Larker’s
gray horse, which he found tied off at another bend in the trail.
Whoever had planned this thing had made sure in advance to cover
his tracks. Even the horses’ brands were no clue. The gray wore a
Rafter A and the dead sorrel was branded 88.

“And Tex thought I was
dead,” Hawk said aloud. “Just who the hell is Tex?”

Hawk scrubbed a shirtsleeve
across his sweating face, wondering if he should give up the
game before
it had even started. Then he corrected himself; the game had
already started, and proof of it were two dead men.

Cordite and dust hung in the
air and burned his throat. He glanced at the sun. It was close to
noon. All morning he had kept his roan to a walk because he had been warned
that the man he was to meet was obsessed by punctuality. But for
ten thousand dollars in gold, Hawk could afford to humor Joseph
Phineas Carthage, regarded by most residents of the territory who
feared or fawned over him as a diamond-studded
son-of-a-bitch.

He mounted up and studied a
flag of smoke ahead, which he had seen some minutes before the
attempted ambush. The smoke rose steadily against the azure sky
from a stationary point. It was probably from the engine
attached to
the private railroad car on the siding at Blood Rock, Hawk thought.
That was to be the site of their meeting, where Carthage wanted to
discuss his two nieces who had been abducted years ago. For years,
the old man thought they were dead, but recently, some evidence
came to light that indicated otherwise.

The ambush attempt has been
clumsy, executed with rank stupidity, Hawk thought as he rode to
the top of the hill to scout the area. But it had served to warn
him that someone wanted to prevent his meeting with Joe Carthage, and that
whoever it was knew exactly the time and place of the meeting. Hawk
scanned the succession of sere hills, catching sight of the
gleaming rails of the Carthage Mid-Territories Railroad. He saw no
horsemen, but continued his ride on the alert, his rifle ready at
his side.

 


When he reached the railroad
siding, he reined in, easing his rifle back into its boot. Before
him stood a red railroad car with Bessie painted in gold letters across its side.
It was coupled to an idling engine that puffed out billows of smoke
and steam from a bulbous stack.

A man leaned out of the engine cab, dark
brows lifted inquiringly under an engineer’s cap.

“Rault!” Hawk sang out,
hand clamped to his booted rifle.

The man gestured toward the
railroad car. “He’s waiting. Go on in.”

After the man had
ducked back into
the cab, Hawk dismounted. He saw no one else at this isolated
siding named for the towering blood red rock behind it. As Hawk
secured his sorrel’s reins to a handrail, the door to the car
jerked open and a huge, grizzled man looked down at him from the
opening.

“I’m Carthage. Heard you when
you rode up. For a man supposed to be dead, you have a powerful
voice.”

Hawk entered the car, shaking
Carthage’s extended hand. For a man as far past fifty as
Carthage
was, he had a firm, strong grip to his large, weathered
hand.

Hawk looked around him at the
plush red sofas, the bar with a polished brass footrail. Behind
him, an open door revealed an oversized canopy bed, and toward the
front of the car, where Joe Carthage led him to a chair, a large, flat-topped
desk sat imposingly under the velvet draped windows.

As Carthage sank his enormous
bulk into a sturdy, red velvet-backed chair, Hawk studied the man’s
face. When Adam Granfield had approached Hawk with the
old man’s story, he
had at first been wary of taking on the job. But the money was
good—hell, the money was more than good, Hawk thought.
Nevertheless, he’d only wind up going on a wild, futile hunt to
humor the old man, Hawk had thought.

Joe Carthage was
the last of the
Carthage family. Years ago, during a blood feud that had rocked
this whole area of the territory, the Carthage nieces had been
kidnapped by the warring rivals of the old man—the Raults. No word
had ever been heard from them again, and they were assumed long
dead.

But now, according to the story
Granfield had given him, old man Carthage believed they might be
alive. And if they were, Granfield had said, Joe Carthage wanted
them found. They were his last heirs—if the sudden materialization
of certain evidence did indeed mean they were alive. Before Hawk
even set out to meet Carthage, he doubted the girls would ever be
found. Besides, the whole thing struck him as a dying old man’s
deathbed delusion and nothing more. But Joseph Phineas was a rich
man, a politically powerful industrial giant who had made millions,
starting with a ranch and branching in all directions. And if his
nieces were alive, they stood to inherit an incredible
fortune.

And Carthage had sent for Hawk
to handle it, to find out if the girls were alive, and if they were, to
bring them to him. If they weren’t, Hawk would get his pay, ride
out, and keep his mouth shut about the whole thing—and no one need
ever know that Carthage had been deluded by whoever it was who was
bringing him the sudden “evidence” that his nieces were
alive.

Now, sitting in a
straight-backed chair across from Carthage, Hawk’s doubts about the
job were diminishing. It certainly hadn’t been an old man’s
delusion that he had been ambushed on the trail by agents
of someone who
didn’t want this meeting to take place.

