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“The world has a new hero—actually an old hero reimagined—George Armstrong Custer, in this delightfully funny alternative history that’s better, or at least happier, than the real thing.”


—Winston Groom, bestselling author of Forrest Gump and El Paso


“Droll satire, this is the West as it might have been if the Sioux hadn’t saved us.”


—Stephen Coonts, bestselling author of Flight of the Intruder and Liberty’s Last Stand


“If Custer died for our sins, Armstrong resurrects him for our delight. Not just the funniest book ever written about an Indian massacre, but laugh-out-loud funny, period. The best historical comic adventure since George MacDonald Fraser’s Flashman.”


—Phillip Jennings, author of Nam-A-Rama and Goodbye Mexico


“If you like learning history while laughing, you’ll like this book… marvelous satire.”


—David Limbaugh, nationally syndicated columnist and bestselling author of Guilty by Reason of Insanity and Jesus on Trial


“Crocker has created a hilarious hero for the ages. Armstrong rides through the Old West setting right the wrongs and setting wrong the rights, in a very funny cascade of satire, history, and even patriotism.”


—Rob Long, Emmy- and Golden Globe–nominated screenwriter and co-executive producer of Cheers


“Sly and funny.”


—City Journal


“Crocker’s Custer, a milk-drinking, sharp-shooting master of disguises, takes us on a series of uproarious adventures in the persona of Armstrong.… Armstrong is an extraordinary hero—a military strategist, a courageous fighter, and some sort of dog whisperer to boot. He’s also a dashing romantic with a knack for making women swoon.… I’ll look forward to finding out where duty calls Armstrong next.”


—Washington Examiner


“The conservative novel of the year… Armstrong is a rollicking work of alternative history that doesn’t sacrifice accurate details or historical nuance for the sake of your entertainment.… Armstrong’s Custer is a hero to love and admire.”


—The Conservative Book Club


“A good read with a wonderful premise.… It does make one think that George Armstrong Custer was a very good man in command during a horrific battlefield defeat.”


—Defense.info


“Action-packed and great for laughs.… Fathers will love reading this book with their sons. Patriots will love it, too.… Prepare to delight in American history and heroism, unencumbered by trigger warnings.”


—The American Thinker


“This is the kind of book young people should want to read, which will challenge them and widen their horizons. It is part history, part humor, part drama, and all-around entertainment.”


—Eagle Action Report


“Crocker knows his history, so his anti-history is knock-down, pain in the stomach, hilarious.”


—American Conservative


“A good, old-fashioned yarn.… There is much to enjoy in Crocker’s book.”


—American Greatness


“H. W. Crocker has irresistible fun with George Armstrong Custer… a hilarious adventure.”


—American Spectator


“Armstrong was great, but Armstrong Rides Again! is one of those cases where the sequel is even better.”


—David Limbaugh


“Armstrong Rides Again! is a remarkable achievement; as satire it is in the tradition of Evelyn Waugh’s Black Mischief and on par with his Scoop.…”


—American Greatness


“A most riotous picaresque novel… filled with wry social commentary.”


—Robert Spencer


“Armstrong Rides Again!, like its predecessor Armstrong, provides plenty of action, humor, and light romance.… If you prefer the old, patriotic version of American history… you will undoubtedly enjoy Armstrong and Armstrong Rides Again!”


—Liberty Island Mag


“A rollicking yet insightful adventure novel with a bravado premise.… It delivers the most expertly rendered combat sequences outside of Bernard Cornwell.”


—The American Spectator


“A delightful romp that shifts seamlessly between thrilling Western and outlandish farce.”


—Grayson Quay, Modern Age


“The best new novel I’ve read in years.… As rugged as Zane Grey, as funny as P. G. Wodehouse, as smart as Evelyn Waugh, and as sharp as Ambrose Bierce. You don’t want to miss it.”


—Michael Warren Davis, The Common Man
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CHAPTER ONE In Which I Meet an Extraordinary Man



Dear Libbie,


I hope this letter finds you well, cozily ensconced by a fire, my hounds Bleuch and Tuck at your feet, a cup of tea in your delicate hands, and this letter’s messenger, Major Beauregard Gillette, in a facing chair, warming his cardsharp fingers on a mug of hot toddy, affirming that I am alive, though my location must remain a mystery.


My last letter informed you how Ambrose Bierce and I, acting as soldiers of fortune, rescued the royal family of Neustraguano. They’re doing quite well, by the way. While Victoria insists, pedantically, on calling the exiled king El Caudillo, the people of San Francisco have monikered the man I know as El Claudio as “The Clodhopper.” But it is meant affectionately, and he is well on his way to establishing his luxury Imperial Hotel. In fact, I was playing a game of billiards—indeed running the table—against Father Ricardo Gonçalves—the king’s priest, confessor, and amateur naval architect—in El Claudio’s recently established club, the King’s Ransom, when Bierce strode in, a brandy in one hand and an opened letter in another: “You better look at this.”


