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For Blake - For Brayden - For Lexi

... and for those who come after

They want us to give up another chunk of our tribal land. This is not the first time or the last time. They will again try to gain possession of the last piece of ground we possess.

Sitting Bull

July 3, 1868, Fort Rice, North Dakota Territory

A small band of Lakota—mostly Hunkpapa—followed him into the sprawling Army camp that morning. White men he did not know besieged him, the loud hum of their voices like swarming bees around his ears. A bearded, heavyset man dressed in the uniform of a high-ranking Army officer held open the entryway to a cramped wooden building with its low roof and its small, stained window cut beside the narrow door. He refused to enter. He did not wish to be separated from his people. They deserved to see everything and to hear his words. For himself, the sacred soil beneath his feet gave him strength. He needed to see the tall green grass and the wide blue sky sprinkled with white streaks that resembled shredded cotton. He needed to feel the soft breeze in his flowing hair and the warm sun on his bronzed face.

He longed to be done with these white people, but a sense of obligation crushed his own wishes. He had vowed never again to trust the word of a white man. Too many times he had been told lies. Too many times he had been cheated. Now, more whites surrounded him, prepared to offer him more empty promises.

He said as much to the grey-bearded interpreter, a white man who had lived most of his life among the Lakota and had married a Miniconjou woman. His words low, but nevertheless sharp and clipped, carried no hint of friendliness.

The interpreter turned to the little French-Canadian priest beside him. “He believes you have come with good intentions, but he wishes to know why you who have”—the interpreter took a deep breath—“called him a friend is now asking him to betray his people.”

The priest’s sad eyes turned to the Hunkpapa leader, who stared over the missionary’s shoulder.

“Sitting Bull, I beg you not to consider this an act of betrayal. It is for the good of your people. I make this entreaty at the request of the Great White Father, who wishes nothing but peace between his people and your people.”

“You think I’m a fool, but you’re a greater fool than I am.” Sitting Bull did not look at the priest. “I have killed, robbed, and injured too many white men to believe in a good peace. You must first kill me before you take possession of my Fatherland.”

“Sitting Bull, I implore you to think of the future of your people.”

"If I agree to dispose of any part of our land to the whites, I would feel guilty of taking food away from our childrens' mouths, and I do not wish to be that mean. The life my people want is a life of freedom. I have seen nothing that a white man has, houses or railways or clothing or food, that is as good as the right to move in the open country and live in our fashion. They claim this mother of ours, the Earth, for their own use, and fence their neighbors away from her, and deface her with their buildings and their refuse.

“I hate all the white people. You are thieves and liars. You have taken away our land and made us outcasts. The love of possessions is a disease in the white people. These people have made many rules that the rich may break, but the poor may not. They have a religion in which the poor worship, but the rich will not. They even take tithes from the poor and weak to support the rich and those who rule. They claim this mother of ours, the earth, for their own use, and fence their neighbor away. If America had been twice the size it is, there still would not have been enough.”

“Your people cannot survive the whites’ encroachment. You must give this treaty a chance. Give your people an opportunity to prosper.”

The Hunkpapa leader looked briefly at the interpreter.

“Tell him there are things they tell us that sound good to hear, but when they have accomplished their purpose, these whites will go home and will not try to fulfill our agreements with them. What treaty have the Sioux made with the white man that we have broken? Not one. What treaty have the white man ever made with us that they have kept. Not one."

“Sitting Bull, you must see that this treaty will provide your people with a good life.” The little priest held out his hands, palms up. “It will lift them from the yoke of poverty.”

“There are two types of poor people, those who are poor together and those who are poor alone. The first are the true poor, the others are rich people out of luck.”

“Your people will sit in favor with God. If they serve their Lord and Master truly then He will protect them and look after them and see they want for nothing.”

At last, Sitting Bull turned his eyes to the priest. “You are a servant of your God?”

“Yes, of course.”

“As am I to the Great Spirit. Our religion seems foolish to you, but so does yours to me. The Baptists and Methodists and Presbyterians and the Catholics all have a different God. Why cannot we have one of our own?”

“There is but one true God.”

“No white man controls our footsteps.”

“But surely, you must see how this treaty—”

The sudden fire in Sitting Bull’s eyes stopped the priest. “I do not wish to consider any proposition to cede any portion of our tribal holdings to the Great Father. I know the Great Spirit is looking down upon me from above and will hear what I say. It does not take many words to tell the truth. You come here to tell us lies, but we don’t want to hear them. If we told you more, you would have paid no attention. That is all I have to say.” 
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CHAPTER ONE: The Stranger
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George Francis Moloughney Sully scrutinized the twelve horses inside the makeshift pine corral no more than twenty yards from a crudely constructed line cabin. He would kill two men soon and the coveted horses would be his. Killing a man always made it easier to take from him whatever you wanted.

A robust wind snaked through the high mountain peaks, charging the early morning air with the hint of a cold spring rain. Streaks of pink and violet light appeared above the eastern mountain top. Sully shivered inside his heavy buffalo coat. Gloved hands pulled his Henry rifle tighter to his side. He and his two companions had watched with deadly interest the day previous as two wranglers worked the twelve broncs until dusk. When the two retired to the little cabin for the night, the three men eased closer and took up strategic positions—Sully just to the right of the cabin, Speen near the corral and Thatcher just behind the one-hole privy twenty-five yards straight out from the cabin’s only door.

He did not much cotton to Jim Thatcher. The lean Texan drank too much and talked too much, especially when his belly was full—a mixture Sully heartily disliked in any man he partnered with. Thatcher’s constant bellyaching could work Sully’s nerves, but the man proved cool in a gunfight. He could handle both a six-shooter and a rifle—two gears Sully most admired in a man.

Jeptha Speen, on the other hand, pleased Sully. The one-time slave’s white owner bred blooded horses in Mississippi before the war. Speen learned the trade well, and that made him a good man to have on this venture. Also, Sully liked his quiet ways and the deference he showed to all whites, probably, Sully thought, because he spent the first twenty-two years of his life in bondage. Speen rarely opened his mouth and proved hard to understand when he did, but he knew horses better than anyone Sully had ever known. He had no regard for the law, another mark in his favor.

