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	General George Cook assigned Sundance to save the small Central Colorado Railroad from a murder spree begun by the massive Grand Junction Railroad. Sundance set out after Bascom Poindexter, owner of the Grand Junction and leader of a vicious army of killing hellions.

	But Poindexter’s men continued to spill blood, and the half-breed soon came to realize that to win this war he’d have to fight fire with fire, bullets with bullets, and death with death!
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		Chapter One



	

	SUNDANCE WAS THINKING how much he didn’t like trains when a bullet starred the window a few inches from his head. It sang on through and killed a farm woman on the other side of the aisle. By the time she kicked her way to death Sundance had unsheathed the big Winchester and was knocking out the window with the butt. He could see them coming at the train from the side of a bald hill that stuck up from the flat prairie. The engineer blew his hooter and the train began to pick up speed.

	There must have been about ten of them, all mounted on fast horses, and they came down from the hill at full tilt, firing as they rode. The only people in the car besides Sundance were three men and a screaming child, the dead woman’s child. One of the men had a short gun. He looked like an unhorsed cowhand; the other men were, by the look of them, salesmen of some kind. The salesmen were down on the floor praying or cursing; the child was clawing at her dead mother.

	They were close enough now, coming in with the confidence of men who didn’t expect to meet much opposition, and before they got to the train they began to fan out.

	“Somebody get that child,” Sundance yelled as he steadied the Winchester for the first shot. He fired and a man toppled from the saddle. He fired again and another man died. Then he walked the long-barreled rifle through the line of raiders, dropping men in a hail of lead. Up ahead the hooter sounded furiously. It was a short train of two cars, a tender and a locomotive. Sundance was in the first car. Only one gun was firing from the second. That would be the brakeman.

	He killed another rider and the others turned back before they could get to the locomotive. Now they rode back along the train trying to get at the rifleman who was cutting such a swath through their ranks. The cowboy killed or wounded a man and whooped before a bullet dropped him on the floor. The raiders fell back from the locomotive, regrouped and came on again.

	Bullets splintered wood and broke glass in the first car. The first car was the target now. One of the salesmen had the child in a bear hug on the floor. The other salesman had his face covered with his hands. Part of the cowboy’s shoulder had been blown away, and there was a pool of blood where he lay, but he was alive. He began to crawl over to Sundance.

	“I’ll try to load for you,” he said, biting his lip against the pain.

	Sundance drew his long-barreled Colt while the wounded cowboy fumbled shells into the Winchester. The five remaining raiders were throwing everything they had at the train, at the first car. Sundance fired and killed another man. He dropped from his horse and the horse ran away. Back in cover, Sundance could hear the others yelling with the anger of men who had been surprised. He felt the cowboy poking at him with the rifle. He grabbed it, steadied it on the edge of the window and blew another man out of the saddle. The last two men wheeled their horses and let the train get away from them. And that was the last of it.

	“You can get up,” Sundance told the salesman with the child. Released, the child, a little girl of about nine, ran to the body of her mother. There was nothing to be done about that, not right now. The prairie rushed past and the hooter kept on sounding.

	Cutting the cowboy’s shirt away from the wound, Sundance looked at it. It was bad and for now the best he could do was try to stop the bleeding. The cowboy was unconscious, with his eyes rolled up into his head. On the floor the salesman still prayed or cursed. The other salesman – they had been playing cards – kicked him in the side and he stopped.

	Sundance had the awful wound bound as tightly as he could before the brakeman made his way across the coupling from the second car. A burly Irishman with a red face and a floppy, peaked cap. He knelt where Sundance was tending to the cowboy. The salesman who had been holding the child handed a pint bottle of whiskey to the trainman, who passed it to Sundance.

	“Was that you did all the damage?” the trainman asked, lifting the cowboy’s head while Sundance forced the cowboy’s teeth open and trickled whiskey into his mouth.

