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Burke Hunter, one of the deadliest knife fighters in the West, had disappeared.

	Sundance was hired to look for him, and got as far as an Apache Indian camp where Hunter had been taken prisoner, suspected of stealing a sacred cache of Apache gold.

	But when Hunter double-crossed him and the Apaches tried to capture him, Sundance knew that there was going to be death on the desert, either by a bullet or a blade.

	He also knew that Hunter’s beautiful wife Eloise would welcome the survivor, whichever man it proved to be!
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Chapter One

	 

	TWO MEN REPAIRING a wall partially ruined by Apache fire arrows heard hoofbeats on the freight road and turned to look at the rider on a tall appaloosa.

	One of the men, gaunt and suddenly pale, dropped his hammer and reached for a rifle. His companion said hurriedly, “That ain’t no ’Pache. It’s Jim Sundance, sure as hell.”

	His voice reached a tall, black-haired young man with the sharp features of the Indian. He was trying awkwardly to empty a pail of water off the veranda of a squat saloon. His white man’s hat, the crown uncreased, rode like a gray dome atop his head. He stood with the thumb of his right hand hooked in his belt not as an affectation, but to anchor a nearly useless right arm.

	Sundance approached the saloon on the great Nez Percé war horse Eagle, spring sunlight touching his weathered sombrero, red neckerchief, and fringed buckskin shirt. Long yellow hair brushed his shoulders.

	“Eddie Strong,” Sundance called as the young Cheyenne started for the side of the saloon, limping on the right leg. “Heard you were over here, Eddie. Rode twenty miles out of my way to make sure.” Sundance dismounted, standing tall in the moccasins he always wore instead of boots. He caught the young Cheyenne before he could get away and clasped the left hand in greeting, trying to hide the rage that sight of the ruined young man always kindled in him. “Finally caught up with you,” Sundance said.

	“You think you can talk me into going home,” Strong said in Cheyenne, because the two carpenters at the stable next door were staring.

	“One reason I’m here, Eddie, is for you to tell me about Burke Hunter. I may have found him at last.”

	“Why do you think I stay here in Arizona? Why do you think I came this far south in the first place? Him!”

	“Describe Hunter. Everything you can remember about him.”

	“I told you. Two years ago. When it happened.” Eddie, known as Two Clouds in the Cheyenne nation, looked bitterly at his right arm. “When I find him, I’ll cut him worse than he cut me.”

	“No. Your father was my friend, like a father after mine was killed.” Sundance spoke urgently, black eyes boring into the young man’s face. “I’m the same as your guardian. You’re to go back to our people.”

	“I’ve got a job here.” Eddie Strong started away, limping badly.

	Sundance halted him and jerked a thumb disdainfully at the squat saloon Eddie Strong was about to enter. “Swamping in a saloon is no job for a Cheyenne warrior.”

	“With this bad wing of mine and my leg, you call me a warrior?” Strong said bitterly.

	“You can learn to shoot a rifle left handed. I told you that two years ago. You got away from me then. Not again, Eddie.”

	“Shoot what, Jim? White men? The buffalo are going fast.”

	“The buffalo will last,” Jim Sundance said, mouth in coppery features tightening despite his attempt to sound convincing. Secretly he was not at all sure the Indian’s main food supply, the buffalo, would survive the ambitions of those who sought to build their own empire on the ashes of the red man’s. The scorched wall of the stable next door was a reminder. Weeks ago Apaches had attempted to burn it down along with the four other buildings in the town. The territory seethed since a massacre of Apache women and children by whites. It was not a year to try and rescue a white man being held prisoner by Apaches, yet Jim Sundance might try. He hadn’t quite decided. Money was a consideration. In this case vengeance was more important. It depended on what he learned from Eddie Strong.

	“Last time I was north I saw your chief,” Sundance said. “I told him not to blame you because of what happened. You left the tribe because you wanted to try your wings. You got hurt by three unknown white men. In a knife fight.”

	“There was only one white man,” Eddie Strong said bitterly. “I couldn’t even handle one man. Let alone three.”

	“Sounds better the way I told it to your chief.”

	“What difference does it make?” Strong demanded.

	“Because if I gave him the name of the bastard who lured you into a knife fight and then crippled you the Cheyennes might take his trail.” Sundance stared into the young man’s eyes. “This one I want for myself, this Burke Hunter.”