The three waited silently and patiently as the sky brightened. Wisps of white smoke began drawing from the black stovepipe poking only a few inches through the cabin’s sod roof. The door screeched open. A shirtless fellow wearing a battered sombrero stepped out, his right hand clasping unbuttoned pants. Sully almost fired but controlled his sand. The spurs fastened to the Mexican’s boots jangled as he ambled toward the outhouse. He stepped inside and Thatcher, shotgun in hand, moved swiftly to the front of the privy. He kicked open the door and emptied both barrels of the 10 gauge.

Sully rose quickly and leveled his Henry at the cabin door, which immediately swung open. A second ranch hand appeared, six-gun in hand. A blast from Sully’s Henry spun the man around and a slug from Speen’s buffalo rifle hurtled him to the hard ground.

The three explosions alarmed the horses inside the crude corral, but Speen jumped in and began soothing them. Thatcher ran up from the outhouse, spewing a string of profanity. Sully did his best to ignore the Texan. The two entered the shack. They grabbed a shotgun, two rifles and four handguns. A coffee pot on the potbellied stove started singing. They filled three cups and headed for the corral. Soon, they were on their way down the trail.

A great golden eagle circled lazily against the sparkling blue sky just above the jagged summit of the rugged Wind River Mountains, then disappeared into the snow-capped peaks shrouded by low-lying, grayish clouds.

Sully eyed the scudding clouds and decided they carried no threat of rain or snow, although a harsh wind sang huskily off the eastern rim of the mountains. He pulled his thick coat tightly around his neck. Despite an unusually warm mid-April day the icy breath of a dying winter wind slipping down a man’s neck brought a hard chill with it.

He allowed his chestnut gelding to pick its own pace over the precipitous, rock-strewn trail still lightly sprinkled with snow from a recent squall. He sat easily in the saddle, his mind thrown to other matters. Behind him, Thatcher and Speen hunched in the saddle, their animals content to follow the lead horse. Between the three riders a dozen unshod horses herded together by grass ropes snug about their necks bore the well-known brand of the vast ranch known as the Rocking B.

Sully’s chestnut scared a quartet of meadowlark from a thicket of Indian paintbrush and sent them spiraling noisily through the trees. Sully jerked at the sound, but his right hand relaxed at the butt of the Navy Colt .36 tucked into his coat as he watched the meadowlark flutter against the backdrop of white-capped mountain peaks and azure sky, the beauty of the scene completely lost to his coarse mind. He nudged the gelding’s flanks with unspurred, knee-high boots, and the tired horse responded listlessly.

He halted at a point where the trail opened over the expanse of a huge, lush green valley decorated with a multitude of rainbow-hued flowers and filled with lodge pole pine and, higher up, spruce and fir. He put his weight to the stirrups to ease himself slightly out of the saddle. The country spread out before him was the mile-high land just east of the Continental Divide, and not far north of the notch in the great Rockies known as the South Pass, through which thousands of Oregon-bound pioneers had journeyed on their way to the promised land. To the northwest towered the majestic Grand Tetons and beyond lay the four-year-old Yellowstone National Park. The wild land between the Tetons and South Pass proved rich in game and well-watered by numerous mountain lakes and streams. Most of it belonged to the Shoshoni tribe, whose reservation tallied slightly less than two million acres.

Sully stared out across the valley, watching threads of nearly black smoke swirling skyward far to the north. His naked eye could make out vague shapes of cattle and men on horseback, although the distance proved far too great for any detail.

“What’s up, Mister Sully?”

Sully twisted in the saddle, turning his bearded, haggard face toward Speen.

“Smoke,” he answered sullenly, nodding his shaggy head toward the drifting tendrils. “Looks like a early start on spring brandin’.”

“We’d best keep clear,” Thatcher ventured warily, working his mouth as he examined the curls of smoke. He swung from his sorrel to tighten a bothersome double cinch. He mounted and glanced at the other two.

“Reckon they’ll spot us on that mountainside.” His deep Texas drawl hinted at his Brownsville roots. “We’ll be exposed for quite a spell and no help for it.”

Sully spat through yellow, gapped teeth.

“Didn’t know I’d tied on with a couple of pansies,” he muttered, setting his chestnut into motion down the trail.

The other two followed, gathering the dozen unsaddled broncs between them. The horses had strung out as much as fifty yards from Sully in the lead to Speen at the rear, and the noise of their procession scared all manner of wildlife from the surrounding woods. Once, a pronghorn fled across the route, dashing pell-mell through an opening in the high rocks on the timber side of the narrow trail. On another occasion, a couple of young grizzles had ceased their playful nipping to cast curious eyes on the three men and their horses before shuffling off into the thick timber. All along the pathway the passing parade scared up grouse, small animals, and several species of deer, and all to the complete disinterest of the three grim-faced riders.

The narrow switchback clung to the face of the mountain slope, making progress slow and cautious. They cleared the trail late that afternoon and found themselves on the valley floor looking east. Still in the lead, Sully first saw the lone rider coming slowly toward them. He immediately offered the stranger his prompt and undivided attention.

They drew nearer. The big stranger was clean-shaven, angular of jaw and square of chin, but Sully could not see his eyes because of the short-crowned cattlemen’s hat pulled low over the man’s forehead. His bulky sheepskin coat concealed his upper torso, although the wide set of his shoulders bespoke a powerful man. The stranger sat a rangy bay horse, and he held the reins lightly in gloved fingers, both hands resting on the saddle horn. The stranger seemed to miss no detail as the three riders fanned out in front of him, keeping the string of horses between them.

Gently spurring the bay, the lone rider slowly moved toward the outfit in front of him.

“Evenin’,” the stranger said easily as he drew abreast of Sully. He tilted his hat back and gray-blue eyes took in the twelve horses. “Nice string.”

Sully nodded and kept his dark eyes on the stranger.

“Yup. Bought ’em from a feller over to Jackson.”

The two riders with Sully remained quiet as the stranger ran an approving eye over the broncs. Sully’s hooded eyes flicked over the flanks of the stranger’s bay, holding briefly on the small, white brand—a letter B setting in the arc of a half-circle.

“Hard ride over those mountains.” The stranger’s voice lay flat, emotionless.

Sully looked directly at the man. His right hand gently slipped into the folds of his heavy coat and his fingers closed around the handle of his .36. Sully tugged the Colt out of the pocket and held it out of sight behind his leg.

