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As Hawk watched the
Blackfoot warriors attack their Bannock Indian enemies, he was
shocked at what he saw. The Blackfoot were attacking not in the
helter-skelter Indian manner, but with an organized military
precision that made them the most powerful and irresistible
fighting force in the West.

Then Hawk saw the reason
why. Mounted on a horse beside the Blackfoot chief Spotted Pony was
a

white man with a cavalry saber raised high in the air to order the
Blackfoot charge.

It was James Cantrell, whom
Hawk and the beautiful, voluptuous Alice Cantrell had traveled far
and wide to save from Blackfoot captivity. But now it seemed that
this brilliant army officer had switched

sides, and Hawk had to save the West from him…
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Chapter One

 


IT WAS CLOSE to sundown when Hawk heard the
cat the first time. A big male. Close by. Too damn close. Possibly
on the timbered ridge above the cabin. Something in the cat’s snarl
– a fierce malevolence that almost seemed directed at Hawk
personally – caused a cold chill to run up his spine.

His eyes narrowed in concentration as he
halted his mount and lifted his Hawken out of its saddle sling. To
a casual observer, one glancing up at Hawk in a dark place perhaps,
it might have appeared that a bear unaccountably dressed in a
wide-brimmed hat and loose-fitting buckskins had dropped upon the
back of a horse and now prowled above it, aping a human being. For
Hawk was a giant of a man, huge in the shoulders and narrow in the
gut, with a thick crop of golden hair that hung down clear to his
shoulders, a face cut from granite, its aspect softened by a pair
of sky-blue eyes; eyes that never failed to draw a woman—any woman
he wanted.

Now, peering through the
timber at the ridge, his preternaturally sharp eyes caught a
sudden movement. Sunlight shifting on a
tawny shape. He raised the rifle quickly enough, but found himself
staring at an empty patch of blue sky. He lowered the rifle,
feeling a mite sheepish. Even if he had caught the son of a bitch
in his sights at this distance he would only be wasting precious
shot and powder.

The ears of his mount and two packhorses
flickered nervously. The two horses could smell the cougar.
Dropping the rifle back in its sling, Hawk patted his mount on the
neck to gentle it, then urged it on up the slope toward his cabin,
the menace of the big mountain cat’s angry snarl clinging to him
like the shards of a bad dream. When he reached his barn, he caught
sight of Raven Eyes behind the cabin on the edge of the timber.
Shading her eyes, she was peering up at the ridge, her father’s old
flintlock in her hand.

She too had heard the cat.

He called out to her as he dismounted.
Whirling about, she waved excitedly and started to run across the
field toward him. Hawk was returning after a month of trapping in a
small stream he had found deep in the Rockies. It had not been a
waste of time; so hidden away had the stream been that it had never
been completely trapped out like so many this side of the divide,
and as a result Hawk was coming back with fifty prime plews, in
addition to a bearskin and a wolfskin.

He led the horses into the
barn and had just finished lifting the plews off the two packhorses
when Raven Eyes reached the barn. They embraced with much
enthusiasm, after which she insisted it was her place to tend to
the horses and, suiting action to words, shooed him from the
barn. Perfectly willing to let her take this
chore off his hands, he lugged the furs into the cabin.

He was sprawled contentedly in the big
wooden rocker when Raven Eyes came in. His boots were off and a jug
of moonshine sat on the floor beside him. The plews, along with the
wolfskin and the bearskin, he had dropped on the floor by the
fireplace. He looked up as Raven Eyes closed the door firmly behind
her and watched her lean the long flintlock into the corner beside
the fireplace. As she started toward him, he watched her closely,
drinking in every movement, realizing once again just how lovely
she was, her eyes gleaming like a shimmering pool in a pine wood,
her olive skin smooth over her high cheekbones, her shock of thick
black hair flowing like a shimmering patch of midnight past the
firm, taut breasts that swelled under her buckskin dress. He wanted
her so bad, he could taste it. “Husband, I have a thing to tell
you.”

“I’m listening.”

“You hear that big devil cat when you ride
up?”

Hawk nodded. “He didn’t sound very
friendly.”

