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			These men wore Union blue:

			Army Commander

			George Gordon Meade, Major General

			James Biddle, Major, Aide-de-Camp

			Seth Williams, Adjutant General

			Artillery Reserve Commander

			Henry Hunt, Brigadier General

			Intelligence Commander

			George Sharpe, Colonel

			Cavalry Corps Commander

			Alfred Pleasonton, Major General

			Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Alexander, Chief of Staff

			George Yates, Captain, Aide

			James Wade, Captain, Aide

			Clifford Thompson, Captain, Aide

			First Cavalry Division Commander

			John Buford, Brigadier General

			Reserve Cavalry Brigade Commander

			Wesley Merritt, Brigadier General

			Captain Isaac Dunkelberger, Aide

			Second Cavalry Division Commander

			David Gregg, Brigadier General

			Henry Weir, Captain, Adjutant General

			Henry Meyer, Captain, Aide-de-Camp

			Thomas Jackson (T. J.) Gregg, Lieutenant, Aide

			First Cavalry Brigade Commander

			John McIntosh, Colonel

			Walter Newhall, Captain, Adjutant General, Aide

			First New Jersey Regiment Commander

			Myron Beaumont, Major

			Hugh Janeway, Major

			Thomas Cox, Sergeant Major

			James Hart, Captain

			Francis Brown, Private

			Third Pennsylvania Regiment Commander

			Edward Jones, Lieutenant Colonel

			Dr. Theodore Tate, Assistant Surgeon

			William Miller, Captain, Company M, Medal of Honor Recipient

			William Brooke-Rawle, First Lieutenant, Company M

			Frank Hess, Captain

			Charles Treichel, Captain

			William Rogers, Captain

			Thomas Wier, First Sergeant

			John Brandon, First Sergeant

			Thomas Gregg, Sergeant

			George Heagy, Sergeant

			E.G. Eyster, Private

			First Maryland Regiment Commander

			James Deems, Lieutenant Colonel

			Purnell (Maryland) Legion, Company A, Commander

			Robert Duvall, Captain

			Second Cavalry Brigade Commander

			Pennock Huey, Colonel

			Third Cavalry Brigade, Commander

			J. Irvin Gregg, Colonel

			Tenth New York Regiment Commander

			Henry Avery, Major

			John Kemper, Major, commanding squadron of H and L Troops

			Marshall Woodruff, First Lieutenant commanding L Troop

			William Peck, Captain, commanding H Troop

			Benjamin Lownsbury, Captain, commanding squadron of E and K Troops

			Ira Allen, Second Lieutenant

			Truman White, Lieutenant

			James Matthews, Lieutenant

			William Potter, Corporal

			Abram Thompson, Corporal

			Benjamin Bonnell, Sergeant

			David Rines, Sergeant

			Edmund Dow, Corporal

			William Doan, Bugler

			Artillery

			First U.S. Horse Artillery, Batteries E and G (Four 12-pounder Napoleons)

			Alanson Randol, Captain

			Section Battery Commander

			James Chester, Lieutenant

			Third Pennsylvania Heavy Artillery, Battery H, (Serving as Light Artillery)

			William Rank, Captain (One Section: two 3-inch Ordnance Rifles)

			Third Cavalry Division Commander

			Judson Kilpatrick, Brigadier General

			Llewellyn Estes, Captain, Assistant Adjutant General

			Eli Holden, First Lieutenant, Aide

			Samuel Gillespie, Private, Bugler and Bodyguard from Division Headquarters Guard

			First Cavalry Brigade Commander

			Elon Farnsworth, Brigadier General

			Andrew Cunningham, Captain, Aide-de-Camp

			Herman Hamburger, First Lieutenant, Assistant Adjutant General

			Charles Bond, Private, Orderly

			John Murray, Private, Orderly

			Gilbert Buckman, Bugler

			Fifth New York Regiment Commander

			John Hammond, Major

			Amos White, Major, Adjutant

			Seldon Wales, Sergeant

			Johnnie Catlin, Bugler

			Thomas Burke, Private, Troop A, First Medal of Honor awarded in Pennsylvania

			James Rickey, Corporal, Troop A

			Abram Folger, Private, Troop H

			Eighteenth Pennsylvania Regiment Commander

			William Brinton, Lieutenant Colonel

			William Darlington, Major

			Henry Potter, Second Lieutenant, Troop M

			William Jones, Lieutenant

			William Nott, First Sergeant

			Joseph Cooke, Sergeant, Troop A

			Henry Lashire, Corporal, Troop A

			Isaac Dannenhower, Corporal, Troop M

			Frank Street, Corporal, Troop M

			First Vermont Regiment Commander

			Addison Preston, Lieutenant Colonel

			William Wells, Major, Staff Officer, Medal of Honor Recipient

			John Bennett, Major

			Clarence Gates, Adjutant

			Oliver Cushman, Captain, Commander Troop E

			Henry Parsons, Captain, Commander Troop L

			George Duncan, Sergeant

			Stephen Clark, Lieutenant

			Willard Farrington, Sergeant, Company L

			Henry Pratt, Corporal, Troop H

			Samuel Dowling, Sergeant, Troop H

			Harry Sheldon, Private, Troop M

			George Walker, Corporal

			First Vermont Battalion Commanders

			First Battalion: Henry Parsons, Captain, Companies E, F, I, and L

			Second Battalion: William Wells, Major, Companies B, C, G, and H

			Third Battalion: John Bennett, Major, Companies A, D, K, and M

			First West Virginia Regiment Commander

			Nathaniel Richmond, Colonel

			Horse Artillery

			Battery E, Fourth U.S. Artillery (Four Ordnance Rifles)

			Samuel Elder, Lieutenant

			Second Cavalry Brigade Commander

			Joseph Copeland, Brigadier General (relieved as Commander June 29, 1863)

			George Armstrong Custer, Brigadier General (assumed Command June 29, 1863)

			William Colerick, Second Lieutenant, Aide-de-Camp

			William Wheeler, First Lieutenant, Aide-de-Camp

			Augustus Drew, Captain, Acting Assistant Inspector General

			Norvell Churchill, Private, Special Orderly

			Peter Boehm, Private, Bugler, Orderly

			Joseph Fought, Private, Bugler and Orderly

			Johnny Cisco, Boy Groom

			William North, First Lieutenant, Quartermaster

			First Michigan Regiment Commander

			Charles Town, Colonel

			Milton Rice, Chief Trumpeter

			Dewitt Smith, Sergeant Major

			Fifth Michigan Regiment Commander

			Russell Alger, Colonel

			Noah Ferry, Major, Staff

			Luther Trowbridge, Major, Staff

			Samuel Harris, First Lieutenant, Troop A

			William Dunn, Private, (Major Trowbridge’s Orderly)

			George Munn, Private, (Major Ferry’s Orderly)

			Charles Osborne, Sergeant Major

			Edwin Bigelow, First Sergeant, Troop B

			John Allen, Chief Trumpeter

			Lewis Gardner, Private

			Sixth Michigan Regiment Commander

			George Gray, Colonel

			Peter Weber, Acting Major, Staff

			Henry Thompson, Captain, Commander Troop A

			Stephen Ballard, Second Lieutenant, Troop A

			Charles Bolza, Second Lieutenant, Troop B

			Edward Craw, First Lieutenant, Troop E

			William Keyes, Sergeant, Troop B

			James Harvey Kidd, Captain, Commander Troop E

			Charles Storrs, Second Lieutenant, Troop G

			John Molloy, First Sergeant, Troop G

			Thomas Edie, First Sergeant, Troop A

			George Patten, First Sergeant, Troop B

			Dr. David Spaulding, Assistant Surgeon

			Charles Batson, Private, Troop B

			Sixth Michigan Squadron Commander Battle of Hanover

			Peter Weber, Major, Staff2

			Daniel Powers, First Lieutenant Company B

			Donald Lovell, First Lieutenant Company F

			Seventh Michigan Regiment Commander

			William Mann, Colonel

			Allyne Litchfield, Lieutenant Colonel

			James Carpenter, Major, Battalion Commander

			George Briggs, Acting Adjutant

			James Birney, Lieutenant, Troop C

			Heman Moore, Captain, Troop K

			George (Geo) Armstrong, Captain, Troop D

			Edwin Havens, Sergeant, Troop A

			Andrew Cline, Sergeant, Troop K

			Andrew Buck, Sergeant, Troop F

			Artillery

			Second United States Artillery, Battery M, Commander

			Alexander Pennington, Jr. Captain

			John Barlow, Lieutenant

			Carle Woodruff, Lieutenant

			War Artist

			Alfred Waud, Special War Artist for Harper’s Weekly Illustrated Newspaper

			Infantry

			Ninth Irish Massachusetts Regiment Commander, Fifth Infantry Corps

			Patrick Guiney, Colonel

			These men wore Confederate gray:

			Cavalry Division Commander

			Jeb Stuart, Major General

			Cavalry Brigade Commanders

			Wade Hampton, Brigadier General

			Fitzhugh Lee, Brigadier General

			John Chambliss (Lee’s brigade), Colonel

			Albert Jenkins, Brigadier General

			Second North Carolina Cavalry Regiment

			William Payne, Lieutenant Colonel

			Infantry Commanders

			Stonewall Infantry Brigade Commander

			James Walker, Brigadier General

			

			
				
					2 Peter Weber was promoted to Major and waiting for the official promotion papers to arrive before sewing on his Major insignia. He was an Acting Major, but the story will call him Major Weber because his superiors and subordinates called him Major Weber. 
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			Custer — Wednesday, June 17, 1863

			5:30 p.m. (daylight is waning)

			Lieutenant George Armstrong Custer

			On a small knoll behind the Snickersville Pike, near the village of Aldie, Virginia

			Lieutenant George Armstrong Custer lowered his wide-brimmed hat against the slanting streaks of sunlight and scanned the landscape, shrouded in a bloody sea of blue dragoons. He shuddered. Hundreds lay unmoving on the ground. Others hobbled and crawled, if they could, back to the Union lines, crying and mewing like bleating lambs. His throat constricted as a little current of heated air dragged a sickly stench of decaying flesh, singeing his nose. Poor buggers.

