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General George Crook, Jim
Sundance’s old friend, dispatched the half-breed gunman on a peace
mission to Fort McHenry, Arizona, where an arrogant young army
major was itching for war—and for a promotion. The major’s ‘enemy’,
the Apache people, had been living in peace after years of bitter
fighting. By the time Sundance arrived, the killing had already
begun. The soldiers were out for blood and the Apaches were willing
to fight to the death. Only Sundance could prevent an all-out war
in the desert … if the Army would let him!
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Chapter One

 “The general is expecting you,” the sergeant of the guard told
Sundance. “I’d show you how to get there.” Sundance nodded. As they
walked across the parade ground early in the morning, the sergeant,
a big Irish bruiser, looked sideways at the tall, copper skinned
halfbreed with the shoulder length yellow hair. The sergeant had
fought in many campaigns, but he had never seen a man like
Sundance. Few men had, but even to those who had never heard much
more than his name he was a legend. And General George Crook, known
to the Indians as “Three Stars,” was his closest friend. Now Crook
wanted something—and Sundance came without question.

The door closed and they shook hands. “This
is a dadblasted way to say hello,” Crook said. “It’s my nephew.
Maybe you’ve heard me speak of the boy. Son of Everett Randolph.
Senator Randolph, God help us.”

“I know your nephew’s in
the army,” Sundance said. “The same army I’m in,” Crook said. “And
if I don’t do something about him there’s going to be an awful lot
of trouble. You won’t like what you’re going to hear.”

“I’ll let you know,”
Sundance said.

Crook lit a cigar and sent pungent blue
smoke spiraling toward the ceiling. Three Stars was getting old,
Sundance thought. He was still ramrod straight but the years of
hard fighting and even harder command were etched in the lines of
his face.

“I’m caught between a rock
and a hard place,” Crook said. “I’m not saying the boy, if you can
still call him a boy at twenty eight, shouldn’t be in the army. I
think he has the makings of a good soldier. That father of his is
mostly to blame. Randolph was a politician before the Civil War
made him a hero and he’s never stopped being one. Hero my foot!
Randolph was there with his volunteers when the Rebels were
retreating. Half starved without food, shoes, ammunition. They’d
probably have surrendered if he’d given them a chance. They were
outnumbered five to one and Randolph cut them down. Claimed later
they were massing for a counterattack and he saved the day. That’s
how the newspapers wrote it, that’s what the history books say
now.

“But getting back to the
boy. I don’t know that he ever wanted to be a soldier. Maybe he
did. Maybe he liked the glory part of it, being a boy. So his
father got one of his paid for Congressmen to get the boy into West
Point. It was none of my business; I kept out of it. Nothing I
could have done anyway, not without everybody getting mad at me. At
the Point that boy got into one scrape after another.”

“I’ve heard some talk of
him,” Sundance said.

“Some is right,” Crook
growled. “Not the half of it though. Young Ethan played hob with
all the rules. Drinking, gambling, absent without leave. The funny
thing, he was pretty good at soldiering when he put his mind to it.
That was his trouble. He wanted to be a great soldier without
following the rules. Admired George Custer, that mad fool. Studied
German war manuals when he was supposed to be boning up on the
French. Showed good sense there—in a few years those Prussians are
going to trample Europe underfoot—but it’s not for a cadet to buck
the rules. You do that after you graduate.”

Sundance smiled. “Like you, Three
Stars.”

“I buck the rules just so
far,” Crook said. “After that I follow orders. That’s how it works,
how it’s supposed to. That’s something the Point didn’t teach
Ethan. Anybody else, they’d have booted him clear out the front
gate. It’s happened to better soldiers than he’ll ever be. It never
happened because Randolph was always there to let them know what a
big man he was in Washington. High up in the Democrat Party,
chairman of the Military Appropriations Committee. The closest
Ethan ever got to the gate was when he wounded some woman’s husband
in a duel. It took all the wires Randolph could pull to get the boy
out of that one. The husband got a wad of money and told the
commandant he got drunk and thought the boy was another
officer.”

“That story still gets
told in the army posts,” Sundance said. “I heard it two different
ways but it’s the same story.”

