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Alexandria, Virginia

November, 1825

Nineteen year old Cole Randall shifted uneasily at the bar, his pale blue eyes watching the man next to him, a youth named James Cannon. He was very drunk,  yelling and screaming incoherently about the government. This was nothing new; Cole knew Cannon from their school days, and he had always been a trouble maker. Today, however, he was hurling outright threats of violence against anyone who dared disagree with his imbecilic political views. 

Cole hunkered down into his coat as much as he could, but at six foot five and two hundred seventy five pounds he was hard to miss. He ran his hand through his thick blond hair and drained his cup. There. Now I can get the hell out of here. He was just starting to get up when Cannon noticed him.

"Hey!" Cannon blurted out, a wild look on his face. "Randall! I see you there.....wha you think about thith shit?" He weaved unsteadily on his feet, staring stupidly at Cole, who just shrugged.

"Dunno, Jim," he sighed. "I got nothing to say about it. "I got to  go." He turned to leave, but Cannon reached out and grabbed  his sleeve.

"Hey, I ain't done wid you," he slobbered, and spilled the remains of his drink down the front of his shirt. He smiled stupidly, revealing a row of crooked green teeth. 

"You're done," Cole said, and pulled free of the drunkard's grasp. "Don't be putting your hands on me, Jim."

"You gotta stay," Cannon slurred. "My old man seth so. Siddown."

Josiah Cannon, father of the inebriated lout, was the richest man in Alexandria. He was a banker and shipping magnate, and was reputed to be one of the most dishonest human beings who had ever drawn a breath of air. His influence and power in Alexandria were both absolute and unchallenged; men who crossed him often met inexplicable and unsolvable demises. Cole, however, was not impressed by the invocation of the great man's name.

"I'm leaving," Cole said. "I got no time to be jawing with you about your stupid politics. Don't make no never mind to me who runs the goddamned country, anyhow;  from what I hear, it ain't  no different around here from when the Brits had the place." He started for the door, but Cannon stepped in front of him,  boozy heat coming off him in waves. He locked eyes with Cole and reached into his coat.

"Think again, Jim," Cole said. "You’re  drunk, and I ain't. Whatever you got in that  coat better stay there. Now let me by." Cole took a step back, just in case the other man had a weapon. Knowing him, he probably did; he couldn't fight worth a shit and he was a coward.

"My old man will make you  pay,  you put your paws on me, you big fucker." He lurched unsteadily to one side to the laughter of the other patrons of Gadsby's Tavern, where the farce was acting itself out. "You got to say it."

"Say what, you drunk asshole?" Cole exclaimed.

"You got to say whether they done right," Cannon gurgled. "Bringin' all them Frenchies and shit in here. And them fuckin' Indians....they'll be makin' us screw them next, just for the fun of it. Them bastards done it, I know it. You say it."

"All right," Cole said in exasperation. "They done it. There, you happy? Now get the hell out of my way, or I'll stick my foot up your ass."

"You ain't got the balls," Cannon hissed, and pulled a big knife out of his coat. "C'mon."

The knife was still on its way out of Cannon's coat when Cole's foot crashed into his chest. He went ass over teakettle onto an empty table and chairs, screaming in agony and frustration. Wanting the incident to end there, Cole stepped past Cannon's squalling form and started for the door, but Cannon wasn't finished.

"Hey, you big bastard!" Cannon yelled, and managed to lurch to his feet, the knife at arm's end. Cole  reached for the pistol he wore; this was not what he wanted, but he had no intentions of being stabbed or cut up by this little maniac.

"Stop!" he yelled, but Cannon came at him anyway.

"I'll cut your bag off," Cannon hissed, and charged in low with the knife.

"You dumb drunk son of a bitch!" Cole blurted out. "You got yourself killed now." He fired the pistol, and a half inch black hole suddenly appeared in the middle of Cannon's forehead. Cannon stiffened noticeably, his eyes glazing over instantly; he reeled backward, blood spurting from the hole and from the back of his head. He crashed into the bar and fell to the floor. Cole just stood there, unable to believe what had just happened; a hush fell over the tavern as the other patrons realized what they had just witnessed.

