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Praise for ARMSTRONG

“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

“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 Globes-nominated screenwriter and co-executive producer of Cheers
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For Sally, my own Libbie Custer
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Invictus Maneo
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CHAPTER ONE

In Which I Reveal How I Was Born to Ride

Dear Libbie,

I realize it must be quite a shock to learn that I am not dead, but by these tokens you will know that it is true. First, the bearer of this packet will be a man over six feet tall, well-groomed, dark of hair, with a pleasing countenance and Southern manner and eyepatch embroidered with the rebel flag (it could be over either eye; he doesn’t actually need it but uses it as a signaling device: on the left eye it means Indians or desperadoes to the west; on the right eye, to the east; one if by land, two if by sea).

He should answer to the name of Beauregard Gillette. When it comes to cards he is sharp as a razor. Don’t let your friends play with him. With women he is as smooth as a bar of soap but a moral man all the same. I trust him implicitly.

Besides the manuscript you hold in your hands, he will give you a curl of my golden hair, a clipping from my moustache, and a tintype of me disguised as a Chinaman (though you, Libbie, will no doubt see through the disguise).

I cannot come back to you myself, my dearest, though I long to do so, until I can show that the massacre at the Little Bighorn River was through no fault of my own. We were betrayed, as surely as the Spartans at Thermopylae. But I must be able to prove it. And I am in the process of doing so, though I don’t know how many weeks, or months, or even years it may take. I will restore the name of your husband to the ranks of military glory.

How did I survive? I will write more about that later, but for now suffice it to say that I grieve for the loss of my men, my brothers Tom and Boston, young Autie and Lieutenant Calhoun, and even my gallant horse Vic. (I assume he perished, though Dandy was kept back and is likely safe. If you have my staghounds Bleuch and Tuck—I left them behind; the Army may have returned them to you—I’d appreciate it if you’d send them to me through Beauregard. As you know, it can be lonely out here in the vast expanses of the West.)

One moment I was in the center of an ever-receding circle of my Seventh Cavalry, amidst the crack of gunfire, the stench of gun smoke, the shouting of the men, the crazed yelping of the Indians, the stinking sweat of our men and theirs, and then one massive Indian crashed into me like an enraged bear, and I rolled on the ground with him—he clubbing and missing with his stone-headed ax, me striking his snarling primeval face with my gloved left fist while my right hand, holding a revolver, was pinned to the ground in his vicious grip.

Then a sudden darkness.

When I awoke, I saw a striking pair of brown eyes, the classical features of a beautiful woman—only the bottom half of her face was that of a skull, a bone-white jaw and sugar-cube white teeth in a rictus grin. As my bleary eyes cleared, I realized the skull was the design on a neckerchief that she wore over her nose like a cowboy does on a dusty trail.

She removed the neckerchief, revealing the fullness of her beauty, and said in a variant of the Sioux language that I could understand because, I later realized, it was Sioux-accented English, “Your hair is as radiant as the sun, your eyes as blue as the dawn of a happy day, a son of the morning star”—the usual thing. But then she added, “An Apollo, an Adonis in his prime.” I’d never reckoned a Sioux to know Greek mythology. So, I tried my luck.

“Begging your pardon, ma’am, but are you white?”

“Why, yes, of course. Are you delirious?”

“But you speak Sioux, or at least a Sioux dialect.”

“Yes, Boyanama Sioux.”

My head, neck, and shoulders ached with a dull throbbing pain, and I stared at her, my mind still somewhat hazy, as though she were a ministering angel and felt for my Indian medicine pouch, the gift of a Ree scout that hung from a thong around my neck. There was no superstition attached to it—it held a small supply of salt and a foldable toothbrush for circumstances such as this. I extracted the toothbrush, snapped it open, licked its bristles wet, applied some salt, and busily scrubbed my teeth as she went on.

“They kidnapped me—long ago, it seems, but it wasn’t. You’re safe now. Don’t worry. But . . . but what are you doing?”

I spat out blood-tinged salt and said, “Just freshening my breath, ma’am. Never want to offend a lady.” She looked at me quizzically, so I decided to change the subject. “Begging your pardon, ma’am, but where am I? Last thing I remember, I was grappling with an enormous enraged Indian covered in nightmarish tattoos. I suppose I must have killed him.” I flexed my gloved fists. They felt strong as ever.

“You did—and then I rescued you.”

“Well, much obliged, ma’am.”

“He was my husband—my Indian husband. By their law, I claimed you as my slave.”

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “Your slave, ma’am?”

“Yes, and you should be glad; only I can kill you now—or a warrior on my behalf. They call me Scalp-Not-My-Woman, but you can call me Rachel. That was my name before . . . before I was taken by Bearstalker.”

