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Hawk saved the Quaker wagon train from a foul fur trader named Bannister and the savage Blackfoot band that Bannister armed and egged on. Hawk even taught the peaceful Quaker men to fight to get back their women and children. But he couldn’t stop Bannister from heading across the Rockies with a beautiful young woman worth her weight in gold in the Frisco white slave market.

	Hawk and his Nez Percé ally Tames Horses had to make it through the mountains in time to stop that sale  and love-hungry women, bloodthirsty braves, and bushwhacking whites weren’t stopping them from reaching the finish line and a death trap hair-triggered to kill …
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Chapter One

	 

	HAWK DUCKED HIS head into the icy spring and held it under the frigid cataract for almost thirty seconds. When he flung his head up out of it, shaking his massive mane of golden hair, he was blowing like a grizzly who had just missed a trout.

	Despite the chill mountain air, he had thrown off his deerskin shirt, revealing muscles that stood out like mole tunnels. Pulling away from the spring, he rested back on his haunches and gazed alertly about like any other wild beast of the wilderness, his sharp, commanding sky-blue eyes resembling those of an eagle perched on some lofty crag.

	Satisfied he was alone, that no Blackfoot or long-traveling Comanche had followed him into Oregon Territory, Hawk got to his full six feet two, combed the moisture out of his unruly mop of hair with long, powerful fingers. Then he bent and plucked his buckskin shirt off the ground beside him, tossed it on, and buttoned it up, his massive shoulders filling it out impressively.

	He strode back to the stream-fed meadow where he had hobbled his black. He saddled it, then rolled up his sleeping blanket and tied it securely behind the cantle. He worked swiftly, anxious to be on his way. He had had a good night’s sleep and was hungry, but he had decided to save for a more desperate time his few remaining strings of jerky. Tames Horses’ band was only a few miles farther on and he expected to dine with the old chief on fresh venison if not buffalo in celebration of his arrival.

	He was about to swing into his saddle when he heard sudden, piercing screams coming from just beyond a wooded ridge farther downstream. The screams filled the morning wilderness with terror and Hawk found himself on the move even before he consciously willed it. Pulling his huge Walker Colt from his belt, he ran swiftly to the ridge and plunged into the pines crowning it.

	Breaking out of the timber a moment later, he saw below him the stream looping back around the ridge and a grassy bank shaded by alders crowding close upon it. On the bank two Indian women were fighting off two white men. The women had come to the stream to bathe and had been caught as naked as on the day God made them, their deerskin dresses piled neatly on a grassy sward under the alders. They were considerably smaller than their burly attackers, but were putting up a fierce struggle—so fierce they were no longer wasting any more energy screaming, while their white attackers were experiencing much difficulty peeling off their britches and at the same time holding on to their thrashing victims.

	Keeping to the ridge, Hawk worked his way around behind the struggling figures. Then he angled down the steep slope behind them until he was within a few yards. The larger of the two men had managed to discard his britches and had cuffed the Indian woman under him into sullen submission. The other white man was not so far along and was being beaten back steadily by the furious woman twisting and gyrating wildly under him.

	Both women caught glimpses of Hawk’s stealthy approach, but did nothing to betray him. Pulling up behind the fellow with his britches off, Hawk brought the barrel of the Walker Colt down on the back of the attacker’s head, taking some care not to strike with all his strength. If he had, the heavy Walker would have crushed the white man’s skull like an eggshell. As it was, he sagged to the ground without a sound.

	The other white man was already turning to deal with Hawk. Hawk thumb-cocked and aimed the Colt and fired coolly. At that distance the detonation alone was enough to shatter the man’s composure. When the smoke cleared, Hawk saw the raw crease left by the ball, starting at the man’s cheekbone and carrying away with it most of his left ear. With a startled screech of agony, the man clapped his hand over the bloody stump and spun away from Hawk. Hawk stepped closer and finished him off with a single chopping stroke of his Walker. The man’s screeching stopped abruptly and he crumpled to the ground.

	Hawk turned to the two Indian women. One glance at their sleek hair, their bronzed, high cheekbones, and their slightly canted, almond-shaped eyes, and he knew them to be Nez Percé. They were both about the same age, he guessed, not more than sixteen or seventeen, probably already married and in the first full bloom of their young womanhood. The sight of them had been too much of a temptation for the two white men. 

