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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
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CHAPTER ONE In Which I Am Introduced to a Mystery



Dear Libbie,


Greetings from San Francisco! I write this from a study with a window overlooking the ships in San Francisco Bay. Beside me, smoking a cigar and criticizing my every word, is Major Ambrose Bierce, the journalist. He would rather tell this tale himself—he is the professional writer after all—but as you know, dearest Libbie, I can turn a handsome phrase myself, and this is our tale, Bierce’s and mine, and would not have happened had we not crossed paths (and swords), and I can tell it plainly, unadorned by journalistic exaggeration.


My last letter chronicled how I liberated Bloody Gulch, Montana—and a fine, rousing story it was. But it left you hanging precipitously wondering what happened next. Now I can tell you.


I had to flee. The U.S. Cavalry was on its way—and much as I love the Cavalry, I had to preserve my anonymity. A sorrowing world believes I am dead, and I cannot disabuse it of that mournful conclusion until I can prove that my men and I were betrayed into catastrophe at the Little Big Horn. I now had some clues—it was just possible that Major Reno and Captain Benteen had been suborned by that villainous Indian trader Seth Larsen—but I was still a long way from proving my innocence.


I had to remain incognito, and I reckoned my best chance was to hightail it west. I looked at a map and placed my forefinger on San Francisco. Named after a Catholic saint, it seemed the perfect destination for a man who has sworn off alcohol and gambling and who has eyes only for his wife—though she’s half a continent or more away—a city where a man could commune with his thoughts and with the beasts of the field, with brother sun, sister moon, brother ass, and perhaps Sister Rachel.


But I’m getting ahead of myself.


It also held, I could see, an admirable harbor from which I could flee the country, if necessary. It was just possible that someone linked to my last adventure might track me down, penetrate my clever alias of U.S. Marshal Armstrong Armstrong, and expose me for who I really am: the late Lieutenant-Colonel George Armstrong Custer, former Boy General of the Union Army and husband of the most famous alleged widow in America.


I was left to embark on a long and arduous trail, as you can trace on a map, to get from Bloody Gulch, Montana, to San Francisco. I was obliged to begin the journey on my own. Beauregard Gillette, my Confederate ally, I had sent to you. My Indian scout Billy Jack I had assigned as an escort to take Rachel, both heroine and villainess of my previous dispatch, to a nunnery. Miss Sallie Saint-Jean and her Chinese acrobats had decided to remain in Bloody Gulch, at least for a while, before resuming their perambulations as a touring theatrical company.


I had for companions, then, only my horses, Edward and Marshal Ney, and the large and fearsome-looking black dog Bad Boy, who was both ferocious to my enemies and, I will confess, one of the most loyal and intelligent Lieutenants it has ever been my privilege to command. The four of us got on splendidly as we traveled west. Over the campfire I would hold them—Bad Boy anyway—in rapt attention as I recounted stories of my days at West Point or in the great war or during Reconstruction or in the Indian wars. I had assumed that Bad Boy spoke German, as dogs do. So our fireside chats were a way to instruct him in English—and to break him of one bad habit. Bad Boy, unfortunately, had been trained to hate Indians. I have worked diligently to convince him that not all Indians are evil, and that many, like my old Ree scout, Bloody Knife, or like Billy Jack, a Crow whom Bad Boy knew from our adventure in Bloody Gulch, are some of the best company a man can have.


I suppose it was inevitable, but our happy critter company was eventually disturbed, some miles west of Bozeman, by a lone rider arriving in the night. Bad Boy heard him first, alerting me with a low growl, and then disappearing into the brush as the horseman drew closer. I had a Winchester on the stranger when he approached—and noticed that his black boots matched the black of his face. He raised his hands and said, “You don’t need that, sir. I was just passin’ through. Saw your campfire.”


“Those are Cavalry boots, aren’t they?”


He gave me a strange look. “You an officer?”


“U.S. Marshal—was in the war, though.”


“Marshal? Well, I’ll be. Always took this for a lawless territory.”


“I don’t know how to take that—and you haven’t answered my question.”


“Yes, sir, they is Cavalry sure enough: 10th Cavalry Regiment. Indians down south calls us ‘Buffalo Soldiers.’ I reckon that’s what I was. Kept the boots—if you treat ’em proper, they last forever.”


“I was a Cavalryman during the war.”


“You don’t say?”


“You didn’t notice my own boots.”


“Well, howdy-do, sir—I see ’em now. No wonder you was an officer—you sure is observant.”


“And I’m obliged, as a U.S. Marshal, to ask you if you’re a deserter.”


