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    Chapter One


  


  SUNDANCE SMILED WHEN he
saw the flash of field-glasses high up on the mountain. It was hard
to sneak up on Crook; the old soldier never missed a thing. It was
a sunny day in late spring and the upland meadows were carpeted
with flowers.


  Mounted on the great stallion Eagle, he
began the long climb to the hunting lodge, a big log building that
stood on a wide step in the side of the mountain. Sundance knew it
well; he had helped to build it, and he had been there many times
since then, to hunt and fish with his old friend. He was glad to be
back, but he sensed that Crook’s one-sentence telegraph
message—COME TO COLORADO—had nothing to do with game or fish.


  General Crook loved the lodge and the
Colorado mountains. Only there could he get away from the grind of
army life, the never-ending Indian wars, the military politicking
he hated so much. A simple man in spite of his great abilities,
Crook always lamented the fact that he hadn’t been born fifty years
earlier. He should have been an old-fashioned mountain man, he
said. A few weeks in the mountains, now and then, were as close as
he got.


  “Hello
the house,” Sundance shouted when he reached the top of the
ridge.


  Crook shouted back from inside the house.
“Fish on the fire, Jim. Got to watch it doesn’t burn. Come on
in.”


  Sundance unsaddled Eagle and turned him
loose to graze on the sweet green grass not yet burned by the
summer sun. Good cooking smells came from the house. Sundance went
in.


  Crook was busy with a panful of rainbow
trout. “I spotted you a long way off,” he said.


  “I
spotted you too, Three Stars,” Sundance said, smiling. “Three
Stars” was the name by which Crook was known to the Indians.
Sundance never called him anything else. He was a three-star
general in the Army of the United States, hence the
name.


  Sundance looked at the many big game
trophies that decorated the rough pine walls of the lodge. “That
bighorn head looks new,” he said.


  “Shot it
last fall,” Crook said.


  Up so high, the wind was cold, whistling in
the branches of trees that grew close to the house. Crook turned
the fish in the pan. “You’ve been in Mexico, so you can’t have
known that Selden Myler is in prison. The charge was murder, the
sentence was life.”


  Crook slid the fish onto a serving platter
and put it on the table. “I was just as surprised,” he said.
“Obviously a trumped-up charge, yet three men swore that Myler shot
an unarmed man in a poker game.”


  “Where?”


  “Merced
City, a small place just off the reservation. Myler was Indian
agent at San Sebastian for umpteen years. You never went to see him
there?”


  “Never
got around to it,” Sundance answered. “No trouble, no need for me
to go there. The last time I saw Myler was about twelve years ago.
That was when he saved my life. I haven’t seen him since. They say
he was doing a fine job at San Sebastian.”


  Crook put the coffee pot on the table after
dusting off the ashes from the fire. “Myler did too good a job.
That’s why he’s in jail. He got a fair trial, it appears. Three men
said he did it; there was only his word that he didn’t. To boil it
down: Myler was playing poker with four men in the back room of a
saloon. Myler was winning big when the man who was killed accused
him of cheating. There was some sort of scuffle and Myler was
felled by a blow from behind. He says he heard two shots as he fell
to the floor. When he came to, the sheriff was standing over him
with Myler’s pistol in his hand. Two bullets had been fired from
it; there were two bullets in the dead man. The other men swore the
dead man hadn’t been armed. Maybe he wasn’t. Anyway, no gun was
found on the body. Either he wasn’t armed or they took his gun and
hid it after he was killed.”


  “It
sounds well thought-out,” Sundance said.


  “Pretty
near fool-proof,” Crook agreed. “Myler had a good lawyer, but he
wasn’t able to shake the witnesses. He checked their backgrounds as
best he could, to see if they were connected in any way. It
appeared not. The jury voted to convict. The judge could have
sentenced Myler to hang. Instead, he gave him life
imprisonment.”


  “What’s
the judge like?”


  There was nothing to go with the fish, but
there was plenty of fish. “You mean is the judge honest?” Crook
said. “Honest enough, I guess. They tell me Judge Gans is a
politician. Most judges are. What’s the difference how honest he
is? The verdict spoke for itself.”