“Like his hero, Ethan
squeezed through,” Crook said. “I didn’t attend the graduation. The
boy’s mother —that’s my sister Lizzie—was good and mad at me for
not showing up. I couldn’t be a party to it. Besides, I was busy
fighting Indians on the North Platte. You’d know about
that.”

Sundance remembered the North Platte, one of
the toughest campaigns the Indian fighting army ever went through.
He had been Crook’s chief scout then, as he was to be in several
other wars on the frontier.

“Well, sir, I thought
maybe he’d find his way after he left the Point,” Crook went on.
“No such thing. If I had anything to say about it, which I didn’t,
I would have sent Ethan to some quiet garrison in settled country.
Nebraska. Oregon. But not the South and not the West. What did they
do? They went him to Georgia. Got into trouble there and Randolph
got him transferred to the War Department as an aide to General
MacPherson. I don’t exactly know what he was supposed to do there.
Guess he didn’t either. There he was, still wet behind the ears,
going to parties and balls, mixing with all the high mucky mucks.
The next trouble he got into Randolph couldn’t fix that easy.
Another duel, this time with a foreigner, some Frenchman, a French
major attached to their embassy.”

“That one got into the
papers,” Sundance said.

“You’re dadblasted right
it did,” Crook said. “Ethan and the Frenchman got into a row at
some party and Ethan threw the Fran co Prussian War in the
foreigner’s face. Said the Prussians taught them what real
soldiering meant. The Frenchman slapped his face or some such
nonsense and they had it out at dawn by the river. The Frenchman
put a hole in Ethan with his rapier. The Republican papers got a
hold of it, and after Ethan got out of the hospital he was posted
to Nevada. This time Randolph had enough sense to hold his tongue,
in public anyway. There was hell at home, a fierce fight between
son and father. Randolph warned the boy to behave or he was through
with him. He said he was going to make a general out of the boy if
he had to kill him to do it.

“For a while there wasn’t
much heard of Ethan. I knew where he was, but that’s all. It looked
like he was trying hard. In his own way though, not the army’s.
There was some Indian trouble out where he was, nothing very big,
Ethan saw it as a major campaign. He went against orders, fought
Indians when he didn’t have to, talked back to the garrison
commander. He was most of the way to a court martial when he got
lucky. Major Bradshaw, he was in command, confined Ethan to the
post while he went out to try to make peace with the renegades.
Their leader was Running Charlie, the halfbreed, as treacherous a
man as ever lived, told the Major, ‘All right, we’ll sit down to a
peace talk.’ ”

Sundance remembered part of it. “Was Ethan
the young first lieutenant who saved the peace party from being
massacred?”

“Lucky like his father,”
Crook said sourly. “Bradshaw was a good man but too trusting. Maybe
he knew Charlie for the sneak he was but wanted to end the war.
What he didn’t know was that Charlie and his peace talkers were all
carrying hidden guns. Small pistols. In walked Bradshaw armed with
nothing but an empty holster and a lot of good faith. If Ethan
hadn’t disobeyed orders and led men out to the peace talk they
would all have been dead. Bradshaw got killed as it was. Charlie
shot him. Ethan and his men were creeping up on them when the first
shot was fired. Bradshaw. Ethan wounded Charlie and scattered his
men. The army hanged Charlie and Ethan became a hero. Bradshaw was
dead and nothing was said about the boy being confined to post.
That’s how he got to be captain.”

“At least he killed
Running Charlie,” Sundance said.

“Charlie was just a thief
and a murderer,” Crook said. “The newspapers carried on as if Ethan
had captured Geronimo singlehanded. Army men knew the truth of it
but kept quiet about it. Randolph makes a bad enemy, especially for
an army man. After he got to be captain, pushed to the top of the
list and promoted to captain, Ethan started behaving like a real
soldier. His idea of a real soldier. You’d think he never took a
drink or played a game of poker in his life. I guess that’s what’s
wrong with Ethan. He never does anything by halves. After he got to
be captain he made a complete about face. Maybe he knew that he
wasn’t any kind of a real hero—Running Charlie was a mangy dog—so
he decided he was going to square things with himself. I’m all for
that if a man does it right. Takes stock of what he is and doesn’t
like it and goes on from there.

