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Book Description

In 1891, in the aftermath of the Wounded Knee Massacre, awful nightmares and bizarre killing sprees shake the uneasy peace between a frontier town of White Pine and the Lakota on the nearby reservation.

A pioneer doctor named Charles Zimmerman finds himself at the forefront of the investigation and uncovers a crawling horror the likes of which he could not imagine.

With the help an orphaned farm girl, a smart-mouth stage robber, a beaten down Lakota warrior, a beautiful medicine woman, and Charles’ estranged father, the aging town marshal, Charles must save not only the town of White Pine but also the starving Lakota from an ancient, hungry evil.
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Preface

On December 28, 1890, on the Lakota Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, a detachment of the U.S. 7th Cavalry intercepted an armed band of Lakota led by Chief Spotted Elk and forced them to camp near Wounded Knee Creek in southwestern South Dakota.

On the morning of December 29, supported by four Hotchkiss guns, the troops went into the camp to disarm the Lakota. A scuffle over the weapons resulted in a firefight, which escalated into the wholesale slaughter of approximately 350 Lakota, the vast majority of them women and children. The corpses of fleeing women and children were found shot as far as two miles from the fighting.

The Army suffered twenty-nine dead and thirty-five wounded—most of them from their own bullets and shrapnel. Twenty Medals of Honor were awarded after the battle.

Although a handful of minor skirmishes continued for almost two more decades, the battle that became known as the Wounded Knee Massacre was the last major conflict of the Indian Wars.


Part 1

“I want to say further that you are not a great chief of this country, that you have no following, no power, no control, and no right to any control. You are on an Indian reservation merely at the sufferance of the government. You are fed by the government, clothed by the government, your children are educated by the government, and all you have and are today is because of the government. If it were not for the government you would be freezing and starving today in the mountains.… The government feeds and clothes and educates your children now, and desires to teach you to become farmers, and to civilize you, and make you as white men.”

—U.S. Senator John Logan to Sitting Bull, last of the great Lakota chiefs, August, 1883

I

Oliver McCoy scraped the remainder of his beans back into the now-cooling pot. He knew he couldn’t cook. His ability to reheat beans was somewhere near the capabilities of the blind village idiot; he would rather starve than take another bite of his own burnt paste. Besides, his guts had been cramped up all day like a boot-stomped snake. “Better in the morning,” he muttered, only half-believing it.

He spared a little water from his canteen to rinse the plate. Unlike some men, he could not abide a dirty plate come morning. He had learned long ago to clean it now lest you be eating bugs in the morning with your breakfast. Reclaiming his spot by the fire, he huddled close for some warmth against the relentless wind. What a long day. He was too young to feel this damn old. Felt like he’d been riding for thirty years continuous.

“That was some piss-shit supper, Oliver,” Reese said. “You better have some of that booze left.” He fixed his rheumy eyes on Oliver and scratched his grizzled stubble.

Oliver tried to grin, but Reese’s inscrutable eyes made it impossible to tell if he was joking. Emmett Reese had spent more time in the saddle than Oliver had been alive. Even though Oliver was supposed to be in charge, since the herd belonged to his pa, most of the time he just felt like a fool around Reese.

“Yeah, booze or whores!” Dawson grinned and spat a tobacco-brown stream into the fire. Dawson’s teeth looked like an unpainted picket fence, and he had a scar across his lip that made children cry—the result of a close shave with a newly shod hoof. “How do you bugger up beans anyhow? They practically cook themselves.”

Reese laughed at this too.

Oliver’s ears burned, but he shrugged and allowed himself to share in the laugh with the other two.

Dawson called into the encroaching darkness toward the horses. “Hey, Ferrell! What are you doing out there, nuzzling up to your horse?”

The three of them laughed. When Oliver had announced that the beans were ready, Ferrell had passed, saying that he was going to check his tack. Strange, Oliver thought, because Ferrell had been grumbling all day about how hungry he was. But he had said something that Oliver was still trying to wrap his ears around. “There’s a black _________ coming.” Oliver had not been able to make out that word. Mouth? Mouse? Mount? Ferrell’s accent gave him fits sometimes. Couldn’t fellers just talk normal English? None of the words made much sense, and Ferrell had been quiet out in the darkness for a long time.

Oliver pulled a half-finished bottle of Tennessee bourbon out of his jacket and tossed it to Reese. “Make it last.”

The wind grew chill and cut through his wool jacket like it was kerchief.

Reese grunted, yanked out the cork, and took a pull while Dawson held out his hand expectantly.

The fire guttered as a gust of wind washed over their campsite, rustling the sea of grass surrounding their camp. Not far away, one of the herd released a tremendous fart.

Dawson laughed. “Sounds like you in the morning, Reese.”

Reese gestured toward the pot of beans. “That’ll be you in about an hour. On second thought, give me that bottle back. I need to pass out before it starts.”

Oliver relaxed a little. His shitty cooking had already been forgotten.