	Hawk had picked up enough of the Nez Percé tongue to ask the two maidens, now hastily knotting the drawstrings on their shift-like dresses, where they were from.

	They pointed upstream.

	“Of what band are you?”

	“The Yellow Grass band,” the taller of the two women responded.

	Hawk smiled. This was Tames Horses’ band. They had moved farther westward than any other Nez Percé band to escape the constantly marauding Blackfoot, and had indeed found a lovely country. The only question that remained was whether they could keep it from the settlers now pouring into Oregon in such numbers.

	“I will return with you to your camp,” Hawk told them.

	They smiled, perfectly willing to have Hawk accompany them.

	The smiles froze on their faces.

	Hawk spun.

	Three armed men on horseback were breaking from the timber downstream and were heading toward them at a fast gallop. It was clear the two men Hawk had dealt with a moment before had ties with this group. As the three riders charged toward them, one fired his rifle. The ball slammed into the ground a few yards in front of Hawk.

	He spoke to the women. “Go back to your village! Hurry!”

	The women needed no urging. As they raced upstream, Hawk ducked toward the timber leading to the ridge, in order to draw the three horsemen after him. He had almost reached the trees when one of the riders overtook him and flung himself from his horse, landing on Hawk’s back. He was a big man and his crushing weight bore Hawk to the ground. But he rolled out of the man’s grasp, kicked him in the crotch, broke once more for the timber, and reached it ahead of the other two. Hawk raced up the slope to the ridge and dashed through the pines, the three men pushing their mounts up through the tangle of brush and timber after him.

	Once out of the pines, Hawk raced down the side of the ridge and flung himself onto his black, pulling his Hawken from its boot. He got off one shot, catching the lead pursuer’s horse in the chest. As it went down, throwing its rider, the other two swerved around it. Hawk exchanged revolver shots with them, then spurred his black down a grassy slope ... and suddenly found himself surrounded by five, then six riders, all of them armed.

	Hawk pulled his mount to a halt and prudently stuck his revolver into his belt as the riders slowly circled him, looking him over the way a butcher would a side of beef on a hook.

	One of the two pursuing riders, his face almost completely hidden by a thick beard, pulled alongside him. “Who the hell might you be, mister?”

	Hawk said nothing.

	“We ain’t goin’ to kill you,” Blackbeard said. “We’ll leave that to our two pardners back there—less’n you killed them both. In that case, we’ll just chop you up for our camp dogs.” He grinned, revealing surprisingly white teeth.

	Another rider—a thin redhead wearing a black wool stocking cap—hauled his horse around and, reaching over, deftly lifted Hawk’s Walker Colt from his belt and stuck it into his own.

	“You one of them no-account mountain men we hear tell about?” he snickered and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “Guess maybe you is. You smell worse’n a grizzly in heat.”

	A third rider pulled up on the other side of Hawk. This rider, wearing a black, floppy-brimmed hat, a red-checked woolen shirt, and greasy buckskin britches, had eyes as jet-black as his thick, braided hair. He was a Blackfoot, something Hawk knew at once, not only from his cheekbones and the slant of his forehead, but from the stiff-backed, splay-legged manner in which he rode.

	And then of course there were the black moccasins.

	“You are Golden Hawk,” the Blackfoot said.

	Hawk did not bother to respond.

	The Blackfoot spat in his face.

	Hawk threw himself at him. With his hands closing about the Indian’s neck, he bore him backward off his horse. The Indian struck the ground before Hawk. As his breath exploded from his lungs, the Blackfoot grunted painfully. He was dazed. Hawk reached for his bowie. But before he could grab it, he was pulled off the Indian and hauled upright, his knife snatched from its sheath.

	With his arms held behind him, by two of the men, the others took turns punishing Hawk with their boots and fists until he swayed drunkenly in their grasp, his head hanging, his senses reeling. Satisfied, the men released him and stepped back, letting him slam forward into the ground. Hawk was only dimly aware of the Blackfoot stepping close to him. Sizing him up carefully, the Indian kicked Hawk in the groin. As the pain exploded up through his gut, past his solar plexus clear to his back teeth, the Blackfoot leaned his face close to Hawk’s.

	“You one fine prize for Johnny Bear,” he told Hawk. “I sell you to Blackfoot chief for many horses—and maybe his daughter.”