“Well, thank you very much. And about your husband . . .”

“That, thank goodness, is over. You have freed me.”

I reached to tip my hat, but it wasn’t there—lost on the battlefield, I reckoned. I also wondered how my right glove, tucked into my belt during the battle, had been restored to my right hand. I said, “Well, ma’am, happy to be of service.”

“I do have a question, though.”

“About your new slave, I suppose.”

“Actually, yes: the Cheyenne women say you belong to them—that you are married to Monahsetah.”

I nearly swore under my breath. Will I never be rid of this wretched rumor? It was an embarrassing and painful subject, of course, and I shook my head and sighed.

It is true, Libbie, as I’ve told you, that Monahsetah had the grace and dignity of a chief’s daughter and that for an Indian she was exceedingly comely, with a well-shaped head, a luxuriant growth of the most beautiful silken tresses, rivaling in color the blackness of the raven and extending, when allowed to fall loosely over her shoulders, to below her waist. It is also true that she was a spirited woman who shot her first husband before she divorced him—and you know how I love a spirited woman.

She was, as well, very useful to me as a translator negotiating peace with the Plains Indians. It is even true, however shameful it is to relate, that campaigning soldiers sometimes take on squaws as companions. But I was not one of them. And Cheyenne women, especially noble Cheyenne women, are noted among the Indians for their chastity. Granted, there is some reason, perhaps, to fault Monahsetah on those grounds—but not, I hasten to add, to indict me. It is true that she bore two children of unknown provenance. But the first was conceived before I had even met her. The second was named Yellow Bird, and while gossips wagged their tongues about that name and pointed to supposed blond tints in the child’s hair, I was not the child’s father; and if that child was named after me—something I do not know for a fact—it is no doubt a tribute to Monahsetah’s admiration for my commanding presence, strength, courage, and dash—qualities that, as you know, Indians value highly, perhaps more so than people do back East. But I need hardly say, dearest Libbie, that my vows bind me to you alone, and despite Monahsetah’s charming manners, girlish figure, cascading inky black tresses, and natural affection for me, you know that your Autie would never be tempted.

So, I quickly set my rescuer aright. “No, by any white man’s law, I have only one wife, and that is my darling Libbie. I can have no other.”

“You might need me,” she said. “Your men are dead; the Sioux are celebrating.”

I hadn’t heard them before—but I heard them now, a distant howling; dull drumbeats prodding them on.

“They’ll force you to take an oath. It will make you a Boyanama Sioux. It will be protection of a sort, but it will come at a high price. You will be their prisoner, as I am.”

She motioned to two, giant, aboriginal red men I hadn’t noticed earlier. They were standing far enough behind her that I had to raise my neck, painfully, to see them. They were ugly and brutish, ritually scarred, tattooed, and painted. They had rifles at the ready, and their dark eyes gleamed with hatred. I’d have returned their spite if I’d had the energy, but I felt sick and filthy, winded and battered. I had scraped the blood from my teeth, but it still caked my nostrils and stuck in my throat, and I could feel it dried like thin red clay around my ears.

She nodded at the Indian guards, and they slung their rifles and lifted me, roughly, to my feet. Normally I would have shrugged them off, but I couldn’t—each one had a hand clasped beneath my armpits, like the top of a crutch. Rachel led the way, and, supported by the red men, I staggered after her. Ahead of me, across a gentle rising meadow, maybe only forty yards away, I saw dozens of tepees, smoke rising from fires, and small dark figures—children, I reckoned—darting under the illumination of the slowly rising sun. There was a wikiup set off from the tepees and nearer to us. An animal hide flapped at its entrance. The Indians gripped me hard and shoved me through.

The interior of the wattled wikiup was dark and smelt of horse dung and wood smoke. Through the dusk I saw the leering smile of a crazy-eyed, grey-haired, old Indian, his hair mostly tied in two long braids, but with wisps tangled on his skull like a nest of spider webs. Before him was something like an inkstand, made out of a bear claw with a knitting needle stuck in it.

Most Indians wear warpaint, but these Indians, like Bearstalker, whom I had slain, and the belligerent guards who stood behind me, had tattoos running over their faces and arms and everywhere. Except for the tasteful, dutiful rendition of his initials, the flag of the Republic, and Lady Liberty on the arm of my impetuous brother Tom, I had rarely seen a tattoo before, even on sailors, and you can imagine my dismay when Scalp-Not-My-Woman (who was unmarked herself) told me that this was part of my induction: I was to be tattooed as a Boyanama Sioux.

At least I was given a choice of my defacement. The crazy old man handed me a stick, dripping with blood, apparently, and asked me to draw my preferred design—my Indian coat of arms, as it were—on the back of an elk hide, which served as a sketchpad. For a moment I was at a loss; then, inspired, I reached to find my muse, and it was gone. In a frenzy I patted the shreds of my uniform trying to find it.