“Reckon so,” Sully said and lifted the six-shooter.

The stranger abruptly twisted in the saddle, at the same time pulling at the Winchester in the scabbard beneath his leg. Sully’s .36 roared once, and the big man jerked in the saddle and rolled over the flanks of the startled bay. The bay reared and broke into a run, rapidly disappearing down the trail. Sully cursed loudly and fired after the horse, missing. Using the barrel of his .36, he pointed at the milling, snorting horses.

“That bay carried the Bannon brand.”

“Jest our luck,” Thatcher muttered, yanking on the grass rope to calm the horses. “That’ll bring ’em runnin’, shore nuff.”

Speen started to speak, but the hard pounding of hooves at the edge of the clearing silenced in his throat whatever he was going to say. The three horse rustlers turned toward the sound of the hooves, pulling their rifles to the ready. Two riders burst into view not thirty yards away and desperately hauled their mounts to a halt. They had no weapons in their hands.

Sully drew down on the closer of the two and squeezed the trigger. The .44 caliber Henry bucked in his hands, and the thundering roar sent the horses into rearing, squealing fright.

Speen cursed soundly as he pulled down vigorously on the grass rope in a furious attempt to control the panicked broncs. The horses broke from his grasp and bolted at a dead run into the timber. Thatcher had trouble just holding onto his own gray mare and promptly ignored the stampeded horses as gunfire erupted.

Sully’s rifle slug had sent the closer of the two riders toppling to the ground. The second man tried to bring his rifle into play, but the sudden blaze of gunfire skittered his mount. Sully and Speen spurred their horses toward the other rider, both firing rapidly. Somewhere amid the onslaught both the man and horse went down.

Sully and Speen pulled hard on their reins to halt their mounts. The first man to fall under Sully’s fire had been hit in the belly but was still conscious. He dragged his cap-and-ball Colt from his coat and leveled it at one of the oncoming riders. He pulled the trigger. The rider cried loudly and rocked in the saddle. The fallen man tried to drag his Dragoon around to the other rider, but another shot rang out and the heavy six-shooter slid from the man’s lifeless fingers.

Thatcher raced up on his gray mare and put out an arm to steady the rocking Speen. A quick glance at the man’s blood-splattered chest assured the Texan his partner was fatally hurt.

Sully vaulted from the saddle and made certain the two men who had burst upon them were dead. He picked up their six-shooters and rifles and gave one of each to Thatcher. Together, they eased Speen from the saddle and spread him gently in the snow. The wounded man coughed blood and tried to talk, but the noise gurgled and died in his throat.

Thatcher shook his head at Sully.

“He’s done for. Let’s round up them critters and get.”

Sully jerked the Schofield from Speen’s belt. He dug in the dying man’s pockets and found two double eagles and a gold pocket watch originally the property of a Kansas banker. Sully stuffed the spoils into his pockets, bounded back into the saddle and joined Thatcher.

They found the horses a few yards into the timber. The rope had held about their necks, but the double knot at the trailing end caught tightly in the split of a pine trunk. Sully cut the rope free and dallied the end securely to his saddle horn while Thatcher dug the other end out of a thick growth of wild greasewood and fastened it to his saddle.

“We’ll bear south outta this clearin’, then east,” Sully growled. “Mebbe nobody else heard them shots.”

“Don’t bet on it. Them shots’ll bring us trouble.”

Scowling, Sully set his mount at a rapid pace toward the flat, open land of the plains. Thatcher vilely cursed his luck and followed. Behind them the bright orange sun burnt hugely atop the mountains. Vivid hues of yellow, purple and blood red fanned the western sky.
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CHAPTER TWO: A Fist in the Gut
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In the dusk of a nearly used-up early spring day, old Snub Brown squatted on lean haunches before a heartily crackling fire fueled by dried cow chips, apparently oblivious to the seeming confusion all about him. His strong, gloved hands slowly rotated a long branding iron stuck in the fire. He kept a practiced eye on the flat end, waiting for it to turn just the right shade of orange-red so it would be hot enough for the job at hand. A man could botch his brand with an iron not heated just right.

Out of the corner of his eye, Brown caught sight of one of his two bosses battling a handful of spring calf. Joel Bannon’s strong arms stretched the calf’s forelegs, and a knee pinned the struggling animal’s head to the ground. Another flanker pulled one of the hind legs taut and put a boot to the other leg. With the calf stretched helpless, Snub removed the hot iron—a B setting in the arc of a half-circle—from the fire and pressed it home. A fourth man bent over the animal’s head and notched an earmark with his knife.

All the while the calf strained furiously to break free from its torturers, setting off a fearful bawling amid the thick dust and acrid smell of burning hair and hide covering the branding site. The scene repeated itself at several other sites inside the huge corral.

Nearby, tall Turkey Cummins scratched another mark in the tally book. Bannon had assigned that easy task to Cummins because the man still nursed a sprained left arm caused when a rope loosely dallied over a saddle horn had slipped as he tried to drag a steer from a mucky bog. Turkey—shy a toe on his right foot—limped off to another fire, where a dogger readied another yearling.

Bannon released his hold on the brawling calf and the little brockle face lurched to its feet and fled toward the protection of the larger herd grazing just beyond the corral in the direction of the Wind Rivers.

“What about it, Snub? ’Nuff?” he yelled through the din of bawling, screeching calves, snorting horses and shouting men.

Old Snub returned the grin, his large, white teeth showing bright against his black and weathered skin.

“Might as well,” he yelled back, wiping a gloved hand over his sweat-streaked and dust-stained face. “Cain’t get ’em all to once.”

Bannon stretched long, lanky legs in front of him and leaned back to within a foot of the older dogger so he could easier be heard through the commotion.

“How many you figure on, Snub? Twenty-five, maybe thirty?”

The old man thoughtfully nodded his head.

“Ain’t stretchin’ it none. We passed an easy winter, sure enough. Ain’t seen no acorn in the bunch.” He chuckled. “But they’s plenty to keep us humpin’ a couple more weeks.”

“That’s a fact. First thing in the morning I want you to cut out fifty of the best looking for Washakie. Two Moons and me will drive ’em up.”

Snub nodded casually, assuming an off-hand façade. “Reckon thirty’d be more’n enough.”