“Deserter? No sir, not me. Did my time, got mustered out, and moved up here with an Indian woman. Live in a cabin about five miles farther southwest. Just rode into Bozeman for a visit—by which I mean to a saloon. My wife, bein’ an Indian and all, don’t like me drinking at home. I was hopin’, in fact, you might have some coffee to share. My woman don’t even like the smell of alcohol.”


“Neither do I. Alcohol I have foresworn. As for coffee—I do have some on the fire if you have your own tin cup.”


“Oh, yes sir, I surely do. Might I dismount—and might you point that Winchester somewhere else?”


I nodded and lowered the rifle. “Dangerous to be traveling alone—Sioux and Cheyenne on the warpath; you heard about that?”


“You mean, Custer and the 7th getting wiped out—yeah, I heard about that. Amateurs, that’s what I calls ’em. Would never have happened to the 10th.”


“Is that so?”


“Oh, hell yeah. That’s what we did—fought Indians down south—Texas and all. You gotta be a whole lot more clever than to charge right into ’em. They was just asking for it.”


“You do realize that Custer was the most celebrated Indian fighter in the Army.”


“Pfft—celebrated for his golden curls most likely. I heard about him all right. He was a fancy pants.”


“A fancy pants? Do you know who I am?”


“A U.S. Marshal—at least you told me so. I don’t see no star.”


“That’s right—a U.S. Marshal; and I could arrest you right now.”


“For what?”


“For slandering an officer of the United States Cavalry!”


“What?”


“You heard me.”


“That ain’t illegal.”


“If you think you’re getting coffee after slandering one of America’s greatest soldiers—well, you’re wrong.”


“Now hold on there, sir.”


“You hold on there. You are under arrest for desertion.”


“Before you go arrestin’ anyone—before you go callin’ me a deserter—I want to see a badge.”


“Very well,” and I made the incredible mistake of laying the Winchester by my saddle (which I also use for a pillow) while I ferreted the theatrical old tin star from my saddle bags. When I turned round, I’ll be darned if that darky didn’t have a revolver pointed straight at me.


“Well, ain’t that pretty?” he said as I held up the star. I folded my fingers over it in frustration and rage. “Never thought I’d bag me a Marshal. I’ll be takin’ more than that coffee now, if you don’t mind. What else you got in those saddle bags?”


“Nothing that would interest you—deserter. Marshals travel light.”


“So do men like me, Marshal, and what you got I might need. Now you reach in there nice and slow—don’t do anything sudden. I’m not sure what to do with you yet. Might even let you live.”


“I’m supposed to trust the word of a deserter, a thief, and a liar?”


“Not all lies, Marshal. I got me an Indian woman all right. Fat as a mammy can be—eats me outta house and home. It’s on accounta her I turned to robbin’ folks. Gotta keep her fed.”


I turned to my saddle bags and glimpsed Bad Boy on the periphery, quietly high-stepping through the brush to get a good angle on his target. His eye caught mine. I knew what he wanted—a distraction.


“Well, Buffalo Soldier, if that’s the way it’s going to be—I do indeed have something you might want. The money I recovered from a stage robbery.”


“You got what?” He stepped forward, completely off his guard, right into Bad Boy’s trap. My loyal Lieutenant flew from the darkness, canine jaws clamping on the deserter’s wrist. A banshee scream, and the deserter’s revolver clattered to the dirt, crimson blood drizzling down his fingers. Bad Boy clamped down even harder, jerked viciously, and threw the villain to the ground. I recovered my Winchester and had it leveled in a trice.


“Well done, good and noble Bad Boy. You can let him go.”


The dog released his death grip and backed away a couple of steps, growling a warning that the deserter shouldn’t try anything. The Buffalo Soldier got the message.


“All right, deserter, on your feet.”


“Marshal, that’s the Army’s business, not yours.”


“You pull a gun on me and it’s my business. I’ve got you on charges of threatening a federal officer and slandering a Colonel of the United States Cavalry. Those are capital offenses in my book.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“I mean there’s a death sentence attached.”


“That ain’t so.”


“As you said, deserter, this is a lawless territory.”


“Now wait a second there, Marshal. Maybe we can make a deal.”


“Why should I make a deal with you?”


“You asked about Indians. A lone man’s at risk. Two would make it safer.”


“Not if one is a darky deserter.”


“I knows how to take orders, sir, if I wants to—and I wants to. You can have my gun. You can have my knife. I’ll be your guide.”


“Guide to where? To the Indians?”


“Wherever you wants to go.”


“California.”


