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Arriving in California to join
the fight against crooked politicians in the Indian Ring, Sundance
learned of a plot to kill his old friend General Crook.
But where was the
threat coming from? That’s the mystery Jim Sundance has to solve in
order to save Crook. The enraged half-breed swore that blood would
be spilled—enough to make a desert bloom.
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Chapter One

 


THE HUGE BALDWIN
locomotive, bell
clanging, came to a halt at the Los Angeles railroad depot. Crowds
still cheered, though this was the third train to come in from El
Paso. Pistol shots rang out, and a brass band began to thump its
way through a martial tune. The depot, an ambitious-looking
structure, was so new they hadn’t painted it yet. Smells of raw
wood and escaping steam rose up into the clear blue sky. An
enormous banner in gold and blue proclaimed:

WELCOME TO THE SOUTHERN PACIFIC

The boxcar door was
pushed open
and Jim Sundance jumped down, motioning the great horse Eagle to
follow him. More accustomed to lonely places than wild boom towns,
the big stallion looked to his master for reassurance.

“Easy, horse,” Sundance said softly.

For once, Jim Sundance,
with his
copper skin, yellow hair and Indian clothing, was in a place where his unusual
appearance caused no surprise, for this once-sleepy Mexican village
was now a growing city teeming with men from every race: Mexicans,
Chinese, Negroes, Italians, Germans, and Irish! The smell of money
brought them there, just as it brought the land speculators,
gamblers, whores, pimps, bunco artists, outlaws, army deserters,
and escaped convicts from Australia. They came across the plains,
across the Isthmus of Panama, over the mountains, and around the
Horn.

Some, like Sundance, came by
the new Southern Pacific railroad. He could have traveled in a
coach with the other passengers, but he preferred the company of
horses to the stink of tobacco smoke and the babble of
voices. In
the coaches there would be sweat smells, nonstop poker games, the
strident cries of candy butchers, and the mean-eyed pickpockets
waiting for men to fall asleep.

Leading his horse through the
excited crowd, Sundance saddled Eagle in a freight yard and
rode toward
Calle de los
Negros,
where there was a wagonyard for travelers who couldn’t afford
hotels and boardinghouses, or didn’t want to stay in them. The
streets he rode through were jammed with people and horses and
yelping dogs. Saloons were everywhere, and more were being erected
as fast as carpenters and builders could work. Drunken men snored
in the gutter outside the saloons from which they had staggered or
been thrown. A team calliope blared and two Mexicans were fighting
with knives while a crowd cheered them on, making bets on the
outcome. A city policeman, with buttons missing from his uniform
and stubble on his face, watched without too much interest from
across the street. Sundance knew he would arrest the
winner.

Calle de los
Negros, a
long narrow street, now called Nigger Alley by the Anglos—the
whites—hadn’t changed much since Sundance had seen it nearly ten
years before. A few Negroes lived there now, but they hadn’t given
the street its name. It simply meant the street of the dark-skinned
people.

A few Mexicans glanced at him
as he rode to the wagonyard at the far end of the street, but it was just
casual curiosity, for he was nothing out of the ordinary in a
colorful, reckless town. He reached the gate of the wagonyard, and
there was old Gabriel Feliz, dozing in a cane chair in front of his
mud-walled house, as if he hadn’t moved for ten years. He wore a
loose white shirt and a red sash and his straw hat was tilted over
his eyes. The butt of an old percussion Colt stuck out of the sash.
Years before when the town was smaller but just as wild, Sundance
had seen him use the Colt on two drunken Russians, holdovers from
the old Russian forts up north, who were threatening to burn his
wagonyard to the ground.

Both men were armed. They had
their guns
in their hands, but Gabriel Feliz shot them dead without getting
out of his chair. Sundance had been ready to give him a hand, but
it wasn’t necessary. The Colt was a percussion-type, and Sundance
advised Feliz to have it converted to take metal
cartridges.

“I am used to the old ways,” the
old man had said.

Now he pushed his straw hat
back as Sundance rode in. He smiled broadly and got up quickly for
a man of his girth. Sundance dismounted, and they shook hands.
The wagonyard was thick with the smell of horses and the smell
of cooking that came from the cabins on all sides.

“You have been away a long time, Sundance,”
Feliz said formally. “And how has your life been since last we
met?”

Sundance said it had been all right. “And
yours, Gabriel?”

The Mexican shrugged. “I do the best I can
in my poor way.”

