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			During the Indian Wars, the [Regular Army] soldier, isolated from his own people and faced by a skilled enemy, lived under conditions that would have broken the spirit of most groups. Badly armed and clothed, underfed and plopped into holes on the prairie, the soldier made do and “re-upped,” left the army after a single hitch, or deserted. It is most remarkable that they did not all desert.

			—Neil Baird Thompson Crazy Horse Called Them Walk-a-Heaps

			The Sioux campaigns of 1876 were marked with few engagements, but those that did take place were conspicuous for the desperateness with which they were fought and the severe losses sustained. Nearly four hundred and fifty officers and men of the army were killed and wounded during the year.… The enemy’s loss is now known to have been severe at the Rosebud, Little Big Horn, Slim Buttes and Bates Creek. But the far-reaching results of the campaigns extended beyond the consideration of how many were killed and wounded. They led to the disintegration of many of the hostile bands of savages, who gladly sought safety upon the reservations and who have not since attempted any warlike demonstrations.

			—George F. Price Across the Continent with the Fifth Cavalry

			Desperate, hungry, and weary of fighting, the rapidly weakening Indian coalition rallied one last time at Wolf Mountains, when the soldiers threatened the sanctity of their homes. But for the Sioux and Cheyennes, offensive warfare was over. Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse never again united. Instead, the disintegration of the massive Indian resistance was finally at hand. As Miles averred, “We … had taught the destroyers of Custer that there was one small command that could whip them as long as they dared face it.”

			—Jerome Greene Yellowstone Command

			It is the opinion of some who had had years of experience in Indian fighting, that there has rarely, if ever, been a fight before in which the Sioux and Cheyennes showed such determination and persistency, where they were finally defeated.

			—Captain Edmond Butler “Army and Navy Journal” March 31, 1877

			If a Crazy Horse camp could be struck, where would the people be safe?

			—Mari Sandoz Crazy Horse—Strange Man of the Oglala
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		Foreword
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		While Seamus Donegan pushes north by west away from Crook and Mackenzie’s camp on the Belle Fourche River, you and I are going to have to step back in time a few weeks so that we can catch up with all that’s been happening in the Yellowstone country, where Miles’s Fifth Infantry are scrambling about trying to find out where Sitting Bull scampered off to after the fight at Cedar Creek.

		To write with continuity the final half of A Cold Day in Hell, our previous volume, I was faced with a dilemma. I could chop up the action in the Mackenzie / Fourth Cavalry / Morning Star story line by yanking the reader back and forth from the Bighorn country to the northern plains patrolled by the Fifth Infantry … or I could charge straight ahead with one story line instead of dealing with two simultaneously. I chose this second option.

		Since this present novel deals with the tale of Nelson A. Miles’s efforts in the rugged country north of the Yellowstone, we are free now to drop back a few weeks in time before the conclusion of A Cold Day in Hell so that we might learn how the colonel’s men were faring in their hunt for Sitting Bull’s Hunkpapa at the same moment Crook and Mackenzie were crushing the last of Northern Cheyenne resistance.

		This means that after we get Seamus riding off to the north into Crazy Horse country, we’re going to leave him for a few days as we leap on north to catch up with all the action we’ve missed while we’ve been busy with the Fourth Cavalry and their Battle of the Red Fork.

		And because we are going back on the calendar, we won’t be starting out right away with the newspaper headlines as we normally do. Once we bring all our characters closer to mid-December, when the Irishman reaches the Tongue River Cantonment, those news reports will continue.

		At the beginning of some chapters and some scenes you’re going to read the very same news stories devoured by the officers’ wives and those civilians employed at army posts or those living in adjacent frontier settlements, taken from the front page of the daily newspapers just as Samantha Donegan herself would read them—newspapers that arrived as much as a week or more late, due to the wilderness distances to be traveled by freight carriers.

		Copied verbatim from the headlines and graphic accounts of the day, these reports and stories were the only news available for those people who had a most personal interest in the frontier army’s last great campaign—those families who had tearfully watched a loved one march off to war that winter of the Great Sioux War of 1876.

		My hope is that you will be struck with the immediacy of each day’s front page as you finish reading that day’s news—just as Samantha Donegan would have read the sometimes reassuring, ofttimes terrifying, news from her relative safety at Fort Laramie. But unlike her and the rest of those left behind at the posts and frontier settlements, you will be thrust back into the footsteps of those cold, frightened infantrymen and the harried villages of hungry people the army is searching for here in the maw of that most terrible winter.

		An army knowing it is now only a matter of time until they succeed in what was begun many months before in the trampled, bloody snow along the Powder River.

		The Lakota and Cheyenne realizing at last that their culture, an ancient way of life, is taking its last breath.

		To be no more.
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		PROLOGUE

		Mid-December 1876
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		He watched the three of them until they dropped out of sight beyond that last far rise to the south.

		Then he watched that snowy sliver of empty ground a little while longer, just to be sure those three horsemen might not reappear there where the icy gray blanket of earth pressed against the lowering slate-gray sky. Hoping the riders might … but knowing they wouldn’t.

		Seamus Donegan took a deep breath—so deep, the subfreezing air shocked his chest. Then he gently nudged the roan to the left and pointed their noses north.

		To the Yellowstone.

		Right through the heart of the country where the Cheyenne survivors of Mackenzie’s attack on Morning Star’s village were fleeing. Dead center through the land where Crazy Horse was said to be wintering.

		As if it had been lying in wait for those three Indian scouts to sign talk their hurried farewells in the bitter cold—as if it had been patient only long enough until he could turn his face back to the north—the wind came up, leaping out of hiding suddenly that midday. The Irishman glanced back over his shoulder at the southern rim of that monochrome sky, unable to make out where the sun was hanging in its low travels. Nothing but a slate of clouds for as far as the eye could see. Gray above, and gray-white below.

		He glanced one last time at the top of that ridge where he’d last seen the faraway figures of Three Bears and the other two scouts, knowing they were long gone now. Only a foolish man would tarry in these parts. This was enemy country if ever there was one. Here between Sitting Bull’s Yellowstone and Crazy Horse’s Powder. No matter that Three Bears and his scouts were all three Lakota: truth was, they had just led the soldiers north against the winter roamers.