Carthage had caught his breath
after settling in the elegant chair. “Thought the idea of a
password would be wise,” he said. “Though the name Rault has been
poison to me for more years than I care to remember.”

“Just you and your
train crew
knew about the password?” Hawk asked, keeping his tone
off-handed.

“Besides you, yes,” Carthage
said as he pulled a heavy gold watch from an embroidered vest
pocket. His face pulled into a frown. “You’re half an
hour late.
Won’t be able to get much said before Ashley gets here.” He raised
one bushy gray eyebrow at Hawk. “Ashley knows to be on
time.”

“I was delayed,” he answered,
deciding at the same time against telling Carthage about the
ambush. He didn’t think the old man had anything to do with it; and whoever
had would sweat a little when it became obvious that Benoit and
Larker were missing. “Who’s Ashley?”

“Ashley’s this actor—at least,
says he’s an actor.” The age-dried lips twisted in a grimace. “I
wanted to fill you in on his part of this before he gets here, but for
now all you have to know is that he’s the one who’s been bringing
me … well, certain evidence of my nieces’ being alive. An old lace
handkerchief with one of their initials, trinkets, things like
that.” Carthage leveled Hawk with his eyes. “I didn’t believe him
at first. But now … he’s almost convinced me that those girls are
alive.”

Hawk thought for a moment, then asked,
“Ashley? What’s the first name?” He wondered to himself if it might
be Tex.

“Clete.” He glanced at his watch
again, fingering it. “Normally, I’d have Gorman—my
superintendent—handle this kind of thing. But Adam Granfield
recommended you highly, said I’d be better off turning the whole
thing over to you.”

Running gnarled fingers
through his
black hair, Hawk searched the old man’s face. “Any other reason you
didn’t want your superintendent in on this?” He’d been surviving by
his wits alone too long to let someone gloss over a fact that might
eventually mean danger to him, and this could easily be one of
those things.

Carthage winced. “If this thing proves to be
a hoax, I don’t want to be the laughing-stock of the territory,
Hawk. Can you understand that?”

“And your man Gorman would do
that to you … to his own boss?”

Hazel eyes
glittered in
the broad, heavily joweled face as he waved the matter away with a
hand. “There are also … personal reasons, which I’d rather not go
into. I sent him away on a business trip and he left today, won’t
be back for some weeks. By that time, everything will be cleared
up, one way or the other, and he doesn’t have to have an inkling of
our meeting.” He gestured around him. “That’s also one of the
reasons I chose this place at this isolated siding for our meeting
today. Next time, we can meet at the ranch—” The sound of an
approaching horse outside cut him off. “Must be Ashley
now.”

Hawk peered out a window, to
see a young mustachioed man, dressed in a suit, riding up to the car on a
black horse.

“All right, Hawk.” Carthage was
on his feet again, and gestured to the small door on the other side of his
desk. “I want you to wait in there while Ashley’s here, and listen
to what he’s got to tell me. I don’t want him to know you’re here, not for the moment,
at least.”

Hawk nodded and quickly entered
the small room as Carthage stepped to the entrance of the car. When he
closed the room’s door, he was in utter darkness. From the stacks
of liquor cases he’d seen as he entered, and from the thick whiskey
smell, he figured this to be the supply closet. Groping over the
nearest case, he found a bottle, worked out the cork, and took a
long swallow. The whiskey washed his dry throat with a pleasant
hotness.

He took another swallow, then
put his ear to the door when he heard Carthage and Ashley come into the
car.


Chapter Two

 


JOE CARTHAGE STARED
at the
daguerreotype of two young girls, one about four years old, the
other a few years her senior. Their cherubic, innocent faces looked
back at him, from years before, and he felt his hands begin to
tremble as he touched the print. “For years I’ve …” He jerked his
leonine head toward the long-legged young man seated opposite him,
and his aged body tensed under the impact of conflicting emotions.
“You’re walking a slack wire across a thousand-foot canyon, Ashley.
You better not be double-crossing me.”

Clete Ashley crossed his legs,
meeting the old man’s eyes. His melodious voice grated on Joe
Carthage. “I’ve told you the truth,” he said, his voice assuming a
confidence which Carthage suspected was nothing more than another mask
in the actor’s repertoire.

There was an aura of triumph
about Ashley, an undefeatable demeanor that seemed to bespeak
success. But to Carthage, who had clawed his way to the top, the
faint odor of the man’s underlying fear was like a downwind scent. The
old man disliked Ashley on general principle anyway; any man who
would paint his face to cavort on the stage was no better than a
man who solicited for women.

