
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Blood Dance, by Joe R. Lansdale]
 

Blood Dance


Joe R. Lansdale
 

 

In memory of my father,
 Bud Lansdale,
 and with thanks to my friends,
 Jeff Banks and Greg Tobin
 

Contents

	Preface


 

	Chapter One

	Chaper Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chaper Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine


 

	About the Author




Preface

Blood Dance was written in the early eighties, accepted by editor Greg Tobin for Ace books, in, I think, ’83 or ’84. I thought it was a pretty good conventional Western. It has humor, a fast pace, action, mystery, and even a bit of the fantastic; at least the fantastic is hinted at in one scene involving the Sun Dance.

I wasn’t a fan of Western novels growing up, but I was a fan of Western movies, and I liked Western history and stories about the West as told to me by my daddy. My ventures into reading Western books and stories, however, had borne little fruit. I had enjoyed some of the Max Brand books I had read, and a number of short stories by Twain and Bret Harte had been interesting, but I wasn’t hooked.

My father, who could not read or write, began to make an effort to learn to read, and though it could never be said he became a literate man, he did gradually manage enough knowledge to read the newspaper and ponder over a comic book; in his later days, even a Western paperback.

It must have been a great chore for him, as I remember seeing him mouth the words as he read, but once he began to get a bit of the knack, he stayed with it. I doubt he read more than a dozen paperbacks in his lifetime, and then probably had  hito guess at a lot of it. He would ask me a word now and then, but I know it hurt his pride. Strangely, however, he enjoyed what little reading he was able to do, and, consequently, he started picking up cheap paperbacks.

Most went unread, but they ended up at his garage or on a shelf at home, and one day I picked up one called Slip Hammer by Brian Garfield. This was probably the first true Adult Western. Later, there would be a long period in time where the Adult Western was the most popular Western being written, but this was years ahead of its time.

And when I say the first Adult Western, I don’t mean the first thinking person’s Western, as that had existed for a long time. I mean a Western labeled Adult for its graphic sex content.

Sure, there had been books with Western backgrounds and sex in them before, but they were underground, and really were nothing more than sleazy screw books gussied up with hats and horses and a little shooting, and they were generally poorly and quickly written for the sex market.

(NOTE: When Adult Westerns became standard fare for the stands later on, they mostly weren’t as good as Garfield’s book, and, with a handful of exceptions, were only a little better than the old gussied up screw books.)

Slip Hammer was well researched, well written with excellent character development. And though the sex was entirely comfortable within the novel, it was interesting, and, ahem, hot.

The villains of the book were uncharacteristically Wyatt Earp and his brothers. I had never read anything like it. Sure, lots of books have made Wyatt Earp a villain since, but at the time I hadn’t encountered this. And it was based on historical evidence, though based on the same evidence, conclusions about the Earps are still open to interpretation.

Although Garfield didn’t dodge sex in his books from then on, I don’t know that he ever wrote one like this again. This was an experiment, and once he had done it, he moved on.

As a side note, Garfield later became famous for his novel Death Wish, which was made even more famous by the film, which, by the way, Garfield hated.

Okay, that said, this has nothing do to with my Western, which is not a sex Western. What it has to do with is the fact that I began to read Westerns. Even those without the sex. I went back and read the classics, like The Ox-Bow Incident, Shane, and so on and so on.

By the time I was in my mid-twenties, I was pretty well read in both classic Western novels and popular ones, and by the time I was in my late twenties and early thirties, I was ready to write one.

My first was Dead in the West, a horror Western. My second, Texas Night Riders, was a pure dee ole fashioned pulpy shoot-’em-up written under the name Ray Slater. By the time I wrote Blood Dance I was a decent enough writer, thought the book was pretty damn good, and was proud to put my name on it.

Ace gave me a contract, paid me, but the only problem was Ace was sold to Berkeley Books, and the entire Western line was canceled.

I then placed it again at Silver Saddle, which was supposed to be an arm of Black Lizard, but the house folded before ,

I couldn’t face it. I collaborated by letting my friend Jeff Banks revise it. By the time we were finished, Golden Apple was gone.

I threw it in a drawer and forgot about it. Later, I rediscovered it, packed it off to the library that keeps my manuscripts. Bill Schafer wanted a look at it. He contacted the library, read it, liked it, and here it is in its original first person form.

I also like this. It’s no Western classic, but it is fun. I wouldn’t mind seeing it picked up in paperback. Mostly, I just hope you enjoy it.



—Joe R. Lansdale (his ownself)
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Watching from the hills we could see the Northern Pacific coming into view, chugging rhythmically, coughing black smoke up to the clouds. It wound in amongst the trees and out of sight, but not sound.

It was a lovely day in the Dakota Territory, and I guess it was just as good a day as any for robbing a train. But truth to tell, my heart wasn’t in it.

Bob Bucklaw, my partner, said, “Getting close to time. Reckon we ought to saddle up.”

We had spent the night on the rise waiting for just this moment, but now that it had arrived I felt myself stalling. “Another five minutes,” I said. “It won’t be solid below us for awhile yet.”

Bucklaw was already tightening the cinch on his saddle. “You know how Carson is. One minute late and there will be hell to pay.”

“Since when do we care?” I said, but I began saddling my horse in spite of what I had said.

“Since he’s paying us four thousand dollars in gold, that’s when.”

“Maybe I don’t cotton much to train robbing.”

“Yeah, and maybe you don’t cotton much to eating, either.”

“I’m thinking about riding out of this. Let the boys down there do the train robbing. I think I’ll just go look for me a real job.”

Bucklaw smiled at me.

“Doing what, Jim?”

“I don’t know.”

“Punching cows? Herding sheep? Hunting men? You call those real jobs. Not me.”

“This sure isn’t a real job. Let’s not do it.”

Bucklaw put his foot in the stirrup. “Sorry, Jim. After the war they didn’t leave nothing for us Johnny Rebs. We’ve got to take what we want, just like the James Brothers or the Youngers.”

“Can’t say I think all that much of Dingus and his boys.”

Bucklaw swung into the saddle. “I’m going down there,” he said. “I hired on to back Carson’s play, that’s what I’m going to do.”

“You don’t owe that scum anything. Besides, we’re outsiders; we haven’t got a price on our heads. Yet.”

“You coming?”

I sighed. “Hell, why not?” I climbed on my horse. “I’m saying now that I don’t like this none. Not even a little bit.”

“All right, you’ve said it. Just this one time, Jim. Then we’ll quit. Four thousand apiece can give two men a hell of a life somewhere. Texas, maybe.”

“I reckon.”

“You know… Let’s go.”

We started down the rise, the train smoke rising upwards to meet us. I took my watch from my coat pocket and looked at it. We were a minute behind Carson’s schedule.

Down below came the sound of gunfire and shouting men. Spurring our horses, we went down to meet them, rifles in hand.
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It was a long fall from country gentlemen to ragtail train robber. Once I had been full of dreams; dreams of studying law and building up my own practice.

That was before the War between the States tore both my dreams and the nation apart, washed them in blood, slapped them with gun thunder.

After the war, I went home. Wasn’t much left for me in Louisiana. My mother and father were dead and the farm was burned to the ground. My brother had been lost in action, somewhere up Virginia way.

I tried to make a go of the place for awhile. Built a cabin and farmed the land, but my heart wasn’t in it. Every day reminded me of what the place had once been. Each time the magnolias bloomed or the bayou kicked up childhood memories with the odor of its sludge, I was sick at heart.

So I sold the place and got away from there, tried my fortune in Texas punching cows. That was where I had met Bucklaw. He, too, was a war veteran, a lost soul in a new Yankee world. We became fast friends. It was as if God had given me Bob Bucklaw to replace my brother Blue. And Bucklaw was not unlike my brother. He was quick-witted and charming, a good hand with a gun, a bit too inclined to take the easy way out.

Couldn’t complain, though. I followed right after him, just the way I had my big brother. Yeah, Bob Bucklaw and Blue Melgrhue were much alike.

From Texas we drifted to Kansas, herded sheep and worked around stockyards. Once we hired on to trail Apaches in Arizona Territory and Mexico. That didn’t suit us much. Those Apaches reminded us of ourselves. We knew what it was like to lose a way of life, to drift aimlessly in a world of hate.

I would just as soon have forgotten the war. Not Bucklaw. He wore it like an old, ragged shirt he was fond of and would not throw away.

We went up north to the Black Hills and panned for the gold that Custer had found there in July of ‘74. But though the strikllogh the e was real, and the winter of ‘75 was unseasonably mild, our luck was no good. Gold was there all right, and miners were carrying it out by the sackful. But Bucklaw and I had lived our lives behind plows, cows and guns. Our shovel and pickmanship was not so good; in fact, it matched our knowledge of mining.

Where others found gold, we found rocks and their meager leavings. There wasn’t much to recommend it.

It was late in December, down in the mining town of Custer, that we met Mix Miller. The man was five-foot-six, stoop-shouldered with droopy brown eyes. I didn’t like him the minute I saw him. He sat outside the general store, which had just recently been founded by a fellow by the name of W. H. Cole, and whittled on a piece of wood with a knife made from a broken saber.

He watched us enter the store, and I didn’t like the way he was looking at us. Not one bit. It reminded me of how stockmen eye prime beef and pick out the ones for butchering.

The general store was also the new minter’s service, and we went in there to trade our gold for money and pick up a few supplies.

The little fellow followed us inside and I elbowed Bucklaw. “That guy’s been eyeing us since we hit town.”

“Yeah.”

“I think we should keep an eye on him.”

“What’s he going to do? Kill us with that saber and pointed stick?”

“That .44 looks like it could help.”

“He’d have to draw it first,” Bucklaw said with a wink.

We got our gold weighed without being laughed at, collected our money, bought some supplies. Basic stuff. Tobacco and flour. When we went outside the little man followed us.

Halfway across the street he said, “Say, you gents looking for work?”

We stopped and turned. “I don’t think so,” I said, shifting the flour sack under my arm.

“Now wait a minute,” Bucklaw said. “What you got in mind?”

“If you ain’t interested,” the little man said, “then to hell with it.”

“All right,” I said, “to hell with it.”

“Now wait a minute,” Bucklaw said. “I want to hear what he’s got to say.”

“Okay,” the little man said, “you can hear it, but not him.”

“No,” Bucklaw said. “Both of us.”

“He ain’t interested.”

“He might get interested.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I get suspicious of folks who offer me jobs when I’m not looking for any.”

“Just a minute,” Bucklaw said. “Let me speak to my partner.” He turned to me, draped an arm around my shoulders and walked me about six paces. Hhatsix pace looked back at the little man and smiled, winked reassuringly. When he turned back to me, he said softly, “Is your kettle cracked?”

“What you want a job for? We’re mining.”

“Are we, now? Some folks might not think so. Like the real miners. They laugh and snicker every time we bring in our dust.”

“I grin and snicker every time I spend it.”

“That ought to be equal to about one grin and half a snicker. I don’t like looking like a jackass.”

“I don’t care what the miners think.”

“To hell with mining. I’m no good at shaking a lot of damned sand around in a pan, and I’m no mole, either. Come on, Jim, you’re as sick of poking around in the ground as I am.”

I was at that. “You think this fellow has a square deal?”

“Probably not. But maybe it’s square enough. What would it hurt to listen?”

“Am I being conned again, Bob?”

He smiled. “A little. Come on, would it hurt to listen?”

“I reckon not.”

“All right, quit acting like it’s going to get us killed just to listen. Let’s see what the old boy has to offer.”

“Okay, okay, get on with it.”

We walked back to the man and Bucklaw stuck out his hand, put a smile on his face. When he wanted to, he could charm a bear out of its teeth. “Bob Bucklaw.”

The little man put his sabre knife in its sheath, tossed down the wood he had been sharpening, stuck out his hand. “Bob, they call me Mix Miller, or just plain Mix.”

Mix turned to me. “Jim Melgrhue,” I said. “First or last name will do.” I didn’t offer to shake hands.

“You boys look to be Southerners, like myself,” Mix said.

“What’s the offer?” I said.

“Fought in the war, I guess?” Mix said.

“I asked what the offer was.”

“Keep your toenails on. Just trying to see if I’ve got my boys pegged right.”

“Yeah, we’re Southerners,” Bob said. “I was in the Texas Sharpshooters under Major Jim Burnet. Later I was in a Louisiana outfit. Jim here was in the Ninth Louisiana. What’s it matter?”

“It matters because we’re going to bleed the Yankees and we need good Southerners for the job.”

“In case you haven’t heard,” I said, “the war’s over. Been a few years. About ten.”

“In your book, maybe,” Mix said. “Not in mine.”

“Or mine,” Bucklaw said. nailg t said. I assume there’s more than us?”

“Lot more.”

“Think maybe you could answer my question sometime today?” I said. “I mean when you boys are through reminiscing about old war times and such. You do remember the question, don’t you, about the job and all?”

“Testy, ain’t he?” Mix said.

“He doesn’t get his full turn of sleep,” Bucklaw said, “he gets that way. Plumb nasty.”

“You boys ride out to meet the boss, he’ll explain the deal. I’m just an errand boy,” Mix said.

“Just explain right here,” I said.

“Can’t. Boss don’t work that way. I recruit. He does the final hiring and explaining. Interested or not?”

Bucklaw looked at me. “Well?”

“It’s against my better judgment,” I said, “but I guess so.”

“Well,” Mix said, “let’s get on with it.”

“We’ll need to get our stuff,” I said.

“What stuff we got up there in camp can go to the rocks, far as I’m concerned,” Bucklaw said. “We can sell the mule here, just take what we got on our horses.”

“Good enough,” I said. “Let’s get going, I’m tired of lugging this flour sack around.” I turned to Mix. “Mix, you try and pull something on us, and I’m going to feed you that fancy knife.”

Mix laughed at me.
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We had followed Mix much longer than we expected, and had covered quite a distance. Each time we asked how much to go, Mix would say,

“Not much.” Then we would ride for another half hour.

Once, after I asked the question, and gotten that answer again, I said, “You say that again, Mix, and I’m going to kick you off that mule.”

Mix turned around and smiled. “Are you now?”

“That’s right, and feed you your teeth.”

“You got a tough streak in you, don’t you?” Mix said.

“I just don’t like being messed with. You said it wasn’t far when we first left town. You’ve told us that more than three times since. It’s almost dark.”

“Well, it ain’t far now,” Mix said, and he gave his mule some heel and picked up his pace.

I dropped back to Bucklaw and said, “I don’t like the looks of this. He could be leading us into a trap, leading us up here to be bushwhacked.”

“For a bag of flour and some tobacco?”

“Men have been bushwhacked for less.”

“He was watching us back there in town, us and some of the other miners,” Bucklaw said. “Some of them—all of them, had a lot more gold and got a lot more for it than we did. Why not one of them instead of our flour sack?”

“Don’t forget the tobacco,” I said. “I’m beginning to think you and I look like the stupid type, Buck.”

“Maybe you. Me, I look smart and handsome. Women are always telling me how they like my big brown eyes.”

“They look like cow eyes to me, and they slaughter cows.”

We rode on for another good clip, and I was just about ready to turn back when Mix said, “Here ’tis.”

The trail broke open and fanned out into a little path that led upward into a mass of yellow pines; the same trees that gave the Black Hills its name. From a distance they looked jet black.

“This is it?” I asked.

“This is the path to Carson,” Mix said. “He’s got headquarters up there a piece.”

I didn’t like it and said as much, but Bucklaw said, “What the hell. We’ve come this far.”

So we traveled another two hours and the sunlight bled out and a silver moon came up and peeked over the rocks and trees like a huge eye. I tell you, that late December moon was a beaut.

We came to another narrow trail and veered off to the right. Mix pointed down the path and said, “Last leg of it.”

I looked at Bucklaw. “I think maybe I’ll just whip hell out of you for getting me into this.”

Bucklaw laughed.

“I mean it this time,” Mix said. “Ain’t no more than a hundred yards down that trail.”

“Well,” I said, taking my Springfield from its boot and pointing it at Mix, “lead on. And remember this, Mix. If you’ve got some plans that I don’t like, I’ll end them.”

Mix looked nervous for the first time. He turned his face to the trail and urged his mule forward. “Just be careful with that thing,” he said softly.

“If it goes off,” Bucklaw said, “we’ll just tell God you died.”

We rode on. Mix hadn’t been lying. A hundred yards down the trail we came to a couple of little wooden shacks, and around it were a half-dozen miner tents.

Several men, all armed to the teeth, stood about in the light of a big fire. They leveled their rifles at us. They didn’t look shy about using them. Many of those rifles were shiny Winchester 73’s. Within moments those repeaters could make a sieve out of us, but I would have the satisfaction of seeing Mix lose the back of his head. I kept the carbine leveled on him.

As we drew nearer the shacks, I saw there were a half-dozen men in old, gray uniforms —or at least parts of uniforms. They were ex-Confederates like ourselves. It struck me odd that they clung to the memories of that foul war this long. I liked to think os dd to thf it as dead, ten years past and buried. But here were the worms of it wriggling up from the dirt.

There were also several Indians in the group. From their looks—handsome faces and combed-back hair—I took them to be Crows. One of them was nearly six-feet tall with a fistful of eagle quills in his hair. Someone had once told me that the eagle feather was the highest honor a Crow warrior could achieve, and here this buck had enough in his hair to plumage a bird. It meant he was brave and had lifted many scalps.

It struck me odd that the Crow would be here, but then again many of the Indians—especially the Crow who had always been friendly with the whites—were hiring out to white men. The army had as many Crows as scouts. They were perfect for hunting and tracking the Sioux, whom they hated.

We rode up to the largest shack and dismounted. I kept my carbine with me, and in as casual manner as he could manage, Bucklaw slipped his old Henry from its boot.

The men watched us. We watched them.

Mix led us up on the porch of the large shack and knocked at the door. A lantern was lit inside, and after a moment a tall man in a crisp white shirt stuffed into surprisingly well-conditioned Confederate trousers, answered the door. Lantern light crawled along the left side of his face, a hard face of about fifty. He had graying black hair and a mustache that had already made it to snow. His eyes were slitted.

“Recruits?” the man said.

“Mr. Carson,” Mix said, removing his hat, “I think I got you some new boys. Southerners like us, sir.”

“Of course,” Carson said, as if that were understood. “Name’s Beau Carson, formerly major in the army of the Confederacy.” Then, flatly: “I pay good wages and I don’t take any bull.”

“Name’s Melgrhue,” I said. “This here is Bucklaw. Being a major in the Confederate army don’t mean a damn thing in 1875. War’s been over for years.”

“Not by my reckoning.”

“Nor mine either,” Bucklaw said.

Carson smiled at him.

Bucklaw said, “But I didn’t ride all the way out here to agree with you.”

“I don’t like smart mouths,” Carson said.

“Snaps my heart in two,” I said.

“You best hold your tongue,” Mix said. “This here is the Major Carson that rode with Quantrill.”

“We’re fresh out of medals,” Bucklaw said.

Carson frowned at Mix.

“They looked like good men,” Mix said. “You know I can pick good men just by looking at them.”

“That’s what you keep telling me,” Carson said sourly.

“You know I can, Mr. Carson, Major, sir.”

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Bucklaw said.

“They wear those revolvers like they know how to use them,” Mix whined. “I can tell.”

“We know how to use them,” I said.

“I could have you two shot, you know?” Carson said suddenly, looking right at us.

“You could,” I admitted. “But I could have you shot as fast as you ordered us shot. Maybe faster.” I let my carbine float that way.

“You are very insolent,” Carson said.

“We keep hearing that,” Bucklaw said.

Carson licked his thin lips and mustache. “We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot, gentlemen. Shall we step inside and discuss business matters in a civilized manner?”

“Why not?” Bucklaw said.

It was smoky inside, due to both a fireplace and a too highly wicked lantern. The place smelled of smoke, tobacco, sex and whisky.

On a bunk bed, in the dark side of the room, was a woman. She was Indian, Cheyenne, maybe. She sat upright in the bunk with a dingy sheet pulled up around her breasts. She was pretty, but very sheepish looking. There was a large scar on her right nostril. The slitting of a nostril was the punishment many Plains tribes reserved for adulterous women. Their lives were often miserable after being branded that way, and they sometimes sought sanctuary among the whites. I figured that was the story here.

“Get out,” Carson said to the woman.

She pulled the sheet around her, wrapped it, rolled off the bunk and went into the back room.

Carson sat down at the table, waved a hand at the remaining chairs. We all sat. Bucklaw and I kept our rifles in our laps.

“Hungry?” Carson said.

“Let’s get on with it,” I said. “We were told we could get a job.”

“So you can,” Carson said. “You boys know how to use those guns?”

“We’ve had right smart experience,” Bucklaw said. 

“The war?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That and Indians, few other things.”

“You look to be experienced men.”

“We are,” Bucklaw said, “and we’re broke.”