		Already the great hoop was cracking. Agency Indian against free Indian. Good Injun against hostile.

		Tugging the wide wool scarf farther up his raw cheeks and nose, Seamus dabbed at the tears pooling in his eyes. It was a wind strong enough that the roan beneath him kept quartering around, bitter enough to make Donegan tuck his own head down to the side, turtling it as far as he could within the big upturned flap of the collar on his wool mackinaw. Thank the merciful saints for the wolf-hide cap Richard Closter had handed him that morning before Donegan had ridden away in the dark behind those three sullen, silent Indian scouts. With a scrap of old wool scarf from last winter’s campaign to the Powder with Crook and Reynolds just long enough to pull over the top of his head and down over his ears, Donegan clamped it in place with the wolf-hide cap he tied beneath his chin with a pair of thongs.

		Around his neck twisted and tossed the drawstring on his wide-brimmed prairie hat, which the wind tugged this way and that, shoving and fluttering with each gust. The wool muffler and wolf hide were both much better for this weather and this wind, he thought as he raised a horsehide gauntlet mitten and snugged the furry cap down to the bridge of his nose. Then he blinked more tears away as he steered the horse off the ridge, down another ravine that come next spring would be a creek. For now the bare willow and alder stood out like skeletal claws against the deep, drifted snow pocked in those places hidden back from the short-season’s southerly sunlight.

		In the dim glow of their tiny fire that first night away from the army column, he and the sullen Three Bears had talked with their hands about the task that lay before them—what would eventually face the lone white man once the four of them had reached the mouth of the Little Powder and the White River Agency Sioux would turn back.

		Tell me if I am a fool to go on down the Powder.

		For a long time the old warrior stared into the low flames and glowing bed of crimson coals, his face shining like polished copper. We believe the Crazy Horse people are upstream. And he had pointed south.

		So it would be safe enough for me to follow the Powder down to the Elk River?*

		With a wag of his head Three Bears finally looked up into Donegan’s face. The chances are good the Hunkpatila have already started downstream … moving north to reach Sitting Bull, Gall, and the fighting Hunkpapa.

		Seamus pointed. To the north?

		Three Bears nodded.

		Then I should not go down the Powder.

		It is not wise.

		At that fire of theirs in the shadow of Inyan Kara† the Lakota instructed him to cross the Powder after they had parted company, to ascend the divide that would lead him over to Mizpah Creek, take him beyond that to Pumpkin Creek and eventually to the Tongue itself.

		For three and a half days they pushed their ponies through the cold and the snow from dawn till dusk. But the White River Agency scouts would not travel after sundown. Nor could Seamus get them started before light. Which meant the four of them sat out the long winter nights around a tiny fire built back against the overhang of some washed-out bluff, or far up from the mouth of a deep ravine so the glow of the low flames would not reflect their reddish hue so readily against the low clouds and snowy landscape.

		Those nights Donegan found he would doze in fits, remembering how it was to hold Samantha. How he had cradled his baby boy and paced that tiny room above the Fort Laramie parade. Other times he had nightmares of the terrible cold that never warmed during that long day in hell along the Red Fork Valley. Recalling the sounds of war, the inhuman cries of man and horse, the flitting shadows of a half-naked enemy: women, children, old ones fleeing into the hills. What Mackenzie’s Fourth had started … winter would surely end.

		The destruction of the Northern Cheyenne.

		Only those strong enough would make it, he knew. Where they were headed now in the trackless wilderness, no man could know for certain. But a safe bet would be that the Cheyenne were once more limping for the safety of the Crazy Horse people. Starving, bleeding, freezing—stripped of everything but their pride.

		At least he had a small fire, Seamus consoled himself as he shivered through his lonely watch each night, arms tucked around his legs, chin resting on his knees while the others tried sleeping. And at least he had his heavy winter clothing, along with two thick blankets and that old wolf-hide hat of Uncle Dick’s. He had the clumsy buffalo hides wrapped around his boots while many of the fleeing survivors had no moccasins. He had warm wool gloves he kept stuffed inside the stiff horsehide cavalry gauntlets. He had so much, and Morning Star’s Cheyenne had so little.… How was it they always managed to survive?

		Was it their hatred for him and his kind that kept them warm? Was it that fury smoldering down inside each one of them that allowed the Cheyenne to survive?

		He wasn’t sure just how much the temperatures had moderated since leaving Crook’s command, but he was sure that during the last three days it had finally climbed above zero … before plummeting again as the sun fell each night.

		That’s what he reminded himself now as he turned and glanced to the south one last time. Just keep the sun behind my left shoulder like they told me, he thought that afternoon. Don’t take the first creek flowing south. And he was not to turn off at the second either, Three Bears had reminded him more than once before they had parted.

		Instead, he was to wait until reaching the third—that would be the Tongue River.

		So he was alone again.

		As spooky as they were, the Lakota didn’t like traveling at night. But tonight Seamus figured he would do just that, to make up some ground and time, at least until he and the horse grew too weary, or it became too dark to pick out good footing from something slick and icy.

		A day and a half, Three Bears had explained. If a man is careful and watches over his animal—a day and a half to the Tongue River.

		If he pushed on tonight, and pushed hard come daylight, he might well reach the Tongue sometime around sundown tomorrow.

		How far from there?

		To the Elk River? The war chief had blinked rapidly, staring off into the cloudy night, calculating, remembering, sizing things up. Maybe another three days. Four perhaps.

		I’ll make it in three, Seamus had been promising himself. All told, that made it another day and a half cross-country to the Tongue, then something on the order of sixty or so miles down to the Yellowstone, where he would run onto the army’s cantonment, deliver his dispatches, fill himself with hot food more than once, and maybe even sleep for the better part of twenty-four hours beside a sheet-iron stove before he resaddled the freshly grained roan and pointed their noses south.

		Each time he dwelled on it, Seamus was struck again with just how far south a journey he would be facing once he started for home. Not just to return all the way to the upper reaches of the Powder, or to the Crazy Woman Crossing, even farther to Fort Fetterman on the North Platte … but much, much farther still to reach Fort Laramie, a final ninety twisting miles beyond.