Although he had heard the older man, he gave no indication. “Fifty of the fattest, Snub.”

Brown nodded as he cut a plug of tobacco.

“Finish it off, fellas,” Bannon called to the nearly two dozen men working in the corral. “Quittin’ time.”

Several branding irons hissed in buckets of water, while here and there the mournful bawl of another just-branded calf screeched to the heavens. Released from their bindings they scurried to the shelter of the herd, running pell-mell through the corral’s wide main gate.

“Whew,” Pinckney Jones exclaimed. The short, bow-legged puncher wiped a red-and-black checkered bandanna over his grimy, bearded face and stared at the sun, fading just over the rim of the ragged Wind River peaks.

“Where was you in January?” he complained loudly.

“Well,” Snub drawled, “that old boy been up there in the same spot for...”

Brown broke off at the shout of one of the hands. He looked up to see young Wendell Ross whipping his mustang toward the corral. Galloping behind Ross came a riderless bay Snub instantly recognized as Paul Bannon’s.

Joel Bannon had also spotted his older brother’s horse and wasted no time vaulting the corral to meet Ross, who jerked his lathered mustang to a hard stop.

“I come across him near Timberline Creek,” Ross stammered, breathing hard. “He’s been shot. Blood on his flanks.”

Bannon saw a long, angry red streak across the horse’s left flank. Without a word he turned swiftly to the nearest mustang and jumped. He kicked the wiry little horse into a run while the men behind him scrambled for other mounts. Ross found a fresh horse and soon raced to the front, leading them to where he had found Paul’s bay at a point where the Timberline leveled out of the hills. Bannon ordered the riders to fan out in every direction, to work slowly, and to cover the ground thoroughly.

The sun had disappeared behind the mountains and the light swiftly faded this deep into the timber, leaving little chance of picking up the trail left by the bay. Bannon made his way downstream looking for sign. A rifle shot shattered the calmness, back toward the mountains. He kicked the mustang toward the sound, repeated a second time, and then a third.

He joined several other riders scrambling up the trail. A couple of Rocking B riders huddled over a lifeless figure sprawled in the snow. A sickening feeling tightened Joel Bannon’s gut as he hurried for them, at the same time catching sight of four other figures sprawled in the snow to his right.

Other horses thundered into the clearing.

He jumped from the saddle and bent over the still form of his brother. Pinck Jones had opened Paul’s coat to see the wound and had rolled a blanket under the older Bannon’s head.

“He’s hurt mighty bad,” Jones said softly, his high-pitched voice almost a whisper. “But he’s still breathing.”

In the dim light Bannon saw a deep red stain on his brother’s cotton shirt, low and to the left. He ripped the shirt open to get a closer look. Paul had bled considerably, the bullet apparently still in him.

“Ross,” he said stonily, “get a sawbones out here. We won’t move him.”

Ross put spurs to the mustang. Another hand, sixteen-year-old Riley McCann, hurried to his mare and followed Ross.

“First thing we better do is clean the wound and stop the blood,” Bannon said grimly. “Not bleeding much now.”

“Better let me do that,” Snub said. “I’ve had a lotta practice at it.”

Pinck bent down beside Snub and unrolled a black cloth that held a few basic medical tools. While the two men set about their work, three Shoshonis began building a fire and several other hands set about making crude torches. Bannon dispatched another hand to the branding camp to fetch the candy wagon so Paul could be moved after the doctor’s arrival.

“Bring up some blankets,” he ordered. “We’ll be here overnight.”

His brother in good hands, he turned his attention to the four figures lying at the edge of the clearing, where several hands had gathered and were talking among themselves. One of the figures was a horse. The other three were men.

“They got Dewey and Sam,” Dooley Bright said softly.

Tom Reade nudged an unknown body with his boot toe.

“Reckon this ’un was one of ’em.”

The firm ground had been chewed up and tracks in the light snow showed two horses running north. Bannon followed the tracks into the timber, but the snow faded away and he lost the tracks in the darkness.

“How do you scope it, boss?” Pete Nielock asked.

“Too dark to tell for sure, but there’re a lot of unshod hoof prints around here. Looks like brother Paul cut the trail of some horse thieves.”

“Wal, don’t worry none about your brother,” Chubby Wert said, his voice carrying none of the assurance of his words. “That heavy coat of his slowed the lead some. ’Sides, he’s strong as that old Brahma bull we saw down to Cheyenne. It’ll take more’n a bullet to stop him.”

Bannon appeared not to have heard Chubby. He sat by the fire and stared at the motionless form of his brother. Most of the hands stood idly by, some whispering softly among themselves, some staring silently. The wagon he had sent for would be up soon, and the men could grab a bite to eat and brew some coffee.

Snub finished his work and walked over to Bannon.

“Got the bullet. Done all I could do, boss. Gotta reckon he’ll pull through, that slug hitting him where it did.”

“Snub, pick out a couple of hands and send ’em up to the line shack where Stink and Julio were working. Those rustlers couldn’t take those horses without them knowing. They might be in need.”

“Now?”

“Now. Send riders who’ve been up there before. They can find their way in the dark. Let’s hope those two kept their powder dry.”

Snub didn’t have to look far. The first two men he asked were ready to ride when told Wead and Cabrera might have braced those rustlers.

Bannon spread out a bedroll by the fire and lay silently on his back, staring blankly at bright stars in a cold, black sky. He shivered, partially from the chilled, raw wind that still cut through the thin mountain air, and partially from a rising fear that tightened like a fist in his gut.
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CHAPTER THREE: A steady gun hand
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Campfires built at the four points of the compass kept Paul Bannon and the other hands warm that long night. Joel Bannon slept little. He rose several times to check on his brother. Snub Brown, whitling on a fir branch, sat on a fallen log at Paul’s side. Turkey Cummins glumly stared at the nearest fire. Bannon urged them to get some shuteye, but both firmly refused.

“Plenty of time to snooze later,” Snub said.

“He needs baby-sittin’,” Cummins said, glancing at Brown. “Or else he’s just talkin’ to himself, and we all know that comes to no good.”

“Might comfort you some to know the bleedin’s stopped,” Brown said, “and his breath is right steady.”

Bannon nodded. “Right smart comfort.”