“Looking for this?” Scalp-Not-My-Woman held out my locket compass—the one with your portrait. It swung gently from its chain. “I should have left it behind, when we pulled you from the battlefield, but every woman has a heart.”

I took it gratefully, stared wistfully at your image, and on that hide I drew the only escutcheon for me. I handed the marked-up hide to the old man, along with the locket so that he could see what I was driving at. He nodded, examined the compass carefully, and then shook it, trying to make the needle shift. He tapped your portrait. I nodded in turn. He eructed a dry laugh, and a hideous, bestial grin played across his features.

He pointed to my face. I shook my head and tapped my arm. He said something to Scalp-Not-My-Woman. They exchanged guttural remarks, which seemed slightly heated, and then he chuckled again like a dog choking on its dinner, and she helped me, gingerly, out of my shirt. I was as sore as if I had gone twenty rounds with Gypsy Jem Mace; my ribs ached with every movement of my arms. The Indian motioned for me to place my hands together. I did and he bound them tightly with rawhide strips, his sneering grin growing as he did so. He examined my left arm—as an artist, I suppose, might examine his canvas.

“Golden Hair?” said Scalp-Not-My-Woman.

“Yes, I do have golden hair. What of it?”

But it was merely a ruse to get my mouth open. She drove a large stick horizontally between my parted teeth and against my protesting tongue. The stick was too big for my teeth to crunch or my tongue to dislodge. Then the crazy old man went to work, plunging that needle into my skin like a lunatic woodpecker doing its worst to a pine, and applying his dyes or whatever they were. I tried to scream in protest—not just at the mutilation of my arm but also because it was being done entirely at odds with the image I had given him. It took hours of low-grade torment before he had turned my entire left arm into what I assume was some Indian depiction of flames shooting down from my shoulder to my wrist.

The old codger had stamina—I’ll give him that. Without a break he moved to my right arm. To ensure my cooperation, he tapped the locket with your picture and pointed at my upper arm. He had me flex it so that the muscle grew large, and on it now imprinted is your sacred name: Libbie; your portrait too, as if a mad Indian Michelangelo had engraved it there, which I suppose he had, in a way; and Feb 9, our wedding date. Circling it like an aura is my new motto, the only motto for a cavalryman: Born to Ride.

When we meet again, my dearest, it will be another way for you to know it is truly I, George Armstrong Custer. For when we meet again, I may be in disguise.

One thing I hope you will not mistake me for is a red man, despite my being inducted into the ranks of the Boyanama Sioux.

That ceremony was an astonishing thing. The two dull-eyed warriors who were my guards frogmarched me into a scene of primitive frenzy—drums throbbing, braves dancing, their guttural voices joining the ululating of the squaws. To me it sounded as if they were chanting a dirge from their primeval past, when the earth was inhabited only by people like themselves . . . or like me, now that I was to become one of them.

I was still stripped to the waist—which inevitably caused a little flutter among the squaws—with the stick jammed in my mouth and my hands bound. I was hatless under the hot sun, and my tattooed arms dripped blood. A warrior stepped forward with a knife in his hand. The blade was dirty and stained but sharp enough, and he severed the rawhide tethers from my hands. It was freedom, but only for a moment, as other warriors grabbed me and shoved me against a six-foot-high stake. My arms were pulled behind me, and new rawhide bands bound me to it, while warriors gathered round, thrusting spears and lances and stone-headed clubs. The drums pounded harder, and the warriors came closer. They slapped their chests and snarled. Brave girl that she was, Scalp-Not-My-Woman strode up to me and pulled the stick from my mouth. Involuntarily I coughed up a wad of blood. It rested for a vile moment on my tongue, and I spat it on the ground.

“Awahuh!” the Indians shouted as one. The drums silenced. The warriors drew back a step. Their dark, menacing faces grew darker. They sensed an insult. A spear was flung directly between my feet. A tall man—built big and strong, but old now, his back slightly bent, his gait stiff—emerged from the mass. Around his neck, like a chain-mail collar that seemed to weigh him down, was a necklace of what appeared to be linked coins. Even with that accoutrement, he was an ugly brute—grey-black hair hanging lank; a pugilist’s nose; a pessimist’s frown; exhausted-looking eyes; his face dotted and dashed with either warpaint or tattoos—and arrogant. No doubt he had been a mighty warrior once, but I reckoned a feral challenger could take him now, if he dared.

He pointed to Scalp-Not-My-Woman and barked at her in a Sioux dialect I couldn’t understand. She came between us, our translator.