“We can fix that,” Carson said. “We can offer you men, say, four thousand dollars?”

“For the both of us?” Bucklaw said.

“Apiece,” Carson said. He stood up and picked a cigar off the fireplace mantel.

“What’s the hitch?” I asked.

Carson bent to the fireplace and plucked out ingpluckeda blazing brand, lit his cigar with it. “No hitch,” he said after puffing the cigar to life. “I just want you two to go to work for me, join the team.”

“What does your team do?” I asked.

Carson looked at Mix, and they traded smiles. He turned back to me, tossed the brand in the fireplace.

“Well, friends,” Carson said, “we take from the Yankees and give to the poor—meaning ourselves.”
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A little later Carson had the Indian woman bring biscuits of a sort, dried meat and coffee.

“Gal isn’t much of a cook,” Carson said, after shooing her away, “But she has her purposes.” He winked at us. I decided right then and there that I did not like the man, or trust him.

We had given up our rifles, leaned them against the wall, but Bucklaw and I never let our hands stray far from our revolvers. That old converted 1860 Colt .44 had seen me through many a scrape, and if need be, I was prepared to test it again. It was sort of like my Springfield 73. It did not match the speed of a repeater, but it was accurate and had served me well. I liked having friends I could count on, and they, along with Bucklaw, had served time after time.

Mix was carrying a modern revolver, and racked near the fireplace were two shiny Winchesters and a fine double-barreled shotgun. I kept them, as well as the armed men outside, in mind.

I was certain of one thing. If we did not join Carson, we’d be buzzard chow by sunup. Once recruited, you were in, like it or not. Knowing Bucklaw, I figured that was the way he saw it too.

“I reckon you got something planned?” Bucklaw said.

Carson nodded, called to the Indian woman for more coffee and food. She brought a pot of coffee to the table and a bowl of some sort of greasy gravy. Carson poured coffee in his cup, gravy in his plate, and chased the greasy stuff around with a biscuit.

“You can talk about it,” Bucklaw said. “I’m not shy.”

Carson grinned. “I can talk about it, but I won’t. I like to put it to my men right before I do the job. Two weeks at the earliest.”

“Well,” Bucklaw said, “There aren’t many banks around here, and no immediate railroad. That means we’ve either got to go to Bismarck and jump the Northern Pacific, or down to Cheyenne and jump the Union Pacific.”

Carson let the biscuit hang halfway out of his mouth.

“We just look stupid,” I said.

“Remember what I told you, Jim,” Bucklaw said. “You look stupid. Me, I look bright and handsome.”

Carson finished off his biscuit. “All right, so we’re going to rob a train.”

“Probably the Northern Pacific, now that I think about it,” Bucklaw said. “Not quite so many settlements around.”

Mix looked like a rattlesnake ane attlesnbout to strike. “You just might be too smart for your own good, boy.”

“I’ll worry about that, Mix,” Bucklaw said.

“Shut up, Mix,” Carson said. “You too, Bucklaw.”

Bucklaw looked at me. “You think maybe he’s talking to me?”

“I think he is, Bob. Let’s see. I’m Melgrhue, that’s Mix, and he isn’t talking to himself, and he did say Bucklaw. Yeah, it’s you.”

“You boys ought to try and get in one of them stage shows since you’re so clever,” Carson said. “You boys in or not?”

“We’re in,” I said, “but let’s not talk around it. Tell it straight and tell it now. Your other boys may be too stupid to figure a little thing like that out, about the train and all, but we’re not. Tell it.”

“Very well,” Carson said, and he poured himself another cup of coffee. “The Northern Pacific it is. Mix here knew a man that worked in Bismarck. He says that they intend to haul a lot of miner’s gold out of Bismarck and back east shortly. Says there will be as much as one hundred thousand dollars.”

“That sounds like an awful lot,” I said.

“Comes on good authority,” Mix said.

“There’s enough for everyone, a good share,” Carson said. “Between you and me, boys, the four thousand apiece I offered you is more than double what most of these fellows are getting. I took you two for a smarter-than-average pair right from the start. And them Crows, well, they don’t hardly get a damn thing. Whisky keeps most of them happy, that and a few dollars here and there.”

I liked the man even less than I thought. “When’s all this happen?” I asked.

“That little secret stays with me,” Carson said. “Couple of smart boys like yourselves just might decide to do the job on your own, leave me out. If you knew when the gold was going out, that is. You don’t. I do.”

I looked at Bucklaw. “And we wonder why we lost the war.”

“I advise you,” Carson said, “to keep the war out of this. We lost because Lee was foolish, gave up easy.”

“That it?” I said.

“We shouldn’t have lost,” Bucklaw said.

I looked at Bucklaw again. “Hey, didn’t I come in here with you?”

“Yeah, but Carson’s right. We shouldn’t have lost.”

“The hell with it,” I said. “War’s over.”

“Enough then,” Carson said. “You boys in?”

“I reckon,” I said, and then we all shook on it.
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Mix took us outside and showed us our bunkdown spot. “You boys play your cards right,” he said, “and you’ll do just">

“I was real worried about that,” Bucklaw said.

“Keep it up,” Mix said. He went back to Carson’s shack.

“I hate that little shit,” Bucklaw said.

When we had our bedrolls laid out, I said, “Are we going through with this? We could sneak off.”

“Why not? Want to go back to mining?”

“No, but I’m not real keen on robbing trains. Law frowns on it.”

“Yankee law.”

“You and Carson can’t accept change.”

“I reckon not,” Bucklaw said, and he got into his bedroll and was soon fast asleep. A light sleep, I knew. Once when we had been set upon by claim jumpers—just like there was a claim there to steal—I had seen him roll out of the covers and shoot two out of three before I could drop the other. The boy was fast.

I positioned my saddle under my head and decided I wouldn’t get much sleep this night. No sir, I didn’t trust that old major, not one damn bit.

Well after midnight I awoke from an uneasy sleep. Sound had brought me around. Not stealthy sound, just plain old noise. Bucklaw was already sitting up. He had that .38 Prescott revolver in his lap on top of the blanket.

“Those Crows,” he said. “They’re drunk.”

Sure enough, they were. All except one. The man with the eagle feathers.

The Crows were clustered together about the fire, turning up jugs of whisky—all but Eagle Feather. He sat on a log in front of the fire and looked into the flames. Behind him one of the Crows laughed, stumbled and fell on his back.

“To hell with them,” Bucklaw said, and pulling the Prescott under the covers with him, he went back to sleep.

One of the Crows stumbled over to Eagle Feather with jug in hand. He laid an arm around Eagle Feather’s shoulders, jabbered something.

Eagle Feather jumped up, wheeled and forearmed the drunken Crow, knocked him reeling to the ground. He snapped something at the drunk Indian, then at the others. All of them were silent a moment, then Eagle Feather turned and stomped off to where the horses were tied. I heard him ride out of there, and I couldn’t help wishing it was me.

The Crows started up again. The one Eagle Feather had knocked down rolled to his knees and puked. The others laughed.

I pulled back under my covers and tried to sleep.

Next morning Eagle Feather had not returned, and it would be some time before I saw him again.
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All of this went through my head as we rode down to meet the train. We had been with Carson only a short while before it was time for the job, and every minute it drew closer, I wished I’d gotten out.


I didn’t, though. Reckon it was because I knew Bucklaw wouldn’t.

So I rode down to meet the train.

The plan was simple. Carson and his men had blocked the track with trees. At a designated time we were supposed to come out yelling and shooting, as were other men posted on the far side. Carson thought this might dishearten the soldiers who were supposed to be guarding the train; might make them think that there were more of us than there were and that we had them properly surrounded.

We would take the gold, with as little force as possible, then fade back into the Hills and Sioux country. That in itself was a bit risky, but it would keep the army off our tracks to some extent, would allow us time to split our spoils and split the team, let every man go his own way.

It would be a good haul. I was worried that one train wouldn’t do Bucklaw, however. He was a good man and I loved him like a brother, but he was eaten up by the bitter aftertaste of the war. Easy money looked good to him.

No matter what Bucklaw wanted to do, I had decided this was it for me. I had plans to go down to Texas, or maybe Mexico, for awhile. No more trains for me.

We could see the train clearly now, slowing to a stop. There was the deadly sound of gunfire. Bucklaw and I began to fire our rifles in the air.

The locomotive sputtered and creaked to a stop. The central core of Carson’s operation—three Crow Indians, Mix, and a blonde giant named Taggart—rushed the engine.

The train gave up without a fight. We didn’t see any soldiers. After a moment or two, a couple of men were pushed down from the engine and they crumpled in the dirt before a dozen leveled rifles and revolvers.

“Up against the train,” Carson ordered.

They did as they were told. The men who had pushed them out turned back to the train to search for the gold. They forced the passengers out at gunpoint, lined them up in front of the cars. One of the Crows confiscated weapons.

We sat on our horses and waited.

After awhile the two men who were searching the train came back with confused looked on their faces.

“You looked good?” Carson said.

They nodded.

“Look again. Mix, Taggart, help them.”

Mix climbed down off his horse and Carson said, “I thought you said there were supposed to be soldiers.”

Mix shrugged.

“He sounded disappointed,” I said to Bucklaw.

Carson rode down the length of the train and back. After a bit Mix came out of one of the passengers cars and dropped to the ground.

Carson rode up to him, said, “Well?”

“Nothing.”



“Nothing! You said there was gold.”

“That’s what I was told.”

“You stupid sonofabitch! Search the passengers, dammit! Take what they got!”

I looked at Bucklaw. “I got a feeling our cut is going to be a lot smaller than we expected.”

“Looks that way. Maybe next time.”

That’s what I thought. “No next time for me, Bob. I mean it.”

“We’ll talk later.”

I shrugged. It was useless.

The passengers stood against the train with their hands raised. Each and every one of them, men, women and children, looked terrified. I wished I could tell them it would be over in a minute and everything would be all right, but they would know soon enough.

Mix went to the passengers one by one, got their belongings. He went back to Carson with a hatful of wallets and watches and jewelry.

Carson said, “That’s it?” I could see a nerve in his cheek jump.

“That’s it,” Mix said.

“I ought to have you shot, Mix.”

“It’s not my fault.”

“Stop your whining.”

“I was told there was gold.”

“Someone’s whisky brag.”

I looked back at the passengers, saw a handsome blonde woman reach over and put her arm around her daughter. The little girl had dropped her doll and she was starting to cry.

The woman picked it up for her, gave it back to the child, said something soothing to the girl.

“You there,” Carson snapped at the woman, “up against the train.”

“Afraid she’ll hit you with the doll?” Bucklaw yelled.

Carson’s cheek jumped again. He had Mix’s hat in his hand, and he tossed it and its contents back to Mix. “Some haul,” he said. Then: “Tell them.”

Mix put the contents of the hat in his saddlebag, the hat on his head, and mounted up. He rode from man to man, finally over to us.

“We’re not leaving any witnesses,” he said.

“Carson said—” I started.

“He’s saying something different now. No witnesses,” Mix said.

“No way,” Bucklaw said.

“Have it your way,” Mix said. He rode back to Carson.

I said, “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“I am,” Bucklaw bag” Bucsaid.

“Been good riding with you.”

“Same.”

Carson and the others made their move. I jerked up my carbine and had the satisfaction of hearing it roar and seeing one of the Crow Indians bite the dust before a bullet plucked me from the saddle and tossed me to the ground.

More bullets plowed the ground next to me, and one nestled in my side like an angry bee. The world went gray, fuzzed back into view.

Women and children screamed. Through a haze I saw the blonde woman dive over her little girl and her dress and flesh hop up amidst a red spray. She was done for. I was glad I didn’t see the little girl get it.

Bucklaw was still on horseback. He had shot two men and Carson’s horse out from under him with the Henry. When it was empty he dropped it and went for his revolver. A shot hit him in the chest and sent him twisting from the saddle. He seemed to turn and look at me as he fell.

There was another shot, and half his face went away. It was as if I were seeing it all in a dream. Bucklaw seemed to dangle in the air as if on strings, then he fell down on top of me.

I tried to crawl out from under him, get hold of my revolver, but it was impossible. Too weak. I couldn’t move.

Above me was a fuzzy shape. Carson had taken one of the dead men’s horses and remounted. His face faded in and out, then all I could see was his snow-white mustache and three bores—the cold eyes of Carson and the colder eye of the Colt .44.

Then there was thunder. It seemed to rumble for an eternity, mix horribly with the dying sounds of women and children, and then I fell from life down the long trail of death.

Or so I thought at the time.
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Chapter Two
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When I awoke, I was first aware of a fly in my ear. I was too weak to brush it away. Bucklaw’s body was still sprawled on top of me. It felt like a boulder.

It was cold. I blinked my eyes open to darkness, and after a bit I could see the stars. I closed my eyes again.

Morning seemed instantaneous. It was cool now, and not too bright. I could hear flapping sounds. Buzzards, probably. God, but I hoped they didn’t eat live men—or half-live ones.

Somewhere I’d heard that they go for the softest parts first: the eyes, face and groin.

I tried to shift from beneath Bucklaw, but I couldn’t. My body ached. My head felt as if it had been split open with a dull axe.

Next thing I knew it was midday. It seemed very warm, but it wasn’t the weather. Fever.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw a buzzard. It was walking awkwardly toward me.

“Shoo,” I tried to say. It came out more of a croak. But it was enough. The big bird flapped away.


I wove in and out of consciousness, dreamed. I kept seeing Bucklaw falling off his horse, falling down toward me, blood dripping from his face. And finally there was Carson, hanging over me, pointing that big Colt at my head.

I couldn’t fasten to a thought long enough to hold it, but I did know one thing. Carson had only grazed me with that bullet, given me a scalp burn and one hell of a headache.

I laughed hysterically. What more did he need to do? I might have been better off had he killed me. This was the slow way. Blood seeping out, mind falling away, my head, shoulder and side throbbing as if rail spikes were being driven there.

Finally consciousness stayed with me, and I managed to push Bucklaw’s body off of me. I tried not to look at his face.

The dream-like state passed.

I lay there until nightfall, collecting my strength.

There was a stench in the air already, and I was glad it was dark and I could not see what the buzzards had done to the bodies.

Rolling over, I tried to get first to my hands and knees and then to my feet.

I could barely stay on my hands and knees without falling over. I began to crawl toward the train, past Bucklaw and his horse. They had even shot and killed Bob’s mare.

Finally I crawled past the body of the woman—no longer pretty—and that of her child. I did not linger a look. Cold rage foamed up inside of me.

I pulled myself up the shakedown passenger steps, dragged myself up them and inside the train.

With my feet hanging halfway out the door, I rested, slept awhile. When I awoke I didn’t know if I had slept five minutes or five hours, but it was still dark.

I crawled the rest of the way inside, squirmed up the aisle toward the back of the car, made it halfway and passed out.
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Middle of the next day I felt much stronger. My shoulder was about as handy as a nail-hung razor strap and my side and head hurt something awful, but compared to how I had felt, I was one fine specimen. I was very hungry and thirsty. Using my good arm, I managed to haul myself out of the aisle and into one of the passenger seats. From there I could look out the window and see Carson’s handiwork: dead bodies turning black, flies buzzing, buzzards feasting. At that very moment the harpies were all over Bucklaw.

I felt sick inside. I wanted to bury Bob, but didn’t have the strength.

Turning away from the dead, I tried to concentrate on getting out of the seat and finding food. The train was a pretty fancy rig and that meant there should be food onboard.

I managed my way down the aisle, holding onto seats for support, and finally found a little annex with all sorts of food and champagne. Apparently the passengers had been pretty high-class folk. In death they didn’t look any classier than Bob did. I think he would have found a certain humor in that.


I found a loaf of bread wrapped in paper that was still pretty fresh. I cut off some of that and ate it with some strong cheese, washed it all down with some champagne directly from the bottle.

When I’d eaten enough of that to take the edge off my hunger, I looked around and found a jar of pickled fish of some sort. I got that open with about the same effort as blowing a good safe and used a butcher knife to spear the pieces out. I didn’t really find the fish very appetizing, but I ate about half a jar anyway.

Feeling good and stuffed, I moved back to the passenger compartment. Glancing out the window I saw four mounted Indians moving toward the train.

They wore full regalia, and they looked like bad news.

They were Sioux.


3

They saw me immediately. I turned as quickly as I could and made my way back to the food compartment, got my hands on the butcher knife.

No sooner had I stepped back into the passenger car than one of the Sioux came through the door, a revolver in his hand. He raised the gun and fired, but it was a hasty jerk and the bullet whizzed by my cheek. I didn’t figure to be so lucky a second time.

I threw the butcher knife, caught the brave in the throat. He tumbled back out the open door, dropping his revolver just inside.

It hurt like hell, but I tossed myself toward it. I landed on the floor and grabbed up the Colt. My body felt as if a herd of buffalo had been wearing me for boots.

One of the three remaining Sioux—still on horseback—fired a shot at me with a .50-caliber Sharps. The shot went over my head and splattered somewhere behind me on the far wall. Had it hit its mark it would have painted the passenger car with me.

I lifted the Colt and fired. Missed.

The other two Sioux galloped quickly to the train, dismounted, began moving alongside the boxcars at a crouch.

The mounted Sioux rode up and down in front of me shouting, obviously proving his bravery and trying to draw my fire.

Which I did. I got him in the chest. He rocked back hard on the horse, swung in a half circle on the animal’s bare back and almost righted himself, but the bullet had done its work, and the man dropped to the ground. He wasn’t dead, just wounded, and he wasn’t out of the fight. He started crawling toward the Sharps which lay on the other side of his pony’s legs—for when he had fallen the well-trained animal had stopped dead in its tracks, waiting for its master to remount. It hardly moved a muscle.

I peeped around the edge of the car and found myself looking at the open end of a Winchester. I jerked my head back.

A shot slammed into one of the wooden steps and a splinter flew up from it and hit me in the left eye. It was as if I had been hit with a hot branding iron.

I managed somehow not to jerk at the long splinter. In fact, it had entered the left corner of my eye and I could still see; though it was a blurid.t was ary sort of sight washed in tears.

I back-crawled from the doorway and leveled the revolver on it. If one of those braves peeped around the edge of that doorway I meant to plaster him.

I figured the odds. If the Sioux on the ground made it to the Sharps, that would put it three to one. At best I figured to have three more loads in the Colt. If the Indian had followed white man’s custom of normally carrying only five chambered pills, then I was down to two. Two shots for three Indians. Bad business.

I wanted to take a quick look at the chambers, but a split second with my good eye off that doorway could get my hair parted. I kept a bead on.

Suddenly the air cracked with the sound of rifle fire, two quick shots. There was a loud thump against the outside of the passenger car and a load groan.

“Ah right, ya red divvil,” someone yelled, “come and let me count yer teeth.”

I raised up a bit. Blood was running out of my eye now, filling it up and flowing down my cheek. I heard one of the Sioux cry, “Hoka Hey, Hoka Hey.”

“Come and get yer ass skinned, ya red divvil,” came the loud voice again.

I raised up to where I could see out the windows. One of the Sioux warriors was running full speed toward a giant man on horseback, a red-bearded demon in buckskin.

When the warrior was halfway to the man, the red-beard leapt off his big, black stallion and tossed his Spencer repeater away from him. That seemed like a damn fool thing to do.

The running Sioux was armed with a tomahawk, and he looked more than slightly ready to use it.

The big man jerked a stone-headed tomahawk from his own belt and ran to meet the brave.

It was the Sioux who swung first, and to my wonder, the big man dodged beneath the Sioux’s blow with grace that belied his body weight—probably something like 250 stretched over a six-foot, five-inch frame—and caught the brave’s arm in his left hand. With his own tomahawk he cut a vicious blow to the Sioux’s kneecap. Almost simultaneously he twisted under the Indian’s arm and tossed him nearly ten feet.

In spite of the wound, the Sioux got to his feet and limped painfully toward the giant. I was amazed the leg was still put together.

The big man threw down his tomahawk and rushed the Sioux, who still held his weapon. The warrior swung with experienced ease, but the big man dropped low, came up and caught the brave’s weapon hand again.

Grabbing the warrior’s elbow with his free hand, the giant wrenched it. The sound it made while breaking could be heard all the way to the passenger car, a good two hundred feet away.

Next the giant grabbed the Sioux by underarm and crotch, actually lifted him above his head and tossed him down.

The warrior skidded. The broken arm still clung to the tomahawk, however, and when he stopped his sliding, he reached across with his left hand and plucked it from his dead right. He was about to fling it when tn="ng it whe giant recovered his own tomahawk and threw it, splitting the Sioux’s head wide open.

I limped toward the doorway of the passenger car. I leaned against the jamb. I was too weak to do otherwise. To my right lay the other Sioux; his brains were splattered against the side of the rail car. Both shots had taken him in the head.

The big man, bloody tomahawk recovered, looked at me and smiled.

“Hell of a job you did here.”

“I like to do her up tidy,” the big man said.