He went back to his bedroll, but sleep did not come. His mind filled up on his brother and lingered awhile, then turned to tomorrow. Morning light would come in a couple of hours, and he would be on the prod. The trail left by two horsemen shagging a dozen broncs would be easy to follow for two or three days but would begin to peter out. He needed to be hot on their trail and that meant pulling out at first light.

Concerned cowmen had kept the fire going strong and he saw expectant faces in the bright glow as he saddled up. He shook his head.

“Riding alone.” Most faces showed disappointment, but all knew better than to argue.

All but two.

“Now, you best rethink that,” Snub said, laying a hand on the reins.

“Ain’t no sense goin’ it alone,” Turkey said.

“You two are needed here. Work to do.”

“I reckon I know just what’s on your mind, Boss—” Snub started, but Turkey finished the thought, “but we ain’t been rode down yet.”

“I know that, but you two will have to run things with Paul laid up for a while and I don’t know how long I’ll be away.”

Snub took his hand off the reins. “You take care, then. Don’t fret none over your brother. That one ungenerous bullet ain’t meant to take him out.”

“And we’ll get the work done,” Turkey said.

Bannon rode hard to the ranch house, arriving shortly ahead of the sun. He had sapped all the strength from the little mustang. His mother, Fiona, ran out to meet him, followed closely by his young sister, Maeve, and Paul’s wife, Emily, who was a mere three years older than the 15-year-old Maeve.

“Paul,” Fiona cried out before her younger son could quit the saddle.

“He’ll be all right, Ma.” His mother clutched him tightly, no sobs. “The boys’ll be on the trail by now. We sent for a doc and they might meet him on the way. If not, he’ll come straight here.”

“Tell me that is so,” Emily pleaded, tears welling. “He’ll be all right.”

He smiled and put arms around her. “That’s a man you married. All he’ll need is his woman’s warmth.”

Emily blushed. She raised her apron to her eyes and Fiona wrapped her arm around her. He hugged Maeve.

“You are going to have to take care of these two mooncalves,” he said to her. He winked at Fiona. “Ma, I need you to pack my saddlebags. Not too heavy. You know what I need.”

She nodded and herded the two girls toward the house.

He found the ranch blacksmith hard at work, hammering iron at the forge. “Gabriel,” he told the former slave, “shoe Jupe. I need him now.”

He preferred the big black—a quarter horse and mustang mix, out of Thoroughbred and Appaloosa stock—for his speed, stamina, easy gait and mellow nature. A strong blend for a long trail. His sister had christened the rangy colt after an illustration in Godey’s Lady’s Book showing a big, black 4-4-0 locomotive called Jupiter

Gabriel raised a massive arm. “Yes sir, Boss. Right now.”

Snub and the others brought in Paul Bannon, thirty minutes after Joel Bannon rode out. The doctor had joined them on the way and had praised the work done by Snub and Turkey.

“Those boys did a fine job,” Doc Higgins told Fiona after Paul had been made comfortable in his own bed. Emily and Maeve hovered devoutly beside the bed, staring at the unconscious Paul and trying in vain not to burst into worthless tears.

“Enoch and Julian have a lot of experience in a lot of needs,” she said to the doctor. She consistently refused to address Brown and Cummins by anything other than their given names. “They are indispensable.”

The doc went to see about his patient. Fiona promptly hunted up Snub. “My son rode out just before you got here. I suppose he told all of you he meant to go alone.”

Snub nodded. “Yes’em. Said so plainly.”

Fiona wanted to hug the man, but thought it inappropriate. “Joel will find those two villains who shot Paul.”

“I ’spect you didn’t try to stop him goin’ by himself.” More of a statement than a question.

“I did not,” she said sternly. “I want to witness those two-face to face with my son. I wished him good luck and God speed.”

She walked away and said over her shoulder, “And a steady gun hand.”
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CHAPTER FOUR: The Senator’s Private Car
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The black Baldwin ten-wheeler, spewing a fountain of grayish-black smoke, labored mightily against the strain of its sixteen-car attachment as it pulled out of Washington station. By the time the long train turned out into the sparsely populated Maryland countryside it was rolling north at a speed staggeringly close to thirty miles an hour.

Inside the lead first-class car, the conductor with great deliberation pulled out his nickel-plated pocket watch and noted the time. 7:10. The evening express was right on time, full to the brim with passengers, and with plenty of good, early May weather ahead for the overnight run into New York City.

The brown-haired conductor brushed away a speck of white lint from his dark blue uniform blouse, replaced his watch and hurried through the car’s narrow passageway. His fob bounced recklessly off his protruding midsection in time with his steps as he gently swayed to the rhythm of the train.

Michael Patrick O’Casey was a man on a mission, and that mission was the only thing on his mind.

General Custer, was it?

O’Casey carried a special message for that legendary officer, and from none other than Josiah Smedley, senior Senator of the great state of New York. Indeed, a red-letter day, and what a story he would have to tell when the day ended, and he was home in the bosom of his family.

O’Casey found the general easy enough in a cramped, private compartment near the center of the train. O’Casey paused reflectively at the door of the compartment before knocking rather timidly.

“Yes, what is it?” The voice sounded a trifle impatient, coming from a man used to giving orders.

“A message, Sir. A gentleman wishes to pay his respects.”

An empty space caused O’Casey to consider another knock when the door opened to expose a slender man in his mid-thirties, tall and straight, his face a deep bronze, a bushy mustache and thinning blond hair curling around his ears. Hard blue eyes bore into the conductor.

“General Custer, Sir,” O’Casey stammered. “This is indeed quite an honor, Sir. I have followed your exploits so long now I can’t help but appreciate why you’re the national hero you are.”

O’Casey had practiced his little introductory speech all the way to Custer’s car, and he thought it came out very nicely.

The general bowed slightly and nodded at the paper in the conductor’s hand.

“That is the message?”

O’Casey could only produce the message and nod weakly.

“Hmmm ... and how did the Honorable Senator Smedley know I was aboard this evening? I had hoped to travel in private.”

“I... I don’t know, Sir. He didn’t say. At any rate, as the express was clearing the station, I received this note from one of the Senator’s aides.”

“Well,” the general said, turning for his hat. “I suppose I shan’t keep the Senator waiting. Where would I find him?”

“Oh, he has his own private car, Sir. If you will kindly follow me, I shall be most happy to direct you.”