		The wind seemed all the colder now as the sun continued to sink behind him. The country around Donegan seemed all the more desolate and foreboding, scarred by erosion, cut by coulee and ravine and mud slide—all of it buried now in a mantle of white beneath the leaden dome of never-ending sky. Colder still because he was beginning to realize he would not be home for Christmas, his son’s first. And chances were damned good he wouldn’t make it back to Samantha to celebrate the arrival of a new year either.

		At least the two of them were safe. At least they were warm and had decent food for their bellies. Small comforts like those went a long way to cause him to straighten his back, to stiffen his resolve. He would push as hard as it was prudent to push. Then, tonight, when he finally dropped from the saddle, Seamus decided he would build himself a warming fire—something big enough to keep him from freezing. After all, he doubted there would be any warriors out and moving in this horrid cold, across this desolate stretch of country after sundown … not even Morning Star’s Cheyenne, or the Hunkpatila of Crazy Horse.

		Chances were, they’d be keeping an eye on Crook’s column. They’d have no suspicion of a lone horseman slipping through this unforgiving winter wilderness on his lonesome.

		Yet he told himself it could not be a fire big enough that it would warm him too much. He realized he must stay cold enough that deep sleep was impossible. A man who slept too deep in these temperatures never awoke again. Instead, Donegan realized he must stay just cold enough that it was impossible to sleep for long at a stretch: he must arouse himself early enough to move out before false dawn. Mounting up and pushing on beneath the light of the waxing moon, on through the day, past the next sundown until he knew they both could go no farther without some rest. How he would depend on this strong, wide-hipped roan gelding across the next few days.

		They watered together, and they ate together twice a day—as the horse grazed on some ground blown clear by the incessant wind, or a patch of grass where Seamus had kicked aside most of the snow, and he tore at the stringy jerked meat—how it made his mouth water to watch the whitetail, the mule deer, the elk cross his path … knowing he didn’t dare take a shot in Indian country.

		Best just not to think about his belly, or the cold. Or to let his mind slip too far south to Fort Laramie.

		Tomorrow morning he vowed he would have them up and away again after that bright winter moon had slipped from the sky, riding into the darkness for those two hours or so before the sun ever began to make its brief appearance far to the east, climbing into the thick blanket of clouds that hovered over this endless aching land as far as the eye could see.

		For now he pointed them toward the Mizpah in the fading light of that shrinking day. A lone horseman hurrying across a great white landscape like a hard-shelled dung beetle trudging across some cottonwood fluff. The yawning expanse around him swallowing all sound, he found it so eerily quiet the horse’s muted hoof falls were near all he heard, save for the wind tumbling across the icy crust of the snow. That, and the thoughts tumbling through his head.

		So quiet was it out here that he could dwell on Sam and the boy. Out here where the mind had far too much time to think, and the heart had far too much time to ache.

		He was a man being paid well to do a dangerous job, Seamus reminded himself, and yanked the wolf-hide hat down against the stiffening wind. No doubt that he had made sure his little family was taken care of with army scrip … whether or not he returned to them from this lonely journey. This was simply a job too good for a husband, a father, a family man to pass up.

		Just the sort of man the army might look for when it needed a fool to set off on a fool’s errand.

		Fool or not … Seamus loved Sam and their boy more than he loved life itself.

		
			* The Yellowstone River.

			† Devil’s Tower
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		Chapter 1

		26 October–3 November 1876
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		Sitting Bull had given him the slip again.

		There wasn’t much that could gall Nelson A. Miles the way that did.

		After he had managed to stay right behind the warrior bands he’d flushed and fought at Cedar Creek,* nearly all the Sioux leaders had given up their flight—some even turning themselves over to the soldier chief as hostages in good faith that their followers would return to their reservations. The arrival of supply wagons on Thursday, 26 October, ultimately convinced chiefs like Pretty Bear and Lame Red Skirt, Bull Eagle and Small Bear, even White Bull and Foolish Thunder, to give up rather than cause their people to suffer the continued harassment of the Bear Coat’s “walk-a-heaps.”

		But not Sitting Bull.

		The irascible Hunkpapa had managed once again to elude his white nemesis when he splintered off from the other Lakota leaders, taking no more than thirty lodges with him across Bad Route Creek to sneak away, slipping down the north bank of the Yellowstone while the soldiers were in hot pursuit of the greater part of that village continuing to flee south from Miles’s Fifth Infantry.

		At first, however, despite the walk-a-heaps’ harassment, the bands remained committed to their traditional philosophy of fighting and fleeing, which enabled them to hunt buffalo and live their lives in the manner of their grandfathers. The best Miles could manage was to get them to say they would talk a bit.

		Which suited the colonel just fine … for the moment. In the meantime he had ordered his train of empty wagons on east those twenty-four miles to the Glendive Cantonment for supplies.

		By the time that supply train returned, carrying enough rations to permit the Fifth Infantry to continue its chase another twenty days, Miles’s hunch had paid off in a big way: those wagons had indeed proved to be the straw that broke the will of the Northern Sioux to resist.

		When they came to the army’s camp to talk terms of surrender, Lame Red Skirt and the other Miniconjou chiefs repeated their assertions that their people lacked clothing for a long winter’s march; besides, their horses were far too poor to make the journey—yet they vowed their intention of going in to the agencies.

		“Look upon my wagons,” Miles explained to the headmen through his interpreters. “With my supplies I can follow you wherever you attempt to go.”

		The dark eyes of those Lakota seated in council with Miles regarded the wagons filled to the gunwales with boxes and barrels and kegs of supplies. They could see for themselves that the soldiers were dressed warmly around their fires, their bellies full while the fragrance of frying pork perfumed the winter air … at the same time their people cried out in hunger, suffered with the cold as the season advanced and the creekbanks began to rime with ice.

		Miles had them just where he wanted them. But now that they were ready to surrender, he damn well couldn’t take the massive village back to Tongue River Cantonment with him. There simply wasn’t enough to supply his troops and all these Sioux in hopes of lasting out the coming winter, until the river ice broke up and the first steamer arrived from down the Missouri.

		Nor could he dare take the time needed to escort this bunch of Sioux all the way over to the Cheyenne River Agency, a decision that would take his men right out of any chance of catching up to Sitting Bull.

		The Bear Coat ended up proposing that the chiefs give him their solemn promise to turn themselves in to their agents at Cheyenne River. In addition, Miles declared that five of their number must volunteer to stay behind with him, those men to be delivered to an army prison in St. Paul, Minnesota, as a means of guaranteeing the eventual surrender of their people at their agency.

