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	Golden Hawk had hunted many things in the vast Western wilderness. Wild game. Golden treasure. Savage enemies. But now he was on his toughest, grimmest hunt. His beautiful sister Annabelle had been kidnapped by a Comanche band, and Hawk knew all too well what was being done to her. Even more maddening was his discovery that she was being passed from hand to hand as he pursued her abductors. The Comanches, the Blackfoot, and then a mammoth mountain man named Gar Trimm all in turn took possession of her—as Golden Hawk battled the crudest odds of nature and man to free Annabelle and wreak a revenge that made death seem sweet …
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Chapter One

	 

	HAWK PAUSED AND held his hand up to warn Tames Horses. The old warrior hadn’t needed Hawk’s warning. He had frozen in midstride, his ancient face lifted, his head turned slightly as the distant sounds of a struggle came to them through the tangle of underbrush.

	“Grizzly,” whispered Hawk.

	It was maybe poking into a bee’s nest for its honey. Either that or it was plundering a camp. The sounds were coming from off to his right.

	Tames Horses nodded solemnly. “The Beast Who Walks Like a Man. Yes. Maybe be better we go in other direction. This time of year, they feed for winter. Get big as young buffalo.”

	Still crouching warily, Hawk nodded. Then they heard a terrible, flaming oath, followed by the bear’s shattering response—a roar that seemed to shake the forest. With silence and discretion no longer a consideration, the two men changed direction and plunged toward the commotion, coming out a moment later into a small clearing.

	One glanced told Hawk everything.

	A partially demolished tepee stood in the clearing, one side completely torn open, the tanned buffalo-hide cover ripped like paper. To one side of the tepee a half-dozen pelts hung on stretched willow hoops, drying, the flesh side turned to face the sun. These were untouched. But a trail of destruction led from the tepee’s gaping hole past the racks of beaver pelts to a dense patch of underbrush on the far side of the clearing. From there came the enraged woofs and snarls of the infuriated beast as it tore at whatever had aroused its fury, more than likely the Indian whose tepee it had been disturbed looting.

	Checking his Hawken’s load, Hawk moved swiftly but cautiously toward the sounds of struggle. Tames Horses kept pace with him, his white hair moving in the breeze like tufts of cotton. He held his bow out in front of him, an arrow’s notch already fitted to the bowstring. A muffled but powerful shot came from the tangle of underbrush. It sounded like a flintlock pistol of some ancient variety, and the immediate result was an increase in the volume of the grizzly’s rage.

	Hawk’s foot came down on a dry branch. The snap echoed in the enclosed clearing like a rifle shot and a second later a fearfully wounded bear tore from the brush to face them. The handle of a long, buffalo knife protruded from its shoulder, the blood from the blade already matting its chest, and one side of its muzzle had just been blown away, more blood seeping over the clean white exposed bone of its mangled lower jaw.

	All this damage only seemed to endow the beast with a supernatural fury and strength as it reared up with a roar, standing a full eight feet tall—then charged. Its lumbering gate, though appearing slow to the eye, enabled the huge beast to close with Hawk and Tames Horses with startling speed. As Tames Horses poured arrow after arrow into the onrushing animal, Hawk stood his ground, lifted the crescent-shaped butt of the half-stock to his shoulder, and placed his sights on the huge beast’s massive chest.

	By this time the grizzly was less than twenty feet away. Hawk fired point-blank, placing his ball into the great bear’s heart. As he saw the hole appear in the animal’s chest beside the shaft of one of Tames Horses’ arrows, he became uncomfortably aware that no animal was harder to bring down and that one swipe of its taloned paw could rip him open from sole to crown.

	But this bear was fashioned of flesh and blood, after all.

	The huge beast pulled up and reared, swaying like a sailor on a pitching deck, one paw held up, as if to call a halt to the whole business. Its massive chest and shoulders resembled a bloody pincushion. Then, incredibly, the brute recovered and, with a fierce, guttural growl, came on again.

	Cursing, Hawk poured powder down the rifle barrel and followed it with a lead ball, while Tames Horses, now on one knee beside him, kept fitting arrows to his bow and sending them at the bear. The infuriated beast woofed unhappily with each new arrow’s arrival, and by the time Hawk had finished seating the load in his Hawken, it was close enough for him to see the bear’s smashed teeth and gums, and its red, lolling tongue still remarkably intact.

	Hawk lifted his Hawken and fired, this time the ball entered one of the bear’s eye sockets and blew away half of its brain, the back of its skull exploding behind it in a pink cloud. The grizzly gave another loud bellow, then stopped, head lowered, its whole body swaying. Tames Horses spoke softly, reverently in Nez Percé and lowered his bow as a fresh stream of bright-red blood spurted from the bear’s shattered muzzle.

	The grizzly toppled over.