			The cracking din of Rebel rifles had dropped to a distant echo, like brittle branches breaking. Where were the rest of the Confederate bastards? Something flickered. He gripped his field glasses and inspected the crest beyond the blue casualties. Along the tree line, drawn sabers started glinting like swarms of flashing fireflies. Holy hell. Two long lines of mounted graybacks were reforming and growing. A Rebel saber charge was imminent. His heart leaped as a feverish impulse urged him toward reckless audacity.

			He wheeled toward his dithering cavalry commander. General Alfred Pleasonton sat stolid on his mount like a marbled statue, his face cloaked in a dark dread of defeat. A growl gurgled in Custer’s throat. Damn it, General, order a countercharge. He wiped his sweaty brow. The heat of touched pride was whipsawing him between his duty as Pleasonton’s aide-de-camp and his passion for boldness and fame, summoning him to the thin edge of obedience and defiance. He squeezed the saber grip and rattled the sheathed blade as a seething rashness quick-strung his nerves. He didn’t give a damn about his mortal soul, but he sorely coveted a chance for immortal glory. What a man did in battle echoed for eternity. Just unleash your daredevil, General.

			Staccato cracks erupted, and two bullets whined by his head, fluttering his golden locks. He smirked. Didn’t the Rebels know he was blessed with an odd vigilance? Custer luck. It saved his ass at West Point, and it would save his ass in this war.

			Spiraling smoke puffs blossomed from Confederate sharpshooters popping off shots. The Rebels were still hunkered down behind a stone wall where they had ambushed the charging blue dragoons of the First Massachusetts. A chill slithered through him. The running cavalry battle of charges and countercharges, raging for the past three hours between Jeb Stuart’s Invincibles and Alfred Pleasonton’s troopers, had shifted in favor of the surging Rebel tide forming on the crest.

			Someone shouted, “Here they come!”

			Second Virginia Invincibles, sporting plumed hats and brandishing glinting sabers, trotted forward. They threatened to engulf the sea of skedaddling blue dragoons. He bristled, bottling a daredevilish instinct to bolt forward. Gritting his teeth, he stroked the points of his golden mustache. Gah! He wanted desperately to charge but had no permission. Charging without permission meant another court-martial. Not charging meant watching helplessly while what remained of the First Massachusetts Regiment was butchered bit by bit.

			He bobbed in his saddle like a fishing cork. Uncertainty flowed through him. Perhaps in a few moments he would charge, with or without permission. Court-martials be damned.

			A banshee scream tore through the air. A brave regimental cavalry commander with the Fourth New York Cavalry pointed his saber toward the Virginians and charged, single-handed.

			His dastardly troopers refused to follow.

			Devilry. “Yellow-bellied cowards,” Custer muttered.

			A rattling volley of bullets cracked, and the New York colonel and his horse crashed to the ground in a shower of gravel and dust. The Rebels jeered and waved their battle flags with ruthless insolence at the lily-livered Union regiment. A surly breath burst out from Custer’s constricted chest. An enemy bugler trumpeted, and Rebel wolf cries howled, encouraged by the cowardly actions of the Fourth New York. A gray, crested wave spiked with glittering sabers started jogging down the crest.

			Disaster loomed, pumping him empty. Enemy cannons thundered, and wispy black tendrils threaded their smoky way toward the Union lines. A sharp twinge of urgency seized him as he mentally raced through his options.

			He twisted in his saddle and stared at Pleasonton. The vainglorious cavalry commander was fidgeting, his face blotchy and sweaty. Pleasonton had disobeyed orders. General Hooker, the commander of the Army of the Potomac, had told him to halt five miles east from Aldie. Instead, Pleasonton had pressed ahead. Making matters worse, they had stumbled into a hornet’s nest of Rebels at Aldie. If Pleasonton lost this battle, he could be fired for dereliction of duty. A swelling impulse lurched through his mind. Damn’t, Pleasonton. Let me lead the charge.

			With as much restraint as he could muster, he said, “General Pleasonton, we need to countercharge the Rebels, or all will be lost. Do you want me to lead the charge?”

			Pleasonton stiffened and barked, “No! You’re a staffer. Stay put.”

			He bit down on his lip, tasting blood. Son of a bitch. Didn’t Pleasonton see what needed to be done? Only twenty-three, and his leadership and tactical sense were better than his superior’s. He gripped the reins and leaned forward in the saddle, struggling to throttle his feverish instincts. Since Pleasonton had ignored orders and created this pending disaster, wasn’t he justified in defying Pleasonton and bolting forward, leading a spirited cavalry charge?

			Pleasonton gestured for General David Gregg. Custer muffled a grin as the spindle-shanked Gregg trotted up. Nicknamed Old Steady, Gregg sported a bushy beavertail beard and a beat-up service hat. He looked more like Appalachian hill folk than a typical flamboyant cavalry commander. The only cavalry officer dressed more shabbily than Gregg was Custer himself. But Old Steady was a trusted stalwart and gifted cavalry general.

			“David.” Pleasonton pointed. “Countercharge the enemy.”

			Gregg turned to an aide and shouted, “Order Colonel Calvin Douty’s First Maine to charge with Kilpatrick’s brigade. Have Colonel Irvin Gregg’s Tenth New York, Fourth Pennsylvania, and Sixteenth Pennsylvania form into an extended line and trot behind the First Maine as a ready reserve.”

			The staffer wheeled and spurred down the hillock. Custer cringed. Kilpatrick had made several attempts to dislodge the Rebels this afternoon and had failed each time. Could the Second Brigade reinforced with Douty’s regiment carry the day? Cold creeps welled in the hollow of his bones.

			Custer nudged his mount toward Pleasonton. “Beg pardon, sir, I request permission to join General Kilpatrick.” He rocked in his saddle, champing at the bit like a high-spirited bronco. Please Lord, let your dashing thunderbolt turn the tide at Aldie.

			Pleasonton dipped a short nod. “Lieutenant, you have my permission to join the fight with the troopers of the First Maine.”

			Custer cracked a half-smile under the edge of his blonde mustache. “Promotions or a coffin!” he shouted, then clapped spurs and plunged down the knoll on his skittish black mount, flying with wings ablaze. His skin tingled as a savage craving coursed his veins. God, he loved cavalry charges.
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			Watching from the knoll, Pleasonton cringed as his young hotspur, sporting long blonde locks girted by a battered straw plantation hat, flew as recklessly as if a bugler had trumpeted attack.

			“I see you’re unleashing your whippersnapper,” Gregg remarked. “But what is that on his head?”

			Pleasonton made a gesture of helpless surrender. “Custer claims the regulation cap never stays on his head. Hell, wearing a Confederate hat and those oversized knee boots, he looks more like a Rebel cavalry officer than a Union one. Who knows,” he sighed. “Maybe it’ll keep him safe.” A lone raptor hovered high above Custer with outstretched wings, majestically silent as it floated with the wind. “Perhaps a good omen,” he murmured.

			“What persuaded you to turn him loose?”

			Pleasonton turned to face Gregg. “I was saving Custer from another court-martial. He has been pestering all afternoon to join the fight. I sensed he was going to join the charge whether he had permission or not.”

			Gregg puffed on his pipe. “Custer has the prey drive of a hunting dog. You just need to point him in the right direction and unleash him.”

