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Golden Hawk had as much as a
man could handle when he made a deal to guide beautiful Kathleen
MacLennan’s wagon train through hostile land. The sex-starved
Kathleen was more than willing to use her voluptuous body to seal
the bargain.

And when a love-hungry young
Blackfoot widow named Running Moon demanded Hawk take the place
other slain mate, it looked like too much of a good thing. In the
meantime, a murderous horde of Bannock Indians were closing in on
the beleaguered settlers. And a terrifyingly powerful Blackfoot
magician was using awesome supernatural forces as well as bloody
violence to remove Hawk as a rival for Running Moon’s fiery
affection. With savage foes on every side, and an invisible enemy
homing in, Golden Hawk had to kill first or die …
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Chapter One

 


GOLDEN HAWK WAS seeking a beaver stream that
Yellowstone Kelly had assured him was just beyond these forested
ridges. That was all he wanted. Just beaver. He was not looking for
any trouble.

But of course, he realized, that was always
when trouble came. Astride a powerful black stud, he had been
pushing his mount carefully through thick timber when his senses
told him he was being observed. Or followed. He pulled the stud to
a halt. He was a tall, broad-shouldered hulk of a man dressed in
fringed buckskin and boots, his untidy shock of blond hair mostly
hidden by a black, wide-brimmed hat. His keen blue eyes peered out
from under massive brows. His cheekbones were high, and the sharp
blade of his nose resembled that of a bird of prey.

Hawk sat quietly, waiting, the stud swishing
his tail impatiently. Traveling through the northern fringes of
Crow country meant they were pretty damn close to the Blackfoot
Confederation’s southern borders, and it was that time of year when
the Blackfoot sometimes took it upon themselves to send raiders
into Crow country to steal either Crow ponies or Crow women,
whichever was handiest.

A blackbird called from a distance and Hawk
heard the faint beat of wings. He remained as still as a rock,
letting the feel of the timberland wash over him, acutely aware of
its pungent abundance of fragrant grasses, firs, and sage, the
small scurrying sound of tiny animals moving about in the brush,
and the barely audible sigh of the wind moving through the tops of
the pines.

Gradually Hawk became aware of a subtle
diminution of sound—slight but noticeable. He glanced slowly,
carefully around him. He saw nothing. But this did not mean a
thing. The dense spruce and pine were close upon him. An army of
savages could be lurking within twenty yards and not a single hide
nor hair would show itself. The green, sunlit gleam of a small
clearing caught his eye through the trees ahead of him and he
nudged his stud toward it.

As soon as he broke through the timber, he
sensed movement to his right. On the crest of a distant ridge, a
Blackfoot warrior eased his war pony to a halt. There were two,
three, four … finally seven Blackfoot warriors in all—a war party
for sure. Buffalo capes over their shoulders, eagle feathers
hanging from their lances, they sat quietly on their horses,
watching him.

Though they were too far away for Hawk to
catch the expression on their faces, he could tell from the
arrogant arch of their backs that they had only contempt for this
white-eyes below them.

Pretending that he regarded their sudden
presence as no concern of his, Hawk nudged his horse forward and
continued on across the small clearing. Not until he reentered the
timber did he glance back. The Blackfoot were gone. That meant they
were closer now than they had been a few minutes before. Spurring
the stud to a lope, Hawk kept his head down and plunged through the
timber, riding this time toward the distant, rushing sound of fast
water, perhaps the very stream Yellowstone had described to
him.

He broke out onto a buffalo trail that wound
down through a timber-covered slope. He kept on it, and every
second the roar of the water ahead of him grew louder. At last he
caught, through the trees, the wink of sunlight on water. He left
the buffalo trail and pushed through the timber until he found
himself on a ridge high above a mountain stream so swift that its
ebony surface was as smooth as glass. The sound of thundering water
came from a waterfall farther downstream. Hawk could see the clouds
of water vapor hanging in the air over the timber.

He turned his horse and started back to the
buffalo trail when he found his way blocked by the Blackfoot
warriors he had glimpsed earlier. Their stoic faces covered with
war paint, they showed only a cruel indifference as they measured
him for their scalping knives.

Suddenly one of the braves leaned close to
his war chief and whispered something. The chief quickened. A short
dialogue followed, and soon the entire war party came eagerly
alive. When Hawk saw the quick gleam in their eyes, and the caution
as well, he knew his identity had just been established. He was not
just another foolish white face lost in Crow country and ripe for
the picking.

He was Golden Hawk. And
they had him!

Hawk could imagine what was going through
their minds. They were thinking of their welcome when they returned
to their village with the mighty Golden Hawk’s scalp dangling from
one of their coup sticks. An emissary would be sent far south to
the Staked Plains to tell the Comanche of Golden Hawk’s death—of
this Blackfoot band’s great victory over the killer of their
people. In years hence, the tale of how they had slain Golden Hawk
would be told over and over, each retelling gaining subtle yet
wondrous embellishments.