	Hawk stood motionless in the clearing, aware that he was breathing hard. Then, reloading his rifle deliberately, he approached the huge bear with caution, poking gingerly at the beast’s head with the rifle’s muzzle. Tames Horses went down on one knee beside it, then looked up at Hawk and nodded in relief. The bear was finally dead.

	They heard a sound and turned. A man Hawk had never seen before stepped from the brush. It was his hand that had buried the knife in the grizzly’s chest and it was the bullet from his flintlock pistol that had torn away the grizzly’s lower jaw. His right arm was streaming blood and his chest was crimson with it. A peeled flap of torn flesh combined with the front of his buckskin shirt. The side of his head was bleeding from ragged lacerations left by the grizzly’s teeth.

	The mountain man had taken a fearful mauling, and the wonder of it was that he was still on his feet.

	He was tall and powerful of build, with broad, heavy shoulders, a barrel chest, and arms like small tree trunks. His long, powerful thighs were tightly encased in leggings of soft deerskin. His jacket, one that reached clear to his knees and was now fearfully tore about the chest and shoulders, was fringed along the shoulder and arm seams. It was dark with his sweat, animal fat, blood, and smoke. He wore thick, double-sole moccasins of buffalo hide, similar to Hawk’s, which enabled him to walk soundlessly on the needle-covered floor of the forest or on dew-wet grass.

	Under a round, wolfskin cap, his hair, snarled and matted now with fresh blood, was a dark brown and reached clear to his shoulders. His beard, shaded from chocolate to rust red, was as long and as tangled as his hair. The visible facial skin covering his forehead and cheekbones and the powerful bridge of his nose was tanned to the shade of old leather; his eyes were two narrow slits of bright blue.

	He blinked at them in some confusion as he strode crookedly into the clearing, holding his flintlock pistol in one hand. “Who are you two?”  he asked, his voice low but harsh.

	“My name’s Thompson,” Hawk replied. “Jed Thompson. This here Nez Percé is Tames Horses. And who might you be, friend?”

	“Name’s Gar Trimm,” he mumbled, brushing past them.

	“Where you bound?”

	“Fort Hall,” he responded, continuing toward his torn-up lodge. “Got some plews to trade. Damn grizzly might’ve tore them up.”

	“You alone?”

	“Nope,” he muttered without looking back at them, his voice a kind of low, guttural bark. “Got me a woman.”

	Hawk and Tames Horses followed Trimm to the nearly destroyed tepee, and when they reached it, they stood back out of respect for the man’s feelings as he stepped through the torn hole in his tepee and bent over what the grizzly had left of his woman. She was an Arapaho and had been wrapped in furs when the grizzly attacked. There was some fool notion abroad that a sleeping human was safe from attack by the great bears, but here was evidence to the contrary. In death she looked up at them, her patient black-cherry eyes open wide in surprise. A few merciless swipes of the beast’s talons had laid open, not only the furs she had wrapped about herself, but her olive skin from her shoulder to her thigh. Three ribs, resembling grotesque tusks, gleamed whitely as they protruded from the bloody wound.

	Hawk watched the mountain man as he peered down at the dead woman. For an instant only he saw in the man’s eyes a flicker of mild interest—a slight, barely perceptible nudge of grief. And that was all. It was as if death was this man’s constant companion, a presence he accepted as easily as the wind in the pines over his head or the howl of winter storms about his lodge at night.

	Turning from the dead woman, Trimm began an inspection of the damage the grizzly had done to his provisions and plews. Much of the jerked meat had been eaten, and the bear had found and ripped open two of Trimm’s pressed and rawhide-bound packs of dried beaver plews. Cooking utensils and other gear were scattered about, but that was about the extent of the damage to his goods.

	Noting the mountain man’s apparent dismissal of his dead woman, Hawk shuddered inwardly, as if an icy hand had closed about his heart. It was immediately apparent to him that this lone, powerful man had become, over the years of his isolation in these wild mountains, similar in temperament to the wild beast they had just brought down—like the grizzly, he was simply a dumb brute who walked upright.

	Reaching for one of the ripped-open packs of beaver plews, Trimm slipped to one knee, then keeled over slowly, coming to rest on his back, his face as pale as a sheet, his eyes closed. He was losing blood steadily from his wounds, and to this insult the man’s powerful constitution had finally succumbed.

	Tames Horses glanced at Hawk. “He is strong man. But maybe he need us to help him.”

	Hawk beside Trimm to examine his chest wounds. They were far more extensive than Hawk had guessed at first glance. One of the bear’s talons had reached the man’s left lung. Hawk looked up at Tames Horses and nodded in agreement.

	“Looks like we better take him to the fort. There’s a doctor there.”

	“White man’s doctor?” Tames Horses shrugged. It was plain he didn’t think much of the idea, but he wasn’t going to argue the matter.