“That is so, husband. He is angry with Raven
Eyes.”

“Now, why would that be?”

“The night after you go away, this big cat
come down from the timber. He prowl close to barn. He want my pony,
maybe. I load my father’s gun and shoot him. I hit him but now he
come back. I think he remembered what I did. Now he calls to me. He
wants to punish me. His medicine is very powerful, I think.”

“You sure you hit him?”

She nodded, her brows knit in a worried
frown. “Yes, I hit him. In the thigh, I am sure. He went down, but
he move off before I can reload and finish him.”

“He did sound a mite unhappy. Looks like the
wound is festering.”

“I think maybe already he is cripple … or he
not come after my pony.”

“Maybe so. But now he is back. Only this
time it is not just the pony he wants. Is that what you think?”

Raven Eyes looked at him very soberly, her
black almond-shaped eyes mirroring her concern. “I think he is one
very dangerous cat. And it is all my fault. I should have kill him
first time.”

“Maybe I better go out there now and finish
him off.” He started to get out of his chair.

“Stay in your chair, husband,” she cried,
alarmed. “That evil old cat will wait.” Then she smiled down at
him, her dark eyes smoldering. “But maybe I cannot wait. Already it
is too long a wait for this woman.”

He smiled up at her. “It’s been a long time
for this child, too.”

He swept her into his arms and carried her
into the small bedroom and dumped her unceremoniously onto the bed.
As her back sank deep into the straw mattress, she hurriedly untied
her shiftlike dress and flung it away; reaching up with quick
hands, she peeled down his buckskins, and then he was crouched over
her, plunging into her moist entrance with a wondrous ease, feeling
her tightening about him like a fist. With a deep, heavy sigh, she
drew him still deeper into her.

He buried his face in the wild luxuriance of
her hair, prowling over her like a great snake. Eagerly she clung
to him, wrapping her long limbs about his thighs, lunging up at him
with a furious, savage intensity, meeting him thrust for thrust.
The sound of her rapid breathing, the guttural cries that exploded
from deep within her with each hammering thrust drove him to a
wilder urgency—and he became lost completely in his mindless rush
to completion.

It was over too quickly—almost as soon as it
had begun, like a summer storm, as brief and as shattering. He
flung back off her, exhausted. She shifted herself up on her elbows
and gazed fondly at him.

“Rest now,” she told him softly as she
reached over and brushed a lock of damp hair off his forehead.
“Then I fill tub for your bath and we eat fine supper.”

“Sounds good.”

“Then we make love again, slower. Until
morning comes.”

He tried to smile back up at her, but he was
too exhausted even for that. His eyelids rested on his eyes as
heavy as anvils. All he could manage was a faint nod as she got up
from the bed and left the room. The last thing he remembered before
a drugged sleep overwhelmed him was the snarling cry of the cougar
echoing in the pines high above the cabin.

 


The next morning, the
sun’s first rays tipping the treetops, Hawk moved silently through
the timber near the crest of the ridge, his Hawken primed and
ready. Earlier, before dawn, he had been
awakened by the nervous, restless stamping of the horses in the
barn, and when he went out to investigate, he found fresh tracks
left by the cat, which had circled the barn at least
twice.

Now Hawk was following the
big cat’s spoor up toward the ridge’s crest. Reaching it, he
followed the cat’s fresh tracks down the other side to the bank of
a narrow stream. Splashing through the shallow water to the far
side, Hawk went down on one knee to study the tracks more closely
in the soft ground. They sure as hell were big enough, he reminded
himself while he
studied each paw’s imprint carefully. As he had noticed from the
beginning, the left hind paw track was turned in slightly, the
imprint’s edges smudged. It was obvious that for this cat, this
injured foot was more an impediment than a help. Just as Raven Eyes
had said, this was an old, nearly crippled cat.

Hawk stood up and looked around. He didn’t
like the look of this. No longer able to bring down his usual small
game, probably in constant pain, ugly and spoiling for a fight—and
maybe just a little desperate, this was now one very dangerous
animal.

