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The gates of death open!

	The bull was big and black and deadly … 1700 pounds of pure killing machine. One man had already spilled his guts out over those horns … and his friends wanted revenge.

	That didn't matter to Hawk. One thousand dollars did. And that was what the Mexican offered if Hawk could deliver the bull down the long trail to Mexico City. What he didn't know was that someone had posted a contract on the animal, so he faced enemies at both ends of the trail.

	But Hawk had a direct answer to anyone who tried to stop him … it came flaming from the barrel of his gun.
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An author couldn’t ask for a better man to front him: 

	this one is for Robert Adams, 

	with thanks.
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Chapter One

	 

	THE BULL SNORTED as the pic drove into the hump of muscle between its shoulders. The force of the impact jarred a fierce shock the length of the twelve-foot pole, threatening to rip the lance clear of the picador's grip. The bull seemed not to notice, thrusting forwards with lowered head twisting from side to side as it sought to plant a horn in the soft underbelly of the horse. A tip dug into the protective padding, not reaching through to the scrawny ribs, but still ramming the horse back against the barria. The man holding the lance cursed and twisted the heavy, diamond-shaped blade, spilling blood down the bull’s back in a bright crimson stream that glistened on the black hide.

	One of the cuadrilla came running out, capa flapping bright in the hot afternoon sun as he sought to draw the bull away. The animal ignored him, concentrating on the horse.

	The picador shouted, ‘For the love of Christ, get him off me!’

	The sound seemed to galvanize the bull to fresh action. It eased back slightly from the grinding thrust of the lance, then, as the pressure eased, came in again. The right horn dropped beneath the lower rim of padded cloth covering the horse’s flank and then hooked upwards. The horse squealed, hind legs lifting clear of the sand as the bull’s massive strength rammed the horn deep into the belly. The picador was slammed back against the wooden surround of the ring, left foot shifting clear of the armored stirrup as he sought to control his screaming, panicked mount. The bull twisted its head, tearing a bloody swath through the horse’s belly as it planted the left horn in flesh.

	The horse was lifted clear of the ground, entrails spilling in streaming coils of blue and yellow that were swiftly drenched with blood. It emptied its bowels, a stream of urine splashing over the bull’s head.

	The great black beast grunted and thrust upwards, hooking the horse clear of the barria, turning the luckless animal over on its side as the picador dropped his lance and clutched the upper edge of the fence. More of the cuadrilla came running out, waving their capes and shouting as they tried to pull the bull off the horse. The big black animal shook the screaming pony the way a terrier shakes a rat, then turned, panting, to face the interruption. It stood, long streamers of mucus dripping from its nostrils, small red eyes glaring malignantly around as blood dripped from the horns and it chose its next target.

	The men of the cuadrilla brought it forwards in a series of feinting charges until its limited vision was able to sight in on the second picador.

	The man was sweating visibly, his dark face sheened with moisture that was not all a result of the heat. The fancy stitching of his jacket was stained dark at the armpits, and as he positioned his horse to take the charge, he fashioned the shape of the cross, briefly in the air.

	The bull attacked. One moment it was standing still, head shifting from side to side. The next, it was moving faster than any creature that big had a right to run.

	The second picador grounded his pole under his right arm and hauled back on the reins. His horse, blindfolded, but still able to smell the stink of blood and feces, still able to hear the charge, snorted and skittered round. The picador drew the reins tight. He dragged the horse to a standstill and turned his lance to take the charge.

	It came hard and fast, the bull ignoring the lance as it sought the larger target. The pic went in two inches below the first wound, the shock driving the horse back in a slipping, dancing movement. For what seemed like a long time, rider and bull were separated by the length of the pole. The picador leant sideways in the saddle, pressing all his weight down and out against the thrust of the bull. In its turn, the animal dug hooves against the sand and fought to ram past the obstruction blocking its murderous passage to the horse.

	And then the trumpets sounded to announce the end of the tercio. The cuadrilla lured the bull away and the picador walked his terrified horse clear of the arena.