			Pleasonton nodded. “I wish we had more young officers like Custer.” He raised his field glasses and watched as Custer tore toward Kilpatrick. Custer was a creature of glory, a reckless, gallant boy, undeterred by fatigue, and unconscious of fear. If anyone could arouse his troopers with sweep and fire, it was this swashbuckling cavalier who loved fighting. “God be with you, George.”
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			Galloping cock-a-hoop over the 400 yards toward the rolling green fields at the bottom of the knoll, Custer pitched forward on his mount, racing past Gregg’s three regiments forming up into a long reserve attack line. He hard-gripped the reins and squinted as the breeze buffeted his face. He veered a bit right and aimed for the rear of the First Maine column. Harry’s quickstepping hooves slapped against the ground like clapping coconut shells. Custer started humming the Irish air “Garryowen” and shivered with the anticipation of a high-spirited colt as the blue troopers broke into a trot. Finally, he was going to be able to quench his thirst for riding in a glorious cavalry charge. Thank you, General.

			Twenty yards ahead along the narrow dirt road, hidden Rebel sharpshooters crested a berm and fired a cracking volley into the exposed right flank of the Mainers. Screams erupted and troopers and horses tumbled to the ground. Thick battle smoke spewed like a growing wildfire. He yanked on the reins, veered off the road, and jabbed his spurs into Harry’s flanks. “Come on, boy, before they reload!”

			He twisted in his saddle and spied Colonel Gregg’s reserve regiments erupting into a charge toward the First Maine. Good. In a matter of moments, Gregg’s reserves would slam into the Rebels and rescue the First Maine survivors.

			He whisked along the column toward Brigadier General Judson Kilpatrick sauntering ahead of the regiment alongside their commander, Colonel Calvin Douty. Custer flitted by the troopers, doffing his Rebel hat and fanning the air. “Three cheers for General Kilpatrick!”

			The Mainers responded with great cheer. “Hip hip hurray! Hip hip hurray! Hip hip hurray!”

			Custer donned his hat and reined up beside Kilpatrick’s sorrel horse, Beppo. He whipped out his long Toledo saber and bobbed it in a dashing cavalier salute, grinning. “General Pleasonton gives his regards and directs you to halt the charging enemy.”

			Kilpatrick’s face flared the same red as Beppo’s coat. “Please give my regards to the general and tell him I will carry the day.”

			Custer mused, a vibrant thrill bubbling inside. “We can both tell him after our glorious charge, when we whip the Rebels.”

			Kilpatrick glared down his vulture-like nose. “I don’t need an escort from the general’s staff.”

			Custer cracked a devilish smile. “General, I’m not here to escort anyone.”

			Kilpatrick fidgeted like a temperamental mare, his beady little eyes crawling over his overzealous underling. “This is my brigade, Lieutenant, and I will lead this damn charge. You’re not going to try to steal my thunder like you do everyone else’s.”

			“With all due respect, General, your brigade has been fighting piecemeal for half a day. It’s time to end this battle.”

			“Keep your place, Custer,” Kilpatrick snarled, his voice sounding strangled. “You can ride next to Colonel Douty.”

			Custer nodded and smiled, tight-lipped. To hell with him. Cavalry charges were a lure for the bold and a misfortune for the timid. Pleasonton could not afford another botched attack.

			Kilpatrick turned and shouted, “Attention for the charge!”

			Colonel Douty repeated the order.

			“Draw sabers,” Kilpatrick bellowed. “Column forward, trot ho!”

			Custer reached inside his jacket pocket and gripped the treasured locket. He opened it and stared at Libbie Bacon’s ambrotype. His heart pounded against his ribs. I cherish you, Libbie. I will show Judge Bacon that a poor boy from Ohio3 deserves your hand. He placed the locket inside his jacket. He withdrew and raised his burnished saber, clapped spurs, and slewed forward a horse-length behind Beppo. They loped across the rolling field, hundreds of hooves thundering behind. He snarled. Kilpatrick was riding too slow and needed to pick up speed. Anger flamed in his gut as the general’s last words swirled in his brain, dismissive and scornful. Keep your place, Custer. Kilpatrick’s timid charge was doomed to fail again. A bursting impulse beckoned a reckless act. Justified defiance.

			Custer twisted in his saddle and twirled his saber, shouting, “Come on, boys!”

			Old Harry surged forward from a trot to a half-gallop. He sidled up to Kilpatrick.

			“Damn you, Custer!” the general snapped.

			A flicker of a smile broke across Custer’s face as a charming excitement swelled inside him like a magic spell. He pointed his saber forward and buglers brayed, “‘Charge!’”

			He pitched his mount into a full gallop. His heart roared, pounding in his ears. A cheer burst from behind. His skin tingled, trilling with bliss. Leading a cavalry charge was the most electrifying thrill in the world.

			His eyes flicked right, where Kilpatrick and Douty were pulling abreast of Old Harry. A whirl of thrummed energy passed through Custer, like a breeze through tall wheat stalks. Kilpatrick’s nostrils were flaring and Douty was howling.

			Rebel bugles blasted, voices roared, and red guidons rippled as ribbons of mounted graybacks streamed forward, yelling like demons.

			“Gunfire!” Kilpatrick shouted.

			Custer pitched forward onto his mount’s neck and shot half a horse length beyond Kilpatrick and Douty. The charging Rebels fired a raking volley. Twanging bullets sang overhead, and thumps echoed like sacks of flour hitting the ground. Custer glanced over his right shoulder. Douty screamed, hit twice in the chest, and tumbled dead to the ground next to his slain mount. Beppo had buckled and tumbled down, pinning Kilpatrick underneath.

			Custer screamed a blood-lust cry and dug in his spurs, tearing flesh. His mount gobbled up the ground like a bolting mustang as he swept ahead of the trapped Kilpatrick. A wellspring of pulse-pounding exhilaration was gushing inside Custer like a busted steampipe. Nothing could top the thrill of leading a charge like his flamboyant hero General Murat, Napoleon’s First Horseman of Europe.

			He bounced on his wild ripsnorter, leaping frantically forward at breakneck speed ahead of the blue flying figures. His long blonde curls flapped against his neck, keeping in time with his beating heart. Thundering hooves pounded close behind. He grinned. The lovely old feeling of dancing at the edge of death’s doorstep was back. He was the star of the show, racing across an open field for everyone to see.

			The charging graybacks were twenty yards ahead. He caught a popping flash out of the corner of his eye, and a bullet whizzed by. He veered slightly, raced for a red battle flag, and swung his saber, cutting the guidon in half. His heart jumped as Harry whinnied and bolted toward a growing gap in the second Rebel line. A Confederate swerved his mount toward his black warhorse and swung his saber like a scythe cutting wheat stalks. Custer ducked and leaned as the blade swooshed over his head. A furious rage pulsed inside. He spun and swung the Toledo, slashing the Rebel’s back. Harry thundered on at breakneck speed. Five hundred yards ahead loitered the enemy reserves guarding the Rebel rear.

			“Harry, whoa!” he shouted, and pulled hard on the reins, jamming the bit into the back of the mount’s mouth. Harry kept up the hell-bent gallop. Twenty yards ahead a Rebel trotted toward him, aiming his revolver. Crack. The hot lead whisked by his face. His breath caught and his gut clenched. The grayback yelled and spurred his mount, closing in for the kill.

			Custer’s ears rang and rang. Hot fury churned inside. You devil’s whore. He raised his Toledo over his head, flashed it in a circular swing, and sliced the grayback’s shoulder. The Confederate screamed and plunged from his mount. Thundering hooves echoed from his left. A Rebel rode up stirrup to stirrup and swung his saber toward his left forearm. Custer wheeled his right-held saber across his chest and parried the blow. Sparks flew. The blade vibrated like a tuning fork, stinging his hand and peppering his arm with needle-like pricks. They raced full speed toward the enemy rear as the Rebel swung again and again at his exposed forearm and, again and again, he parried the blows. Damn’t. Can’t return any cuts.

			After his fourth parry, instinct took over and his left hand yanked on the reins, checking Harry. The Rebel shot by. He spurred Harry as the Rebel wheeled about. A jolt surged through him. He twisted and twirled, as graceful as a venomous snake. He swung his saber and cleaved the enemy’s skull into a Devil’s cloven hoof. Blood sprayed and vaporized, a vanishing mist in the blazing sunlight.

			He reined about and halted, his heart thumping in his ears. Harry was snorting and foaming. He patted the mount’s neck. “Easy, boy, easy.”

			My God. He was amidst a gaggle of retreating Rebels jogging by, casting offhand glances in the rustling silence. He peered toward the Union lines. A haunting twang strummed in his mind and a budding dread began to purl. He was a mile away, cut off from the blue troopers. A few Confederates studied him closely but made no attempt to charge. Why? He half chuckled. He was wearing the same Dixieland straw hat as the Confederates, and captured enemy boots. The graybacks think I’m a Rebel. Custer luck.

			He reined Harry about and started to trot slowly toward the Union lines. One of Jeb Stuart’s Invincibles screamed like a crazed cougar and rushed with a raised, glinting saber.

			“Damn you, Yankee!” the Rebel shouted.