“California—hell, sir, that’s… that’s… hell, I don’t even know how far away that is.”


“Then I can’t use you.”


“But I reckon it’s that way, sir,” he said, pointing west. “I could take you into Bozeman and we could find us a real scout.”


“Us, deserter?”


“Well, sir, like I said, it’s my wife that drove me to robbin’. Maybe I need a fresh start. I can be plenty useful—the Army taught me a lot.”


“You cook?”


“Yes, sir.”


“If I shot game, you’d know what to do with it?”


“Sure as biscuits and gravy, sir.”


“I hate to backtrack—could we find a scout beyond Bozeman?”


“Well, sir, there’s a trail to Virginia City, and from there onto the Oregon Trail. I reckon there’s some old scouts scattered that-a-way. Trail ain’t used much now—they might be looking for work.”


“What’s your rank, deserter?”


“Private, sir.”


“And your name?”


“McCutcheon, sir; they calls me Willie McCutcheon.”


“All right, Private McCutcheon, I’ll give you a chance to redeem yourself and be worthy of those boots you wear. I don’t have a Bible, but here, hold this,” I said handing him the tin star, “and repeat after me, ‘I,’ state your name and rank…”


“I, Private Willie McCutcheon…”


“… do solemnly swear to follow the orders of Marshal Armstrong or have my guts eaten by that dog named Bad Boy.” I inclined my head to my noble canine companion.


“Does I have to say that last part?”


“To make it binding, yes.”


“I do solemnly swear to follow the orders of Marshal Armstrong or have my guts eaten by a dog named Bad Boy.”


“Now give me back that star. You’re officially deputized, Private. And I promise you, if you’re not worthy of my mercy, you won’t get it.”


“Yes, sir. One request, sir.”


“State it.”


“Might I have that coffee, sir? I is awful thirsty.”


“Fetch your cup, Private. And if you fetch anything you shouldn’t—you know the rules, your guts get eaten. Now hand me that revolver, butt first, and that knife you said you had.”


If meeting Private McCutcheon profited me nothing more, I had at least acquired a serviceable Colt revolver, a stash of ammunition, and a handsome Bowie knife—all for a cup of coffee. It wasn’t a free trade, but it was a fair trade.


We sat by the fire together, and mused, as soldiers often do, on our women folk at home.


“My Libbie,” I said, “is the finest woman ever to come from Michigan; fine figure of a woman, educated too, a judge’s daughter, and devoted as the day is long.”


“I reckon my woman,” said Private McCutcheon, “left the reservation ’cause she couldn’t fit in the teepee no more, or maybe her snorin’ blowed it down—don’t know which. Kinda smells funny too, but you get used to that. Big hands—and I tell you, she don’t mind usin’ ’em. Slaps me somethin’ silly when she gets mad. Sort of hate to think about her. Kinda intimidatin’ in her own way. Truth be told, sir, I is on the run from her.”


I thought it wise to change the subject. “How’s your wrist, Private?”


He raised a fist to display the blood-stained bandana wrapped around the wound. “I reckon it’ll be all right, but I’d be obliged if that dog slept next to you, not me. I don’t care much for dogs, especially those that got a taste for my blood.”


I have to say that with my weapons (and his) and Bad Boy beside me, I felt I had little to fear from Private McCutcheon and slept as soundly as a drunken muskrat. When I awoke—and you know I sleep little—he was already at work, the campfire burning, the coffee ready.


“Here you go, Marshal,” he said proffering the pot as I dug out my coffee cup.


“Please, Private, call me General.”


“General, sir?”


“Brevet rank from the war. It’ll put us on a better footing—not lawman and outlaw, but officer and soldier.”


“No more, ‘deserter,’ sir?”


“No, Private, because you’ve enlisted in Marshal Armstrong’s own personal army; we ride to California…”


“Yes, sir.”


“… as soon as you find me a scout.”


We found one. He lived in a shack outside of Virginia City, Montana, and his name was Johannes Fetzer. He was grey of beard and hair, but sprightly all the same.


“So, you vahnt to go to California, do you?”


“You’ve been there?”


“Yeah, sure I’ve been zair—and back too.”


“So I see.”


“Long vay.”


“Yes, I gather it is.”


“An old man like me vood need some motivation to go so far. I got everything I need right here.”


As “right here” amounted to a shack that might collapse under the snow of a Montana winter and a pasture of fenced mud, it was apparent that Johannes Fetzer was a man of few needs.


“You’re asking for money,” I said.


“I don’t travel vor my health.”