I examined the envelope. It was addressed to me. I glanced at Bierce. He replied, “A gentleman always opens another gentleman’s mail.”


“I’m unfamiliar with that custom.”


“I do it to sate my curiosity. Curiosity is objectionable in a woman; in a man, it’s natural. In my case, it could save you from trouble. The man who delivered that is trouble.”


“You mean you?”


“A stranger, definitely not a gentleman: rawboned and rangy, gunfighter eyes, gun belt on his hip. He’s waiting outside. Go on, read it.”


I unfolded the letter. Scribbled in a large, bold hand were the lines: “Marshal Armstrong, I have a proposition.”


It was signed:




Kirk Callahan


Captain, C.S.A.


Colonel, Volunteer Cavalry, Império Mexicano


Sergeant, La Légion Étrangère





I handed the note to Father Gonçalves. He was dressed in his full naval fig as a commodore of the now defunct Neustraguano Navy—attire Bierce thought less distracting to the club’s patrons than a priest’s cassock.


“No naval experience; I can’t use him. But if he’s a troubled soul…”


Bierce interjected, “Don’t listen to him. He’s a priest. He’d welcome martyrdom.”


“I’m not afraid of trouble,” I said. “Send him in.”


I laid down my billiard cue and took a position by five red leather armchairs arranged in a circle near the fire. I was unarmed, but my fearsome man-killing black dog Bad Boy was with me; I knew Bierce kept a revolver beneath his coat; Father Gonçalves generally had rosary beads in one pocket and brass knuckles with a knife attached in another; and there were plenty of witnesses: respectable businessmen quietly flicking through newspapers, a card game in one corner, a chess match in another, gossips at the bar; and because Bierce ran this club for El Claudio, the bartender likely had a shotgun behind the counter.


Weapons and witnesses aside, Bierce, as you know from my last letter, is a forceful presence himself—martial posture, piercing blue eyes, and proud manner with a dangerous edge; they call him “that devil Bierce” for good reason. As for me, I need hardly remind you, dearest Libbie, that no one has ever doubted my own qualities: save for my instructors at West Point, your father initially, Sam Grant, jealous junior officers, unimaginative senior officers, and some Republican newspapermen who resented both my national fame and my superior literary talent.


You can imagine the scene: Father Gonçalves in his dark blue commodore’s uniform, all brass buttons and gold braid; I was dressed as a club gentleman should be—white ruffled shirt, black suit, waistcoat, tie, well-polished shoes; and Bad Boy, curry-combed to a fine black sheen.


Bierce is something of a dandy himself, but the man he led into the room was not. He was very tall, lanky, whipcord-muscular (or so I reckoned by the way he moved), a natural cowboy, tanned by the sun, eyes squinting with suspicion and aggression, moustaches slanting at 45-degee angles. He was pressed uncomfortably into the brown tweed suit of a commercial traveler. His striped shirt was rumpled. His large, sloppily knotted burgundy tie was loose. His long, thin hands—all the better for spinning revolvers, perhaps—gripped the brim of a brown derby hat that he held waist high, obscuring my view of the six-shooter on his hip. Protruding beneath his pant legs were dirty riding boots. His light-brown hair brushed his collar, his chin and cheeks bristled with stubble. He needed a shave and a haircut—but his lean face was handsomer and more intelligent than I had expected.


“You Marshal Armstrong?” He extended his hand: “I’m Callahan.”


I took his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Callahan. Do I address you as Sergeant, Captain, or Colonel?”


He cracked a smile. The squint of his eyes became friendlier, and I noticed a slight drawl. “Where I come from, Marshal, once a colonel, always a colonel.”


“And that would be?”


“Strasburg—Strasburg, Virginia, but it’s been a long time.”


“Since the war, I suppose…”


“Yeah, since the war—and I’ll tell you right off, Marshal, I’m unreconstructed. If that’s a problem, you best tell me now. The way I see it, if states don’t want to stay hitched, they don’t have to—not any more than people do. I still see it that way.”


“No need to explain, Colonel. Bierce and I were Union officers, but we all had our reasons.”


“Those were mine—and I stand by them, even now.”


Bierce smirked. “A man of principle.”


“I reckon you could say so.”


“I wonder how that profits you? There’s usually some profit in principle.”


I said, “What’s your proposition, Colonel?”


Callahan loosened his already loose tie, pulled down his collar, and glowered at Bierce. A scar ran around his neck. It looked like a faded burn. “Any profits I have will come from this.”