			Custer sucked in a deep breath and held it. He whirled Harry toward the Rebel and parried the blow. Metal clanged against metal. He swung a backhanded arc, catching the Confederate across the face. The Rebel screamed and tumbled off his horse.

			A Rebel officer wearing a plumed hat shouted, “Get ’im!”

			Custer spurred Old Harry, shot passed the Confederate officer, and dashed toward the Union lines. He hunkered against Harry’s neck as they galloped at a dead run. The air cracked and a bullet nickered overhead. His mind snickered. Missed me. Don’t you Rebs know I’m invincible?

			Grinning, he shouted, “Come on, boy, fly!”

			His heart raced; wind breathed on his cheeks and whistled in his ears. Two hundred yards from the Union lines he spotted a gray-clad rider wobbling and swaying side to side like a drunk. He drew slightly on the reins and slowed to a canter. The Rebel was gripping his bloody shoulder. Old Harry pulled up, his muscles bunching. It was the trooper Custer had slashed.

			“Sir, you’re my prisoner. I respectfully request you pass me your saber and revolver.”

			The Rebel wobbled. “You’re the Yankee that clabberclawed my shoulder. You look more like a Confederate than a blue belly.” He slowly handed Custer his saber and then his revolver.

			Custer said, “Ride next to me. No more harm will come to you.”

			As they rode toward the Union lines, the prisoner asked, “What is your name, sir?”

			“I’m Lieutenant George Armstrong Custer.”

			“Well, I’ll be. I know who you are.”

			“How’s that?”

			“I served under your West Point roommate, Captain John “Gimlet” Lee. He told me that at the Battle of Williamsburg he was captured and suffered a badly wounded leg. You cared and fed him for two days and gave him stockings.”

			Custer grinned. “Yes, that’s true.”

			“Captain Lee told me he was paroled and asked you to be his groomsman. You showed up for the wedding in Union blue and he wore Confederate gray. You were the talk of Jeb Stuart’s cavalry force.”

			“I was one of General McClellan’s staffers, and he gave me permission to attend the wedding. It was a grand old time. I danced nearly the entire night.”

			They pulled up to the Union lines. A provost guard pointed his pistol at the prisoner. “Get down, Reb!”

			Custer leaped to the ground. “Let me help, trooper.”

			The prisoner moaned as he half slid, and half fell off his mount. Hitting the ground, the Reb swayed. “Thank you for sparing my life, Lieutenant Custer.”

			Custer smiled. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a carte de visite and a pencil. He signed the calling card and handed it to the prisoner. “Please give this signed card to Captain Gimlet Lee when you see him again.”

			“I will, sir.”

			Custer nodded, reached into his pants pocket, and gripped a five-dollar bill. “Here, take this. After you visit the surgeon, you can buy a new jacket and shirt, since I shredded the ones you’re wearing.”

			The prisoner’s eyes grew wide, and tears streaked down his cheek. “I have no words for your generosity and your compassion, Lieutenant Custer.”

			Custer reached out and shook the prisoner’s hand. “If I’m captured, I hope to be treated as I have done you.”

			The provost guard stepped forward, pointing his revolver. “He’s mine now, Lieutenant.” The guard turned to the prisoner and jerked his head toward a field hospital. “Let’s go, Reb,” he snarled. “I don’t got all day.”

			Safe at the Union defensive lines, still holding the reins while Harry regained his breath, Custer watched closely as the guard led his prisoner away.

			“Lieutenant Custer.”

			He turned to see Alfred Waud reining up, smiling. Custer stood there flabbergasted, while his mind raced and momentarily tied up his tongue. Waud … Alfred … sketch artist. Famous … Oh my God, Harper’s Weekly! Custer’s heart leaped. Had Waud sketched his cavalry charge?

			“My, my, Lieutenant Custer,” Waud exclaimed. “Will wonders never cease? That charge was an extraordinary expression of aristocratic glory. Beyond the Devil’s handiwork.”

			Custer grinned, his impetuous pride swelling. Waud’s words soared through him like one of his Williamsburg balloon rides over enemy lines. “Did you sketch me?”

			“Indeed, my young dragoon.” Waud extended the sketch book. “I felt like I was watching Marshal Murat adorned with his three-cornered, white-plumed, ostrich-feathered hat, leading one of his magnificent mounted charges.”

			Custer gripped the book and stared. There he was, depicted four horse lengths ahead of the thundering pack. Impish glee capered in his chest, vainglorious and divine. “This is a marvelous sketch.”

			Waud grinned. “I still have some shading. But as Shakespeare said, I’m not going to ‘gild the lily.’ I’ve truly captured your moment of glory.”

			“May I have a copy to send to my dear Libbie?”

			“Yes, indeed. Because of you, Lieutenant Custer, this is certainly a great day for the Union cavalry.”

			Taking his leave of Waud, Custer cocked his hat and rode up the small knoll behind the Snickersville Pike through a breaking silence. Sunlight pierced through overhead branches, casting long, shimmering shadows like dancing giants. The two generals sat silently on their mounts. Pleasonton’s face had a steady grin. Gregg puffed on his pipe, his bearded face nodding slightly. Custer’s vanity flushed hot on his bubbling cheeks. He summoned all his bursting energy to throttle his overbearing pride. Remember, Pleasonton is the commanding cavalry general. Must permit the general to start the congratulatory exchanges. But he had saved the day and, from their expressions, both generals plainly knew it.

			He reined up and saluted. Pleasonton waved his hand and started to speak, but Custer blurted rashly, “General Pleasonton, I led the charge that stemmed the enemy advance, and the Rebels are retreating. Your cavalry corps is victorious.”

			“George,” Pleasanton said, reaching for Custer’s hand, “that was one hell of a charge.”

			Gregg chimed, “Lieutenant Custer, you truly enjoy crashing the gates of hell.”

			“Thank God for my wide-brimmed straw hat.” He winked. “And I was drenched in Dixie Dust. The Rebels thought I was one of them and ignored me. I started for the flank of the enemy line and a Rebel spotted me and charged. I sabered him and put the spurs to Harry, circled the field, and raced back to our lines.”

			Pleasonton pumped his arm. “George, I’m citing you for valor and I’m sending your name to President Lincoln for a special promotion. I’ve not witnessed a more gallant man on the field. Whenever there is a daring expedition or hard fighting to be done, you’re always among the foremost. Your charge led to the capture of one hundred prisoners and one Rebel flag.”

			“Thank you, General. I just hope someday I’m able to command a cavalry regiment. That’s my dream.”

			“Be patient, George. Your wish may come sooner than you think.”

			He stared; frustration echoed in his voice. “Perhaps, General.”

			Custer saluted and trotted toward the aides’ tent. Hooves echoed and at the edge of his vision a lone rider approached, sporting a desperado mustache. Captain Elon Farnsworth, a fellow aide-de-camp to General Pleasonton, reined up. Custer chuckled. Elon’s black mustache looked as if it was pasted on.

			Farnsworth grinned. “Damn, George. If that don’t beat all. That was one hell of a charge. I thought you were a gone goose when you bolted into the Rebel line.”

			“My Rebel hat and boots and Custer luck saved my britches from being mustered out.”

			“We were getting ready to divvy up your belongings and draw straws for your prized studhorse, Roanoke.”

			Custer couldn’t resist a tinge of sarcasm. “Knowing your stellar reputation at the University of Michigan, you would have managed to draw the long straw.”

			“Unlike you, George, I don’t charge blindly and I’m not a fiddle-footed gambler. I don’t leave matters of great import to chance. Your Iron Gray stallion would have been mine.”

			He shot Elon a faint half smile. A pause hovered as the heat of wounded vanity painted Custer’s cheeks. The spoiled Wolverine collegian was clearly jealous of his glorious exploits and couldn’t justify why he stayed out of harm’s way, riding Pleasonton’s coattails all day. “I don’t remember you charging at all today, Elon. Am I mistaken?”

			Elon’s face reddened. “Pleasonton needed one of his loyal aides to do his duty and stay by his side performing courier duties.”

			He nodded. No need to keep needling, and his muscles ached. “I’m delighted to hear you’re always following orders. Today was a great victory for General Pleasonton.”

			The deep ruts in Farnsworth’s furrowed brow softened. He cracked a half smile. “Again, your crazy charge turned the tide and the Rebels retreated,” Farnsworth said. “General Pleasonton sent a courier to General Hooker informing him of a Union victory.”

			“Thanks, Elon.”

			“Oh, by the way. Kilpatrick is furious his horse was shot, and you led the charge. When he heard that Alfred Waud sketched you, Kilpatrick went berserk, swearing and stomping about.”

			“Kilpatrick is a vainglory rogue. I ignored him at West Point and I’m ignoring him now. Good day to you.”