Custer nodded and followed a couple of paces behind the conductor. Presently, O’Casey opened a door and stepped outside onto the car’s platform, dropped a gate over the coupling, and stepped onto the platform of the next car in line. He knocked perfunctorily and the door immediately opened. A Negro butler stood aside to make room for the man behind him.

With outstretched hand, Senator Smedley’s aide extended an invitation for the general to enter, politely thanked the conductor and placed a gold coin in the man’s hand. He firmly closed the door without a word.

The car had been elegantly decorated with gleaming brass, shiny dark wood and luxuriant leather chairs. A door closed off half the car and Custer could only guess what was behind it.

The aide—a short, round-faced man, paunchy and balding, with protruding dark brown eyes and a tightly-cropped, almost red beard—puffed heartily and bowed.

“General Custer, this is indeed an honor. My name is Daughtry. The Senator will be most happy you could make room for him in your busy schedule.”

“My pleasure, Sir. In my brief stay in the nation’s capital, I heard a great many extraordinary things about Senator Smedley. Unfortunately, we have never met. That makes this all the more an honor for me.”

The aide smiled. His teeth glistened white. His eyes dull and blank.

“Most gracious. Senator Smedley promises to take only a few minutes of your time. However, if your schedule does allow, he would like to invite you to dine with him this evening.”

Custer gave a slight incline of his head.

“My honor,” he said, even though he had eaten just prior to boarding the train.

“Very well, Sir, if you will make yourself comfortable, I will inform the Senator of your arrival. Ezra, here, will tend to your wishes.”

The aide indicated the black butler and elegantly waved an impeccably manicured hand at a well-supplied liquor cabinet. Daughtry disappeared through the leather-covered door. Ezra—tall, gaunt and stoic—stood by dutifully, waiting to obey Custer’s every wish. Totally abstemious, Custer asked for a plain glass of water and was quickly satisfied.

He looked about the luxurious private car, his clear blue eyes tingling. The compartment, styled in magnificent French antiques, hinted of King Louis XIV and the various courts of Europe.

Lord, but this is grand, thought Custer. After the Indian problem was secured, he must plan for some time for he and his precious Libbie to take in the splendor of Europe. They had talked of that on their last trip to New York together, less than three months past. The thought of his cherished and long-suffering, although uncomplaining wife, sent Custer’s mind reeling back to dreary Fort Lincoln on the Dakota plains. Elizabeth had been tolerantly waiting there for his return since he had left in March with a promise he’d be back in a month. That had been—let’s see now—this was May 1. By God, nearly two months. What a fool’s errand this had been, and what a decidedly unpleasant conclusion. But now he was going back home. He'd be there within a week, and he could then get on with the business of running his beloved Seventh Cavalry.

The door opened, exposing a figure in a red satin smoking jacket with black trim that did little to hide the bulge of his waistline. A man of about sixty-five years, Josiah Lamkin Smedley stood ramrod straight although ponderously overweight. His bald head glistened from the light of the oil burning lamps on either side of the coach, and his green eyes sparkled above high cheek bones highlighting a round face cursed with a weak, double chin artfully hidden behind a nearly white beard of medium length. His small ears were almost totally concealed behind long, curling sideburns.

Smedley held out a heavy hand and heartily welcomed his guest to his compartment. He directed Custer to one of the overstuffed, dark green leather chairs, then settled his bulk in one opposite, sighing audibly. The almost constant pain in his lower back eased as his weight settled into the overburdened chair.

Ezra immediately appeared at the Senator’s side, extending a tall glass of amber fluid. The Senator took a hearty swallow, and Ezra filled the glass from a round crystal decanter. Ezra then refilled Custer’s water glass. The Senator appeared not to notice the general drank water.

The Senator opened a humidor and offered it to Custer. “Made especially for me,” he said.

Custer politely declined. Smedley extracted a long cigar and held it up for Ezra, who snipped the end. Ezra struck a match and held it for the Senator, who rotated the end around the flame until he was puffing in extreme delight.

After the exchange of a few formalities, Smedley eased the conversation toward its preordained direction.

“I imagine, General, you are surpassingly delighted to be on your way back to your command. I assume that is your destination.”

“Quite correct, Sir. Hopefully, I will be back in the saddle within a week. This cursed Washington routine is too harried for me, I’m afraid.”

“I often feel the same,” Smedley laughed.

He quickly turned serious.

“You’ve been to see the president?”

Custer’s blue eyes grew cold as the most unpleasant memories overtook him.

“Yes,” he said cautiously, knowing full well he had overstepped his bounds—even for a high-ranking officer—in some of his unguarded and wholly public comments while in the capital, “but with the same results.”

“The president refused to see you again?”

More a statement than a question, Smedley’s inflection at the end gave Custer pause.

Lucid eyes explored the Senator, trying to get an idea of just how much the man knew. Quite a bit, assuredly, given his long years of public service, most of them spent in Congress.

“Yes. Again,” Custer said simply.

Earlier this very day President Grant had for the third time refused to permit Custer an audience, or to even give him a release from the city so he could rejoin his command. The entire trip to the nation’s capital had been a fiasco and Custer silently cursed the wire he had received in March directing him to appear before a House committee in Washington to testify about irregularities and abuses in the War Department.

All his testimony had been hearsay, but he had spoken freely in public, unafraid to name names, the president’s brother included. That had not been his first run-in with Grant, however. Custer had once arrested Grant’s son, Fred, for being drunk and disorderly, and had anonymously authored several articles attacking the president’s policies. It was common knowledge Custer had written them, although he would never admit to it, at least not as long as he was in the Army or Grant was in office. 

Custer smiled humorlessly at the thought Grant’s presidential term would only last a few more months.

Daughtry stepped through the door, apologized for interrupting, and whispered in Smedley’s ear.

The interlude sent Custer’s mind racing back. His testimony before the House had helped ruin both Grant’s brother and Grant’s old comrade-in-arms, former Secretary of War William Belknap, for all Custer held Belknap to be a liar and a thief, and directly responsible for much of the Indian problem burning the frontier.

Two days prior, Custer had gained permission from the Belknap Impeachment Committee to leave Washington. To do so, Custer had to have permission from either Grant or his tight friend, William Tecumseh Sherman, General-in-chief of the U.S. Army. Custer had stopped first at the White House to seek his release, but the angered Grant steadfastly refused to see him.