Dawson leaned back against his saddle with a groan of relaxation, then called into the night. “Come on now, Ferrell. Don’t be no New York Nancy. Join us for a drink now. Since when does an Irishman forego whiskey?”

Oliver could hear Ferrell somewhere just outside the firelight fussing with leather and buckles.

Reese took another long sip. “That’s some smooth whiskey. Where you been hiding that?”

“Pa likes the best,” Oliver said.

Reese nodded in appreciation.

Dawson said, “I like the best, too. Too bad you ain’t got a sister.”

Oliver laughed with them, until a sudden chill gust laid the flame sidewise for a moment.

Dawson said, “Goddamn wind is like to carry you off.”

Twelve hours in the saddle watching Pa’s herd for late calves didn’t make much opportunity for conversation, but Oliver still noticed that, except for the grumbling, Ferrell had been quiet and withdrawn all day. After all the trouble with the Indians over the winter, he was jumpy enough to be grazing the herd so near the reservation. Word was that Sioux were practically starving, and Pa had admonished him to be on the lookout for Indian cattle rustlers. Stories of their abilities at sneaking around like ghosts were well known. And it wouldn’t be unheard of for some wild, young buck, itching at being cooped up on the reservation, to sneak up to camp and count coup on the white man.

Oliver called out, “What are you playing at, Ferrell? Get your ass warm before it’s too cold to thaw.”

Dawson took a long pull of whiskey.

Oliver said, “Hey, easy! It gots to last us.”

Ferrell emerged from the darkness, firelight glowing in his ash-gray eyes. He was perhaps twenty-five, the same age as Oliver, but bigger, with a wild shock of red hair when his eagle-feathered bowler was not clamped tight over it. He was Pa’s newest hire, had only been working at the Bar-M since the drive last fall. Ferrell once said he always counted himself lucky to get a job at all, being Irish. He spoke little of his past except to say that he came from some New York Irish slum.

Dawson shoved the whiskey bottle toward Ferrell. “Drink it while it’s still hot.”

Ferrell sat down, ignoring the bottle, staring into the fire.

Dawson gave him a long look, then shrugged. “That look on your face reminds me of that madam back in Valentine. One too many miles of dick come her way.”

Reese laughed, but Ferrell did not react, as if he had not even heard.

Oliver had heard the story a dozen times. As Dawson’s voice droned on, he found himself transfixed by the strange look in Ferrell’s eyes, like he had just danced on his own grave. Ferrell licked his lips.

Then a frigid slash of wind through his jacket made Oliver shiver, and Dawson’s voice reached him again. “So then she says, you broke it, you bought it.”

Oliver laughed like he was supposed to, but it felt hollow. He could not take his eyes off Ferrell. Ferrell just stared off into the night, one hand locked around his other quivering wrist.

The wind moaned, and the grass rustled again. The cowhands’ small fire was an island in a vast sea of dark, rustling grass.

Reese took another swig of bourbon. “I hope she tasted better than those beans.”

Ferrell mumbled something, his eyes flicking out into the darkness. For a moment, Oliver thought he had not understood because of Ferrell’s Irish accent.

Dawson sniffed. “For all I know she tasted like a dirty horse’s ass, but by that time I—”

“Don’t it never stop?” Ferrell voice rose just above a whisper. “Don’t you all hear it?”

Reese was quick to get a jab in on Dawson. “Hell, Bill, that night you’d a fucked your horse if’n she winked at you.”

“Maybe if I was tall enough—”

The sound of the wind grew, and embers leaped from the campfire. They all pulled their jackets tighter and edged closer to the pit, except for Ferrell.

His voice quavered, body rigid. “Last night I saw a face so black, I thought the sky was turning to ash.”

They stared at him.

Oliver said, “What did you say?”

“My mouth was as hot as the sun, and as dry as this Godforsaken land.”

The laughter subsided. All they could hear was wind now. Wind and Ferrell’s voice.

Dawson looked sideways at Ferrell. “You gonna come to sense anytime soon?”

“I tell you, death was in me mouth. I swallowed it whole. And now it’s in me belly.”

Dawson said, “Hell, I swallowed death just a little while ago, and pretty soon you’ll be smelling it!” He laughed, but just a little too long.

Oliver could not take his eyes from Ferrell’s taut face.

Reese took the bourbon bottle and tried to hand it to Ferrell. “Maybe you need this more than I do.” Ferrell stared off at nothing, as if they weren’t even there.

Oliver tried to follow Ferrell’s gaze, but there was nothing out there except darkness and grass and wind.

“Maybe that Injun witch put a spell on him back in Valentine.” Dawson said. “He don’t look right.”

Ferrell doubled over, clutching his belly.

The three cowboys traded worried looks. Ferrell curled up like a dry leaf, groaning like a wounded animal.

“Christ!” Dawson said. “You all right?”

Oliver and Reese jumped up. Oliver froze in place, a chill that was not from the wind washing up his back.

In the darkness, the horses began to fuss and whicker.