To stall them, Hawk held up his hand in the
traditional greeting of the plains and pulled the stud back a few
steps until he was on the edge of the cliff. The Blackfoot did not
return his salute. The war chief spoke to his companions, and at
once two warriors raised their bows. They were already fitted with
arrows. Swinging the stud around, Hawk kicked it out into space. As
horse and rider plunged down toward the river, arrows snicked past
them. The horse’s bulk hit the river’s surface with a powerful
impact, throwing Hawk clear. As the horse struggled against the
powerful current in an effort to reach the far shore, Hawk took
after it.

Above the fall’s ominous roar, Hawk heard a
sharp war cry coming from high above. He glanced up and saw a naked
Blackfoot, armed only with a hatchet, leaping after him. He knifed
into the water less than twenty feet away, reappeared almost
instantly, and began swimming furiously toward Hawk, who turned at
once to meet him.

He took a few quick strokes, then dived
deeper into the water’s icy embrace. So cold was the water that the
shock of it nearly closed off his lungs. Brushing the bottom of the
stream for a moment, he twisted about, then pulled himself up
toward the dim light shimmering far above him. He could see the
Blackfoot warrior splashing about on the surface, waiting for him.
As he shot up toward the unsuspecting warrior, the swift current
caught him. Only by redoubling his efforts was he able to gain the
surface. As his head broke free of the water, he found himself only
a few feet from the waiting Blackfoot. The savage’s dark eyes shone
with eagerness as he lunged toward Hawk. His hatchet sliced down,
glancing off Hawk’s shoulder. Gulping in a huge swallow of air,
Hawk dived once again, kicking frantically down through the icy
water. Abruptly, he twisted about and shot for the surface.

But the Blackfoot was ready for him this
time, kicking down through the water toward him. He no longer had a
hatchet. Instead, a long blade gleamed in the dull light. Hawk
kicked himself backward, dived, tumbled completely around, and came
up with his bowie flashing. The Blackfoot tried to evade his
thrust, but was not fast enough. Hawk’s blade sliced into his right
thigh, opening a long gash clear to his ankle. Ignoring his wound,
the Blackfoot kicked around and came at Hawk again.

Blood trailing behind him like a great dark
rope, the Indian slashed a bite out of Hawk’s left shoulder. But
Hawk did not retreat. As his opponent swept past him, Hawk thrust
up again with his bowie. This time its blade sank deep into the
warrior’s chest under his breastbone. As the Blackfoot’s momentum
swept him beyond Hawk, the blade slit the brave open from his
brisket clear to his belly button. As the emptying body plunged
past him, Hawk almost lost his blade. In a moment the Indian
vanished, his lifeless, tumbling form lost in the dark penumbra of
blood flowing like billowing smoke from his wounds.

His own lungs nearly bursting, Hawk paddled
for the surface, broke it, and found himself in the midst of a
tremendous, gut-wrenching roar. Glancing toward the sound, he saw,
about fifty yards ahead of him, the tight, gleaming surface of the
water as it vanished into the gorge beyond. The undertow had him by
this time, and he struggled desperately to swim out of its grasp.
But he was exhausted and realized it was futile to struggle against
the current.

He did the only thing he could. He gave in
to the relentless flow, lowered his head, and pad-died frantically
toward the waterfall. His heart sank as he saw just ahead of him
the clean edge of the swift water plunging over the edge. For an
instant he glimpsed the mountain slopes beyond the gorge, their
flanks mantled with pine and spruce. Then he was swept headlong
over the edge. He did his best to launch himself as far as he could
out from the base of the fall.

Though he succeeded in missing the
boulder-strewn area just beneath the falls, as he glanced down he
saw almost directly beneath him a great shattered chunk of a
boulder thrusting up out of the frothing waters. Somehow he managed
to slip to one side and slice off it, plunging deep into the
foaming water beyond it. The pounding water caught at him and
pulled him still deeper. He was knocked about like a rag doll and
felt himself glance off one submerged boulder, only to slam into
another. When his head broke the surface at last, he saw another
boulder rushing toward him. Reaching out, he grabbed it, clinging
to its edge. The broken stone cut cruelly into his chest and thigh,
but he hung on grimly and let the wild waters flow over and around
him until he had regained enough strength to enable him to clamber
up onto the boulder.

He was at the near side of the gorge, a
great, shelving arm of rock shielding him from any who might be
peering down from above. Wincing against the shuddering, insistent
roar of the cataract, Hawk glanced up through the mists at the edge
of the falls, half-expecting to see another Blackfoot plunging
after him. But of course none came. The rest of the war party,
having seen Hawk swept over the falls, would assume he was
dead.

They had every reason to believe so. Only
good luck had kept Hawk alive.