Sundance knew that Gabriel
Feliz was a very rich man in spite of his broken chair and tattered
sandals. In his youth, in Mexico, he had been a bandit, and
Sundance knew that he was still deeply but safely involved in smuggling and
the purchase of stolen goods. One of his many enterprises was a
butcher shop where even the Anglos came to buy their meat—the best
in the city, it was said. It was the best because the old thief’s
suppliers stole only the best.

Sundance and Gabriel Feliz had been friends
for a long time.

“I see you have many customers,”
Sundance said, nodding ai the horses and wagons and buggies that
filled the yard. “Do you have a place where I can stay? A corner of
the stable will do if you don’t have an empty cabin. I’m here to see General
Crook.”

“Ah, your old friend.” Feliz looked puzzled.
“Then why do you not stay with him?”

“He wants me too, but I don’t want to leave
my horse. This is a city of horse thieves.”

The Mexican nodded
gravely. “So
it is said, but please do not speak of sleeping in the stable. Yes,
my friend, I have a cabin for you. I do not like the look of the
man who occupies it now. I think he is ready to leave.”

Sundance said, “You don’t have
to throw him out on account of me. The stable will do fine.”

“He was leaving anyway,” Feliz lied,
hitching up the sash on his wobbling belly. “I will go now and
remind him. He will be gone before you have finishing putting up
your fine horse.”

Sundance watered Eagle, and was
leaving the stable when he saw an angry looking man in a leather cap
hitching up a buckboard. Feliz stood nearby with his hand resting
casually on the butt of his gun.

“¡Vaya con Dios!” Feliz called out as the buckboard
clattered out of the yard.

Sundance followed the Mexican into the
cabin. It was a one-room cabin with nothing in it except a bunk
bed, a table, two rickety chairs, and a cook stove. A sheet of tin
had been nailed to the wall beside the stove, and pots and skillets
hung from pegs. A film of gray dust clung to everything.

“You have provisions?” Feliz asked, turning
toward the door. Sundance knew the fat man wanted to get back to
his chair.

“Everything I need,” Sundance said. “No need
to fuss over me, my friend.”

Feliz went out and came back
in a few
minutes with a bottle of tequila. “I can send a boy for whiskey if
you like.”

Sundance thanked the old man
for the bottle of fiery rotgut. He blew dust from a glass and
poured a short drink. Feliz had left a lemon and a spoon of salt.
He didn’t bother to use either. Tequila, he always figured, was bad enough
by itself.

He was having his second
drink—his limit was two—when he heard somebody coming to the door. Then a
middle-aged man with a carefully trimmed beard and humorous eyes,
stood in the doorway. His black bow tie was as neatly tied as his
beard was trimmed. If Sundance hadn’t immediately spotted the
shoulder holster under his arm he might have taken him for a
prosperous merchant.

“Mind if I come in, Mr.
Sundance?” he asked, taking off his flat-crowned gray hat.

Setting down his glass, Sundance told him to
come ahead.

“I’m Sheriff William A.
Rowland,” he said. “No thanks, I’d rather stand. I have to be
somewhere in an hour. Do you happen to know an old Indian who goes
by the name of Charlie Cooper. Or maybe it’s Kupa.”

“How did you know my name, Sheriff?”

“Charlie Cooper told me. The old
man is dying in a shack out back of Cleary’s Saloon. He asked me to send you to him.
There’s nothing anybody can do for him, not after years of drinking
everything he could beg, borrow or steal. I don’t rightly know
where he came from, what tribe he is, but he’s been a swamper at
Cleary’s for years. Lived in a little shack where they stored empty
beer barrels. He’s been dying for months, couldn’t work, but Cleary
let him stay on. If you care to go there you’ll find Cleary’s on
Downey Plaza. Ask anybody.”

Sundance was thinking. “Did he have any
other name besides Charlie Cooper?”

Sheriff Rowland tugged at the
point of his beard. “Well, yes. Sometimes when he
got very drunk he
said his true name was Many Horses. Does that mean anything to
you?”

“It might,” Sundance answered, “if he’s the
same Many Horses I knew many years ago. You’re taking an awful lot
of trouble for a drunken old Indian?”

Rowland said, “An
act of
Christian charity. I’ve seen him around Cleary’s for years, and
took pity on him. But now I have to be in the mayor’s
office.”

Sundance walked to the door
with the sheriff. “You’re the man who brought in Tiburcio Vasquez,
aren’t you?” Vasquez had been one of the most wanted outlaws in California.
Many men, lawmen and others, had died under his guns.