  “Did the
sheriff find any hold-out cards on Myler?”


  “What do
you think? Of course he did. I told you it was well
planned.”


  “What do
you know about the prosecutor?”


  “Honest
as they come, from what I hear. A man without mercy, though. Van
Patten is his name and my information is he’d send his own mother
to jail if she broke the law. This Van Patten demanded the death
penalty for Myler. It must have been a disappointment when he
didn’t get his wish. What he got was the next best thing—life at
hard labor. They might as well have hanged Myler. Myler hasn’t been
a well man these past few years. I doubt that he’d even survive an
ordinary prison. In the Cage he’ll be lucky if he lasts six
months.”


  “They
sent him to the Cage?”


  The Cage—officially Sanderson
Penitentiary—was notorious as the most brutal prison in the
Southwest. It was worse than Yuma, in Arizona. It was worse than
the worst prison camps in Arkansas or Mississippi.


  “That’s
where they sent him,” Crook said. “They could have sent him to the
other prison in Fairfax. They sent him to the Cage. That’s where
they send the murderers, train robbers, rapists, perverts, the
criminal lunatics. The bad boys.”


  Sundance was complying with Crook’s
directive to “eat hearty.” All that morning, in the cold mountain
wind, he had been thinking about good black coffee.


  “Sending
Myler to the Cage makes me wonder about the judge,” Sundance said.
“Why did the Indian Ring go to so much trouble to rig a murder
charge? Why didn’t they just kill Myler and blame it on the man
he’s supposed to have killed? Why didn’t the judge sentence him to
hang?”


  “Three
questions but only one answer,” Crook said. “They wanted Myler to
go to the Cage. It has to be that. Last year, Myler testified at
the trial of the man—Ned Casserly—who had been his assistant. Myler
brought the charges himself. He accused Casserly of selling thirty
thousand dollars’ worth of Indian supplies to merchants in towns
close to the reservation. Casserly denied everything but was
convicted—thank goodness for small mercies—and sent to jail for a
year, a light sentence when you consider how much he stole. He got
out and received a full pardon after serving only three months. It
pays to be well-connected. I think Casserly and his cronies framed
Myler into jail.”


  “It
fits,” Sundance said. “Everything fits. I can see a thief sitting
in his cell plotting the destruction of an honest man.”


  Crook helped himself to more fish. “How much
do you know about the Cage, Jim?”


  “Just
that it’s a hellhole. I don’t know that part of the territory. I’ve
heard that men have killed themselves rather than go to the
Sanderson pen.”


  “You
heard right,” Crook said. “It’s living death there. That jail is a
disgrace to this or any other country. I suppose Andersonville was
worse, and the Union prison camp in Rock Island wasn’t much better.
But terrible things happen in a war. At least Andersonville and
Rock Island weren’t planned. The Cage was meant to be what it is.
Another prison was needed in the territory. The other one dates
back to Mexican times and isn’t too secure, but there was no need
to plan something like the Cage—not that I have much sympathy for
men who commit violent crimes. Short of hanging them, which is what
they ought to do, murderers and violent criminals should be locked
up for life. No parole, no wangling of pardons. A lifetime in
prison ought to be punishment enough. I just don’t see the need to
torment prisoners till their dying day.”


  “Who’s
the commandant there?” Sundance asked.


  “It’s
not a military prison, Jim,” Crook said. “The man in charge has the
title of ‘superintendent.’ But you’re not far off the mark.
Blaisdell, the superintendent, was an army man at once time.
Provost Marshal’s department. Army police. Blaisdell was invalided
out fifteen years ago and superintendent of the Cage is the only
job he’s had besides the army. Never married. Hardly ever leaves
the damn place. That’s all I know about him.”


  “You
haven’t tried to get Myler out?”


  Crook frowned. “Get him out—how?”


  “A
pardon.”