	 

	Felipe Angelos spat on to the sand and drew his capa tighter about his shoulders. It was funny, he thought, how a man could feel so cold when the day was so hot. Funny, too, that so dry a throat could produce so much spit. He stared at the bull, instinctively checking off what he knew about the animal. The animal he was going to kill.

	It was the biggest bull he had ever fought. A massive five-year-old with horns near long as a man’s arms. It favored the right, so that was the side he would take it on. The thought filled his mouth with fresh spittle, so for a moment he thought about Victoria Bavispe instead. It would be a fine thing to dedicate this monster to her, and then kill the bastard with just one stroke of the sword. Such a deed might persuade her to leave her window unlocked; even persuade her mule-headed father that a matador was a man of honor. Of wealth, too. Not the kind of wealth a hacendado enjoyed, but still rich in comparison to most of these Mexican peasants.

	Felipe made a fast decision as Jaime Agusto plucked a thumb delicately against the barbed points of the banderillas.

	‘I will place them myself,’ he said, forcing a confident smile across his lips. ‘They’ll like that.’

	‘You might not, jefe,’ grunted Jaime. ‘That one is a killer. Don Bavispe paid a lot for that.’

	‘And I shall get paid a lot when I kill him,’ said Felipe. ‘Now give me those sticks.’

	 

	The crowd roared as the matador came out into the ring. Felipe held the brightly-wrapped sticks up high above his head, pirouetting round so that the sun glanced off the polished points, flashing brighter where it struck the honed edges. He walked out to the center of the arena, positioning himself a few yards off from the bull’s querencia. It was lucky, he thought, that the animal had chosen its defensive position right under the judges’ box: that way he didn’t need to lure the monster too far from the Bavispe family, so they should see all of his skill. And admire him for it.

	Especially Victoria.

	The bull pawed sand that was stained with blood. It snorted, and glowered at Felipe.

	He shouted, but all the beast did was blow fresh froth from its nostrils and scrape back more sand.

	The matador presented the first set of banderillas in the volapié style. He faced the bull and then lifted both sticks high above his head, beginning to trot in a semi-circular run towards the animal. As he approached, the bull lifted its head and moved slightly forwards, coming clear of its querencia. By then Felipe was level with the horns and running fast. He saw the left horn jerk up and sucked in his belly as he danced past to plant both the barbed sticks down into the neck.

	The ribands attached to the sticks fluttered as the bull shook its head, and Felipe ran clear to the barria, where Jaime passed him the second set.

	The bull was angry now, irritated by the pricking of the banderillas and weakened by the pic wounds. Felipe took it recibiendo, taunting the beast into a charge while he stood still, poised on his toes until the last moment when he shifted sideways over the horns and settled both barbed points tight up against the first two.

	By now the crowd was up on its feet, cheering him; shouting for more. It was like a drug, that sound. The adulation washed over him and took the fear-spit from his mouth. He took the final pair of banderillas and placed them so close to the others that his traje got stained with the blood coming out of the bull from the picador's woundings.

	And the trumpets sounded again and the cuadrilla emerged to lead the bull away.

	Jaime passed him a glass of water.

	‘Olé, matador,’ he said. ‘I think we shall eat well tonight.’

	‘I still have to kill him,’ said Felipe. ‘And he’s still strong.’

	‘You can do it.’ Jaime passed him the capa as the trumpets blew for the penultimate tercia. ‘Kill this one, and we go to Spain. We could make real money there.’

	‘Sí.’ Felipe made the sign of the cross and walked out on to the sand.

	 

	The bull looked big. Like a locomotive. All horns and blood, and still decorated with little bits of the horse’s guts on the horns. The head was lower now, brought down by the pics, but that weakening was overridden by the sting of the banderillas.

	Felipe tested the animal with a series of veronicas. And found it as he had suspected: strong and angry. He passed it three times in the darting shift of the volapié, easing the light gold and pink cape over his shoulders and passing the bull from one side to the next as he shifted his feet and watched the horns go past.

	He played it mostly safe, not willing to chance the more dramatic moves with so powerful an animal, but still putting on a show that brought the crowd to its feet and thundered ‘Olés’ across the ring.