At that moment I realized the Sioux I had shot off the horse was still alive, and crawling silently. He had finally recovered the Sharps, and it was obvious that he had been playing possum until he could get hold of it, and now he was lifting it toward the big man.

I fired twice, one of my shots caught the Sioux in the top of the head and that was all she wrote.

The giant nodded at me. Then, bending over the Indian at his feet, scalped him deftly with a quick swipe and a whip of the wrist that pulled the scalp from the Sioux’s head with a nauseating snap.

He repeated the process with the Sioux I had just killed, then started for the train.

I was feeling real poorly now, and it was all I could do to get to the aisle and find myself a seat. The world was moving like a raft in the rapids, and I was no longer sure of what was real and what was a dream.

I remember wondering if the big man was scalping the Indian lying against the train, but I neither saw nor heard him at his work. I leaned against the seat and promptly conked out.
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Passing out was getting to be an annoying habit. When I awoke my left eye felt like all of Satan’s devils were holding a dance there. It was puffed and swollen shut.

Lifting up, I could see the big man out of my good eye. If I hadn’t hurt so bad he would have been a pretty scary sight, standing there with three bloody scalps hanging from his belt.

The giant took hold of my head and cranked it back, used his thumb to ease open the eye. “Caught some wood in there, pilgrim.”

Moving quickly, he pinched the fragment free of my eye. It was as if someone had punched a hole in a beaver dam. Blood and pain flowed out. It was a clean pull, however, and the eyeball was spared.

“We’ll have to clean her up a bit,” the giant said, “but she’ll be all right in time. You won’t be eyeballin’ much for awhile, though.”

“How long I been out?”

“Couple minutes. Gonna have to set yer shoulder, pilgrim. Gonna pain ya some.”

“Side hurts, too. Took a slug there.”

“Went clean through. Already looked at ’er. We’ll have to clean ’er up, pour a little rot gut down ’er and plug it with a poultice.”

“You think maybe I could just throw up some?”

“Long as it ain’t on my moccasins. Let’s get ya to the door though. Reckon we’ll have to call this our nest till I get ya worked over.”

The giant helped me to my feet and to the door. I did what I had to do, aided by a slap on the back.

“Finished?” he asked.

“Yeah, finished.”

He helped me back to my seat.

“Reckon we ought to get started right quick, pilgrim. Get ya fixed up.”

“This going to hurt?”

“Like hell.”

“Ever done this before?”

“Things like it.”

“Good at it?”

“Not much. Had three men die on me.”

“Comforting.”

The giant laughed. “Not hardly. What’s yer tag?”

“Jim Melgrhue. Yours?”

“Johnston. John Johnston, though lots of folks call me Johnson and a lot more call me Liver-Eatin’ Johnston.”

“The Crow Killer!”

“Yep, some call me that, too. Dapiek Abasaroka, the Crows say.”

“Well I’ll be damned. I thought you were a tall tale.”

“In a way I am. Now shet yer hole and get ready for hell.”

Johnston worked up a fire just outside the passenger car, heated his big Bowie knife. It wasn’t something to look forward to with any anticipation. He got a bottle of very dark whisky from his saddlebag and made some splints from the slats in one of the passenger seats.

After that Johnston got the Bowie out of the fire and the thing I remembered most was him coming toward me, smiling, with that red-hot blade. Pain put me out again.

When I awoke Johnston had a big slab of meat stuck in front of my face on the tip of the Bowie. The same he had used to cauterize my wound.

“Take it, pilgrim. Eat it.”

I did as I was told. The meat was still warm from the fire, slightly burnt, but I had no complaints. It was delicious.

“It’s good,” I said. “What is it?”

“Horse.”

I lay back in the seat and felt my stomach churn. Horse. And not even fresh horse at that, I bet.

“I reckon we ought to be leavin’ here pronto,” Johnston said. “Figure them that own this here train will be out to see about her when she don’t getwit don’ home.” He eyed me. “Reckon you know what I mean. You didn’t come with this here train.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m a good guesser. Robbin’ it?”

“I didn’t want to kill the passengers. They shot me and my friend Bucklaw.”

“Figured it was somethin’ like that. I wouldn’t’ve shot no passengers, either. Only I wouldn’t have been robbing no train in the first place.”

“I’m not saying it was anything but stupid.”

Johnston grunted. “I caught one of them Indian ponies for ya. Had to cut one of the saddles off a dead horse, it was so belly-swollen. I pieced it back together pretty good. We’ll move out soon.”

“Sioux be back?”

“Might. That was a hunting party, but they were dressed for war. Sioux stay that way these here days. Things is buildin’ up for a big Indian and white man ta-do, and I ain’t talking about no backyard social.”

“Reckon I don’t blame them much.”

“Me neither. Pa Sapa, as they call The Black Hills, are sacred lands promised them forever by the soldier boys and the old boy in Washin’ton. Short promise.”

“They found gold.”

“They’d have found another reason. Indian’s days is numbered, pilgrim. Just like mine are. Ain’t much in mountain man business no more. Places are getting trapped out. Goddamned ignorant pilgrims movin’ in all the time. No offense.”

“That why you left the mountains?”

“Part. Just got the wanderins for one. Guess maybe I even thought I’d get me a gold strike.” He laughed out loud. “Damn stupid to dig rocks out of the ground, pan dirt out of the streams. More stupid that they’ll give you money fer it. Well, I ain’t no miner. I found that out right quick. Never even got around to diggin’ in the dirt. Little pannin’ is all I did, and I didn’t shine to it none.”

“Know what you mean.”

“I did some scouting here, too. A year or so back, for Captain V.T. McGillicuddy.”

“Johnston?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

“Reckon I didn’t do nothin’ but kill some Indins. Would have done that anyway.”

I smiled. “Yeah. When I feel better, I’d like to bury the dead.”

“Already have. Rest a bit, then we’ll get going.”

I closed my eyes and slept.
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When I woke up, Johnston handed me a Winchester and the Sharps the Sioux had been so frantically trying to recover. I put them on the seat beside me.
 scside me “Them that robbed the train took all the weapons,” he said. “I picked these up for you. Reckon them Indin’s won’t mind the loan.”

“Thanks.”

“Plenty of shells for the Winchester, but that Sharps uses .50-130 loads. That sort’s expensive. That brave probably stole it. Just a handful of shells was all he had. Here.”

He handed over the ammunition for both weapons. I held them for an awkward moment, then slipped them into my shirt pockets until I could do better.

“You get one of the Winchesters for yourself?”

“Naw. They cock right smart, but I’ll stick to this here Spencer. It can fetch a red divvil far as I can smell ’em. And I tell ya, my nose is some powerful.”

“I think I can stand now,” I said. I made a clumsy rise to my feet, kept a hand on the edge of the seat.

“Reckon you’ll be going after them that bushwhacked you and your friend?” Johnston said.

“Something like that.”

“They headed back to Pa Sapa. Got some good space on you. They’ll be hard to track.”

“I’ll try anyway.”

Johnston pursed his lips. “I sorta figured on goin’ up to Canada, but the cold’s gettin’ to my old bones these days. Nice winter for a change in the Hills. Figure I’ll just ride back with you.”

“I’m glad,” I said. “And thanks again for patching me up.”

“Didn’t really have anything else to do at the time. Come on, pilgrim, let’s get going.”
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The man who rode with me had become a Western legend among both white men and red: hero of mountain men, scouts and trappers.

Liver-Eatin’ Johnston had earned that name because of a vengeance he had taken out on the entire Crow Nation. The story had been muddled through the years, but it was general knowledge that Johnston’s Flathead wife and unborn child had been killed on the Musselshell by Crow braves, and Johnston, returning from trapping to find the bodies, set out on a blood train. Legend says he tracked them down, killed and scalped them, then cut out their livers and ate them raw.

The Crow, being a proud people, set upon Johnston in an unusual manner. Chief of the Crows, Big Robert, decided to send twenty men, one at a time, after the Liver-Eater. He felt this was more honorable than sending a pack.

Over a period of fourteen years Johnston met, killed, scalped, and devoured the liver of every one of those braves.

By that time there was a new chief, Gray Bear, and he made a truce with Johnston.

The story grew from year to year, but there was no doubt in my mind that there was something to it. I had seen him kill and scalp those Sioux, and he looked like a man well-trained in his business. I couldnen ss. I c’t help but wonder if Johnston ate their livers after I’d passed out.

Later, when we left the train, I noted that he had buried all the whites, but not the Indians. I didn’t take notice to see if their ribcages were slit open. But I did ask him why he hadn’t buried them, too. Johnston said, “They don’t bury white men, and I play by their rules.”

Glancing over at Johnston, seeing that big, fiftyish, red-headed man riding tall in the saddle with bloody Sioux scalps dangling from his belt, I figured that he was, in fact, capable of cutting out a man’s liver and eating it raw.

He was also the man who had doctored me, fed me, and probably saved my life. He was also riding back into the Black Hills with me, and I couldn’t help but believe it was because of my wounds. He was behaving like a friend.

Thinking of friends made me think of Bucklaw. Lying back there beside the tracks in a shallow grave made me think of Major Carson, Mix and the others.

I would heal.

I would bide my time.

Eventually I would find them.

And they would pay in blood.
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We traveled slowly, without particular concern or worry. Once, Johnston sniffed out a hunting party of Sioux—he had actually sniffed them out like a dog raising its nose to the air and taking in the scent—and we had gone into hiding. We dismounted, grabbed the horses’ heads, and twisted the animals to the ground. Biting on the horses’ ears, holding their nostrils, we watched as a half-dozen Sioux passed within a hundred yards.

Had they come up from behind us and hit our sign, there would have been hell to pay. But as they were in front and upwind, we got away without a fight.

Couple days later we came upon a herd of buffalo. The beasts were over five hundred yards away, but there wasn’t any mistaking what they were. It was a pretty exciting sight. I had only seen buffalo a few times, and had never hunted them. I had eaten the meat several times, and thought it was tasty.

“That’s a nice stand of meat,” Johnston said.

“Didn’t realize they were so plentiful in these parts,” I said. “Looks to be thirty or forty head.”

“Forty-five. But they ain’t all that plentiful. Biggest herd I’ve seen in awhile. ‘Tween them red divvils and us white divvils, we done about wiped ‘em out. Even worse is them goddamned hide hunters. Kill ‘em and let the meat rot in the fields.”

“I sure wouldn’t let one rot right now. I’m so hungry I could even stand another pan of your biscuits.”

Johnston looked at me and said in all seriousness, “Hell, I make good biscuits.”

“But for every meal?”

“Now there’s gratitude fer ya.” He gave me a sly look. “You nail one of them critters and we’ll eat buffaler steak tonight.”


I took the Sharps Johnston had given me and pressed it to my shoulder. I was still weak and that eighteen-pound rifle felt as if it weighed forty.

“That would be one hell of a shot from there,”

Johnston said. “Mean, considering you couldn’t shoot an Indin in horseback a few days ago.”

“You saw that?” I lowered the rifle.

“Did.”

“Well, this isn’t no revolver, and if you’ll remember, I had been sick.”

“Dear me, why didn’t ya say so. Give one of ‘em a harelip.”

“Reckon I might just do that if you’d shut your trap.”

He grinned at me. “Go right ahead.” I didn’t like it, but I could tell Johnston knew right then and there that I was not a veteran buffalo hunter. I later found out that most of the hunting was performed from the ground using a hickory wiping stick as a rifle prop.

I set my sights, touched a finger to my mouth and then to my earlobe to get the windage. I got my aim again and fired.

A big bull buckled its front legs and went down.

“A lucky shot,” Johnston said.

“Yeah, and the more I shoot the luckier I get.”

“I say that old bull is pop-shot, and will likely as not ram yer fool head off when ya get close.”

“You’re just jealous of a good shot. Mad that you were wrong.”

“Come on, bean head, let’s have a closer look.”

The herd had finally rumbled away having picked up our scent. I later learned that buffalo are pretty nearsighted and not very smart. A hunter could sometimes drop one after another of the beasts without arousing suspicion. But when they get wind of you, they’re gone like last year’s youth.

We rode out to the bull I had shot. It lay on its side, tongue hanging out, eyes rolled up in its head.

“You can have the tongue for yourself,” I said, “and the liver, of course.”

Johnston didn’t laugh.

When I dismounted, he warned, “Watch his feet, kid. Way they’re a stickin’ straight out like that shows he’s probably jest pop-shot.”

“Gotta be right, don’t you, Johnston?”

“He’s just stunned, Lard Brain.”

I grinned and called for Johnston to toss down his knife.

“Have it yer way,” he said, and threw the Bowie at my feet.

I bent over and grabbed the bull by the hair of the head, straddled its neck, and shan neck, tarted to work.

No sooner had that blade pricked the beast than it stood straight up, bouncing me over its back and onto the ground.

I rolled to my feet just as the bull charged my horse.

Johnston jerked up his Spencer and slammed two shots into the animal’s head, quick as a wink.

The bull changed course suddenly, went about thirty feet and fell, skidded on his nose and died with a kick.

I got up on one knee and looked at Johnston.

“It’s a good thing that there buffaler was dead. Bet them live ones is real mean.”
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We dined on buffalo, biscuits and coffee cooked on a buffalo chip fire. We finished eating just before sundown, and by the time night had rolled in, we had the fire put out. Wasn’t any use inviting any Sioux to sit down to supper with us.

“Ya know,” Johnston said, tossing a blanket over his shoulders, “times is changing. Soon that noisy railroad’s gonna wrap this whole country up in a ribbon of black smoke and steel. Ain’t gonna be a fit place to live unless yer a city slicker. Sure won’t be no place for a red divvil or a mountain man.”

“This isn’t the mountains, anyway,” I said.

“That’s a right smart bit of noticing ya done there, son. But it’s the kind of land a mountain man’s spirit would like. It’s big and it’s free—fer right now, anyways. Damn railroad,” Johnston added sharply.

“I guess people got to go somewhere.”

“I reckon. I figure me and them red divvils is a lot like the buffaler. Days is numbered.”

I stretched out on my blanket and felt around my swollen eye. It was just a little puffy and I could see real well out of it. It itched, though.

“Johnston, did you really eat all those Crow livers?”

Johnston laughed. “I was wondering when ya were gonna get around to that. What do you think?”

“I reckon you would, Johnston. I surely do.”

“So do them Indins. How’s that eye?”

“Better. Itches.”

“Good sign. Reckon yer gonna have that red spot in it from now on. Have to start callin’ ya Red Spot.”

“How far to the Hills?”

“Not far, but their sign is pretty damn cold.”

“I’ll find them. I’ve got an advantage. They don’t know I’m alive and looking for them.”

“That’s an edge, all right.”

I pulled the blanket tighter and rolled over on my side. I had a hand near my revolver—or rather, the one that the Sioux had" ahe Siou kindly donated. “Goodnight, Johnston” I said.

“Goodnight. Hey, boy?”

“Yeah?”

“That shot ya made today. It was a good’un.”

“Thanks,” I said.

And we slept.
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The morning looked to have been prepared by a medicine man. One who could turn winter skies to spring with a wave of his hand. The world was oddly beautiful. If it had not been for Bucklaw’s death, I think I could have forgotten Carson for myself. Just went on and lived life the best way I knew how.

But there was the memory of Bucklaw, and it would not go away. Not ever.

I would have no future until Carson, Mix and Taggart lay at my feet. The rest could go to hell. But give me those three and I could rest, feel that Bob Bucklaw and myself were avenged.

We had more buffalo meat for breakfast and coffee. We stuffed ourselves good. Then we spent the rest of the morning salting strips of buffalo meat down, wrapping it up in hide and stashing it in our saddlebags. Johnston said it might get to tasting a bit on the green side, but it would be welcome when we had to move fast and were hungry. The waste was that there was still a lot of meat left over, and it would do nothing but rot in the field.

· · ·
 

A few days later we crossed the Belle Fourche fork of the Cheyenne River and moved into the edge of the Black Hills, the sacred lands of the Sioux.
 

Chapter Three
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We chewed some of the buffalo meat and avoided a fire. It was a crisp night up in the Hills—still warm for the time of year, Johnston assured me—and it would have been a good night for coffee. Instead, we drank water from the canteens.

Somewhere out in the darkness, a night bird called a low, lonely note. The sound of it sent little critter feet up my back.

Johnston perked up, pulled his Spencer over to him and propped it against his leg.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“Jest tryin’ to decide if that was a bird or a red divvel.”

We were surrounded by dark pines and rocks. Overhead, peeping through the thick growth of the pine limbs, were the stars. “Well?”

“My guess,” Johnston said, “is that it’s a red divvel.”

An arrow flew lickity-split out of the dark and planted itself with a thud and a squirt of blood in Johnston’s left shoulder.

“Yep,” Johnston said, glancing at the arrow. “Sioux.”

He jerked up the Spencer and shot over my head before I cousouold move. He was already coming up to a half crouch when the Indian stumbled out of the dark and fell at my feet on top of his bow.

“You dance with that one, pilgrim,” Johnston called. “I’m goin’ to skin me ‘nuther.”

I got my Winchester up just in time to come to a half crouch and block the swing of another warrior’s tomahawk. He seemed to have come out of nowhere.

I twisted the rifle when I blocked and managed to knock the weapon out of the Sioux’s hand, but not before he kicked me in the groin and knocked me back.

Lifting the Winchester, I quickly shot and caught the Sioux just under the chin. It lifted him like an uppercut and tossed him down heavier than a blacksmith’s anvil.

Scrambling to my feet, I saw that a whole horde of Sioux had engulfed Johnston. His Spencer lay at his feet, stock cracked, and two Sioux lay there with it, heads cracked.

I shot one of the braves in the back of the head at close range. Johnston kicked another between the legs, connecting the toe of his moccasin to the Sioux’s tailbone. The Indian’s spine cracked with a sound like a pistol shot, and he dropped.

Johnston wheeled on the other, got hold of his head and twisted it around like wet mud.

Two more Indians came out of the pines, and I dropped one with my Winchester. An arrow went by my ear about the same time.

Before I could let down on that last Indian, two arrows came out of the dark back to back, and entered the warrior’s neck and left ear, buried halfway up the shaft.

Another Sioux appeared at the edge of the wood and he caught an arrow in the eye and another in the chest.

Things got quiet.

“Who invited himself into this fight?” I said.

“Well, if he hadn’t shown, Red Spot, we might be decoratin’ some Dakotah’s lodge pole come sunup.”

A man stepped from the concealment of the pines. He was dressed in buckskins. There was a quiver draped on his back, and across his shoulder was a strapped Winchester. He had a knife on his hip and a bow in his hand. He had a fistful of eagle quills in his hair.

It was the Crow from Carson’s camp. The one I had called Eagle Feather.
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The Crow looked at Johnston. He did not seem interested in me.

The big mountain man did not seem in the I least bit perturbed by the arrow sticking in his shoulder.

“Dapiek Absaroka?” the Crow said.

“At yer service,” Johnston said.

I had a moment of uneasiness. Johnston had been called his Crow name—The Killer of Crows—and by none other than a Crow.

If eyes were weapons, Johnston and the Crow had already pierced each other wim">ach othth .50-caliber balls of hate.

“This isn’t going to get ugly is it?” I said.

“That’s up to this red divvel. He did save our lives, and I’d hate to scalp ‘em. I’m at peace with the Crows. Sort of.”

“We are at peace with you,” the Crow said. “Sort of.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Johnston said, “this here booger speaks English.”

“Missionaries,” the Crow said.

“Brought ya God, huh?”

“English and smallpox.”

“Listen,” I said, “you helped pull our fat out of the fire.”

The Crow looked at me. “You were the other man. I saw you shot.”

“You saw what happened at the train?”

“I thought you were dead. You and your friend were brave. You turned against many. You must be strong to live after so many wounds.”

“You were trying to catch up with Carson?”

“He has humiliated my people,” the Crow said, turning to Johnston, “as this man has done.”

“That was years ago,” I said. I could feel the tension drawing between the two men like drying rawhide.

“So who’s keepin’ count,” Johnston said. “I’d jest as soon make a necklace out of yore teeth.”

The Crow smiled. “We are at peace.”

“I reckon,” Johnston said. “How are you called.”

“Di wace rockusakeetak.”

“That right?” I asked.

“Mean’s something like, You Are Next To Dead Thing,” Johnston said.

“Nice name.”

“I know about this here red divvel. That’s not the name he grewed up with. It’s the one the Crows give him later. Crows are an adulterous people, Red Spot. They’re quite unlike the Sioux. This here brave loved his wife, did not chase squaws. Crows don’t consider that manly. They compare it to a hunter who kills a buffaler and stays by the dead critter because he’s afraid to chase after the rest of the herd. Lacks spirit, manhood. He’s dead inside.

“Tale has it this here buck’s wife didn’t feel that way. She slept around. Dishonored old Dead Thing here. He left the Crows, didn’t go back. Did some scoutin’ and such fer the army.”