“They transferred him to
the Dakotas,” Crook said, “and managed to get a nice little Indian
war going. Alter the whipping the Sioux got for killing Custer
they’d been keeping quiet for years. Some trouble, not much. Horse
stealing, a few killings. A sensible officer would have handled it
with a few men. Now don’t you forget that Ethan was still just a
new captain. He had plenty of officers over him. That didn’t stop
him. The usual insubordination, with Randolph backing him up, not
that Ethan would ever admit to such a thing. He was his own man
now, so he thought. But luck stayed with him. He got a war started,
then stopped it. The Sioux had some of their land taken, and that
suited the politicians fine.”

Sundance nodded. To the politicians an
Indian war didn’t mean a damn thing if it meant more stolen land,
more money in their pockets. Every time the Indians lost a war
started by the whites they were boxed in tighter. And then there
was another war, and so it went.

“It doesn’t take much to
beat the Sioux these days,” Sundance said. “A few companies of
volunteers wouldn’t find it that hard. I don’t see much glory in
it.”

“What about Victorio? You
think he’d be hard to beat?”

Suddenly Sundance knew what Crook was
getting at. “I didn’t know the Apaches were at war.”

“They will be if Ethan has
anything to do with it. That’s right, he’s been promoted to major
and is being posted to Fort McHenry. He’ll be in command there. The
garrison there doesn’t rate a colonel, so Ethan will be top dog.
He’s a few years older now, but I don’t see •that he’s changed. I
know what you’re thinking. You’re wrong. I have no say outside my
own department of the army. The way some people see it, some of
them officers, Ethan has proved himself to be a good soldier. If
killing Indians is all it takes, then I guess he’s a good
soldier.”

Sundance said quietly, “Victorio will play
hell if a war gets started. He’s tougher than Geronimo and smarter
and when he says he wants peace he means it. He wants it because he
knows he can’t win in the end. He’d wash Arizona Territory in blood
if he thought he had a chance of winning.”

Crook nodded. “Or if he had no other choice.
Victorio isn’t like the others. Years back, before Custer finally
got what he was asking for, there was big talk of uniting all the
tribes to fight one great war. All the tribes from Canada clear
into Mexico would band together and rise up. That’s nonsense talk.
Some tribes hate other tribes worse than they do the whites. But
some chiefs believed it could be done, so the medicine men went
from tribe to tribe talking war. Some of them got as far as Arizona
and talked their big medicine to Victorio. You know what he said?
Of course you know what he said.”

“More or less,” Sundance
said. “He said the Indians could never win, not even if they had
all the men, horses and guns on earth.”

“What else did he
say?”

“He said he had made peace
with the whites and would keep the peace as long as they did.
Nothing small would break it, he said. He said he would hang his
own men if they broke it, if they were ;n the wrong when they broke.
But he also said if he had to go to war it would be for the last
time. This would be the last Apache war and there would be no
surrender until every Apache was dead.”

Crook bit the end off another cigar and put
a match to it. He threw the match in an empty tomato can. “That’s
what I’m talking about. A war the likes of which the Southwest has
never seen. Doesn’t seem likely that one young officer could be the
cause of a war like that. That’s the pity of it, that’s all it
takes—one man. If I were in command of that department I’d ship
Ethan back to Washington to fight duels with more Frenchmen. But
there’s not a blamed thing I can do. The men you can talk to in
Washington are mostly gone. Sherman’s gone. If they had Sherman
still running the army I’d say, ‘Now look here, Bill,’ and you bet
he’d listen. Even Phil Sheridan, hard as he hated the Indians,
would listen. Phil’s gone too.”

“I can’t think how much
worse it could be,” Sundance said. “Victorio means what he says. He
always has.”

“The Apaches are the worst
of all,” Crook said, “meaning they’re the best. The bravest and the
meanest. They don’t fight like other Indians, think like other
Indians. They’ve been fighting the Spanish and later the Mexicans
for hundreds of years. No better fighting man ever lived than the
Apache. You’ll see real bloodshed if Victorio tears
loose.”