  “Not a
chance,” Crook said. “If he worked for the Ring, like Casserly,
he’d be out in no time. I just don’t have that kind of pull. The
fact is, it might make it worse for Myler if I started writing
letters to Washington. Right now, Washington is a cesspool of
corruption and double-dealing. As you know all too well. The
President may be an honest man, but he can’t see the forest for the
crooks. The man is knee-deep in crooks and doesn’t seem to know it.
If the Ring thought I was trying to win a pardon for Myler, he’d be
dead in a matter of days. Anyway, weeks. I think they’re going to
get Myler killed when they decide he’s been in purgatory long
enough. They may let him rot for a spell, but they’ll kill him in
the end. Word will come down from the Ring and Myler will be dead,
that is, if disease or abuse don’t kill him first.”


  Crook removed the fish bones and came back
to the table with a large can of peaches. After hacking at it for a
while he handed it to Sundance. “See what you can do with it.”


  Sundance got the can open. “What do you want
me to do about Myler?” he asked.


  “I don’t
know, Jim. I wanted you to know about it. You don’t especially like
Myler, do you? That’s why you never went to see him?”


  Sundance spooned out the peaches. “Myler
saved my life. You know the story.”


  “I know
he saved your life up on the Pecos. That’s not what I asked
you.”


  Sundance said, “Myler’s a good man, but his
attitude toward the Indians always got my back up. He used to call
them ’my children,’ like a Boston missionary. He liked to think of
himself as a wise but stern father. He treated his ‘children’ well,
but still as children. In Myler’s view, the Indians didn’t have the
intelligence to stand on their own two feet. Myler’s idea was to
establish model reservations where the Indians ate well, had
medical care, and could sing and dance to their hearts’ content. We
had plenty of arguments about that.” Crook smiled at this
uncharacteristic outburst from Sundance, a man who displayed little
emotion. “Still you have to admit it’s better to have a man like
Myler than one who will steal the Indians blind. How many times
have I heard you go on about the rotten conditions on the
reservations? The children with rickets or consumption. The rancid
meat, the flimsy blankets, the women poxed up by white men, the men
rotted with poisonous whiskey. How many times, Jim?”


  “Too
many times, Three Stars. You’re right. Myler is a good man and I’m
just nit-picking. You haven’t said what you want me to
do.”


  Crook
finished his dessert and lit one of his long thin cigars. He blew
smoke at the ceiling. “Get him out if you can,” he said. “If you
think you can do it, if you want to do it. It may not be possible,
even for you. Yes, I know everything is possible, or so they say.
Jesus walked on water, but as some blasphemer once said,
He couldn’t have
done it if He hadn’t had such big feet.”


  “I’ll
get him out,” Sundance said. “I’ll do my best.”


  “Because
he saved your life? I can’t think of a better reason.”


  “I owe
him that,” Sundance said. “More important is the way he treated the
Indians. He’s given the best part of his life to his work, and I
won’t let the grafters grind him into the dirt.”


  A rock chuck came to the door and Crook got
a biscuit from a box and tossed it to the twittering creature. “Be
off, you thieving rodent,” he said.


  The rock chuck nibbled at the biscuit and
twittered back at him.


  Crook said, “If you do get Myler out, what
then? You may never get the truth of what happened, no matter how
hard you try. The witnesses may be scattered far and wide by now.
They may be dead. The Ring doesn’t like loose ends.”


  “First
thing is to get him out,” Sundance said. “Then get him to Mexico.
After that, I’ll start digging for the truth. As you say, I may not
find it. If I don’t, Myler will have to stay in Mexico for the rest
of his life. He won’t like that. It’s better than the
Cage.”


  “Anything is better than the Cage,” Crook said, tossing
another hard biscuit to the chuck. “I wish I could do more to help
you, Jim. Right now all I can do is give you the information I
have. If it’s money you need, I have a little and can get some
more.”


  Sundance knew all about Crook’s poor
relatives, always begging for money and never refused. For all his
gruffness, the old soldier was an easy touch.


  “I made
some money in Mexico,” Sundance said. “The mine owner I chased the
bandits for paid me well.”


  Crook put a match to another good cigar, his
only indulgence. “I don’t have to remind you we could go to jail
just for having this conversation. What would the charge be, I
wonder?”


