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It started when a gravely
injured trapper named Pete Foxwell stumbled into Hawk’s cabin.
Before he died, he showed Hawk a bagful of gold coins, and told him
about a hidden hoard of them. But he didn’t say where.

Hawk should have buried
those coins with Pete’s corpse, but instead he spent them on
supplies and let slip the story of the treasure waiting to be
found. Suddenly Hawk found himself the most wanted man in the West
… as a gang of ex-sailors turned land pirates went after his hide …
a vengeful Indian tribe went after his scalp ... a vibrant Indian
girl and a voluptuous white widow went after his body. And even his
best friends couldn’t be trusted not to join the pack that wanted
to grease their rush for gold with Hawk’s blood.
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Prologue

 


HAWK STIRRED SUDDENLY and sat up on his cot.
Something outside the cabin had awakened him. He reached for the
Hawken he kept primed and ready beside his cot. Then he sat
quietly, not moving a muscle, barely breathing, as he listened.

But he heard nothing—only the birds coming
awake with the dawn, their bright chatter echoing in the timber.
Hawk frowned, perplexed. He could not shake his certainty that
something outside the cabin had awakened him. For a few moments
longer he waited without moving, every sense alert.

Then he reached back into
his thick, shoulder-length thatch of blond hair to make sure his
throwing knife rested in its leather sheath at the nape of his
neck. Still holding the rifle, he got to his feet. He was a big,
powerfully built man over six feet tall with a sun-bronzed,
rawboned face and a sharp beak of a nose. As he crossed to the
window, his naked frame loomed ominously in the cabin’s dim
interior. He peered across the misty clearing at the
stand of timber beyond, resembling as he did so
an intent bird of prey.

His keen blue eyes saw nothing out of the
ordinary, and he moved over to the door and pressed his ear against
it. This time he heard something. Pulling open the door, he stepped
outside. He had not been hearing things. Not twenty feet from the
corner of his cabin, a horse was standing in the yard, with what
looked like an unconscious rider sprawled across its back.

Moving hurriedly toward the horse, Hawk saw
that its rider had somehow managed to tie himself to it. He had
been shot. Under his shoulder blade, an entry wound was clearly
visible. The rider’s face was turned away from him. He was hatless
and his buckskin shirt and pants hung in tatters from his frame.
Ripped and slashed by repeated brushings against rocks and bushes,
the man’s exposed skin appeared as raw as fresh beefsteak. When he
got closer, Hawk realized the man had sustained a head wound as
well. The horse’s flanks trembled continuously. Blood from the
wounded rider covered its neck clear down to its shoulders, and the
mane itself was dark with clots.

The rider had wound rawhide about his waist,
passed it under the horse’s belly, then managed to wrap it around
the saddle horn. Hawk cut the rider free, flung him over his
shoulder, and carried him into his cabin. Letting him down as
gently as possible onto his cot, Hawk thought he recognized the
wounded man, but couldn’t be sure—not with his face in this
shape.

The right half had been laid open from brow
to chin. From the look of it, a blow from a rifle barrel had done
most of the damage, crushing the cheekbone so severely that the
right eye was gone from its socket. Encrusted blood caked the man’s
shattered nostrils and torn, swollen lips, and his jawline was
grotesquely out of line, indicating that the jaw was broken as
well, the damage stemming from that single terrible blow.

The man was still breathing. His encrusted
lips moved just barely and the man’s single eye flickered open.
Hawk leaned close, sure now he knew this man.

“Got here, didn’t I, Hawk?” he whispered
softly. The voice did it. This was Pete Foxwell, a free trapper who
worked the mountains around Taos. It was said he had found and
trapped streams that not even the Utes could locate. On a trip to
Taos two years ago with Old Bill Williams, Hawk and Old Bill had
swapped stories with him for a long, convivial night.

“What the hell happened to you, Pete?”

“Ran into some varmints—the two legged
variety.” Pete coughed up red spittle. “There’s a bullet in my
back, Hawk.”

“I saw. Lay still and I’ll take it out.”

Hawk left Pete to build up the fire, then
began to hone his throwing knife. It had a blade longer and
narrower than his bowie, which made it better for probing. As he
sharpened the blade, Pete watched him from the cot, his breathing
labored. He was obviously in considerable pain.

“How long you been on that horse?” Hawk
asked. “A day and a night.”

“What in hell happened, Pete?”