“That’s why he’s called Dead Thing?”

“Dead Spirit. A woman is somethin’ the Crows think yer supposed to conquer, then move on to ‘nuther. Like huntin’ buffaler. Now, if we’re all through with our chitchat, think maybe ya could help me get this here arrow out of my hide?”

Dead Thing had not moved or blinked an eye during Johnston’s windy explanation. He just stood proud and handsome, straight as a pine all the while.

With Johnston directing, I set about getting that arrow out. Johnston was an old hand at it, and it was grisly business. He directed the use of my revolver butt to drive the tail of the arrow and push the point on through. It ripped through the skin on the back of his arm like rotten leather. I broke the point off as close to the arm as possible. Then, with a quick jerk, I pulled it out through the hole it had entered.

Johnston hardly moved at all. Let no man ever say Johnston was all bluff. He was one tough sonofabitch.

Dead Thing reached down and took the arrow, did a strange thing. He licked the blood from the shaft with his tongue.

“Like that, red divvel?” Johnston growled. Picking up the pointed end of the shaft, he tossed it in Dead Thing’s face. “Here, suck on this!”

He leapt to his feet and pushed me away. Blood pumped from the wound, but it didn’t stop the big man from lunging at the Crow.

“Boys, boys!” I yelled.

Dead Thing and Johnston locked arms. Dead Thing was a hell of a man, but wrestling with Johnston would be sort of like trying to stab a grizzly to death with a twig. You could do it, provided the grizzly allowed it, but it would take some time.

I picked up Johnston’s Spencer and shattered the stock some more by banging it off the giant’s head.

When Johnston fell, Dead Thing jerked out his Bowie.

I said, “No more, huh?”

Dead Thing looked at me, nodded. He put the knife away.

I rolled Johnston onto his back; and, using a piece of my own shirt, I stopped the bleeding from the arrow wound. Johnson’s head had a knot, but nothing more. I wasn’t looking all that forward to when he woke up.

Dead Thing was using his knife to cut the arrows from the Sioux, but when he finished that task, he gave each corpse a special salute. He stood up, raised his breechcloth, and exposed himself.

I had once heard that the Sioux did that, and they considered it the ultimate insult to the eyes of the dead.

I reckoned that Crow was giving them a taste of their own medicine.

When he was finished with that, he started back to the first and set to scalping.

I didn’t watch. I turned back to Johnston. When the fire was built up good, I put Johnston’s Bowie blade in it, and got his whisky from his saddlebag.

Dead Thing came over with a handful of scalps. “You killed these. They’re yours.”

“No, they’re yours. Call it a present. As for the rest… well, some of those are Johnston’s and you’ll need to talk to him.”

Dead Thing grunted, tossed a handful of scalps besididtscalps e Johnston. “He killed the most,” the Crow said flatly.

“He’s had plenty of practice,” I said. I went back to Johnston, knelt down and looked at the wound. It was bleeding through the torn shirt fabric.

I got the Bowie out of the fire, and very quickly, put it to the wound.

Johnston came out of his knocked-out condition like a mad puma out of cave. He got me by the throat and started squeezing it like so much weaved basket. But just as suddenly as he had come awake, he passed out again. Even Johnston had his limitations. Loss of blood, a good knot on the head and a red-hot Bowie on a wound was at least part of it.

I got my throat working again, poured whisky on the wound, redressed it with some wet leaves and a few strips of blanket, and let it be.

Johnston, that big, ugly bear, began to snore.
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I made coffee and put out the fire. I gave Dead Thing a cup and we squatted around the dead coals, just looking at one another. After awhile, Dead Thing said, “You and the Liver-Eater are friends?”

“Yes. He saved my life. You saved our lives.”

“The Liver-Eater just happened to be here. I saved your life.”

“Why?”

“Because you fought White Lip.”

“White Lip?”

“The one you call Carson.”

“I see. What’s your beef with the major?”

“He made my people look like fools. They follow him and do what he wants to get his crazy water. The warriors are no longer proud. They act crazy.”

“Whisky does that,” I said. “But you’re way behind them.”

“I did not follow them at first. I saw what happened at the train. I went away. I thought about it. Those men with him were friends of mine. Once. The more I thought about them, about how they acted, about how they followed White Lip, the more I decided that they should die. They make the Crows look bad.”

“And White Lip?”

“He dies, too.”

“You do this to honor your people, yet they have dishonored you.”

“I am still Absaroka. Does White Lip dishonor you?”

“Yes, I suppose.”

“He is white. Are you now ashamed of being white?”

“No, I’m not, and I see your point,” I said. “You and me, we’re after the same thing. We can follow their trail together.”

The Crow grunted. “I travel alone. Their trail is long cold now. My own people have hidden it. But I will find them. Perhaps our paths will cross again.”

“Then we’ll not do it together?”

“No.”

I nodded. I finished my coffee, went to tend the horses. I took off the saddles, rubbed down the horses, then put the saddles back. In this country, a person has to be ready to move at any notice.

I was working on Johnston’s stallion, fastening up the cinch, when I noticed Dead Thing was gone.

I never even heard him move. I wondered if he had a horse out there in the trees somewhere. Most likely.

I wondered if Dead Thing would get to Carson before I did. I certainly hoped not.
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It was barely light. A cool fog had settled on us like a wet, wool cap. I wasn’t really surprised to wake up and find Johnston cooking his biscuits. There wasn’t enough there for two.

“I’m sorry about whacking you,” I said, rolling out of my blankets.

“I ought to left ya on that train with them Sioux,” he said.

“Dead Thing saved our lives.”

“And I saved yorn, for some reason or ‘nuther.”

“I’m grateful.”

“Ya show it good. We’re partin’ ways, pilgrim. You go on over the rise there, and two days later you’ll reach town. We meet again, I’ll consider all debts paid. Savvy?”

“Yeah.”

I watched Johnston eat the biscuits. In the harsh morning light he looked very old, like a tool used long after its time. For the first time I could see gray in his beard. After he finished eating, he got his gear together. “I kinda liked ya, boy. Thanks for patchin’ me up.”

“Only fair.”

“Account ya doin that, I’m lettin’ ya keep yer hair.”

“We don’t have to end this, Johnston.”

“Yeah, we do.” He walked away, climbed on his stallion.

“That’s it, then?”

“Reckon so.”

“You’re the one ending it.”

“You ended it last night when ya kept me from killin’ that red divvel.”

With that he turned his stallion and started out of the hills. I was going to miss him, and I wished it hadn’t ended that way.

Just as predicted, two days later I reached civilization. If you could call Deadwood Gulch civilization.



 

Chapter Four


1

I had never been to Deadwood Gulch, but I knew about it. There was talk of making it a town. It was home for several hundred miners, and it was said to be the roughest place since Hickok cleaned up Abilene.

It was a dead-end canyon bordered by the thick Dakota woods and the tall, rock walls of Pa Sapa. It was a gathering of miner tents, dugouts and shanties. It was, due to its narrow pass and steep walls on all other sides, fairly safe from Indians. It could be defended easily. There was hardly room for two buckboards to pass through the mouth of these rocks and into the Gulch. Law was where you found it. At the end of your own gun or with the skin off your knuckles. They said the sound of gunfire and fist fights could be heard continuously, and that many a would-be miner spent the next season fertilizing a Dakota pine.

I figured that was all true. I figured, too, that it would be a haven for outlaws, men on the run. Men like Carson and his crew.

I rode through the pass and into Deadwood Gulch, down the single narrow street between tents and clapboard saloons. I wound my horse through drunken miners staggering across the street from saloon to saloon.

Finally, I dismounted and lead my horse through the street, trying not to get knocked down by the drunks. A man, staggering a little less than most, was coming down the street toward me. This was an ugly cross-eyed cuss, and the gloomy light—for it was near nightfall—did little to enhance his appearance.

I said to him, “Hey, friend. Can you tell me where I can put my horse up for the night, find a place to sleep?”

The little man looked at me. I could smell his stinky whisky breath. “You talkin’ to me?”

“Unless you have a small man in your pocket, I am.”

“Yeah?”

“Look, friend, I don’t want trouble, just information.”

“I ain’t your friend.”

“All right. Now will you answer my questions? Where can I put up for the night?”

“How about six feet in the ground?” And with that, the little man pulled a .44 with fair speed.

I swatted his hand with the barrel of my Winchester, which I had carried in with me, leaving the Sharps in the boot. Then I put the rifle to the man’s throat.

“I don’t want any trouble from you,” I said.

The little man started to stoop and recover his revolver, but I pushed his head up with the Winchester. “No you don’t,” I said.

“No one does Jack McCall that way,” he snarled.

“I just did.”

He swallowed.

“Now hide out, and leave the .44.”

“You’ll pay for this,” McCall said, and he went away, still staggering.

“I’ll spend the night trembling,” I callemat,” I d after him.

I picked up the .44 and stuck it in my belt. I found a hitching rack and tied up my horse. I took my saddlebags and both rifles with me. They would be too inviting just hanging there.

On down the street I came across a redheaded whore outside a miner tent. She was plying her trade, smiling and yelling at the miners as they passed. She was fat, with filthy skirts and the complexion of a dead fish belly.

“Lonely, mister?” she said.

“No. Actually, I’m right tuckered out and I’m looking for a place to bunk out. Can you direct me?”

“A girl’s got to live.”

“Don’t let me stop you.”

She laughed. “Well, a girl does, you know?”

She was long past being any girl, but I didn’t want to disillusion her.

“How about I trade you this .44 for some information?”

“Do I look like a pistoleer?”

“You look like a pretty girl,” I said. I could lie when I had to. “You can sell or trade it.”

“Well, that’s true enough.”

I took McCall’s revolver and gave it to her. She looked at it in a familiar manner, and I guessed that she might be more of a pistoleer than she let on.

“Sure you wouldn’t like to sow some seed?” she said.

“I’m worn to the bone. I just need a place to sleep and I need to find a place for my horse.”

“All right. You go down the street till you come to a big clapboard building. It’ll be the biggest around. You can find a place for the night there. Tell old Moses that Big Butt Molly sent you.”

“I’ll do that.”

I walked for a spell, sidestepping piles of dung and passed-out drunks before coming to the place Molly had told me about. There was a man standing outside of it urinating in the street. Somewhere I could hear a street Bible thumper yelling about Deadwood Gulch being the Sodom and Gomorra of today. I could hear the drunks better.

I went into the clapboard building. It was dark and as stinky as the inside of a buffalo’s guts in there.

Men in camps of this sort, women too, were not prone to regular bathing. I realized that I was a bit overripe myself. I thought the odor was going to take my guns away from me and shoot me in the foot.

There was a plank counter on the left made up of boards stretched over whisky barrels. A lantern sitting on the left-hand side of the board was the only light. A man on a stool behind the plank and barrels had a scatter gun in his lap. He eyed me like a bad case of the piles.

“Hep ya?” he said.

“Woman name of Big Butt Molly said I could find a place tolapd a pla bunk here.”

“Cost ya two bits. Ya don’t look to have two bits.”

“You Moses?”

“Yeah.”

“What can I trade you for a place to sleep?”

“Howsabout two bits?”

“How about my revolver?”

“Handguns is right cheap in a place like this, sonny.”

I knew that was a lie. King Colt, no matter what the iron population was, was always welcome.

“That’s what I got to offer,” I said. “I figure that’s good for one night’s sleep and enough change left over to put my horse up.”

Moses got up. “Let’s see’er.” He cradled the sawed-off shotgun in his arms and looked at me.

I laid my Colt on the plank.

Moses examined it.

“Alrighty, here’s two bits change.” He dug it out of a dirty pocket and tossed it on the plank and I pocketed it. Moses picked up the lantern. Carrying it in one hand, the shotgun in another, he came from behind the plank and barrels and led the way.

There was a blanket drawn over a doorway, and using the shotgun to push it aside, I followed him into a long, narrow room with rows of dirty socks sticking in the throughway.

“There’s a place down at the far end on the right side. Blanket up against the wall.”

“This is it?”

“You was expectin’ champagne and flowers? This ain’t back east.”

“I’ve never been east. But this sure ain’t much.”

“A Colt Revolver don’t buy much, Mr. Hoity-Toity.”

I sighed. “All right. Can you hold my spot until I’ve taken care of some business?”

“I suppose. Lay out yer blanket to mark yer place.”

I went down there between those stinky miner feet and pulled a blanket out from the wall, unfolded it. It smelled like something dead had been wrapped in it.

Snores echoed all around as I walked back to Moses.

“Pleasant sleeping companions,” I said.

“Ain’t they?” Moses said.
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I carried the rifles, one in either hand, up the street. I hadn’t gone twenty feet when I stopped to watch an old man leading a horse. The horse looked familiar. It should have. It was the one Johnston had taken from the Indian and given me.

I walked toward the old man, said, “That’s a nice horse you got there.”

The old timer grinned. “Ain’t it. Injin pony. Got him off a Sioux warrior.”

“That so?”

“A fact. Injin nearly lifted my hair.”

I couldn’t help smiling. The old man had a perfectly honest face. White hair jutted out from beneath his hat like weeds.

“Want to sell him?”

“What? This horse?”

“You got another?”

The old timer laughed, spat a greasy string of tobacco in the street. “Well, maybe we could get out of the street and talk.”

“Seeing how that’s my horse, old timer, I’m going to offer you one hell of a deal. You turn him over to me and I won’t put this Winchester up your nose and shoot it until I run out of bullets.”

“Wha—?” The old timer turned to look at the horse. “I’ll be damn-fangled. This ain’t my horse, Boss?”

“You don’t say.”

“I do, I do. I’ve done you a bad thing. I’m right embarrassed about it.”

“Thought it was Boss, huh?”

“Looked just like him, and I’m old and I’ve been drinkin’.”

“Naturally you got confused.”

“Size of it.”

“I’d like my horse.”

The old timer handed me the reins. “I figure you don’t believe what I told you?”

“You figure right.”

“Well, all right, I was stealin’ the nag.”

“Not mining much gold?” I said sourly.

“I think I’ll go back to buffalo huntin’.”

“Best hurry, they’re getting kind of shy.”

I started to walk away, leading my horse. The old timer tagged right along.

“That’s true,” he said. “Used to be a lot of them critters. Wonder what happened to ’em.”

“It’s a mystery,” I said sarcastically. I stopped leading the horse. “What’s your name, old timer?”

“Honest Roy Chiders.”

“You’re pulling my leg.”

“No. I have this tendency to borrow things, so I sort of got this backwards handle. You know, they call a big guy Tiny, a fat guy Slim, a little guy—”

“I get it, I get it,” I said. “I bet you sell what you borrow, too.”

“I wouldn’t lie toou n’t l you. I do just that.”

I sighed. “Listen, tell me where I can sell this horse. I’ll pick up another when I leave.”

“I know right where to sell him. What’s your name, by the way?”

“Melgrhue,” I said. “Red Spot Melgrhue.”

“Come on, Red Spot. I’ll show you along.”

I scratched my beard. “You don’t know where I can get a bath and a shave, do you?”

Roy stopped walking. “Now what you want to do that for? Make you sick to wash off your manly protection.”

“The only thing this stink protects you from is mosquitoes.”

“There you are,” Honest Roy said sincerely.
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I got rock-bottom price for my horse, even with the saddle and bridle thrown in. The blacksmith who bought him made a big point about how it was an Indian pony and the saddle was badly worn.

I made the point that the horse was well fed and in good shape, and that it was bridle-trained, Indian pony or not.

He still gave me the same price. I kept my blanket and saddlebags, and on the way over to the flophouse, Honest Roy told me that the price I got for the horse was what the blacksmith paid for all horses, except dead ones. And then he still got a good profit there, seeing how his wife, Pickle Nose Annie, ran a restaurant.

I made a note to mind what I ate in Deadwood Gulch.

I stowed the gear at the flophouse and went with Honest Roy to a saloon. Roy had promised to buy me a drink. The stuff tasted bad. It did not have the color of honest whisky.

“You want another, Red Spot?” Honest Roy asked me.

“This will hold me, Roy.”

There weren’t any tables, so we leaned against the wall. A few miners had some stumps pulled up around barrels and they were playing cards on those.

“Well,” Honest Roy said “if you won’t have a drink, that’s good. More for me.” He laughed at his own joke and went back to the bar.

When he got back, I said, “I’ve had it in here. I’m going to get me some fresh air.”

“Ain’t much fresher in the street,” Honest Roy said. “What say you and me find us a card game?”

“Go ahead. Somehow I don’t think there’d be much of an honest deal in here.”

“Not an honest game in the Gulch,” Roy said, “But I cheat.” He patted the .36 Navy on his hip. “And if they cheat…”

“I’ll just go out for some air, Roy. Good night.”

“Have it your way, Red Spot.”

Like most of the me/dist of tn in the saloon, I had carried my weapon in with me. So, I left out of there with my Winchester. I had stowed my saddlebags and the Sharps back at the flophouse and I wanted to get back there before Moses decided to sell them.

Out in the street, swinging his way along on the other side, I spied a familiar face. I recognized all three men. One of them was a Crow Indian in cowboy dress. The other was Taggart. And the man leading them was none other than my old friend, Mix Miller.

I felt a hot flush. Suddenly I thought of Bucklaw falling from his horse, his face half blown away.

I swung-cocked the Winchester and started across the street.

“Mix!” I yelled.

Mix stopped, turned, and looked at me. He didn’t seem to recognize me. Which was understandable. My clothes looked worse for wear and my hat was drooped down in my face. I had a thick beard and mustache as well.

“I know you?” Mix asked. The Crow and Taggart had stopped in their tracks behind him. They were really putting the eyeball to me.

“Yeah.”

“Well, can’t say as I recall the face.” His hand drifted down to touch the butt of his revolver even as he smiled.

“We met in Custer.”

“I met a lot of people in Custer. Sorry, don’t remember you.”

“Sure you do. We robbed a train. Got a hatful of watches and some change.”

Mix’s eyes narrowed. “Melgrhue?”

“Melgrhue,” I said, and jerked the Winchester up even with Mix’s chest.

He was fast, but not fast enough. My shot caught him in the chest and shattered his breastbone. He twisted on his heel as if it were nailed to the ground, and wound down to the ground.

His two companions drew down on me. A shot sent my hat spinning. I dropped and cocked two quick shots at them. One knocked the Crow’s right eye out but the other missed Taggart.

Taggart’s revolver was right on me. I knew Taggart had a bullet with my name on it, but suddenly the side of his head went to pieces and he went sideways into the street.

I wheeled to my right. Honest Roy was holstering his .36 Navy.

“Figured I owed you one,” he said. “‘Sides, I was losin’, and it was a fair game.”

“Glad to see you.”

“I think one of them’s still alive.”

The streets had been half full a moment ago, but when the gunplay started it had cleared out. Pedestrians poked their heads out from behind barrels and saloon doors now. They went back about their business, not even curious. They had seen this plenty of times before.

Roy and I walked over to the trio, and I saw that Mix was still alive, but in a very bad way.
 

“Want me to finish him?” Honest Roy said.

“He’s finished enough.” I squatted down. “Where’s Carson?”

He opened his mouth and tried to spit on me, but all he managed was a gurgle of blood on his chin. I grabbed his hair and lifted up his head. “Where’s Carson,” I repeated. But Mix was dead.

I stood up. “There a sheriff in this town?”

“No. Old Man Williams will bury them for the change in their pockets. Leave them.” Roy reached down and took Mix’s hat, tossed his own on the ground. He placed it on his head. “Fits,” he said.
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“Tell me, Red Spot,” said Honest Roy as we walked over to the flophouse. “What did you have against them fellers?”

“They killed a friend of mine. Tried to kill me. Double-crossed me on a deal.”

“Reckon that’s reason enough,” Honest Roy admitted. “But if you don’t like double-dealin’, you’re in the wrong place, son. And it’s gonna get worse. When this gold fever gets spread good, every debtor, gambler, hardcase and two-bit double-crosser in the country will be here.”

“Horse thieves, too,” I said.

Honest Roy slapped his knee. “Hell, son, they’re already here.”

Inside the flophouse, I reclaimed my gear and Honest Roy got a place for the night. He paid Moses.

“Don’t stink up my blanket,” Moses warned him.

“Shut up, puss-belly,” Roy snapped.

We went on back to the sleeping quarters. I said to Roy, “He sure is a cantankerous sonofabitch.”

“Guess it runs in the blood,” Honest Roy said, spitting his chaw on the floor. “He’s just like the rest of my brothers. For that matter, all my kin.”

“Moses is your brother? I don’t believe it.”

“Don’t like it much myself,” Roy said. “But don’t make it no less true.”

I lay wide awake to the sound of snoring and twisting and belching. The place stank too much to sleep. My mind was too full. A sort of strangeness had crept up on me like an Indian.

I had a taste of revenge and I wasn’t sure I liked it. But there didn’t seem to be anything else I could do. Eyes wide open, staring at the rough plank ceiling, I waited for daybreak.
 