	They found a shovel among the mountain man’s gear and dug with it a shallow grave on a slight rise on the other side of the clearing, and in that buried the Arapaho woman. With night approaching, they built a fire, bound the man’s wounds to stem the flow of blood, and waited through the night before starting for Fort Hall.

	 

	A week later, Hawk and Tames Horses rode out of the timbered foothills and started across the long, spring-fed flat that fronted Fort Hall. The mountain man, barely conscious, was tied onto the saddle of his large gray. Hawk and Tames Horses were leading Gar’s two packhorses along with three packhorses of their own.

	Hawk and Tames Horses had managed to rescue nearly 180 whole beaver plews from the grizzly’s depredations. One of Trimm’s packhorses carried two full packs of pelts, weighing close to one hundred pounds each. Gar’s second packhorse was burdened with the remainder of the good pelts along with his traps, spare parts, cooking utensils, and other gear. Luckily, no more than thirty of the beaver skins had been so badly torn that they had to be discarded, those having been the pelts on top of the tightly pressed packs the grizzly had pawed. Tames Horses and Hawk surmised that Gar’s haul of beaver pelts represented both his fall and spring trapping.

	Since the day after his battle with the grizzly, Gar Trimm had been suffering from a raging fever. At times the fever had turned him into a terrible fury difficult to tie down, and it was Hawk’s belief that, had the man been less of a giant, he would long since have died. For the past three days, however, he had been quieter, and the fever – though still constant – had subsided somewhat and he now appeared to be breathing without pain.

	But despite Gar’s giant constitution, the mountain man still needed bed rest and care—and perhaps a more thorough cleansing of his wounds.

	This was what was on Hawk’s mind as he and Tames Horses approached Fort Hall’s gate, riding past a score or more of Crow Indian lodges ranging along the fort’s western palisade. A shout came from the fort’s entrance, and glancing up, Hawk saw Joe Meek riding out to meet them, his dark, round face wreathed in a wide grin.

	Leaving Tames Horses to bring along Gar Trimm, Hawk urged his horse on ahead and met Joe Meek in front of the gate. Both men flung themselves off their horses and embraced.

	“This child has a letter for you,” Joe Meek cried.

	A letter! Hawk realized it could be from only one person—Annabelle. Snatching the envelope from the grinning Joe Meek, he ripped it open and read the letter inside. When he finished, he looked up at Joe in despair.

	“My God, Joe! She wrote this months ago. She should be here by now.”

	“That’s why I rode out to meet you. Where you been, hoss? I been lookin’ all over for you and that damn redskin. I got word a week ago from the child who brought this letter. They were expecting a steamboat a week after he left Fort Union. I’m thinkin’ she’s already left there herself, coming up the Yellowstone, maybe with a load of freight.”

	Hawk read the letter again, this time more carefully, savoring the sight of his sister’s handwriting, the sound of her voice coming to him internally as he read her words. Annabelle’s husband, Captain James Merriwether, was in Washington, busy on a government commission from the War Department. He had been selected to outfit an expedition whose charge was to find safer routes over the mountains to Oregon. Annabelle had insisted on going on ahead of him to visit with Jed, so distasteful to her had become Washington D.C., which – as she described it – was “filled with simpering females, mud, and mosquitoes.”

	He folded the letter and put it in his pocket, then waited with Joe Meek for Tames Horses and Trimm to reach the gate. As they did so, Hawk explained to Joe how they had come upon the wounded mountain man, assuring him that as soon as Trimm was taken care of, he would be moving out and heading north along the Yellowstone.

	He would start that night, if possible.

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	THE STEAMBOAT THAT Annabelle took to Fort Union did not have an easy time. It was called the Assiniboin, and was the successor to the first steamboat to make it up the Missouri to Fort Union, the Yellow Stone. A little more shallow of draft than that first steamboat, the Assiniboin was over 120 feet long, twenty feet abeam, and drew a little less than four feet of water when substantially loaded. Her two side-wheels, more than eighteen feet in diameter, were driven by powerful, single-cylinder engines fed by steam from three boilers.

	She had a crew of two dozen men, and throughout the trip from St. Louis, nearly a hundred engagés slept on the main deck. These French speaking employees of the American Fur Company were no threat at all to Annabelle. Indeed, so polite were they that whenever she approached, they scrambled to their feet or pushed away from the deck’s railing to doff their stocking caps in greeting. She knew they were only trying to be polite, but the sight of their flashing white teeth, doffed caps, and quick bows always made her feel self-conscious, so that she tried not to walk too often on the main deck, content to remain on the upper deck.