“That new trader in Taos
... has been cheatin’ me, Hawk, and all
the other trappers. So I got even. Walked in, threw him a pile of
plews, and took his gold in payment ... before he could send it to
California for safekeeping.”

“That wasn’t smart, Pete.”

“Know it. Anyway, the son of a bitch sent a
small army of bounty-hunters after me. Turned out ... they weren’t
interested in gettin’ his gold back to him.”

“They got the gold back, didn’t they?”

“Nope. I hid most of it before they caught
up with me.”

“Is that why they worked you over? So you’d
tell them where you hid it?”

Pete nodded, closed his eyes, and coughed a
couple of times weakly. After a few moments, he opened his
remaining eye.

“And when they asked you where you hid it,
you turned stubborn.”

Pete nodded. At once he began to cough
weakly it was clear any movement at all caused him great distress.
He opened his eye and spoke in a low, harsh whisper. “Why should I
tell them where I hid it? The gold’s mine. I’m the one who took
it.”

“You old bastard.”

What passed for a grin broke the planes of
Pete’s terribly ravaged face, then his body twisted in a sudden
spasm of pain.

Hawk walked over to him and laid his hand on
Pete’s shoulder. “Lay still, Pete,” Hawk told him, leaning close.
“Don’t say any more until I cut out that bullet.”

Hawk went back to the
fireplace. The flames were leaping high by this time. He passed the
blade repeatedly through them until it was
glowing, then returned to the cot. Rolling Pete gently over onto
his stomach, he began his probe for the bullet, doing his best to
get in and out fast.

The stench of singed flesh was strong in his
nostrils by the time he worked the ball out of Pete’s back. As
Hawk’s probing blade worked deep, the trapper had not cried out
once or uttered a single moan, and when Hawk turned him gently over
onto his back, he found out why.

Pete Foxwell was dead.

Not until after Hawk had buried Pete Foxwell
under a rude stone cairn above his cabin did he find out what the
trapper meant when he told Hawk he had hidden “most” of the
gold.

Inside of Pete’s saddlebag, Hawk found a
small leather pouch filled with gold coins. Emptying the gold onto
his kitchen table, he sat down and began to count. Sitting back in
his chair a moment later, he contemplated the neat stacks of gold
coins. He had close to three hundred dollars. A small fortune.

Hawk let his imagination soar. He would
purchase some new traps and then the tools he needed for the
cabin—a new hammer, a wheelbarrow, shovels, and a pickax. He would
stockpile gunpowder, firing caps, and lead for casting bullets. He
needed a new blade for his hatchet as well. For weeks now he had
been thinking about building a shed in back for his horses. With
nails it would be much quicker and easier to construct.

He got up from his table and stretched. He
was sorry Pete was gone. The presence of death hung in the air, but
he would shake that soon enough, he reckoned, when he set out for
Fort Hall.


Chapter One

 


THE BEER STEIN missed Hawk’s head and
shattered against the wall. Hawk jumped up. Two men were locked in
a drunken brawl on the far side of the room. The fracas ended
abruptly when a fellow wielding what looked like a steel truncheon
caught one of them smartly on the head. The brawler slumped forward
over the table, out cold. The fellow with the truncheon hurried
over to Hawk and Dick Wootton’s table.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said.
“Captain John Smollett, at your service. Sorry about that glass.
Nearly hit you, didn’t it?”

“It came too damn close for comfort,” Hawk
told him.

“Now, you mustn’t mind these here shipmates
of mine. This marlinspike will keep them quiet. Don’t you
fret.”

“Is that what you used?” Dick asked,
glancing at the heavy iron club still in the captain’s grasp.

“Yes, guv’nor,” the
captain said, lifting the weapon, “and a
hard master it is—as many of me crew can testify.”

Captain Smollett was a tall, rangy fellow
with sharp, knifelike features. From under his white, visored
captain’s cap, a straw-colored cowlick flopped down over his
forehead.

Hawk took up his mug of rum. “Just remind
that crewman of yours, Captain, that if there’s any more
foolishness, I’ll send him headfirst through that wall over
there.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him that, guv’nor.
Yessir, and thank you for being so patient with the likes of us
poor sailors lost in this land without the comfort of a heaving
deck under our feet.”

Curious, Hawk stared at the captain. There
was something about the man that didn’t ring true. Though he
introduced himself as a ship’s captain, Hawk doubted that Smollett
had ever commanded anything larger than a rowboat.