			He wheeled Harry, giving him his own head. The mount walked toward a big oak where Roanoke was picketed. He glanced at the golden orb slowly descending like the final curtain of a Broadway play. Foreboding fear crept down his throat and gripped his boyish heartstrings. Mercurial urges swirled inside. Patient. Hmph. Patience was for losers, not heroes. A dauntless spirit and daredevil exploits were the steppingstones to greatness. Didn’t he just show he had a gift for fighting at the Battle of Aldie? Didn’t he fight like a medieval knight? Who else in the Union cavalry led troopers like Napoleon’s Murat? What more did he have to do to earn a command? His bedeviling critics said he was too young to command a regiment.

			He shuddered and dismounted, handing Harry’s reins to a groom. Harry’s flanks were soapy with sweat. He snuggled his nose near the horse’s ear and whispered, “Sorry I rode you so hard, Harry. The groom will take care of you, Old Boy.”

			The last flash of light from the setting sun shone as he chewed at the inside of his cheek. Without a command, he would never become the First Horseman of the Union army and earn the respect of Libbie’s dad, who called him a hellion. What the damn hell! His feverish ambitions were being restrained by seniority-based promotions. Young, dashing heroes were not being rewarded with commands. Custer luck could not help him break the iron chains of advancement.

			A brittle insecurity filled the pit of his stomach. Would he ever receive a command? Not likely.

			

			
				
					3	Custer was born and raised in New Rumley, Harrison County, Ohio, with his parents until age ten, when he moved to Monroe, Michigan, to live with his half sister Ann Reed.
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			Farnsworth — Sunday, June 28

			11:30 a.m.

			Captain Elon Farnsworth

			Frederick, Maryland

			A bruise-colored cloud scudded across the blue sky, chasing a couple cotton puffs. Farnsworth, his nerves pounding, stood in a patch of oak grass, holding the reins of his mount and General Pleasonton’s light-colored charger, Gray Eagle. Beside him, Pleasonton’s mounted guidon displayed the corps’ cavalry pennant. On his other side, two of Pleasonton’s armed orderlies remained mounted. His fingers trembled as he fished out his watch. Half past eleven. For now, he was Pleasonton’s aide-de-camp. That could all change in the next few minutes, after Pleasonton’s meeting with the army’s new commanding general, George Meade.

			Why did Meade want to visit with Pleasonton? He cringed. Meade had verbally assumed command at 7:00 this morning. A headquarters courier had visited Pleasonton at 10:00 a.m., requesting his immediate presence at Meade’s tent. Was Meade going to fire Pleasonton as cavalry corps commander and replace him with General John Buford, commanding the First Cavalry Division, or General David Gregg, commanding the Second Cavalry Division?

			He took another swig of water. Who in the hell was General Meade? What had Meade ever done, except command Fifth Infantry Corps? He shook his head. Hell, Meade looked like one of his dried-up professors at the University of Michigan instead of a flashing Napoleonic army commander.

			He rocked back and forth, fidgeting. How would Meade and Pleasanton get along? Meade wore a grizzled beard and a bedraggled uniform and was known as a damned old goggled-eyed snapping turtle. Pleasonton wore a finely trimmed, waxed moustache and was known for his dapper uniform and dandy-like swagger. The two generals couldn’t be further apart in taste and temperament. His stomach growled. This meeting couldn’t possibly end well. If Meade fired Pleasonton, then he would probably be fired as well. Maybe General David Gregg or General John Buford would let him join their staff after Meade fired Pleasonton.

			He stared out across a sea of white tents comprising army headquarters’ bivouac. The windless air was thick with humidity and packed with tension. He cringed. God, what a morning. Pleasonton said Meade didn’t give a hoot about political connections. He furrowed his brow. How was Uncle John Farnsworth, a former Union cavalry general and now a United States congressman from Illinois, going to help him? Uncle John and President Lincoln and Secretary of War Edwin Stanton were well acquainted and friends. But Meade didn’t care who your uncle was and Pleasonton said Meade detested nepotism in the army. Fortune could not smile on this development. Damn.

			He stiffened slightly, removed a handkerchief, and wiped his wet face. The murderous sun baked his blue jacket and trousers and charred his sweaty skin, chafing against the tightly woven wool. He gripped a canteen hanging from his saddle and took a long swig of warm water. He reached back with his free hand and pulled on his jacket collar. With his other hand, he poured a couple gulps from the canteen on his neck. He shivered as the water cascaded down his back like a sheet of glossy satin.

			He glanced at the flaccid flag of the army’s commanding general drooping from a pole between two large tents. Terror swirled in his fluttering stomach. A death blow had struck down another general in the morning of his army command. The freshly relieved commanding general, Joe Hooker, and the newly hired commanding general, George Meade, were sequestered in these two tents ten yards apart. A gloomy stillness filled the air as if headquarters camp was draped with an executioner’s black hood. No one moved. It felt like he was standing in a petrified forest.

			Meade’s aide-de-camp, Major James Biddle, was the only officer standing outside Meade’s tent. A horde of Hooker’s staff officers and aides lingered about their newly dismissed commander’s tent like mourners attending the viewing of a recently deceased relative. Inside Fighting Joe’s tent, Adjutant General Seth Williams and Hooker were writing the letter to relieve the outgoing commander that both Hooker and Meade would sign before Hooker departed headquarters camp.

			What an unbelievable action by Lincoln. He had relieved the army’s popular commanding officer a few days before a great battle and replaced him with a dour man who was incapable of arousing anyone’s passion by his mere presence. How in the hell could an unpopular commander defeat a popular one like Robert E. Lee? Impossible.

			Meade emerged from his tent, followed by Pleasonton. Farnsworth gulped a big breath and held it. They halted under the tent awning and lit cigars. He whooshed the air out of his lungs and his heart thumped. The two generals chatted and smoked, plainly enjoying the moment. Strange. What had happened inside Meade’s tent? Pleasonton had said that Meade detested the cavalry corps commanders, calling them pompous aristocrats who failed to coordinate with infantry. Meade also believed the cavalry was ineffective against infantry and artillery and thus of little tactical usefulness.

			Pleasonton saluted and strode toward his small cavalcade. Meade lit another cigar and scanned the sea of white tents. Only Major Biddle stood near Meade.

			Someone said, “Stand ready, boys, here comes General Pleasonton.”

			Pleasonton arrived sporting a grin as he mounted his steed. Farnsworth saluted and handed the reins to the general.

			Pleasonton said, “I have great news, Elon.”

			He gulped a breath. “What’s the news, sir?”

			“I’ll tell you as we ride back to the City Hotel.” Pleasonton wheeled his horse around and trotted toward the Frederick town square.

			Farnsworth swung into his saddle, spurred his mount, and pulled up beside the general.

			Pleasonton grinned. “Meade approved my recommendation for you, Captain Merritt, and Captain Custer to be promoted to brigadier generals.”4

			His heart pounded against his ribs. “My God, that’s electric news.” He flashed a wide grin. “I was worried Meade might relieve you of your command.”

			Pleasonton shook head. “Just the opposite. Upon my recommendation, Meade has created a Third Cavalry Division. General Kilpatrick will command this new division. Read this.”

			He reached out and gripped Meade’s order. “Brigadier General Farnsworth will command the First Brigade, consisting of the Fifth New York Cavalry Regiment, Eighteenth Pennsylvania Cavalry Regiment, First Vermont Cavalry Regiment, and First West Virginia Cavalry Regiment. Brigadier General Custer will command the Second Brigade, consisting of the First, Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Michigan Cavalry Regiments.” His pulse throbbed in his neck. My God, I’m a general.

			“Sir, I’m honored to serve as the First Brigade commander.” He paused and furrowed his brow. “Will President Lincoln approve our promotions?”

			“Yes, he will. Your Uncle, Congressman Farnsworth, has the president’s ear and supports your promotion to general. Meade expects the official confirmation by midnight.”

			He shook his head. What a shocking move by General Meade, promoting three cavalry captains to general. Maybe popularity had little to do with being a great commander.

			“General Pleasonton. This promotion is so unexpected and amazing.”

			Pleasonton shot him a devilish smile. “In fact, Elon, General Meade ordered me to pin on your stars by noon. Do you have a one-star general’s jacket?”

			He chuckled. “No, sir. I was hoping to command a regiment as a colonel. I never expected to be promoted to brigadier.”

			“I don’t want to disobey General Meade’s first order to me. So, when we arrive at the City Hotel, let’s see if I can scrounge up a general’s jacket for you.”

			12:30 p.m.

			Captain Farnsworth

			City Hotel, Frederick, Maryland

			Farnsworth stood in Pleasonton’s hotel room with his hands behind his back. Pleasonton opened a trunk and retrieved a blue jacket with fourteen gold buttons and a star on each shoulder.

			“Elon, try this on for size.”

			“Thank you, sir.” Farnsworth reached for the jacket and slipped it on. “It fits fine, General. Thank you.”

			“It’s the least I can do with all the support your uncle gave me when serving as one of my cavalry generals, and the support the congressman is giving to both of our careers.”

			“I shall wear your jacket with honor, sir.”