All of them stared, transfixed as Ferrell’s body spasmed and twitched. His mouth opened wide and unleashed a primal, incomprehensible string of nonsense.

“Holy Mary’s Tits!” Dawson said.

Ferrell screamed. “It’s got me! It wants to breathe! Oh, God! Oh, God!”

Oliver wanted to reach for him, to help him, but his entire body felt like it was made of dry cottonwood.

Ferrell tore at his clothes. “It wants to breathe!”

Reese snatched up a firebrand, raising it like a club. A tongue of flame licked the wood.

Ferrell spewed a deluge of black vomit that splatted across Dawson’s chest and face.

“Ah, fuck! Fuck! Jesus Christ!” Dawson threw up his arms.

The wind moaned louder around them. The fire threatened to go out. A rhythmic susurration followed, sounding almost like speech.

Dawson wiped the black puke from his eyes, spitting and gagging. “Goddamn, Ferrell! What is going on?”

Oliver stood motionless, quivering, his guts wrenching inside him at the sight and stench of the black vomit, not like the smell of regular vomit at all, not unless Ferrell had been eating a week-dead buzzard. Time dragged to a crawl. The wind slowed to a gentle breeze. Ferrell collected himself. Dawson wiped the puke from his eyes. Reese placed his hand on Ferrell’s shoulder.

In one swift motion, Ferrell pulled his pistol, planted the barrel against the bridge of Reese’s nose, and set loose a fiery explosion of powder and brains. Reese dropped like a puppet with the strings cut.

The horses screamed and jerked their tethers.

Dawson scrambled back. Ferrell’s thumb drew the hammer back once again. Dawson rolled onto his hands and knees, scurrying away. Ferrell fired a lead ball squarely between Dawson’s shoulder blades. The force drove Dawson against the cold earth.

Oliver’s body turned to wood and his heart stampeded. He had never seen a man shot before.

With agonizing slowness, Dawson’s arm reached out, trying to crawl away, but it was no use. Ferrell stood over him, cap-and-ball Colt smoking, and fired another shot into the cowboy’s body.

Oliver’s gorge threatened to spew out of him, but he could not move.

Ferrell stood over Dawson’s body. Dawson’s last breaths gasped in and out of him, wet and desperate. Ferrell looked at the pistol, counted the loaded cylinders. Then he looked at Dawson’s body, and a smirk trickled across his lips. He turned the pistol in his hand, knelt, and hammered Dawson’s head like a farmer nailing wire to a fencepost.

The image of crushed melon found its way through the haze of fear into Oliver’s mind. A wreckage of bone and blood.

Ferrell lifted the bloody pistol to his mouth and licked blood and brains from the grip. A gentle moan escaped from inside his throat.

Oliver had always thought Ferrell a decent sort, but this gore-spattered thing was not even a man anymore. Oliver didn’t know what it was.

Ferrell stood and turned to Oliver, his eyes bleak but full of intelligence. “It wants to share its grace, Oliver. Embrace it.”

Suddenly, Oliver’s wooden body became water, and his legs threatened to collapse under him. He broke and fled toward the horses. “You stay away from me! Stay away!”

Ferrell’s boots came through the grass.

Oliver pulled his Colt .45 from its holster, his hand shaking, and spun to face Ferrell. His father had given it to him on his seventeenth birthday, and he had never had cause to do aught but shoot a few bottles with it.

Ferrell came toward him as calm as a man crossing the street.

Oliver raised his pistol, cocked, squeezed. The shot went wild.

Unfazed, Ferrell came.

Oliver could feel his blood rising up in his throat, as though his heart was rejecting it. He struggled to steady his hand and fired again.

He missed.

Ferrell smiled. “So hard to shoot with your britches full of shit.”

Warmth flooded Oliver’s trousers, and he smelled piss. He took the pistol in both hands and fired a third time from six feet away. Another miss.

He was moving quicker now, but still stumbling. His boots felt like they didn’t fit, and his hands were heavy. Oliver wanted so bad to be home again.

“Fuck you, Ferrell. Fuck you!”

Ferrell smiled, raised his blood-drenched pistol, and fired.

A lead ball the size of a locomotive slammed into Oliver’s belly, knocking him off his feet and tearing deep through soft parts. Breath whooshed out, and blazing white pain ripped in.

Ferrell fell upon him.

The pistol butt slammed into Oliver’s head, and bright lights exploded in his vision. He covered his head with his arms. Blows fell upon his arms, glancing off his head. Their arms tangled, but he felt weak as a child against Ferrell’s relentless strength. Ferrell’s fetid breath flooded his nostrils. Their hands clasped at pistol wrists, struggling, straining. Ferrell’s mouth opened, teeth reaching for the soft parts of Oliver’s face, bestial white chisels.

Oliver moaned under his breath, then cried out, “Ferrell! Goddammit, don’t do this! Ferrell!”

