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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE OLD MAN sat at the table with his
scarred hands folded in front of him. He looked up when Sundance
came in, and for an instant there was a flicker of recognition in
the fierce black eyes, and then it was gone. His uncreased black
hat sat squarely on his head, and it was impossible to tell what he
was thinking. Old age and old hatreds had made a mask of his flat,
wide face; the years hadn’t changed him much, and maybe they hadn’t
changed him at all. Though his coarse crow-black hair had gone
completely gray, there was a wiriness, a ruthless strength that
belied his age. Mostly it was in the eyes, Sundance thought: black
and unfaded, they might have been the eyes of a young warrior.


  “You are
Geronimo,” Sundance said. There was no need to say it, but the old
man’s presence seemed to call for a sort of formality. In a way,
this was the moment Sundance had been waiting for throughout many
years of his life. As much as any man he had been responsible for
the defeat of Geronimo, fiercest of all the Apaches, the greatest
strategist produced by any Indian nation. For well over a decade he
had outfoxed and outfought the best officers the United States Army
had sent against him. From his stronghold in the mountains of
Sonora he had raided on both sides of the border, defying Mexicans
and Americans alike. Finally, it had taken General George C. Crook
to put an end to his reign of terror. With Sundance as his chief
scout, Crook had pursued Geronimo with a calm ferocity that matched
the Apache’s own. Crook had hunted Geronimo and his band through
the parched, waterless mountains, destroying his food supplies,
shelling his positions with mountain guns, rounding up his women
and children until, ragged and starving, his ammunition gone, his
horses dead, he had been forced to surrender.


  “I am
Geronimo,” the old Apache said in plain, functional English. There
was little to indicate that he had spoken Spanish for most of his
life. The long years of exile in Florida had taught him the hated
language of his captors. The little room he sat in now was bare as
only a room in an army post can be; the floor was scrubbed white
and smelled of strong yellow soap; there were bars on the
windows.


  “My name
is Jim Sundance. Do you know who I am?” Sundance thought it strange
that he had never seen Geronimo before; at least not up close.
During the long campaign in the mountains he had come close to
killing the great Apache several times; always without
success.


  Geronimo regarded Sundance with calm black
eyes that gave nothing away. “I know who you are,” he said. "You
fought me long and hard. If I had killed you it might have been
different. Your friend Three Stars, how have the years treated him?
You and Three Stars, you are the men who beat me. None of the
others, you and Three Stars did what no one else could do.”


  Three Stars was what the Indians, hostile and
friendly, called George Crook, and whether they hated or liked
Crook, all had respect for the no-nonsense soldier who was ruthless
in battle and generous once his battles had been won. After
Geronimo’s surrender there was a clamor for his execution; only
Crook’s forceful intervention had saved him from the gallows, the
death an Indian feared most. Sundance wondered if this meant
anything to Geronimo, but there was no way to tell.


  “Three
Stars is all right,” Sundance said. “He is in command of the
Department of the Missouri, but there isn’t much fighting to be
done these days.”


  Geronimo’s brooding eyes showed a trace of
amusement. “It is hard for a soldier not to have somebody to
fight.”


  “Three
Stars doesn’t see it like that. He likes peace.”


  “A
strange soldier. But you did not come here to talk of old
battles.”


  Sundance shook his head. “I came to tell you
that you can’t go back to Arizona. There is still unrest among the
Apaches and your memory is too strong. The War Department is afraid
there will be a new war if you go back there. The War Department
refuses permission and the President agrees with them.”


  Geronimo smiled for the first time. “The
President remembers Geronimo? Who would think one old Indian is a
threat to your United States? You spoke of peace. What you mean is
the peace of the dead. You are a half-breed. Does it not bother you
to have killed so many of your mother’s people? The sons of so many
Indian mothers?”


  Sundance said, “Sometimes when I think about
it, it bothers me. But if we didn’t kill many others would have
killed all. There still are men who would like to do that. Would
that have been better?”


  “They are
killing us anyway. I have been a prisoner here in Florida for many
years and have seen the things they do. They herded us here in
cattle cars, lying in our own dung, eating the slop they threw us
when they felt like it. Hundreds of my Apaches died of swamp fever
and starvation. Hundreds of my bravest warriors died that way.”
Everything Geronimo said was true, yet there was nothing that could
be done about it. The long bitter history of the Indians was one of
hypocrisy and lies, double-dealing and broken treaties. Coveting
their tribal lands, the whites goaded the Indians into war and then
sent the soldiers to slaughter them. But, Sundance thought, what
was the use of talking about it?