			“It’s my lucky jacket. No enemy bullet has ever pierced it. I’m sure it will serve you equally as well.”

			6:15 p.m. (Sunset 7:44 p.m.)

			Farnsworth

			Richfield estate

			Farnsworth threw his shoulders back and rocked in the saddle, a gleefulness bubbling inside. He was wearing Pleasonton’s lucky general’s jacket. He pulled in a deep breath, stretching the jacket to its fullest, and slowly let the pride in his mind flow out in a prolonged sigh that came from the very core of his soul. He scrutinized the last blue ribbons of mounted troopers trotting by in Pleasonton’s Grand Review of Kilpatrick’s newly established Third Cavalry Division. His heart burst with pride as he glanced at the 2,400 First Brigade troopers of his new command. He twisted in his saddle. Near a copse of trees on the bank of the Monocacy River, the First Vermont regimental guidon paused. Farnsworth trotted toward the regiment.

			A mounted major approached and saluted. “General Farnsworth. I’m Major William Wells and I’m on the headquarters staff of Lieutenant Colonel Addison Preston, commanding the First Vermont.”

			Farnsworth returned the salute and smiled. “Major Wells, it’s a distinct pleasure to meet you. I was most impressed with the Grand Review and with the First Vermont Regiment.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Wells said. “Congratulations on your promotion to commanding general of First Brigade.”

			“Thank you, Major.”

			Wells pointed. “Lieutenant Colonel Preston is visiting with Captain Henry Parsons, commanding Troop L. Captain Parsons commands the First Battalion when we ride into battle. I command the Second Battalion.”

			Farnsworth nodded as he studied the major. Wells was a distinguished-looking officer with a sharply trimmed black beard, a wide-brimmed hat, sidearm, knee-high boots, and spurs. He looked the ideal mounted knight, rivaling the dashing English cavalier Prince Rupert.

			“I’m most honored to meet you, William. I learned about your courageous exploits while serving on General Pleasonton’s staff.”

			“Thank you, General. Would you like me to send a courier to request Colonel Addison’s presence?”

			“No. I will meet with Colonel Addison tomorrow, after Washington officially approves my promotion.” He paused. “Tell me a bit about yourself, William.”

			“I enlisted as a private at twenty-three in the summer of ’61. A few months later, in October, I helped raise Cavalry Company C and was commissioned second lieutenant. A month later I made captain, and in January I was promoted to major. I’ve been involved in nearly all the engagements of the First Vermont.”

			“Weren’t you captured by Colonel John Mosby and his boys?”

			“Yes, sir. I spent seven weeks in Libby Prison and was paroled last month. It’s quite a story to tell, maybe on a long ride.”

			“I look forward to hearing it.” Farnsworth smiled. “You and Mosby have something in common. The Gray Ghost was captured last year and imprisoned in the Old Capitol Prison in Washington for ten days before being exchanged.”

			Wells grinned. “I believe, General, that’s all we have in common.”

			Farnsworth chuckled. “I might have to disagree. You are both quite the horsemen, fighters, and highly respected cavalry commanders. I’m fortunate to have you in First Brigade. And,” he added, smiling, “I would choose you over the Gray Ghost any day of the week.”

			Wells sat up a little straighter. “Thank you, sir.”

			

			
				
					4 Brigadier General Pleasonton was promoted to major general on June 22, 1863, and was placed in command of the Cavalry Corps by order of General Joseph Hooker. As a staff aide to Major General Pleasonton, Lieutenant Custer was promoted from lieutenant to captain because of Pleasonton’s two-star rank. 
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			Kilpatrick — Sunday, June 28

			1:00 p.m. (just over five hours earlier)

			Brigadier General Judson Kilpatrick

			Linganore farm, three and a half miles east of Frederick, Maryland

			General David Gregg’s headquarters

			Cracking rumbles of thunder were closer, and the rushing wind was stiffening. Good. An afternoon downpour would cool down the murderous heat. Kilpatrick dismounted in front of the two-story brick house standing like a chateau overlooking the Monocacy River. He handed the reins to his fire-breathing assistant adjutant general, Captain Llewellyn Estes.

			“Llew, this shouldn’t take long. General Gregg said he wanted to chat for a few minutes before I meet with General Pleasonton.”

			Captain Estes nodded and remained mounted.

			Kilpatrick stormed up the steps and into the house. His stomach fluttered. This must be good news. He strode into the dining room. Gregg was sitting at a dining table, studying a large map. Gregg’s senior aide, Captain Henry Weir, stood with both hands placed on the table, staring down, but glanced up when Kilpatrick entered.

			“General Gregg,” Weir said, “General Kilpatrick is here.”

			Kilpatrick straightened his bantam frame and snapped a salute. “General Gregg, I heard you may have some good news.”

			Gregg glanced up and returned the salute. “Well, Judson, you are quite the rising star. Two weeks ago, Pleasonton recommended you for brigadier general, and Secretary of War Edwin Stanton approved your promotion. This morning you’re being promoted to a division cavalry commander.”

			A prickly jolt cut down Kilpatrick’s spine as his wide mouth stretched a Cheshire grin around his perfect teeth. “I heard President Lincoln fired Fighting Joe Hooker this morning and replaced him with General George Meade. Did Meade promote me?”

			“Yes,” Gregg said. “General Pleasonton met with General Meade after he verbally relieved Hooker of command at seven this morning. Pleasonton convinced Meade to create a new Third Cavalry Division, and that’s the division you will command. Your brigades will come from General Julius Stahel’s Independent Cavalry Division.”

			“This is spanking news, sir! What happened to General Julius Stahel?”

			“Since the Battle of Brandy Station, Virginia, on June 9, General Pleasonton has been waging a vigorous campaign to reshape the Cavalry Corps. I’ve had several discussions with Pleasonton about the reorganization. It is apparent that Pleasonton has deep-seated prejudices about foreign-born officers in senior positions. Major General Julius Stahel is a native of Austria-Hungary and he commands a cavalry division assigned to the Department of Washington. Stahel’s command acts independently of the Army of the Potomac and Pleasonton’s cavalry. This morning, Meade agreed to Pleasonton’s reorganization to have Stahel’s independent division transferred to Pleasonton’s command.”

			“So, Meade relieved Stahel of his command?”

			“Yes. Stahel’s division no longer exists, and his troops now make up Pleasonton’s new Third Cavalry Division, which you will command.”

			“Do you know what brigades I will command?”

			“No. But I know that Stahel’s three brigades are being reformed into two large brigades.”

			Kilpatrick paused and rubbed his chin. Sudden apprehension shredded his swirling delight. “Sir, General Joseph Copeland commands Stahel’s old First Brigade—the Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Michigan Cavalry, and he is senior to me. How can I be his division commander if he outranks me?”

			Gregg smiled. “The seniority issue won’t be a problem. Upon Pleasonton’s request, Meade is also relieving Copeland this morning. Pleasonton wanted Copeland relieved because he didn’t know him, and he wanted officers to command now whom he knew. Stahel’s two other brigade commanders are also relieved.”

			Kilpatrick scratched the back of his head. “Do you know who will replace Stahel’s three brigade commanders?”

			Gregg packed his pipe and lit it. “Captain George Armstrong Custer and Captain Elon Farnsworth are being promoted to brigadier general.”

			Kilpatrick stared. His throat tightened and his lungs heaved like hounds huffing after rabbits. “My God, is it true?”

			“Yes.”

			“How can Meade promote two junior officers to general?”

			“Apparently, when Colonel James Hardie, the army’s assistant adjutant general, delivered Lincoln’s order for Meade to relieve Hooker, General Halleck, in a separate letter, granted him power to appoint officers to command based upon ability, and not seniority.”

			“Ability? Farnsworth is not West Point. He is merely a Pleasonton staff protégé, one of the general’s chronic coattail-riders. Do you know anything about him?”

			“Rumor has it that Elon Farnsworth and General Pleasonton have been currying favor with Elon’s uncle, Republican Congressman John Farnsworth, for advancement. And it so happens that President Lincoln and Congressman Farnsworth are close friends.”

			Fury flamed in his stomach. “So much for ability. Political friendships seem to govern Lincoln’s promotions to general. Didn’t Lincoln push for that fiendish idiot Dan Sickles, the Democratic Congressman, to be promoted to general and command the Third Infantry Corps?”

			“Yep! But that’s not the half of it.” Gregg smirked. “Sickles killed his wife’s lover in cold blood and got off pleading ‘temporary insanity.’ Lincoln still got him promoted to general.”

			Kilpatrick shook his head and shuddered. He stared at Gregg and choked out a question.

			“Custer, a general? I’m flabbergasted. He graduated last at West Point. He is an impulsive daredevil and an incurable romantic who always breaks rules. Hell, West Point court-martialed the hotspur right after his graduation.”