	As the whiskey went down the unconscious man – more like a boy – began to shudder. Blood was still leaking through from the wound. Sprawled across the body of her mother, the child sobbed in muffled grief.

	“I guess it was you,” the Irishman said, tearing loose one of the red-plush seat cushions to make a pillow for the cowboy’s head.

	“How far to Reidsville?” Sundance said.

	“About thirty miles,” the trainman said. “Would you be Mr. Sundance, by any chance?”

	Sundance’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you say that? Nobody was supposed to know I was coming.”

	The Irishman gave the bottle back to the salesman, who drank what was left in it. “Then word of it must have got out, is all I can tell you.” He nodded toward the sobbing child and the dead woman. “By Christ now, isn’t that a hell of a thing. My name’s O’Kane.”

	Sundance said, “This been happening a lot, has it?” 

	“A lot,” O’Kane said. “Up and down the line every kind of trouble you can name. Only today they got more than they expected. That was some shooting, Mr. Sundance. Now me, I just managed to kill one of the horses, for I’m no hand with a gun. The dirty murdering bastards! It did me heart good to see them dropping to their deaths.” 

	“I didn’t mind it either,” Sundance said, the cowboy’s wrist between his fingers. The pulse was fast and weak.

	“I’m going up ahead now,” O’Kane said. “We’ll be in Reidsville say about forty minutes. I got to be back at my post by then. You think that young fella has any chance at all?”

	“Not much,” Sundance said.

	

	When the train pulled into Reidsville Sundance didn’t have to be told which of the men waiting to meet it was Colonel Ezra Slate. He was taller than any man there and he leaned on a silver-headed cane. Sundance knew about the bad leg, and Ezra Slate had been described to him as ‘a long drink of water.’ In his time he had been one of the most daring engineers in the United States Army. That was before a bullet in the kneecap put an end to his military career.

	Sundance drew curious stares as he swung down from the bullet-shattered train. Ezra Slate came stiff-legged to greet him, hard-eyed and arrogant, defying anyone to pity him. They hadn’t met before, but their names were known to one another.

	“I’m Slate,” the colonel said without offering to shake hands, perhaps because he used the cane with his right hand.

	Sundance said his name and the other man nodded. They were carrying the dead woman and the cowboy from the train. O’Kane came last with the child, who clung to him. The Irishman patted the child’s head with a work-scarred hand.

	O’Kane jerked his head toward Sundance. “Mr. … this man here killed eight of them. It was a sight to see, Colonel.”

	“See to the child,” Slate said harshly, turning away from the train. He limped away and Sundance followed him not at all sure that he was going to enjoy working for this man. No matter: he wasn’t there to enjoy anything and there was no law which said he had to like Colonel Ezra Slate.

	Nothing was said while they walked, slowly because of the colonel’s leg, to a raw wood building behind the depot. Instead of stairs a ramp went up to the porch and over the door a sign said this was the head office of Division No. 3 of the Central Colorado Railroad. The door was half open and Slate pushed it back with his cane. At a desk a young woman with black hair and green eyes looked at them as they came in. The upper half of her was dressed in a rough wool shirt and a leather vest. Sundance couldn’t see the rest of her because of the desk. Their eyes locked for a moment before she turned to the colonel.

	“Keep everybody out till I tell you,” Slate said, making no effort to introduce Sundance.

	The girl, cold-eyed as the colonel, went back to what she was doing with a pile of stiff yellow papers.

	“Close the door,” Slate told Sundance when they were in his office. “There’s a chair. You want a drink?”

	The office smelled like railroad offices everywhere: coal oil and creosote and locomotive boilers. On the otherwise bare wooden wall was a large scale map of central Colorado. Two file cabinets were golden oak like the desk. The colonel eased himself into a creaking swivel chair and looked at Sundance.

	“O’Kane said you killed eight of them. Eight out of how many?”

	Sundance said he had counted ten.

	“It won’t be so easy the next time,” Slate said. “Now that they know you’re here it won’t be a lead-pipe cinch. You think you can handle the job?”