	Eddie Strong shook his head, braided hair swinging out from beneath the high-domed sombrero. “He’s here in Arizona. A freighter in Kansas told me he heard of a man here named Burke Hunter.”

	Sundance interrupted, stressing the realities of life on the frontier. Even if he bested a white man in a fair fight, the gallows would probably be his reward. An Indian kill a white man and go unpunished? Unthinkable.

	Eddie Strong this year seemed more inclined to listen to reason than he had two years before in Newton, Kansas. He was tired, constantly harassed by whites. Sundance finally got him to describe in detail his assailant in the knife fight. A man who, instead of backing off in victory, had deliberately severed tendons in right arm and leg.

	Sundance listened gravely to Eddie Strong’s emotion-packed voice describe his tragedy. “I want to be sure he’s the Burke Hunter I’m looking for.”

	“Jim, you do know where he is.” Eddie Strong seemed spent. “I’ll fight him left-handed, damn it. All I want is another chance. I was a kid then. I’m smarter now. I can handle him.”

	“I’ll handle him. You’re going back to our people.”

	“Where is he, Jim? Tell me.”

	“Seems the Apaches have got him.”

	Eddie Strong looked surprised, then burst out laughing. “A prisoner? Of Apaches?”

	“So they say.”

	Strong continued his almost hysterical laughter, drawing several men to saloon window and doors.

	Then the young man was grim, no longer laughing. “I hope they give him the thousand cuts.”

	“An easy death compared to some they can give.”

	Eddie Strong looked intently at Sundance. “You going after him ... in an Apache camp?” He sounded incredulous.

	“If I find out for sure he’s the same Burke Hunter who cut you.”

	“If he is,” Eddie Strong interrupted quickly, “don’t let him try and get you in a knife fight like he did me.”

	Sundance smiled coldly, letting his hand fall to the sheathed Bowie knife at his belt. “I’ll try and remember your warning, Eddie.”

	“Jim, I mean it. I talked big a minute ago, but Hunter can cut you quicker than you can blink. Between the two of us we can handle him.”

	Sundance shook his head. “I want your promise to go home.”

	It took more argument but finally Sundance prevailed. Strong gave his word, a sacred bond to an Indian, never given lightly.

	“You got wages coming, Eddie?”

	“Some,” Eddie hedged.

	“What do you mean, some?”

	Eddie Strong seemed embarrassed to tell how a drunk had given him a shove. “My bad leg buckled and I fell over my bucket and the mop handle went through a side window. Hearne says I have to pay for it. But I don’t know how much.”

	“Eddie, you get ready to travel.”

	Sundance entered the saloon. Some men had been staring out the window at the Appaloosa, Eagle, the Henry rifle in a saddle scabbard, a bedroll, and two bags made of buffalo hide. These contained weapons more primitive but as lethal in the deadly life game Sundance had chosen to play, when the Cheyenne blood in his veins prevailed over the white. Now the men turned to stare at Sundance’s tall figure, awed by the golden hair in contrast to Cheyenne features. Of special interest was the Colt with ivory grips riding at his hip.

	Hearne, a beefy, red-faced man, stared across his bar at Sundance and said roughly, “I don’t sell whiskey to Indians. Not even to breeds.”

	“The whiskey you likely sell in a place like this I wouldn’t feed to a snake.”

	Patrons gasped, some moving quickly away. Hearne reddened, started to splutter, but Sundance told him why he was here. “I want Eddie Strong’s wages due.”

	“I don’t pay till the first of the month.”

	“He’s going back to his people.”

	Hearne laughed, winked at some of those nearby. “If he’s quittin’, he gets no pay.”

	“I want every cent due him. And don’t take out for that broken window. It wasn’t his fault.”

	“You givin’ me orders?” Hearne roared. “In me own saloon!”

	One of the patrons shouted a warning. “Better go easy, Fred! That’s Jim Sundance!”

	“No goddam half breed’s gonna tell me ...” Hearne was reaching for a sawed-off shotgun under the bar when he found himself staring at the cold metal eye of the Colt Sundance had swiftly drawn. He licked his lips, then looked at the man who had shouted the warning. “You ...you said Jim Sundance?” Hearne swallowed and turned back to Sundance. “I hear you take scalps. An’ I sure don’t figure to have mine hangin’ at your belt.”