“At my ranch,” Carthage
said, steadying the younger man with his deep-set eyes, “there’s
a lead-tipped whip. I use it on men who lie to me. Hasn’t been used
in a long time.” He arched his gray brows. “And my man Gorman has a
very special way with that whip.”

Ashley touched a slender
finger to
his pale, bushy hair, brushed back from his high forehead. “Mr.
Carthage, why should you threaten me? Haven’t I brought you the
good news you’ve been waiting to hear for so many
years?”

The old man pulled a linen
handkerchief from his vest pocket, dabbed at the beads of sweat on the top of
his upper lip. “A week from today, Ashley, you say you’ll be
bringing the two girls to my ranch. How will I know they’re really
my nieces? What guarantee do I have that the two women you bring to
me are my heirs and not imposters?”

Clete Ashley let a small grin
play across his face. “You’ll know because I have an ace in the hole. Just
like you always had an extra ace all those years you pillaged this
territory.”

Carthage’s purplish jowls
reddened. “All right, before this negotiation of ours goes one step further,
before I give you another dollar, you tell me about this ‘ace’ of
yours.” The old man struggled to retain his self-control. For too
long, the young actor had been bringing him scraps of “evidence”—an
old, lace handkerchief with Marna Carthage’s initials, part of a
letter in a child’s scrawl. For too long the old man had been
paying for this evidence, negotiating, waiting until this … this
upstart said he could deliver the women alleged to be the Carthage
nieces.

Ashley smiled, his thin, weak
lips hidden by the cavalry mustache. “Someone will accompany me next
Wednesday. Someone who will vouch for me and the girls.”

“Who?” Carthage bellowed,
his voice filling the railroad car.

“Someone you will know,” was
all he
said.

Carthage stood, his heavy bulk
towering over the seated man. He threw a fistful of loose gold coins in
Ashley’s lap. “This is for today. How much do you want for bringing
my nieces to me?” His tone was controlled now, but inside, the old
man’s heart raced wildly, and the sagging flesh of his
face was mottled
with red, flushing patches. This damned Ashley had him over a
barrel, and if he didn’t show next Wednesday, Joe Carthage would
have been taken for the first time in his life.

“We’ll arrange a
reasonable
settlement at the proper time,” the actor said as he uncrossed his
dark-trousered legs to stand.

“You turn to warm butter inside
every time you see as much as five hundred in gold at once,”
Carthage said, indicating the coins Ashley dropped into
a leather
pouch.

Clete Ashley passed the old
man, then turned, his face composed in a bland grin. “Do I? No, I think you’re
wrong, Mr. Carthage. Because I do know where your nieces are, and I
do know that they’re your last of kin.” He started to extend his
hand for a farewell, then retracted, dipping in a low bow instead.
Turning, he looked at Carthage over his shoulder. “They tell me
that the best cotton in Texas grows where the blood from the
Carthage-Rault feud was spilled.”

Joe Carthage was at
the young man in a
second, one meaty hand gripping his shoulder in a vise. Ashley
flinched under the pressure, trying to twist away as the old man
spoke. “Remember, Ashley, my man Tex Gorman has that whip, and he
knows how to use it.” He jerked the slender man around, pinning him
with his eyes. “Tex had a good teacher in the art of the whip,
Ashley. Maybe you’ve heard of him … Colonel Thomas Spate. You ever
tell anyone anywhere about our dealings and I’ll not only deny
everything, even our acquaintance, I’ll have you under Tex’s
tutored whip!”

He pushed the actor to the door.

 


When he was sure that Ashley had ridden
well away, he opened the door to Hawk’s hiding place.

“You hear it all,
Hawk?”

Hawk’s dark face was impassive as he sunk to
a chair.

“Everything,” he said,
“including your mention of Colonel Spate.” He couldn’t keep the
hatred from
seeping into his voice.

“You know
Spate?”

“We’ve met,” Hawk said, riveting
his eyes to the floor. Met! What an understatement. A vision of Spate filled his
mind, and he thought for a bitter second of the woman who’d died
under Spate’s torture, thought again of the vengeance that filled
his soul. Hawk had seen the worst of men in his life, but Colonel
Thomas Spate had reached the pinnacle of human brutality and
viciousness. And Hawk wore a brand on his abdomen as a memorial to
Spate’s savagery.

Carthage was giving Hawk a man-to-man smile.
“You’re not so different from Spate. The same type. You were spared
from hanging to do a bloody, impossible job, which, as Granfield
tells it, you did pretty well.”

Hawk knew he’d never forget the
pieces in his own life that had forged his destiny, and he didn’t like
to be reminded. “I want to know more about your superintendent, Tex
Gorman,” he said, thinking of Benoits’s dying words.

“Tex has nothing to do with
this …
forget about him. My nieces are what is important now.” Then, in
sober tones the rancher-railroad man told his own version of the
Carthage-Rault feud which had taken nearly fifty lives. “A
senseless thing, like most feuds are. I can’t deny I helped plan
the ambush that practically wiped out the Raults.”