	Sundance said, “You’ll have to tell me about it.”

	“So I will,” the colonel said, moving the chair back so he could stretch out his game leg. Pain and anger twisted his long thin face as he brought down the cane on the desk with a crash.

	Sundance’s face remained expressionless. He guessed he didn’t much like the colonel.

	“How much did Crook tell you?” Slate asked, massaging his knee with his right hand.

	“He said you were in trouble and needed help.” 

	“That’s all he said? That was enough to bring you all the way to this place?”

	“General Crook said you’d give me the facts when I got here. As to why I came, I’m not doing this just for Crook. I expect to be paid.”

	“So you will,” Slate said, eyeing the tall half-breed who sat in front of him. “All right then, to business. I have a railroad and somebody is trying to put me out of business. Maybe I can’t prove it in a court of law, but I know who that somebody is. The Grand Junction & Amalgamated, that’s who. I don’t know what the hell ‘Amalgamated’ means, but that’s who it is. Grand Junction is a lot bigger than I am. That’s not enough for Bascom Poindexter, the son of a bitch. He wants to control every short line in Colorado. I got in here ahead of him. Now he means to ruin me.”

	The colonel paused but got no reaction from Sundance.

	“It’s always money,” the colonel went on. “Which is something Poindexter has plenty of. I had enough capital when I got started and got this line built in spite of everything he tried to throw in my way. I guess he didn’t try too hard at that, figuring why not let the line go through and then take it over however wrecked it might be.”

	“That would figure,” Sundance said.

	“So it would,” Slate said, staring at Sundance’s copper skin and shoulder-length yellow hair, at his buckskin shirt and beaded weapons belt and the array of weapons slung from it. “Now we have the main line built and are trying to push through the spurs. It wasn’t until the main line was built that the trouble really got bad. There isn’t a day goes by that something doesn’t happen. Trains attacked like the one you were on. Trains derailed, stations burned, people shot. Like I said, I started out pretty good, now the line is losing money.”

	“It’s not all your money?”

	“None of your business whose money.”

	“Sure,” Sundance said.

	“Oh hell!” the colonel snapped. “Of course it isn’t all my money. Where would a colonel of Engineers get that kind of money. I got people to answer to back East. People who had faith in me when the goddamned Army gave me my walking papers. Central Colorado was the place to build a new railroad, I told them. Rich country – mining, cattle, farmland – so why not build a new railroad where there is none, where a railroad is badly needed. They went along with me because they knew my reputation with railroads during the War. No brag, sir, but I put military railroads where they said it couldn’t be done.”

	Sundance just nodded. What the colonel said was true. A lot of men had died to build the colonel’s reputation. Even so he got the job done. It helped to win the war; at the time that was all that mattered.

	“You’re thinking why don’t I get more money.” The colonel’s tone was defiant, as if Sundance had accused him of not knowing his business.

	“I’m just listening,” Sundance said.

	The colonel banged the desk with his cane. “I can’t get back to the men who backed me. I don’t know it would do any good if I did go. Throwing good money after bad, I think is how they’d see it. Goddamn it, if I had money of my own I’d hire a whole army of gunmen. I’d put a guard on every mile of this line.”

	Sundance said, “That might not work either. Anyway, nobody has enough money for that. You were saying about the new spurs.”

	“I call them spurs and some of them are. The biggest one won’t be much shorter than the main line when it’s finished. In fact, it will run right up into Wyoming. North of here there are towns just begging for a railroad. All right, I told them, put up the money and you’ll get your railroad. I got some money, then it dried up.”

	“When the trouble got worse?” Sundance said.

	Slate nodded. “Trouble, one kind or another. Men hired away from me at higher wages. Tent towns – whores and gambling and rotgut whiskey – following the track layers. They set up their whore towns off the right of way, so what the hell can I do about it? If I had the men I’d burn them out and take the consequences. That’s what the Union Pacific did after the War. I know! I know! That was a long time ago and the UP had the government behind it.” 