Father Gonçalves said, “You’ve been hanged!”


Callahan shifted his eyes to Father Gonçalves. He paused as he took in the commodore regalia, and then said: “Worse than hanged, Admiral. That was only part of it. But it left a mark. Mexicans did that—a decade ago. I have unfinished business down there.”


“Vengeance?” said Bierce.


“That’s part of it.” Callahan’s eyes turned to me. “But I’ve got more than that to interest you.”


“And what, Colonel, do you think would interest me?”


“Gold interests most men—I figure that goes double here in San Francisco.”


“If that’s why you’ve come, Colonel, I’m afraid you’re mistaken. It is not gold that I seek, but the fulfilment of duty.”


“This place is called the King’s Ransom, isn’t it? That’s what I’m offering. It’s in Mexico: a fortune.”


Bierce said, “Maximilian’s?”


“No, not Maximilian’s.”


Bierce motioned to the chairs. “Colonel, I think it’s time you sat down—and the rest of us, too. I want to hear your story. Curiosity is among my many besetting sins, as the marshal can attest. And you could use a drink, I imagine.”


“That I could.” The cowboy lowered himself into a chair and a smile creased his face again. “I’m not much of a talker, but beer helps.”


So there we sat by the fire: Callahan quaffing beer, Bierce with his brandy, Father Gonçalves sipping mulled wine, I savoring Alderney chaud (a mug of heated milk), Bad Boy gnawing on a bone provided by the bartender.


And then there was another presence. A heavy weight pressed against the back of my chair, cigar smoke drifted to my nostrils as did the sweet, flowerlike scent of cologne, and above my ears was the deep bass voice of Raimondo Burgos. “I trust you don’t mind if I join you. I’m always interested in what a new man has to say.”


That was true enough. Burgos was a Bierce acquaintance. He had kindly taken in the Neustraguano royal family, as well as Father Gonçalves’s niece Consuela (whom I knew as Victoria), and Rachel (who, as you’ll recall, was acting in loco wifeis—but keeping separate quarters—so that I could maintain my clever alias as Marshal Armstrong Armstrong, knight errant). Burgos had provided these guests with luxurious rooms at the Blue Orchid—a combination gambling house, dining club, and exclusive-clientele hotel that he owned. He was a man of some wealth, though his biography was obscure, not to say dubious. Many assumed he had made his fortune importing silks—and perhaps opium—from the Orient, though he also had commercial connections to Mexico and to France, from which he imported the latest in women’s fashions. He was dark-haired, jowly, and heavyset; wore the finest clothes (always with a boutonnière); was generous in his philanthropy; and seemed a man of many interests—artistic, mercantile, scientific, international.


“I couldn’t help but overhear,” he said. “Your story sounds interesting. I know Mexico; in fact, I shall be sailing there again presently; and if your expedition requires a bankroll, I have that.” He dropped his bulk into the sole unoccupied chair. Like Bierce, he held a snifter of brandy.


Bierce said to Callahan, “Señor Burgos is a man of commercial pursuits. He pursues dollars—and he’s caught quite a few. As you can see, he dines very well.”


“I dine well, and I live well. I maintain my strength, Bierce. I’m strong as a gorilla. You might try me sometime.”


“I’ll forgo that pleasure, Señor Burgos.”


Callahan glanced at Burgos. I reckon he was unimpressed. He turned to me and said, “I hear you’re more than a marshal. That’s why I came. I could use another man.”


“It is true, Colonel, that my talents are not limited to marshaling, but my extraordinary services are available only to a select few. I was recently generalissimo to a king; I don’t hire out to anyone.”


“I wasn’t thinking of you hiring out; I was thinking of a partnership.”


“Partnership? That’s more my line,” said Burgos.


“He searches for gold, Señor Burgos, not to be relieved of it,” said Bierce.


“Colonel,” I said, “I’ve dealt with some of the country’s leading businessmen—but my interest lies in duty, not in profit. I have the heart and mind of a soldier.”


“I’ve been a soldier all my life. Now I want to make it pay.”


“That makes you a pirate,” said Bierce, “not a soldier. You’ll find that in San Francisco most pirates are bankers or railroad tycoons, though some run gambling houses and import women’s fashions.”


Burgos chuckled cigar smoke.


I said, “If piracy is your aim, Colonel, then I am most definitely not your man; and as a U.S. marshal, I really must protest…”


“I didn’t mention piracy—he did.” Callahan’s eyes challenged Bierce. It was an invitation to a gunfighter; Bierce didn’t take it. Callahan shifted his gaze to Burgos: no taker there either. Finally, he looked at me. “Vengeance is a duty.”


“Perhaps yours, not mine.”


“And gratitude—someone down there saved my life.”


“Again, a personal matter.”


