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Golden Hawk hires out to lead a band of
tenderfeet
through a maze of mountains and dead-end gullies ruled by the proud
Blackfoot nation. To complicate matters, the great Blackfoot
warrior chief Black Feather has vowed to take Golden
Hawk’s scalp. Further bloodying the waters is a raging
tribal war in which Golden Hawk has to take sides and take lives,
while a mountain man named Elias Hogwood proves a white man can be
as savage as a redskin and twice as treacherous.
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Prologue

 


HAWK WAS NOT sure what he saw. And then he
was. Through the trees the bright flicker of a campfire beckoned.
Ready to make his own camp, Hawk paused. The campfire might mean a
chance to light up his pipe and enjoy the company of another
mountain man. Or it could be the camp of a Blackfoot warrior eager
for a white man’s scalp, in which case Hawk would be wise to move
on farther upstream. Glancing back at his dun to make sure it was
tethered securely, he glided swiftly into the timber.

Just before he reached the clearing in which
the campfire blazed, he heard a hard, snarling voice followed by a
scuffle. A shot rang out. As Hawk emerged from the timber a moment
later, he saw a trapper on the other side of the campfire
transferring plews from an Indian’s pony to his own. A Blackfoot
Indian was sprawled facedown over the fire, the stench of burning
flesh filling the night air.

Dashing to the fire, Hawk
grabbed the Indian by the shoulder and
dragged him off the fire, noting as he did the bullet wound high on
the left side of the Indian’s chest. Turning then to face the
trapper, Hawk found himself looking into the muzzle of a long
Kentucky rifle.

The trapper’s eyes were red-rimmed and
burned with a fierce, mad light. Spittle leaked out of one corner
of his mouth. He chuckled. “You come to help me load up this
Blackfoot’s pelts, have you, mister?”

“No need for you to wave that rifle at
me.”

“How do I know you ain’t a partner of this
here redskin?”

“Blackfoot and I don’t mix all that
easy.”

The trapper relaxed some. “Then why in hell
did you pull him off the fire?”

“I don’t like the smell of burning flesh.
Not when it’s human, that is.”

The trapper smirked and licked his lips.
“Hell! Who says a Blackfoot’s human?”

Hawk did not answer.

“Back off now while I look you over.”

But Hawk remained where he
was, looming silently beside the fire. He was better than six
feet tall, with a
golden shock of hair reaching to his broad, powerful shoulders. His
sun-bronzed face was intent, watchful, his powerful glance catching
the trapper’s nervously shifting eyes and holding them. His sharp
beak of a nose reminded most men of a hawk—a very alert hawk, ready
to pounce. Wearing a quilted buckskin shirt and trousers, and
doeskin moccasins instead of riding boots, he was dressed more like
an Indian than a white man.

Under the pressure of Hawk’s quiet menace,
the trapper lost some of his bravado and took a hesitant step back,
lowering his rifle as he did so. Hawk was astonished at the man’s
ugliness. His nose had no bridge to it and sat flat on his face,
like the snout of a pig. A white scar ran from under his left eye
to the corner of his mouth. Shorter than Hawk, he had thinning
black hair. His clothes were in tatters and he stank worse than a
skunk in heat.

Hawk took a step toward the man, intending
to rip the rifle from his grasp. “This Blackfoot’s liable to take
it unkindly if you ride off with his goods,” Hawk reminded him.
“Maybe you better leave them here.”

The trapper lifted the rifle again. “You
think I mind what that stinking heathen thinks?” the trapper
snarled, pure madness flaring in his eyes. “I say cast them all
into the fires of hell! Let the bastards burn! Every damn one of
’em!”

He took a quick step back, turned, and swung
into his saddle, winding his packhorse’s lines about his saddle
horn as he did so. Hawk was about to reach up and pull him off the
horse when he heard a muffled cry behind him.

He turned. The Indian had
regained consciousness. On his feet now, he charged Hawk. Plowing
furiously into him, he drove Hawk back against the trapper’s horse.
As the animal shied away, then reared, Hawk tried to deal with the
infuriated Blackfoot. They grappled for a moment and Hawk felt
himself stumbling backward across the fire. His left foot caught a
blazing stick of firewood. He sprawled to
the ground, the Blackfoot landing on top of him.

At that moment Hawk heard the trapper spur
his horse across the small meadow.

The Blackfoot leaped to his feet and raced
desperately after the trapper. Snatching up his rifle, Hawk watched
the two vanish into the darkness and for a moment considered going
after them. Then, with a weary shrug, he turned his back on them,
skirted the campfire, and returned through the timber to his
waiting dun. Untying it, he rode on upstream for a good mile or so,
intent on putting as much distance as possible between him and
those two. He found a spot to his liking and made his camp.