  “Conspiracy to violate the laws of the Territory of New
Mexico. If you go to jail, I’ll send you a file in a
cake.”


  Crook returned Sundance’s smile. “I don’t
like cake. The hell of it is, I’m a firm believer in the law. On
the other hand, the law isn’t set in concrete, and there are times
when it has to be guided toward a right decision. Is that
unconstitutional?”


  “Probably,” Sundance said. “I don’t want you getting mixed
up in this, Three Stars.”


  “Blast
it, man. I am mixed up in
it!”


  Sundance
shook his head. “You have too much to lose.” He held up his hand to
forestall Crook’s angry denial. “You’ve been telling me what to do
for a lot of years, and I’m grateful for most of it. Now I’m
telling you what to do,
with your permission, of course.”


  Crook scowled his way into a smile.
“Permission granted.”


  “Stay
out of this,” Sundance went on. “I’m here for a visit, you didn’t
send me any message. I happened by and you told me Selden Myler was
in prison, and for what. That’s it, Three Stars. What happens after
this has nothing to do with you. Is that clear, sir?”


  Crook bit hard on his cigar. “No. It
isn’t.”


  “Sure it
is,” Sundance said. “You know nothing of any plan to break Myler
out of Sanderson jail. As far as you’re concerned, Selden Myler is
a convicted murderer who got what he deserved.”


  “Like
hell I’ll agree to something like that!”


  “You
have to, for the sake of appearances. You were smart not to try to
help Myler.”


  “Don’t
flatter me,” Crook warned.


  “Just
the same, it was the right thing to do,” Sundance said. “The same
goes for me if I get into trouble in New Mexico. If I ask you for
help, answer back and tell me to go to hell. Where will you
be?”


  “Where
will I be when?” Crook puffed on his cigar so furiously that his
head was wreathed in smoke, a sure sign that he was
angry.


  “Where
will you be, say in six weeks from now?”


  “Denver,” Crook said. “You’ve come up with some sort of
plan, haven’t you? Would it be too much to ask you what it is?” The
chuck was begging for another biscuit, and Crook turned his wrath
on the rodent. “Didn’t I tell you to be gone, you furry little
bugger?”


  The chuck twittered, not at all frightened.
Sundance said, “No plan as yet, Three Stars. All right, a plan of
sorts. But only if it looks as if nothing else will work.”


  Crook hurled a biscuit at the chuck. “You
refuse to tell me about this ‘sort-of’ plan of yours?”


  “That’s
right, sir,” Sundance said. “If I get into trouble you must disown
me. You can’t help me, and you won’t.”


  “After
all the years we’ve been friends, who’s going to believe such a
thing?”


  Sundance said, “They’ll believe it if I do
something bad enough.”


  “You’re
not going to piss on the flag, are you?”


  “No, I’d
get lynched for that,” Sundance said, smiling at Crook’s idea of
the ultimate crime. He liked this crusty old soldier very much. Men
like George Crook should be the leaders of nations. But they
weren’t, more’s the pity. The man had lived an honorable, useful
life. He fought the Indians hard when he had to; always his
victories were tempered with mercy. To get him involved in a
jail-breaking conspiracy would be a disaster. If the story ever
came out, his career in the army would be finished. The vultures of
the Indian Ring, ever waiting for a chance to destroy him, would
tear him to bits with their dirty talons.


  “What is
this terrible thing you’re going to do?” Crook
persisted.


  “I
haven’t worked it out yet.”


  “God
Almighty!” Crook roared. “Never have I met a man so stubborn. You
wouldn’t be related to Stonewall Jackson, by any
chance?”


  “I
thought you were,”
Sundance said. “Three Stars, I won’t let you get mixed up in this.
I must have your word that you won’t try to interfere.”


  “Go to
blazes,” Crook growled.


  “I won’t
start without it, Three Stars,” Sundance said quietly. “You’ll mess
me up if you try to help. It has to be done alone.”


  “All
right then,” Crook said, after thinking about it. “You have my
word. I guess you know what you’re doing. You usually
do.”


  Sundance got up from the table. “Next time
I’ll fry the fish, Three Stars. You may be a great general but
you’re a rotten cook.”