			“I heard he was arrested for not stopping a cadet fistfight when he was officer of the guard. Apparently, Custer shouted, ‘Stand back boys; let’s have a fair fight.’” Gregg paused and puffed on his pipe. “Judson, I’ve heard you were pretty quick with your fists at West Point. Your epic forty-minute bout with a cadet twice your size is legendary at the Academy. I don’t recall you being court-martialed.”

			Kilpatrick’s face flushed with heat. “The cadet was a damn Southerner, and he was not the only turncoat who hailed from below the Mason-Dixon line that I beat to a pulp. But I wasn’t interested in being court-martialed. So, I always fought at an arranged, discreet place.”

			Gregg puffed on his pipe. “I don’t think Custer let the fight last forty minutes. Fortunately, the judge’s penalty was a soft slap on the wrist.”

			Kilpatrick stood straight. Blood pounded in his ears. “I’ll tell you one thing, General. If Custer disobeys my orders, he will get more than a slap on the wrist. How he made it through West Point is beyond me.”

			Gregg smiled, a thin cut erupting through his beard.

			Kilpatrick continued, “My concern is that Custer hasn’t commanded any unit since graduating from West Point. He has joined in cavalry attacks commanded by others and enjoyed some overrated notoriety. Some of his glory has come at my expense. But this was all done as an aide on several general staffs, including McClellan, Phillip Kearny, and Alfred Pleasonton.”

			“Did you see the Harper’s Weekly drawing by Alfred Waud of Custer fearlessly leading your First Maine Cavalry at the Battle of Aldie?”

			Kilpatrick flared, struggling to collect himself. “Yes, sir. But I’m the one that led the attack until my horse was shot.”

			Gregg’s smile cracked wider, plainly enjoying the moment of throwing Custer’s feats in his face.

			“Custer is a publicity hound and takes every opportunity to show off when Waud or a reporter is watching.”

			“That may be true. But after witnessing Custer’s daring charge and his slicing through the enemy lines and slaying two Rebels at Aldie, I would take the ripsnorter over any of Stahel’s brigade commanders. Custer has a devil-may-care style, but he’s a fearless warrior.”

			Kilpatrick stared. Heat rushed to his face. “With your permission, General, I will take leave and ride to General Pleasonton’s headquarters for further orders.”

			“Thank you, Judson. Permission granted.”

			He paused. “I enjoyed serving under you, sir.” He saluted, stepped outside, and grabbed the reins from Captain Estes.

			“How did it go?” Estes asked.

			“It’s a mixed blessing. I’m Pleasonton’s newly formed Third Division commander. It’s the smallest of three divisions. I will command two cavalry brigades.”

			“That’s great news, General.”

			“My two brigade commanders are boys. Twenty-three-year-old Custer and twenty-five-year-old Farnsworth.”

			“Hell, sir, Custer and Farnsworth are both captains. How is this possible?”

			He shook his head. “God knows. But it’s the same God that approved my promotion to division commander. So maybe the Almighty knows what he’s doing.”

			Estes muttered, “Maybe I should be talking more with the Creator.”
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			Custer — Sunday, June 28

			2:00 p.m.

			Captain George Armstrong Custer

			The outskirts of Frederick, Maryland

			Custer slumped forward in his saddle as he coaxed Roanoke through the dark afternoon downpour pelting the outskirts of Frederick. The former aide-de-camp to “Young Napoleon,” General George McClellan, scowled, his pulse rate climbing.

			An angry silence descended like a swooping owl. It had been two weeks since he led the victorious cavalry charge at the Battle of Aldie. That victory earned Pleasonton a second star, and the general’s new rank required that Custer be promoted to captain. A gust of wind burst against his face; he lowered his chin to his chest and closed his eyes. In that unguarded moment, his mind raced like a jittery squirrel, failing to pull his heart along. His smoldering command hopes were a dying ember.

			Roanoke squished and sucked through the sloppy, hoof-deep mud. Custer spurred him, but the steed kept his sluggish stride. Son of a bitch. Like Custer’s own creeping cavalry career, Roanoke’s feeble progress was mired in muck. Custer’s heart hitched, wracking his body with bitterness. Would he ever rise above the rank of a staff captain? Risky boldness and reckless glory were tugging at his fickle heartstrings. Despite his fame for leading daredevil cavalry charges and capturing Rebel flags, he seemingly was doomed to be a staff officer to every cavalry general in the army. He bristled. Would rising to colonel, commanding a regiment, and becoming the beau sabreur of the Union cavalry ever come to pass? If it did, his feverish ambition would gallop toward its glorious destiny, a legendary dragoon in his own time. Or was his Custer luck running out, and his stalled career nearing its ultima Thule?

			His blinking eyes scanned the distant picket lines. Torrents of stinging rain peppered his face and tattooed his broad-brimmed hat. His muscles blazed as if spit-roasted over a raging fire. He reached back and rubbed his knotted neck, turning toward his bugler and orderly, Joseph Fought. The bugler’s mouth erupted into a gaping yawn.

			“Joseph, stay sharp,” Custer shouted. “No one in this damned army seems to know where Jeb Stuart’s Invincibles are. The Rebel cavalrymen are like demonic ghosts and could materialize at any moment in these murky skies.”

			Fought shouted back over the rain, “My eyes are peeled, Captain Custer.”

			Custer scowled, his mouth rasping a sigh across his chapped lips. Seven months ago, President Lincoln had fired his boss and mentor, Major General George McClellan, as commander of the Army of the Potomac. Now branded as a “McClellan man,” the 23-year-old West Point graduate was once again serving a general as a glorified messenger. The smoldering fire in his chest flared, scorching his throat. Republicans feared the deposed Young Napoleon would be the Democratic nominee for the upcoming presidential election and were hell-bent in killing off Little Mac’s friends and aides.

			Thunder cracked. Custer frowned and flicked the reins, aiming for the blue videttes hunkered on a low rise. Every hair on his neck stood erect. Many of his West Point schoolmates on both sides were commanding their own regiments and brigades. My God, even the inglorious Hugh Judson Kilpatrick was already a brigadier general and cavalry commander. But not him. His deadheaded career had as much chance of reblooming as a blood-boltered corpse.

			He halted his horse at the end of the picket line. Fought pulled up beside him. Two mounted pickets trundled through the mud bath toward them and reined up.

			A clean-shaven private said, “Are you two our reliefs? This rain could drown a goose, and we’re drenched to the bone. We need a blazing fire to dry out.”

			A ragged flash flared in the darkish sky, and thunder cracked and hissed overhead.

			The other vidette saluted and said, “He’s an officer. See the two silver bars on his shoulder strap?”

			The private snapped a salute. “Sorry, Captain. It’s hard to see much of anything in this bucketing downpour.”

			Custer saluted. “Stay alert, boys. Fortune favors the bold. The Reb cavalry could be lurking close by.” He grinned. “I’m not jesting. Maybe you can nab a few graybacks. In the meantime, I will try to check on your reliefs when I get back to headquarters.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			Custer turned to Fought. “We’ve checked on the pickets and they need to be relieved as soon as possible before they catch pneumonia.”

			Custer wheeled Roanoke and started sludging back toward Frederick. He turned toward Fought, riding alongside. “Not a single picket recognized me during our ride along the picket line.”

			Fought said, “Your yellow locks should have been a dead giveaway.”

			“It’s hard to recognize anybody in this soaker.” He wiped the rain dripping from his mustache. “In fact, I’m not sure I could spot the two stars on George Meade’s jacket if he trotted up.”

			“Who is Meade?”

			“As of this morning, he’s the new commanding officer of the Army of the Potomac.”

			“Another one? Old Abe sure likes firing generals.”

			“In Lincoln’s reign of terror, the army’s leader will most likely get his head lopped off in a matter of months. Meade makes the fourth commander in a year.”

			“I haven’t heard of him. What makes our president think he’ll do any better?”

			“General Pleasonton told his staff this morning that Meade was the former Fifth Infantry Corps commander.”

			“What’s he like?”

			“He’s known for his volatile temper, which erupts without notice like a bursting firecracker. Pleasanton said Meade was a straight shooter and will snap your head off if you fail to do your duty. But he’s a hell of a lot better than Joe Hooker.”

			“What are his chances if he fights Lee?”

			“Next to zero. Replacing commanders on the eve of a great battle is madness.” He paused and grinned. “Honestly, Meade’s chances of winning are as great as me being promoted to general in the next couple of hours.”

			Fought smiled. “Meade’s chances are that good?”

			“Meade is a McClellan man like me, so he will not last long. Either Lincoln will fire him after the next fight —win or lose — or the Republican congress will demand his resignation.”

			The rattling downpour started to ebb, and the dark curtain of clouds began to lift. They arrived on the hard-surfaced Frederick and Baltimore Pike Road.

			He squinted and spotted Frederick’s clustered church spirals. “Joseph, I’m soaked. Let’s make a dash back to headquarters.”