“And there’s a mystery. Isn’t that your line, Marshal, solving mysteries?”


“What sort of mystery?”


“There’s a lot more to it than gold—maybe more than I can handle on my own. You see, Marshal, I’m a man of constant sorrow; I’ve got no friends to help me now.”


“Nonsense,” said Burgos. “You are among friends—or potential friends. You need only confide in us. Now, tell us your story. You can trust us.”


“There’s only one kind of man I trust: a dead man—or a gringo like me.”


“That would be two kinds of men,” said Bierce.


Callahan fingered his scar and his eyes narrowed on mine. “What do you think, Marshal? Are you a dead man—or a gringo like me?”


What the devil did he mean by that, I wondered? Perhaps he knew more about me than I reckoned. Perhaps he had penetrated my alias. Perhaps he knew I was Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer, former Boy General of the Union Army, allegedly killed by the Sioux at the Little Big Horn, but in truth seated in a plush red-leather chair in a San Francisco club, facing an itinerate Confederate mercenary who had survived a hanging.


Burgos blew smoke out his nostrils and guffawed like a happy bull. “I can speak to that, señor. He is indeed a gringo like you—not at all like me. Now, sir, your story, please.”


Callahan kept his eyes on mine, like a junior officer waiting for a command. I gave it: “Go ahead, Colonel.”


“Well, like I said, I’ve been a soldier all my life—and on the losing side of three wars. That takes uncommon bad luck, I reckon. But this time it’ll be different; it’ll be my cause, Callahan’s cause.”


“And the other times,” asked Bierce, “fame, glory, honor?”


“Nothing but necessity—or honor maybe, or principle. First time—that was the matter of principle. Spent four years with the 7th Virginia Cavalry. Commanders were Angus McDonald, Turner Ashby, Richard Dulany—good men. War killed two of ’em—and killed my prospects, too. No money, no farm, just burnt ground, barely enough boards for a lean-to, carpetbaggers circling like buzzards. One offered me money for my horse; he called it a loan; said he could stake me as a tenant farmer. I told him to back off—or I’d stake him six feet under.”


“And rightly so,” I said. “Horses are a man’s best friend. Far be it from me to quote Scripture in front of Father Gonçalves, but as the Bible says, it is not good for man to be alone, which is why God created horses—and dogs.” I reached down and tickled Bad Boy’s ears.


“You will forgive him,” said Bierce. “The marshal thinks he’s St. Francis of Assisi.”


Callahan’s gimlet eyes were on Father Gonçalves. “The admiral’s a padre?”


“I’d call him a dodger, personally,” said Bierce, “dodging from religion to scientific studies to naval warfare—a man for all seasons.”


“Father Gonçalves is both a priest and a naval commodore,” I explained; “a useful man to have in war and peace.”


“Well, religion’s part of my story, not to mention war.”


“Pray continue,” said Bierce.


“Well, as I said, I had no prospects, but I heard Maximilian needed men; General Jo Shelby was rumored headed that way; and Matthew Fontaine Maury—you’ve heard of him?”


Father Gonçalves said, “It may surprise you to know that I corresponded with him. My submarine boat is named in his honor. A brilliant man.”


“If you say so, Padre. I never met him. Only heard his advice, second hand: Johnny Rebs should move to Mexico. Seemed better than nothin’. So, off we went, some boys and I. Turned out, we had it wrong. Maximilian didn’t want Confederate soldiers. He reckoned that was bad diplomacy. He wanted Southern homesteaders. That didn’t suit us, so we formed our own troop, Callahan’s Raiders. Weren’t officially part of the army—but we found a friendly French commander. He needed reliable scouts. All he had were fancy lancers. We signed on. Wasn’t much more than twenty-five of us, most times, but I reckon we did good service.


“That was my second war; it went bad in a hurry. Juarista firing squad got Maximilian. That was about it. My boys reckoned we’d lost again and went home.”


Bierce said, “But you didn’t?”


“No, I couldn’t go home—too much pride for that. I just moseyed along until I struck a likely village. They called it el Pueblo de los Chihuahuas Calientes. Got in trouble straight away.”


“Somehow that does not surprise me,” said Burgos.


“Wasn’t looking for trouble. I was just riding towards the cantina. Heard a woman scream. Folks ignored it. Sounded wrong to me. I spurred my horse right through that cantina’s swinging doors.”


“Well done, Colonel!” I said. “If I had done that, they’d have called me impetuous!”


“Well, I reckon they cursed me plenty in Spanish. Three banditos—I marked ’em as Juaristas—were wrestling with a barmaid. I said they best let her go. We had a strong difference of opinion.”


“Another matter of principle?” asked Bierce.


“You could say that—about the respect due señoritas. Their opinion lost.”