“He never did give up all
his guns when he came in and made the peace,” Sundance said. “You
know that as well as I do. He’s got them safe in caves in Mexico.
That’s where he’ll fight from, the Mexican mountains. The Mexicans
won’t be able to handle it. The last time Victorio fought a war he
made peace with the Mexicans, something no other Apache leader ever
thought to do. No more raiding and killing south of the border.
Victorio kept his word and the Mexicans let him be.”

Crook got up and paced the floor with his
hands clasped behind his back. “The Mexicans, some of them, would
be tickled to death to see Victorio making war on our side of the
border. Provided they aren’t mixed up in it. Could be they’ll even
give him some guns to make it that much hotter for Uncle Sam. They
won’t think that someday he might use their own guns against them.
My God! I’m thinking of all those people down there who don’t know
what they’re facing if...”

Sundance knew that his old friend was
holding back from the main question. So he made it easy for
Crook.

“What do you want me to
do, Three Stars?” he asked.

“I hardly got the right to
ask you,” Crook said. “Ethan’s part of my own family, my only
sister’s only son. It should be for me to straighten this
out.”

“You don’t usually beat
about the bush, Three Stars,” Sundance said, smiling.

Crook threw away his half smoked cigar. “I
want you to go down there,” he said. “Say no if you want and I
won’t blame you. I don’t know what you can do. The officer Ethan’s
taking over from is retiring. Major Haskell. He’s taking his chief
scout with him.”

“You mean Ike
Greenwood?”

“That’s the one. Old Ike.
Haskell’s going back home to Ohio. Ike’s going to work for him. So
they’ll be needing a new chief scout. I can’t do anything about
Ethan but I can get you hired on as top scout. Ethan won’t know
that you’ve talked to me. I don’t rightly know what you can do. But
something has to be done. Do what you can, Jim, short of killing
him.”

Crook stopped to look at Sundance. “You’ve
done a lot of things for me. Now I’m asking you to do something
that no man can do—stop an Indian war!’’


Chapter Two

Sundance knew he was being watched. The
feeling was unmistakable, as strong and as solid as the big
stallion under him. In front of him, as far as the eye could reach,
was the desert dotted with mesquite, sage and greasewood, and
beyond the desert were mountain ranges, and on the far side of the
mountains the desert went on again.

There was nothing to see, but he knew they
were there. The day before he had made good time between Sacatone
and Bluewater Wells. A few hours of night travel took him to the
Pecacho River, now dry, and a little past there he made dry camp
until morning. The forty-five miles between the Pecacho and the
Gila was hard country, gravelly desert covered with scrubby
mesquite and cactus.

He knew they were there as soon as morning
light pushed back the purple of the night sky. The feeling came
suddenly and with no explanation, as it always did. It hadn’t been
there the night before, but now it was. It wasn’t an animal because
there was nothing in the desert strong enough to attack a man. In
the mountains a man might come to be attacked by a hunger crazed or
rabid cougar; here in the desert the only enemy, apart from death
by thirst, was another man.

This was the hottest time of the year and a
furnace wind swept across the desert. Now and then he saw the bones
of man or animal, polished by the ever-blowing sand, bleached by
the relentless sun. In the dry riverbeds there was no water and
along the dry banks grew cottonwoods and greasewood and far ahead
was a mirage, a long silver lake with big birds rising from it.
Beyond the lake was a mountain with spires and towers like a castle
and as he rode closer the lake and the castle disappeared.

It could be anything: Indians, renegades,
bandits from below the border. The feeling told him they were
there, and that was all he knew. They knew what they were doing,
for there was no movement in all the vast silence of the desert
except wind stirred sand, and kites sailing high in the sky. A
lizard ran away and the sun was very hot and the sky was a clear,
bitter blue; so blue that it looked cold in spite of the sun.

They hadn’t come at him in the night, but
they knew he was there, or they wouldn’t have been there in the
morning. He guessed Indians but it had to remain a guess for now.
They could be men of any kind, for this country was a haven for
killers and scavengers from as far away as Montana. But still he
figured Indians.