  “You
can’t go back to Arizona,” he repeated. “The only way you can leave
here is to go far from your own country. Three Stars has been able
to get that much for you, and he had to work hard to do it. Do you
know where Fort Cobb, Oklahoma is?’


  “I know
where Oklahoma is. This Fort Cobb. They would lock me up in another
fort?”


  “Not lock
you up. You will be given land to farm. I don’t know what the land
is like, but it will become yours if you go there. You can live out
your life in some kind of peace.”


  Geronimo smiled again. “Some kind! I will be
watched by the soldiers from this fort?”


  “You will
be watched for a while. Maybe as long as you live. Oklahoma must be
better than this.”


  “A
farmer!” Geronimo spoke almost in wonder. “After all my years to
root in the earth like a woman, or an old man who is good for
nothing else. I did not think I would end my life in that
way.”


  “You are
an old man. Old enough anyway. Old or not, you still can live with
honor. Other good men have done it. You will not be on a
reservation, the land will be your own. But you must make the
decision. No one will force you to go. Many men would be glad to
keep you here until you die.”


  “Are they
that afraid of me?” Geronimo seemed to derive satisfaction from the
thought.


  He’s a vain old man, Sundance thought. A
tricky and dangerous old man still dreaming of past glory.


  Sundance said, “They don’t want you in
Arizona. Now I have come a very long way to tell you all this. I
would like an answer before they change their minds.”


  Geronimo stared at Sundance. “You come from
Three Stars?”


  Sundance nodded. “He fixed it so you can go
to Oklahoma, but he wants it done quietly. An army escort would get
too much attention. Once the newspapers got hold of it there would
be an uproar. Here the army has given you protection, but away from
this place you have many enemies who would like to kill you. It
hasn’t been so long that the things you did are forgotten.”


  Geronimo smiled another bitter smile. “I
could make my own way to Oklahoma. I’m not so old that I couldn’t
do that.”


  Sundance smiled too. “And you’re not so old
that you couldn’t make it back to Arizona.”


  “If I
gave my word that I would live in peace?”


  “The War
Department doesn’t want your word.”


  “True,
the War Department has no respect for honor.”


  They had been talking politely for too long,
Sundance decided. He knew the old Apache would take no offense.
First you said it politely—the Indian custom—and then you spelled
it out in hard words. Looking at Geronimo, he knew this latest job
Three Stars had given him wasn’t going to be easy. On the long
journey south to Florida he had hoped to find Geronimo mellowed by
age, wanting only to live the rest of his life with some measure of
peace.


  Now he spoke plainly: “If you want to go to
Oklahoma I’ll see that you get there. I have given my word to Three
Stars and intend to keep it. We will try to go as secretly as we
can, but that won’t be possible. Not for long. I can’t let you get
killed because the Apaches will break loose when they hear of it.
You know what I think? I think maybe it’s a mistake to let you out
of here.”


  “Hard
words, Sundance.”


  “No more
than the truth. I’ll do my best for you because of Crook, but if
you try to run out on me I’ll bring you back here in irons. If that
happens you’ll never again see the light of day. It’s time to
change into a wise old man, Geronimo. Take what’s being offered to
you and make the best of it.” Geronimo unfolded his hands to adjust
his hat though it was sitting perfectly straight on his head. “We
will go to Oklahoma,” he said. “Who can tell what will happen on
the way. Every man’s life changes from day to day.”


  Sundance said, “Don’t try to change it too
much. Now I have to get the colonel to sign these release papers.”
Sundance touched his shirt pocket. “These will get us through if
we’re stopped by the army. But it’s not the army I’m thinking
about. You got any stuff you want to take along?”


  The old Apache’s eyes glittered with sudden
arrogance. “After fifteen years here I have nothing. When I was a
young man all I ever needed was a pony and a rifle.”


  Going out, Sundance said, “You sure as hell
won’t get any rifle from me.”


  Colonel Carson was a big man not far from
retirement age. All the windows of his office were open, but he was
sweating hard in the steamy heat of southern Florida, and he
treated Geronimo with a hearty condescension that Sundance knew was
entirely misplaced.