“Captain did you say?” Hawk said.

Smollett nodded firmly. “I see you question
that, guv’nor, and I don’t blame you. There’s no smell of the sea
about me. But it’s the truth, more’s the pity lost adrift as we are
in this savage wild. But I was a captain.”

“Where’s your ship?”

“At the bottom of the sea.”

“Too bad.”

“Yes, guv’nor, it was,” Smollett
replied.

With a casual salute, the captain returned
to his charges. They were once again making a stir, but with a few
cuffs and a sharp word or two, the captain quieted them down. A
surly, grumbling silence came over the men.

The settlers and a few teamsters sitting
around the room seemed relieved that the sailors were being kept
quiet by the captain. Linus MacDuff, the Hudson’s Bay functionary
who kept open this small grog shop in back of his commissary,
hurried over to Hawk’s table. He was a small, wiry redhead with
rust-colored eyebrows that beetled out over his light-green
eyes.

“I’m telling you, gents,” he said, mopping
his brow as he bent over their table. “Those fellows are a mean
bunch. I don’t mind telling you that I don’t like the look of
them.”

“Where’d they come from?” asked Dick
Wootton.

“They just trailed in here, one by one, more
than a week ago.”

“A strange lot,” Dick commented, glancing
over at them.

There appeared to be at least a dozen or
more, occupying half of the grog shop, their chairs all pulled up
around one large table. They were not quiet. They argued volubly,
incessantly, their voices shrill, their conversation sprinkled with
salty oaths that only men of the sea favored.

“What’ll you have, gents?” Linus asked.

“More rum,” Hawk told him.

Linus left with their empty jug.

Leaning back in his chair, Dick glanced at
Captain Smollett. “A captain, is he? What do you think, Hawk?”

“He’s a fraud, pure and simple. More than
likely he’s an ordinary seaman who jumped ship with his buddies. He
probably stole that officer’s cap.”

With a quick nod of agreement, Dick swung
his attention back to Hawk. “You still planning to leave in the
morning?”

“No reason not to.”

“Looks like you’re turning that cabin of
yours into a farm. All them nails. Are you sure you aren’t thinking
of building a henhouse?”

“I just want more room and a shed for the
horses.”

That morning Dick Wootton had ridden into
Fort Hall to find Hawk in the act of purchasing two pack horses
from a shifty-eyed Arikara. Both men had been well-pleased to come
upon each other once again, and for the remainder of the day
Wootton helped Hawk shop for goods. Though it must have been a
surprising sight to see Hawk pay for what he had purchased in gold
coin, up until now the trapper had not asked how Hawk had come upon
his sudden wealth. But he must have wondered. And Hawk knew he was
bursting to know.

Linus brought the new jug of rum. As Dick
filled his and Hawk’s glass, he glanced over at Hawk, a glint in
his eyes. “What’d you do, Hawk? Rob a bank?”

Hawk pulled his rum closer. “You remember a
trapper named Pete Foxwell?”

Dick thought for a minute, then nodded.
“Yeah, I remember. He’s the one still trapping around Taos, isn’t
he?”

“That’s the one.”

“He gave you that money?”

“He didn’t give it to me. I took it from his
saddlebag after he died.”

Dick Wootton leaned suddenly closer. “What
happened?”

“Seems the poor son of a
bitch lost his patience with that new trader in Taos and stole his
gold. A posse took after him. But it wasn’t much interested
in bringing back the trader’s gold. They wanted
it for themselves.”

“Did they get it?”

Hawk shook his head. “Before they caught up
to Foxwell, he buried it somewhere.”

“You know where?”

“No, and this here gold I found in his
saddlebag is all I want.”

“You’ve sure been spending it fast.”

“Easy come, easy go.”

“Reckon you’re right, at that.”

“Maybe I should’ve sent this gold back to
that trader in Taos. But I didn’t much like what I’ve been hearing
about him.”

“Forget him, Hawk. You won’t be hearing any
more about him.”

“Why not?”

“He’s dead, too. A few Indians he cheated
came after him. They took his scalp and his balls—I don’t know in
that order.” Dick grinned. “Keep the gold. The bastard won’t be
needing it.”

Hawk should have felt relieved, but he
didn’t. He still felt uneasy whenever he felt the weight of the
heavy pouch dangling from his belt. As soon as he had begun
purchasing goods that day, a kind of fever had swept over him. He
had seemed determined, almost eager, to rid himself of the
gold.