"You all seen it," Cole called out after he regained his voice. "It were self defense." No one said a word; suddenly Cole felt a sinking dread in the pit of his stomach. The words rich father suddenly shot to the front of his mind. "Shit," he sighed, and sat down to wait for the constable.

Chief Constable Alvah McBride, who had been walking nearby and had heard the shot,  hit Gadsby's  door at a run, his semi retarded deputy, Billy Wargo, mere steps behind. "What the hell is goin' on in here?" McBride shouted, his shifty brown eyes whipsawing back and forth across the tavern. When they came to rest on the lifeless form of James Cannon, his shoulders slumped visibly.

"Ah shit," he moaned, and quickly looked away from the dead youngster. "Not him."

"Who it be?" Wargo asked stupidly.

"Cannon's kid, you asshole!" McBride bellowed.

"He don't look too good," Wargo grinned stupidly, eyeing the brain matter and gallon of blood that surrounded Cannon's inert body.

"Of course he don't; he's dead, you moron."

"You sure?"

McBride ignored the deputy and started looking for the shooter. "Who done this?" he yelled. Cole raised his hand weakly.

"I done it," he said softly. "It were a fair fight."

"Fair? Where's his gun?" McBride scoffed. "I don't see no pistol, just a knife. You call that fair?"

"Man comes at you with a knife and you got a gun, you use the gun. I did what I had to do."

"Well now," McBride sneered, looking around the tavern. "You men see it that way?" No one answered, and the fear in Cole's stomach doubled. "I didn't think so. Well now, sonny boy, you say you done what you had to do? Now I got to do what I got to do. Stand up."

Cole obeyed, and McBride sucker punched him half way off the chair. He spun to the floor, brilliant white pinpoints of light flashing through his brain;  everything then faded to blackness.  When he woke up he was in irons, Wargo grinning stupidly at him from above.

"Git up," Wargo mumbled. Cole tried to rise, but found that he could not.

"Pull his ass up," McBride commanded, and Wargo jerked Cole upright as if he weighed nothing. "Take him to jail," he said, and turned back to the patrons of the tavern as Cole was hauled away.

"You know who that is?" he asked, pointing at Cannon. "That's Josiah Cannon's son. I got to go over there and tell him his boy's dead, and I got to tell him how it happened." McBride stroked his chin as if lost in thought, then grabbed the nearest customer by the shirt. He put his face inches away from the other man's. "I say it weren't no fair fight; I say it were murder," he hissed. "That big son of a bitch pulled a pistol on that boy, and the boy took out his knife to defend himself. Then he got killed. You see it different?"

The man suddenly had visions of Josiah Cannon either making his life a living hell or ending it entirely if he testified otherwise; he gulped the answer, terror etched on his features. "No," he croaked. "I didn't see nothing different from what you said."

"I didn't think so," McBride smiled. "Anybody else here see it different?" A dozen pair of eyes drifted to the floor.

"Everybody here is a witness," McBride said with finality. He turned and headed for the door; there was no need to take names, as he knew every man in the tavern. McBride stopped in the doorway and sneered at the group of cowards before him. "You best remember it the way I say it happened," he said. 

Wargo shoved Cole into a cell with as much force as he could muster. Cole fell to the floor in a heap, his arms and legs unable to assist his balance due to the irons.

"Bastard," Cole muttered. "You'll pay for this."

"What? What did you say? Don't you mouth off to me, you piece of shit," Wargo growled, and kicked Cole hard in the ribs. He left the gasping youngster on the floor and stepped out of the cell, locking the door behind him. He put the key ring he always carried through a loop in his belt and went over to his desk.

"You're a dead man," Wargo smiled as he sat down. "Only thing is, you don't know it yet. You know who you shot back there?"