“And you buried them?”


“Other folks did the digging. I just got ’em ready. That was my introduction to the town. Kinda surprised that folks were more scared than appreciative, but I reckoned I’d moseyed far enough. I had no place to go—and I had established a reputation.”


“You’re establishing one now,” said Burgos.


“I gave a boy some money to look after my horse—and spent that night in the cantina, facing those swinging doors, just in case. Nobody came by, and in the morning I investigated the town. First thing I noticed was the church: all boarded up; door padlocked; windows shuttered; metal bars across. I knew why, of course—to keep out Juaristas. But it wouldn’t have stopped ’em.


“Adjacent was a little adobe house. They kept it for the priest; but he hadn’t been there for a long while; they expected he was dead, executed by Juaristas. So, I said, ‘Look, you bring me the key to that padlock. I’ll guard your church. I’ll keep it open. I’ll be the caretaker, the sexton. My price is that adobe house and rations from the cantina; no need for cash money.’


“Some folks were afraid, thought I’d bring trouble—attract the Juaristas, if I hadn’t already. But more folks—or more important people, the town elders—wanted that church open. I got the job. In the morning, I opened the church for folks—women mostly, a few old men, a few farmers who wanted to say their prayers before working the fields. In the afternoon, I swept it out. In the evening, I shooed away prowling coyotes.


“It wasn’t hard work—and that adobe house suited me fine. The west window faced the church; the east window faced the town, and beyond that I could see big brown craggy hills spilling over with sand. I’d watch the sun rise, glittering over those hills—and I got to thinking about ’em. Villagers never went up there, but I reckoned there had to be a valley on the other side—maybe good land for a farm.


“Or maybe not. Found a map in the priest’s house and marked those hills as the border of the great Chihuahuan Desert. I wanted to see it, but the villagers’ eyes got big and panicked at the very thought. ‘No, no,’ they said; ‘too dangerous, peligroso.’ Naturally, that got me more interested. They said, ‘No one enters that desert and comes back alive.’


“ ‘Well then,’ I said, ‘how do they come back?’


“The answer was in bones, just fragments of bones, scattered on the village side of the hills. And not just that—but human and beast bones mixed together. That’s when they found anything at all. The folks were so frightened, it made me wonder why anyone ever tried to cross those hills. And then I found out.


“In the priest’s house was a book that looked like a diary. At first, I couldn’t read it; it was written in Latin. But there was a Latin primer on the bookshelf, and in the evenings I kept a candle burning—and learned enough to ask better questions.


“The priest had recorded a village legend that somewhere in that desert, lurking behind those hills, was a lost civilization. The place was awash in gold but guarded by giant growling lizards. When those monsters came near the hills, the ground shook, shutters rattled, and babies cried. That’s why no one crossed those hills.”


“But you did,” said Bierce.


“Not the way I expected. One morning I had my boots propped up on a table, cup of coffee in my hand, just sort of thinking about moving on, when I heard a hell of a commotion behind me: gunshots, shouting, screaming, glass shattering, wood splitting.


“Juarista bandits could smell an open church from miles away; they finally smelled this one; and reckoned it was easy pickings, no doubt.


“But like I said, I’ve been a soldier all my life. I knew not to run into the street and get myself shot. I needed to reconnoiter the enemy. I looked out the window and tallied up the odds. I reckoned there were a dozen of ’em—raiding the church, sure enough. They piled up meagre spoils: candlesticks, a plate or two, cups, a decorated box, a couple of statues.


“Their el jefe wasn’t your common picture of a bandito. He wasn’t big and scarred and bearded. He looked more like a greasy Yankee politician or a snake-oil salesman touting a miracle tonic. He was shiny-faced, clean-shaven, with beetle eyebrows. He had the bland, smug, conniving face of a carpetbagger who robs you and tells you it’s for your own good: that you’ll do fine as a tenant farmer; that you should thank him because he’s letting you farm at all. I heard tell later that he was a Texican gone bad; a failed sawbones who had changed his name and become an alcalde for the Juaristas—taxing the people into misery and burning their churches.


“I saw him from the window. He sat his horse in front of that pitiful pile, and he wasn’t well pleased. He shouted at the village. Every door was closed; every shutter was locked—except for mine, of course. ‘You peasants! You miserable, despicable peasants!’ he said. ‘You open your church to me—and this is all you’ve got? I—Rafael Nortrejamóneros—deserve much more than this. If your church is so poor, so unproductive, it is a waste of space, it serves no purpose. Make it a pigsty. Make it something useful. A chicken coop that will bring me eggs. A stable for my horse when I come to your filthy town.