Ferrell pressed the weight of his body against Oliver, pinning him. Oliver’s wrist was trapped now, his gun pressed against his own belly. Metal dug into his own stomach, grinding into the wound Ferrell made.

Oliver tried using his free hand to push Ferrell off of him, but the pain stole all of his strength. He could do nothing but count the moments of life he had left before Ferrell killed him too.

But with a sudden twist, Oliver’s gun hand came free. He cocked and shoved the barrel up under Ferrell’s chin. A .45-caliber explosion, and Ferrell’s head fountained brain and gore.

Oliver gasped and moaned for an eternity, then fought back the pain long enough to heave Ferrell’s twitching corpse off of him.

The cold, distant blanket of stars glimmered over him. Horses nearby jerked and reared at their tethers, their screams fading with the sound of the shot, all swallowed by the wind. Cold whipped the air, as if seeking him.

He shivered.

Oliver looked down at the dark, wet stain on his belly. “Oh, God. Oh, Goddammit.”

Coyotes yipped and howled in the long, cold dark.

“Goddammit.”

II

Dr. Charles Zimmerman’s eyes felt raw, full of sand, and in the mirror earlier this morning they had been scarred by red. He wondered if he would weep again as he placed fresh handfuls of spring wildflowers over the two dirt mounds. Dew glistened on the fresh, wooden crosses at the head of each mound. At least some tears would fall on the graves today.

He tried to pray, as he had every morning for the last several weeks. But his thoughts of God still felt hollow and bitter, like begging mercy from an unjust tyrant who sentenced two little girls to death.

Did measles obey the will of Heaven? How many others in the town of White Pine had prayed and prayed? How many special prayer services at the town churches had been called to beg for the end of the outbreak? Now that it had ended, petering out in the weeks since these graves had been dug and filled, the Reverend Caldwell said that their prayers had been answered. But why had they been answered too late to save Eva and Josie? How were Charles’ daughters somehow unworthy to live?

The interior of his torso was a vast cavern. What kind of doctor could not even save his own children? How many times since December had he written a Death Certificate? Pulled a shroud over a dead child’s face? Offered his hollow condolences to grief-shattered families? And every single time coming with a stab of guilt that he could not save them.

How many? Too many for a newly hatched frontier town like White Pine to easily withstand, or forget, or forgive.

Moreover, those tragedies were not only among the white population. The graves before him called forth the memory of the great mounds of funeral earth, the mass graves and blood-stained snow near Wounded Knee Creek. The succession of fear and horrors of the last six months would never leave him.

The prayer snagged behind his lips.

His children not yet one month in the ground. Was the ground still too cold for the worms to have taken them? The earth looked as if the graves could have been filled yesterday.

Charles had carved the inscriptions himself in the crosses. “In loving memory. My beautiful daughters.”

From the kitchen window, Charles felt Amelia’s eyes like cold spears on his back. This morning had begun like most others, with tears and silence. All he felt nowadays from her was resentment and blame, and he wondered when he would reach his limit of sufferance for that or when he would cease to notice.

His eyes instead meandered over the grass, and the fence, and the patches of bare dirt, and the swing he had made from a rope and plank and hung in the old cottonwood. The plank swayed gently in the morning breeze.

The girls’ voices scampered through his memories—their laughter, the sounds of their play. “Not very lady-like,” Amelia would remark whenever they took off their Sunday dresses and played in the prairie dirt. “Josephine! Eva! Stop that!”

But Charles had never cared to stop them. There were enough dour, unhappy people in the house without trying to turn angels into two more.

What could he have done differently?

He remembered his words to Amelia. “I can save my daughters.”

And he remembered how her face had turned to granite when he could not.

Two pale little girls, lying in their beds under mounds of covers, their faces splotched by raging red freckles, too sick even to ask questions anymore or to ask for reassurance.

Eva had managed a tiny voice near the end. “Will Josie be all right, Daddy?”

“Of course, sweetheart.”

“Will I?” The eyes of an old woman should never reside in an eight-year-old face. They glimmered with fear. And then the glimmer died.

That was the image he could not shake.

Finally, there it was, the trickle.

Like a baptism.

He wiped his cheek.

A flicker of motion behind him bespoke the kitchen curtains falling closed. Doubtless she was wearing the same black dress again.

He jammed his hat on his head, tugged absently at his vest, tucked his medical bag under his arm, and walked to the livery stable to prepare his wagon.

III

Red Horse’s jaw tensed as he stepped up to the quartermaster’s table on the front porch of the commissary. A stiff wind rustled the papers on the table, and the quartermaster slapped them flat with a plump, hairy paw. The planks of the porch creaked under Red Horse’s moccasins.

Behind him, the line of Lakota women stretched around the building, and he heard Quiet Clouds’ hoarse cough. She was a kind and gentlewoman, but a cough had come upon her during the long, hard winter, as with so many others in the scraps of the tribe that remained after the massacre.