“That was my job,” Sheriff Rowland said
mildly. “It seems to me I’ve heard of you, too.”

“I’m not here to kill anybody, if that’s
what you mean.”

The two men grinned.

“That’s good to hear,” the sheriff said.

After Rowland had gone,
Sundance left all his weapons, except for the Colt .44, in the
cabin. He closed the door. There was no lock on it. Gabriel Feliz
tilted back his hat when he heard Sundance coming.

“You are on your way to General
Crook? They say he lives in much splendor at the
Bella Union
Hotel.”

Sundance knew what George Crook would think
of that. “Not yet,” he said. “I left my other weapons in the cabin.
Keep an eye on them, will you?”

Feliz said proudly, “I will guard them with
my life. The man who touches them will die where he
stands.”

Sundance knew that was true.

An old colored man holding a
horse outside a store told him where he could find Downey Plaza.
Cleary’s
Saloon was a
three-story building with deep-set arched doors and windows, and
the brick face was stuccoed and painted in imitation of light blue
granite. The roof was tin, and it looked like business was
booming.

Sundance went through the alley
that separated the saloon from the hotel next door. A well-dressed drunk was
vomiting on his shoes. Out back, half hidden by wagons and stacked
lumber, Sundance saw a small shack without a door. There were no
windows, and the stink of stale beer and rotting fruit was
everywhere.

Standing in the doorway, Sundance called
out, “Many Horses?”

He had to say it several times before a
faint voice answered him from the semi-darkness of the shack.
“Sundance!”

Sundance had to stoop to get
through the door, and when his eyes became
accustomed
to the gloom he saw a withered old man lying on a pile of sacks in
the corner. He was covered up to the chin with a dirt-encrusted
blanket. On a barrel stood the stub of a candle in a rusty tin
can.

Light flared as Sundance struck
a match and the wick took hold. He moved the light closer to the bed and
his face blanched as he saw the ruin of what had once been a brave
Cheyenne warrior. It took an effort to see behind the filthy
clothes and ravaged face. The shack stank of sweat and
whiskey.

“Sundance! You
came. I knew you
would.” Many Horses tried to raise his hand, but it fell back
limply on the foul-smelling blanket.

“You have to leave this place,
Many Horses,” Sundance said. “I have a place where you can get
well. Gabriel Feliz will give me a wagon. I will take you there.”

Sundance knew there was nothing anybody
could do for the dying man who had once been a Cheyenne warrior,
loved by his friends and feared by his enemies.

“I will die here, Sundance.
Here, where I have lived in disgrace.” Many Horses’
voice grew
slightly stronger.

“How did you know I was in Los Angeles?”

“Because Crook was here, I knew you would
come.”

“How did you know he was here?”

Many Horses turned his face to the wall. “I
know, Sundance.”

Sundance wondered how the old
man knew. He guessed that few men spoke to Many Horses except to curse
and kick him.

He said, “If you don’t want me to help you,
why did you send for me? To sit with you while you die?”

Many Horses’ voice had a
hopeless, muffled sound. “I do not need help to die. I sent for you because
Crook is to die. Let me speak, Sundance. A man has been paid to
kill him. He is growing too powerful for what you call the Indian
Ring.”

Sundance suddenly felt cold,
because he had come to Los Angeles to be a part of the convention
that was
being held in support of General Crook’s impending nomination as
Secretary of the Interior. If nominated and confirmed as Secretary,
Crook would have complete control over the Bureau of Indian
Affairs. Like Sundance, Crook had been fighting the crooked
politicians of the Indian Ring for many years, and now he had a
chance to smash them for good. They had tried to kill Sundance many
times, but they had been afraid to touch General Crook because he
was too well known, too respected. But now, with millions to lose
in graft and outright theft, the Ring might be just desperate
enough...

“You must tell me how you know this, Many
Horses,” Sundance said. “You’re sure what you say is true?”

“I give you my word as a
Cheyenne. I
am shamed in their eyes, but I am still a Cheyenne. I tell you it
is true. A man has been paid to kill Crook. I do not know when he
will do it or how, but it is to be done. You must stop him. Crook
is the one great hope for all Indians. You must give him his
life.”

“What is the name of this
killer?”

Many Horses didn’t answer.

Sundance asked the question again. “His
name, Many Horses! If I am to stop him I must know who he is.”

“I cannot tell you that. Do not
ask my reasons.” The back of the old Cheyenne’s head was turned
toward Sundance. His thick, once black hair was completely gray
now, chopped off short, matted with dirt.