	“No scalps. Just the money you owe Eddie Strong.”

	Sundance reached across the bar with his left hand, and with the dozen or so stunned patrons looking on, he took the shotgun from Hearne’s moist fingers. Only then did Sundance holster the Colt. He unloaded the shotgun, dropped the shells into a spittoon, then placed the shotgun on the bar.

	Sundance watched carefully as Hearne, trembling slightly, placed several coins on the bar top. Sundance scooped them up, turned and warned the onlookers with his eyes, then walked out.

	As the swing doors flapped at his back it seemed that everyone inside, including Hearne, gave an audible sigh of relief.

	 

	Sundance rode north five miles with Eddie Strong to make sure Hearne hadn’t decided, with the help of friends, to try and get his money back.

	He shook Eddie Strong’s left hand and wished him well on his return to the Cheyennes.

	“If you run into Burke Hunter,” the younger man said in parting, “give him a lick for me.”

	“If he turns out to be the same Burke Hunter, he’ll get more than that.”

	That evening in camp, Sundance reread Eloise Hunter’s letter, which included directions to the ranch she and her missing husband owned. The letter, three weeks old, finally caught up with him in eastern Arizona where he had been doing some special work for one of his few friends in the cavalry, General Marcus Tyne.

	 

	“Dear Mr. Sundance: It has been suggested that you are the only man who can possibly rescue my husband, Burke Hunter, from Apache brigands who are holding him prisoner. I will pay twenty thousand dollars the moment my husband is safe, plus a bonus we will decide on between us. If interested, contact Eloise Hunter, Mesa Seca, Terr. Arizona. May I expect you soon?

	P.S. An acquaintance, Avery Pinder, recommends you highly.”

	 

	Sundance restored the letter to a waterproof pouch and smiled grimly at gathering shadows. He was thinking of the missing husband. The trail of Burke Hunter over the past two years had been frustrating; Sundance had little time to devote to trying to run down the man who had crippled the son of an old friend. Now, however, it had been dropped in his lap. There was always the chance, of course, that this was a different Burke Hunter. And if so, the money alone, if everything was as the Hunter woman had claimed, was lure enough for such a risky undertaking as invading the territory of hostile Apaches.

	Avery Pinder, whom the woman had mentioned, was now a Tucson merchant. Sundance had known him as a supplier for the railroad when tracks were pushing west. In five minutes of talk with Pinder, he could tell if the woman was lying about the twenty thousand dollars, and if her husband was the professional knife fighter he had been seeking these past two years. But he didn’t want to waste time going all the way to Tucson to question Pinder about the woman.

	And there was the chance that in the weeks since the letter had been written, Hunter had either been killed by his captors or freed.

	Even if there was no longer money involved, Hunter would pay for what he had so brutally done to Eddie Strong. Provided he was the same Hunter. Sundance had a hunch that he was.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	HIS FIRST GLIMPSE of the Hunter horse ranch was disappointing. There were a few cottonwoods overhanging a small house, a barn, two sheds, and some two dozen head of horses in a pasture. Such an outfit didn’t look substantial enough to produce the twenty thousand dollar fee mentioned by Eloise Hunter. This part of it he guessed was already a lie. Perhaps his only payment would be vengeance for Eddie Strong, although he was beginning to wonder if a famous knife fighter and well-known philanderer would settle down with a wife on such a nondescript ranch.

	He glanced again at the horses. Good ones, from what he could see. He wondered if horse flesh so important to the Indian for survival in the increasingly hostile white world was the reason Apaches had taken Hunter prisoner. Did they capture him and some of his horses in payment for some past wrong done their people? The mere fact that the Hunter ranch was on land where the Apaches had once roamed free was reason enough in the Indian mind.

	This Sundance could well understand, for he lived with his feet planted firmly in two worlds, Indian and white.

	Nearing the house, he saw for the first time two spent saddle horses in the cottonwoods by the house, a squat structure of adobe with a flat roof of brush. The two horses stood hipshot, heads down, giving the appearance of having been ridden hard and fast, the owners so eager to reach the house they had not even bothered to tether the animals to a tie rack only a few feet away nor to loosen cinches. Riders in a hell of a hurry, Sundance thought. He instinctively eased the ivory-butted Colt in its holster.