  Geronimo stood waiting while the colonel
scratched his signature on the release papers. “There you go,” he
said, waving the ink dry and handing the papers back to Sundance.
“Wish to hell I was going to Oklahoma with you. You know where I’m
going when I retire? Back to northern New Hampshire, is where I’m
going. There’s not a day in this stinking heat I don’t think of all
that ice and snow. Gets down to twenty below on the good days.”


  Sundance folded the release papers and put
them in his pocket. “You sure word of this hasn’t got out yet? I’d
like to keep it quiet as I can.”


  “It
hasn’t got out from me,” Colonel Carson said testily. “I don’t want
Crook after my hide.” He looked at Geronimo. “It’s been fifteen
years this old rascal has been a guest of Uncle Sam. Maybe nobody
will recognize him.”


  Old rascal! Sundance didn’t smile at the
colonel’s stupidity because he was just a blustering old man trying
to get along as best he could. Either the colonel’s memory had gone
soft, or he didn’t want to remember all the things Geronimo had
done. Fifteen years before, thanks to frontier photographers,
Geronimo’s savage face had been as famous as the President’s.
Sundance remembered the most famous picture of all, made during a
temporary truce; it showed Geronimo aiming a Winchester directly at
the camera. There wasn’t a hope in hell that Geronimo wouldn’t be
recognized somewhere along the way.


  “Where’s
the nearest telegraph wire?” Sundance asked. He knew they were
building one to the military camp, but it hadn’t been finished
yet.


  “Closest
one is Lakeport,” the colonel said. “Why do you ask?”


  Sundance said, “I’m thinking one of your men
will get over there and make some money from the newspapers.”


  “Then
I’ll try to keep them busy. That’s not to say they won’t get some
civilian to go in their place. I’ve got no control of civilians.
But I’ll do the best I can.”


  Colonel Carson came over to Geronimo and held
out his hand. “Behave yourself, you old ruffian,” he said.


  Geronimo shook the colonel’s hand and turned
away quickly. The colonel said to Sundance, “You won’t have any
trouble with him. When they first brought him here he ran off in
the swamps a few times. After the fourth or fifth time he gave it
up. I guess he got flogged pretty good, but that was before my
time. The two of us have always gotten along pretty good.”


  Sure, Sundance thought, I’ll bet you
have.


  Outside Eagle was saddled and waiting and
when the colonel gave the order a trooper saddled an army mount for
Geronimo. The trooper stared at Sundance with curious eyes,
wondering who he was and what he was doing with Geronimo. Sundance
didn’t mind the curious stare. With his copper skin and shoulder
length yellow hair and buckskins he had long grown accustomed to
being stared at. He wore a beaded weapons belt from which were
slung a long-barreled .44 Colt, a razor-edged Bowie knife, and a
straight-handled throwing hatchet.


  When the trooper finished the colonel waved
him away. It was blistering hot in the compound, with hardly a
breath of air. Out past the army post the swamps stretched away for
limitless miles. Sundance hated this steaming swamp country, with
its water moccasins and alligators. It was so different from the
clean, hard Southwest where he had spent so much of his life. He
sensed Geronimo’s hatred too.


  The colonel waved goodbye and went back
inside. Geronimo stood for a moment and looked around the merciless
place where fifteen years of his existence had dragged by, one
despairing day after another. He turned to look at Sundance, who
was mounted up and waiting.


  “I want
to remember this place forever,” Geronimo said. “I want to burn it
into my brain like a hot iron.”


  “You’d do
better to put it behind you.”


  The old Apache’s eyes flashed with anger.
“Not while there is breath in my body.”


  Sundance touched his heels to Eagle’s flanks
and started for the gate of the post. “Do what you like,” he
said.


  Going out through the gate, Geronimo turned
again and spat and for a moment his impassive face was contorted
with incredible hate.


  “You ride
ahead of me,” Sundance said.


   



   





  CHAPTER TWO


  HEADING WEST TOWARD the Gulf Coast, Sundance
figured the best way to do it would be to take a boat from Tampa to
New Orleans. The coast boats from Tampa sailed directly from Tampa
to New Orleans, so at least they’d be cut off from the world for a
few days. The railroad would be faster, but the trains stopped at
too many places. Besides there was no way to outrun the telegraph.
New Orleans was a big city and the passions of the frontier had no
part in its life. Once they got there he would figure out the next
part of his plan. But when he thought about it, he knew he had no
plan at all. It all depended on what happened, how much the world
knew about the release of Geronimo.