A quick inspection showed the long,
claw-like abrasion reaching from his shoulder to his thigh, the
mark left by the boulder as he glanced off it. His entire side
ached some, and additional bruises covered his body from the
battering he took when he was swept among the rocks. His shoulder
wound had been washed clean by the cold water and was now bleeding
steadily, sending a thin, pale flow down over his chest; but no
muscles or nerves had been severed, and as Hawk stood up to gaze
around him, he realized that though he might be a little bent, he
was not yet broken.

The dead Blackfoot had preceded him over the
falls and now lay in a shallows not twenty feet away. He was little
more than a broken piece of flesh, barely recognizable as a human
being. Alongside him, curiously enough, lay Hawk’s hat, caught in a
shallows. Hawk splashed over to it through the icy water and swung
the hat repeatedly to rid it of some of its moisture, then placed
the cold crown down over his head.

The stud had not survived his trip over the
falls. He lay on the far side of the stream close by the bank,
crushed between two boulders, his head in the water, the swift
current tugging at it. Stepping from boulder to boulder, Hawk made
his way across the stream to the dead animal and found that, though
his pistol and rifle were soaked through, the pistol was still
mechanically sound and the rifle’s heavy, octagonal barrel was not
bent, its stock still solidly attached.

Soaked thoroughly were his powder horn and
powder, meaning that for now he would have to rely on his
knives—the bowie and his throwing knife. Lifting his saddle and the
rest of his gear off the dead horse was a long, tedious chore, and
it was close to sundown when he left the stream and made a dry,
fireless camp deep in the timber. He needed a fire to dry him and
his buckskins, but the mountains were alive with Blackfoot, he
realized, and this time there would be no waterfall to save him. He
spent the night fitfully, his long, powerful frame trembling in the
mountain’s chill embrace.

With morning came a sun bright enough to
warm him, but it did nothing for the relentless aching of his body,
the result of the battering he had taken when he went over the
falls. His shoulder wound was no longer bleeding, however, and
after burying his saddle and blazing a nearby spruce as a marker,
he set out through the timber.

He was almost certain he had been close to
finding that stream filled with beaver when the Blackfoot came upon
him, but what he wanted now was shelter, a place to hole up until
he could steal a new mount for himself, something he would obtain
from the next party of Blackfeet he came upon. He made himself that
promise.

That night he found an abandoned bear den.
The stench of the mother bear and her cubs was still strong, but it
was no hindrance to him and soon enough he fell into a deep,
healing sleep.

 


A week later, fully recovered from his
plunge over the falls, Hawk stopped in his tracks, alerted by the
ominous pop of faint gunfire: three, perhaps, four shots came
first, then a flurry, which lasted only a few minutes; a second
flurry followed, and after that … silence.

The forest around Hawk had grown ominously
quiet. Even the finch over his head lost heart. Hawk started
walking again and pushed on through the depressing stillness,
waiting for the sound of more gunfire to give him direction. When
it came, he shifted slightly south and continued on, trotting now
steadily, tirelessly, the steady exertion darkening his buckskins
with sweat and easing the ache he had felt since morning.

He continued on without the benefit of
further gunfire to guide him, heading southwest until he came out
onto a spur overlooking a broad valley. Enclosed by a range of
towering mountains, it was about thirty miles long and at least
three or four miles wide. The length and breadth of it was watered
by a placid, meandering stream.

Almost directly below him, a wagon train had
halted next to a field of giant boulders. One ox had been slain and
remained where it had fallen. The remaining oxen stood placidly,
cropping the grass at their feet. The only sign of the settlers was
movement in and around the wagons and shifts of color in the brush
around them. No Indians were in sight. They were probably lying
low, Hawk realized, waiting for nightfall before pressing home
their attack.

The valley’s floor was a good distance below
Hawk. He examined the timbered slope and judged that even if he
moved down through it at the greatest speed possible, it would
still take close to three hours before he reached the wagons,
perhaps longer. Two vast outcroppings of rock protruded from the
slope, each one presenting a formidable barrier to anyone
attempting to proceed beyond them to the valley floor.

Hawk took a deep breath and seriously
considered moving on, leaving the settlers to their own devices.
More than likely they would survive if they stuck together and used
their firepower judiciously. All they had to do was make the
Indians pay too dear a price for the wagons. Like children reaching
for a pie on a windowsill, they would take these wagons only as
long as the deed could be accomplished without severe retaliation.
Otherwise, they would pass by this prize.

The crack of a dried twig underfoot caused
Hawk to turn his head. A tall, buckskin-clad figure stepped out of
the brush and confronted Hawk warily. He was close to six foot
seven with gaunt features, and was so lanky that his bony wrists
seemed to hang a mile out of his sleeves. Though he was more
scarecrow than man, Hawk sensed a rawhide strength about him,
something akin to the burnished toughness of a hickory stick.