	Sundance asked, “You have any proof that Grand Junction – this Poindexter – is behind what’s been happening?” 

	Colonel Slate laughed harshly. “No proof,” he said. “We manage to kill one of the bastards from time to time. Last week O’Kane caught one of them trying to plant a Havana bomb under a train about to leave this very station. A Havana bomb is a—”

	“I know what it is,” Sundance said. A Havana bomb, so-called, was made up of a stick of dynamite, a fuse and a slow burning cigar. When the cigar burned down to the fuse, the bomb exploded.

	“O’Kane killed him with a sledge handle,” the colonel said. “Too bad he did, the dumb clodhopper. I would have made him talk. The point is, O’Kane killed him and we didn’t find a thing on the body that pointed anywhere.” 

	Sundance said, “Even if you made him talk it wouldn’t have done you any good. Most likely it wouldn’t. He could tell you who hired him. You can bet it wouldn’t be anybody that would lead back to Poindexter. If he’s that smart, that careful, there will be one man with no railroad connections carrying out his orders. That’s how these men do it. No reason for Poindexter to be any different. Has he ever offered to buy you out?”

	“Once, just once. Bastard even came himself instead of sending his lawyers. Came right to the end of track – where I was at the time – and said he heard I’d been having trouble with the freight-wagon companies who didn’t want me taking away their business. Well, sir, he was standing on my track when he said that, so I couldn’t shoot him.”

	“What did you way?”

	“I told him I’d kill him if he came again. You want to know what he did? Did he laugh, did he threaten me? No, I can’t say he did anything but go back where he came from. But from then on the trouble heated up like the boiler of a new Baldwin. You think I was a fool not to kill him? At least he’d be dead.”

	“So would you,” Sundance said. “Or in jail for thirty years. Does Poindexter have any partners?”

	“None that I know of. He’s not a young man. He’s sixty, which is my age, and made most of his money during the War. I don’t rightly know where he’s from. I think Pennsylvania. What has partners got to do with it?”

	“Just a question,” Sundance said. “I don’t know there’s a lot more you can tell me right now. But we have to get this straight, or I’ll go back to Crook and tell him it didn’t work out.”

	“What do we have to get straight? I’ll be the judge of what we have to get straight.”

	Sundance shook his head. “You’re a blunt-spoken man so you won’t mind hearing the truth. Which is, if you didn’t have that game leg you wouldn’t be sending for me.” 

	Ezra Slate allowed himself a wintry smile. “Goddamned right I wouldn’t. Get on with it, man!”

	“I have to be in charge,” Sundance went on.

	The colonel looked incredulous. “Of the line!”

	“Not the line,” Sundance said. “But if I want a train, if I want a crew of tough men in a hurry, I don’t want any argument about it.”

	“You’d take men from their work?”

	“There won’t be any work if this trouble isn’t stopped. You know that as well as I do. What about the law?” 

	Ezra Slate scowled and banged the desk. The top of the desk looked as if a Lot of men in spiked boots had danced on it. “The law keeps out of railroad business,” Slate said. “That’s the way it’s always been. It started with the UP and went on from there. Railroad people make their own law, you ought to know that.”

	“Then that’s what we’ll do, Colonel.” Sundance stood up.

	“Do what, for Christ’s sake?”

	“Make our own law,” Sundance said.

	 



		Chapter Two



	
	THE GIRL WAS still at the desk in the outer office and Sundance asked her where he could find Karl Kline, superintendent of Division No. 3.

	Instead of answering, she regarded him with insolent eyes. There was a suggestion of a sneer when she spoke. “I’ll say this for you: you look different from the others.” 

	“Thanks,” Sundance said. “Now where can I find Kline?”

	“The others got killed,” the girl said. “Two got killed, the third one lost his nerve and bolted.”