  Sundance knew there was no way to keep it a
secret. First the news would get to Lakeport from the fort; after
that the telegraph lines would start humming, and he could just
about hear the excited messages as they clicked their way from the
telegrapher’s key. In the end it would boil down to one statement:
Geronimo was on the loose again. Naturally, in the cities, that
wouldn’t mean a thing—just another item for the newspapers. But
even in the cities they would blow up the story, make it out to be
more than it was. From the cities the news would be tapped to the
small towns and settlements of Arizona; that’s where the real panic
would be and, when he thought about it, there was good reason to
be, for fifteen years wasn’t a long enough time to obliterate the
dreaded name of Geronimo.


  In recent months there had been sporadic
Apache raids along the border, but from all reports the raiders
were poorly led and badly organized. The threat of Geronimo’s
return would sweep through Arizona like a brush fire. The
politicians and the panic-mongers would feed that fire to their own
advantage. But, Sundance thought, they weren’t entirely wrong. If
Geronimo broke loose and got back into the mountains, it would mean
a long and bloody war. There was no doubt that the Apaches would
lose, but while the war lasted—and it could last for years—it would
take an enormous toll in misery and bloodshed.


  Late at night they rode through a town and a
man with a badge pinned to his shirt came out onto a porch and
looked after them. The village constable, or whatever he was,
didn’t challenge them, and they kept going. On both sides of the
narrow road the swamp quaked in the darkness; they listened for
sounds of pursuit, but heard nothing but the croaking of frogs and
the strange barking of night-hunting alligators. They traveled all
night and well into the next day. In the afternoon they slept for a
few hours on a sandy island in the swamp.


  Before they lay down Sundance said, “I don’t
want to tie you. Give me your word you won’t try to run off and
I’ll believe you.” Sundance realized that the Apache was very much
afraid of the swamp. To Geronimo his only country—his nation—was
southern Arizona. Everything else was strange and menacing.


  Geronimo
looked around at the dark, oily-looking water that surrounded the
little patch of dry ground. “In this place you can have my word. I
would not know which way to go from here. How do you know the
abortos will not devour us in our sleep?”


  Aborto was the Spanish word for monster. “You
mean alligators?” Sundance asked. “They won’t eat you in your
sleep. Alligators seldom attack humans unless they’re crazy or
starving. Get some sleep now and I will watch the monsters.”


  An hour later Sundance woke up when Geronimo
cried out in terror. Sundance drew his Colt. “One of them is
coming, I hear it,” the Apache cried.


  Sundance looked where Geronimo was pointing
and saw a big gator crawling out of the water and up onto the sand.
Picking up a chunk of deadwood, Sundance threw it at the gator’s
head. The gator opened its mouth in a snarl and splashed back into
the swamp.


  Geronimo looked at Sundance with wonder. “You
did that. If I had not seen it I would not believe it. You had a
gun but you did not shoot.”


  Sundance smiled at the Apache. “We better
move on before any more monsters try to get in bed with us. I’d
worry more about snakes if I were you.”


  The fierce old warrior shuddered. “I will be
glad to leave this terrible land. The god who made this place was
an evil god.”


  “Let’s
get going,” Sundance said.


  Once again they rode all night and by morning
the swamp and jungle gave way to a coastal plain that ran down to
the bright blue waters of the Gulf. After the stink of the swamp
the clear salt air felt good in their lungs. Geronimo’s eyes
widened as he looked at the immensity of the Gulf of Mexico; after
a lifetime spent in deserts and swamps he had never seen the ocean
before. He pointed toward the horizon.


  “What is
beyond that?” he asked.


  Sundance said, “Depending where you want to
go. Texas, Mexico. We’re going to Louisiana. And you’re not going
anywhere but Oklahoma.”


  Geronimo’s eyes took on a crafty look.
“Louisiana is not so far from Texas.”


  “And
beyond Texas there’s Arizona. Forget it. Remember you gave your
word back on that island.”


  “On the
island, yes. Here there are no monsters and no snakes.” Geronimo
looked at the sea again.


  Sundance slapped his holster. “This will kill
you quicker than any snake if you try to double-shuffle me. Go on
now, ride in front of me and we’ll be in Tampa in no time.”


  Tampa was no more than ten miles along the
long empty beach, and in another hour they were able to see the
church spires in the town, and when they got closer a steamer was
putting out to sea, leaving a long trail of black smoke behind
it.