		Lame Red Skirt and the other Miniconjou chiefs repeated their assertions that their people lacked clothing for a long winter’s march and their horses were far too poor to make the journey.

		Fuming with indignation, Miles stormed to his feet before the chiefs seated on their robes, which were spread over a thin layer of crusted snow. Clearly impatient to be after the big prize, he slapped one of his thick gauntlets against the side of his leg and said, “This is my final offer: I will see that your people have rations to make the trek to your reservation. And I will allow your bands thirty-five days to make the trip. In addition, I agree to give your people five additional days to stay right where they are now so your men can hunt buffalo for meat and hides.”

		For a long time the chiefs huddled, talking among themselves. Finally Lame Red Skirt stood, dour-faced.

		“I will go with the Bear Coat, to show the goodwill of my people.”

		One by one the other leaders rose in turn from their robes to be counted among those who would fight no more. The older White Bull, a Miniconjou and father of Small Bear. Foolish Thunder, Black Eagle, and Sun Rise, all three Sans Arc. Then, too, Bull Eagle and Small Bear vowed they would be responsible for getting their people to the reservation in the days Bear Coat had allowed them. In that timely journey, more of the headmen vowed they would not fail the soldier chief: Tall Bull, Yellow Eagle, Two Elk, Foolish Bear, Spotted Elk, and Poor Bear.

		As each leader stood to make his surrender, Nelson Miles felt his heart leap anew. Better than twenty-five hundred Miniconjou, Sans Arc, and Hunkpapa—accounting for more than three hundred lodges—had surrendered without the Fifth Infantry firing another shot.

		Maybe now he had a chance to get his hands on the old, elusive Sitting Bull himself.

		Maybe tonight Miles would sleep better than he had in a long, long time. Perhaps even a far better sleep than he had experienced since he had come to these northern plains last summer to find both Crook and Terry unable or unwilling to get the job done.* At the least Miles could boast that the rigors of campaigning and the chase after his archnemesis had caused him to shed a few pounds since leaving Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.

		What he felt ready to accomplish here in the north would perhaps be even more important than what he had accomplished on the southern plains.† Miles was looking in the eye of what might well be the greatest test of his military career. Simply put: the commander who defeated Sitting Bull or Crazy Horse, the man who corralled and herded the great war chiefs back to the reservations—why, that man would have his general’s stars handed to him on a silver platter. And there might even be a special place in Washington City carved out for him too.

		Although he knew it would never be easy for foot soldiers to catch the elusive warrior villages, Miles remained steadfast in his belief that his Fighting Fifth could whip the Sioux horsemen every time the enemy was engaged.

		After writing his wife of his success securing the chiefs’ surrender, as well as carefully phrasing some correspondence with Mary’s uncle, General William Tecumseh Sherman, Miles penned a dispatch to General Alfred H. Terry in St. Paul:

		
			I consider this the beginning of the end. [The Indians] are very suspicious, and of course [are] afraid that some terrible punishment will be inflicted upon them [should they go in to their agencies]…. While we have fought and routed these people, and driven them away from their ancient homes, I cannot but feel regret that they are compelled to submit to starvation, for I fear they will be reduced to that condition as were the southern tribes in 1874.

		

		“What now of Sitting Bull, General?” asked Captain Wyllys Lyman as the wind came up, blowing right out of the north, picking up bluster as it roared across the breadth of Montana Territory.

		After a moment of reflection that dark Thursday night while icy points of snow lanced down from a lowering sky, Nelson A. Miles sighed. “Yes. Sitting Bull. He’s still out there waiting for me, isn’t he?”

		Captain Edmond Butler inquired, “Will we go after him now?”

		Miles watched the first snowflakes whirl to the cold ground. “We’ll march the command back to Tongue River, recoup, then set out again—yes. By all means,” he replied gravely. “Although that old Hunkpapa is still out there, roaming free for now … I have nonetheless accomplished one thing I set out to do. I have succeeded in dividing the Sioux against themselves. We’ve damn well whittled away at their forces wherever we can find and engage them.”

		“That’s more than either of the other two columns have accomplished in all their marching through this country!” declared Andrew S. Bennett.

		“We won’t dare name names here, Captain,” Miles cautioned flatly, waving off that comment pointed at both Terry and Crook. “From the reports of their disgraceful failures of late, I judge that the nation sooner or later will understand the difference between doing something and doing nothing.”

		Kneeling at the edge of the fire, civilian Luther S. Kelly filled his tin with coffee steaming into the sharp autumn air, then stood to ask, “Will we fight on into the winter, General?”

		“You have my assurance of that, Mr. Kelly!” Miles said enthusiastically as he turned to regard his chief of scouts. “Along with my guarantee of a job for as long as Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse are free. Those two may try to hide from me this winter—but we will find them. While they and their criminals take shelter and recoup in their camps, my soldiers will not retire from the chase. On the contrary: I will endeavor to keep the tribes divided, and take them in detail. Never more will the hostiles band together.”

		“As you wrote General Terry, sir,” said adjutant Hobart Bailey, “this is surely the beginning of the end for the Sioux.”

		Miles nodded, turning back to his chief of scouts. “Make no mistake about it, Mr. Kelly—there’s no other outfit, not one other column, that you will find venturing out until spring. No one else to do what needs doing now as the cold descends around us.”

		Kelly took the coffee tin from his lips. “Then I take it you won’t be giving Sitting Bull any rest.”

		For a moment Miles stared into the winter clouds blotting out the starry night sky. “Gentlemen, there’s no one else who dares tackle what lays before us this winter. It’s up to us, and us alone, to finish this matter with the Sioux. Once and for all.”

		Until the Sioux had all become agency farmers on their reservation plots, Colonel Nelson A. Miles would be the sort of man with the dogged determination to track the warrior bands and wear them down piecemeal.

		Luther S. “Yellowstone” Kelly, the Fifth Infantry’s chief of scouts, was beginning to realize just how dogged Miles could be.

		“My endeavor has been to convince the Sioux, first, of our superior power, and second, that we will deal fairly and justly with them,” the colonel explained that Tuesday, the last day of October, after his headquarters group had reached their post at the mouth of the Tongue on the Yellowstone River.