“Well, given the manner of life to which you’re accustomed, how would a dollar a day suit you?”


“You can double zat, mister. After all, I gotta travel back home—zat’s twice zee journey. Half now; half when we arrive in California—and you’re responsible for all our supplies. Zat darky vork for you?”


I nodded, and he said to Private McCutcheon, “I like my coffee strong, my tobaccy smoky, and my biscuits fried in bacon grease, ja?” He looked at me and added, “Vohn’t charge you for any viskey—I’m dry on the trail, at least most of zee time; and vaht I buy or bring is my own concern.”


“How long’s the journey?”


“Vell, mister, now zat all depends—but for purposes of our negotiations, I’d be villing to settle on forty dollars now and forty dollars ven vee get zair. Forty days and forty nights—has sort of a ring to it, don’t it?”


I suppose it did, though forty days in the company of these two scamps was hardly an inviting prospect. Still, one must make do, and I accepted his offer. I counted out eight coins from my saddle bags.


“Vaht are zese?”


“Gold coins, each worth about five dollars—at least that’s what they say. They’re from the Delingpoole treasure—I imagine you’ve heard of that.”


“I heard stories—never knew it vas true.”


“That gold’s true enough. You can take it to the bank.”


“I reckon so,” he said, holding up a coin to get a better look at it. “Whose face is zat?”


“The man himself—vain as a Roman emperor.”


“Ugly feller, but I reckon you can do anything if you’ve got zee gold.”


“You’ve got yours. Let’s get going.”


“Vell, you know, mister, Californy’s a mighty big place. Vair in California you vant to go?”


“San Francisco, the City of St. Francis, a holy and temperate place, I believe.”


“Ja, I know San Francisco. That’s a helluva place. Once lost a month’s vages in a saloon zair; and you know vaht, I got myself shanghaied and had to serve six months at sea to earn it back. I can take you zair, but I ain’t stayin’ zair, no siree; too dangerous. But zair’s a railroad now, you know—transcontinental. Vee could drop down to Promontory—that’s Utah Territory—and you could pick it up zair. That’s vair zey drove zee golden spike, ja? You’ve heard of zat zing?”


“And how far is that? Surely not forty days’ ride from here?”


“Maybe not, but it’s still a mighty long vay—close to four hundred miles. And zem’s no easy miles either: big mountains, cliffs, hard going. But vhen you hit zee railroad—ja, it’s nothing zhen, like riding a golden chariot straight to San Francisco. You be zair in twenty-four hours, by golly.”


“Well, then, let’s be off.”


“All in good time, young man. First, your darky, he fetches my supplies, and zhen I map out a route, and zhen…”


“And then you get on with it. I believe in action, Herr Fetzer—action that moves us today, not tomorrow. Now snap to attention and see to your duties immediately!”


And so, dearest Libbie, with my admonition ringing in his ears, Johannes and Willie set to work, and soon my pioneering adventure began. Unfortunately, it proved to be more dangerous and deadly than I expected.


On our second day’s ride, I noticed a half dozen mounted Indians following a parallel trail on a high bluff to the east. They would disappear behind the bluff, only to pop up again hours later. They showed no apparent interest in us; we tried to show no apparent interest in them, but of course we were wary. That night in camp, none of us slept, though we heard no Indians, or their signal calls; the night was enlivened only by the most primitive of conversations between Private McCutcheon and Herr Fetzer. They regaled each other with stories such as these:


HERR FETZER: “You know, I vonce killed an Indian mit my bare hands.”


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “Really, old-timer—how’d you do that? You knife him?”


HERR FETZER: “No, I haff told you—mit mein bare hands; mit my pet bear Hans. Very loyal zat bear. He scalp zee Indian before zee Indian scalp me.”


Or:


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “You know Dutchy, I’s actually grown right fond of takin’ orders again—gives a man a purpose, don’t it?”


HERR FETZER: “You zink zo? Maybe you should reenlist zhen.”


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “Well, that might be difficult, given circumstances.”


HERR FETZER: “Zo vaht you like about zee Army? Zee marching? Zee uniforms?”


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “Well you get three square meals a day—no worries there. Pay’s guaranteed too.”


HERR FETZER: “Ja, vell, Villie, personally, I like my freedom, ja?


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “Dontchya ever get lonesome?”


HERR FETZER: “Pshaw.”


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “I mean, in the Army you always got things to do, and in the barracks there’s always a card game.”