He had just returned from the East – a town
near Boston – where he had spent a few months with his sister
Annabelle and her husband Captain Merriwether. He was now on his
way from Fort Union to overtake joe Meek, who was guiding a wagon
train through the mountains to Oregon. Hawk would rather have gone
straight on to his cabin on the Snake – and to Raven Eyes, the Crow
woman he hoped would be waiting for him – but joe Meek had insisted
that he needed Hawk as a guide through Blackfoot country, and Hawk
had not seen how he could deny his old friend. This chore would
take less than a month, Joe Meek had promised, and long before the
snow flew, Hawk would be back on the Snake.

It was late and Hawk was
weary. He was also ravenous. He threw a few chunks of jerky and
salt pork into his fry pan and set it over the flames. The
smell of it frying set his mouth to watering, and
he ate it almost before it was ready, wolfing down the meal like a
starved beast.

Drowsy, he lit his pipe and sat down a small
distance from the fire. Leaning his back against a tree, he saw in
his mind’s eye the enraged Blackfoot chasing the crazed trapper
into the dark timber. Shaking his head, he leaned his head back
against the tree and allowed his heavy lids to close for just a
moment.

He came awake with a start. It was light.
Early morning mists were still hovering close to the ground and
over the surface of the stream in front of him. He had slept
through the night without the warmth of his bedroll about him and
his limbs were stiff. Something had awakened him. What?

Then he heard the steady drumbeat of
galloping hooves.

He reached for his rifle and stood up to see
the wounded Blackfoot he had saved the night before galloping
across the meadow toward him. As the mists parted for him, the
Indian’s face became clearer and Hawk saw the black war paint
running in parallel streaks across his forehead and down his
cheeks. Like a demon charging from the fires of hell, he was coming
straight for Hawk.

In Blackfoot, Hawk yelled, “You damn fool
Indian! I was only tryin’ to help you!”

The Blackfoot ignored
Hawk’s words, pulled up about fifty yards away, and began circling
Hawk, daring Hawk to fire on him. The Indian’s chest was raw where
the campfire’s flames had roasted it, and
Hawk could see the entry wound high on his right shoulder. The
Blackfoot had circled it with yellow war paint and sent lines in
red ocher radiating out from its center.

“Go back!” Hawk called out to him in
Blackfoot. “I am not your enemy. I’m the one who pulled you off
that fire!”

“Huh!” the Indian taunted, still circling.
“Why should Black Feather believe Golden Hawk.” He smiled then, his
even white teeth gleaming against his blackened face. “Soon Golden
Hawk’s scalp will hang from Black Feather’s scalp pole!”

There was nothing Hawk could do or say, he
realized. The Blackfoot was convinced he and the trapper had been
working together.

Nudging his pony’s right flank with his
thigh, the Indian lowered his lance and charged Hawk. Hawk did not
want to kill this Indian, just warn him off. Waiting until the
Blackfoot was almost on him, Hawk lifted the rifle barrel slightly
and fired over his head. Instinctively, the Indian ducked lower in
the saddle.

This was all the edge Hawk needed.

Darting in close to the charging horse and
rider, he grabbed the Blackfoot’s lance just behind the steel point
with his left hand and with his right grabbed the shaft farther
down. Digging his feet in securely, he yanked the warrior off his
pony. Landing on his back a few feet from Hawk, the Blackfoot
rolled swiftly away, then leaped to his feet. Drawing his knife, he
charged. Hawk reached behind his neck. In one swift, lightning-like
motion, he unsheathed his throwing-knife and sent it at the
charging Indian. The blade slammed into his chest.

The Blackfoot halted, then fell to one knee.
The blade had struck a rib and was not nearly deep enough to be
fatal. The Indian withdrew the knife and flung it contemptuously
back at Hawk. His well-trained pony was galloping back to him.
Reaching back, he caught the reins and mounted up.

Fist raised, he rode off. “Black Feather
will meet Golden Hawk again!” he cried.

Hawk sighed wearily and picked up his bloody
knife. Watching the Blackfoot vanish back into the morning mists,
Hawk did not doubt they would meet again.

Only next time, Hawk would shoot to
kill.


Chapter One

 


AS SOON AS news of the nearby buffalo herd
reached the wagons, Joe Meek and Hawk saddled up and set out to do
what they could to fill the wagon train’s larder. Accompanying them
was young Tommy Fitzpatrick, whose job it would be to ride back to
the wagons to fetch men to butcher the buffalo and mules to take
the dressed meat back to the wagons.

They were in Blackfoot country, and whatever
buffalo they cut down would, by right, belong to the people of that
savage confederacy. Nevertheless, the train’s captain, Henry Shaw,
was anxious to obtain as much fresh meat as possible before the
wagons reached the mountains. There was another reason as well—the
buffalo meat itself. For weeks they had had to be satisfied with
venison, salt pork, and jerky. Now would come feast time. Rich,
tender, and fiberless, buffalo was the most succulent meat of
all.