  Geronimo watched the outgoing steamer for a
long time. “I have much Mexican gold hidden in the mountains,” he
said.


  “What
gold?”


  “There
was no time to take it when Three Stars attacked us so suddenly.
The others who knew about it were killed by the soldiers, so the
gold is still there.”


  “If it’s
still there why didn’t you try to bribe your way out of jail with
it?”


  “The
white soldiers would take the gold and kill me so I could not talk
about it. But I swear to you it’s still in the mountains, in a
place to which a goat could not climb. Take me there and you can
have all of it. I just want to go back to my country. Oklahoma is
like the end of the world to me. The money is there, Sundance. Let
me go free and you will be a rich man.”


  It was likely enough that Geronimo had
Mexican gold hidden away in some remote mountain cave. Lord knows
he had stolen enough of it in his time, which was the main reason
that he had been able to buy the latest repeating rifles. And he
could buy more if he hung onto the gold. On both sides of the
border there were gunrunners who would sell him all he needed.


  “I don’t
want your gold,” Sundance said. “I’ll never be rich and you’ll
never start another bloody war. I’ll kill you before I let you get
away from me.”


  “We will
see,” Geronimo said.


  In less than an hour they reached the
outskirts of Tampa, a bustling port with long wharves running out
into the sea. Close to a breakwater a ship with steam up rode at
anchor. They rode into town from the south end and had to skirt
some tobacco warehouses owned by a Cuban cigar-maker before they
got out onto the breakwater. At the end of it was a ticket seller’s
hut and a stack of crates.


  “You left
it mighty late,” the ticket seller complained when Sundance asked
for two tickets to New Orleans. “And you say you want to ship two
horses as well. That’s going to cost you extra for holding up the
ship.”


  Sundance put the ticket money on the counter,
then added another twenty dollars. It was all War Department money
and he wasn’t about to argue about the cost.


  “Just get
the horses on the boat,” he said.


  After a short argument, and the passing of
some money to the first mate, the horses were aboard and orders
were given to cast off. Standing at the rail, Sundance looked up
quickly when two men in dark suits drove a spring wagon down to the
dock at breakneck speed. Instead of buying tickets, they left the
wagon unhitched and dashed up the gangplank just as it was being
drawn in. The ticket seller yelled after them, but they took no
heed. The first mate bore down on them with a truculent air. One of
the men, young and burly, shoved money at the mate, saying
something about urgent business in New Orleans. The mate took the
money, shrugged, and walked away.


  The two men went below without looking at
Sundance. They might be what they said they were, two sweating
money-grubbers running to catch a boat. Geronimo, made nervous by
the sway of the steamer, hadn’t noticed them.


  “It’s not
going to sink,” Sundance told him. “And if you get sick you won’t
die. You’ll think you’re going to die, but you won’t.”


  The steam whistle let loose with a few blasts
and the boat eased away from the dock. In a few minutes Tampa began
to drop away behind them. The wind picked up as they steamed out
into the Gulf and Geronimo gripped the rail so hard that Sundance
had to pull hard to make him let go.


  “Loosen
up and you’ll feel better. We’ll go below so you can lie
down.”


  As the sea grew choppier, Geronimo’s face
turned a gray color and there was an imploring look in his eyes. He
said, “Sundance, I do not like this boat or this sea.”


  Taking the old Apache by the arm, Sundance
steered him down the companionway to their cabin, and Sundance had
to call a steward to get him to unlock the door. There was no sign
of the two men who had come aboard in such a hurry. The portholes
were closed and the tiny cabin was hot and airless. Sundance got
the portholes open and got Geronimo to lie down on one of the
bunks. Lying there gray-faced, the Apache looked nothing like the
fearsome warrior everybody said he was.


  Thirty minutes out from Tampa, the Apache
vomited into a china chamber pot that Sundance pulled out from
under the lower berth. After that he still felt sick, but not as
sick as he had been. Not much later the old man fell asleep,
moaning as he turned uneasily from side to side. Sundance sat and
watched the door.


  The steamer was running against a heavy sea
in a strong wind, and the vibration shook the boat from stem to
stern. Spray splashed in through the portholes, but Sundance left
them open. He continued to watch the door of the cabin, but nothing
happened. But if something happened he’d be ready for it. There was
something about the two so-called businessmen that wasn’t right.
They had been too loud in stating their business to the mate, and
abandoning a new-looking spring wagon and a young horse
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