Only a few hundred Lakota lived here at the White River Agency camp, most of them women and children, and most of those ravaged by sickness, or starvation, or still recovering from wounds taken in the fighting at Wounded Knee Creek and elsewhere. They huddled now in the muddy spattering of tents next to the Bluecoat headquarters of the White River Sioux Agency. Most of their dwellings were not even proper lodges anymore, but canvas Bluecoat tents, their lodges having been destroyed or confiscated.

Quiet Clouds’ cough turned Red Horse’s heart into a gray coal.

The Bluecoat sergeant called Smith stood behind the quartermaster, rifle in his hands. Three other Bluecoats stood guard along the line of Lakota stretching behind Red Horse. Smith’s pale eyes bored into Red Horse’s. Red Horse looked down at his own arms, grown so thin from hunger, felt the tightness in his sunken belly and the way the woolen coat—a “gift” from the white man’s government—hung loose on him. He had once taken the scalp of a Bluecoat with hair the same color of dry prairie grass. For several years, as a gift of honor to his wife, he had kept the scalp in his lodge, and with it the spirit of the warrior he had defeated on the battlefield. It was among the many prizes that had been stripped from him, one by one, until nothing was left but the white men’s version of his name.

He imagined burying a warclub in Smith’s face, but would he even have the strength now for a killing blow?

Almost forty winters now behind him, and he could not have foreseen this fate. He had been a warrior since his sixteenth year. Now, the buffalo were gone. All but a few scraps of Lakota land had been stolen. All the horses that the Lakota had possessed, great majestic herds, now all slaughtered or stolen by the Bluecoats, the white men, and the iron-road companies.

Chief Red Cloud had submitted to life on a reservation, too old to fight anymore. Crazy Horse was dead. Spotted Tail was dead. And now, the last of the great Lakota leaders, Sitting Bull, in the last Moon When the Wind Shakes Off the Leaves, had been killed by Indians working for the white man, and Chief Spotted Elk’s entire band had been butchered at Wounded Knee Creek in the Moon When the Elk Shed Their Antlers. Of all the leaders, there was no one left.

All lay in the hands of the Father now. Soon the grass would be knee high, the time when the Father had foretold. The time when white men would be swept from the land, and the Earth would be renewed. Talk of the Son of the Great Spirit’s coming had diminished since the slaughter near Wounded Knee Creek, but Red Horse had not forgotten the Father’s words, or the dances in the Moon of the Brown Leaves where he had seen—

“Are you going to stand there all fucking day?” the quartermaster said.

Red Horse’s awareness returned from the land of ghost dreams. “Medicine,” he said.

The quartermaster twisted the bushy hair on his face. “Look, Red Mule. Born-with-a-Tooth got her ration of medicine. I can’t give you no more.”

Red Horse had refused to go to the white man’s schools. He had refused to take on their ways. He had refused to become a farmer in this land where crops did not grow. His poor skill with English meant that he sometimes did not understand the words of the Bluecoats, but there was no mistaking the contempt in the quartermaster’s tone. He restrained the anger from his voice. He had had enough beatings, for now. “Her name is Born-with-a-Smile.”

The quartermaster’s eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”

“I say her name is Born-with-a-Smile. I am Red Horse. She is my wife.” His English name tasted bitter in his mouth. He was not the English sound, “red horse.” No matter how the white man tried to rip away even his name, he would always be Sunka Wakan Luta. And his wife would always be Kici Iha Tunpi, at least for a while longer, until she joined their ancestors.

The quartermaster leaned forward. “And I’m telling you, Red Mule, she got her medicine. She ain’t getting no more.”

The sting of a red-hot arrow shot through Red Horse’s breast. He glanced at the guards.

The quartermaster waved his hand. “Next.”

Red Horse stood stiff as the trunk of pine tree.

The quartermaster met his gaze, unflinching. “I said fucking next!”

Red Horse clamped his teeth together and stomped off the porch, careful to avoid the tense guards. Two children coughed as he passed. Mud covered their bare legs.

He stopped there and held up his useless, helpless hands—the hands that had once carried a rifle, a warclub, a bow. These were not the hands of the Sunka Wakan Luta. They were the hands of “Red Horse,” the White Man’s dog.

A two-horse wagon rattled up the trail that ran between the shabby tent-village and the hastily made army post.

Red Horse squared himself. Maybe there was still hope. “Doc Zimmerman!”

IV

Charles Zimmerman surveyed the squalid tent camp where the Lakota were interned. The last of the spring snows had melted and turned much of the camp into a bog of cold mud. Wisps of smoke rose from fires of dried horse dung, and the air surrounding the camp held a vague, sour stench.

He reined the wagon toward the commissary shack, where a long line of Lakota women waited for rations of food or medicine.

Red Horse came alongside the wagon, his face grim, supplicating. “Doc Zimmerman?”

Charles tried not to think about how ragged Red Horse’s clothes were. Buckskin trousers, moccasins, nothing else under a stained, torn peacoat. “Red Horse. How is Born-with-a-Smile?” He stepped down and grabbed a satchel from the seat.