Instead, Grant had ordered new Secretary of War Alphonso Taft not to let Custer out of Washington.

“Let Custer sit here and rot,” Grant had told Taft.

Custer’s subsequent wires to General Philip Sheridan in Chicago and General Alfred Terry in St. Paul went unanswered. In fact, on the heels of Custer’s wire, Sheridan had telegraphed new orders to St. Paul: Terry was to assume Custer’s place in command of the proposed summer expedition out of Fort Lincoln against the Sioux.

Next, Custer had called on the sober and apologetic Taft, but the secretary could do nothing against Grant’s orders, which left Sherman as the last resort.

“I’d be glad to let you go,” Sherman told him, but he spread his arms to show his helplessness. “But you must have Grant’s permission. I’m afraid he’s overruled me.”

Custer trudged back to the White House early Monday, May 1, sweating and nervous. He paced the floor for more than four hours while Grant ignored his every plea for a council. Finally, in anger and in desperation, Custer called again on Sherman, who had left that weekend for New York. Adjutant General Edward Townshend had responded eagerly to Custer’s request for written authority to rejoin his command at Fort Lincoln.

“I’d be most glad to let you go,” Townshend had told him, echoing Sherman’s words. “Sherman and Taft have both said you’re getting out of here as soon as possible is the best thing you could do under the circumstances.”

He handed his authorization to Custer. “By the way, do you have Grant’s permission?”

“Oh, I’ll get it,” Custer answered jauntily.

“That scrap of paper is useless if you don’t,” Townshend warned him. “You be certain to have Marcy endorse it.”

Inspector General Randolph Marcy had been quick to hand Custer his endorsement.

“I believe Sherman wants you to go directly to your station,” Marcy told Custer. “That’s also what Terry wants. Since Sherman isn’t here, you have my consent, but you’ll have to get Grant’s, too.”

He hastened back to the White House. There, he bumped into chief presidential aide Rufus Ingalls.

“Will the president see me?” Custer asked anxiously.

Ingalls shook his bald head. “I’m sorry, Custer. He refuses. There’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry. Truly I am.”

Custer shook his head weakly. “Do you suppose I can get a message to him.”

Ingalls nodded. “I’ll see that he gets it personally.”

Custer hastily scribbled his message on a small notebook he always carried:

“To-day for the third time I have sought an interview with the President—not to solicit a favor, except to be granted a brief hearing—but to remove from his mind certain unjust impressions concerning myself, which I have reason to believe are entertained against me. I desire this opportunity simply as a matter of justice, and I regret that the President has declined to give me an opportunity to submit to him a brief statement, which justice to him, as well as to me, demanded.

Respectfully submitted,

G.A. Custer, Lt. Col. Seventh Cavalry

Bvt. Maj. Gen. U.S. Army

Custer handed the note to Ingalls, but had not bothered to wait for the reply he knew would not be forthcoming. He had gone back to Sherman’s headquarters, but the general had not returned. Custer ate, packed and tried again. Still no word from Sherman, Custer headed for the train station.

His thoughts returned to the fat Senator opposite him in the private car. Smedley’s brief conference with his aide was over, and Daughtry was closing the door behind him. Custer forced a weak smile.

“It’s bad business, General,” Smedley said. “Tisn’t good at all for an Army officer to find himself on the wrong side of the president.”

“Don’t I know that,” Custer responded strongly. He declined any further comment until he knew exactly what Smedley had on his mind.

As if reading the general’s thoughts—not an especially difficult task under the circumstances—the senator said, “You have a lot of friends in high places, General Custer. Never worry about that.”

Smedley took another long drink. Custer sipped his water. Ezra was nowhere in sight.

“Let me tell you this: President Grant’s popularity has never been so low as it is now. Newspapers all over the country are siding with you in this complex issue. I know the entire story as well as you. You’ve done what you had to do. Indeed, the only thing you could do under these trying circumstances. The results are unfortunate, but not totally disastrous. Perhaps they can even be turned to our advantage. In fact, I am quite certain they can be.”

“I’m afraid,” Custer said with hesitation, “I don’t quite get your meaning.”

Smedley smiled, took another long swallow.

“No, I don’t imagine you could. Let me make it more straightforward but let me also impress upon you that what I say is in every respect confidential and is at any rate only mere supposition. I warn you that what I’m about to say must for the time being, and without fail, remain within the confines of this car. If anything should leak out it will be denied. Have I your word?”

Custer hesitated. “Well, sir, as to that... well, I’m afraid...”

Smedley continued smiling, holding up his fleshy right hand.

“Sir, I assure you we will not talk sedition or anything illegal. Merely politics and nothing more. However, at this stage of the game we need to keep our little discussion completely private. Does that ease your mind?”

Custer nodded. “In that case, and based upon your luminance, you have my word.”

“Splendid. Ezra.”

The butler stepped through the door and hovered over the Senator, who handed him his empty glass. 

“General?”

“I’ll have another water,” Custer said, feeling a scratchiness in his throat.

Ezra swiftly saw to his duties and disappeared.

Smedley propped his elbows on the arms of his big chair and began a slow, rhythmic washing of his hands in the air.

“Let me assure you, Sir, President Grant’s power in office is only fleeting. This is an election year and there will be a new president come fall. There’s going to be a political free-for-all, and the election is going to be hotly contested. I don’t know which party will emerge victorious, of course. Obviously, at this stage it’s anyone’s guess. But I will say this. The Republican Party has no clear-cut candidate who can ride a wave of popularity into office. Mr. Hayes appears to be the front-runner...for the moment, but that is a very nebulous thing. It is my opinion that because of Grant’s failures, and because of the graft and corruption rampant in his administration—and I mean only to say Grant is ineffective, not personally corrupt, let’s be clear on that—but because of that graft and corruption being made more and more public, his party is in dire straits. Only one thing may save them. The Democrats are torn and bleeding, divided by too many factions, and by immense problems in the South.