“You must tell me, Many Horses.
General Crook was your friend, and he still is. Just telling me he
is to be killed is not enough. You don’t want to die
knowing that
a few words would help to save him. That is not death with
honor.”

“I have not lived with honor,
Sundance. My honor died in a bottle of white man’s whiskey. I was a
chief, but I was a drunkard, too. I was crazed with whiskey when I
led my men against the soldiers. Because of me they were slaughtered. I was
the only one to escape. I have wandered many places since
then.”

“That’s all in the past, Many
Horses. Buried with all our mistakes. Now you are to die, so let it
be as a man. For your lost honor, tell me this man’s
name.”

It took an effort for Many
Horses to turn and face Sundance. “I am old and I am dying,” he
said. “You must leave me in peace for a while, so I can think on
what you have said. That is the way it must be. I know when I am to
die, and I
will not die before we have spoken again. Come back today after you
have talked to your general. I will know what I must do by
then.”

Knowing it was useless to ask
any more questions, Sundance stood up. At the door he turned and
said, “Think well on it, Many Horses. The knowledge that you helped to
save a great man’s life will spread far beyond this miserable
place. That is what you will be remembered for, and not the
disgrace of so many years ago.”

Walking back to the
wagonyard, Sundance
wondered if years of lonely wandering and soaking his brain in
rotgut whiskey had driven the old Cheyenne chief crazy. And yet
there was nothing crazy about the way he talked. He had once been a
brave man, and he had given his word that he was telling the truth.
Why had he refused to name the killer? Everything else made sense except
that. It figured that the Indian Ring would want to kill General
Crook, and this would be the best place to do it, among crowds, in
a city filled with desperados from all over the world.

Riding to the
Bella Union
Hotel on
Eagle, he looked at the men crowding the sidewalks.

It could be anyone.


Chapter Two

 


GENERAL GEORGE
CROOK, ill
at ease in a starched linen collar and black frock coat, clapped
Sundance lightly on the arm, and said in his brisk military voice,
“Nonsense, man, you’ll stay with us. We have a whole suite all to
ourselves. Two rooms are empty. Take your pick.”

The general looked to his wife
for support. “Isn’t that right, my dear?” Crook’s wife was the
former Mary
Dailey, the pretty Irish girl he had married in Maryland during the
Civil War. She was somewhat younger than her husband, but there was
no other man in her thoughts.

“Yes, Jim, why don’t you stay.
That wagonyard is no place for a special guest of the guest of
honor at the convention.”

Crook looked embarrassed, then
they all laughed. “Thanks again, Mrs. Crook,” Sundance answered,
“but I’m already settled in. The wagonyard suits me fine.”

Crook’s bearded face cracked in
a smile. “It would suit me better than this place. There’s no way Mary—or
Washington—will ever make a gentleman out of me. You know how hard
it is to get plain steak and potatoes in a place like this? They
keep trying to get me to eat some of their fancy French food. Who
in Hades wants to eat that slop!”

General George Crook was a
simple man who didn’t swear, didn’t drink, but he smoked like a
chimney. The parlor of the hotel suite was blue with the smoke of
expensive Havana cigars, the only luxury he allowed himself. He lit
one now and puffed vigorously.

“I’m going to hire a special steak and
potatoes chef for George when we get to Washington,” his wife
said.

The general, noticing the tense look on
Sundance’s face, turned to his wife. “You have things to do,
Mary?”

Mary Crook looked
from her
husband to Sundance. The hint wasn’t lost on her. They had been man
and wife for too long. “The offer is still good, Jim. Now I have to
see to the guest list for tomorrow night.”

After she left, Crook said
briskly, “Well, spit it out, Jim. I always know when you have something
important to tell me. What is it you couldn’t say in front of
Mary?”

The two friends sat down in
facing armchairs. “I have word that somebody is going to kill you,
Three Stars.” That was what the Indians called Crook,
always with
respect. Sundance considered it a good name for this man who had
killed so many Indians, and yet was the best friend they ever had
when the killing stopped. All the Indians looked up to George
Crook, even those crazed with sorrow for their dead and hatred for
the white man.

“Who’s going to kill me, Jim?” The general
might have been asking the time of day. He crossed his legs and
continued to send cigar smoke spiraling toward the ceiling.

“I don’t know the man’s name,
but I think I’m going to get it. I’ll know for sure this afternoon. Do you
remember Many Horses, a chief of the Cheyenne?”

“I ought to remember him. He
fought me long and hard before liquor destroyed him. Don’t tell me
he’s still alive. After his men were wiped out at Branch
Crossing he
disappeared. He didn’t wait to be banished by his
people.”