His voice was not just guttural, like the others’, but gravelly.

“Chief Linewalker asks why you do not fear him. His men slaughtered your pony soldiers. He could slaughter you now. But you look, he says, like the cougar—golden hair and ready to fight.”

“You can tell him,” I said, looking the old man straight in the eye, “that I fear no man—least of all those who fear their own bodies, their own faces, and have to desecrate them with the designs of a crazy old man with a knitting needle.”

“I can’t tell him that—he won’t understand.”

“I think he will.”

“Awahuh!” It was exhalation from the crowd.

The chief eyed me steadily, then his gravelly voice vomited up a thought for Scalp-Not-My-Woman to translate.

“He says, ‘Why did you allow it then on your own arm, the arm that wields the gun and the saber?”

“Because I do not fear his silly medicine; I have turned it to my own uses. This”—I flexed my right arm and nodded towards it, trying to highlight your portrait and name—“is the great white queen I serve. This”—I nodded again, trying to indicate my motto—“will tell every white man that I am, proudly, a pony soldier, no matter what you do to the rest of my body.”

“He asks about your great white queen. You are Golden Hair, a pony soldier. You are not a warrior of the red jacket. He means a Canadian.”

“Yes, I know what he means. You can tell him that the red jackets and I are blood brothers, brothers of the sword.”

The chief held out a savage knife, like a primitive Bowie knife, handle forward. With my hands still bound, I couldn’t take it, but that seemed to be the idea.

“He says that while the Boyanama Sioux celebrate a great victory, they also mourn for the loss of their braves, including my . . . my former husband. He says that, as my slave, you must assist in my mourning. You must take this knife and cut a top knuckle from one of my fingers.”

A feeling of revulsion shot through my body like a sudden wave of fever; every sinew of manliness within me was aroused against this outrage; and I glared at the chief as I had glared at few men in my life. For I knew exactly what he meant; I had seen Indians in mourning before: they scarify their faces, arms, and bodies with knives, dull knives, wielded not with the skill of a surgeon but with the brute stupidity of a savage. It is not uncommon for a widowed spouse to lop off the first joint of her little finger. When the wound heals, the skin retracts and the remaining bone protrudes in a most revolting way. I would not let that happen to Scalp-Not-My-Woman.

“You fiendish dog of hell,” I said. “I will not—and you will not—touch one hair of that woman. If you need some sacrifice, take it not from the hands of she-who-should-remain-unblemished, take it from . . . my moustache!”

“But Golden Hair . . .”

“Tell him!”

“Awahuh!” All the Indians were astonished—except for Linewalker. He showed no emotion but eyed me beadily.

“He says you find Boyanama Sioux customs bestial.”

“Yes, I do.”

“He says, ‘But you will soon be one of us.’ ”

“If that is so, tell him, it is by compulsion—and I can only hope that I can make him and his people the better for it.”

“He says you are arrogant—but brave.”

“I fear no man.”

The chief came towards me, flipped the knife around so that its blade faced me, and, with a sudden violence I didn’t expect, raked it across my left shoulder. I couldn’t help but recoil when he pressed his rubbery lips to the wound, sucked blood, and spat it at the spear point between my feet.

Then he shouted something and the knife was above my nose, as though he intended to plunge it between my eyes. But instead he paused, made the slightest incision in my forehead and another on his palm, and clasped that hand to my brow, chanting some words as he did so.

He barked another order and a brave cut me loose from the stake. The chief slit his own forearm. He motioned for me to extend mine. He slit it and we shook hands in the manner of the ancient Romans, forearm to forearm.

“He says he will spare my finger as a courtesy to you, as you are now a blood brother of the Boyanama Sioux. He says you will kill the Indians no more forever.”

“Tell him that I am a man of my word, and if those are the terms of my parole, I accept them.”

The chief shouted at me and gave me a ceremonial punch to the chest. I gulped hard to keep from spitting blood. Then he turned to his braves, gave them a one-minute hellfire sermon (at least that’s what it sounded like), and as they gathered round, yippying like dancing devils, he passed through them, broken nose held high.

“It is done,” Scalp-Not-My-Woman said. “Thank goodness that’s over. There is already a tepee set aside for us.”

“For us?”

“Remember, you are my slave.”

“Oh, yes, yes of course, ma’am.”

You can imagine how discomfited I was to become the slave of a beautiful woman—even if she had saved my life. Still, I had no choice but to follow her into her relatively charming little tepee—much nicer than that filthy wikiup of the tattooist. There were even two bearskin rugs laid upon the earth. We reclined on them. Her Indian husband must have been a man of prominence.

“He was,” she said. “He was the son of Chief Linewalker.”