  Crook glared at him. “You mean you’re
leaving right now? You just got here, you madman.”


  “It’s a
long way to New Mexico,” Sundance said.
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Chapter Two





  THE PRISON STOOD high on a hill above the Rio Grande. It was early in the
morning, and Sundance watched it through field glasses from a long
way off. Squat, ugly, seemingly impregnable, the jail dominated the
tiny town of Sanderson like the fortress it was. It was bigger than
he expected it to be, and the walls enclosed a stunted cliff far to
the rear. The walls, at least twenty feet high, looked thick enough
to withstand artillery; it seemed to be a part of the rock it was
built on. The hill was bare of anything that might provide cover to
escaping prisoners, and even the cemetery at the bottom contained
no grave markers.


  On all corners of the walls were guard
towers manned by riflemen and Gatling gunners. For continuous fire
it took two men to operate a Gatling gun: one to load, one to turn
the firing crank. If they knew their business, and he guessed they
did, they could lay down an incredible rate of fire, sweeping the
approaches to the prison in every direction. The river made its way
between the prison and the town on the other bank. There were two
bridges, the town-built bridge as well as the Santa Fe Railroad
bridge. In this part of New Mexico the river was shallow, as it was
for most of its length; it could be waded without any difficulty by
a man who wasn’t being chased by a hail of bullets from rapid-fire
guns. The town of Sanderson was on a spurline of the Santa Fe, and
trains were infrequent. Sundance had a printed train schedule, and
after watching the bridge for two days, he knew it was accurate.
The depot was in the town, but few passengers got on or off the
trains that passed through.


  He had taken great pains not to be spotted
during his surveillance of the prison. He wanted to get a closer
look at the town, but that wasn’t possible. A white man, even an
Indian, might be able to affect some sort of disguise; Sundance
knew it would not work for him. With his dark skin, the color of an
old penny, his great height, his pale blue eyes and shoulder-length
yellow hair, there was no chance of going unobserved. Once seen, he
would be fixed in people’s minds.


  The town lived off the prison. The prison
was its only reason for being, for prisoners had to be fed, however
badly, and there would be other prison-related businesses: lumber,
adobe brick, harness, clothing, the various articles manufactured
in the blacksmith shop and the mattress works. He had a pamphlet on
the prison; in its way, the Cage was famous. Celebrated badmen had
been hanged there, for it had an execution shed, and condemned men
were brought from all over the territory to have their necks
stretched by the scientific method perfected by Berry in England.
No longer did men strangle at the end of the rope, said the
pamphlet. Before they were hanged they were weighed, the thickness
of their necks taken into consideration; and when the trapdoor was
dropped they went to heaven or hell, depending on their
preparations for the hereafter, with the ease of someone falling
off a log.


  Sundance knew the pamphlet by heart, having
read it so many times. It had been published five years before, and
so it wasn’t as reliable as it might have been. Still, it was
reliable enough for his purpose, which was to learn everything he
could about Sanderson Penitentiary, never referred to (in the
pamphlet) as the Cage, the name by which it was best known. There
was a section for women, mostly murderers and bandits, but it was
much smaller than the quarters provided for the men. Most famous
among the women prisoners was the Mexican lady highwaywoman Maria
Campo who had cut out her philandering husband’s heart and slapped
him in the face with it after the deed was done.


  Sundance moved the field glasses from one
guard tower to another. At night, as soon as it got dark, naphtha
lights flared inside and outside the walls. The white lights were
reflected in the river and they washed the bridges and the town
with their merciless glare. Even the black, oily smoke from the
trains were no match for the lights. The prison had only one gate,
but there was another gate behind it. There was a sally port in the
main gate, and when prisoners were passed through they were forced
to strip between the gates. Lawmen who brought prisoners were not
allowed to pass through the second gate; there was a barred window
for commitment papers to be passed through, signed and returned.
Both gates were made of steel, criss-crossed and immensely heavy.
Watching for two days, Sundance saw prisoners young and old, some
women, going in guarded by U.S. marshals or town marshals. It was
easy to tell the federal lawmen from the village policemen—the
federal men always looked tougher, and moved in a different
way.