“She is very sick. Army man not give medicine.” Red Horse pointed to the commissary.

Charles moved to the back of the wagon and opened the gate, revealing crates of medicine and bags of grain. He pulled out several packages of medicine and a bottle of laudanum from a crate and handed them to Red Horse.

Red Horse’s face was solemn. “Thank you, Doc Zimmerman.”

“I’ll check on Born-with-a-Smile in a few minutes.” Charles glanced at the soldiers standing guard. “Get out of here with that before they shoot us both.”

Red Horse hurried away and disappeared among the tents.

Charles strolled to the quartermaster shack, tipping his hat to a passing soldier. His patent leather shoes struck a hollow sound against the planks as he passed gloom-shadowed Lakota women. He bypassed the queue and stood before the quartermaster. Behind the quartermaster stood Sergeant Smith, a hard-eyed veteran with a nose like a hatchet, fingering his carbine.

The quartermaster smelled like an outhouse. “Everything there this time, Doc?”

Charles caught himself staring at the sweat on the fat man’s lip. “Pardon?”

“I said, is everything there?” The quartermaster’s eyes narrowed.

“Yes.” Charles handed him the bill of lading.

The quartermaster paged skeptically through the paperwork. A grunt escaped his bloated lips. “You know we’re gonna count everything.”

“You do what you think best, Sergeant.”

Sergeant Smith stepped forward. “If everything is in order, Major Wilson has been waiting, Doctor. The Major shouldn’t have to wait.”

Charles said, “Is it urgent?”

“He’s in his office.”

“More urgent than a dying woman?”

“The Major is in his office. Sir.”

Charles knew the meeting with the Major would be unpleasant regardless of when he visited. “Then I will see him later.”

Numerous eyes followed him away. He grabbed his medical bag from the wagon and headed into the tent village.

V

As Charles walked through the squalor of the Lakota camp, his feet grew heavier with each step, and it was not from the mud. Downtrodden, starving people hung their heads and would not meet his eyes. It was as though death had followed him here from home. It pulled at him like a tether. Among the tents, the air reeked of human waste, smoke, and disease.

His heart clenched at the suffering around him. And yet these soldiers, these “good Christian men,” many of them little more than boys themselves, were party to degradations, torture, and persecution. Indians of all tribes were barely human beings in the eyes of the law. The White Man had brought medicines, and advancements, and civilization, but whenever Charles began to think about the costs, his mind went gray and numb.

The entire countryside, the reservations of White River, Rosebud, and Pine Ridge, the town of White Pine, were still recovering from the wounds of the Wounded Knee massacre and the unrest that had led up to it. Charles could hardly blame the Lakota for their actions. The government had egregiously violated every treaty it had signed with the Sioux nation: land stolen and given to railroad companies and white settlers, promises of cattle that when they were delivered were half-starved themselves, their meat wasted away to nothing, promises of foodstuffs and supplies in perpetuity only to have their rations cut by a third and then cut again, promises of winter clothing that never materialized.

The agent installed at Pine Ridge, October last, bore a significant share of the blame, one D. F. Royer; he had clearly been the beneficiary of a new government administration and found himself in a position for which he was destitute of any qualities necessary to succeed—experience, courage, force of character, or sound judgment. Within a month, the Lakota had begun calling Agent Royer “Young-Man-Afraid-of-Indians.” As the aftermath of the massacre continued to rumble through the newspapers and halls of Congress, Charles dearly hoped there was a reckoning in store for that spineless buffoon whose actions had contributed to so many needless deaths.

Early last year, the emergence of a mysterious new cult had spread throughout all the tribes, terrifying the white population across the West, fueling rumors of unrest and rebellion. Its origin was unknown, but there were rumors of the Lakota gathering in remote places to dance some secret ceremony. The Indians refused to speak of it to whites.

Red Horse waited beside a dilapidated canvas tent. The Lakota at the White River camp possessed few of their traditional lodges; most of them had been destroyed by the Army. They lived in Civil War-era canvas tents, likely dragged out of some government storehouse, designed to be used in the mild climes of the South, ill-suited for harsh prairie winters. Even most of the Lakotas traditional clothing had been confiscated or supplanted by government handouts. They were forced to live like beggars, interned prisoners, wearing cast off clothes to keep back the cold. South Dakota winters were not to be taken lightly.

Red Horse opened the tent flap for Charles.

Charles entered the shadowy interior, stepping around the mound of ragged blankets and half-rotten hides that stirred and breathed. He knelt beside the woman. Red Horse’s wife was so pale and thin that she resembled a corpse. She lay feverish and delirious, clutching a battered Bible to her chest, struggling not to cough. A crucifix hung prominently over her head. The Bureau of Indian Affairs had done its level best to beat their ancestral heathen religion out of them, but nowadays Charles could not see that his own ancestral religion offered any solace or hope of redemption.

He said, “Born-with-a-Smile? Can you hear me?”