	Johnny Bear smiled then and stood up, moved aside a few steps, and this time kicked Hawk carefully in the face, the tip of his boot catching Hawk under his right cheekbone with enough force to flip him over backward.

	Into darkness.

	 

	“Mister! Hey, mister, wake up!”

	Hawk opened his eyes. He was lying prone on the bed of a wagon. From under him came the jolting creak and rumble of iron-shod wheels rolling over uneven ground. The right side of his face was so swollen, he could see only out of his left eye.

	Turning his head, he saw a boy of sixteen or so leaning over him, his eyes anxious. Beyond him, Hawk saw, was a young woman sprawled on the other side of the wagon bed, her ripped skirt and torn bodice barely covering her. She was unconscious, her head resting facedown on her crossed arms, her long blond hair spilling over the wagon’s bed.

	Hawk pushed himself to a sitting position, not an easy task, since his wrists had been bound tightly by rawhide strips.

	“Who are you?” Hawk asked the boy.

	“Sam. Sam Baldwin.”

	“Who’s that woman over there?”

	“My sister. Her name’s Marta.”

	“Where are they taking us?”

	“Back to the fort.”

	“Fort Emory?”

	“Yes.”

	“What the hell is going on here?”

	“Bannister and his men have taken over the fort.”

	“Taken it over? How could that be? What happened to the chief factor?”

	“You mean MacDuff?”

	“Yes.”

	“Bannister killed him—and the other traders, too.”

	This was difficult to believe. But the boy spoke with such calm matter-of-factness that Hawk could not doubt him. “This man Bannister ... is he the one with the beard covering his face?”

	“That’s him, all right. They call him judge.”

	“What the hell’s he up to, anyway?”

	“He wants to take over the fur trade in these mountains, then deal directly to the ships captains, the ones working the China trade. They can sell the furs when they get East and make a pile of money. Bannister’s working with the ship captains. And he’s payin’ the Indian trappers better than the other traders.”

	“Better than the American Fur Company.”

	“That’s what I heard. But I couldn’t say for sure. I don’t know what them traders give the Indians for pelts.”

	“It ain’t much. It never is. The blankets are thin and the rum ain’t fit for a hog to drink. But I can’t imagine this Bannister doing any better.”

	 “The thing is, he’s sidin’ with the Blackfoot against the Nez Percé. That’s what I hear, anyway.”

	“And so the Blackfoot will let his trappers into their hunting ground.”

	Sam nodded.

	“And now Fort Emory is Bannister’s base.”

	“Yes.”

	“These wagons we’re in now. Where’d they come from? Do they belong to Bannister?”

	“No. They’re what’s left of a Quaker wagon train headin’ into Oregon.” The boy frowned unhappily. “I guess I’m the one responsible. I led Bannister’s men right to them.”

	“Go slow, boy. I’m havin’ trouble following you.”

	“Marta and I escaped from Bannister, and when we came on this wagon train, the settlers and the Quakers took us in and fed us and all—only they wouldn’t believe it when we told them what Bannister was up to. Said we was out of our heads. The next day Bannister’s men attacked the wagon train for their goods. Most of the men were taken alive. They’re in the other wagons behind us.”

	“What about the women?”

	“Them and the children were given to the Blackfoot for their help.”

	It took a while for Hawk to digest such grim news. When he had, he thought of something else that puzzled him.

	“Sam, you say you escaped from Bannister. That he followed you. Why? What’s so valuable about a young lad like yourself and his sister?”

	Sam moistened his lips unhappily. “It ain’t me Bannister wants. It’s Marta.”

	“Why?”

	“Bannister figures he can sell her.”

	“Sell her?”

	“That’s right. To the captain of one of the ships he brings the furs to  and then the captain will sell Marta to some Arabs who buy white women for their harems.”

	Sam looked away from Hawk. Speaking of what might be in store for his sister was destroying his composure.

	“That’s okay,” Hawk told him gently. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

	“I’m all right,” Sam said, blinking back his tears.

	“You’re certain that’s what Bannister plans to do?”

	“I overheard him. He was tellin’ his men to stay away from Marta. He said he didn’t want her spoiled. That way the captain could get a better price from some sultan he knows.”

	Hawk glanced over at Marta. Almost as if she had become aware she was the subject of their conversation, she stirred slightly and groaned, then pushed her head and shoulders off the bed, staring blankly at Hawk, then turning her gaze on her brother. There was a welt on the side of her forehead only partially hidden by the spill of her long blond hair.