Chapter Five
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Come sunup, I got out of the flophouse, leaving Honest Roy asleep, and went out to find some breakfast at any place that wasn’t Pickle Nose Annie’s.

I ended up with flapjacks and buffalo rump, the meat being ripe enough to poison a creek with.

After eating, I rented a horse and saddle gear, and started for a ride. I felt like getting out of Dead wood Gulch for awhile, clear my nostrils of the stink and do a little thinking.

I had brought both rifles, and had talked Moses into the loan of a revolver. I wished right then that I had gone ahead and taken Mix’s. Some miner was probably selling it in a saloon for booze. But I didn’t spend much time harping on it.

I was about to ride out when Honest Roy came up. He was scratching obscenely and cussing. “That’s the most louse-ridden house I’ve ever slept in,” he said.

“The little buggers are all over me. Where you heading Red Spot?”

“Just doing some riding.”

“Well, I wouldn’t ride too far, or you’ll not have any hair to part. Sioux and Cheyenne are all over the place.”

“Not going far.” I scratched my beard. “Thought I might find a stream somewhere, wash up.”

“I told you about that,” Honest Roy said.

“I’ll remember that you did if I get sick.”

“Well, Red Spot, I got to get me some breakfast, the keep-down kind.”

“I certainly do not recommend Uncle Billy’s pancakes. I would just as soon eat a buffalo chip.”

“Maybe you did.”

“See you later, Roy.”

“Hey, uh, Red Spot… you wouldn’t be able to sort of loan me…”

“Yeah.” I still had a bit left over from the sale of my horse; which, bad price and all, had turned out better than boarding him. “There.” I tossed Honest Roy a coin. “You won’t eat big with that, but you’ll eat.”

“Watch your top-knot!” he yelled as I rode down the street and out of Deadwood Gulch.
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It was beautiful country out there, and I enjoyed it. Got me away from the stench of Deadwood Gulch and the thoughts of blood and revenge that thundered through my head like a stampede of wild horses.

I don’t know what I had expected from killing Mix, Taggart and the Crow, but I sure wasn’t getting it. Can’t say as I regretted it. If I had it to do over, I’d do it again. But it left something hollow in me. But not hollow enough for me to let Carson go.

Riding around, I started to formulate an idea. Mix had been pretty much like a tick on Carson’s hide. If Mix had been in the Gulch, maybe Carson was, too. Or, most likely, they had split up and would meet up again.

Even if Mix were not incentive enough for Carson to come to Deadwood Gulch, gold would be. It was the boom spot of the country. It was like Honest Roy had said; gold fever brought them all out of the woodwork—debtors, gamblers, hardcases and double-crossers. Carson was in that group. More than once, by my figuring.

I could pound a horse all over the country looking for him, but most likely I could just wait and let Carson ride into my hands. He’d come to Deadwood Gulch, if he wasn’t there already. And if he was, I’d know soon enough.

If he didn’t show, then I’d be no worse off. I could still ride that horse all over the country, and by Bucklaw’s dead eyes, I would; ride that beast to death if I had to, and then another and another and another till I tracked down that double-crossing, murdering sonofabitch.

Gold had brought Bucklaw and me to this country, and in an indirect way, it had killed Bob. With luck, it would do the same for Carson. That which he worshipped would see him dead.

Gold did strange things to me. I could still remember that newspaper and the ad that got me and old Bucklaw going.

STRUCK IT AT LAST
 Rich Mines of Gold and Silver
 Reported Found by Custer

 

PREPARE FOR LIVELY TIMES!
 Gold Expected to Fall 10 Per Cent—
 Spades and Picks Rising—The National
 Debt to Be Paid When Custer Returns.

 

Yeah, I remembered it. I had read it enough times. It sure had hooked me and Bucklaw. And now even more gold had been found. The Hills would soon fill with white men, greedy and ready for gold. I hoped that greediest of all sonofabitches, Carson, was with them. If so, it would damn sure be his last camp.

I found a creek a little later on, one with the signs of having been heavily panned. There were tracks all around it and a lot of the bank had fallen into the water from being torn down by boot heels.

It was cold, but I’d carried my stink around long enough. I tied up the horse. Stripping off, I carried the Winchester out toward a rock in the middle of the creek. I put the rifle on the rock, balancing it within easy reach. Then I sat down in the icy water and washed. After about ten minutes I was used to the chill, and another ten or fifteen minutes had me clean. I got my Winchester and walked out of the water.

I squatted on the bank and washed my shirt and pants. While they were drying on a pine limb, I stretched out my blanket and lay naked in the sun with the Winchester at my side. It felt good, as good a feeling as I’d had in ages.

My clothes were just the slightest bit damp when I finally dressed, and I was thinking about stretching out on the blanket again and letting the sun finish the job when I heard gunfire.
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Gunfire wasn’t too uncommon around Deadwood Gulch, but I guess I’m part busybody. As my pa used to say, “I knew it wasn’t any of my business, so I checked into it.”

I saddled up quickly and rode toward the sound. Not fast, just easy. I was curious, not stupid.

I came upon a place where the land sloped off pretty steep. Down about four hundred yards away I could see a party of men riding in my direction, in such a way that they would cross in front of me by about two hundred yards. If they saw me, they didn’t show it, so I figured they didn’t. Not from that angle. There were just enough trees to the right to make that difficult">hat dift.

I got off the rented horse and tied him back in the trees a bit, took the Winchester, went over to where the ground sloped and lay down.

The riders were Indians. One was just a bit out in front of the others, and he was riding like hell. Behind came about a half dozen whooping Sioux. The man in front was a Crow, and even from that distance I knew it was Dead Thing. In a moment, his name was going to be more appropriate than ever.

I balanced the Winchester on the ridge and took aim at the Sioux in the lead. I owed Dead Thing and I was about to make a down payment.

Dead Thing turned halfway, swung down to the side of his horse and fired an arrow back at the leading Sioux. Got him in the chest before I could bead in my shot.

I picked out the next one, took my time, and fired.

It was a head shot, and it knocked the Sioux off his horse. Wasn’t any doubt he was dead.

I shot another of them, and that left three.

Dead Thing wheeled his horse, and like a madman he rode back toward the Sioux.

I had heard that the Crow would fight like hell one day, and run like hell the next. I had also heard that they are terrified of the Sioux.

Either that is all lie, or Dead Thing was damned different. It took quite a man to ride back toward three men with rifles when he himself had nothing but a bow and arrows.

If Dead Thing felt like I had evened the odds, then his arithmetic was a lot different from mine.

I’ve heard that a lot of the Plains tribes could shoot arrows from horseback steadier than a white man could shoot a rifle, and I came to believe that myself. Dead Thing had three arrows in the air before the Winchester was cocked good. He held them in the same hand he held the bow with and fed them to his firing hand as fast as a Gatling gun belt. Two of the arrows found the same Sioux’s chest, and the third struck his horse in the throat. Both man and animal went down.

One of the Sioux, as he passed, leapt off his horse and tackled Dead Thing from his.

I dropped another Sioux with my Winchester.

There wasn’t any way to help Dead Thing from where I was, not with him and that Sioux wrestling one another up close. All I could see was bodies spinning and knives in the air.

I got my horse and rode down there. By the time I arrived, the Sioux was lying on the ground and Dead Thing had the man’s scalp in his hand. The Crow’s face was raised to the sky and he was yelling like a crazed coyote.

He turned to me, smiling. Blood was on his face, hands and arms.

“We meet again,” I said.
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I hadn’t brought any foodstuff, but Dead Thing had some jerky and we ate it down by the creek, washing it down with stream water.

“So you killed the little man,” Dead Thing said when I told him about Mix. “You are sure it was him?”

“I’m sure.”

Dead Thing grunted. “I wanted to kill him.”

“I’m afraid I also chalked up the big one, Taggart, and one of your tribe, as well.”

“I would have liked to have had his hair. You should have saved him for me.”

“Well, at the time it didn’t seem like the thing to do. ‘Sides, I had some help with those three. A man by the name of Honest Roy.”

“It is a good name,” Dead Thing said seriously. “An honest man is hard to find these days in red or white.”

I didn’t break his heart by telling him the truth about Honest Roy. “Listen,” I said. “We’re working toward the same thing. We want Carson, and I guess I want those Crow brothers of yours, too. They shot me up, and I’d like to return the favor. They killed my friend, along with Carson, Mix and the others. I don’t know that I can get them all, that I’ll even remember the others should I see them. But those I do remember, I want.

“We ought to be working together. I say these men will show up in Deadwood Gulch, and when they do I intend to kill them.”

“White men would not accept me.”

“They accepted that Crow with Mix, least as good as white men accept Indians. You’d just have to cowboy up your dress some and hang around with me. I’m not bad company.”

Dead Thing smiled. “No. Not bad. But no, I must do this thing alone. If you leave any of them for me.”

“I’ll do my best not to, Dead Thing. I offer you this because you saved my life.”

“We are even now.”

“All right, we’re even.”

Dead Thing grunted. It was his favorite expression.

“What are you going to do now, if you’re not going into the Gulch?”

“I will fast, and I will dance the Sundance. I will wait for a guiding vision.”

“And I’ll wait for Carson.”

Dead Thing smiled. “You think to do such things as I do are foolish?”

“I think you do what you do, and that I do what I do.”

“But you think it is foolish.”

“All right, it strikes me as silly. But so does most religion. I’m not much of a Christian, either, and from what I’ve seen of them I don’t want to be.”

“There may be more beyond what you can touch.”

“Maybe.”

“Dance the dance with me and I will consider your offer.”
 Bueight="

“I’m not sure I want your help that bad.”

“And if your plan for finding Carson fails, how will you find him?”

“I’ll find him.”

“Dance the dance with me and we will find him together.”

“Don’t you stick things in your chest and stuff?”

“Yes.”

“No thanks.”

“Through pain we have vision.”

“I’ve had a lot of pain lately, and not too many good visions.”

“It was not done right.”

“You’re telling me.”

“This is the path to the spirits.”

“If I do this, we’ll work together?”

“Maybe. If the spirits say so.”

“I’m not crazy about pain.”

“I know you. You are fearless.”

I wondered if maybe he knew someone else. “Where would this take place? When?”

“It would take place in as safe a place as we could find. It would begin now.”
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Ever do something just totally loco and not know why?

That was me. I wasn’t all that fired sure I needed Dead Thing’s help, but for some reason I felt driven to get it. I figured it must have been due to the fact that we had the same grudge, and that carrying vengeance is a festering sort of job made easier by comradeship. Guess it goes back to the old saw about misery loves company. From what Dead Thing had told me about the Sundance ceremony, ackicirua, as he called it, I might have done better to brood alone. I also learned that I was greatly honored. The ceremony was almost a thing of the past now, even to the staunchest of tribesmen. It was just not practiced anymore. And certainly white men were not normally let into the ways. Dead Thing had distinguished me by his invitation. Maybe that made me feel all the more obligated. I don’t know.

Actually, the Sundance wasn’t just a worship of the sun, like I thought. Dead Thing explained it some. Certainly the sun entered into it. It was a great Crow god, and the dance was a tribute to the sun. But among the Crow it was also a dance of vengeance, a painful prayer for revenge.

These days, as the dance was not performed in great rituals as it had been before, and since Dead Thing was ostracized from the tribe—or had ostracized himself—it was necessary to perform the dance on one’s own accord.

There was quite a bit to be done before the pain began. We built a lodge for the dance, not very big, but it took time. Among Dead Thing’s possessions was a doll, a sacred thing that had been made for just such a ceremony. He would need it during the dance. It wasy lance. I his medicine. He informed me that I would need a medicine bundle as well, and I should make one.

I cut away a piece of my blanket and put a bullet in it, along with a drop of blood that I coaxed out of my thumb with a thorn. I felt sort of silly about it, but I swore an oath over the bundle, tied it up, and that was my medicine.

We went through some other rituals. Finally it was time to fast. We left the lodge and found a place deep in the woods. We fed up the horses good and made a small corral of little logs we chopped down with Dead Thing’s knife and tomahawk. The horses went inside of that with plenty of green stuff to eat and some bark that Dead Thing said would prevent them from getting the scours. I hoped it would be enough. Dead Thing told me that a fast sometimes lasted for a week.

I liked eating regular and hoped to be ready with my vision a lot sooner than that.

Dead Thing took my medicine, and the night before our fast began, he made it into a doll. The doll was made of hide and leaves dried over the fire. It smelled of cedar-leaf incense.

Next morning the fast began and I was already wishing for breakfast.

The fire had died and we sat near-naked, looking at the sun rise and stick its red nose through the boughs of the pines and swell until it rose high above us and dappled down through the trees and covered our bodies with blotchy shadow.

We did not talk. I could hardly hear Dead Thing’s breathing.

About noon my stomach started to growl like an angry cat. I tried to think about something else, but kept having visions of food. The flapjacks that I had eaten days ago, and had thought pretty nasty, seemed strangely inviting now, even if they had been buffalo chips. Pickle Nose Annie and her putrid, cooked horsemeat even sounded inviting, in spite of the fact that I had sworn off the place before ever eating there.

By nightfall I was so hungry I could see cornbread dancing on the ground. I wondered if that counted as a vision. I sort of doubted it.

Sun came up after a few centuries and no breakfast. Every moment now, my every thought was of food. Rest was important, too. But the thing I wanted most right then was chow. A raw turnip, a bug dipped in egg batter, would have been pretty nice.

Dead Thing sat as silent as the trees, and the sun climbed toward noon again; an eternity that was only the second day.

By nightfall I was tuckered and hungry as a broken-legged bear in a pen full of sheep.

Sometime after that I lost track of time, and hunger seemed like a minor thing. I know I slept. I remember picking myself up from the ground and finding a sitting position again. I could still see Dead Thing sitting in his place. He did not appear to have moved a muscle.

Sometime after that, somewhere between a day and forever, I saw Bob Bucklaw.

It’s kind of hard to explain. There I sat, pines all around me, Dead Thing nearby. Then I was alone. There was nothing familiar, just an eternal sweep of blue mixed with clouds that looked like tufts of pulled cotton. It made me think of the farm down in Louisiseewn in Lana, how it had been to pinch cotton from the boles and how it had looked stretching out of the plant and finally breaking free to be held in your fingers. Somehow, in that dream, that vision, that strange reality, my fingers became the bole, and the plant suddenly looked like limp fingers that had given me a prize.

Then Bucklaw came walking out of the blue, slapping clouds away with either hand.

I hung in that blue sky, sitting, amazed, but not responding.

Bucklaw squatted before me.

“Jim,” he said. “You were right, we should have went on and left Carson behind.”

His face began to bleed. Half of it fell away, and for a moment I was on the ground by that train and Bucklaw was falling from his horse, slow as molasses. The blood was flying from his face and coming down in heavy globs, dancing against my body like rhythmic feet.

Falling, falling, so slow… and finally Bob engulfed me…then once again I floated alone in the high, blue sky.

Johnston’s face seemed to rip the fabric of blue and his nose and beard—massive, so massive—jabbed into view and his lips worked but nothing came out. It was horrible to see; his mouth moving and looking like very old, flexible leather, but no words.

Then a voice exploded from him and thundered into my head like a bullet: “… them that died on the Greasy Grass.”

Melting away like candle wax, Johnston’s face was gone, and now I lay on my back looking up at the sky. A horrible face with horns hung over me. It was a demonic face with white mustache and thin lips, and I knew it was Carson. The Carson demon opened his mouth slowly, and it became the bore of a revolver. I was being sucked up inside of it, into the darkness, and suddenly the dark went red and I was spinning again.

Around me, like trees fresh cut and going down, women, men and children were falling stiffly and so very slowly.

A sheet of darkness, then I remembered nothing until the call of a bird.

I awoke and looked up into Dead Thing’s face.

“I have had my vision,” said the Crow. “And I know you have had yours. It is time.”
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I walked as if in a dream to the Sun Lodge with Dead Thing.

There was no one there but us, yet I thought I heard music; shrill pipes and drums, and finally chanting. The lodge was full of smoke and the smell of juniper.

There was a trough made from half a log. It was filled with white clay. I could just barely remember Dead Thing and I mixing ashes with the clay to make it that color. I didn’t know if we had done that yesterday or a moment ago. Time was lost and confused.

We rubbed the white clay on our faces and bodies. Then we sat and smoked a pipe, passing it back and forth. I kept hearing the pipes, the drums, the voices, but could see no one. My eyes ached from the smoke.

We . Tn="leftdid many other ceremonies that I could not remember afterward. I think we ate, but I could not be sure. I remembered only that I was no longer hungry. Maybe I had reached the point where it no longer mattered.

On a pole in the lodge hung our medicine, our dolls. Now it was time for the pain.

So the next thing I knew I was standing up facing Dead Thing. The world seemed to be made of smoke, dark smoke. I could still hear the pipes, drums and chants. Dead Thing took a sharp piece of wood and jabbed it into my chest, twisting and skewering it through until the stick was held in place by a band of flesh. I don’t remember the pain much. It was not as bad as I had expected. Dead Thing did the same to my chest on the other side.

Then it was my turn. Dead Thing did not even flinch.

Earlier, before the fast, Dead Thing had gone to a lot of trouble to pick special trees with which to construct the lodge. From a certain pole he had suspended long strands of rawhide, two on each side of the post. We looped these at one end and fastened them over the skewers in our chests, tightened them.

Then we began to dance. It felt natural. It was as if I knew what to do. We danced until the thongs pulled tight and the blood ran down our chests, like fast-flowing rivers on the way to the sea.

Dancing in the smoking darkness, I lost all sense of Dead Thing. He seemed to hover on the other side of a thick, fluffy cloud. The music went on. The pain became real for a few moments. I began to hum some song from my youth.

The cloud parted and an old Indian wearing a Buffalo head and horns stepped forward, and very much in a white man manner, he took my hand and said, “Greetings. I am The One Who Makes the Buffalo Fall Down. I am your guide.”

I think I might have laughed, but I can’t be sure.

The One Who Makes the Buffalo Fall Down and I sat on a ledge overlooking the world, and the world pulled in close as if we were drawing it up on a string. I saw this great expanse of grass and there was a river or creek there. The grass turned red and screamed.

“The grass will scream from the thunder of the horses, from the pain of the dying,” the old man said.

I nodded.

I hung alone from the rawhide thongs. My flesh was ripping. My legs were tired, no longer able to hold my weight. I hung by the skewers, my flesh stretching out as if pinched by giant hands.

And then the first band of flesh broke and the weight of my body was too much for the second. I lay on my back, looking up at the top of the lodge. It was open, and the sun looked in at me like an eye.
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“The one the Liver-Eater calls Red Spot, wake up.”

I opened an eye. “Pretty formal talk, don’t you think?”

Dead Thing smiled. “We have had our final visions. We must do what we must do.”

He sounded a lot like some of the trickier pages in my old law books. “Profoundfal “Pro,” I said.

“I leave you now, but we will have our union.”

“But you said we’d do this together.”

“It shall be, in time. I have my own path, a short one. Yours is much longer. Our spirits entwine.”

My eyes were heavy. I closed them. When I awoke it was night and cold and Dead Thing was gone.

I sat up and looked about. Dead Thing’s horse was gone. There was food on leaves beside me, jerked meat. I ate it a little at a time to keep from being sick.

I wondered what Dead Thing had meant.

Next morning I saddled up the rented horse. The lodge was gone, not even a trace. I rode back toward Deadwood Gulch.

I had been invited into a strange new world, one beyond men. I didn’t feel any closer to Christianity or the Sun God, nor did I believe in them any more than I had before. But I did know now that there were strange things that lay beyond the eye. Things that came from within. Doors in a man’s mind that gave him access to wonder.

Were they true visions?

What did they mean?

I had no idea. But I felt certain that I’d had a close look at those things man has come to call by many names. Among them, God and the Great Spirit. They were labels men used while trying to understand his own complicated nature.

Dead Thing had not come with me as I had hoped. He had seemed satisfied enough with the results of the dance, but his last words to me had just been gibberish as far as I could see.

But even though my chest hurt like hell beneath the dressings—Dead Thing had attended my wounds while I’d slept—and he would not ride with me, I had no regrets. For Dead Thing’s introduction to the Sundance, I was grateful.

 

Chapter Six
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Riding back into the Gulch, into its stink and noise, after those days with Dead Thing, was like riding in to meet the devil.

It wasn’t pleasant.

If I had not belonged before, I certainly did not belong now. Here was a world of “What Counts Is What You Can Touch,” and I had just come a-riding from “A World Beyond Touch.”

After returning the horse and paying for his overdue rent, amidst yelling and such, I set out to find Honest Roy. With saddlebags slung over my shoulder and a rifle in either hand, I went from saloon to saloon, asking and looking.

Finally I found him at a card table in one of the flashier saloons. I didn’t recognize him at first. Roy was wearing a bowler hat and a too-tight dude suit. He’d even cleaned up, and that floored me more than anything else.