		Kelly observed, “But Sitting Bull is another matter altogether, isn’t he?”

		Miles nodded. “Precisely.” He looked down at those few lines inked on the map to the north and east of his Tongue River Cantonment. “Sitting Bull leads the worst set of rascals I have ever seen together.”

		Ezra P. Ewers said, “You’re doing well to break up their confederation, Colonel.”

		“We’ve only begun, Captain,” Miles replied. “I will waste no time in laying plans to strike these outlaws … and strike them hard.”

		On the following day seven of his companies returned to the cantonment. And on 3 November the last three companies came in. That same day all of the remaining Fifth arrived upriver from Fort Leavenworth, including the regimental band and some additional headquarters staff. The entire party had steamed up the Missouri aboard the General Meade until they had reached Fort Buford at the mouth of the Yellowstone back on 22 October. Under the command of First Lieutenant Frank D. Baldwin they had marched the rest of the way to the Tongue River on foot. Baldwin, who had served as Miles’s battalion adjutant during August’s fruitless maneuverings under General Terry, had himself been on detached service at Leavenworth. As soon as he arrived at Tongue River, the lieutenant began to grump about missing out on the regiment’s fight with the Sioux at Cedar Creek.*

		“Mr. Baldwin here proved himself more than capable during our campaign against the southern hostiles two years ago,” Miles explained to Kelly.

		“The general flatters me,” the bearded Baldwin said in that quiet, unassuming manner of his.

		“Balderdash!” Miles cried, turning to look at Kelly again. With emphatic jabs with the stem of his clay pipe, he said, “If it weren’t for Baldwin’s gutsy charge into Gray Beard’s Cheyenne camp with his men in wagons—I don’t think we would have routed them the way we did.”†

		“General, you give me too much credit.”

		“Hush, Lieutenant,” Miles replied with a grin. “I want Mr. Kelly to know just who he’s dealing with here. Indeed, with my officers, I feel I have some of the finest Indian fighters a commander could put in the field. Mr. Baldwin, had you not made the charge you did without regard for your own safety—why, I don’t think we would have rescued those two little girls# alive, snatching them from the clutches of their captors.”

		“Mr. Kelly,” Baldwin said, turning to the scout with a smile of admiration and some hopes of steering the conversation away from himself, “is it really true what I hear of how you introduced yourself to the general here?”

		Miles snorted, “With that goddamn bear’s paw?”

		“So,” the lieutenant said, “the tale is true.”

		“It was only a cinnamon bear,” Kelly replied with a shrug.

		“Now, don’t you go belittling what you’ve done!” the colonel chided, turning to Baldwin. “See how you two are cut of the same mold?” Miles laid one hand on Kelly’s shoulder, the other on Baldwin’s. “This chief of scouts of mine—I like him because he’s a straight-talking, no-nonsense sort. And the lieutenant here—I admire him because he came up the hard way.”

		Baldwin said, “Just like you did, General.”

		“Without the starch, and pull, and politics of the academy,” Miles added gruffly. “The way others have greased their way up the ladder!”

		“We’re going to find your general’s star out there,” Baldwin declared emphatically. “Out there, maybe even this winter. Why, I’ll bet that old reprobate Sitting Bull himself is the star you’ve been waiting for.”

		“If not for Crook and Mackenzie—that star might already be on my shoulder,” Miles grumped, turning back to his desk and taking the pipe from his teeth. “Their column will be on its way north from Fetterman shortly to find and defeat Crazy Horse, if they aren’t on the march already.”

		“But in a matter of days we’ll be shadowing Sitting Bull ourselves!” Baldwin said enthusiastically. “The Fighting Fifth will round up the last of the great hostile bands!”

		Already the post was alive with preparations for that renewed campaign a restless, discontented Miles was determined to pursue. But on this campaign the Fifth Infantry would be marching north. This time they would be facing a Montana winter.

		Kelly hoped Miles and his officers sure as hell knew what they were doing.

		
			* A Cold Day in Hell, vol. 11, The Plainsmen Series.

			* Trumpet on the Land, vol. 10, The Plainsmen Series.

			† Dying Thunder, vol. 7, The Plainsmen Series.

			* A Cold Day in Hell, vol. 11, The Plainsmen Series.

			† Dying Thunder, vol. 7, The Plainsmen Series.

			# Adelaide and Julia German (Dying Thunder, vol. 7).

		

	
		[image: ]

		Chapter 2

		4–17 November 1876

		[image: ]

		
			I congratulate you and all concerned on the prospect of closing this Sioux war.… Genl Miles has displayed his usual earnestness & energy and I hope he will crown his success by capturing or killing Sitting Bull and his remnant of outlaws.

			—General William T. Sherman,
telegram to General Philip H. Sheridan

		

		If army command thought they had their war all but won, they would soon learn just how overoptimistic they could be.

		Dismissing their earlier plans to remove all the Sioux hostiles to Indian Territory as impractical, Sherman and Sheridan were now at work planning to corral the defeated warrior bands on a tiny tract of land between Standing Rock Agency and Fort Randall along the west bank of the Missouri River. There they believed the army could keep an eye on the dismounted and disarmed Sioux as they were turned into Christian farmers.

		But first the army had to catch the winter roamers.

		During the two days following his arrival at Tongue River Cantonment, Frank Baldwin, Miles’s newly appointed adjutant for the campaign, joined the other officers readying their command to take to the field. Miles purchased a small herd of cattle from a private contractor upriver—enough beef to supply ten thousand rations for his troops on the coming march. Two civilian wranglers were hired to watch over the herd. In the meantime a supply train of Bozeman vegetables arrived from the mouth of the Bighorn, escorted by elements of Lieutenant Colonel Elwell S. Otis’s Twenty-second Infantry.

		Otis himself was on his way downriver, replaced back on the twenty-eighth of October by Major Alfred L. Hough as commander of the Glendive Cantonment, charged with protecting the wagon trains that supplied Tongue River. An old war veteran himself, Hough was galled to find the horrid conditions his men suffered at their outpost as the season turned cold. The paltry number of crude huts Otis expected to protect the soldiers from the coming winter were woefully inadequate. With no cots nor mattresses at Glendive, the Seventeenth were forced to sleep on a corduroy of poles and sagebrush to keep their bodies off the cold ground. In those last few days of October, Hough’s men immediately began to construct more dugouts while others labored to lay in more firewood once they learned from army command that they would not be abandoning the upper river for the approaching winter.