			Custer spurred Roanoke up the Pike. At the edge of town, two bodies dangled from ropes like rag dolls. As he drew near, he spotted signs hanging from their stretched necks. Convicted spies. A stinging, sulphury taste like rotten egg filled his mouth. No glory in being hung. He shrugged. The two slithering snakes would hang for a couple of days as warning to other traitors.

			He arrived at army headquarters and picked his way through the sea of white, cone-shaped tents until he spotted the dog tent pitched next to one of the twelve-foot-high tepees. He stopped in front of the V-shaped shelter and dismounted. A large white pointer with black eyes and spotted ears lunged from the small tent and loped over the tall grass and licked his knee-high Philadelphia riding boots.

			“Hey Rose, how are you doing, girl?”

			Custer bent his head and nuzzled Rose’s neck.

			“Kerchew!”

			Custer glanced up. A tattered, hatless boy gripping a brush rushed out of the tent, wiping stringy snot from his nose with his shirt sleeve. Custer frowned at his young groom.

			 “Johnny, I told you to wear a hat when it’s raining.”

			“It’s just drizzling,” Johnny blurted.

			Fought said, “Your groom is a high-spirited colt, ever chomping at the bit, just like you, Captain.”

			“I look almost as old as you do, Captain Custer,” Johnny sniffed.

			“Not quite. I’m twenty-three and you’re fourteen. I still have time to make you into a gentleman before this war is over, if you don’t die from pneumonia.”

			“I’m going to go to West Point, like you, Captain Custer. That’s where I will learn all that gentleman stuff.”

			Custer laughed. “I learned all my gentleman stuff at West Point in an off-limits tavern called Benny Havens. If you get an appointment, I will show you where I carved my initials next to the infamous cadet Edgar Allan Poe. A Custer-trained cadet should be well versed in Benny Havens traditions and shenanigans.”

			Johnny gripped Roanoke’s reins and flipped them over the horse’s head. “Come on, boy.” He led Roanoke toward a large oak. Johnny tied off the reins to a branch and started brushing the stallion’s flank. Custer turned and stepped toward the large tepee where Major General Pleasonton’s aides were quartered. He threw open the flap and stepped inside. A dense veil of blue-gray cigar smoke waltzed in the air above several aides.

			He muttered, “What the hell?”

			2:10 p.m.

			Custer

			Pleasonton’s staff officers’ tent

			The outskirts of Frederick, Maryland

			Custer stepped inside the smoky tent. From the back of the tent a haughty voice shouted, “Gentlemen, General Custer has arrived!”

			Custer’s face flamed. “What the hell! I’m in no mood for any devilry.” He was dripping wet, famished, and reeling from fatigue. He removed his hat and slapped it against his thigh, spraying waterdrops.

			“General Custer, we are so glad you joined us.”

			“General Custer, you’re in the wrong uniform.”

			He scowled at each culprit, pressing toward them. Everyone sported giddy grins as if they had pranked some plebes. Again, he muttered, “What the hell?”

			Captain George Yates, his friend from Monroe, Michigan, and one of General Pleasonton’s aides, stood and saluted. “General Custer, you grace us with your presence.”

			Molten anger surged upward, searing his throat. He shouted, “Enough of your boyish mockery.” He narrowed his eyes, and his nostrils flared like a charging bull. “You may laugh, boys,” he stammered. “Laugh as long as you please, but I will be a general yet, for all your chaff. You see if I don’t, that’s all.”

			Yates said, “Didn’t you blurt out a week ago at Upperville that you intended to be a general someday? Why are you making us wait?”

			A burst of high-pitched laugher ripped through the tent, scorching his ears.

			Custer clenched his fists and stepped toward Yates, who nearly doubled over with laughter. Yates’s eyes flashed and he pointed toward the table as he squealed, “Look on the tabletop.”

			Custer snapped his head around, spotted a big, fat envelope, and snatched it. My God … a War Department envelope. His eyes riveted on the addressee. To: Brigadier General George A. Custer, U.S. Vols. His heart punched against the back of his throat. “Is this a damn joke?” he shouted.

			“No, it’s not,” Yates said. “General Pleasanton’s courier delivered the envelope while you were out gallivanting around in the rain. Did the videttes address you as General Custer?”

			“If this is part of your prank, I’m going to thrash you, Yates.”

			Yates cracked a smile. “You’re too damn skinny to kick my ass, boy general.”

			Custer’s fingers trembled as he opened the envelope. His eyes scanned the order. Oh, my God. He had been promoted to brevet brigadier general. A prickly chill rattled his spine. He swallowed hard. His mind whirled as tears welled in his eyes. Don’t cry. You deserve this. He wilted into a chair next to the table. At twenty-three years old, he was the youngest Union general by two years.

			“Congratulations, George.” Yates slapped his back. “Pleasonton’s orderly requested your presence after you read the order.”

			He nodded. His heart throbbed as mingled wonderment swirled inside. After a moment, he glanced up.

			Yates shouted, “Three cheers for General Custer.” Several voices shouted huzzahs.

			He stood and stared, holding his breath. A waterfall of excitement cascaded down into the bottomless pit of his brittle soul. His mind smiled, even if his face couldn’t, just yet. His unexpected promotion from captain to general confirmed his greatness for all to see. The adulation he craved from others was momentarily assuaged.

			The staffers shouted, “Speech, speech, speech!”

			He clapped on his hat and tilted his head as a curtain raised in front of his feelings. His mind’s eye saw him on a Broadway stage, staring at the audience. He raised his arms outward.

			“I’m most pleased to be the youngest cavalry general in this great war. The next time you see me I will be in full costume fitting for a flamboyant cavalry general.”

			They clapped and cheered.

			Custer bowed his head. “Thank you, all. I will visit you boys after I pay my respects to General Pleasanton.”

			He bit his quivering lips as he gazed at Captain Yates. A fierce throbbing pulsed inside; his skin tingled. Custer luck had prevailed. He was finally launching upon his destiny as the Union’s greatest horseman. “George, I shall give you my first order as a general. The pickets are soaked and shivering. With the skies clearing, let’s have a fresh batch of videttes relieve those troopers early.”

			“Yes, sir, General Custer.”

			The boy general paused and smiled.

			“I like the ring of General Custer,” Yates said.

			A thrill shivered through him at the sound of it. “So do I, George. So do I.”

			2:30 p.m.

			Custer

			Bivouac tent

			Custer surged forward through the dying rain, his boots as light as the paws of an attacking cougar. The heat of pride flushed his face. Custer luck had rekindled glory’s flame burning brightly inside. A golden shard of light sliced through the breaking blackness. His breath quickened. He was the youngest general in the Union army. He slipped his hand into his jacket pocket and patted the locket safeguarding his prized ambrotype. What would Libbie’s father think of him now?

			Ahead, Fought and Johnny were brushing Roanoke’s withers with a dandy brush, removing mud and sweat. Roanoke whinnied. “See Johnny, it’s just like sweeping a floor,” Fought said.

			“Joseph,” Custer shouted. “Look, Joseph.”

			Joseph spun around and dropped the dandy brush into Roanoke’s grooming bucket. Custer rushed toward him, gripping the letter.

			Joseph’s eyes widened. “Is it mail call? Do you have one for me?”

			Custer skidded to a stop, brandishing the letter like a saber. “I’ve been made a brigadier.”

			“The deuce you have,” said Fought. He thrust his hand out, and Custer gripped it.

			“I had no idea this was going to happen.” He grinned. “The new commanding general, George Meade, promoted me today upon General Pleasonton’s recommendation.”

			“Does Meade know you?”

			Custer dropped the handshake and wiped his arm across his mouth. “No, I don’t think so. But he is rapidly becoming my favorite general after Little Mac. Here, read the telegraph.” He handed the order to Fought. The bugler’s eyes stared at the order as the corners of his mouth tilted up in a huge grin.

			“Let’s toast,” Fought said. “I have a flask in the tent.”

			Custer shook his head. “No spirits.” He turned toward his groom. “Johnny, grab a water canteen and three tin cups, and we shall toast with water.”

			Fought gaped and pulled on his ear, plainly shocked by his superior’s abstinence.

			“Joseph, I shall explain. Two years ago, I swore off drinking during a visit with my sister, Ann, who lives in Monroe. I went out with some local boys one night and became foolishly drunk. Ann was mighty upset, and I swore on God’s bones to her I would never drink again. I’m honoring that oath. I don’t want liquor to interfere with my revived cavalry career.”

			Fought nodded.

			Johnny passed out the cups and filled them.

			Custer raised his cup. “To my swashbuckling dragoons: may they be promoted or die!” They clinked cups like Alexandre Dumas’s three musketeers. He gulped a swig, wiped his lips.

			“Congratulations, General Custer,” Fought said. “I’m proud to serve you.” He raised his cup again. “To your joie de combattre. I know no one who has a greater love for battle than you.”

			Custer grinned. “Thank you. I agree.”

			Johnny piped up. “Can I still be your boy groom, General Custer?”

			He frowned. “Johnny
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