An irate series of cries erupted from
Captain Smollett’s crew. Hawk glanced over. Smollett was trying to
keep his men quiet, but his was only one shrill voice among many.
The angry cries rose to a crescendo, sounding like a full harness
of sled dogs caught in a fire. The settlers and teamsters hurried
from the place, but Hawk was not about to be chased and did his
best to ignore the commotion.

He turned back to Dick. “Why not stay at my
cabin for a while? The hunting’s good, and getting better. The elk
are drifting back up into the higher valleys and there’s plenty of
mule deer.”

“I’d like to, Hawk, and I thank you for the
invitation, but I got my eye on a Flathead girl not far from here.
She is really pretty and shy. I think a couple of good horses and a
rifle might be all I need to buy her.”

Suddenly a hurtling body struck Hawk with
the impact of a cannonball. The blow slammed his head sharply
against the wall. Hawk’s chair, the table, and the jug of rum
crashed with him to the floor, and he found himself alongside the
fellow who had struck him. There was a butcher knife in his hand, a
wild look in his eye—he stank of rum and vomit.

Before Hawk could grab him, the fellow
sprang to his feet to meet the rush of the fellow who had flung him
across the room. He had a knife out also. The two crashed clumsily
into each other. Too drunk for any decisive blows, they proceeded
to dance about each other, slashing and parrying, doing their
drunken best to cut each other’s throat. Smollett’s crew joined in
and a wild, confusing melee commenced.

As Hawk scrambled away from the wreckage, he
saw Smollett trying to pull the combatants apart, but they were
rum-sodden madmen by this time and turned with a fury on their
keeper, driving him back. Like a fire out of control the
free-for-all raged with rising intensity, the battlers using
chairs, knives, and the butts of their pistols in a melee that
threatened to destroy every stick of furniture in the grog
shop.

Wringing his hands in an excess of alarm,
Linus rushed over to help Hawk and Dick to their feet. “You must
stop them,” he cried. “Please! They’ll wreck the place.”

Hawk needed no excuse. He was furious. With
Dick at his side, he waded into the wild crowd, selecting two men
battering each other with rungs from a ruined chair. He finished
the nearest one with a powerful rabbit punch and caught the second
with a swift kick in the crotch. As the man doubled over, Hawk
grabbed him by the ears, twisted him completely around, and ran his
head into the wall. Crunching heavily into it, the fellow sagged to
the floor.

A warning shout came from Dick. Hawk turned.
One of the crew was coming at him with a long butcher knife. He
held it extended like a bayonet. Hawk sidestepped. As he did so,
his pouch of coins came loose and hurtled to the floor, the gold
spilling out in a glittering stream. Startled, Hawk’s attacker
paused to glance down at it. Hawk stepped forward, grabbed his
wrist, and twisted. The sailor dropped his knife and screamed.
Still holding the man’s wrist, Hawk swung the man around once,
twice, and then slammed him against the wall. Peeling off it like a
swatted fly, the man fell to the floor.

Dick had been punishing a few of the seamen
as well. Between the two of them, they had caused considerable
damage. Swaying uncertainly, the men stopped pounding one another
and glared around at Hawk and Dick.

“Hold it, gents,” Smollett cried, hurrying
over to Hawk. “There’s no call for you to get mixed up in
this.”

Dick was in the act of punishing one
miscreant. He had twisted the fellow’s arm up behind his back and
was still holding it. Sweat was streaming down the sailor’s face as
he stood on tiptoes to escape the terrible, excruciating pressure
that threatened to snap off his arm.

Staring angrily at the captain, Dick
increased the upward pressure on the sailor’s arm. “Call off your
crew, Captain. They’re wrecking the place. If you can’t stop them,
Hawk and I will.”

Smollett swung about to face his crewmen.
“Get back to the table,” he told them, his voice cold with anger.
“Go on now! Or I’ll break open your fool, empty skulls with me iron
pet here.”

As he spoke he shook his marlinspike at
them. The men avoided the fury in Smollett’s eyes and started back
to their table. Seeing this, Dick flung the sailor he had been
holding after them. The crew was now a sorry mess. Added to the
damage Hawk and Dick Wootton had visited upon them was the woeful
destruction they inflicted on themselves.

“Get out of here,” cried Linus
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