	It was from there that she got a bird’s-eye view of the crew’s incredible exertions throughout the interminable voyage. For one thing, the Missouri’s current was fierce and unpredictable. Sandbars appeared with unimaginable swiftness, rising before the steamboat’s prow like the shifting shoulders of some subterranean being. The creaking, agonized sound of the hull grinding onto such bars would send Annabelle bolt upright in her bunk. It sounded as if something living were being tormented beyond its endurance, and she wondered at such times why the boat didn’t simply break in two or why the brown, turgid waters of the Missouri did not smash through the hull and drown all of them in their bunks.

	One afternoon, in order to rock the boat free of a sand bar’s grip, the men on the ship ran in unison from one side to the other until the boat slid off into the current. The snags that formed when whole trees slid into the stream and became embedded in the sand were incredible hazards that twice nearly succeeded in punching holes in the steamboat’s shallow hull.

	Annabelle heard the ship’s engineer complain to the captain once that the three fireboxes consumed at least ten cords of wood a day, an appetite so voracious that the ship’s crewmen and the engagés on board were kept busy almost daily scavenging for the firewood needed to keep the engines going. Whenever the steamboat nosed over to the bank for a wood stop, she watched in amazement as the men swarmed ashore, axes in hand, and started cutting. If there was no dry, long-burning hardwood available, the men took the softer cottonwood and willow, and when that gave out, they turned to scrubby cedar. There were times when they were reduced to gathering up the driftwood that had piled up along the shores, and if it was still wet, the firemen tending the boilers would prime it with resin to make it bum.

	In the company of Captain Smithers, Annabelle and three other passengers were taken on a tour of the hold. It was a fascinating experience. In the black, close hold the odor of newly hewn white oak timbers mingled with the homely, country-store aromas of flour casks, barrels of molasses, and boxes and bales that held everything the frontiersmen and trappers could want: rifles and powder, lead for casting into balls, bright fabrics, warm trade blankets, and iron pots for cooking.

	For the Indian trade there were the inevitable, carefully stored barrels of whiskey sloshing heavily with each roll of the ship. In addition to the whiskey there were the beads and other trinkets and baubles designed to fascinate the savage Indian heart. With a sharp sense of recognition, Annabelle noticed as well the boxes of tiny, tinkling silver bells the Indian women would sew into the seams of their husband’s leggings and shirts—and the needles, awls, knives, papers of pins, and pots of vermilion and other rouges to paint the Indian woman or her warrior’s face and chest in preparation for battle.

	Meanwhile, the nearer Annabelle got to Fort Union, the more rapid became her heartbeat. She was returning home. And this awareness filled her with a conflicting set of emotions: a strange, deep welling joy on the one hand, a stark and awful terror on the other. This wild, buffalo-carpeted wilderness through which they passed brought back to her memories of her lost babe and an anguish she could not choke down. She imagined she could feel his little hands clasping her aching breasts, his tiny mouth fastening about her rigid nipples. At such times she groaned inwardly and thought once more of the fine warrior who had been her husband and sired her son. In her mind’s eye she could see the swarming Crow warriors galloping through her village, striking down its Shoshone defenders with terrible finality, and could feel again the icy river waters rushing over her, pulling her along as she swam for safety.

	And, oddly enough, she began thinking also of her Comanche father, Buffalo Hump, and his woman Hank-of-Hair. For some reason her thoughts returned again and again to that old woman’s wrinkled face, her quick movements, and the way she had of vetoing Buffalo Hump’s whims with a sharp glance from her button-black eyes. Annabelle had never thought of Hank-of-Hair as her mother. For some reason they had never gotten along. Buffalo Hump had shown Annabelle too much partiality over the years and it was impossible for Hank-of-Hair not to notice it—and resent it.

	The hot smell of the land, the sunbaked grasses especially, brought it all back to her, at times causing the fair hair on the back of her arms to rise in recognition. Lifting her head into the wind, she found she could smell distant Indian encampments, marked by the unmistakable aroma of dried buffalo hides. The smell of Indian seemed to fill the universe, and yet when she looked about her at the other passengers, they appeared to be aware only of their own immediate presence and their foolish, idle chatter.

	They lacked entirely her own visceral sense of what this land represented—the wild openness of the high prairies and the hint of danger and savagery that hung on each shift of the breeze, each sign of smoke on the distant horizon, each small party of beribboned Indians racing along the river’s banks, doing their best to keep up with this magical, smoke-belching monster.

	What warmed her now was the certainty that Jed would be waiting for her at Fort Union, that his powerful arms would close about her, his face beaming. During the years after Buffalo Hump’s sale of her to the Comancheros, she had known her brother would come for her. It was this—and this alone—that had sustained her.

	And he had not disappointed her.

	Now, as the steamboat labored upstream, crunching over sandbars or creeping through narrow channels, her impatience to see her brother became almost unbearable. It was difficult for her to believe how much she had looked forward to this visit. Though she hadn’t mentioned it
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