HERR FETZER: Card game? You take my advice, Villie; don’t do zee zings I done. No card games in San Francisco, ja? Especially at zee House of zee Rising Sun. Dangerous place, by golly. You vahnt some entertainment—you get yourself a bear. Oh, my pet bear Hans, ach du lieber, he could dance. Vaht a bear—as if trained in Vienna.”


Or:


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “I just don’t get it. I mean, why do Indians love torturin’ people? It ain’t natural. It’s kinda disgustin’. Who likes torturin’? Except for Sergeants, of course, but they got a reason—and limits.”


HERR FETZER: “You’re a married man, ja?”


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “Yeah, I guess right enough—it’s what you might call a common law marriage. Ain’t no preacher involved or nothin’.”


HERR FETZER: “Zee preacher is immaterial; your wife is an Indian, is she not?”


PRIVATE MCCUTCHEON: “Yeah, she’s an Indian.”


HERR FETZER: “Vell zhen, your answer: vimmin, Indians—torturers. All zee same. In scalping, you lose your hair; in marriage, you lose your life. That’s how I see it, Villie. You should get a common law divorce. No woman is as loyal as vas my pet bear Hans.”


Such was the philosophy of Herr Fetzer. I need hardly say, dearest Libbie, that I learned little of interest and nothing of profit, and I was content to doze until night gave way to glorious day and I could breathe in, yet again, the wonders of the vast Western landscape, which I do so love. If a Cheyenne raiding party had captured me at a suitable age and raised me as an Indian, I would have been perfectly happy—save for the absence of you, of course, darling Libbie. But putting you aside for a moment, what could be better than a life of riding, hunting, and fighting?


Private McCutcheon prepared a marvelous breakfast, and any worries about Indians and any fatigue we felt from our lack of sleep were quickly dispelled by the crisp air, a gentle breeze, the purposeful sway of the horses beneath us—and, most delightful of all, the absence of any visible Indian scouting party. Our spirits soared.


After our long day’s ride we slept the sleep of the just. When I woke the next morning, though, I was surprised to find myself alone. Our horses were all picketed, but there was no fire, no boiling coffee, no biscuits and bacon. I assumed Herr Fetzer and Private McCutcheon had gone to fetch firewood or find a stream to fill our canteens. It was unlikely they would be bathing. I set off in search of them, bidding Bad Boy to stay and watch over the camp.


We had camped on a small plateau set above a brake of thick brush and briar penetrated by thin deer paths. I made my way down and examined the weaving trails nearest me. The signs were ambiguous, but I thought I saw tell-tale boot tracks and trampled vines on the narrow, overgrown trace that led right, so that’s the way I went, moving cautiously so as not to get my sleeves and pant legs caught on the briars.


It was a winding, downhill passage. After what seemed like a half-mile’s descent it opened into a glade. The sun was shining, the meadow was beautiful, but thirty yards into it was not beauty but brutality: staked to the ground, unspeakably mutilated, and unmistakably dead—his head severed from his body and planted in his chest—was poor Willie McCutcheon.


“Vatch out, Marshal, Indians!” It was less a shout than a croak, and I spun to see Herr Fetzer, pinioned to a tree—crucified by spears. His head lolled. He spat. A horrible red slimy spittle stuck to his chin. His shirt was bright crimson, blood streamed down his face, his lips sputtered, and he gasped an epitaph: “I am nothing vizout Hans.”


I should have had a revolver or a Bowie knife in my hand, but before I could think of either, a fearsome blow struck me on the head, and I felt brute fingers seizing at my scalp and gripping my throat; others seized my arms, yanking them behind me, ripping my sleeves in the process. My gun belt and knife were stripped from me. I was forced to kneel—but only for a moment. I mustered every pound of muscle, every ounce of sinew, and exploded to my feet, threw off their holds, and twisted from their clutches. They held my torn sleeves, but not me. I was undaunted—even though my scalp was bleeding, and I was dizzy, and my eyes were blurred. I confronted my assailants—five hardened braves—and they suddenly stepped back, affrighted: Good lord, did they recognize me?


One of them grunted and pointed to my exposed right arm. I looked down and was reminded of the evil Indian tattooist who had affixed your image there, Libbie, and beneath your tattooed portrait, my Cavalryman’s motto, “Born to Ride.”


The braves’ guttural exclamations sounded like a Sioux dialect. They talked animatedly amongst themselves, and though I couldn’t make out what was said, I reckoned no good could come of it. Still, I was on my feet—and my attackers were unnerved. One of them eructed an authoritative grunt, ending their palaver. He looked at me, raised his hands, showing that he was unarmed; a sign of peace, I assumed—though Private McCutcheon and Herr Fetzer were bloody contradictions. The brave pushed his hands slightly forward as if asking me to sit down.