		Miles wanted the Seventeenth to remain active and alert, guarding the country along the Yellowstone east of the Tongue while he himself went in search of Sitting Bull.

		On the fourth of November the quartermaster at Tongue River issued the Fifth Infantry some of that special clothing Miles had ordered sent upriver so that his regiment could conduct their continued campaign.

		“I am satisfied that if the Indians can live here on the northern plains in the winter,” Miles told his officer corps, “white men can also—if properly equipped with all the advantages we can give our troops, which are certainly superior to those obtainable by the Indians.”

		Baldwin and many of the others agreed. They and their men had suffered during the winter campaign against the Southern Cheyenne, Kiowa, and Comanche during the Buffalo Wars. Still, as cold as the weather had been in the panhandle of Texas, it in no way prepared the Fifth Infantry for what they were about to be asked to endure on the plains of Montana Territory.

		Even Sherman himself had written to Miles, “Winter on the Yellowstone is another matter from winter on the Red River.”

		While General Terry did not actually expect Miles to conduct a campaign under the frigid conditions known to batter the northern prairie, the colonel had never been the sort to sit on his hands. North of the Yellowstone, where Miles planned to pursue the hostiles of Sitting Bull, the capricious weather could one day be pleasant and sunny, whereas the next could find a man fighting a blizzard as temperatures plummeted far enough to freeze the mercury at the bottom of a surgeon’s thermometer. And then there was the much-feared factor of windchill. An ambient temperature of ten degrees below zero—which was the daily high documented time and again by the written record of the Fifth Infantry over the next month—would with any sort of wind behind it have the brutal effect of anywhere between fifty-eight to sixty-eight below.

		As the Fifth had already learned about being stationed in Montana Territory, the wind is a constant companion.

		Already the colonel had requested the Quartermaster Corps to ship him arctic clothing from the closest supply depot, as well as asking that buffalo coats and leggings be constructed for his men. But that equipment, along with the Sibley tents he had begged for, had yet to arrive. Miles remained undeterred—his regiment would march in the best they could muster for the moment: layers of army wool draped them from head to toe, as well as some burlap feed sacks the men wrapped around their feet to do what they could to prevent frostbite.

		At dawn on Sunday, 5 November, the Fifth Infantry began muscling the ropes lashed to their crude ferries, cordelling those ungainly craft across the Yellowstone to the north bank. Back and forth the ferries plied the frothy current, every trip burdened with two of the campaign’s thirty-eight supply wagons all loaded with a month’s rations, each wagon to be pulled by a six-mule hitch. Already the river’s surface was beginning to slake with ice and the wind was blustering down the valley. It was destined to be an early, and long, winter on the northern plains.

		Plowing through three additional inches of new snow the following morning, the entire command eventually marched away from the north bank to begin their search for Sitting Bull. While two companies of Hough’s Twenty-second Infantry stayed behind to garrison the post, Miles rode at the head of 15 officers and more than 430 foot soldiers. Joining the infantry were 10 civilians and 2 Indian scouts. With them came the twelve-pound Napoleon gun and three-inch Rodman ordnance rifle, both of which had proved so successful in putting the Sioux village to flight at Cedar Creek. In addition to his wagon train—which carried 250 rounds of rifle ammunition for each man—Miles brought along two ambulances, an assortment of pack mules, and that small beef herd.

		After reaching Sunday Creek the scouts led the command roughly north across a rugged piece of country, where many times the men were required to construct crude bridges or corduroy the sides of ravines for their wagons. After making no more than nine grueling miles, the Fifth went into camp late that first afternoon as the sun began to set.

		“It’s election day, General,” Baldwin cheered the morning of the seventh as Miles stomped up to the fire in the gray light of dawn.

		“Let’s hope the folks back east get us a president who won’t let the army shrink any more than Congress has done to us already.”

		The sun came out, eventually warming the air and turning the snow to slush beneath every hoof, wagon wheel, and waterlogged boot. Through a countryside dotted with greasewood and cactus the men trudged and shivered, forced to cross and recross Sunday Creek more than a dozen times in less than five hours. At twilight many of the weary men gathered around hasty fires, wolfed down their rations, and curled into their two blankets with a bunkie.

		Setting off before dawn beneath a bright moon, they made nineteen miles that eighth day of November, following the tributaries of Sunday Creek as the command climbed the barren divide that would eventually drop them into the drainage of the alkali-laced Little Dry Creek. Here they began to see more in the way of buffalo and antelope along their route.

		Frank Baldwin spotted the long-haired civilian scout appear on the hilltop ahead, loping back to rejoin Miles at the head of the column.

		“The Jackson brothers agree with me, General.”

		“How’s that, Kelly?”

		“This country east of the Musselshell and south of the Missouri just happens to be some of the prime feeding grounds for buffalo at this season of the year.”

		“Oh?” Miles replied. “Have these buffalo migrated up from the south?”

		“Out of the north, General,” Kelly explained. “They find shelter in the lee of the Bear’s Paw Mountains and the valley of the Milk River. For many a generation traders and half-breeds have been coming down from the Canadian side to hunt and make robes, or trade them for some Red River rum.”

		Miles shivered as the wind gusted. “A little rum right now would sure as hell warm the inner man in me, gentlemen!”

		Without finding much in the way of timber, the men at sunset hunkered around their smoldering buffalo-chip fires to boil coffee and warm frozen hands and feet.

		Under a clear and starry sky the following morning, the Fifth moved out behind Miles, his staff, and the scouts, who all rode some two to three miles ahead of the column, watching from the high ground for any sign of warriors. Early that afternoon of the ninth they reached a branch of Big Dry Creek, where they made camp after putting another twenty miles behind them.

		On Friday afternoon just past two P.M., as the command was going into camp among the cottonwoods along the Big Dry, Yellowstone Kelly and William “Billy” Cross arrived to report that they had discovered a fresh Indian trail ahead. It was clear the village was on its way north to the Missouri.