Well, that threw me. I couldn’t image such an accommodation in the white world. You kill a man’s son, you become a slave to his daughter-in-law, and you get inducted as the old man’s blood brother. No one can deny the Indians have their points.

“What now?” I asked.

“Now you do as I say.”

“What happens when the Army comes looking for me?”

“They won’t. We put another golden hair in your place. Those are his buckskins.” She pointed to a neatly laid out uniform behind the bear rug. “They are now yours. You will wear them. His hair was cut short, like yours.”

“There’s more to me than hair and clothes.”

She gave me a baleful glare. “You’ve seen an Indian battlefield—not just the scalps but the bellies ripped open, the unspeakable things they do. Bodies full of arrows, lining them like porcupine quills. Heads, arms, hands, and legs chopped off. Knives plunged into eyes. Tongues ripped out. That didn’t happen to this man; we guarded him. He was shot in two places, but his body wasn’t desecrated. They only plunged awls in his ears to aid his hearing in the afterlife—or that’s what the Indians think. Your scouts will mark it as a sign of respect. He wasn’t mutilated—so he can be identified as you.”

“But they’ll know it’s not me.”

“He fooled the Cheyenne women; he’ll fool your army. I knew him well—he was a slave too.”

“Now hold on there, Scalp-Not-My-Woman . . .”

“Call me Rachel.”

“I’m not calling anyone who keeps white men as slaves Rachel.”

“He was captured and spared on my word. He was another soldier, or a former one, maybe a deserter. They found him riding in the Black Hills.”

“So, you’re the Pocahontas of the Plains. Any other white slaves around here?”

“No—unless you consider me; and I wish you would.”

“There was no initiation for you?”

“Not the kind you had. Another of my names is Tattoo-Not-My-Woman-On-Her-Face-On-Her-Arms-On-Her-Legs-On-Her . . .”

“I get the idea. You were too valuable as is.”

“I think you’ll find me very valuable too. I can help you escape. We can escape together. They trust me. They still don’t trust you.”

“Well, that makes us even, because I don’t trust them—not even as blood brothers. And I’m not sure I trust you—though I am indebted to you, ma’am. If it’s not an indelicate question, how many white slaves have you had?”

“Only two—including you.”

“And you had my predecessor killed.”

“I learned how to be cold-hearted from the Indians. It was his life or yours; and he could do nothing for me. You are General Custer. I saw you on the battlefield. I saw you kill Bearstalker. I saw you fight as bravely as any man has ever fought. You can rescue me.”

“And what about my look-alike?”

“He had hair like yours. But he didn’t have your spirit, your strength. Oh, physically he was close enough—close enough to fool a Cheyenne. And anyone who looks for bodies on that horrible battlefield will take him as you; his body was arranged to make it seem so. But really he was not at all like you. He was weak. He was afraid. He was no companion, no leader for an escape. But you are General Custer. You can get me out of this horrible place, away from these horrible Indians.”

High praise indeed, camped, as we were, among hundreds if not thousands of them; but warranted, I had to grant. “It’ll take some thinking,” I said.

“But you,” she repeated, “are General Custer. You will find a way.”

Yes, I thought, I better.
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She was a clever one. Scalp-Not-My-Woman had already secured us two excellent mounts—abandoned cavalry horses that, for my money, were better than the best Indian pony. I inspected the horses while giving the impression to any spying Indians of merely doing my mistress’s bidding, rubbing the horses down and cleaning their hooves. They would do fine.

The Boyanama Sioux, many of them, were still drunk, literally or figuratively, on their massacre of my troops—dancing and chanting and drumming—and I hated them for it. But the soberer ones, like Linewalker, were preparing to move—they had apparently moved once already, immediately after the battle; I’d slept through it, unconscious, dragged on a travois. They were expecting vengeance from the U.S. Cavalry, and I hoped that vengeance would soon make its appearance.

In the meantime, I was busy too. Scalp-Not-My-Woman bossed me like the slave I allegedly was—and I played my part. I had a big audience. Plenty of braves, I noticed, kept an eagle eye on me—whether because they didn’t trust me, or because they wanted to kill me and claim Scalp-Not-My-Woman as their own, or merely out of admiration, I do not know. I wasn’t much interested in making conversation with them. And I doubt that talk was much on their minds either. That’s not the Indian way.

“Linewalker intends to leave at first light tomorrow,” said Scalp-Not-My-Woman. “Do you have a plan?”