“ ‘You need no church to pray. You can pray in your miserable hovels. You can pray that I spare your lives. You are a deplorable people, an ignorant people, a stupid people—and these plates, these cups, these candlesticks, they are useless to you. I will take them; I will put them to better use. These statues—they bring no money; they have no point; they are coming down all over Mexico.’ He pulled his revolver, put the statues in his sights, and exploded their heads. I reckoned they were Mary and Joseph. ‘You see,’ he said, ‘nothing but plaster. If your faith is in statues, then your faith is in nothing. I give you this warning: your ignorance shall not be propagated. We have a revolution—and revolutions have consequences. The destruction of this church—that is one consequence for your village. And where is your priest? Where does he hide? We will find him!’


“I strapped on my gun belt and set my chair facing the door. Juaristas threw it open—three of ’em framed in the doorway. I took ’em down one, two, three.


“I know I should have bluffed ’em, but I’m pretty good with this,” he said, tapping his holster, “and when things get hot, I rely on it. Sometimes it does my thinking for me.”


“I’ll remember that,” said Burgos.


“The Juaristas didn’t expect a gun-toting padre. I reckoned they’d be startled and confused. So, casual and quiet-like, I made my way out back and saddled my horse. Two Juaristas were creeping round the corner of the adobe house. I saw them. They saw me. I put a finger to my lips and motioned to the back door. They took me as an amigo and crept that way to assassinate the priest. They paid a price for their evil ways.”


“You’re a regular avenging angel,” said Bierce.


“I wasn’t half-done yet. I reloaded my gun, jumped aboard my horse, rode around to the church as if I were just passing through and said, ‘What’s all the commotion?’ That fellow Nortrejamóneros looked at me real suspicious-like; his men had their guns pointed at the priest’s house; one of them said, ‘Yanqui.’ I corrected him, ‘Confederate,’ and said, ‘You make a habit of killing priests around here?’


“Nortrejamóneros said, ‘Where’s the priest? You see him?’


“ ‘No,’ I said, ‘I just saw some banditos shooting each other. You boys ought to be more careful—especially you,’ I said to Nortrejamóneros. ‘As the man in charge, you might be held responsible.’


“He says to me, ‘You a pistolero looking for work?’


“ ‘Not me,’ I said. ‘I’m pressing on. I expect you are, too. In fact, I reckon you’ll be leaving about now.’ I knew he wouldn’t risk the odds—even stacked in his favor as they were. You could tell by that wavering look in his eyes. He motioned his men to scoop up the plates and whatnot, and I shook my head. ‘I think you’ll be leaving those,’ I said. ‘The padre doesn’t like his things being touched. We got evidence of that.’


“ ‘You know him?’ says Nortrejamóneros.


“ ‘I’ve been here before,’ I said.


“ ‘And this priest has a gun?’


“ ‘Evidence is, he might.’


“Nortrejamóneros glanced at the adobe house. I knew what he was thinking. If I had a compadre in there, that meant crossfire. He backed up his horse and called for his men to follow. He says to me, ‘Yanqui, I recommend you don’t stay here too long. It could be very bad for you.’


“I said, ‘Looks like it’s been downright awful for some of your boys. And I recommend you don’t call me Yankee again.’


“He swore something in Spanish, turned his horse, and off they rode, a-whoopin’ and a-hollerin’.”


“Just like that?” said Bierce.


“Just like that. But that wasn’t the end of it. I moseyed my horse down to the cantina. People started gathering round—lots of murmuring low voices. Their attitude was odd, kind of surly. But I paid them no mind. I went into the cantina.”


“Dismounted this time,” said Burgos.


“Yeah, dismounted. Shouldn’t have done that, in retrospect. But at the time, thought I’d earned a morning beer. And then they mobbed me.”


“Acclaimed you a hero?” I said.


“Swarmed me like a bunch of hornets. I couldn’t account for it. Every damn man in that village tried to get his hands on me. At first, I thought, to pat me on the back—but, no, they grabbed my arms, wrenched them behind me, and somebody smacked my face with a shovel; and then it was all fists and kicks.”


“What about your gun?” said Burgos. “I thought it did your thinking.”


“I wasn’t thinking much after that shovel. One of ’em had my gun and a bunch of ’em roped my neck. They didn’t hang me—not right off. They left that rope slack. They jerked my hands in front of me, roped ’em taut at the wrist, and pulled me out of the saloon. Their leader jumped aboard my horse, tightened that rope round the saddle pommel, and took off, dragging me through the village, through the scrub, up towards the hills. The others came running after, screaming, picking up rocks, and hurling ’em. They dragged me all the way up that slope, to the crest.


“They were pretty blood-crazed now—not to mention scared as hell of the Juaristas. They beat me half-senseless, stole my saddle, and threw me on my horse. The noose rope went round the branch of a withered old tree.”