	Sundance knew he wasn’t going to get a straight answer until he played along with her. “I’ll bite,” he said. “What others?”

	“The three troubleshooters hired by my father. They took his money and didn’t do a thing.”

	Sundance smiled at her. “Well, two of them got killed. I think that’s doing a lot.”

	Anger was hot in her green eyes. “You’re no different,” she said. “Smart talk but not much else. Are all those weapons supposed to frighten people?”

	“Just old ladies and kids,” Sundance said. “Come on now, be a sport and tell me where Kline is. You’re wasting your boss’s time.”

	Her chin jutted out. “Your boss is my father and you’ll find Kline at the end of track. Kline just does what I tell him to do. You’ll do the same as long as you work for Central Colorado.”

	“Meaning you’re the real superintendent?”

	“I’m the real everything.”

	“You’re the real something,” Sundance said, turning toward the door. “As for taking orders from you, I think I’ll have to say no.”

	“Because I’m a woman?”

	“No,” Sundance said, opening the door. “Because I don’t take orders from anybody.”

	The girl got up from the desk and Sundance saw the bottom half of her, and even the well-washed Levis couldn’t hide narrow waist and wide hips. He left the door open and she followed him outside. He knew she would.

	“You’d better listen to me,” she said.

	The shot-up train was being shunted to a siding. Hanging onto the side of it, O’Kane waved at Sundance. Sundance waved back. Thick white steam clouded the small depot after the train pulled away. It hung for a while in the hot still air.

	“Where’s the cook shack?” Sundance asked the girl. 

	“My name is Miss Slate,” she said.

	“That’s a funny first name,” Sundance said. “Look, it’s all right to tell me where the cook shack is. I work for the company and I haven’t eaten since yesterday. After I eat I’m going to wait for my horse to come in on the afternoon freight. Word was to get here as fast as I could. That’s what I did and now I’m hungry.”

	She pointed to a small building on the other side of the tracks. “Over there. I’ll walk along with you. You might as well know it right now. I don’t like your manner and I don’t like you.”

	Crossing the tracks, Sundance said, “Well it’s a start anyway. What do they call you when they don’t call you ‘Miss’?”

	“Virginia,” she said.

	“My name is Mr. Sundance.”

	Sundance didn’t mind the girl. It was obvious that she was trying to be as tough mannered as her father. On the far side of the tracks two blanket-covered bodies lay in an open tent. Sundance went in and uncovered the cowboy’s dead face. In death he looked even younger. These were railroad people and nobody had stolen the cowboy’s boots. The poor son of a bitch, Sundance thought.

	“What are you going to do about that in there?” Virginia Slate wanted to know.

	“Be quiet,” Sundance said, walking in long strides to get away from her. She had to hurry to keep up.

	“Don’t start up again,” he warned when it looked like that was what she was going to do. Up till now he had enjoyed bantering with her. The sight of the dead boy had changed that. There was a time for fooling, and a time to stop, and this woman didn’t seem to know it.

	The cook shack was empty except for a man eating a plate of stew. He stared at Sundance. “Cookie’s out back, Miss Slate,” he said to the girl.

	The cook came in, a small Chinaman with a pigtail and a round skullcap. He bowed to the girl and smiled.

	“What have you got, Mickey?” she asked.

	“Same as yesterday. Irish stew,” the Chinaman said. He went to the stewpot and raised the ladle as a question.

	“For both of us,” the girl said, beginning to sweat under the sun-beaten roof of the shack. “Why don’t we eat outside,” she said to Sundance.

	They took their plates and sat in the shade of a tall stack of lumber. Even there it was hot and the prairie stretched away on both sides of the rails. Against the vastness of the prairie, burned brown by the summer sun, the rails looked fragile and impermanent. There wasn’t a single cloud in the hot blue sky.

	“What happened to the child?” Sundance asked. It would be a while before the stew was cool enough to eat.