“I’d rather stand.”


He called out a command. Three more Indians bounded from the brake and charged me. I crouched, bracing for the impact. I got in one punch before crashing to the ground with all three of them. We thrashed around wrestling like caged weasels. At one point a savage hand, as big as a bear’s, grabbed the back of my head and shoved my face into the dirt. I managed to spin away, caught a glimpse of white clouds and blue sky, then a huge fist, red and menacing, shot up like the head of a giant cobra. It struck, and all was darkness.










CHAPTER TWO In Which I Experience a Reunion



When I awoke it was still dark—because I was blindfolded. I was astride an Indian pony, with no saddle, and my wrists were bound before me (which was considerate—behind me would have been much more painful). I sensed Indian guards riding to either side. If any man could ride a horse blind—even unconscious—and keep his seat, it is of course your beloved Autie; the Indians must have been impressed.


As the days passed, the blindfold never came off; my hands were never unbound; the sun and wind blistered my face and neck; my wrists chafed at their restraints. When it was time to feed and water me—and my captors weren’t generous with either food or drink—I felt a wooden spoon pressed against my parched lips.


Then something of a miracle happened. Behind us, faint but insistent, was the excited barking of a dog. The Indian outriders grunted and hissed. They seized my arms and wrenched off the blindfold. They nudged my horse to make a 180-degree turn. I blinked, my eyes unaccustomed to the glare of the sun. In the distance I saw Bad Boy, speeding towards us like a greyhound. Riding placidly in his wake was my Indian scout from Bloody Gulch, Billy Jack, astride an Indian pony and leading my horses Marshal Ney and Edward. He had an extraordinary companion riding side-saddle on a horse beside him: a nun. Surrounding them was a screen of mounted Indian braves.


Bad Boy was first to meet me. I was in no position to lean over and pet him, but I nodded him a salute. He took a sentry position beside my pony and acted as though the Indians were friendly; perhaps I had taught him too well.


Billy Jack rode up and saluted: “Reporting for duty, sir.”


“Your first duty, Sergeant, is to untie me. Thank goodness you’ve come.”


“Was not voluntary; these Indians brought us here—and they are not Crow. They are Meahtuah Sioux, cousins of the Boyanama Sioux. They recognized the markings on your arm—Boyanama work—and they know about her,” he nodded to the nun.


“Howdy, Marshal Armstrong, surprised to see me?” And I saw that hidden beneath that nun’s habit was the raven-haired villainess of my last adventure, Rachel, looking more wickedly attractive than ever. “I found out from your Indian that a religious vow can’t be taken by force. But I liked your idea of becoming a nun—not the vows, but the costume. I figured a disguise like this might come in handy—easy to make and gives me a free pass. No one connects a nun with a dead Indian trader like Larsen.”


“No, I suspect not.”


“And no white man bothers a nun with an Indian. He’d be afraid of getting roped into mission work.”


“I suppose, but what about the Indians?”


“The only Indians that matter are the Sioux—and to them I’m the widow of Bearstalker, daughter-in-law to Chief Linewalker. That merits honor, not trouble. It even merits an Indian escort. So,” said Rachel with a bewitching smile, “it seems that you’re at my mercy once again, Marshal Armstrong.”


“You know these Indians?”


“Like your scout says, the Meahtuah are kin to the Boyanama, so they know me. And I have a good reputation—despite knowing you.”


“I rescued you, Rachel. And you repaid me by conspiring with Larsen.”


“That’s in the past, Marshal—and both of us have plenty to regret. You need me now. These Indians will do what I say. As far as they know, you’re still my slave…”


“Your what?”


“… awarded to me by Chief Linewalker.”


“For goodness sakes, woman.”


“I stand between you and a scalping. You had a black scout, didn’t you?”


“Yes, Private Willie McCutcheon. He was butchered.”


“His wife was avenged; he wronged her; these are her people. Your fate is in my hands. They think you kidnapped me from the Boyanama Sioux: I am to decide whether you live or die.”


“But we escaped together.”


“If you behave yourself, we might again. I’ll have them untie you. They say there’s a small stream-fed lake down yonder. You can wash. I like my slaves clean. And we have new clothes for you. I thought ahead; I made a collection for indigent miners. Consider yourself one, because I think you just had a lucky strike.”