“He’s alive but he’s dying,” Sundance said.
“Many Horses is right here in Los Angeles, has been for years. A
swamper in a saloon.”

“Well, I’ll be blasted.
He
told
you?”

“Yes. He knew you were
here in the city,
so he figured I’d be along.”

“How would he know where I’d be?”

“That’s what I thought, Three
Stars. None of it makes much sense except the part about the Indian
Ring. Many Horses says the Ring has hired a man to kill you. The
odd thing is
that I believe him.”

“A man craving whiskey will say
anything, Jim. Did he ask you for money?”

“No. I think Many Horses is past whiskey. He
doesn’t need whiskey to die.”

“Few men are past whiskey, Jim.
That’s why I never drank it myself. I knew I might get to like it too much.
Then where would I be?”

“Probably President, like Grant.
You don’t believe what Many Horses told me? He gave me his word as
a Cheyenne that what he said is true.”

“It’s been many a year since
Many Horses was a true Cheyenne, but we’ll let that go. My point is, what
would a drunken, dying saloon swamper know about any plans the Ring
might have for me? I doubt if Many Horses knows for sure what year
it is. And why wouldn’t he give you this hired killer’s name, if the story
is true and such a killer exists?”

Sundance said, “He seems to know who the
killer is, but he refused to tell me. I know it all sounds crazy,
but there it is. He said he would have to think about it. I am to
talk to him later today.”

Crook got up and began
to pace the
ornate room. “It’s crazy all right, and if Many Horses could read
I’d say he’d been delving into dime novels. Now I don’t say the
Ring wouldn’t like to see me in my grave, but all they’ve done so
far is try to get me kicked out of the army. Grant may be a fool as
a politician, but he isn’t a backstabber. Anyway, Sheridan and
Sherman would never let him get away with it. Remember, Jim, us
four fellers saved the nation in its time of need.”

Crook’s loud laugh was
sarcastic. “That’s what they used to say about us. No, my friend, I’m afraid
poor old Many Horses uncorked one too many bottle. Now why don’t we
forget this rubbish and have some lunch?”

Sundance persisted. “But what
if his story is true? You’ve always trusted my judgment, Three
Stars. I get
the feeling that your life is in danger.”

“Then so be it. You know how
many times I’ve been shot at and wounded, how many men have
threatened to take my life. A lot. You and Simon Tolliver were
there the night those diehard Rebels tried to kill me. They
didn’t get me,
thanks to you and Simon. Have you seen Simon these past
years?”

“Just recently, Three Stars. I
just came up from Texas where I helped him to fight off a murdering
landgrabber. Simon is fine, and the landgrabber is where the dogs
won’t bite him.”

Crook sat down again and reached for
another Havana. He was still laughing when he struck a match to
light it. “Knowing you, I don’t doubt it for a minute.”

Sundance smiled tightly. “You keep trying to
change the subject, sir.”

Waving the lighted
cigar with
some annoyance, Crook said, “All right! All right! You’re going to
spoil my lunch with all this talk of murder and plots of murder.
Now take this damn fool story Many Horses spun you. You’re half
Cheyenne, but I know the man better than you do. When you fight a
man for so long, you get to know a lot about him. Many Horses was a
brave man. He was also a weak man, and frankly I don’t believe him.
Oh, I don’t say he might not have heard something. A man hears all sorts of rubbish
when he hangs around a saloon night and day. Lost gold mines, stock
ventures that can’t fail. Yes, and maybe even some whiskey-inspired
plot against yours truly, George Crook. In some crazy way, Many
Horses may be trying to pay me back for what I did for his son
after his disgrace. I felt sorry for the boy, thought he was gifted
and intelligent. That was why I got him the appointment to the
Gillespie Indian School in Pennsylvania.”

“I heard something about that,”
Sundance said. “How did he do?”

The general frowned. “Fine at
the beginning. I asked after him from time to time. I asked him
to write to me, and he did, but there was no warmth in his letters.
Judson—Colonel Judson—at the school told me the boy was aloof, with
no friends among the other Indian boys. He excelled in all the
sports, as if he wanted to prove that he was better, stronger and
smarter than anyone else. Now it was the other boys turn to be
unfriendly. Judson said he didn’t seem to care. Of course his
father’s disgrace could be the cause of that.”

“I can understand that,” Sundance
said.

Crook continued. “As you know,
the Gillespie School is primarily agricultural, though it does
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