		The following morning the men awoke to a keen north wind whistling down the valley, driving an icy snow at their backs as they moved out for the day. It wasn’t long before they crossed the lodgepole trail Kelly had discovered the day before. An hour later they came across some butchered buffalo carcasses. But by late morning the drifting, blowing snow had completely masked all sign of the enemy. On down the creek bottom the soldiers pressed despite the dropping temperatures. At times the wagons broke through the thickening ice as they rumbled along the dry bed of the Big Dry, no more than some twenty feet wide. Courageously managing to plod some fourteen miles in the teeth of that storm, the Fifth settled in for the night at the site of a camp used by the northbound Sioux only days before. The surgeon reported that the temperature stood at ten below, continuing to drop.

		“Kelly’s scouts tell me we’re following Iron Dog’s village,” Miles explained to a hastily convened officers’ meeting that night after sundown.

		“How many’s the lodge, General?” Baldwin asked, using Miles’s brevet, or honorary, rank.

		“Could be a hundred and twenty,” the colonel replied. “Seems they’re planning to cross the Missouri, aiming to reach Fort Peck for supplies.”

		“Maybe we can catch them before they do,” Baldwin said, feeling optimistic despite the weather and trail conditions.

		“If we don’t get to them by the time they reach Fort Peck,” Miles assured his officers, “then, by damned, we’ll get them eventually.”

		Knowing his commander wasn’t the sort to give up a chase, Baldwin rubbed his mittens together in anticipation. “Maybe when this bunch has joined back up with Sitting Bull.”

		But unlike the Sioux traveling on horseback and on foot through the falling temperatures and deepening snow, Miles found it tough going for his wagons the following day. Struggling to squeeze their way through nearly impassable ravines, climbing up and down nearly perpendicular bluffs, the column put no more than a dozen miles behind them that Sunday of driving wind and four more inches of snow. In the shelter of a cottonwood grove the surgeon’s thermometer read twelve below that night of the twelfth.

		So cold was it with the howling wind the morning of the thirteenth that the colonel kept his men in camp to recoup both them and the stock. After sending a courier to Fort Buford to inform Colonel William B. Hazen of his movements and asking for any word on the Hunkpapa bands, Miles had his trusted Baldwin lead a battalion comprising E and H companies to comb the snowy countryside for any sign of the enemy. Frank returned empty-handed after covering more than thirteen miles of the valley. Just before sundown the temperature climbed all the way to sixteen degrees before it began to plummet once more.

		On the following day the men struggled valiantly to make twenty-three miles, what with their wagons continually breaking through the ice caked along the bottom of the Big Dry, or bogging down in the slushy quicksand of the creek bottom. That night the soldiers made their bivouac in country beginning to change from barren coulees and ravines to gently rolling hillsides covered with waist-high autumn-cured grasses tracked with thickly timbered water courses—a clear indication they were drawing close to the Missouri River. All day they marched in sight of growing herds of buffalo, as well as hundreds upon hundreds of antelope that dashed and cavorted on both sides of the column.

		At midmorning on the fifteenth, some of Kelly’s scouts came loping back to the head of the column with word that Indians had been spotted across the river ahead. After deploying his command into a protective square around his wagons and beef herd, Miles moved out once more, soon discovering that the enemy causing all the alarm was only agency Indians across the Missouri.

		A real disappointment to Baldwin, who had yearned to have himself and his men a good fight of it after enduring the last ten days of arduous march and horrid temperatures.

		In less than a month the lieutenant would have his wish come true.

		Johnny Bruguier did not know who those soldiers camped across the river were, but soldiers were soldiers. And white men were white men.

		For the better part of two days he did his best to lay low, and when he did have to move about the Fort Peck Agency, he did so wrapped in a blanket or with a buffalo robe pulled over his head.

		Wouldn’t be smart for him to take any chances—after all, some of those white men making camp across the Missouri just might be some of the soldiers who had attacked Sitting Bull’s camp on Cedar Creek a matter of weeks ago in the Moon When Leaves Fall.

		For most of the last month the half-breed had clung tight as a buffalo tick to Sitting Bull and his thirty lodges. Here was the greatest of Lakota chiefs, the man who had single-handedly put together the largest confederation of warrior bands ever assembled on the plains … now forced to watch the Bear Coat chip away at his alliance. For the most part the Bull was alone now. And Johnny Bruguier knew what alone meant.

		He had been running since the end of last summer, ever since killing a white man near the Standing Rock Agency. A sure-as-hell dance at the end of a rope for a half-breed like Johnny. So he had stolen a horse in Whitewood City and scampered off to the west—heading for Injun country, where the law and posses would not dare come looking for him. On down that outlaw trail he discovered the chaps tied up behind the saddle on that stolen horse, the chaps he had been wearing when he had bravely ridden right into the Hunkpapa village and dashed into what he had hoped would be the headman’s lodge.

		It turned out to belong to White Bull, the nephew of Sitting Bull himself.

		“If you are going to kill him, then kill him,” Sitting Bull had said to the angry Hunkpapa warriors that first day last autumn. “But if you are not, then feed this man and make him welcome.”

		The Lakota had made a home for Johnny, and because of those chaps he wore, they had come to call him Big Leggings. And on more than half a dozen occasions his ability to speak both Lakota and the white man’s tongue proved invaluable. But now, like all the rest of Sitting Bull’s once-great confederation, he was on the run again.

		Not long after fleeing the Bear Coat’s soldiers on the Yellowstone, Sitting Bull’s thirty lodges had moseyed north to camp some twenty-five miles south of Fort Peck in the valley of the Big Dry Creek. With him were Four Horns and Black Moon, all three bands hoping to trade with the Yanktonais and Red River Slota, who traditionally hung close to the agency.

		In addition, another 125 Hunkpapa lodges—under chiefs Long Dog, Crow, Little Knife, and Iron Dog—had eventually marched north after the Cedar Creek fight and camped together a few miles below the agency in the Missouri River bottoms. Poor in clothing and shelter against the coming winter, the chiefs reluctantly gathered in council with agent Thomas J. Mitchell to discuss peace terms.

		As Johnny listened, Mitchell’s interpreter told the Lakota, “The agent cannot offer you anything but complete surrender. You must turn over your weapons and all government booty taken from the soldier dead at the Greasy Grass.”