	For the first time he was aware of a drone of voices, one of them a woman’s, coming from the house. He listened intently but could make out nothing that was being said. One of the weary horses whinnied at the sight of Eagle. Sundance tensed, swung down and drew his Colt, waiting for some indication from the house that the horse had alerted its occupants.

	The voices from the house grew louder and then a woman suddenly screamed in terror. “Please! How many times do I have to say that I can’t tell you what I don’t know!”

	A man answered harshly. “Burke told you where the mine was. You know damn well he did.”

	“Hatch, I don’t even know that it is a mine.”

	“Don’t lie, Eloise!”

	“He didn’t say what it was, Hatch.”

	“But he showed you nuggets.”

	“He ... he told me about them ...” The woman sounded frantic. “But I don’t know where he got them!” she cried as Sundance crept closer to the house. He saw an open window off a narrow veranda, curtains blowing in the faint breeze.

	A man with a high-pitched voice and a giggle asked, “Mrs. Hunter, ma’am, you gonna say them nuggets come from the moon?”

	“A mine,” a third man said angrily.

	Sundance had thought at first there were only two men in the house, those who had ridden up on the spent horses. Obviously there was at least one more.

	“You got a map of that mine, Eloise,” the voice of Hatch persisted, a smoother, slightly more cultured voice than the other two.

	“Hatch, if there is a map, my husband has it with him!”

	The one with the deep voice was skeptical. “Look, ma’am, me an’ Clyde rode damn fast to get here. When Hatch never sent us word like he said he would, we figured it was time to do it our way.”

	“Damn it, Chaney,” Hatch said, “I told you it’d take time.”

	“You had time enough to soft soap ten wimmen, let alone only one. So keep out of it, Hatch. You had your turn. Now it’s ours. Ma’am, you listen close. We know your husband had a sack of nuggets. Bragged that they was only a drop in the bucket. Now a man with a mine rich as that would sure as hell tell his wife where it is an’ leave her a map, in case somethin’ happened to him. Which is damn well likely happened already, knowin’ them ’Paches like I do.”

	Sundance moved soundlessly in his moccasins along the veranda as the woman began to cry.

	Which prompted Hatch to say, “I told you it wouldn’t do any good to yell at her, Chaney.”

	“You an’ your charm,” Chaney scoffed. “Hell, we give you rope enough to get to her with honey. Now we’ll try vinegar.”

	“You’ve ruined it, Chaney. Another day and I’d have had her seeing things our way ...”

	“Another day, hell!” the deep-voiced Chaney shouted. “With all we got on our heads, Mexico’s the only safe place.”

	“Then let’s take her with us,” Hatch said.

	Chaney ignored him. “Clyde, how’s that spike comin’?”

	“Gettin’ hot,” Clyde giggled.

	The woman screamed. “Hatch, don’t let them hurt me!”

	“Then tell us what you know about that mine.”

	“Burke wouldn’t think enough of me to tell me anything,” she whimpered. “You must believe me. You must!”

	“That spike gettin’ hotter, Clyde?” Chaney asked casually.

	“Almost red.”

	Eloise Hunter sobbed. “Please, please, you’re not fiends ... only Indians are the fiends. Surely not white men ...”

	Sundance, approaching the narrow window, stiffened at the woman’s word. Fiends, she calls us, he thought. Yet in her letter she had desperately sought his aid. The window was too narrow, little more than a rifle port; heavy shutters cut off his view of the interior. The shutters had been slammed shut, trapping one of the lace curtains.

	“Hatch, don’t let them ...” She was babbling in fear.

	Clyde giggled and said in his high-pitched voice, “When your husband gets home, he’ll be some s’prised to find our initials branded on your chest.”

	“Surely you wouldn’t!” Eloise Hunter cried.

	Colt drawn, Sundance moved past a heavy door that was closed, then on toward a window, this one wider than the first.

	“Handle that spike careful, Clyde,” Chaney advised. “Better have a good grip on them pliers. Now, Mrs. Hunter, one last chance. You come up with a map or you take us to the mine. Either one.”

	“But I don’t know where it is!”