“A withered old tree?” said Bierce. “For a lynching?”


“You know something about hanging?”


“I’m a connoisseur of the macabre. If I were hanging a man, I’d choose a stout old tree.”


“They were too scared to be particular, I reckon—and it had a prominent position. They could show me off that way—ward off trouble with the Juaristas; show ’em they had done what Nortrejamóneros wanted.”


“Makes sense,” said Burgos. “What’s the use of hanging a man, or decapitating him, or crucifying him, unless you can show him off? That’s the whole point of a public execution, Bierce. You should know that.”


Bierce said to Callahan, “Go on.”


“Well, a gun fired; my horse bolted; and that rope cinched taut. I was choking my life away.”


“And your murderers—they stayed to admire their handiwork?”


“They ran. Like I said, they were scared. They ran off and left me for dead.”


“But you weren’t dead.”


“Nearly. But the branch was dry and brittle; it broke, and I tumbled over the crest, down into the sand. I remember looking up into the sun, and thinking, ‘They’ll cross that crest; they’ll come after me; they’ll try to finish the job.’ Somehow I got to my feet. But I was in no shape to fight: my hands were tied, I was noosed, my vision was all red and black and bleary, and the rest of me was torn and bloody. I tried running, but I only sort of stumbled along. I fell and passed out. I must have been out for a long time because the next thing I remember, my hands were free, the rope was off my neck, and there was no hanging tree behind me. I had somehow got free of ropes, crossed that desert valley, and was facing an eastward set of hills. And there was something else. When I woke, I had this in one hand, and this in the other.” He reached into his coat pockets and held out two glittering objects.


“It’s gold,” said Burgos.


“It’s a crucifix,” said Father Gonçalves.


“And a flask,” said Bierce. “What was in it?”


“Water—better than gold when you need it.” Callahan returned the items to his pockets and said, “I don’t rightly know where they came from—but I had them when I came out.”


Burgos said, “They just magically materialized?”


“You could say that.”


“But how?”


“Well, that’s what I aim to discover. I reckon someone must have given them to me. Someone helped me across that desert. Someone wanted me to live—and had gold to spare.”


“But that must have been ten years ago; they shot Maximilian in ’67. What happened in between?”


“I crossed over those eastern hills. I stumbled along, nearly passed out a few more times, but I kept going—even crawled part of the way. I kept thinking there had to be a cantina with beer out there somewhere. Finally I heard someone shout: ‘Bonjour, Monsieur Épouvantail’—which ain’t customary in that part of the world, at least not among Juaristas.”


“Hello, Mister Scarecrow,” said Burgos.


“Yeah. That joker was a legionnaire—it was a patrol of ’em. They’d been cut off from their regiment, fought their way clear, and were heading east, to the coast, Tampico. Next thing I knew, I was a legionnaire too, five-year enlistment.”


“But it’s been ten years.”


“More unfinished business—had to reenlist to finish it. No honor among thieves, they say. A legionnaire knew my enlistment was up, stole these valuables, never reckoned I’d reenlist for another five years to retrieve ’em. His mistake. But it meant losing my third war: against the Prussians. I guess you could say I’ve been around: Yankees, Mexicans, Prussians.”


“Always on the losing side,” said Bierce.


“Crushed the Paris Commune, though: so, I reckon I did something right. Then I mustered out. Came here to California, on my way to Mexico. Heard about you, Marshal. Like I say, I’d like to form a partnership.”


“Colonel,” I said, “my life has not been without incident. But this is the most extraordinary story. You pique my sense of adventure. What exactly does this partnership entail?”


“Well, there’s that little village. I could repay their hospitality. But more important is crossing that desert and solving this mystery. Someone there did me a good turn—someone free and easy with gold. Maybe we can do that someone a service, earn some more, split the proceeds fifty-fifty.”


“Colonel,” I said, remaining cautious, “I’ve heard many a tale, but this is fantastic.”


“Maybe so, Marshal, but I lived it. Personally, I find that cross and flask pretty persuasive. I don’t often find gold in my hands. Maybe you do—being in San Francisco and all.”


Bierce said, “I’m beginning to warm to you, Colonel. A Good Samaritan helps you out—so you want to go back and rob him.”


“Provide him a service,” I said. “If he’s got gold, it might need protecting. I figure a marshal—and a soldier—knows something about that. It’s what I mean by making soldiering pay.


“I will admit, Colonel,” I said, “that I’m chafing for a bit of action. Billiards and the theatre are all very well, but I’m a soldier—I mean, a marshal—first, and I feel unemployed. The question is, however, where to find my duty in this?”


“You’ll find a way,” said Bierce, “dutiful men always do.”