The minx actually winked at me. I was speechless. She said something to the Indians, the cords that bound my hands were cut, and I was yanked from the Indian pony. After days riding a bareback horse, grass under my boots felt good. Three braves escorted me to the river. I took the Indian medicine pouch that hung from a thong around my neck. It held my foldable toothbrush and a small supply of salt with which to brush my teeth. I completed my dental ablutions, and then gladly discarded my filthy clothes for the bracing cold of the lake. The water was clear and wonderfully reviving. Small fish darted about my feet; I was enlivened enough to try to catch them. Then I saw Billy Jack sitting on his haunches regarding me from the shoreline. He had a saddlebag over his shoulder and a hat box in his hands.


“Training?” he said.


“Training?”


“Yes, in Spanish, entrenando para una pelea; in French, entraînement pour un combat. You work speed of hand, yes?”


“Speed of hand—yes.”


“I brought you clothing: fresh, clean, donated by worthy Christians. I have Christian undergarments, shirts, trousers, socks—even a new Stetson hat. You will be well-dressed Marshal. You still have the star?”


“Yes, I still have the star.”


“Good. Think we may need it. Sister Rachel believes you head to San Francisco.”


“How the devil does she know that?”


“Nuns know many things.”


“She’s not a nun, Billy Jack.”


“I read somewhere, ‘Clothes maketh the man.’ Perhaps sanctity comes with costume.”


“If she’s a nun, then I’m a.…”


“Marshal—and General,” he said, and not for the first time, I wondered how much Billy Jack knew about me; more than I knew about him, I reckoned. He slid the saddlebag from his shoulder, unlatched it, and reached inside. “I even have a towel for after washing.”


“Well, throw it here, you…” I almost said “heathen,” but caught myself: “… you papist.”


“Ah yes, praise God.” He threw me the towel. “Hail Mary.”


I will say this: Rachel was an exceedingly clever woman—a woman of daring, dash, and plans, as you remember from my previous adventure, but also a good eye for clothes. She had managed to find me buckskins that fit as though they had been expertly tailored to my broad shoulders, barrel chest, narrow waist, and limber legs. I tilted the white Stetson onto my head and wished I had a mirror.


I had to rely on Billy Jack, who spouted, “Muy magnífico; in French, très magnifique; in Latin, valde magnificus; in Italian, molto magnifico.”


I affixed my badge to my buckskins and strode boldly to where “Sister” Rachel awaited me. It will not surprise you, dearest Libbie, that when I reappeared, Rachel gasped and clutched at her heart.


“Why, Marshal, those buckskins do you proud.”


“I’m obliged to you ma’am.”


“I think they’re enough to spare you—provided you accompany me to the transcontinental railroad at Promontory, and then see me safely to San Francisco.”


“I don’t have much choice, do I?”


“You could say no, but then I’d have the Indians kill you. They’d like nothing better.”


“I think we’ll save that for another time.”


“I’ll retain the option.”


“But why San Francisco?”


“I should think that’s obvious—it’s where you’re going, isn’t it?”


“Yes, but…”


“I need a chaperone for a big city like that.”


“But Rachel…”


“I saved your life. Your duty now is to protect me.”


I couldn’t deny that. And so I started on the trail anew, with Bad Boy, Billy Jack, Sister Rachel, my horse Marshal Ney, and my spare mount Edward. The Indians retreated whence they came, and, I assumed, we were not followed.


I grieved, of course, that my previous companions had been so horribly murdered and mutilated, but I gave the Indians credit: they had left our supplies intact. Moreover, Rachel’s cooking was such a dramatic improvement over Private McCutcheon’s, and Billy Jack was so much better and more affordable as a pathfinder than Herr Fetzer that even I—who, as you know, dearest Libbie, am not much given to theological speculation—had to wonder at how Providence had turned Herr Fetzer’s and Private McCutcheon’s grisly fates into our good fortune. Their lives had been well spent.


The conversation, too, improved. Rachel believed in self-improvement and spent many an evening conjugating French verbs with Billy Jack, eyeing me as she did so. I, however, took no part in language lessons, and instead sat by the fire, sketching diagrams of old battles in the dirt with a stick, instructing Bad Boy in the proper use of Cavalry. He was an attentive pupil.


These were pleasant days and nights, the weather was crisp and comfortable, the aroma of pines and firs wafted over us, and it seemed as though we traveled without a care. Occasionally I would go hunting to provide fresh meat. Sister Rachel was quite the picture, in her nun’s habit, with billowing sleeves retracted so she could stir our evening stews over the campfire. Really, it was almost idyllic, save for your absence, dear; but such things must be endured.