	Sundance reached the wider window. It was open, the inner shutters not closed. Lacy curtains stirred in the same hot afternoon breeze that dried sweat on the back of his neck. He looked into the house at a big parlor-kitchen. They were at the far end, next to a stove. The woman, tall and pretty, was backed up to a heavy table. Her dress was green, torn at the shoulder. Thick auburn hair was tumbling from its pins. She was obviously terrified of the three men who had their backs to Sundance, their attention on the woman.

	Sundance squeezed soundlessly through the window, avoiding overturned furniture; drawers emptied. A metal box pried open. A stocky man was gripping her left arm. A slender red-headed man with a thick mustache had her other arm.

	The third man, Clyde, towering and black-bearded, was using a pair of pliers to pick up a hot spike from a bed of coals in the cook stove. He giggled, and it seemed strange for such a large man. He moved toward her, the glowing point aimed at her chest.

	The stocky Chaney said, “Ma’am, it looks like it’ll take a hot iron to loosen your tongue.” He reached out a heavy hand to rip down the front of her green dress.

	“Let’s see some bare skin,” Clyde said.

	And at that instant the woman glimpsed Sundance. Her already terrified features collapsed completely. Eyes rolled back in her head, the jaw dropping.

	But just before she passed out she did manage to scream, “Apaches!”

	The one dreaded word was all it took to produce instant chaos. Clyde spun around, dropping the pliers and hot nail to the stone floor. He made a grab for a big cedar-butted gun at his belt. Large yellowish teeth behind the tangle of beard presented a target.

	Sundance’s first shot in that moment of pandemonium smashed them and exited at the base of the skull, the snarl of surprise still on lips now bloodied. Clyde toppled to the floor, one cheek pressed against the hot spike intended to have been used as a branding iron on the woman now sprawled in a dead faint. The two men who had been holding her by the arms, Hatch and Chaney, had leaped aside. In those few seconds, Sundance noticed that the tall, red-mustached Hatch was bootless, wearing only heavy socks on his feet. Hatch squeezed off a shot, the bullet chipping into adobe at Sundance’s back and ricocheting. And then, echoing the woman’s cry of “Apaches,” he flung himself headfirst out the nearest open window.

	But Sundance’s attention was on Chaney, a chunky, tense-looking man in a plaid shirt that appeared to be brand new. As Chaney thumb-cocked a revolver, Sundance shot him twice through the plaids of the shirt. Chaney fell backward, his weight splintering a chair. His wild shot fanned Sundance’s earlobe and punched an asterisk in the front door.

	Sounds of a horse pushed suddenly into a hard run. Sundance jerked open the front door and glimpsed Hatch in wild flight, disappearing into the cottonwoods. Sundance let him go. His Henry rifle would have brought down the fleeing rider, but with the Colt it was unlikely. He reloaded, the pounding hoofbeats fading rapidly.

	Quickly he disarmed the two men crumpled on the floor, although in Clyde’s case there was no need. The pulpy back of his head attested to that. The heavy-set Chaney clung to a reed of life, but barely. Air in the room was heavy with the sharp odor of cordite and with smears of powder smoke blending into a haze.

	Sundance dragged the dead Clyde through the litter of papers and overturned furniture and to the yard. When he returned to the house Eloise Hunter was still unconscious.

	A gasp of surprise caused Sundance to wheel. Chaney, pale as the death that approached so remorselessly, stared in awe from the floor. “You ain’t no ’Pache ...”

	“Cheyenne,” Sundance grunted, staring down at the dying man without compassion.

	“You Cheyenne? With that yaller hair?”

	“Fools a lot of people. I’m also white. Although it’s seeing the likes of you that sometimes makes me ashamed to admit it.”

	Sundance picked up Eloise Hunter from the floor and carried her to the single bedroom. A heavy drape at the window cut out most of the sunlight. He lowered her gently to a rumpled bed. Stepping back, he saw a pair of boots belonging to a man, thrown carelessly half under the bed. He also noticed a still-smoldering cigar atop a chest of drawers. It had burned a groove in the polished wood.

	Returning to the front room, he saw that Chaney had squirmed about on his buttocks, leaving a trail of blood on the stone floor. “Look, there’s gold ... millions in gold,” he babbled. “Make the woman tell where it is an’ we’ll go halves.”

	“How do you know about millions?”