"I know who he was," Cole spat. "Drunk piece of garbage pulled a knife on me and everybody knows it. That means your asshole constable, too."

Wargo came off his chair like a madman, spittle flying from his  rotten teeth.

"You shut up!" he screamed. "You no good  bastard! You'll hang for this, you murdering son of a bitch!"

“No chance," Cole said evenly. "I tell you right now, it ain't gonna happen, so help me God."

"So help you God, huh?" Wargo laughed. "I'll show you what happens to trash like you. Watch this." He opened the door of the cell next to Cole's, where the only other occupant of the  jail was sleeping. He grabbed the man by the scruff of the neck and threw him against the bars of the cell, breaking his jaw and knocking out most of his teeth. The man screamed in pain, but Wargo was already kicking him in the face as hard as he could.  Cole stared in horror as Wargo drove his boots into the man's head until he stopped moving. "There! How do you like that, asshole?" Wargo shrieked, an insane look on his face. "You're gonna be next, you fuck with me!"

Cole watched as Wargo hauled the dead prisoner into the alleyway behind the jail. There was no one else in the lockup now save him; he sat down on the bunk to think. He knew that if he was to survive this ordeal, he would have to find a way to escape and kill the deputy.  But until his chance came, he would have to play the meek, mild prisoner. Wargo came back inside and stood in front of Cole's cell, his hands positioned defiantly on his hips.

"How you like that, boy?"

"You is one strong son of a bitch," Cole smiled. "I respect that. You kicked the shit out of that man pretty straight.  I figger he probably had it coming; he must of said somethin' that pissed you off when he were awake. Fuck him."

"You ain't as stupid as you look," Wargo said, nodding in approval. "You know a real man when you see one. I'll take that into considee.....consid...."

"Consideration," Cole said. "That be a shit word used by them people what is educated. Don't you worry none about that. We know  who the real man is hereabouts."

"Humph," Wargo grunted in self satisfaction, and returned to his desk. Cole began looking around, sizing up the jail and the various things he saw inside it. After about ten minutes, he knew what he had to do; the only question that remained was whether or not he could pull it off. Why not, he mused.  We know who the real man is hereabouts.

Alvah McBride dreaded what he now had to do. He walked slowly to Cannon's bank, mulling over the words he would use. Sorry, your piece of shit drunk kid got his head blown off in Gadsby's because he doesn't know how to keep his mouth shut. No, that would not do; he would have to come up with something a little more diplomatic. As he reached the door of the bank, he still did not have the right words.

Cannon's vice president, Horace Vincent, was in the outer office when McBride came in. "Hello, Horace," McBride mumbled, and flopped down in a chair.

“Hello, Alvah," Vincent said, nodding his patrician gray head solemnly. "Do you need to see Mr. Cannon?"

"Yes, I do. It's......personal. And very important."

"Oh. Well, he's in a meeting with a judge. Can it wait?"

"No, it can't. His kid is dead. Tell the judge to stay. What judge is it, anyway?"

"Benjamin Coalbanks. Did I hear you correctly? Mr. Cannon's son is dead?"

"That's right, he's dead. Got his head shot off in Gadsby's."

"Oh dear," Vincent said, and stood up. "I'll tell him you're here. I won't......say anything about the nature of your visit."

"Thanks a fucking lot," McBride mumbled as Vincent went into Cannon's private office. He came back out a few seconds later.

"He'll see you now," Vincent said. "But he isn't happy about the interruption."

"You think he ain't happy now, just wait," McBride said as he got up. He took a deep breath and headed into the great one's inner sanctum.

Josiah Cannon, a slender, fifty year old man with shoulder length hair and cruel gray eyes, sat staring imperiously at McBride over wire rim spectacles. He did not appreciate McBride barging in on what could prove to be a very lucrative, although very  illegal business meeting with the judge who would  soon decide a case in which Cannon was involved.

"This had better be good, McBride," he snarled, tapping a long, bony finger on the polished wood of his desk. "I don't like interruptions."