Red Horse spoke from behind. “She sick long time. Not talk or she coughs.”

Born-with-a-Smile’s eyes opened, bleary. Her voice was dry, raspy. “Mitakuye oyas’in.”

Charles could not be sure she knew he was there. “What?”

“Mitakuye oyas’in.”

“Red Horse, what’s she saying?”

Red Horse shook his head. “Don’t know English. Maybe ‘all my family.’”

Charles sighed and felt the glands on her throat. “Family is everything.”

Her eyes fluttered with recognition, and he gave her a smile. She gave him one back, however feeble. He put on his stethoscope and listened to her breathing for a moment. Charles did not like what he heard. He backed out of the tent, and Red Horse followed.

Charles said, “She’s been taking her medicine regularly?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll talk to the major about getting her a space in the infirmary.”

“He say ‘no’ many times.”

Charles sighed again and rubbed his chin.

Approaching footsteps caught his attention, and he turned in time see a familiar face. Little Elk’s eyes reflected maturity, wisdom and intelligence, shadowed by dark circles under them. Her hair had been raggedly hacked, an expression of mourning that gave her a wild appearance. Her dress was less ragged and had once been more elaborately decorated with beads and ribbons, but those adornments had been stripped away. Her only remaining piece of jewelry was a bracelet of wood, beads, and a dark, polished stone. She said, “You care for our sick like your own children. You are so kind, Doctor.”

Charles did his best to conceal the stab that went through him, unable to meet her steady gaze. “Hello, Little Elk.” Even in her disheveled, bereft state, she was a handsome woman. He handed another bottle of laudanum to Red Horse. “This will help her rest.”

Red Horse took it with a solemn expression.

Little Elk said, “Can the white man’s medicine help her?”

Charles said, “Can yours?”

“There is more to living than laudanum and powders. We need food and water. Real food. People will get sick more.”

Charles took Little Elk by the arm and led her some distance away. “I know. She’s getting worse.” When he noticed a patrol of two soldiers nearby looking his way, suspicion crossing their features, he realized that his hand was still on her arm. He removed it. “If she doesn’t get proper rest in a proper bed, isolated, she’s going to spread her sickness to the rest of the tribe. The old will die first.”

She cast the guards a scornful glance. “I know you want to help us.” Her gentle, calloused hand fell upon his arm, her bracelet delicate and beautiful around her slender wrist. His gaze fell upon the truncated lengths of her two smallest fingers. The scars on the stumps were fresh.

Suddenly Red Horse was there, snatching her wrist, glaring at her.

Charles drew back. “Red Horse, what are you doing?”

Red Horse kept his hard, glittering eyes on Little Elk.

Little Elk pulled her hand gently away from Red Horse’s grip. Their eyes locked for a long moment, then Red Horse stomped away.

Charles said, “What was that about?”

“He is my husband’s brother. They were warriors. Red Horse was not … with us, with Spotted Elk.” Her face blanched, and her eyes went dead.

“You were there?” Charles stepped back, unable to contain his shock. So many bodies, all of them frozen solid by the blizzard that had kept the burial party away for three days, bodies that had to be pried from the frost by iron crowbars and pickaxes. So many ravaged faces and contorted, frozen limbs. Such a thing would melt a man’s heart even if it were made of stone, all those little children with their bodies shot to pieces, women young and old, some of them pregnant, all tossed naked into the pits like rubbish. Had his hands touched Little Elk’s husband at the side of one of those mass graves? His voice was thick. “I was there, too. On the third day. How did you—?”

“I ran, and I hid, and I ran.” Her voice was tight and clipped, her fists clenched, her eyes fixed to the ground. She stood silent for several pregnant moments, tears glistening in great bulging droplets that refused to fall. “I came to White River because I was ashamed. I could not be at Pine Ridge anymore. And Red Horse was here.”

The bodies of fleeing women and children had been found two miles and more from the site of the camp where the violence began. After the warriors were all dead, soldiers had hunted the women and children like vermin.

“His hatred for white men runs deep,” she said, her eyes flicking to him. “Even if he is grateful to you, Doctor, he can never truly trust you.” Her gaze fell away into a dark distance, and the tears finally trickled down.

“I’m sorry for what happened to your husband. It was a terrible thing the Army—”

She cleared her throat. “Red Horse thinks it is too soon for me to touch another man.”

Silence hung between them for a long moment, her words sinking deep into him. Somehow, for a just a moment, the fog of pain around her parted, and she stood there as warm and lovely as any woman Charles had ever seen. Her anguish dispelled, her eyes bright and brimming with life, he saw her as she had once been. And he imagined that she turned that warmth upon him, and how lucky he would be if he were its recipient. He could not remember when last he had enjoyed a woman’s warmth. Then his ears warmed, the spell retreated, and it was his turn to clear his throat. “Why are there so many guards today?”

“You have not heard? I thought you are here for that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Last night there was shouting and screaming from the barracks. Then many gunshots. For several hours all the soldiers were awake, angry, and afraid.”