A man with a good rifle could knock him out
of the saddle at any time; a good rifle and a good eye and the luck
you always needed to make a long shot. Few Indians had the rifles
or the skill. He looked without seeming to; there was nothing to
see. It went on like that for hours and he kept going because there
was nothing else to do. Another day would take him to Fort McHenry,
if he stayed alive.

Late in the afternoon he crossed a dry creek
at the bottom of a mesa and went through a dense thicket of
mesquite and ocochilla, and there they were. Right in front of him
and on both sides, maybe eighteen or twenty Apaches, silent,
waiting. He kept coming until one of them held up his hand. This
Indian was dressed in a faded blue shirt, with a strip of cloth
wound around his hips and between his legs and tied behind. Around
his fierce black eyes were circles of yellow paint, and blue
streaks ran down his face. Like the others, and like Sundance, he
was coated with the fine gypsum dust of the desert. The stock of
the long barreled Winchester rifle in his hand was decorated with
copper studs. They all had rifles of one kind or another. A few
carried pistols. Sundance heard other Apaches coming in behind
him.

He greeted the leader with the formality of
a man who is not an enemy and not a friend.

“Yo quiero que usted hable
Americano,” the
Apache said. “I want you to speak American. You have come into our
country, but we do not know you.”

Sundance remained formal even in English.
The Apaches weren’t at war. He had Crook’s word on that, but it had
been a week since he had seen Crook. A lot could happen in a week,
and even if the Apaches were at peace, there were renegade braves
always ready to do a little killing and stealing on the sly.

The smell of the Apaches was strong on the
wind. Hair grease, sweat, glistening paint. They were light and
wiry like their ponies: “I am on my way to Fort McHenry,” Sundance.
“I would go there in peace.”

The Apache’s black eyes took in Sundance’s
weapons belt, the long barreled Colt .44, the thick bladed Bowie
knife, the straight handled throwing hatchet. He grunted. “You are
what?”

Sundance told the Apache who he was and when
the Apache repeated “You are what?” he said that his mother had
been of the Cheyenne, his father a white man. “I am what you see,”
he said. “A halfbreed.”

Sundance knew the Cheyenne meant nothing to
the Apache. The Cheyenne were too far north: Indians so unknown to
the Apaches that they might have lived on another continent. A man
with a Pima or a Maricopa mother would have been killed without
mercy.

“You are the new chief
scout,” the Apache said. “The old one has gone with the old major
and you have come to take his place.”

It was polite to show surprise, though
Sundance felt none. The Apaches had eyes and ears everywhere and
few things happened in a military post that they didn’t know about.
Every Indian was a spy, from the Hooker girls who sold themselves
to the enlisted men to the old women who washed their dirty
undershirts.

“You know many things...”
Sundance said, waiting for the Apache to say who he was.

“I am Domingo,” the Apache
said as if someone were listening, though he kept his eyes fixed on
Sundance. Sundance’s heel touched Eagle and the big horse turned,
slightly. A tall figure stood high on a rock, outlined against the
darkening sky, and even at a distance Sundance sensed the power and
dignity of the man. In an instant the figure was gone. It didn’t
move away or duck out of sight. One moment it was there, the next
it wasn’t. Victorio! It had to be.

There was sudden anger in Domingo’s wide,
brown face. He was an arrogant man, and maybe a stupid one as well,
and he was angry because he wasn’t talking for himself. Sundance
hastened to assure him of his importance, for Apaches were as
touchy as women. He would be just as arrogant if he had to be;
first he would try it the easy way; once an Apache felt insulted he
would carry the grudge to the end of his life—or yours.

“I have heard many things
of you,” Sundance said gravely. “Who has not heard of Domingo?
Domingo killed many men at the Battle of Maricopa Wells when the
Yumas sought to break the power of the Apache.”

Domingo nodded. “Two hundred Yumas died that
day. It was a great victory for the Apache.”

Sundance nodded too. The number of dead
Yumas was more like seventy-five. The so-called Battle of Maricopa
was one of the strangest fights in the history of all the tribal
wars. The Yumas and the Apaches had fought it out in front of a
stagecoach station with the white agent and his family looking on.
No one fired a shot at the whites.