"I know," McBride said softly. "This can't be helped, though. Somethin' bad has happened, and I figured I'd best tell you straight off so you could......handle things."

Cannon leaned back in his chair, a wary look on his face.

"Bad? What do you mean, bad?"

"It's your son," McBride said. "He  got murdered in Gadsby’s. I'm sorry to have to tell you this."  Cannon just stared.

"He's dead?  My Jimmy is dead?  How the hell could something like this happen?"

McBride hesitated for just a minute; he knew what he was supposed to say, but the elder Cannon might just want the truth for a change.

"He got in a fight," McBride said. "With a big man with yellow hair. Young  fellow, not much older than Jim. He had a pistol."

"Who had a pistol? My Jimmy doesn't own a pistol. He's too fucking stupid to have a gun."

"The other man had the pistol. Jim had a knife."

"And?" Cannon demanded.  "What happened? Speak up, man."

"Uh, the big man shot Jim."

"That's it? You said murder took place. Who started the fight?"

"Dunno," McBride shrugged. "I come in after it were done. Jim was layin' dead, shot through the head, and the other man was sittin' on a chair. We took his ass to jail until we figure out what to do."

"You know what to do," Cannon said slowly. "Do I make myself clear?"

Relief flooded through McBride. "Yes sir," he said.

"Whenever a man with a pistol kills a man with a knife, it's usually murder, isn't it, Coalbanks?" Cannon stared at the crooked jurist with cold eyes.

"Uh, why, yes; it would appear that such a confrontation involving such disproportionately armed individuals would, er, constitute somewhat of an unfair situation," the judge droned. "I would say that......"

"All right," Cannon said, cutting him off. "Enough. Do your talking in  court when  you try this son of a bitch. You will be available to hear his case, won't you? I want this over with fast." 

"Uh, well, I'll be sitting in Eastville next week," Coalbanks said. "At the Old Court House. I'll er, schedule it for Tuesday."

"Good," Cannon said. "We'll just have to haul this killer down to Eastville for his trial, won't we, McBride?"

"Whatever you say, Mr. Cannon."

"What about you, Coalbanks? Can you guarantee a favorable outcome?"

"Of course," Coalbanks said. "Do you have any......witnesses?"

"If we don't, we will have," Cannon said. "Right, McBride?"

"We got plenty of witnesses, Mr. Cannon. They all seen it the way I figure  it happened; the big man pulled his pistol and Jim tried to defend himself with his knife."

"Is that good enough for you, Coalbanks?" Cannon sneered.

"That should impress any jury I know of," Coalbanks said. "I see no way out for the man. That sounds like an easy case."

"Where is the body?" Cannon asked.

"Still in Gadsby's, I reckon," McBride shrugged.

"Get that worthless undertaker Calloway over there and get Jim out of Gadsby's," Cannon snapped. "Arrange for a service at Christ Church tomorrow morning, and we'll bury the dumb son of a bitch as soon as somebody can dig a hole. Now get out; I have a meeting to finish."

"Yes sir," McBride said quickly, and practically ran for the door. Vincent was sitting at his desk, a concerned look on his face.

"Did he......take it badly?" he asked as McBride strode past him.

"Oh yeah, he's all tore up about it," McBride snickered. "Gonna need a mop for all the tears he cried."


After he was sure McBride was no longer in the building, Cannon turned to Coalbanks.


"I want that bastard given a proper hanging," he said quietly. "Nobody is going to get away with killing a member of my family, even if it was that worthless son of mine. Do you hear me, Coalbanks?"

"I hear you," Coalbanks intoned. "Justice will be served."

"I don't care if justice is served," Cannon snarled. "I want that man dead."

Coalbanks left, and Cannon sat at his desk for a full half hour, staring at the wall. He mentally reviewed his life with his son, who had no ambition, no intellect, and obviously no common sense.  At one point he started to feel grief; such a  feeling was alien to a man like Cannon, and he pushed it away. No, there would be no weeping for the son, who was so different from Cannon that some days Cannon wondered if he was truly the boy’s father.