Hawk let his gaze follow the cat’s tracks
into the juniper lining the bank. Behind the juniper Hawk glimpsed
a game trail that led up the timbered slope beyond the bank. Hawk
mounted the bank, pushed through the junipers, and started up the
game trail. He had gone about two hundred yards higher and was
still deep in the timber when he halted to take a breather and get
his bearings. The timber was quiet. From this height, he could see
where the stream a half a mile or so farther on filtered into a
bog. Somewhere in it a woodpecker was tapping at a tree trunk,
while high above him in the treetops a robin sang, its clear call
echoing in the pines. The sun was now well above the trees. It was
going to be a warm day, very warm—one of the few good ones left in
September; and if he wanted to get those furs to Fort Hall, he
reminded himself, he had better leave soon, tomorrow maybe.

And forget about this damn cat.

Before starting back down the trail, Hawk
took one last look around … and found himself staring directly into
the cat’s eyes. The cougar was poised on a low branch about twenty
yards away, clearly visible through a gap in the branches.
Crouching there, his head lowered, his mouth partly open in a
silent snarl of contempt, he seemed to be challenging Hawk. And
then he was gone, so swiftly and silently that Hawk could almost
believe that that single, momentary glance had been a trick of his
imagination.

He charged through the timber to the branch
on which the cat had been crouching. Faint claw marks were clearly
visible, and after a quick examination of the ground, Hawk found
the spot where the cat had landed when he left the branch; but he
found no further tracks on the pine-needle carpet. It was as if the
big son of a bitch had vanished into thin air.

Distinctly uneasy, Hawk
glanced about him in all directions—at the slope above, even the
branches over his head. Nothing. Which one
of us is the hunter? Hawk asked himself
grimly.

He moved swiftly back down the slope and
splashed across the stream, trying not to give himself the
impression he was in flight, but that was how he felt,
nevertheless. He had the odd conviction that the only reason the
cat had not attacked him was because he had chosen not to do
so.

Not this time, at least.

 


“I am the daughter of a chief,” Raven Eyes
told him proudly. “I do not run from this cougar.”

“It ain’t running, Raven Eyes,” Hawk
protested. “I just want your company on the trip to the fort.”

“No, husband. I stay here to make you fine
winter coat from this wolfskin. That other one is too old now.”

Hawk knew what was going on here. Another
woman had made his hooded wolfskin coat and Raven Eyes was anxious
to replace it with one made by her. She had no reason to be jealous
of a dead woman, but for her it made no difference to her that
Hawk’s former woman was dead. All that mattered was that he now
wore a wolfskin coat made for him by another woman—and this she
could not accept. If Hawk was her man, then she should be the one
to make his clothes. No one else, living or dead, had that
right.

“Then you’re staying here?”

“Yes, husband.”

“Be careful, then. Keep out of that cat’s
way. Don’t take any more potshots at him.”

“And if he disturbs my pony?”

“Ignore him. Just keep the barn door
shut.”

“You think I am such a fool to leave it
open?”

“Just warning you, is all. You saw his
tracks. He circled the barn twice. He’s a cripple, and wants meat.
He might already have tasted stock and grown to like it.” He
grinned slyly at her. “Maybe he’s tasted Indian, too.”

“Enough, husband,” she told him. “Do not
worry about this woman. Already she has spent many weeks alone with
only the wind and the chatter of the chipmunks for company. So go
now to the fort and do not forget the sugar and the salt.”

He nodded solemnly. “I won’t forget the
licorice sticks, either.”

She smiled. “And the looking glass you
promised.”

 


Hawk’s fifty plews brought plenty, enough
brass Made Beaver tokens to buy out the store. But it was the
castoreum that really increased Hawk’s credit with old MacPherson.
The demand for the pungent medicinal oils secreted by the beaver’s
scent glands had increased over the past ten months, and the fort’s
chief factor was delighted with Hawk’s plentiful haul of beaver
stones.

A day after his arrival, anxious to get
back, Hawk had already loaded his purchases onto his two
packhorses, and by noon had left the gates of the fort behind him.
In addition to the looking glass he had promised Raven Eyes, he
carried three brown jugs of prime HBC rye whiskey to help him make
it through the winter. The whiskey was from the chief factor’s own
prime, undiluted stock.