	The girl set her plate down on a board. “O’Kane’s wife is going to look after her until we find out who she is. It’s too soon to ask her questions. The cowboy is Billy Magruder from Amarillo, Texas. He was wanted for robbing a bank. The reward poster was in his pocket. You know anything about railroads, Sundance?”

	It was the first time she had called him by his name in a normal tone of voice.

	“Just that I don’t like them much,” Sundance answered. “They’re here so we have to live with them.” He began to eat the stew.

	Virginia Slate, oddly, took no offense. “I’ve been around them since my father got out of the army. You’ll like them when you get used to them.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Sundance said. “What kind of crews do you have? Swedes, Irishmen, Germans?” In a fight the Irish would be better than the others. The others would fight for a good boss, but they’d have to think about it first.

	“Mostly Irish,” the girl said. “They drink a lot but they work hard even with hangovers. O’Kane was with my father in the Army. O’Kane’s a good man.”

	Sundance nodded. “I would say so. What’s Kline like?” 

	“Dependable.”

	“But you tell him what to do?”

	“What’s wrong with that?”

	“In normal times I guess nothing. The men know you boss him around?”

	The girl got angry again. “I suppose they do. What are these questions supposed to mean?”

	“I can’t do a job if I don’t know the men I’ll be working with.” It was good stew with plenty of meat in it. Ezra Slate might be going broke, but he didn’t stint on the grub.

	“What about me?” the girl said. “You’ll be working with me. What do you want to know about me? Go ahead, ask me anything you like.”

	She was very young, Sundance guessed, not more than twenty-two. “How’s the money holding up for the payrolls?” he asked her.

	“Damn you!” She slapped at a fly that had settled on her leg. “I didn’t mean the fly,” she said, then she smiled. “Yes, I’m the paymaster for this division. The answer is, we fall behind sometimes. When that happens I have to get busy on the telegraph trying to collect from companies that owe us money. Oh, I see what you mean. Men who don’t get paid don’t work or fight as hard as men who do.” 

	“Men who don’t get paid by one man will take money from another. A few men will. And there are men who like to get paid double.”

	“Poindexter as well as my father?”

	“Could be. If you have men like that I’m going to find them.”

	“You sound so sure.”

	“I have to be sure.”

	The girl looked at him for almost a full minute, then she said, “What about you? You’ve been asking questions about every man, woman and child in this camp. But what about you? Nobody here knows a thing about you.”

	“Your father knows and that’s enough,” Sundance said. 

	She didn’t agree. “That’s not true, Sundance. My father asked Crook for help and Crook said he was sending somebody. I don’t think that’s enough.”

	“For George Crook it is.”

	But he told her anyway. What difference did it make. Sundance said he was the son of a Cheyenne mother and an English father. His father’s name was Nicholas and he couldn’t go back to England because of something that had happened when he was a very young man. His family ordered him to go away, to stay away.

	“He never did want to go back after he married my mother,” Sundance said. “The Cheyenne gave him the name ‘Sundance’ and he lived among them for the rest of his life. My father and mother were murdered by renegades, three whites, three Indians. It took a while but I found them.”

	The girl shivered slightly in spite of the heat. “You say that so quietly. You killed them?”

	“It was good to kill them,” Sundance said.

	
	The great fighting stallion Eagle came in a boxcar on the two o’clock train from Flint. As Sundance approached the train with Virginia Slate behind him, Eagle kicked wildly until Sundance settled down the big horse with a quiet word.

	“Go easy, boy,” was all Sundance said, and that was enough. They were more than master and animal; Sundance depended on Eagle as much as Eagle depended on him.

	Virginia looked at Eagle. “That animal is half wild,” she said.

	“Just wild enough. Stay back now while I get him down from the train.”

	Eagle jumped down from the boxcar in response to Sundance’s command. The big horse had been on trains before and still didn’t like the clatter of the wheels on the rails, the sparks and the smoke. Eagle still fretted but was quiet.

	“I’m going to the
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