Instead, a slow, burning rage began to build in Cannon’s soul. Now here was something he could sink his teeth into; this was an emotion he was familiar with. There was no capacity for grief or compassion in the man, but there was an endless supply of hatred, mean spiritedness, and other emotions so dangerous he dared not try to name them. It was in this deadly combination of violence and negativity which Cannon now found solace.

“You bastard,” he hissed quietly. “You filthy, rotten bastard. How dare you kill my son. no matter who you are, and no matter how worthless my son was, the shit he left in his baby diaper was worth more than you.”

Cannon stood up, all thoughts of grief wiped from his mind. Revenge was all that was left. Seething, all consuming revenge.  His decision had been made; his son’s killer would die by his hand, no matter what it took. No matter what.

Wargo was sitting at his desk when McBride came in. He jumped to his feet, pretending to be busy. McBride shook his head and waved him off.

"Sit down, stupid," he sighed. He looked over to the cell where Cole was, and then at the empty cell next to him. "Where's Jenkins? You cut him loose?"

"He's out back," Wargo said. 

McBride's eyes drifted over to the corner of the empty cell, where a small puddle of blood had collected.

"Dead or alive?"

"Dead," Wargo mumbled. "He tried to get away. Grabbed my keys, he did."

McBride looked over at Cole.

"That right, big man? You see it that way?"

"Sure," Cole said. "He tried what the deputy says." 

"Shit," McBride sighed. "Goddamned undertaker will be busy this week. Wargo, go back over to Gadsby's and tell them men they got to go to Eastville Tuesday next for a trial. Ain't none of them better not show up, either, if they know what's good for them."

"Trial?" Cole spoke up. "That be me?"

"That's right, big man," McBride smiled. "You is charged with murder, and will get a fair trial and a right fair hanging thereafter."

"That ain't much time," Cole said. "I got to get me a lawyer, don't I?"

"You'll get one," McBride said. "For all the good it'll do you." McBride stretched mightily, then looked at Cole curiously as if he had just remembered something. "You got folks hereabouts? You live in these parts. And what's your name, anyway?"

"Edward Randall. My folks is dead," Cole said. "Fever took 'em two years back." Cole had always gone by his middle name, but figured there was no need to tell McBride that. It might work to Cole's advantage when he escaped. 

"Oh," McBride said. "Well, I figger you'll be meetin' up with 'em soon enough."

Wargo had already contributed to Cole's plan. When he had told McBride how the sleeping man he had beaten and kicked to death had tried to escape by grabbing his key ring, something had clicked in Cole's mind. Key ring, huh? That's on your belt, and the key to this cell is on that ring.  Cole began to sort information about Wargo and the jail house procedure.

Eastville, Virginia

The trial of Cole Randall 

––––––––

Cole was transported across Chesapeake Bay to Eastville for his trial early the following Tuesday. He considered jumping overboard, a laughable idea at best; in irons, he would drown in seconds. He had been assigned an attorney who had agreed to take his case for no money when he heard that it was Cannon's family who was involved.

Cole had been given only thirty minutes to speak to attorney Nathan Alexander the day before his trial. Exasperated at the treatment his client had been given, Alexander complained mightily to McBride, who ignored him. Cole told his story, and Alexander assured him that no sane jury would convict him of murder if what he said was true;  but then again, Alexander had no idea what kind of evidence would be presented against Cole. 

Cole's case was called promptly at nine o'clock. The court stood in mute silence as the judge read the charges.

"Edward Randall, you are hereby charged this day with the crime of murder, to wit one James Cannon, said crime committed in Alexandria proper.  How do you plead?"

"My client pleads not guilty," Alexander said.

"So noted," the judge said, and made a notation on a piece of parchment. He laid the quill down and stared balefully at Cole. "Call your witnesses, Mr. Eammon."