“Mr. Hawk!”

Reining in, Hawk turned to
see a woman riding through the gate after him. She rode
well, he noted. And when she got closer,
he recognized her. She was Minerva Cantrell. The night before, she
had arrived at the fort as a member of a wagon train of settlers on
their way to the Oregon Territory. Her long red hair, which in a
shocking breach of modesty she insisted on wearing combed out, her
rosy cheeks, and her sparkling green eyes had not gone unnoticed at
the fort. Not by Hawk, certainly, nor by any other man in the fort.
A Crow half-breed made no effort to conceal his interest in her and
had aroused MacPherson to warn the half-breed to keep a proper
distance from her.

Handling her mount expertly, riding astride,
not sidesaddle, the young woman pulled to a halt beside Hawk. “You
must help me, Mr. Hawk.”

“Name’s Jed. Jed Thompson.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. That hunchback with the
black beard referred to you as Hawk, and I—”

“You talking about Buffalo Jim?”

“Is that his name?”

“It’s what the Indians call him. With that
hump he resembles a buffalo … to them, anyway.”

“I see.” She moistened her lips nervously.
“He told me much about you, Mr. Thompson. You’re a mountain man, I
understand. And you live with an Indian squaw—”

“She’s not a squaw, ma’am.”

“Oh …?” The sharpness in his tone caused her
face to pale.

“She’s a Crow Indian woman. Her name’s Raven
Eyes.”

“I meant no discourtesy, Mr. Thompson. And I
think that’s a lovely name.”

“What do you want, ma’am. I’m losing
daylight sitting here.”

“It’s my brother. James Cantrell. You must
help me find him.”

“What makes you think I’d know him?”

“I understand he’s living all by himself out
here in the wilderness; hunting wild animals and trapping
beaver.”

“You’ll have to do better than that, ma’am.
There’s quite a few men out here doing that—and more’n a few
Indians, too.”

“He’s a big man … as big as you. You must
help me find him.”

“Sorry, ma’am. I got a piece to go yet, and
I’m sure anxious to get there. Good-bye now.” Hawk nudged his horse
into motion.

“Mr. Thompson! Please!”

Hawk kept on riding. He hated to do it. But
he sensed this Cantrell woman was the kind that didn’t take no for
an answer – not easily, that is – and he simply had no time for
her.

“Mr. Hawk!” This time her voice was sharp,
angry.

He glanced back without reining in.

“Is she that beautiful?”

Hawk’s craggy face broke into a smile then.
“Yes, ma’am. She sure as hell is.”

He turned back around in his saddle and kept
going. He did not look back.

 


Riding through a patch of
timber two days later, Hawk felt a nagging uneasiness. The spruce
timberland was alive with the chatter of birds and he could hear
clearly the soft, distant sighing of the wind high in the trees;
all about him as he rode were the swift, scuttling sounds of small
animals fleeing his approach. The sunlight pouring down through the trees stamped bright, trembling
patches of light over the forest floor. Yet, as he neared the edge
of the timber, a brooding sense of menace increased and would not
abate.

When he broke from the timber, he peered up
the long meadow at his cabin and saw what he had prayed he would
not see. The cabin doorway was gaping open, the darkness of the
cabin’s interior staring out at him ominously, reminding him of a
skull’s empty eye socket. Fighting panic, he flung aside the reins
leading his packhorses and kicked his mount to a hard gallop up the
slope.

At any moment he expected to see Raven Eyes
step into view, either from the barn or from the rear of the cabin.
But, despite the pounding of his horse’s hooves, she did not
appear. Where in hell was she?

At the cabin, Hawk flung himself from his
horse and plunged through the open doorway. One glance about the
cabin told him what he knew: the cabin was empty. But Raven Eyes
had not been gone long. A stew was boiling away in a black pot over
the fireplace. On top of the table lay the nearly completed
wolfskin parka and jacket Raven Eyes had been working on. The hood
and sleeves were already attached, the buttonholes sewn. She was
waiting only for the buttons Hawk was bringing back with him.