Sure enough, by now I did. I figured that the worst thing we could do was bolt quickly. Better would be to withdraw with Linewalker and lull him and his braves into thinking I had accepted my lot. When their eyes were less keen, we would slip away on the trail. The Great Sioux Reservation was to our east—and though plenty of vaguely peaceable Sioux would cover for him, I reckoned Linewalker had no intention of going in that direction. Most likely he would head north, maybe all the way to the Canadian border. I didn’t have a map, but I thought our best route of escape was along the Yellowstone River heading west. My goal was Bloody Dick Creek, near Red Butte and Coyote Flats, a place that I had seen on a map before and that I reckoned would put us beyond the reach of the retreating Boyanama Sioux. But our chances depended on how much Linewalker valued his daughter-in-law—and on that point, I was worried.

The more I got to know her, the whiter Scalp-Not-My-Woman became. She was olive-skinned, whether from the sun or from some Indian dye or because of a tincture of Indian or Spanish blood, I couldn’t say. But I can say that her father had been, of all things, a judge—or so she told me. He had come, idealistically, to bring law to the West and been an itinerant magistrate. A widower, he traveled with his daughter. While riding from one small-town court to another, they were ambushed by a Sioux war party. Bearstalker captured Rachel—a mere girl of sixteen, as she then was—and took her for his squaw.

Being a judge’s daughter, she was educated and refined, which had made her imprisonment among the Sioux all the more horrible. Still, all in all, they had treated her relatively well, and as Bearstalker’s woman she held authority and respect in the tribe. I had to assume she inspired a mite bit of jealousy as well. And she was as cunning as an Indian. When I told her how we might melt away with the retreat, she nodded and added a touch of her own.

The morning of our departure, I was awake before the Indians, or most of them. Scalp-Not-My-Woman had brought me breakfast—jerky and a pancake washed down with water—and we were packed and ready to ride. Linewalker, I noticed, kept a beady father-in-law’s eye on us. It was pretty clear my blood brother thought I had tainted blood. From his perspective, he was right.

The Indian caravan set out at dawn. Their belongings were few and easily transportable. And they kept a sorry camp. They had no concern for good order or cleanliness—and if you don’t care about cleaning up and burying your waste, you can move a lot faster.

As I predicted, the path went north—and it was only us, the Boyanama Sioux. I had no idea where the other tribes were headed—indeed I saw no other tribes. Our encampment must have been set some ways off from the mass of Sioux and Cheyenne we had battled. I reckoned we had more than two hundred braves and at least as many women and children among us. Scalp-Not-My-Woman and I had started near the vanguard, but slowly—I hoped imperceptibly—we fell back along the trail, until we were near the rear guard by dusk. As dark settled in, Scalp-Not-My-Woman pulled away into a spinney set in a gulley. A brave guarding the tribe’s small remuda rode over to question me.

I had pledged to kill no more Indians; but I had said nothing about knocking them senseless. So, while he was in mid-guttural interrogation, I struck him full-on with a gloved fist that sent him reeling. He was a young brave, not yet fully grown, and I caught him with my other hand and lifted him onto my horse. I herded his horse and another, cut from the remuda, down to where Scalp-Not-My-Woman was waiting with our little surprise for the Boyanama Sioux.

She gagged the young brave with her skull-decorated neckerchief and bound his wrists and ankles with strips of rawhide. Then she unloaded the bear rugs she had draped over her horse.

Stuffed within the rugs were cleverly packaged bundles of clothes and sticks and grass that she quickly fashioned into a dummy woman and a dummy man. We tied the dummies to the two Indian ponies I had brought with me.

I led the horses back up to the trail and sent them trotting after the remuda. If the Indians were looking for us, and didn’t look too closely in the dark, they might be fooled—or so she thought, and I reckoned she knew the Boyanama Sioux better than I did.

We remounted our cavalry horses and rode west, riding quietly at first and then at a full gallop in what I guessed was the direction of the Yellowstone River, beyond which was the Idaho Territory. I reached for my locket compass—I wanted to calculate how long it would take us—only to find that, once again, it was missing. And then I realized that I hadn’t seen it since I had been tattooed. I reined up next to Scalp-Not-My-Woman and said, I confess a bit roughly, “Where’s my compass?”

“Don’t worry; I took care of it.”

“What do you mean, you took care of it?”

She looked me straight in the eye and said, “I left it with the old man, the Indian who tattooed you.”

“You what?”

“I should have left it on the corpse of the man impersonating you. But as I said, every woman has a heart.”

“And so you gave it to that lunatic Indian who defaced me for life?”

“If someone saw it, it would betray your identity.”

“And I suppose this tattoo doesn’t.”

“Not in the same way. You can explain that. The tattoo is not as exact. And how many people are going to see it? Anyway, I had to let him keep the locket—or he would have tattooed her face on yours; he wanted to make Golden Hair a woman.”

Now, Libbie, no couple has ever been more devoted than we are, but it was horrible to contemplate you smeared across my face in whatever ashy dye that mad Indian had used on my arms. The idea was like something out of an Edgar Allan Poe story—eerie, horrifying, a transformation most foul—though of course you are wonderful with your own face on your own body.