Over one shoulder rested a full saddlebag
and over the other a bedroll. He carried an ancient flintlock rifle
that had been altered to fire with a percussion lock. He also
packed a long skinning knife, and stuck in his belt were a war
hatchet and a breech-loading percussion pistol. So Hawk would not
misunderstand his intent, he was careful not to lift the rifle
barrel as he came to a halt.

“Howdy,” Hawk said,
turning to face the man squarely.

The fellow grinned slyly. “Been watchin’
you, hoss. Reckon you’re tryin’ to decide if you should go down
there to help them pilgrims.”

“And if I am, just who
might you be?”

“Some call me Long Tom.
That ain’t my name, but it fits me well enough. I’ve already noted
the color of your hair. So you don’t have to tell me who
you are.”

Hawk made no effort to deny who he was. Long
Tom indicated the wagons pulled up in the valley below them with a
quick jerk of his head. “You decided what to do about them
yet?”

“Like you said, I been
thinkin’ on it. Looks like a big-enough wagon train to take care of
themselves.”

“They are rank green
pilgrims, hoss. And that’s a mean bees’ nest of hungry Bannocks out
lookin’ for easy pickin’s.”

“Bannock? I expected
they’d be Blackfoot.”

“Oh, there’s Blackfoot
about. I ain’t denyin’ that, hoss. They’re thicker than fleas on a
hound dog in these here mountains. And more on the way.”

“You know this for sure,
do you?”

His smile was big and friendly. “Hoss, there
ain’t much happens in these mountains I don’t know about.”

“So what do you suggest we
do about those pilgrims below us?”

“Suit yourself, hoss. But
I figure it wouldn’t be Christian to let them Bannocks get away
with all them goods and all them white women—even if their men
folks were silly
enough to bring them out here in the first place.”

“That means you’re
suggesting we go on down there and even the odds some. That
it?”

“I don’t see we got much
of a choice.”

“Then we’d better get
moving.”

Long Tom lit his pipe. “Just wait awhile,
hoss. We don’t need to be in any big hurry. I figure the Bannocks
are waitin’ for dark before they move on them wagons again.”

“It’ll take us that long
to get down there.”

“No, it won’t. I know a
quick trail down. But there’s no way we can take a horse over it.
We’ll have to go on foot.”

“That don’t matter. I
don’t have a horse.”

“I noticed. Mine, I left
back in my cabin, a good two days’ march from here.” Long Tom
finished tamping fresh tobacco into the bowl of his clay pipe, then
sat cross-legged before a tree and lit up. “As I told you before,
we got plenty of time,” he said, puffing contentedly.

Irritated slightly, Hawk dropped his
saddlebags and other gear to the ground beside a tree, sat down,
and leaned back against it. The moment his head touched the tree,
four painted Blackfoot warriors burst out of the brush not ten
yards from them.

Long Tom’s hatchet caught the closest
Blackfoot in the center of his forehead, cleaving it neatly. The
second warrior took a round from Long Tom’s rifle and plunged to
his knees, both hands trying to hold in his exploded gut. Hawk was
on his feet by this time. Reaching back, he sent his throwing knife
at the third Blackfoot, the blade lodging in his throat. The fourth
warrior, now only a few feet from Long Tom, took a ball in his
chest from Tom’s pistol. Tom ducked aside as the warrior tumbled
dazedly past him and collapsed in the brush behind the tree.

As quickly as it had begun, it was over.

Long Tom grinned over at Hawk. “I knew they
were comin’,” he admitted, somewhat sheepishly. “But I didn’t want
to say anything. Wanted you to act real natural, like you and me
didn’t expect a thing. Surest way to draw them in.”

“Wasn’t that taking quite
a chance?”

“Hell’s fire, not with
Golden Hawk on my side, it wasn’t.”

“You sure that’s all of
them?”

“I counted four comin’
after you.”

“There might be more you
missed.”

“Don’t look like it to me,
Hawk,” he said, glancing around him at the awesome
carnage.

Hawk shrugged. This fellow was a wild one,
for sure. He didn’t know if it would be very safe traveling with a
man who took those kinds of chances. But he said nothing.

Long Tom knocked the unsmoked tobacco out of
his clay pipe and dropped it into his saddlebag, then stood up.
“Ready?” he asked Hawk.

Hawk walked over to the Blackfoot he had
stopped with his throwing knife. The Indian was dead. Hawk removed
his knife and wiped the blade off on the Blackfoot’s greasy hair.
“I’m ready.”

“Like you just said, the
trail down to the valley can be tricky,” Long Tom warned as they
started off. “There’s a devil’s own acre of loose shale and talus
near the foot of this slope and a big outcropping of rock halfway
down. So just follow me close.”

Ignoring the dead and dying Blackfoot
scattered
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