	He ended with a flying pass that hauled the capa straight up and over the horns, lifting the bull’s forefeet off the sand as it hooked sky. The big black beast landed confused, peering round while Felipe walked back … magnificently arrogant … to the barria.

	He exchanged his capa for the heavier muleta, the folds of crimson silk supported by a strut of bamboo and the blade of the killing sword. He walked out to the center of the ring and lifted his tricorn hat as the crowd roared. Then he paced over to the judges’ box and extended the cap towards Victoria Bavispe. The bull stamped dirt. And Felipe Angelos tossed his hat straight into Victoria’s waiting hands.

	The trumpets sounded again, and the matador turned to face the final moment.

	He passed the bull nine times, calling the beast on and then luring it by him with subtle movements of the muleta. He stayed deliberately close to the body, picking up smears of blood that stained his silver-stitched traje de luces and brought fresh roars of approbation from the crowd.

	And then he lined the animal up for the kill.

	The bull was turned back into its querencia, and Felipe was sufficiently excited by the applause and Victoria’s presence that he chose to kill recibiendo. He smiled at the girl and draped the muleta over his left arm. The curve-tipped sword hoisted clear of the cloth and lined on the bull’s neck.

	Felipe shouted, ‘Hoy! ¡Toro! Vamanos!’

	And the bull lifted up to a charge.

	It came in straight and fast, head down with horns pointed at the matador's scarlet cape. Felipe lifted on to his toes and began a fast run forwards as the horns closed on his body.

	He kept the muleta thrust out on his right side, the sword balanced on the bamboo stick holding up the heavy cloth. And as the bull came in, he lifted the sword, angling the blade down and forwards to cut through the neck and kill the beast instantly.

	As he approached the horns he turned, cat-footing to the side so that the thrusting prong of blood-weltered ivory would miss his stomach, and his sword would go in. Cutting the spine and puncturing a lung and the heart to drop the bull in one single moment of triumph.

	But something went wrong.

	He didn’t know what … couldn’t, for there was no time; only pain … and he was lifted up on the horn and thrown to the ground.

	 

	A great gargling sigh burst from the crowd as the matador's sword flew clear of his hand and his muleta hung bloody from the bull’s right horn. They saw the man lifted up, legs kicking and both hands clutching down to grasp the ivory point puncturing his belly. Then they saw him tossed loose, and the bull bend down on its knees to stab red-tipped horns against its would-be killer.

	Felipe Angelos felt nothing but fear. There was a moment of pain, but that got lost in the flood of adrenalin coursing through his body as he knew that he was dying. He saw … as though in slow motion … the horn enter his stomach, and then he was lifted over the bull’s head. He reached down, grasping the horn as he tried to wriggle clear. He planted a knee against the muscled forehead and pushed loose. There was a sucking sound and a brief resurgence of pain, but then he was on the sand. Rolling over as he fought to escape the prodding horns.

	The cuadrilla ran out, shouting and waving capas. One man grabbed the bull’s tail while two more fluttered cloth against the bull’s face. It turned, allowing the others time enough to grab Felipe and haul him clear. The bull swung round to face the new threat and the matador was dragged clear. He left a long, sticky trail of blood on the sand.

	 

	‘That’s a goddam stupid way to get killed.’

	The speaker tilted his flat-crowned black hat deeper over his cold eyes as he studied the slick trails left by the matador, and watched the oxen come in to lead the bull away.

	‘He died with honor.’ The answer came in good English, only slightly tinged with the burring syllables of Mexican accent. ‘What more can a man ask?’

	‘To die rich, an’ preferably in bed with a good-looking woman.’

	‘You don’t understand,’ said the Mexican. ‘The fiesta brava is a celebration of life. You gringos cannot know what it means.’

	‘Far as I seen,’ rasped the American, ‘it means a man dies; or a good animal gets killed. There’s no point to either, unless money’s involved.’

	‘Hawk.’ The Mexican said it softly, as though afraid to voice the name aloud. ‘Why do you think I asked you to come here to Matanza? Didn’t I offer you money?’