“Now, a strong, popular Democratic candidate can succeed. The time is ripe, Sir, for a unifying figure whose personal habits are unassailable, whose sense of duty is beyond reproof, and who stands straight and tall as a bright beacon of righteousness. And specifically, what kind of candidate should this man be? Let me tell you from my point of view, and from the point of view of many of my colleagues and constituents of...um, let us say...formidable means. This country has always elected strong military leaders to the presidency...Washington, Jackson—God help us—Harrison, Taylor...even Grant himself. If Sherman wanted to run, he would go in on a landslide.”

Custer smiled and quoted General Sherman: “If nominated, I will not run. If elected, I will not serve.”

Smedley nodded. “Quite. Therefore, let us rule him out. As I was saying, popular military leaders are a natural. They are the most loved and respected people in the nation. We are a country of warriors, Sir, and we respect above all else a mighty warrior.

“Now, let us say...this is mere speculation, you understand...that we have such a candidate in our midst. If this imaginary candidate has done such glorious things in battle so as to be made a military leader of high rank, and at a yet early age, then that party will be in good stead. Further, if this man were possessed of courage, warmth, honesty, personal integrity, and so on and so on, it does him no harm. Further, if this leader is publicly known to have opened himself to the direst consequences through no fault of his, to have opposed the corruption of the present administration, to have spoken out against that corruption despite what he surely knows will be his downfall, then what has that man lost in public esteem?

“Now, let us further suppose that this military leader takes to the field in a campaign to further secure the American west from the hordes of the red savages to the betterment of the American people. A victory against the hostiles at this time would, therefore, make this man a highly esteemed candidate for this nation’s highest office, if he should so choose. Would it not?”

Custer set down the water glass with a hand that shook ever so slightly.

“I have been approached about this before, Sir. As a matter of fact, as recently as last fall in New York. I beg to say now, as I did then, that I am simply a humble soldier, and that is all I aspire to be.”

“Please, General.” Smedley held up a fat, restraining hand. “Remember, we are engaging in mere supposition and speaking only in generalities. You will not deny there is to be a campaign against the western hostiles this spring?”

Custer shook his yellow-maned head. “General Sherman has ordered us into the field next month.”

“Doubtless then, as our nation’s finest Indian fighter, you will be in command of such an expedition.”

“That is so. At least partly. Generals Gibbon and Crook will also lead commands into the field.”

Smedley nodded graciously. “I understand your Seventh Cavalry to be the equal of others in the Army.”

Custer grinned broadly.

“The Seventh, Sir, is the finest outfit of fighting men on the face of the earth." A fierce pride edged his words, made them seem to boom off the walls of the railcar. "My regiment can defeat all the Indians on the northern plains, and I can only hope we have the opportunity to do so.”

“Indeed you will, Sir. Of that I am most certain.” Smedley nodded. “Let’s leave it at this, then. When news of your successful expedition against the savages has been reached here in the East, myself and some very influential friends of mine would deem it an honor if you and your lovely bride would be our guests at a...ummm...shall we say, party we will arrange in New York. Let me say that a very good friend of yours, Mr. James Gordon Bennett, will be one of the hosts.”

“James, eh,” Custer smiled widely at the mention of his publisher friend. “Senator, I will consider it my honor, and my wife’s honor, to attend. But first, I must dispose of those Indians.”
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CHAPTER FIVE: Arrest and Detention
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Colonel George Alexander Forsyth paced anxiously over the wooden planking of the small, deserted baggage office inside the Chicago railway station. For the twentieth time in the past ten minutes he glanced impatiently at the big clock on the wall and tapped papers tucked inside his dark blue tunic.

One of two soldiers stationed outside popped his head through the door. “Train coming, Sir.”

Forsyth spun quickly and walked out into the warm, clear air. He fidgeted in the shade of the station’s platform as the huge ten-wheeler ground to a halt. Presently, amid the swarming exodus of dusty passengers, he caught sight of George Custer, his long yellow hair swirling from beneath his wide-brimmed tan hat—low-crowned and neatly creased. His fringed leather coat matched his hat. A diamond stickpin held a dark red scarf, loosely tied around his neck, in place just below his throat. His trousers were black, pin-striped and tucked into knee-high, shiny black boots.

Forsyth smiled and shook his head at the sight, then stepped forward, two enlisted men directly behind him.

Custer saw him and started to lift a hand in recognition.

“General,” Forsyth said softly. “Please follow me.”

Forsyth ignored Custer’s frown. Phil Sheridan’s ranking staff officer led Custer into the baggage room. The two enlisted men stopped outside, effectively barring the door.

“How are you, Sandy?” Custer asked. Only then did he notice the hard, grim look in Forsyth’s eyes. “What is this? What’s up?”

“General, it is my duty to inform you that you are under arrest by order of General Sherman.”

Stiffly, Forsyth thrust the papers he had carried in his tunic at Custer. “Here is my authorization.”

Stifling an expletive, Custer ignored Forsyth’s outreached hand. He produced papers of his own, those signed by generals Townshend and Marcy.

“And here’s mine. Take a look.”

“I’m sorry, Custer, but I can’t accept them.” He pointed to the papers Custer clenched tightly. “They have been countermanded by these.”

Custer snatched the papers Forsyth held, ripped them open, and began reading:

Headquarters, Military Div. of the Missouri

Chicago, Ill. May 4th, 1876

Lieutenant Col. G.A. Custer, Seventh U.S. Cavalry, Chicago Ill.

Sir: —Agreeably to instructions contained in the enclosed copy of a telegraphic dispatch from the General of the Army, of the 2nd instant, the Lieutenant-General commanding the Division directs you to remain in Chicago until the receipt of further orders from superior authority, to be furnished you through these headquarters.

Very respectfully, your obedient servant,

R.C. Drum, Assistant Adjutant-General

Custer glanced through the accompanying papers, which included Sherman’s official wire to Sheridan, the subsequent telegram from Sheridan to Terry giving that officer command of the column Custer expected to lead, and Terry’s reply he would assume command of the expedition against the Sioux.

Tightened lips did more than words to express his rage and humiliation. Custer thrust the papers back at Forsyth. His clear blue eyes threw venom at the junior officer.

“General Sheridan is anxious to see you.”

“I should think he would be,” Custer snapped.

With cold courtesy, Forsyth directed the red-faced Custer to a waiting hack. The two officers sat alone inside. The two enlisted men climbed on top. The driver whipped the carriage horse into a fast trot toward division headquarters.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