“Perhaps I can help,” said Father Gonçalves. “The Juarista terror is, of course, over, and I have heard rumors that Colonel Monteverde Cristóbal, father to my niece Consuela, has received a cavalry commission from el Presidente Porfirio Díaz. Perhaps you could reunite father and daughter in Mexico.”


Bierce scowled over his brandy. “Removing an attractive young lady from my acquaintance cannot be considered a good idea.”


“Hear, hear,” said Burgos; “and I can assure you, Father Gonçalves, that neither your delightful niece nor the marshal’s much neglected wife would have any interest in going to hot, dry, and dusty Mexico—not when they can enjoy dresses of the finest silk and a social life with the best of San Francisco society: young men who would never invite me to their homes, but who are quite willing to dine at mine.” He swirled the brandy in his snifter. “But if I may suggest, Marshal, you might have another duty, a higher duty—a duty to science. I am a major financial donor to the California Academy of Sciences. Botany is my particular interest, but also mineralogy—and gold is a mineral. The Academy would certainly be very interested, as would I, in discovering a lost civilization. I can even provide you with a ship. I am off to Mexico myself, as I mentioned, in a matter of days. I bring with me Count George von Pippernickel of the Kingdom of Vandalia.”


“Vandalia?” I said.


“Yes, in the Balkans. He is a man of science, philosophy, and learning. He is very interested in Mexico’s flora and fauna, its ancient civilizations, indeed its mysteries: Aztecs, Mayans, Toltecs, their calendars, customs, human sacrifices, temples, pyramids, gods, and legends. But, alas, he has no Spanish. I, representing the Academy, am to be his host and guide. We share many interests. He seems a man of some refinement.”


I said, “He’s here now?”


“Well, not here, but at the Blue Orchid. I imagine he might be entertaining your wife.”


“I have a ship as well,” said Father Gonçalves. “I have been making improvements to my ironclad submarine boat. A trip to Mexico would be a wonderful test. I, too, speak Spanish.”


“Well, then,” said Burgos, “transportation is no problem; translation is no problem. I can also bankroll such an expedition. If there is commerce to be had, as well as scientific discovery, perhaps I can assist. Trade, like science, brings progress.”


“Not to mention profit,” said Bierce.


I said to Father Gonçalves, “Expanding Mexican-American commerce, discovering a lost civilization, helping this poor soldier gain vengeance and a fortune: Is there duty enough in that?”


“Yes, Marshal, there is duty enough in that—and for me as well. If this civilization is lost geographically, it might also be ignorant of the word of God. My duty requires me to bring the gospel to every corner of the earth, to every civilization, lost or found.”


Bierce said, “Well, Marshal, fancy being a missionary—a purveyor of the higher twaddle?”


“Not twaddle,” I corrected him, “but the stuff of adventure, perhaps, or of life’s higher drama. For does not the Bible also tell us that all the world is a stage, and we are but players in it? As such, I intend to play my part, to do my duty, and to accompany this worthy young man to Mexico where he can execute his holy vengeance, earn his weight in gold, and, if the legends be true, provide Señor Burgos with a trading concession that would also advance scientific discovery. Surely that is duty enough for any man.”


“Bravo,” said Bierce.


“And Bierce, you’ll come along?”


“No, Marshal, my duty is clear. Wherever there are women to be succored—like the commodore’s niece Consuela and your wife—that is where my duty takes me; I would be a dreadful host otherwise.”


“I would remind you, Bierce, that you also have a wife.”


“Of that I need no reminding. I will stay in San Francisco nonetheless. My literary profile is rising; I cannot, in good conscience, lower it for a Mexican adventure. My eager readers—and the fame and fortune they owe me—deserve no less.”


“I assume,” I said to Callahan, “that you have no objection to my bringing a posse—Father Gonçalves for one, my Indian scout Billy Jack for another, and certainly my loyal lieutenant here, Bad Boy.”


“Your posse’s your business, Marshal, as long as our partnership stays fifty-fifty. I’m not opposed to having more guns at my side.” He inclined his head at Bad Boy. “Nor teeth neither.”


“Sound tactics, Colonel.”


“I suggest, gentlemen,” said Señor Burgos, “that we reconvene tomorrow morning—late morning, for brunch—at the Blue Orchid. I already have an expedition planned, so we can finalize your arrangements in conjunction with mine in short order. Your transport, your funding, your posse—all this is a mere bagatelle. And I will have the honor of introducing you to the Graf von Pippernickel.”


Bierce said, “Graf von Pippernickel? Sounds like a printer’s devil crossed with a baker’s apprentice.”


“On the contrary,” I said, “it sounds like a most excellent suggestion. It appears, then, gentlemen, that we are agreed.” I raised my mug of Alderney chaud. “Here’s to our partnership—and to Mexico!”
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