	‘Sure.’ The man called Hawk was younger than the Mexican, leaner of build, with long, black hair spilling over the collar of his freshly-laundered white shirt. ‘You said you had a job for me. So far you’ve given me a hundred dollars an’ taken me to a bull fight. What’s the work?’

	As he said it, his eyes shifted over the crowd now spilling out from the banked terraces of the bull ring. His right hand rested, deceptively casual, against the butt of the Colt’s Frontier model revolver holstered snug against his right hip. The wooden butt of the gun jutted from a container of oiled black leather, the holster riveted in place against the belt so that it hung forwards of the hip, the upper rim cut down and away to allow for a fast draw. On the left side of the belt there was another holster: a custom-made band of polished leather that held a single-barrel Meteor shotgun in place. The stubby weapon was cut down to no more than twelve inches, with the stock cut away to a pistol grip.

	Those things alone would have marked the American as a killer. But there were still more: his left hand was hidden beneath a black glove fastened tight about his wrist, the fingers cupped stiffly in position, as though ready to draw at any given moment.

	He stared at the gloved hand as he repeated his question. ‘What’s the work? Why the hell did you call me down here?’

	‘A gamble,’ said the Mexican. ‘One worth spending a hundred dollars on. I need a reliable man. A man good with a gun. I know you are the best.’

	Hawk shrugged. ‘So?’

	‘So, Jared,’ the Mexican smiled and pointed at the ring. ‘I want you to deliver something.’

	The man called Jared Hawk stared at the sand. Five old men were circling round now, dragging rakes behind them as they levelled the ground and hid the blood. The audience was gone, leaving behind only the stink of sweat and death.

	‘So w^ have to go to a bull fight for that?’ His voice was cold as his eyes. ‘Why?’

	‘You know I am wealthy,’ said the Mexican. ‘What more do you know about me?’

	‘You’re called Ramon Torres, an’ you own close on half of Coahuila.’ Hawk shrugged, watching the sand cover the blood. ‘You hired me a few times before, so you know I don’t enjoy gettin’ pissed around.’

	‘I am not pissing you around,’ said Torres. ‘I wanted you to see what it is I want you to deliver.’

	Hawk shrugged again, his lean face creasing into a frown. ‘What the hell’s that?’

	‘The bull,’ said Torres. ‘I want you to deliver the bull.’

	The old men were gone from the ring now, their rakes leaving neat concentric circles over the sand. Most of the blood was gone, but where the first picador's horse had died, and where the matador had spilled his belly out, there were dark patches showing through.

	‘You’re crazy,’ said Hawk. ‘I ain’t no goddam cowboy. I don’t know nothing about herdin’ beef.’

	‘That’s not beef,’ said Torres calmly. ‘I knew that bull would kill Angelos. He wasn’t good enough to face it: he never had a chance.’

	‘So why’d you put it in the ring?’ asked Hawk. ‘Why’d you kill him?’

	Torres smiled, stroking his moustache. ‘Felipe Angelos is … was … the finest bullfighter in Mexico. Next year he would have gone to Spain. The fact that my bull killed him doubles the value of the animal. It makes the bull worth ten thousand dollars American.’

	‘Nice for you,’ grunted Hawk. ‘You made a profit on the afternoon.’

	‘Not unless I can get the bull to Mexico City,’ said Torres. ‘That’s where the big money is. In the ranches. I can sell that bull now for twice what I paid. He can’t be fought again, but he can be put out to stud. And now that his reputation is made, I can ask what I want for him.’

	‘So line up some vaqueros and herd him down,’ said Hawk. ‘I wish you well.’

	‘You don’t understand,’ said Torres, ‘do you? That bull is worth more than a vaquero could earn in a lifetime. I couldn’t trust my own men, let alone the bandidos on the road. That’s why I sent for you: I need someone who can keep the bull.’

	‘I might take him,’ said Hawk. ‘You think about that?’

	‘No.’ Torres shook his head. ‘I know that you’ll deliver once you give your word. It’s what everyone says about Jared Hawk: he delivers.’

	Hawk stood up. The ring was empty now, sunset shadows fading slowly over the stained sand, dusk
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