Stepping back outside, he called, “Raven
Eyes!”

His call echoed forlornly about the timbered
slopes. He was about to call out again when he noticed the barn
door was also wide open. He started toward it. As he got closer, he
heard a dim thrashing sound.

Darting into the barn, he saw the cruelly
slashed neck and shoulders of Raven Eyes’ pony. Where its right
rear leg should have been there were only raw tendons and white,
splintered bone fragments. Hanging from the pony’s muzzle were
long, dusty ropes of dried lather. The horse’s great brown eyes
stared fixedly at the stall’s side as it raised its head and
slammed it down repeatedly with the mindless, steady persistence of
a metronome. It seemed as if the poor dumb beast were trying
deliberately to dash out its brains and end its misery.

Hawk stared at the deep claw marks and saw
where jagged hunks of flesh had been ripped from the pony’s
shoulders. Beneath the animal there was a slick, fly-covered pool
of dried blood, and Hawk wondered how in hell the pony could still
be alive. Aiming his Colt through the cloud of flies, Hawk sent a
slug into the pony’s brain. Its head slammed down; its torn, bloody
torso shuddered once, then lay still.

Outside the barn, Hawk found the cougar’s
tracks. Driven by its hunger, the huge mountain cat had broken into
the barn by snaking past a loose board under the side window. The
pony’s cries had brought Raven Eyes running, and she was after him
now, he realized. She was up there somewhere in the timber, lugging
her father’s flintlock, determined to show Hawk what a credit she
was to her father. And she was also angry as hell at what that
devil cat had done to her favorite pony.

Nearly at the timber, Hawk
pulled up to call her name again. He waited for the echo of his
call to die, then kept on into the woods. He found her tracks at the edge of the clearing where the ground
was soft and not carpeted with pine needles, but after that her
tracks vanished. He kept going until he reached the ridge where he
had come upon the cat before, pulled up, and called out again to
Raven Eyes.

This time she responded.

Dimly. The call came from high above him, it
seemed. He turned, his eyes searching. The call came again. A
little louder this time. There was no doubt now. It was Raven
Eyes!

Altering his direction slightly, he
redoubled his pace and scrambled on up through the brush and the
timber, the slick carpet of pine needles causing him to slip to his
knees more than once. He reached a tiny clearing, out of breath,
panting, aware that he was no longer sure from which direction the
cry from Raven Eyes had come.

He sucked in deep lungfuls of air, calmed
himself, and called out again. This time the answering cry came
from his right. He burst through a patch of timber toward it and
came out upon another clearing, one he had never explored before,
this one fronting a steep escarpment, at the base of which sat an
impressive pile of granite boulders that had peeled off the cliff
face. Some were as big as houses.

“Hawk!”

The call came from across the clearing,
dimly.

Hawk scanned the edge of the clearing, then
lifted his gaze to the top of the escarpment. He did not see Raven
Eyes.

“Where are you?” he called.

“Up here!”

This time, peering more closely in the
direction from which the cry came, Hawk saw Raven Eyes’ pale face
peering at him from a ledge halfway up the pile of rocks. He ran
across the clearing, and when he reached the foot of the boulders,
he halted and, shading his eyes, looked up at her. “Are you all
right?”

“Never mind me. Watch out for the cat!”

“Where is he?”

“Down there … I think.”

Hefting his loaded rifle, Hawk glanced
quickly around him, then up at the rocks past Raven Eyes.
Nothing.

“I don’t see him,” he called up to her.
“Come on down!”

“I can’t.”

“You hurt?”

She hesitated a moment, then nodded.

“I’ll be right up.”

She pulled back out of sight and he began to
climb swiftly up through the rocks, feeling at times like a dwarf
trying to negotiate some giant’s front steps. At last he hauled
himself up onto the ledge where Raven Eyes was crouching, and
dropped to her side.

As he saw the extent of her injuries, he
felt an icy blade of fear. She had been ripped cruelly from her
shoulder to her thigh, the flesh laid open as cleanly as
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