	Chaney started to speak and then life flickered out. Sundance dragged him to the yard and left him by a shed wall next to Clyde’s body. It made no sense to waste time digging graves; he’d have to notify the law in the nearest town, which was Mesa Seca. And the deputy there would want to see the bodies.

	Glimpsing a face at the window, Sundance knew it was Eloise Hunter. Thinking in her panic she might grab a gun, he sprinted for the house. He found her hunched in a chair, still numb from shock.

	“You ...you gave me such a fright,” she whispered.

	“You gave them more than that when you yelled ‘Apaches’.”

	“You’re Jim Sundance, of course. I might have known. Avery Pinder described you when he was through here last month.” She looked at the blood streaks on the floor and shuddered. “Where are they? What happened to them?”

	“To the happy hunting ground, as my white brethren like to call it.”

	“Are they all dead?”

	He told her that the bootless one known as Hatch had got away. “Now that you’re conscious, maybe I’d better run him down. I didn’t want to leave you alone.”

	“No ... no ...” She seemed flustered. “He’s quite dangerous they say ... a gunman ...”

	“In other words you don’t want me to go after him.”

	She was staring with a certain morbid fascination at the spike and pliers on the floor, the auburn hair disheveled. But her green eyes were losing their terror.

	“Hatch deserves the worst,” Sundance said when she made no reply. “After what he and the other two were planning.”

	“I ... I don’t really think they’d have harmed me. Try to scare me to death, yes. And they came close to doing that.”

	“They meant business. Who are they, anyhow?”

	“Hatch has ... has been helping out here at the ranch. Since my husband was captured. I never saw Clyde and Chaney before.”

	He had to admire her resilience; her voice had lost its hysteria and she seemed reasonably calm after experiencing such obvious terror.

	Sundance said coolly, “I guess Chaney and Clyde showing up here got Hatch so upset he forgot to put on his boots.”

	She met his gaze boldly. “He was taking a nap. He has been working very hard ... Don’t look at me like that. It’s the truth.”

	I wonder just how much truth is in you, lady, he wanted to say.

	He glanced at some of the papers strewn over the floor. Shares in a riverboat. Stock certificates from a railroad Sundance knew was defunct.

	“Tell me, Mrs. Hunter,” he said bluntly, “how do you know your husband is a prisoner of the Apaches?”

	“Burke wrote to me. The letter was smuggled out of the Apache camp. I can tell you it frightened me half to death when I realized an Apache could come right up to the door and leave a letter. Without me hearing him ...”

	“And what did the letter say?” Sundance asked skeptically.

	“It said that I should get hold of Jim Sundance. That he should come to the camp and rescue him. That he was the only one who could do it. Some way Burke knew you were here in Arizona.”

	“Let me see the letter. The one you say an Apache left on your doorstep.”

	She missed the irony. “I gave it to Hatch to read. He ... he never returned it.” She brushed back her auburn hair, her mouth suddenly tight. “Don’t look at me like that, Jim Sundance. I am not lying.” She bent her head. Tears made damp spots on the lap of the green dress. At least the tears seemed genuine. “After that Apache left Burke’s letter I ... I just couldn’t stay out here alone. I hired Hatch. And yes, he knew Clyde and Chaney all right. I found that out today.”

	“There really is a gold mine?”

	“Burke had nuggets with him the last time he was home. Worth thousands of dollars.”

	“Might’ve been fool’s gold.”

	She shook her head. “Grimholdt saw them. He’s the assayer in Mesa Seca. You can ask him.”

	“Don’t worry, I will.” Sundance righted some of the overturned furniture, then said casually, “Was ransom mentioned in the letter?”

	“Not a hint.”

	Something was wrong, but he couldn’t quite tell what it was.

	She went to a window and stared out at Eagle who had wandered nearer the house to crop grass. “What a splendid animal. What do you call it?”

	He told her.

	“A fitting name, Eagle,” she said, turning to give him a warm smile. “And your name is also fitting. Sundance. I like it. An unusual name.”

	“A name the Cheyennes gave my father. He was English.”

	“And your mother?”

	“Smiling Woman of the Cheyennes.”

	“You see them occasionally, of course.”

	“They were killed.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry. How did they die?”

	“Something I never talk about,” he answered angrily.

	“No need
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