They had ridden little
more than a mile when they crested a low ridge and saw below them a
vast herd of buffalo. So crowded were the buffalo that
clear to the distant horizon the herd resembled
one vast, humped carpet. Closer, on the river’s southern bank, the
buffalo were less densely packed, and everywhere Hawk and Joe Meek
looked, small bands of buffalo were grazing on the short, succulent
grama grasses that carpeted the prairie. Patches of dust rose where
some of the shaggy beasts rolled about on the ground, and here and
there a battle was going forward among the bulls as the rutting
season approached. They could hear the bulls bellowing
hoarsely.

For a while Hawk and Joe Meek were content
to sit on their horses and watch. Then they rode on down the far
side of the ridge, heading toward a hollow that would take them to
the rutted plain stretching alongside this side of the river, where
they hoped to corral one of the smaller bands. A half mile or so
from the riverbank, they spotted a small bunch – three cows and a
young bull – grazing at the head of a wooded coulee. It was typical
of buffalo in the open to graze in country pocked with deep ravines
or narrow wooded coulees, the kind of country that made it
difficult for horses to follow them.

Looking over the four buffalo, Joe Meek was
pleased. “All we have to do is drive them into that coulee.”

“Hell, Joe,” Hawk protested. “It’s too damn
close in there.”

“Who said we’d go in after them? I’ll circle
around from the other side and wait for ’em. You just drive them at
that coulee. I’ll wait for them at the entrance. It’ll be like shoo
tin’ fish in a barrel.”

“I can shoot,” piped up Tommy. “I brought my
rifle.”

The two men turned to look at the freckled,
towheaded youngster. He was barely eleven and fatherless, but he
could ride better than most men, and his greatest pleasure, it
seemed, was to stick with the older men to listen and help out when
need be. He was all-fired anxious to grow up and be a man, it
seemed.

“Keep that rifle of yours quiet,” Joe Meek
told him, “and stay back and wave your saddle blanket when we tell
you to, and light out if that bull comes at you. You hear me,
son?”

“Yes sir.”

Tommy stayed close behind as Hawk and Joe
Meek headed toward the buffalo. Pulling up in a draw upwind of the
great, shaggy beasts, the two men dismounted and crept up the side
of the draw to take a closer look at them. They were about four
hundred yards away, unaware as yet of their approach, placidly
feeding on the grama. The young bull had lost his winter coat, but
his appearance was formidable enough. He looked about ten years old
and probably weighed nearly a ton. Approaching his prime, he was
close to six feet tall at the shoulders and from muzzle to rump at
least ten feet long. The cows seemed less formidable in appearance;
but they were big and strong enough to intimidate any man on
horseback.

Something alarmed the
bull. He swung around, his head upraised as he tried to catch their
scent, his narrow, sticklike legs moving him about with
surprising nimbleness. Behind him, the cows
backed up, their hind ends pointing at the coulee
entrance.

“See that,” whispered Joe Meek. “They’ll go
for the coulee first thing.”

“Go on. Get going.”

Scrambling back down the draw, Joe Meek
leaped astride his horse and rode off, keeping in the draw. Hawk
tightened his saddle girth, then checked his rifle’s load and that
of his big Colt before mounting up. He turned to Tommy and saw that
he already had his saddle blanket in his hand.

“When I wave my hat,” Hawk told the boy,
“you start for the buffalo and wave your blanket. Make as much
noise as you can. Keep them from cutting back this way. Think you
can manage that?”

“Sure, Mr. Hawk.”

It was the first time Tommy had ever
addressed him in that manner and Hawk made a mental note to speak
to him about it later. When he had signed on as scout, he had used
his given name, Jed Thompson. Turning back around in his saddle,
Hawk dug his heels into his mount’s side and charged up out of the
coulee, waving his hat and crying out like a Comanche. Instantly
the three cows wheeled and made for the coulee—just as Joe Meek had
predicted.

The bull, however, was not
going to be intimidated. Pawing the ground, he lashed his tail,
lowered his head, and charged. Hawk had no difficulty avoiding the
first rush, but when he tried to cut after the fleeing cows, the
enraged harem master took after Hawk with a speed that astonished
and dismayed him. He flung his horse around just in
time to avoid the bull’s horns. The bull skipped
nimbly about to come at him again. Hawk raised his rifle and,
sighting along the barrel, aimed at the beast’s brisket and
fired.