		Angrily the Sioux leaders argued among themselves for much of that day, but in the end they guaranteed Mitchell they would surrender their people, arms, and ponies. In turn the agent distributed some rations as night began to fall, then instructed the chiefs to have their people return in the morning for the actual surrender. The chiefs had barely gotten to their feet when a runner from downriver at Wolf Point burst into the crowd, jabbering so excitedly that Johnny had trouble making sense of his electrifying news at first.

		“Soldiers! They come up the river on the house that walks on water! Many soldiers come this way!”

		Sure enough, the following morning of 1 November, Colonel William B. Hazen and 140 of his Sixth Infantry from Fort Buford docked their paddle-wheel steamer at Fort Peck to unload supplies and forage for Miles’s column expected up any day from Tongue River. Hazen left Second Lieutenant Russell H. Day and a company of thirty-one soldiers behind with Agent Mitchell, then turned the paddle wheeler about and started downriver to return to his post at the mouth of the Yellowstone.

		No matter.

		The damage to Mitchell’s efforts at diplomacy was already done. Moments after the news burst through the nearby camps, there wasn’t a Hunkpapa lodge left within miles of Fort Peck.

		But Johnny Bruguier had stayed behind.

		Having been raised by his mother on the Standing Rock, Bruguier thirsted to see this Fort Peck, to hear the familiar sounds, smell the familiar fragrances, maybe cure a little of his own homesickness. For more than a week now he had stayed among the agency Indians, neglecting to return to Sitting Bull’s camp, eating and talking, singing and flirting with the young doe-eyed women.

		For many years the place had been a fur-trading post before becoming the agency for the Yanktonais, Gros Ventre, Assiniboine, and any assorted Lakota bands who wandered about in search of buffalo north of the Yellowstone in Missouri River country. Rough-hewn log cabins stood fortresslike on the riverbank, themselves shadowed by the bluffs towering more than a hundred feet over the stockade walls. Mitchell provided annuities for more than seven thousand Indians, not to mention the recent additions who were scattering to the four winds, fleeing the soldiers in this year of the Great Sioux War.

		Curious, Johnny watched the arriving soldiers work from dawn to dusk that Wednesday and Thursday snaking their supplies to their bivouac on the south bank using a rope and baskets suspended from a system of pulleys because the river ice was not yet thick enough to support the weight of loaded wagons. Then on Friday the white men continued their labors as a small band of riders came down to the bank to cautiously cross the Missouri’s frozen surface.

		The closer the soldiers came to the stockade, the more certain Bruguier grew that he had seen some of those bearded fur-wrapped white men during those Cedar Creek parleys.* Especially the long-haired white scout, those two dark-skinned half-breeds who rode with him, and that tall soldier chief now known among the Lakota as the “Bear Coat.” Johnny snorted, readily recalling just how angry the soldier chief had become during the inconclusive, roundabout talks with Sitting Bull and the other Lakota headmen.

		At least the Bear Coat was true to his word, Johnny brooded. The soldier chief had promised the Sioux they would get no rest. He had promised he would make war on them again soon if they did not go in to their reservations, even if it meant fighting through the coming winter.

		Bruguier adjusted the blanket over his head and watched the soldiers approach from the shadows he made over his face. As the group ascended the icy riverbank and approached the stockade’s open gates, the long-haired scout gazed in Johnny’s direction. Then looked away. And then glanced again. But the white man did not stop as the horsemen passed on by. Instead, it looked as if the long-haired one murmured something to the two half-breeds who rode on either side of him.

		Johnny waited for the riders to enter the gate before he turned to follow, keeping to the shadows as the wind kicked up the old snow around his wool leggings. He stopped, hugging the stockade wall as the soldiers dismounted. Then his belly flopped. Bruguier grew frightened as the long-haired scout handed his reins over to one of the soldiers and stepped up to Bear Coat, saying something as he nodded toward Johnny.

		The soldier chief turned slowly, raising a hand to shade his eyes, and peered at the gate they had just entered. He said something to the scout, and together the two of them started in Bruguier’s direction.

		With his heart rising in his throat, Johnny’s eyes flicked this way, then that—not certain where he could go or how he would escape.

		Now the rest of the soldiers in the group were following the Bear Coat, their hands on their belt weapons. If Johnny tried to run, it was certain one of them would shoot.

		Perhaps that fate was better than hanging at the end of a rope for killing a worthless white man.

		As Bruguier was slipping his hand inside the blanket, wrapping his fingers around the butt of the big army pistol he had stuffed into his belt, the soldier chief said something to the scout.

		Gesturing, the long-haired civilian shouted in English, “Bruguier! Is that you, half-breed?”

		Beneath the folds of his blanket, Johnny pulled the long barrel free of the belt and began to click back the hammer.

		“By Jupiter—it is him, isn’t it, Kelly!” exclaimed the Bear Coat.

		And he was smiling. The soldier chief was smiling!

		“Bruguier!” the Bear Coat bellowed, yanking off a mitten and holding out his hand as he came up. “You’re just the man I could hope to see!”

		
			* A Cold Day in Hell, vol. 11, The Plainsmen Series.
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		All the good that Bear Coat Miles had done at Cedar Creek was gone—evaporated like a puff of smoke in this Winter Moon.

		First Hazen’s soldiers had scattered the Sioux bands right at the very moment they had decided to abandon Sitting Bull and surrender. And now Miles himself had shown up in that Fort Peck country—convincing the chiefs that the government spoke with two tongues: agent Mitchell with one voice, promising blankets and bacon … while the soldiers crept up to speak with the throats of their weapons.

		So just about the time Sitting Bull was feeling the most isolated and disconsolate with his thirty paltry lodges of loyal followers, suddenly there were more than four times that number camped with him in the valley of the Big Dry as the Fifth Infantry reached Fort Peck. Once again Gall of the Hunkpapa, Lame Red Skirt, Small Bear, and Bull Eagle of the Miniconjou were convinced that instead of surrendering, their only hope lay in running, their only salvation lay in fighting.

		“We will never give up,” Sitting Bull told them solemnly when the chiefs informed him of the soldiers’ arrival at the agency. “Even if it means that we keep running all the way north to the Land of the Grandmother. No matter that it may mean I will have to live on the scrawny flesh of prairie dogs—I will never surrender!”

		The shouts, war cries, and death songs grew deafening in the valley of the
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