	Sam asked her how she was. In a weak voice she told him she was fine. Then Sam introduced her to Hawk. She nodded dazedly at Hawk, then settled herself back down onto the wagon bed, evidently completely exhausted and dispirited by her ordeal. Nevertheless, Hawk noted, she had not uttered a single word of complaint.

	Hawk leaned back against the wagon’s canvas.

	 

	The rough journey over the stony, uneven ground was a constant trial. It was difficult for him to digest all of what Sam had just told him.

	During his short visit to his sister back East a couple of years before, Hawk had often visited the Boston port to watch the great merchant ships arrive from the Far East and China, their huge sails billowing like clouds. Mingling with the sailors and longshoremen, he had heard many strange tales of China and India and of the Muslim rulers of the Middle East and North Africa as well—especially their unquenchable appetite for white women, for whom, it was said, they would pay truly fabulous prices.

	What Sam was telling him then did not seem at all unlikely.

	Furthermore, Hawk had been hearing of strange bands of adventurers from the West Coast doing their best to cut into the fur trade with the aid and encouragement of clipper ship captains. This man Bannister was evidently one such adventurer. He wouldn’t last long, Hawk was sure. The tribes in these mountains would not stand still for the kind of tactics he employed, no matter how much better the goods he offered in trade might be. But for the moment at least, Bannister was capable of causing considerable mischief, especially with the Blackfoot as his willing accomplices.

	“Help me get free,” Hawk told Sam.

	The boy held up his hands. They were manacled, the chains fastened to the wagon bed with metal cleats. He could not reach Hawk unless Hawk moved closer. Hawk worked himself over to Sam.

	“There’s a knife in a sheath at the back of my neck,” he told Sam. “Use it to cut the knot in this rawhide.”

	Sam’s iron manacles chinked against the side of Hawk’s head as the boy worked the knife from its sheath. Pulling back, Hawk held out his wrists. As soon as the boy cut through the knot, Hawk used his teeth to unwind the rawhide, then leaned forward to allow Sam to replace the throwing knife behind his neck.

	Hawk glanced out through the front hole in the canvas and saw the head and shoulders of the wagon’s driver. He looked out the rear and caught fleeting glimpses of his captors riding alongside as they escorted the wagons. One of the riders had a bloody bandanna wrapped around his head. This was probably the worthy fellow whose ear Hawk had blown off.

	Hawk looked at the boy. “How far are we from the fort, would you say?”

	“We should be there soon.”

	Hawk stuck his hands out again, his wrists held close together. “Quick. Wind the rawhide back around my wrists. But not tightly. Then tuck the end under so it won’t hang.”

	Sam did as Hawk told him. As Sam was finishing up, Hawk glanced out past the driver and saw the fort’s palisaded ramparts looming just ahead. He pushed himself away from Sam, and by the time the wagon entered the fort a few moments later, he was lying prone, his apparently securely bound wrists held in close to his stomach.

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	HIS EYES STILL closed, Hawk heard the heavy footsteps of Bannister’s men as they clambered into the rear of the wagon. He did not look up as he heard the shackles being pulled free of the wagon floor and the muffled cries as Sam and his sister were dragged from the wagon and dumped onto the ground.

	Then another, lighter pair of footsteps approached Hawk and he smelled Johnny Bear looming over him. The Indian’s rough claw of a hand closed about Hawk’s shoulder and yanked him up and around so sharply that the back of his head slammed against the wagon’s high wooden side.

	Hawk allowed his eyes to flicker open.

	Johnny Bear—his face a mask of savage triumphleaned close. “Huh, Golden Hawk!” he cried, his anthracite eyes gleaming with happy malice. “Why you not fly from here? Is this not the Great Cannibal Owl?”

	Hawk stared calmly back at the Indian.

	“Speak, Great Warrior! Unless your fear is too great. If it is, I will understand.”

	Hawk cleared his throat and spat in the Blackfoot’s face.

	The Indian straightened up, wiping his face furiously. Then he moved quickly forward and kicked Hawk in the chest. Hawk rolled over and tucked himself up into a ball in a prudent effort to protect his vitals from the Blackfoot’s fury. He was only slightly successful as the Indian proceeded to work Hawk over with a careful, deliberate thoroughness until he had worn himself out
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