“And to get even they kidnapped
the two girls?”

Carthage nodded. “One family
took the younger girl west. Another family took the older
one, Marna,
up north. The only other living relative of mine, long since dead,
told me neither of the two girls survived their first year of
captivity. Dead, and they were practically babies.” Carthage paused
a moment, then went on. “Ashley claims both girls are here in this
territory.”

Hawk stood, pacing a few steps
past the tycoon, then turned. “If they’re in the
territory,
they’ll be found, whether Ashley brings them to you or not,” he
said, running a hand through his shaggy hair and down the nape of
his neck. “But, Mr. Carthage, I have to know all the
facts.”

“I’ve told
you—”

“Far as I can tell, you’ve told
me everything except the ‘personal reasons’ that your man Tex Gorman
isn’t doing this job for you… your superintendent, Colonel Spate’s
‘student.’ ”

The old man’s face
lost its
flush, paled as he sat in the red velvet chair. He looked up at the
broad-shouldered man towering over him, then stared moodily out the
window at the blood-red rock. “I suppose you’re right. You see, I
thought all my kin were dead, and I didn’t want my fortune to go to
just anybody when I died.” He paused, pulling his gaze away from
the window. “So I made Tex Gorman my beneficiary.”

Hawk’s mind was spinning, but his voice
remained calm. “He can be trusted?”

“Hell yes! He’s taken a lot of
the ranch burdens off my shoulders!” Carthage glared. Then something in
Hawk’s face made him look away. “I want to right old wrongs, Hawk.
To make up …” He paused. “Holly was my sister Bessie’s girl.” He
took a deep breath; there was a rattling sound in his chest. “If
Ashley’s story proves to be true, those girls are my rightful
heirs.”

“What about
Gorman?”

“I’ll make some reasonable
settlement. Tex will be satisfied.”

Hawk doubted it. “You haven’t talked about
me coming here with anybody?”

“Granfield’s the only one
knows. I
burned his letter.”

“You didn’t let Tex Gorman
know, then.”

Carthage shook his head.

There was no expression in Hawk’s
wide-spaced, jet-black eyes. And the mouth under his hawk-like nose
was without tension, although his mind was filled with thoughts of
Tex Gorman and the attempted ambush today.

“Hawk, as soon as you bring me
definite proof that the girls are alive and my nieces,” said Carthage
heavily, “I’ll have a new will drawn up.” Carthage peered out the
window. “I can still see Ashley’s dust. What I want you to do,” he
added, looking around at Hawk, “is trail him. Find out where he
goes. See if he meets these girls …”

“We’d better mention my
pay. Granfield said you agreed to ten thousand dollars in
gold.”

“You’ll get it.” Carthage handed
Hawk the daguerreotype. “Take it with you.”

Hawk looked at the two girlish
faces, then put the photo in his shirt pocket. “They’ll have changed some since
this was taken.”

“Granfield says you work
miracles.”

“If your nieces
are alive, I’ll
find them. If not, I’ll make sure Ashley tells me if this extortion
plot was his own idea. Or if somebody put him up to it.”

Carthage got heavily to his
feet, breathing hard. “Make it as soon as you can, Hawk,” he urged.
“I don’t want to wait until next Wednesday.”

Following him to the door,
Carthage said, “Walk very lightly when it comes to those girls.
They’re girls to be proud of, coming as they have from the Carthage line. No
matter what they’ve been through over the years, you’ll find them
to be upstanding young ladies.”

Hawk didn’t think it wise to
contradict the old man. He opened the door, peering north toward
the spiral
of dust left by Ashley’s horse.

 


Two days later, Hawk was deep
in the mountains, watering his roan at a creek that
spilled between
towering rock walls. As he again studied the daguerreotype, he
tried to envision the adult beauty of the two children in the
picture. The childish faces foretold two exceedingly handsome young
women.

When the roan had his fill,
Hawk continued on up the steep road, following tracks left by Ashley’s dun
horse. He loosened his rifle from its boot; from here on was the
territory of Ord Kinrose.

Ashley wasn’t very careful
about his company. Kinrose was a known horse thief, and his kingdom
was as wild
as this mountain. With the possibility of Kinrose mixed up in
Ashley’s dealings, Hawk smelled extortion more than missing nieces.
Keeping his roan to the thick dust of the narrow, twisting road,
Hawk pressed on, eyes alert.

Some time back, he’d
learned that
Kinrose had lost five of his men on a recent horse-stealing raid
across the border. Of course, he could have recruited more men, but
Hawk would take that chance; Hawk’s life was one big gamble, ever
since the War, and somewhere in the present ante was the man who’d
made it that way—Thomas Spate.
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