“Indeed a great victory,”
Sundance said. “It is getting dark and I still have a long way to
go. You would like me to bring your words to the fort?” Domingo
spoke slowly. “There is a message—a warning—but it is for you. Your
name is Sundance and you are known to my people. You fought us in
Diablo Canyon in Sonora. General Three Stars would not have found
the caves there if it had not been for you. Because of you our
people were driven out with cannon fire. Those who would not
surrender were hunted and killed like animals. You think I do not
speak the truth?”

“There was a fight and the
Apache lost,” Sundance said. It was time to stop being so polite.
Talking to Apaches was like walking a tightrope. You couldn’t go
too fast or too slow. But it didn’t matter much if they decided to
kill you.

“You say it was a fight?”
Domingo sad eyes glittering with sudden rage. The horses stirred as
Domingo’s anger spread among the braves.

Sundance knew a wrong word could get him
killed. It didn’t have to be a hard word. It just had to be wrong.
“Does a man whine when another man beats him at war?” Sundance
said, balancing caution against plain speaking. “Three Stars did
what the Apache did to the Yumas at Maricopa Wells. He caught you
in a trap. You think I do not speak the truth?”

Domingo’s eyes were bright with remembered
hate. “Some day we may talk of this again. But now is now. It has
been said that you come to this country because the whites plan to
make war on the Apache. It has been said that the new major has
sent for you because you are a killer of Apaches and know their
country and their ways. We have kept the peace but how long can it
last. The whites will not keep their word. What white man has ever
kept his word?”

“Has Three Stars kept his
word?” Sundance asked.

“When he was in this
country he kept it,” Domingo said, not wanting to say it but having
to say it because he knew it was the truth. “Now he is not here and
his word means nothing. If the whites break the peace, will Three
Stars not come again to kill us with his cannon? Right or wrong,
will he not kill us? Try to kill us.”

“Three Stars isn’t here.
There is no war.”

“You bring war. Killing is
how you live. You take the white man’s money and you kill for him.
You kill for him or help him to kill. It is all one.”

Sundance said quietly, “The only money I’m
going to get will be as chief scout. You are the one who talks of
war. Does Victorio talk of war as you do?”

“You will go back,”
Domingo said. “You will not stay in this country to betray the
Apache. Turn your horse and go back. I see nothing but death if you
go to Fort McHenry. Go now!”

Sundance looked into the muzzle of Domingo’s
rifle; all around him other rifles were cocked. The wind blew sand
against the legs of the horses. If he turned they might still shoot
him to bits in a sudden wild outburst of hate. They had so many
reasons for their hate. Women and children had died in the caves at
Diablo Canyon. Some had died of starvation, entombed behind
thousands of tons of rockslides brought down by the cannon
fire.

“Go back!” Domingo
repeated. “Go back or die!”

“No,” Sundance said. He
didn’t tell Domingo that he could kill him before the others got
off a shot. It wouldn’t buy him a thing. Domingo might not be ready
to die but he would have to die because his life as an Apache would
end if he didn’t throw back the challenge.

“I am going to Fort
McHenry,” Sundance said. “You know you can kill me anytime you
want. Then I’ll be dead and the peace will be broken. If you break
it, it will be broken for a long time. You will be dead. All the
men with you now will be dead. In all your villages there will be
nothing but starvation and death. You have the rifle. Kill me. Kill
me and you will be a great and famous man. Not because you killed
me but because you broke the peace. You will be great and famous
for a time. A very short time. Then men will spit when they hear
your name.”

Domingo moved the rifle so the muzzle was
pointing directly at Sundance’s heart. “You are a talking dead
man,” he said. Suddenly he looked up and so did Sundance, but there
was nothing to see. Then he lowered the rifle, wanting to kill more
than he wanted to live, and he had to fight hard to overcome the
madness in his eyes. Sundance knew that he had made an enemy for
life. The other braves muttered angrily; the Apaches had been
killing for so long that it came as naturally as breathing.
Sundance spoke to Eagle and the big stallion started through the
wall of men and animals. The Indian ponies were uneasy with the big
stallion so close
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