I walked over to the table and pulled up a chair. Roy looked up.

“Well I’ll be a  mesmashed-in polecat if it ain’t Red Spot. I reckoned you dead, son. It’s been nigh a week.”

“Just out riding,” I said.

“Now that’s a crazy thing to do. Horses are made for gettin’ places, not for fun. Least, my old butt feels that way.”

I laughed. “You winning?”

“Naw. Losin’ my ass.” Roy looked at the others around the table. “I’m cashin’ in, boys.” He got his money together and got up. “Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.”

We went over to the bar, leaned on it and had a few beers. I told Roy a little about Dead Thing, and he just looked at me like I was crazy.

“I think maybe that Injin’s name don’t refer to his puncher. I think they must have been talkin’ about his brain. And you don’t sound so smart, neither, lettin’ some Crow poke sticks through your hide. Gives me the willies just to think about it.”

“All right,” I said, “that’s a rundown on me. But what about you and those duds? You even look to have washed and shaved a bit. I thought it was against your religion.”

“Was. But that was before I became a wealthy man.”

“What’s this?”

“Gold. I went to prospectin’ again, only this time I hit it. Accident, really. I ain’t no miner. Beat this guy out of his claim in a card game. Next morning when I got sober I felt stupid as hell. Fellow been workin’ that blasted mine out for a year and hadn’t hardly made enough to buy him a bottle of whisky.

“Well, he’d done lit out of Deadwood, probably laughin’ up his sleeve as he went, and I was stuck with that hole in the ground.”

“So what happened?”

“So I didn’t go see it for a few days. When I did, I finally decided what the hell, I’ll dig for awhile, maybe buffalo someone else into buyin’ it. Only I hit gold, Red Spot. Lots of it. As in, lots of it and then some.”

“That’s good, Roy. Real good.”

“So anyhows, I figure now I got to look successful.”

“When do you work the mine?”

Roy looked sort of sheepish. “That’s the biggest part of the problem. I hate workin’ it, and soon as I cash in on some gold I spend it. What I need is a partner with some savvy. One that can manage the money and keep me away from that there card table, or any that look like it. What say?”

“You’re talking about me?”

“Yep.”

“I’ve had my fill of mining, Roy. Plan to attend to other things.”

“Like them men that killed your friend, double-crossed you?”

I admitted that, and even told him how I intended to go about it. For some reason I trusted Honest Roy, and that’s an odd thing to say  Cthithat,about a man you met when he was stealing your horse.

Honest Roy ponied up some more loot and we drank some more.

“Listen here,” Roy said. “You going to stay here in the Gulch, you’re gonna need a profession. Gambling ain’t a good one. High percentage of gettin’ yourself shot.”

“I’m not much of a gambler, anyway.”

“Well, that’s about it here, less it’s some kind of odd job thing. But my offer still holds. Hell, Red Spot, I’ll make you fifty-fifty partner. It’ll be work, but I need someone to keep me at the mines some of the time, and out of these here rotgut houses most of the time.”

Mining wasn’t something I cared for, and what Roy had in mind sounded like more work than panning. But, as he said, I did need a profession. Carson might show up tomorrow. He might not show up for months.

“Tell you what, Roy. How does this sound: fifty-fifty unless Carson or some of his boys should show up. Then if I go traipsing after them, mine’s all yours again. I just get out with what I’ve earned. And if Carson doesn’t come in a reasonable period of time, I leave it with you and ride on out with my earnings.”

“That sounds like a deal, Red Spot. Shake on it?”

We shook, and that’s how I became a miner again.
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Hard rock mining is no joke. It’s hard work with pick and crowbar. We also had to build a mill to extract the gold, and that in itself was no easy chore. End of each day left us exhausted, and before we cashed in each night I had to spend a few minutes explaining to Honest Roy why we couldn’t go into town and wet our whistles. Honest Roy sure did like to wet his whistle.

For all his complaining and wanting to stop, Honest Roy was one working sonofagun. I had trouble keeping up with him. Certainly we were going at this in a far more realistic way than Bucklaw and I had. Also, we were making something.

I had to work hard to keep Roy from flashing our findings around. That sort of thing will fix it so you don’t wake up some morning. Usually I went into town with Roy so I could keep him out of the bars, prevent him from showing off the nuggets or shooting off his mouth about how much gold we were finding. That man surely loved to brag.

After things had gone well for awhile, I finally decided we needed a few days off, and told Roy as much. He had hired me to keep him in line—although I think Roy thought of me more as a partner than he did a hired hand—but he was glad for a release from the drudgery of mining. And so was I.

Most of our trips into town had been to buy supplies and maybe have a drink or two, but what I was suggesting was a couple to three days away from the mine.

We weren’t too worried about claim jumpers. Roy’s mine was pretty well hid, and as Roy said, “If someone’s working it when we get back, we’ve got plenty of picks and shovels around here to bury them with.”

True enough.

I wa Cn="ighnted to look Deadwood Gulch over good, wanted to look high and low for Carson. Maybe I had let myself get complacent about the whole thing, but my heart wasn’t in it anymore. Maybe I’d seen too much killing.

Well anyway, it was this next trip into Deadwood Gulch that caused me to meet the King of the Pistoleers, Wild Bill Hickok.

I’d heard of him, of course, and gotten both angles of the man in the hearing. Some said he was a loudmouthed braggart who shot holes in targets up close and later faked long-distance shots. It was said that he had been backed down by that Texas cow puncher and gunman, John Wesley Hardin, in Abilene. But I had heard that story from Bucklaw, a fanatic Texan who would say just about anything about a fellow kinsman. Also, Hickok had fought for the North during the war, and that would not have placed him very high on Bob’s list.

I knew that Wild Bill had spent some time in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show and had not found it to his liking. He had shot many men, and the numbers ran in telling from five to five hundred.

There were all manner of stories in between. I always took what I heard and divided it by two, then cut the remainder by a third. After that I allowed a bit of doubt.

But all that said, the first time I laid eyes on Wild Bill Hickok, I was impressed. He was a big man with long blonde hair and a droopy mustache. His eyes seemed to squint painfully. But what I could see of those eyes showed them to be an odd bright blue. They did not strike me as the sort of eyes you would enjoy having look at you.

Wild Bill wore a buckskin coat with embroidery on it, and it was cut in such a way that it fell back from his waist, even as he sat, and in that manner revealed two silver-mounted revolvers.

He was sitting at a table with his back to the wall playing cards. It appeared that he was losing heavily. Every now and then he would look up from his cards and his eyes would flash about the saloon; which, by the way, was Carl Mann’s Number Ten.

Honest Roy, who got the gossip soon as we hit town, told me that Mann had asked Wild Bill to stay there, so as to attract customers and stay trouble. In return, he kept Bill in whisky. That’s a story I believed, for all the time I was there Bill was drinking regularly and his glass was never empty.

I’d have been drunk on the floor with that much rotgut in me, but Bill didn’t seem any different an hour later than when I first sighted him.

I finally got into a card game, myself, but lost too much too quick. I got out, went over to the bar and bought a beer. I leaned my back on the bar and looked out over the crowd, sort of kept an eye on Honest Roy, who was as drunk as a hoot owl and as loud as a train. Pretty soon I’d have to drag him away from the card table and out of there.

Next time I looked at Roy he was face down on the table and out cold. A couple of fellows lifted him off the barrel stool and put him in the corner. He curled up there like a mongrel and started to snore. I was about to haul him out of the place when I got distracted.

“Aces and eights,” I heard Hickok say, “that wins the pile. I hope to see a hand like that again real soon.”

He raked in C">H">

The other man walked over to Wild Bill’s left side, about ten feet away, and feigned interest in the game. I knew it was a sham. I’d gotten to where I could smell trouble in an instant.

The one at the bar suddenly yelled, “Bill!” and drew his revolver.

Bob Bucklaw was the fastest man I had ever seen with a gun, until that day.

The man at the bar had his revolver halfway out before Bill looked up, but Bill’s revolvers, both of them, one in either hand, left the sash that carried them with a smoothness that almost looked slow. But it wasn’t.

An instant later the man at the bar was wearing a hole in his chest. I didn’t see it happen; just saw the body later. What I was watching then was the man on Bill’s left. That man had pulled a short-barreled revolver from his back pocket and was throwing down on Bill.

I had started to move the moment I realized the setup. I had just bought a brand new Colt revolver and that thought entered my mind as I pulled it. I had never even had the chance to fire it, outside of a round to make sure it worked. I had owned it for only a few hours, and as it was one of the new double-action kinds, it went through my head that I might be off a bit.

I was. But not enough to matter.

The double-action pulled up some, but the shot still hit the would-be assassin in the head, just above the ear, and there wasn’t any need for the second shot that caught him in the neck.

It turned red and messy in there, and as I lowered my gun, I saw that Wild Bill was standing up and had both his revolvers leveled on me. Bill grinned. It was obvious that he had momentarily believed me to be one of the assassins.

He eased the revolvers back into his sash, turned to a man with one oddly-white eyebrow, and said, “White Eye, would you do me the service of dragging these varmints out into the street?”

“Sure thing,” the man said, and he got up from the table and set about doing just that.

“Come on over here and have a drink with me,” Bill said.

I nodded, but first went over to the dead man by the bar. That hole in his chest was right over the heart.

I went over to Wild Bill Hickok’s table and sat down.

“That was some shooting,” I told him.

“Right on the money, yourself,” he said. “Me, I always aim for the body. It’s easier to hit. I like an easy target,” he added modestly. “I see right now you take the hard way.”

“I was aiming for his chest.”

Wild Bill laughed.

“That was a mighty quick pull for a holster draw,” he said. “Me, I favo C“v height=r the sash. What’s your name, friend?”

“Jim Melgrhue. Some call me Red Spot, on account of my eye.”

“All right then, Red Spot. What are you drinking?”

“Beer,” I said.

Bill called over to the bartender for a beer and whisky, then stuck out his hand. “Touch skin, friend. I owe you.”

“The beer will do.”

“I see you carry one of those new sort,” Bill said, nodding at my Colt. It was obvious that he loved to talk guns and killing. And why not? A man with his reputation had to stay alive, and what better way to do it than to know your trade inside and out?

“Yeah, my cap and ball. I can trust it, and I make my own loads. I’ve got some more modern weapons, but I don’t haul them around much, as these have seen me great and successful service.”

“I can understand that,” I said. “I guess I’ve just gotten lazy about making my own loads and wanted to try out one of these.” I patted the Colt at my hip.

We talked awhile more about shooting and revolvers, and Wild Bill advised me to drop the holster and get myself a backup gun. Finally I excused myself and shook hands. Then I went over to collect Honest Roy, who was snoring as loud as a donkey honks.


3

That night Honest Roy and I stayed in a hotel, a fine one just fresh built. It was called the Grand Central Hotel and it was undoubtedly the classiest thing Deadwood Gulch had to offer, with the possible exception of the equally new General Custer House.

Deadwood Gulch was now Deadwood the town. Had been officially a town for about a month. In fact the name had been changed. The Gulch had been dropped, and it was now simply known as Deadwood, but the old reference died hard with men who had worked there in “the old days”—which is often a matter of weeks, not years.

Anyway, it sure beat Roy’s brother’s filthy, flea-ridden flophouse. Now we had clean sheets and a room to ourselves.

Only way it could have been better was if we had a room apiece, but then I would have just felt guilty for spending the money. I still never lost the cheap streak from having had to live pillar to post for so many years.

I tossed Roy in the bed, went back downstairs and out into the streets. My head was too full of thought to sleep.

I found a hitching post, climbed up on it, and sat. I could hear the miners taking on all over the town, and somewhere was the sound of gunfire. I wondered if some drunk was shooting for the hell of it, or if Wild Bill was putting more men out of business.

While I was thinking of the devil, he walked up behind me.

“If I had meant to do you harm, friend, you would be a dead man by now,” Hickok said.

“Yeah, I guess I don’t think about being bushwhacked much.”

Hickok  Clefd. Thcame around and leaned on the hitching post.

“I wish I didn’t, I tell you true. It is my every waking thought, friend. One of these days I will just not be fast enough, and that will be all she wrote for Wild Bill.”

“Why not hang up the guns?”

“I have thought of that. Can’t. Wouldn’t matter if I did. You know, I am feared and much respected for my ability with a gun, but I am a failure as far as life goes.”

I had a feeling Hickok was opening up to me in an uncustomary manner. It was as if the incident in the Number Ten had tied our lives together somewhat.

“Thirty-nine years old,” Hickok went on, “and I have nothing to show for it but a list of dead men. I even despise some of those who call me friend. They are hangers-on, sucking off my rep like ticks off a dog.”

“That why you’re out walking?”

“It is. That and what happened tonight.”

“That’s why I couldn’t sleep,” I said. “It’s exciting, but in another way it scares me. I’m a little too proud of myself.”

“Man should take pride in his trade, friend, even if it is an ugly one. I would have been dead had I not shot the man at the bar and had you not killed the other. It was not your play but you saw a man being throwed down on unjustly and you evened up the odds. I tell you straight, I have killed many men in my day, but I never killed a man yet but what it was kill or get killed.”

“I believe that, Bill, and I have no regrets about it, but I’m not sure it’s anything to be proud of.”

“Reckon we all have to be proud of surviving. Me, I figure my days are about played out. I feel my sun is sinking fast, that I shall be killed here, that I will never leave these hills alive.”

“That’s no way to talk.”

“Telling it like I feel it. My feelings have always played me true. I’ve no reason to start doubting them now. I sometimes think spirits watch over me and guide my hand. I feel now that they are about to desert me.”

“Nonsense.”

“Tonight, I tell you, friend, that man at the bar was damn near a blur to me. My eyes are quitting, and if there is one thing a gunfighter must have, it is his eyes. Sometimes I have to wear dark glasses just to be comfortable, the light hurts me something terrible.

“You know, friend, I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. Guess I shouldn’t be. But listen, don’t say anything about my eyes. It is a trouble I’d rather not have known.”

“Understood.”

“How about one last drink before bed?”

“Sure thing,” I said, climbing off the hitching post.

Bill put an arm around my shoulders, said, “Let’s make it a long drink, a damn long one.”
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Honest Roy gave me a bad time for days on account of not waking him so he could see the shoot-out in the saloon. I was hard pressed to explain to him that I didn’t have time to saunter over, wake him up, and still draw on the gunman.

Oddly enough, in the next two days, I saw little of Wild Bill. He pretty well stayed out of sight by day, and by night he was well wrapped up in card games. He didn’t seem to be winning too often.

It was the last day we were in town and I was drinking a beer at the Number Ten, waiting for Honest Roy. When he finally came in he was very excited.

Roy ordered a beer and eased up close.

“Red Spot, that fellow you’re a-lookin’ for, from your description, I might have just seen him. You sure don’t see too many people in them old Confederate uniforms.”

“Where?”

“Riding out of Deadwood. Now listen here, don’t be mad. I didn’t really put that face and uniform together with your description right away, but later, after him and his crew was gone.”

“How many?”

“Right smart number. A few of ‘em were Crows. Rest were white men and they looked like pretty bad customers.”

I set down my half-finished beer.

“Thanks, Roy.”

I started for the door.

“I’m not sayin’ it’s him for sure, now.”

“I know.”

“Now wait the hell up.” Roy tossed off his beer and the rest of mine. We went over to the hotel and got our gear and rifles.

In a few minutes we were riding out of town.

As we rode, Honest Roy explained that the man had a wagon and it was full of supplies. It appeared he was doing some mining. That fit. It was mining country, and I had felt all along that the gold would bring them.

About a half-mile out of Deadwood we struck up the gang’s trail good, and not long after I realized where they were going.

Our mine.

Now fate works some strange ones, but this was the strangest of all. There we were, away from our mine for a few days, and Carson had come in and found it, taken over. That would be like him. Why lay out an honest claim when you can steal one already in progress?

After it was evident where the gang was going, and after I had spent a few minutes toning down Roy’s cussing long enough for us to lay a plan, we went in after them.

We found a place to leave the horses and eased our way up into the rocks for a look-see down on our own mining operation.

It looked like ants on sweetbread down there.

There must have been Cust="left">It twenty of them, working their butts off stealing our claim. Carson, as usual, had set up “headquarters” and was sitting out front of his tent with a glass and a bottle.

It was very tempting to draw a bead on him with my Sharps, because I was carrying both it and the Winchester. Blow his brains all over the country.

I knew, however, that that would give me only a moment’s satisfaction, and soon we would be swarmed by a horde of men. Honest Roy and I could give them hell from our angle, and even do some sincere damage, but the end result would be us lying out here on the rocks supplying the buzzards with a buffet.

“Why them gold poachin’ sonsofbitches,” Roy said.

“You said it.”

“I think maybe I’ll just see if I can give that Carson fellow a mole behind his left ear.” Roy raised his rifle.

“No.”

“It is Carson, ain’t it? And even if it ain’t—”

“It is, and I understand what you’re saying, but you kill him, or any of them, and we’re dead men.”

“Then what in the hell did we follow them all the way out here for? We knew there were a pack of them varmints.”

“What I’m saying is we use common sense. Let them work the mine for us, and tonight, when it’s good and dark, we’ll go in.”

“Umm,” Roy said.

“They’ll post guards. I’m sure they expect the owners to show up eventually, and I’m sure they intend to bushwhack them. But being the owners, and having the advantage of knowing they’re here, we’re going to be one step ahead of them.”

Honest Roy bit himself a chaw off a tobacco twist.

“All right, Red Spot, let’s get comfy.”

Then I heard the slightest sound, the trickling of gravel rolling down the rocks.

I turned, poked my Sharps in that direction. A black sombrero came into view. I beaded in.

And then a face—the face of Wild Bill Hickok.
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“Hickok!” I said.

The face broke into a grin.

“I was just in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d drop by.”

“How in the world…?”

“Carl Mann back at the Number Ten, he said you two lit out of his place like a couple of jackrabbits with their butts on fire. And since it wasn’t any of my business, thought I’d follow after. Figured it was trouble. You boys sure don’t slow down much for a man that’s following you.”

Hickok took a pair of blue spectacles from his pocket and put them on. “This damn light.”

He looked at Honest Roy, who was eyeing him strangely. “I’d rather you not say anything about these spectacles. I’d rather not have it known.”

“Not a word,” Roy said.

“Now,” Hickok said, “what are you boys doing lurking around up here?”

“It’s a long story, Bill.”

“I haven’t got a date, get on with it.”

So I told him. Told him everything. About Bucklaw. About our mine. When I was finished Hickok removed the black sombrero and ran his fingers through his long blonde hair.

“I’d say you’re lucky, friend. Mighty lucky for this coincidence. Them fellows down there, they aren’t so lucky.” He smiled again. In spite of his attempt at self-control, I could tell Bill was ready to go. It wasn’t so much that he was a killer, but he was a man of justice and action, a one man judge and jury. I wasn’t any better.

“I reckoned we’d wait until dark. Sneak down there and even out the odds,” I explained.

“Sounds good,” Hickok said. “When it’s good and dark we’ll just go down there and pay them a social visit.

“Yeah,” Honest Roy said, “well, all I can say is I hope these boys are caught up on their harp lessons.”
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When night had settled in solidly, Hickok removed his spectacles and put them in his pocket. “It’s time,” he said.

“Maybe we should split up and come from three different sides,” Honest Roy said.

“Not a bad idea,” I said.

“What might be better is for you to get down there closer, Roy,” Hickok said, “and keep a rifle bead on anything that moves. Me and Red Spot will go in there and do some throat cutting.”

Hickok took out his knife; Honest Roy gave me his.

“Let’s see how tough their flesh is,” Hickok said.

We moved down silently and Roy took up a position behind the rocks with his rifle, my Winchester and Sharps, and Hickok’s Sharps.

“With all those rifles you ought to be able to get at least one,” I told Roy.

“You just tend to your own rat killin’,” Roy said.

Hickok and I crept like Indians down into the camp.

I’ll tell you true, I found something bothersome about cutting a man’s throat while he slept. I’m no fool for fair play when the odds are against you, but this seemed just plain nasty and sneaky.

It didn’t bother Hickok any. He cut two throats before I could slice my first. We were five down on them—Hickok three, when a guard spotted us and yelled. Next he lowered his rifle on Hickok who was sneaking from one tent to another.

That fellow  C>Th his riflshould have shot first then yelled. His voice gave Hickok the drop, and that was all Hickok ever needed. Both of those silver-plated revolvers seemed to jump into Hickok’s hands, and when they spat fire that man tumbled dead as the stones around him.

I dropped the knife and went for my Colt as men came foaming out of tents and off their ground pallets.

A shot plucked at my shirt collar. Another splattered at my feet.

I shot a man twice in the head.

Hickok, hardly seeming to pay attention to the gunfire and screaming men around him, yelled, “I’ve told you about them head shots, Red Spot!”