“You did right,” I finally said to Scalp-Not-My-Woman. “Still, I will miss it—the locket, that is—and my wife’s picture.”

“It’s closer to you now than it’s ever been,” she said, and there was no doubting that.

We rode through the night, pressing our horses as hard as we reasonably could. Summers in Montana are hot, naturally, though the nights are cool; and as it can snow in the mountains as late as June, finding streams to keep the horses watered was no great trouble. We stopped around noon in a pleasant grove of trees to rest the horses and ourselves. I told Scalp-Not-My-Woman to sleep while I kept watch, but she insisted on keeping watch with me.

“You cannot know, General Custer, how long, how desperately long, I have waited for this moment. I’m not going to let anything go wrong now.”

I appreciated the sentiment but had to say, “You do realize, my good woman, that I am a trained officer of the United States Army and can spot enemy cavalry as well as any man alive.”

“Then look there,” she said.

Sure enough, there was a war party on the horizon, perhaps as many as a dozen braves. We had no weapons to speak of—they had allowed me a small knife—and the Indians had my word not to kill them. As good as our horses were, they were near spent. The Indian ponies, though, couldn’t be much rested either. I scanned the ground west. There was a ravine just beneath us that would keep us screened from the Indians, at least until they ran into it themselves, or unless they had spotted us already. I took our horses and guided them down.

“All right,” I said, patting my horse’s mane, “don’t die on me, old boy, but let’s go as fast as you can.”

We shot through that ravine like a storm shower down a drainpipe, and we kept riding until our horses were so soaked in sweat that patting their sides was like slapping a sodden sponge. We rode out the opposite side of the ravine and kept riding until we found a hillock topped by a cluster of trees and lined by a trickling stream—a perfect position to rest our horses and spot the enemy, if he was still after us. Scalp-Not-My-Woman and I watched for pursuit, resting the horses for a good two hours. Then I turned to her and said, “I can’t bring myself to call you Rachel yet, but I’m willing to call you Scout—you’ve earned it.”

She batted her eyelashes, as you women do, and said in reply, “All right, you can call me Scout—if I can call you Scalp-Not-My-Man.”

It seemed a fair trade. She had saved my scalp once already. She might be in a position to do it again.

We remounted and moved farther along, finally making camp at dusk in a copse of sweet-smelling pines and firs. There was a rocky outcrop that served as my watchtower over the land behind us. I felt pretty confident now. Much as they wanted to recover Scalp-Not-My-Woman and her slave, the warriors were likely on a tight leash. I’m sure in his dastardly Indian heart, Linewalker would have enjoyed torturing us; I’m sure he valued Scalp-Not-My-Woman as a possession; but Indians aren’t romantics, and he had a tribe to save—and maybe cavalry on his heels, or so I hoped—and his braves, I expected, had orders to return if they didn’t capture us quickly.

The next morning we led our horses down a gentle slope onto a long flat plain. Smack in the middle of it was salvation—a town of fairish size, a church steeple prominent at the far end. Our cavalry horses knew immediately that it was their salvation too and picked up their pace. The townsfolk thought we made a sight—a sunburnt, buckskinned hero (or so they seemed to regard me, but I’m used to that, and I didn’t pay it any mind) and his beautiful half-breed squaw.

We rode to the livery stables to get our horses settled.

“Looks like you rode these critters pretty hard.”

“They’re sturdy mounts. Indians made us ride faster.”

“That they shorley do. How long will you be stayin’, mister?”

“Oh, I reckon maybe a week.”

“Them’s cavalry mounts, ain’t they?”

“Used to be a soldier myself. Bought ’em on my way out.”

“I see. You got bills of sale for ’em?”

“Used to, but they’re long gone. Been trappin’ in the hills; got no use for paper. Still wear my gauntlets, though, and my cavalry boots—kinda grew attached to those.”

“Fair enough. All righty, then. You just sign the ledger. Payment’s half in advance; half when you collect your horses.”

I wasn’t about to sign the ledger “Colonel Custer,” and I suddenly realized that I hadn’t a penny to my name. But as you know, in a crisis I’m a quick thinker.

“Name’s Armstrong,” I said, flourishing that signature on the paper. “And I’m a little short of money right now. Trapping ain’t what it used to be. But I tell you what. I’ve got two bearskin rugs on that horse there. You can take ’em both as payment in full.”

“Well, there now, I reckon that’s a fair shake. Thank ye kindly, Mr. Armstrong.”

“How do I find the hotel?”

“That’d be the Applejack Hotel, right over there. And if you and the Misses are looking for some entrytainment, there’s a show in town.”