Charles drew back in surprise. The Major was the kind of officer to frown upon indiscriminate use of ammunition. “Gunshots?”

Her expression was grave. “I have heard that they buried something.”

VI

Marshal Hank Zimmerman adjusted the brim of his old felt cavalry hat, so faded that it almost looked Confederate gray, and squinted into the midday sun, scratching the grizzled stubble along his jaw. His horse stamped and fussed about being reined up so harshly. A few rocky buttes and stands of brush and cottonwood were the only irregularities in the endless sea of grass.

Except for the lone, distant figure silhouetted on a hilltop, a figure moving unsteadily.

Hank turned his horse toward the figure.

Beyond it, in the distance, the brooding outline of a larger, rocky butte loomed over the prairie, Sentinel Hill, crowned in pines and cottonwoods.

What was somebody doing so far from town or homestead, on foot, and this close to the reservation? Relations were tense with the Sioux after what had happened in December. The Army gave them a good beating, but the homesteaders and even some of the folks back in White Pine were still nervous about another uprising. All that wild dancing they were doing last year, days of it at a time, gave white folks the shudders.

The wind whipped over the grass and tugged at his hat, forcing him to jam it tighter on his head. His eyes were still sharp, even at his age, and he kept them on the figure. A lone man, no hat, a white man, carrying something in one hand.

Then the figure collapsed out of sight.

Hank spurred his horse to a canter, keeping track of the small impression in the grass where the man’s body lay. Reaching the spot, he reined up and dismounted, cursing his stiff old bones as his boots hit the sod. A slow, steady, metallic, rhythmic clicking reached him from where the man had fallen.

He approached, hand on his Colt. On the wind, he smelled blood, and his shorthairs spiked like a porcupine. The man lay on his face. Hank rolled him over, and drew back. “Goddamn!”

A horrid groan escaped the man’s blood spattered face, like a man already reaching for the hereafter. He clutched an empty revolver, thumb and finger cocking and squeezing the trigger in rhythmic succession. His abdomen was a crusty wet mass of caked blood. Clots of brain and skull clung to his face and stubble.

The man’s eyelids fluttered, and Hank recognized his face.

“Oliver McCoy! That you, boy?”

Another groan, barely intelligible. “Marshal?”

“It is. You gutshot?”

A faint wheeze came back. “Yeah.”

Hank peeled his eyes and swept them around the area, pulling his six-gun. “What happened?”

Oliver’s broken, raspy voice forced Hank to lean in. “Camped. Ferrell. Crazy. Crazy. Killed ever’body.” His free hand snatched Hank’s coat. “Saw god!”

Hank clutched Oliver’s hand and tried to pry it free. Even gutshot, the kid was stronger than he looked. “What the hell?”

The whites of Oliver’s eyes blazed. “God! Saw the face of a black god!” Then Oliver’s eyes rolled back, and his head lolled.

Hank grasped the empty pistol and found Oliver’s fingers glued thick around it with dried blood. “Christ!” Prying it away, he thrust the pistol into his pocket, blood and all, then looked down at Oliver with a swell of pity. He knew what a gut wound was. He knew what bleeding out looked like. He knew all too well that getting Oliver help was nearly impossible.

His thumb tickled the hammer of his Colt. One shot, through the head, would end Oliver’s misery, like shooting an injured horse or a man too far gone from Confederate shrapnel. One quick shot. His hand shook a little, seeing creased blood funneling over Oliver’s lips, down his neck. Hank remembered all too well what young, wounded faces looked like. Thirty-five fucking years and he still remembered.

Common sense fought with common decency. They were miles from anything. White Pine was half a day’s ride. Oliver would never make it.

“Damnit to hell.”

But Hank was going to try today.

He eased the pistol back into his holster. “Pain in the ass.” In one swift motion, Hank slung Oliver over his shoulders. He approached his horse, knowing this boy should have been dead hours ago. “I’m gonna get your stupid ass to a doctor, son.” As he reached for the reins, the horse shied away. “Christ, Daisy, settle down! He ain’t gonna hurt you.” He reached for the reins again, but the mare shied back again. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

As his hand reached again for the bridle, the animal bolted for the nearest horizon.

He could do nothing but watch the horse’s rump grow smaller with distance. Who was the horse’s ass now?

“Son of a bitch.”

The McCoy boy was already getting heavy.

In a heartbeat, Hank took stock of his situation. Nothing to see in any direction except the grim gray butte of Sentinel Hill and those thunderheads in the distance. No way he could get back to White Pine now, not carrying a gutshot man. The White River Agency was the closest habitation. His jaw tightened at the thought of going among so many redskins, but he wasn’t going to change his mind now about saving Oliver’s life. It was a few miles to the reservation, but whatever was keeping Oliver alive might just kill him in the next hour. If was going to go, he had better get to it.

“Well, Oliver, how do you feel about walking?”

VII

The odor of cigar smoke reached through the
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