I heard Honest Roy bring a Sharps into play, and in the next moment a man was flying ass over elbows into a tent, knocking it down.

I was watching for Carson out of the corner of my eye, and after a moment I saw him. The major came out of his tent with a revolver in either hand, blazing away at me.

I returned the fire and knocked off his hat, remembering what Hickok had said about head shots. I was trying to remedy that when Honest Roy’s rifle roared again and dropped another of the polecats, kicking a hole in the man’s chest about the size of Hickok’s sombrero—which Hickok was no longer wearing, it having been restyled by a bullet and knocked to kingdom come.

Carson wheeled out of my sights, and Hickok and I started running, side by side, guns blazing. The camp had really opened up on us now, and without discussing the matter, we were heading for high ground and the protection of Honest Roy’s long range shooting.

Carson had turned on Roy’s concealment now, and was barking his revolvers at the old man’s hideout.

Roy yelled, “Dammit!”

“I believe,” said Hickok, after we had jumped behind a mass of boulders, “that your eloquent friend has been hit.”

“Sounds like it. I’m going over to him.”

“We’ll make it a twosome.”

We darted out of cover and headed for Roy. Bullets splattered around us like drops of hard rain. I couldn’t believe we weren’t being plastered all over the rocks. Hickok’s luck must have been something he could share.

Running zigzag, firing as we went, we made it to Honest Roy’s cubbyhole.

“We dance well together,” Hickok said after we had hunkered down behind some rocks.

“Yeah, we’ll have to try it again sometime.”

Hickok picked up his Sharps, propped it on a rock and blew away a Crow warrior who was advancing.

“Parted that varmint’s hair,” he said.

Honest Roy was shoulder hit and bleeding pretty bad. I tore off the front of his shirt and put it against the wound.

“Use your own damn shirt,” Roy said.

 height="0em" width="1em" align="left">“I like mine,” I said. “It’s clean. Yours isn’t.” Roy was still affecting his dude clothes, but the months hadn’t been kind to them, and neither had Roy. They didn’t look too dude-like at the moment.

“Lucky shot,” Roy said, “bounced off that rock.”

“Shut up, Roy, and hold this bandage to yourself.”

I crawled over to Hickok, who had brought the Winchester into play now. “They’ve skeddaddled for cover,” he said.

I picked up the Sharps rifles, loaded them in turn from the loads Roy had laid out on the ground. I put one aside and held the other, ready for action.

There wasn’t much movement now. Everyone had hid, except for one man who we had thought was dead. But he was just bad wounded, and was now crawling slowly across camp, trying to reach the shelter of the nearest rocks. None of his comrades came out to help him, in spite of the fact that he was yelling for assistance.

I couldn’t say as I blamed them. If they showed their heads it was damned likely Hickok would blow them off. He was the damnedest shot I’d ever seen, no matter that he claimed his eyes were getting bad. I hadn’t thought guns could do the stuff Hickok made them do that night, and all by the light of the moon!

The injured man was screaming his lungs out now, and he was barely able to crawl. Frowning, Hickok lifted the Winchester and lowered the boom on him. Things got quiet again.

“I cannot abide that damn screaming,” Hickok said.

Suddenly the rocks across the way lit up as a barrage of gunfire ripped at the rocks around us. I dove down and covered my head with my hands. Hickok got behind his rock and pressed his back to it. When I looked up at him he was smiling.

“Having a good time, Bill?”

He winked at me and his grin split wider. “Why I haven’t had this much fun since the hogs ate my baby sister.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” I said.

“That’s terrible,” Honest Roy said, taking Hickok very seriously.

“Just press that rag to the wound and shut up,” I told Roy.

Rock chips were flying all around us, bullets were bouncing about like June bugs.

“Reckon they’re closing in on us?”

“I reckon they’re running like hell,” Hickok said, and suddenly he stood up with the Winchester and began to return fire.

I bounced up with the Sharps. A line of men, Carson in their lead, were darting across the clearing toward where their horses were tied. I cursed myself. The horses should have been our first priority.

Hickok and I each dropped another man. The Sharps nearly took off the head of mine.

A moment later we heard horses thundering down the pass. Hickok jumped his rock and bolted across the way. I picked up the oth Ced ign="lefer Sharps, Hickok’s, and ran after him.

Hickok caught the last man riding hell-bent-for-leather down the rise, just about to make the bend around a rocky trail. Hickok shot the horse out from under him. The falling animal dropped and tossed the rider far right. When the man came up he had a revolver in his hand. I gave him a third eye—a big one—with the Sharps.

“The forehead,” Hickok whined. “You are the head-shootinist fellow I ever did see.”
 

Chapter Seven
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“I’m going after them,” I said.

“I figured as much,” Hickok said as we walked back to Roy. “We’ll catch them.”

“Bill, you have been one fine friend—”

“Just evening up the score.”

“—but I’m going alone.”

“Hero, huh?”

“Not hardly. Roy there is going to need a doctor. We can put him in the wagon Carson had, hitch us up a team from the horses they left, along with yours and Roy’s, and you can take him into Deadwood.”

“Deadwood doesn’t hardly have a doctor,” Hickok said.

“It’s got more than we’ve got. Besides, he’d be better off than riding with me.”

Roy, who we were now standing over, said, “I don’t like doctors.”

“Shut up,” Hickok said.

“Don’t be tellin’ me to shut up. Don’t care if you are Wild Bill Hickok… Awww!”

“Hurts, don’t it,” Hickok said, grinning at Roy. “Maybe I ought to just shoot him here,” he said to me.

“He would be quieter, and that is a natural fact.” I bent down to look at the wound. “Bill, he’s lost quite a bit of blood. Think his shoulder’s broken, too.”

“Course it is,” Roy snapped. “Otherwise I’d be up from here a-lightin’ into you two.”

“He talks best when he’s got a shoulder wound, I bet,” Hickok said.

I tore up some more of Roy’s shirt—an act I got cursed for—and padded the wound. After that we got the wagon hitched up with a couple of horses that we had to chase down, plus Roy’s and Hickok’s. We made it as comfortable as we could in back and put the old codger on some empty flour sacks and a few blankets that Roy and I had there at the claim.

“I don’t really like this,” Hickok said as he stepped up on the wagon.

I had my horse now and was mounted.

“I know, Bill. Has to be.”

“Reckon. Damn you, Red Spot, I like you. Don’t get yourself killed.”




“Yeah, don’t,” Honest Roy said, “ ‘cause I’m gonna do it when you get back, you empty-headed sonofabitch.”

I grinned at Roy. “I hope you hit every bump in the road.”

I rode up close to Bill. “Take care of the old timer.”

“No need to tell me,” Hickok said. Then: “Touch skin, friend.”

We shook.

Honest Roy said, “Remember, Red Spot, take care of yourself so I can have you. When my shoulder heals you’re gonna get a tannin’.”

“I’ll remember, Roy.”

Hickok reached deep into his broad red sash, fished out a Remington short gun, caliber .41.

“Take this for a hide-out gun, friend. You never know when you might need it.”

I slipped the Remington into my boot, just inside the neck of my old, worn sock. “Thanks.”

“And remember, Red Spot. All that head-shooting is going to get you in trouble. If you hit, it’s good, but it’s a smaller target. I’ll tell you this: if you shoot a man in the belly near the navel it may not be a fatal shot, but it will shock and stall his brain and arm to the point that the fight will be over.”

“I’ll remember, Bill.”

“I doubt it.”

I wheeled my horse, and thundered down the rocky pass ahead of Hickok and the wagon bearing Roy in back. I heard Hickok say, “Shoot straight,” and then “Heeya,” to the horses, and parted company. The next time I saw Wild Bill, the great pistoleer was in a coffin. But that is another story.
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It was hard getting my mind off Roy, but I figured he would be okay. It had not been a real bad wound, but certainly one that must be attended to. I thought, too, about Bill, and how we had become fast friends so quickly. I would miss them both at my side—the Gentleman Killer and the loud but competent Honest Roy.

Night tracking is hard as hell, and for me it was harder. Even when Bucklaw and I had trailed Apaches, Bob had been the main tracker, as I never was outstanding at reading sign.

There wasn’t much moonlight, and I kept climbing off my horse to check the ground. I wished I had some matches.

I figured out that the bunch had split up, and half had gone one way, the rest another. Made sense, especially if they thought all three of us were on their tail. And after them seeing that madman Wild Bill handle a pistol, I was sure their minds were set on staying out of range.

All this became unimportant, however, for the night was suddenly filled with the sound of screaming.

I rode toward the sounds with my Winchester drawn, and pretty soon I broke out of a grove of pines into a clearing. I could see three men grappling. One white man and two Indians. Two others lay dead on the ground. One of the Ind Kne d as hell,ians was hopping about the others like a rabbit, only this rabbit was vicious and had a nasty claw in the shape of a Bowie knife.

The other two were down to knives as well, and they were trying to put the pin on the hopping Indian, but he was too fast. He was bouncing in and out, slashing, jabbing, and probably making quite a mess of the two.

I knew immediately, from the way he moved, that it was Dead Thing. I knew too that the others were part of Carson’s gang. I lifted my Winchester, and taking Bill’s advice, shot low.

I dropped the white man and he screamed like a banshee.

The Indian turned slightly, only for a moment to look-see the shot, and that was his mistake.

Dead Thing planted his knife in the man’s chest and took him down.
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Dead Thing had finished off the white man by cutting his throat and was already scalping by the time I walked over to him.

“You took long enough, brother,” he said.

“Well, I been busy. Sort of got held up by some old friends.”

He looked up from his grisly work and smiled. His face was covered with blood. It wasn’t his.

“Scalp?” he said, holding them up.

“No. I still don’t collect.”

He grunted.

“Sort of left me high and dry after the Sundance, didn’t you, Dead Thing?”

“I knew we would meet again. Our lives are entwined.”

I knelt down, using my Winchester for support. “Sort of seems that way, don’t it?”

“We will finish this hunt together. You do not think it is chance that brings us together?”

I had to admit that it seemed like too much of a coincidence. But I said, “Seems like every time I see you, you and I are shooting or knifing someone.”

“We have a trail to follow.” Dead Thing moved to the others he had killed, began scalping them. I noticed the bodies bristled with arrows.

“Stands to reason our paths keep crossing. We’re after the same thing.”

“I have not been hunting them, brother. I have been waiting for this moment to arrive. I knew they would come to me, and you drove them here. You, the old man and the long hair who looks like the one you call Custer.”

My mouth fell open. “How do you know about…?”

“My vision.”

“Vision, my ass. You’ve been spying on me.”

Dead Thing smiled. “I am surprised that you did not learn more. That the dance did not teach you.”

I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I just looked at him.

He stood up with his fistful of scalps.

“Come, help me dig out my arrows. We have a trail to follow.”
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We didn’t just run up on Carson and the remainder of his men as I had hoped. The fugitives had a pretty good trail to follow for awhile, but after they had traveled a bit they began to take pains to knock it out. The Crows riding with Carson—Dead Thing said there were two, plus two white men—were falsifying their trail. It was a hard go even for Dead Thing to track them.

Once we lost the sign for three whole days, and then after a period of riding this way and that, we came across it again, purely by accident.

I’d read in some dime novels about how scouts could follow sign so well, and it is true, some men are amazing, but they are still only men. They have their limitations. Red or white. I think that had we not come upon the sign when we did we would surely have lost Carson, and what later occurred might never have happened. I have mixed feelings about that.

What we found still wasn’t much of a trail, but we followed.

A few days later my horse went half lame. Most white men would have shot the critter. An Apache would have built a fire under it and made it move, injured leg or not. When the horse wore completely out, he’d build another fire. If the animal could not get up, he would kill it and eat part of it, continue on foot.

But Dead Thing was a man of the plains. Survival out here meant the horse, especially for the buffalo-dependent Indians. So we holed up for a few days and Dead Thing healed that beast. It could walk as fresh as new. I don’t know all he did, but he used herbs, kindness and know-how.

I suppose we could have left my horse and rode double, but that wouldn’t have gained us much. We would have had to walk the animal a lot, and if we had pushed too hard, it could have turned up lame due to all the weight it would have been carrying.

Dead Thing had talked me into the right thing, and I was proud I’d listened to him when I swung back into the saddle and we rode after Carson again.

I was glad, too, that I had bought this horse back when Roy and I started mining. If it had been a rent horse, it would have been wiser for me to have just gone on and stole it.
 

Chapter Eight
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A few days later we crossed a river called the Tongue and made a cold camp. You could practically feel the Sioux. We played it damn quiet.

Next morning, before the sun came up, we rode out. We had lost the trail, but were playing a hunch we would pick it up again after crossing the river—this one was called the Rosebud.

As we rode, we saw signs of there having been a big stomp not long back. There were arrows, rifles and even the rotting corpses of a few horses. It was plain the Sioux and the cavalry had clashed.

Actually, this gave me a sense of security. It meant the army was about, and that perhaps the hostiles would not be too interested in two men alone, as they would be busy with the soldiers.

I had totally lost track of time, but later I would learn the date and never forget it. It was a day that would inspire controversy for years afterward. A controversy I have stayed out of, in spite of the fact that I was there. It was the morning of June 25 as Dead Thing and I crossed the Rosebud and rode down into an area that would forever after be known by white men as The Little Big Horn.
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The land in that area is kind of crazy. There are bluffs, ravines, and all sorts of dips in the land. Under the wing of a hill you could have hidden a small train, and if you were not at the right angle, you could not have seen it. That was one reason we did not realize that just on the other side of the rise was General George Armstrong Custer and over two hundred men of the Seventh Cavalry.

Nor did we know that just a little farther on, obscured by the rising and dipping of the land, was a village of Sioux and Cheyenne camped on the Little Big Horn—a village of over three thousand Plains Indians, the biggest single gathering of all time.

After a bit we heard some noise to the right, and figuring we might be coming up on Carson, rode over there. What we found were a half-dozen soldiers holding their rifles on us.

One of the men, who I think was a corporal, said, “More of ‘em.”

The soldiers stood with their mounts next to them, and there were a number of Indian scouts about. More interesting yet—there was Carson, those Crows of his, and two white men.

My trigger finger started to itch, but I said to Dead Thing, “Don’t move. Bide your time.”

Carson looked at us and sort of half smiled. That was almost enough for me to start blazing away, but I just gritted my teeth and held my temper.

A voice went through the soldiers, soft but sharp, and after a moment, a lean, hatless man with short blonde hair and a growth of fresh beard came up. His eyes were the most piercing blue I have ever seen. He was dressed in buckskin pants and a blue-gray flannel shirt.

“Sir,” he said to me, “you and these men,” he waved a hand at Carson, “are in the midst of an army action. There is about to be an engagement with the hostiles down the way.”

Just like that, formal as hell, like a man used to doing what my old dad used to call ‘speechifying.’

I nodded in a stupid way.

“You best take your Indian and pull in with this bunch,” he said, indicating Carson. I wondered how Dead Thing was taking that ‘your Indian’ business. I glanced a look at him. The Crow was stiff as stone, glaring at Carson and his group.

Maybe we could have rode off right then, but that wouldn’t have gotten us Carson. It didn’t seem wise to raise sand right now, and Carson knew that. He and his crew had wandered into the same situation, and now by circumstance they were safe.

For now.

After the engagement, or if we could get alone with them, they were dead men. And those bastards could put that in their pipes and smoke it.

“Thank you for your protection,” I said to the officer. I figured it best to be a bit syrupy and friendly, so as not to give away my real intent. “To whom am I speaking?”

“General George Armstrong Custer, sir.”

If I hadn’t just dismounted a moment ago, I might have fallen off my horse. “I’ve heard of you,” I said.

“I suspect you have.” Then, “Trooper!”

A soldier came forward, leading a beautiful white-stocking horse. The man had a dark, broad-brimmed hat in his hand, and he handed it to Custer. The General put it on and took the horse’s rein.

I was a little surprised. One of the things that had me bowled over was Custer’s appearance. Wild Bill had looked much as he had been advertised, but Custer didn’t. He did not look as youthful as I had expected. Nor did he fit the description I had heard. His hair was not long, but close-cropped, and there was the beard. Only his eyes fit the descriptions—fierce, intelligent, proud.

Much has been said about Custer since that day, pro and con. I myself believe he was vain, impetuous, and glory hungry, but he was not a fool, nor was he crazy. He just made a fatal mistake.

I felt certain his scouts had informed him of the presence of the Indians down there, but even though he knew they were in great numbers, he was not upset. This may have been partly due to overconfidence on Custer’s part, but one thing that folks did not think about later is the fact that a smaller group of trained soldiers generally always fared well against a larger number of Indians. Later, Geronimo would change this, and I was in on that too, but that’s another story.

The axiom was pretty much like this, and it had been coined by none other than old Napoleon of France himself: one trained soldier versus one native soldier had not a chance. The natives were too shrewd and cunning. But a number of soldiers against a superior number of natives could defend themselves to the advantage, due to training and discipline.

And I think that’s what Custer was counting on.
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Dead Thing climbed down off his horse—for he had remained mounted all the time I had been talking with Custer—and Custer went away on his big, beautiful horse, riding slowly down the line of dismounted soldiers.

A soldier directed us into the line with Carson and his men, and then started leading us all toward the rear. Carson and his group watched us, and we watched them. It was one touchy sort of situation.

Finally, I walked up beside Carson, keeping Dead Thing on my left and a bit to the rear. I was afraid that crazy Indian would jump all of them any minute, because he had the look in his eyes. I felt certain that if he did, a soldier would shoot him dead or club him to death. A military campaign did not have time to be judge and jury. Besides, Dead Thing being an Indian and all did not weigh in his favor S inry  as far as a scuffle with a white man was concerned.

I said to Carson, “Remember me?”

“You have been trailing me,” he said flatly.

I realized then that he didn’t know who I was, merely thought my only thing against him was the mine claim.

“You tried to jump my gold claim in the Hills.”

“That is certainly a shame.”

“You tried to kill me at a train robbery sometime back. You killed my friend Bucklaw.”

He stopped walking for a moment, and the reins almost slipped from his hands. He looked at me, squinting. My heavy growth of beard had thrown him.

“Melgrhue?”

“One and the same.”

Carson began to lead his horse again, and I followed, pulling at my pony.

“You’re the one that killed Mix, then?”

“You heard about that?”

“I did.”

“It was a great pleasure, Carson. I intend to do the same for you when I get the chance. This Crow behind me was with your group once. He wants your hide for other reasons. Making drunkards of his people, having them dance at the end of your string. Remember him?”

“No, nor do I care. But listen: I can offer you this as a peace offering. My men and I, we hit a big load not long back. We’ve got the gold hid out. You let bygones be bygones, and I’ll see that you get a share, because I certainly don’t need a man at my back with a gun.”

“You should have thought of that before you did what you did,” I said. “And you haven’t got any gold. Otherwise you wouldn’t have been trying to jump my claim. I don’t bargain with polecats.”

Carson shrugged, gave me a venomous look. “Have it your own way,” he said.

“I will.”
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Dead Thing ended up throwing in with the Crow scouts. He must have been saying nasty things about the two Crow with Carson, because he sat on the ridge with the scouts and after a bit they all looked at the Crow and burst out laughing.

Those two with Carson looked as downbeat as stepchildren with a shrew aunt. I thought maybe Dead Thing was saying things about their lack of honor and the other Crow were eating it up.

After a bit, another Indian, a pretty big fellow, walked up to the Crow and spoke to the scouts. From the way he was dressed I took him to be a Ree.

The Crow moved out, and Dead Thing came over to me. I was about middle ways of the column—I was supposed to fall into the rear, but hadn’t found Carson that good of company, and truth to tell, I hoped being away from him would give him the urge to run so I could follow and finish the job.


Dead Thing said, “Bloody Knife, the Ree, says that all those who want to fall out can. The Crows, my brothers, are leaving. They say to go down to the Greasy Grass is suicide.”

The Greasy Grass. That had been in my dream. The old Indian with the buffalo headdress had said that.

“You’re telling me to hightail it?”

Dead Thing nodded.

“You?”

“I stay until Carson moves.”

“Same here.”

My plan was to wait until the cavalry left for their attack and we were on the hill alone. At that time I still thought they were going down to engage the Indians and would leave us civilians out of it. I was wrong.

After a short while a man that looked like I thought Custer should have looked came over to where I squatted holding my horse’s reins, and knelt down beside me.

“The general says we all go down,” he said bluntly.

“I don’t believe I’m in this man’s army.”

“You’ve just been drafted, soldier. And if you don’t like the decision, just make a run for it. The men here have orders to put a hole in anyone who does.”

“In that case I’m proud to enlist.”

The man smiled at me and stuck out his hand. “Tom Custer.”

“General Custer’s brother?” I asked, shaking hands.

“Yes.”

“What’s the situation here? Can you say?”

“Renegade Sioux. We intend to engage them in a surprise attack.”