He saw a puff of dust
explode where the bullet entered, but the bull only shook his head
at Hawk, as if to say he was not
pleased. Then he came at Hawk again, more slowly
perhaps, but just as determined. Hawk poured powder into the
rifle’s muzzle in what he hoped was a double charge and spat a ball
down the barrel after it. Pounding the rifle butt on the saddle to
seat the bullet, he flung it up swiftly and fired point-blank at
the charging bull. The bullet went into the buffalo’s right eye and
appeared to explode inside his skull. And still the bull did not go
down. Lumbering eerily past Hawk, he swung blindly around and
charged off.

Hawk would have let him go, but he saw Tommy
on the ground directly in the bull’s path, his horse thrashing on
the ground beside him. Hauling his horse around, Hawk overtook the
bull, emptying his revolver into the great, lumbering beast’s back.
Every bullet raised dust on the beast’s pelt; but incredibly, the
bull kept moving, heading directly at Tommy.

“Get down, Tommy!” Hawk yelled.

Obediently, Tommy flung himself into a
shallow depression behind the horse. Then Hawk groaned as he saw
Tommy’s rifle poke up, the muzzle aimed at the bull.

Again Hawk reloaded his
rifle, swung around in front of the buffalo, and fired into its
skull. But this time the thick cover of
coarse, matted hair that covered the bull’s skull deflected the
bullet. As Hawk swept past the bull, he heard Tommy fire his rifle.
Turning in his saddle, he saw Tommy throw down his rifle and break
into the open, fleeing in panic from the furious bull. Scrambling
frantically over the rutted, stony ground, he fell, then got up,
dodged, and would have fallen again if the bull had not caught him
with his horn and tossed him over his back. Tommy lay where he
struck and the bull circled around to finish the job.

Hawk jumped off his horse and went down on
his knee, spat his last round into the rifle’s barrel, aimed
swiftly, and fired. This time the bull took the round in his heart.
Pulling up, he spread his legs to brace himself, reluctant to go
down. With blood streaming from his mouth and his tongue
protruding, his body rolled like a ship at sea, while his shattered
head slowly turned from side to side. Then, as if a tap had been
turned on inside the beast, a heavy gout of purple blood gushed
from his nostrils, his knees buckled, and with a hoarse gasp, the
animal fell over onto his side, his legs, rigid in death,
extended.

Hawk raced to Tommy’s side. The boy was not
conscious. But he was breathing and it seemed regular enough. From
behind Hawk came the pound of Joe Meek’s horse. The mountain man
flung himself from the saddle and crouched beside Tommy.

“Jesus, Hawk. What happened?”

“He was afoot when that bull caught
him.”

Joe Meek pressed his ear
against the boy’s chest. His expression
showed immediate relief when he heard the steady pound of the boy’s
heart. He sat back on his haunches. “He’ll be comin’ ’round, looks
like. Just got the breath knocked out of him.”

“I’ll go see to his horse,” Hawk told him,
taking out his revolver.

The horse had stepped into a gopher hole and
snapped the bones in his leg. It was in considerable pain. Done
thrashing by now, its muzzle was covered with foam and its eyes
bulged out of its skull. With each breath came a feeble, wheezing
cry. Hawk rested the muzzle of his revolver against its forehead
and fired. Hawk looked back at Joe Meek.

“You better get over here!” Joe cried.

When Hawk did, he found Tommy awake, but in
considerable pain and his face the color of a bedsheet. Beads of
cold sweat stood out on his brow. Joe Meek spoke softly so Tommy
would not hear. “Looks like he busted some ribs, and there’s a mean
gash in his back where that bull’s horn took him.”

“Got any whiskey, Joe?”

Joe Meek took a flask from his saddle bag
and held it to Tommy’s lips and commanded the boy to drink it.
Tommy did as ordered. Not long after, he passed out, a faint grin
on his face.

“What about them three buffalo?” Hawk asked
Joe Meek.

“Got all three.”

“I’ll bring Tommy back and send out the
butchers.”

Joe Meek nodded. “Tell
them to make it fast and bring enough mules. I saw some hungry
coyotes circlin’. It won’t take long before they go for them
carcasses. I’ll do my best, but I won’t be much
good after dark.”

Hawk mounted up. With surprising gentleness,
Joe Meek lifted the unconscious boy up into Hawk’s arms. With a
quick wave, Hawk started back to the wagon train.

As Hawk rode down the line of wagons, he
caught sight of Tommy’s mother standing by her wagon. She was
talking to Ma Bounty. From the trek’s beginning, Ma and Jake Bounty
had kept their wagon close behind the wagon belonging to Tommy’s
mother. An older couple with no children, they had taken the widow
and Tommy under their wing. As a result, the two families had come
to be regarded by the other settlers as a single family group.

Glad the widow was with Ma Bounty, Hawk
pulled up beside her. Tommy’s mother turned, saw Tommy in Hawk’s
arms, and uttered a small, frightened cry. Jake Bounty hurried over
to join his wife. He reached up for Tommy. Hawk
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