  Sundance saw a Mexican Indian who seemed to
have the run of the place. He wasn’t uniformed like the guards in
the towers or in the tower that stood outside the walls. This tower
was higher than the others, and it was manned by riflemen who moved
on open cat-walks night and day. Like the other towers, there was a
Gatling gun on a swivel.


  So this Mexican Indian isn’t a guard,
Sundance thought. He wasn’t sure that he hadn’t seen him before. On
the second day Sundance watched the prison, the Mexican came out
with three dogs and took them down the hill and over the bridge and
away from the town. A tracker. That was it. The Mexican was a tall
man, anyway, tall for a Mexican, and he wore an ordinary range hat
and cowhand’s clothes. When he took out the dogs he carried a whip,
but he didn’t use it, and he stood patiently while one dog took a
long time to squat. Sundance knew he had seen the Mexican a long
time before, but he couldn’t put a name to the face.


  At no time were both gates open, and
whenever a wagon came or went, the riflemen who walked the platform
behind the walls came forward to train their carbines on people
going in or out. The Gatling gun in the outside guard tower turned,
too, ready to fire if something started up.


  That’s why the tower is there, Sundance
thought. The Gatlings in the other towers can’t cover the gate. If
a prisoner makes it through the gate, the Gatling in the outside
tower will cut him down.


  There would be a steam-whistle, he knew.
There was a steam engine in the jail; the alarm whistle would be
hooked up to that, and once the whistle blew, the town of Sanderson
would come alive. Sanderson would be a bounty town, as what prison
town was not? Not everyone would turn out to hunt an escaped
prisoner, but most would. Sundance knew other prisons, and they
always had a deal with the towns that lived off them. Bring them
back any way you can: dead or alive. Preferably dead, because there
was nothing like a rotting man on the back of a mule to put the
fear of God into other prisoners with escape on their minds.


  The prison was in Dona Ana County, about one
hundred miles north of the Mexican border; a man could follow the
river to El Paso. But they would be watching the river because it
was the easiest way to go. The railroad ran down to El Paso, and
from there all the way to Mexico City. The railroad was just as
dangerous, Sundance thought. They would search the trains going
south; the telegraph lines would be used to speed descriptions to
all parts of the territory.


  Head east into the desert, Sundance thought.
That was the route to take. But he didn’t like the look of the
Mexican tracker. Men like that were single-minded, cruel,
relentless, and always took great pride in what they did. Sundance
didn’t want to kill the man, yet it might come to that if he
pressed them too hard.


  In his two days of scouting the prison,
Sundance formulated and discarded many plans for getting Myler out.
It just couldn’t be done from the outside. Blaisdell, the
superintendent, seldom left the jail, so he couldn’t be kidnapped
and traded for Myler. Besides, Blaisdell might refuse to trade even
with a gun at his head, and if this plan failed, there would be no
chance of trying another. Myler would be locked up so securely that
he would never again see the light of day.


  It would have to be worked from the inside.
This was something he seemed to have known all along, much as he
dreaded the idea. Sundance had been in other jails, mostly in the
wild, drunken days of his youth before Crook bullied him away from
the bottle; had in fact threatened to have him shot if ever he got
drunk again. He smiled when he recalled Crook’s furious
warnings.


  To be sent to the Cage, he would have to
commit a serious crime. Drinking and fighting would not be enough.
All that would have to be worked out. The thought of going to
prison made him shudder, and it wasn’t the brutality and the bad
food, the stink of the slop buckets, the howling of the insane. All
that was bearable. More than anything, he feared being penned up;
the crashing of cell doors, the turning of keys in locks, sounded
in his head. All his life he had roamed the West a free man, doing
what he wanted to do, always moving on when his work was done. He
hated towns, and what was a prison but a town with all the faults
of town life magnified ten thousand times? Yet he had to go to
jail; there was no other way he could think of. The jail could be
taken, but it would take many men to do it. He knew men he could
hire—the border towns were full of hard cases willing to do
anything for a price—but that would mean killing, for there was
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