“They know you are here,” Dead Thing said suddenly.

Tom Custer looked up at Dead Thing.

“No, I don’t think so.”

Dead Thing laughed. “You sent your scouts away. You know they know. It is the horse soldiers you try to fool. They know too.”

Tom Custer’s lip quivered.

“Perhaps. But no one stays on this ridge. First off, you would be sitting ducks for the Sioux, and secondly—”

“You need every gun you can get because you figure yourself in a tight spot,” I said.

Tom Custer stood up. “Perhaps.”

“Understandable,” I said.

Tom Custer left us. I looked up at Dead Thing. That crazy Crow was smiling.”

…them that died on the Greasy Grass…

I r Sgn=ignemembered those words that had come to me while I fasted, and they came to light down on my head once again.

I remembered the One Who Makes the Buffalo Fall Down, and what he had said. “The grass will scream from the thunder of the horses, from the pain of the dying.”

“Does your head come clear?” Dead Thing said, and I looked at him oddly. The Crow took hold of his horse and led it away.

It was getting pretty close to noon when Custer divided his command. He had led us all down into a dry creek bed and it was there that he had divided us into four groups. This was probably his biggest blunder. Benteen—I didn’t even know that was his name, but found later from reading accounts by people who had not been there—went to the left. Reno—I learned of him in the same way as Benteen—was the center. Custer was the right flank and the ammunition train brought up the rear. Dead Thing, Carson, his men, and me, ended up with the ammunition train. I supposed Custer figured to keep us mostly out of the fight, but have our guns handy if he needed them.

Actually, I don’t think General Custer gave a hoot and a holler what the civilians did. If we had wanted to ride over that ridge that was fine by him. I had a feeling that everyone but Custer, and me—for I was still ignorant of how serious the situation was; I had Carson on my mind—was aware of just how bad things were. I think it was Tom who wanted the extra gun hands. He could see the handwriting on the wall, but just did not want to admit it. Too proud, like his brother.

Me, I just wanted to kill Carson and get it over with. I had trailed that sonofabitch for a long time now, and truth to tell, I did not really have a boiling hatred for him. It had passed. I just knew that I would not rest until I had the job done, or Carson did a job on me.

That was the fact of it, and I was not sure if this was duty or honor driving me, maybe a little of both. Hell, in spite of what I said, maybe sometimes they are the same thing.

Something strange happened just before Custer decided to send us back to the ammunition train. We came upon a tepee with a body in it. Some Sioux had cashed in his chips right there, and as they were very much for the play it as it lays style, they had just left him.

I figured him to be one of the Sioux that had been hurt in that battle on the other side of the Rosebud. (At that time I thought that battle had been Custer’s play too, but later found out it was Crook, and for all practical purposes, he too had lost to the vengeful Sioux.)

Oddly enough, Custer had the tepee set on fire by his Crow scouts, the bulk of whom took Bloody Knife’s advice, and shortly after that incident skedaddled. Actually, a couple had already beat it before getting that far, and it gave me a crawling sort of feeling in my gut to see them go. Indians had a way of sensing the future, I’d learned that much from Dead Thing. Now my dream was coming back, my vision of the grass covered in blood and of the Man Who Makes the Buffalo Fall Down’s prediction.

Even at that stage, white attitudes of believing only what you could see, smell and touch, were still ruling my thinking. And I didn’t even think of trying to make a break for it.

Besides, there was Carson.

Now it may come to you to wonder why the Crow were allowed to leave—and later the Ree were dismissed, although the Indian who Dead Thing had called Bloody Knife did not go.

Truth is, those Indians were going to do what the hell they wanted to do anyway. They were hired to scout, not fight. No matter what they might have been ordered to do, they would go first chance they got. Not a matter of cowardice, just common sense.

White men are infested with this idea we call duty, and I supposed that Tom thought we would be more willing to stick around, and that the Indians with us would stay since they rode with us in the first place, and had probably been infected with the same oddball white man disease.

And to put it a little more on the head, those Indians had a hell of a lot better chance of passing through this country than we did, and “our” Indians—meaning Dead Thing and the those two with Carson—had bound themselves to us. You can say what you want about conniving redskins and such, but it isn’t true. The Indian is a man of honor. Which isn’t exactly the same thing as a man of duty. The first you do because it feels right, the second you do so no one will laugh or sneer at you.

We went back to wait with the ammunition train. There were just a few of us: some soldiers, Carson, his four men, Dead Thing and myself. I was keeping a tight eye on the major. I felt my moment was coming up, and I intended to play my hand smoothly.

We were following along behind the others when we heard gunfire just over the bluff. That would be the direction Reno had taken.

I saw Custer stand up on his stirrups and wave his hat frantically, signaling Reno, I presumed.

And it was at that moment the major made his break.
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It had been an idiot thing to do. I had lost awareness of Carson for only an instant, and in that instant he shot a trooper in the back of the head, and wheeled his horse to get away.

His men did the same, cut down on the troops around the ammunition train and broke hard to the left. I took a slug in the thigh and it went through my horse’s side and dropped the animal dead as a rock.

Dead Thing strung an arrow and put it dead center of Carson’s back. The major swayed to the right, but righted himself, rode hard bending over his mount.

I hit the ground with the Winchester in my hand. When I looked up, one of Carson’s Crows was falling from his horse with an arrow in his left eye.

The other Crow jerked up his Springfield and shot Dead Thing full in the chest, tore a hole in him the size of a derby hat. As my Crow brother toppled from his horse, I shot his assailant in the head—Hickok’s advice or not.

When I got to my feet, I saw that the two white men who had been with Carson were dead on the ground, shot by troopers from the ammunition train.

I looked around for Carson. He was weaving in the saddle, veering toward the east. He went over the bluff and out of sight.

I got my Sharps out o S Sh>I looked f my saddle boot, and with my Winchester in one hand and the Sharps in the other, I was ready for action.

A trooper rode up and said, “What in hell goes on here?”

Another trooper said, “Some men went berserk here and tried to kill this man and the Crow. They got the Indian.”

I could see that the first trooper, who had some rank, wanted more of an explanation than that, but there wasn’t time. Down below there was a popping and snapping of gunfire. I guessed that was Reno.

The trooper extended his hand and pulled me up behind him. We wheeled and rode down to the front of the ammunition train, but suddenly the trooper tossed back his head and tossed out of the saddle. Some Indian had picked him off at long range, probably with a Sharps. I had not even heard the shot.

There wasn’t anything to do for him, he was as dead as Dead Thing. I spurred the horse and went over the bluff in the direction Carson had taken.

On the other side of that bluff was a surprise. I didn’t see Carson, but I’ll tell you as straight as a Cheyenne arrow, I had never seen so many goddamned Indians in my entire life. There were literally a thousand or more.

To the north, I could see Custer and his command, and I rode to catch up with them. I should have gone the other way.

No sooner had I brought up their tail than Custer was whipping around. The Sioux were on us like bees on honey. To the sound of the retreat those troopers and I made for higher ground, a hill on the high, northern end of the bluffs.

We were moving up toward the hill at a pretty good clip when suddenly a thousand warriors or more topped it and looked down on us. Carson was in front of them, riding like hell. I tossed the Winchester across my thighs and steadied the Sharps against my shoulder, picked him right out of the saddle. And that was all she wrote for the major.

No one seemed to notice.

Had the situation been different I might have found beauty in our position. Above were thousands of Sioux, and probably some Cheyenne. They seemed to set on that ridge for an eternity, but it was probably only moments. It was like some sort of colorful painting; the Indians with their feathers and paint, lances, arrows and rifles.

One warrior rode up and down their immediate center waving a Winchester above his head. He wore only a breechcloth and a feather in his hair. I suspected this was Crazy Horse.

He was chanting the Sioux war cry, “Hoka Hey, Hoka Hey,” and suddenly all those on the bluff and those behind Custer’s force picked it up. It was terrifying.

And then the dying began.

The rear attack had already dropped a number of troopers and their mounts, and with the union forces of those on the hill, Custer’s men and horses began to fall like hail.

My horse was shot out from under me and I went down. Damned if that wasn’t getting to be a habit.

Troopers who still had living horses were pulling them down and barricad S an="0em">

Arrows came like rain and rattled around the defenders with devastating effect. I dropped a few Indians before the Winchester was hit by a stray bullet and made useless. I couldn’t even get it to cock. The impact of the bullet had really shook my hands up and it was all I could do to keep them from quivering.

Somewhere along the line I had lost the Sharps—I believed it to be under the horse I had been riding—and was down to my revolver. I propped up good behind the dead animal and drew my handgun. I decided to save a shell for myself rather than let the Sioux take me.

I picked off a Sioux who came out of the dust swirl on foot. Dropped another on horseback. And when next I looked around it was me, Custer and one trooper left. It had happened that fast. We got whittled down in less than twenty minutes.

I never did see what happened to Tom Custer and didn’t know anyone else there. Later, I learned Custer had lost another brother, Boston, and a brother-in-law.

The trooper who had been lying down behind his horse firing his Springfield suddenly stood up and jerked up his horse, too. The animal was bristling with arrows, but still alive. He stepped into the stirrups and was swinging astride when Custer yelled, “Hold it, trooper.”

Like a fool the general stood up, and with one quick motion the trooper jammed his revolver against Custer’s temple and fired. That was all for General Custer.

The soldier on the horse bolted the animal and rode straightaway into the dust storm of Sioux.

This all takes a bit in the telling, but it happened in seconds, and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. Besides, I was down to my last round, the bullet I thought had my own name on it, not that of some deserting soldier.

I didn’t keep an eye on that trooper because, to say the least, my situation was tight and I had only a few seconds left to attend to my own killing.

An Indian came galloping out of the dust toward me, a lance extended. He hung low off the horse, and I instinctively forgot the suicide business. I leapt up and straightaway into the animal.

The lance passed over my left shoulder, ripping my shirt. I looped the horse’s neck with my right arm, losing my Colt in the process. I was half-running, half-bouncing along with the horse. Facing the warrior on the animal’s back I must have been a pretty funny sight hanging onto that horse’s neck, looking the wrong way, bounding along with that Sioux’s wild eyes staring me in the face.

I reached up and caught the horse’s mane with my left hand and swung my body up and around, knocking the rider off into the bargain.

The next moment I had mounted and was clinging to the horse’s mane, guiding it Indian style with my knees. I hunkered over its neck and rode through the grit, the cries and the painted bodies of the Sioux and the Cheyenne.

For awhile there things looked promising.


6

The pure audacity of it—although it was mainly accident—allowed me to ride right through the Indian lines. They were strung out I pretty good and there was still plenty of dust to give me an edge.

Not long after, I was in the clear, but then two Sioux lit out after me.

The trooper who had killed Custer was out in front of me, not making good time. His mount was exhausted and bleeding. I had a fresh Indian horse.

We were both heading for a patch of cottonwoods, and it looked to me like that trooper, tired as his horse was, was going to make a sure getaway.

Then the trooper did a strange thing. He raised his revolver to his temple and shot himself just as he reached the trees. I’ll never figure that. I don’t believe the Sioux would have caught him. Maybe he was thinking about Custer, what he had done. I don’t know.

His horse went out of sight in the trees.

I looked back. The Indians were gaining on me. One had a Winchester, and he took a shot at me. Of course it hit my horse, and the animal went down to the sound of the Indians’ whoops and my cursing.

I was running now, and the wood was just a few yards away. But my tired feet were no match for those fleet ponies. I had just reached the trees when one boot heel snapped off and I stumbled forward a few steps.

Looking back I saw the Indians were right on me. I had been hit several times, but it wasn’t until that moment that I felt it. Turning to face them, I stooped. From my sock I drew the .41 short gun Hickok had given me.

At a range of about ten feet, with a Winchester leveled at me, I shot the Sioux right between the eyes. A head shot with Hickok’s gun. That was sort of ironic, although I didn’t really stop to consider it at the time.

The other Sioux’s head exploded, and he seemed to turn around and ride backwards on his horse for a moment, then he flapped off the animal and bit the dust.

I turned weakly to look at my rescuer.

It was Liver-Eatin’ Johnston and his Spencer rifle.
 

Chapter Nine


1

“Hello, Red Spot,” Liver-Eatin’ Johnston said with a grin. “What say we take us a ride?”

“I’d say that was a mighty good idea.”

Wobbling a bit, I followed Johnston into the trees where his horse was tied. He got on and pulled me up behind him.

“Thought I heard a little gunfire,” he said.

“A little?”

“Yep, and what happens but my old friend Red Spot comes a-ridin’ out of a cloud of dust with a couple of them red divvels on his tail.”

“You know what happened down there?”

“Reckon some fool bunch of cavalry got themselves killed.”

“Custer,” I said.

“No joshin’?”

“No joshing.”

“Boy, I think you ought to forget you was in on this.”

“Forget!”

“The army will call you a coward. The country will call you a coward. It’ll dog your days until you die. Besides, it don’t matter anyway, now. They’re dead. And the Sioux, well, them poor bastards have jest sang their death song, even though they don’t know it yet.”

“I reckon you’re right,” I said.

 


2

I rode double with Johnston all the way back to the Black Hills. Somewhere along the way I said, “Why didn’t you kill me, Johnston? I thought you hated me.”

We were making camp and Johnston was making those biscuits of his.

“I thought I did, too. Thought I’d kill you if I ever saw ya again, Red Spot.”

“So?”

“When I saw you ride out in front of them Dakotah braves… well, reckon I felt a kin for ya, that’s all. That’s what I got to say on the matter. Won’t say any more, ’cept that there ain’t no grudge between us from this end.”

“Nor this one.”

“You ever find that fella that shot you up, killed your friend?”

“I did.” And I told him the whole story since we had parted.

“Been a mite busy, boy. Tell me, how does that revenge feel?”

I sat for a moment and thought on it.

“Not all that good,” I said. “Bucklaw is still dead. I did what I had to, and I take pride in that, but not in the actual killing. It just sort of leaves me…well, it’s like finishing a job, but not feeling satisfied.”

Johnston grunted. “Don’t feel like the only pine on a tall mountain, Red Spot. I know how you feel, believe me, I know.”

· · ·
 

It was a long, slow journey back to Deadwood while Johnston and I renewed our friendship and my wounds healed. Traveling as we did, talking, enjoying the country, it was over a month after the Little Big Horn fight that we arrived in Deadwood. It was August the third, the day of Wild Bill’s funeral, and I saw another friend stretched out before they put him down. It was quite a gala event for Deadwood.

The little weasel I had met when I first entered the gulch, Jack McCall, had shot Bill from behind for some reason ne [ome"0em" widtver disclosed. Bill was playing cards, and they say he had that hand again, the one he longed for, aces and eights. It hadn’t been so lucky this time. I had known him briefly, but I would miss him.

Roy and I went back to mining, and as Liver-Eatin’ Johnston predicted, the Little Big Horn was the death song of the Sioux and their sacred lands. The white man took over.

Me, I still dreamed of Bob Bucklaw some nights. But his face was no longer a bloody memory; the droplets no longer danced on my upturned face. I see him differently now. A smiling, laughing man with a happy-go-lucky shine to his eyes, and I can still hear him telling how smart and handsome he was.

For me, finally, the blood dance had ended.
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Waltz of Shadows

All the blood and disaster began on a Saturday morning when I thought everything was going just right. It was late October in East Texas, and from my recliner I could see out the tall glass that makes up two of our living room walls, and it was beautiful outside. A little cool looking, leaves gone gold and red and brown and starting to fall. Clouds white as angel’s panties could be glimpsed through the tops of the tall pines and oaks that made up most of our two acres. A cat squirrel jumped from one oak limb to another, then leaped out of sight. I felt like I was in a Disney movie.

Then I got the call.

I heard the phone ring, and was about to answer, assuming it would be some minor problems at one of the videos stores I own, when Beverly started downstairs.

I could see her through the stair railing. She was wearing her shorty white bathrobe and flip-flops and had a white towel wrapped around her head from having just washed her hair. Her legs were fairly pale since she didn’t go in much for the sun, and they were lightly freckled, the way redheads sometimes are, but they were long and smooth and muscled and I never tired of looking at them.

She was carrying the upstairs cordless phone, talking and looking at me over the railing and motioning me over, which meant she wanted me to rescue her and talk to whoever it was.

I put the paper down and got out of the chair and met her at the bottom of the stairs.

Our black German shepherd, Wylie, got up like it was part of his job, came over and sniffed my crotch, then went after Beverly, who popped him on the head with her hand. He went back to his spot and laid down with a groan. Crotch sniffing was hard work for a dog, but it was his duty, even if no one liked it.

“Well,” she said into the phone, “let me let you talk to him.”

She handed me the phone and shook h ^ome"0taler head.

Upstairs I heard the kids yell again about something on a cartoon show they were watching, and I put the phone to my ear and stood at the foot of the stairs and watched Beverly climb back up, enjoying the way her bottom moved beneath her bathrobe. Twenty years of marriage hadn’t changed that for me.

“Hello,” I said.

“This is Bill,” said the voice. I knew then why Beverly had wanted off the phone and why she had the sour face when she gave it to me.

“Hey, how you been?” I tried to sound as happy as possible.

“Not so good.”

He always said that. He’d go six months and I wouldn’t hear from him, then something went rancid, first person he called was Uncle Hank.

But he’s my brother’s boy, so what you gonna do? It’s not like he’s got anyone else. My brother, Rick, got killed in an auto accident when Bill was seven, and when Bill was a teenager his mother remarried and Bill didn’t get along at all with her new husband, then his mother got some kind of weird disease you read about in the back of medical books, and died.

Bill was in many ways like his father. Always certain he was merely a day short of the big success, though you couldn’t seem to put your finger on what it was he was doing to acquire it. And, like my brother, he had a passion for women that sent his judgment and sense of decency packing.

On top of all that, he was a bullshitter and had no more true ambition than a frog.

I hated to get it started, but I said: “Tell me about it.”

Silence hung in the air for a time.

I sat down on the bottom step of the stairs and waited. Wylie got up again and ambled over, nodded his head in the direction of my crotch, but it was just a feint, to keep me honest. He laid down at my feet.

Bill said, “I got to talk to you in private. I don’t want to do it over the phone. I need to see you. Can I come over? I’ll have to take a taxi, but I think I can swing it. We can have a couple of drinks in the study.”

I thought about that one. I wasn’t in the mood to get Beverly stirred up. Telling her Bill was coming over was like telling her I was going to stack and store a wheelbarrow load of fresh pig manure in the house.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“Beverly doesn’t like me, right?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Don’t have to. She talks to me like I’m a bill collector.”

“You two just don’t click.”

“We don’t click all right.”

“Look, what she’s got against you is ten thousand dollars you haven’t paid back. Ten thousand you don’t plan to pay back. Some of us work, Bill. Come over with the ten thousand in your hand, Beverly’ll meet yo c’. Ten tu at the door in her panties playing a bass drum.”

“Uncle Hank, you know I’m going to pay that money back.”

“No, I don’t. You got a job? You’re twenty-four years old. It’s time you started footing your own bills.”

“Really, Uncle Hank. I’m not trying to borrow money. I need your help.”

I was going to tell him to find someone else, but the words wouldn’t come out of my mouth. All I could think of was Bill at seven years old, right after my brother was killed.

“Listen,” I said. “Here’s the score. I got plans this morning, and I don’t want to get in dutch with Beverly.”

“I hear that.”

“I’m gonna take a shower and take the family to lunch, then I’ll meet you at your place.”

“I’m not at my place, and I’m not going back there. And if I did go back, you wouldn’t know where to go, because I don’t live where I used to.”

“What?”

“The place I moved to is the place I’m not going back to… Forget all that, okay. I have to see you now.”

“After lunch, Bill, or get someone else. Call Arnold, see what he says.”

Silence again. Arnold was my older half-brother from my Dad’s earlier marriage. Arnold’s mom had died in childbirth. My father was young then and hadn’t done so well with Arnold. Arnold didn’t so much grow up as he got jerked up.

“All right,” Bill said. “Let’s do this. I’m at a motel. Calls itself a tourist court, actually. I got it on a match book here… Christ, how could I have forgotten a name like this. Sleepy Time Tourist Courts. I’m in room forty. This place is a hole.”

“I know where it is. Another year or two without paint and repairs, they’ll be holding that place up with a stick. Couldn’t you have found something better?”

“Money.”

“Yeah, well, you did okay then. Listen up. We finish lunch, I’ll drive over. Might be as late as two or two-thirty. We go by one of my stores and pick up a movie for the night on Saturdays. Sometimes we goof around a little. Run a few errands. I’ll move things quickly as possible.”

“What I’m talking here is more important than fucking lunch and a movie. I’m talking some desperate shit.”

“It’ll hold,” I said. “See you after lunch.”

I didn’t give him time to complain. I hung up. I didn’t really think what he had to say would amount to much, figured no matter what he said, in the end it would all come down to borrowing more money.

I was mistaken.
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