“Wonderful. I do love a good show.”

“We’ve got a fancy stage with a curtain and all at the saloon. Sallie Saint-Jean’s Showgirls and Follies, they call it. Some trick shootin’ too, they say. If you want to wet your whistle and get a quick peek, saloon’s right over there—the Branch Creek Saloon, best in town, just across the street. Assumin’ the Misses don’t mind.”

“No, I’m sure she doesn’t.”

Scout smiled like the white woman she was but stayed as quiet as an Indian.

As we walked out of the stables, she grasped my arm—the one with your name on it. “General, how are we going to pay for the hotel?” She gripped my arm harder. “I’d forgotten about hotels, clean sheets, real food, dresses—we’re free, General Custer, we’re free!”

“And we’re broke,” I added. “And from now on call me Armstrong; and yes, I’ll call you Rachel; and truth be told, I’m a colonel, thanks to that ape Grant—a dead colonel as far as the world knows.”

“But you were a general . . .”

“Yes, and will be again, if there’s any justice in this world. In the meantime, I’ll make us some money. Before I took the vow, I knew something about taverns and games of chance.” I espied a general store. “Now you go on over there and make a mental list of all the things you’d like to buy, and I’ll be around in a little while.”

She did as she was bidden, practically skipping down the street—she was more girlish and white by the minute—and I set my boots on the floorboards of the saloon. No shortage of men at tables. I saw the quiet, curtained stage to my right. Normally, as you know, I drink milk, but I figured I wouldn’t find that here. “Sarsaparilla,” I told the bartender.

“Sarsaparilla?”

“Or plain branch water if you don’t have it.”

“Naw, I got the sarsaparilla.”

I turned around, leaned against the bar, and said, “I’ve been up in the hills for months. Looking for a game. Anyone oblige me?”

“Well, surely, mister,” rang from several tables. I winked at the bartender. “I’ll be back with your shekels in a few minutes.” I tipped my fingers to my brow in acknowledgement to all and settled at a table where the men looked most well-to-do.

“Don’t have any pocket change, but if you’ll stake me, have some furs tucked away at the livery stable. They should be worth a tidy sum.”

“Reckon we can get you started. Where you from?”

“Oh, been traveling for so long, it’s almost hard to recollect. Ohio, originally, but been out West for quite a spell. Was in the cavalry for a while; trappin’ now mostly.”

“Did you hear that, boys?” said a rough-looking customer from another table. “Cavalry— down to the boots and drinkin’ sarsaparilla, don’t it figure—and on credit. How’s men like that supposed to protect us from them Indians? They couldn’t protect themselves from a doe-eyed mule.”

I looked this ruffian square in the face. He was at a table full of bravos like himself: big, rangy cowboys whose idea of a good time was a drink and a fight. I knew their type.

“You hear what happened at the Rosebud, soldier boy? Some idiot general named Crook got bushwhacked by the Indians. Then that feller Custer led a bunch of sarsaparilla sissies like you smack into the Sioux and got massacred. When you get your boots, don’t they teach you how to fight, or do you just wear ’em to ride away?”

I stood up. “If you weren’t such an ignorant excuse for a human being, I’d try to teach you something.”

“You think so, soldier boy?” He stood. “You really think so?”

“You take off that holster and I’m sure of it. I don’t need a gun.”

“You reckon not, eh? Well, maybe I can oblige you with that.” He unstrapped his gun belt and dropped it on the table. Then he reached into his boot, drew a knife, and flung it into the table like an Indian challenge. “And look at that. Even takin’ off my blade. Fair’s fair, right, soldier boy? They teach you how to fight fair, don’t they?”

I brought up my fists. “You’ll soon find out.”

“Yes, you surely will.”

He closed on me like a tornado, but I parried and blocked his blows with forearm, elbow, and palm before pivoting so that I hit him flush on the jaw, full force, and sent him sprawling into hastily deserted chairs behind him.

“Why you . . .” I saw him reach beneath his vest and pull out a peashooter, but before he could draw a bead on me, I was at the table where he’d dropped his holster. I heard the pop of his little gun, and, as I was still alive, yanked out his revolver and fired back.

He wouldn’t be shooting again.

“He’s dead!” the cowboys shouted. Then their eyes pivoted to me. “Get him!”

I was out the saloon doors and cutting down side streets, figuring a straight line meant a dead Custer. I beat my way around to an alley behind the hotel and into a camp of big, garish wagons—theatrical wagons, each with four walls, a roof, and a door. I flung open the door on one, slammed it behind me, and leapt into the arms of a woman seated just inside. She had flaming red hair and a welcoming smile, and I instinctively felt to see that my Indian medicine bag with salt and a toothbrush was still tied around my neck.
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