There were, of course, difficulties along the way. Some of the trail was hard, as Herr Fetzer had warned: there were precipitous cliffs and steep mountain ranges; the weather was not always kind; Indians we saw no more, but we noted bear-scratches on tree bark, and at night coyotes serenaded the moon. I will not bore you, though, with the details of that treacherous and exciting journey, which pitted me against the elements and the overbearing rudeness of the stationmaster at Promontory (I had to flash my badge to commandeer a suitable railcar for Bad Boy, Marshal Ney, Edward, and the horses belonging to Rachel and Billy Jack). As challenging as the journey was, it is not germane to my main story, and it might mislead you as to the tenor of our travels, because by the time we reached Promontory, we felt as optimistic as the wide open plains, a trio of titans—Marshal, Indian scout, and nun—on a pilgrimage to the city of Saint Francis.


At Promontory, we took advantage of its modicum of civilization. I bathed and shaved—and even acquired a new set of clothes (shirt, vest, and suit: more suitable, I thought, to a city like San Francisco) and laundered my buckskins. I don’t know how she did it—a mystery, perhaps, of the monastic life—but when I rejoined Sister Rachel, she was fragrant and glowing, her nun’s habit fresh and finely pressed, her cheeks aglow as from a perfumed bath, her eyes alight with—well, one could say “devilment,” but “anticipation” might be a better word—for the exciting journey to San Francisco.


“All aboard!”


Sister Rachel stepped onto the train, I followed, and Billy Jack came bearing our slight luggage—two bags I had bought at Promontory to hold whatever wouldn’t fit into our saddlebags. We entered a passenger car—and into a mystery. The entire car, though designed for passengers, had been turned into a baggage car, with boxes and cases resting on nearly every seat. It was as if the passengers had been kidnapped, leaving their voluminous belongings behind.


As a nun, mysteries and miracles were surely part of her daily prayers, but Sister Rachel stopped and gawped. Billy Jack, a red man of practicality, gently eased her aside and cleared two rows of seats for us.


“You and Sister Rachel take front row; I take back row with luggage.”


Sister Rachel and I did as we were bidden. The train jerked forward and then rocked gently on its rails.


“Strange,” Rachel said, “for a passenger car to be used like this.”


“Yes, isn’t it? But if it pays the freight—perhaps all this belongs to some millionaire in San Francisco, having it shipped out for his wife or something.”


“Oh, Armstrong,” Rachel said, grasping my arm in a way that I thought inappropriate for a nun. “San Francisco—civilization: dances, dresses, dinners.”


“Yes, my dear, but since you have the window seat, I suggest you enjoy the view. The West, my dear: big, expansive, untamed—I feel at one with it.”


My eyes looked beyond her, out the window, and appreciated the passing countryside. I had but a few moments, however, to enjoy it. Billy Jack leaned over the seat and whispered, “Marshal, passenger come.”


I turned to see a delightful young lady who had entered our car from the rear entrance. I stood as she approached. She bowed and curtsied, almost like a supplicant—then I realized it was for Rachel’s benefit, given her nunly garb.


“Excuse me, señor; sister.” She pointed at the aisle seat of our row of three. “May I?”


“Why certainly, ma’am.”


She took the seat. As I sat adjacent my sense of duty was immediately aroused. She was quite the exotic character, dark of hair and eye, olive of complexion, and with that Latin intensity that comes perhaps from the promiscuous use of peppers in Spanish cooking. Her black, coal-fired eyes burned—as so many have done in my presence—with a passion that belied her demure fluttering lashes. When she spoke, it was with fiery rapidity, but in a whisper, and with a beguiling trace of Spanish.


“Señor, I am loath to disturb you. I did not expect you to travel with a nun… and with an Indian.”


“They were unexpected but most welcome company, as are you, señorita.” I thought my own touch of Spanish might put her at ease.


“You are most kind. When I entered at the rear of the car, I saw you. You appeared deep in thought. You write in your head?”


“Right in my head?”


“They told me you do such things.”


“Really, they did?”


“Wait, señor, before we continue, it is important that I know: you are alone—except for the sister and the Indian, yes?”


“At present, yes; my companions are in a separate car.”


“I see. You come with many men?”


“Not men exactly. I sent the men away—if you mean the Indians.”


“Indians? Away, señor? Not to Neustraguano?”


“No, señorita, not to… may I help you in some way?”


“I expected to find you in San Francisco.”


“You did?”


“Why yes, señor.”


“Why?”


“Ah, I understand—you fear being overheard. You suspect hidden ears behind these bags and boxes. But, señor, I assure you, I booked this car for myself; so if you boarded alone with the sister and the Indian, then you are still alone, except for me.”
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