Simon Eammon, who had been assigned to prosecute the case, called one of the men who had been in Gadsby's. The man sat down in the witness chair, a reluctant expression on his florid features. After administering the oath, Eammon began questioning him.

"Tell us what happened on that day in Gadsby's," he said.

"Well," the man began, "there was a fight. An argument, actually, and it turned bad. Two men was involved."

"Is one of those men in this court room?"

"Him," the man said, and pointed at Cole.

"And the other?"

"Jim Cannon was the other man."

"How did the argument......turn bad, as you put it?"

"They was arguing politics, and this man here......pulled a pistol."

"Lyin' bastard," Cole muttered to Alexander. "Kin he get away with that?  Damn ground ought to open up under his ass for that kind of horse shit story."

"Shhh," Alexander warned. "Let him finish, then it's our turn."

"Then what happened?" Eammon continued.

"Cannon  pulled a knife to defend himself, but this man here just shot him down. Cannon never had no chance at all."

"Thank you," Eammon smiled. "Your witness, Mr. Alexander."

Alexander stood up and walked over to the man, who was fidgeting and looking at the floor.

"You, sir, are lying, is that not the case?" he intoned. The man looked at him sheepishly.

"Who, me? I ain't lying. That be the way it happened."

Alexander began to worry. The question was intended to elicit an objection from Eammon, but the prosecutor had just sat there with a grin on his face. The fix was in.

"Isn't it true that Mr. Cannon drew his weapon first, and that Mr. Randall was the one defending himself?"

"No. It were the other way around. I seen it."

"Don't you mean that was the way you were told to say you saw it?" Again, there was no objection from Eammon.

"Nobody told me shit," the man snapped, an angry look on his face.

"That's all," Alexander sighed, and returned to his seat. He leaned over to Cole, a look of worry etched on his face. "You're in trouble here," he whispered. "Something isn't right."

"Oh, really?" Cole smirked. "You just figured that out? That man sat not five feet from where I was that day. He seen it all right, but Cannon's old man got to him. You just wait......every one of the bastards they bring up here will tell the same story. You’re wastin' your time, Mr. Alexander."

Nine more men appeared to testify, and  Cole could swear that some of them hadn't even been in Gadsby's the day of the killing. He was right; a couple of them were friends of Cannon's who owed him favors. Each one of them told the same lies, though, making Cole out to be a blood thirsty killer who had gunned James Cannon down like an animal for no good reason.

"They's makin' Jim out to sound like a saint," Cole whispered. "See what I told you?"

Alexander fought anyway; he grilled each witness mercilessly, throwing the ethics code out the window. All through it, Eammon said nothing. Finally, dripping in perspiration, Alexander collapsed into his chair and signaled that he had nothing left to say.

"So noted," the judge droned, and sent the jury to deliberate. They came back five minutes later and pronounced Cole guilty.

"So noted," the judge sighed, happy that he would not have to overturn a not guilty verdict. "The defendant will rise." Cole stood, and the judge looked down at him. "Do you have anything to say for yourself before I pass sentence?"

"I got plenty to say, but it ain't gonna do no good," Cole said bitterly. "Them witnesses lied, every one of 'em. It were a fair fight, self defense, and that's all there be to it. I reckon Cannon's old man paid everybody off, you included. That's the way I see it, so go ahead and tell me I got to hang, you big crook bastard."

"So noted," Coalbanks mumbled, and made another notation on his parchment. "The defendant, having been found guilty of the crime of murder, is hereby sentenced to death by hanging. Mr. Alexander?"

"I intend to appeal," Alexander said quickly. "Set the date for the hanging."

"December first," Coalbanks said. He stood up, signaling that the proceeding was over. Wargo came over to collect Cole, but Alexander motioned for him to wait.

"I wish to speak to my client. You can wait two minutes." Wargo shrugged and sat down in one of the pews. Alexander turned to Cole. "I'm appealing this case for irregularities and witness tampering," he said. "We'll have it transferred to another court in another state, if need be. I won't have this. This isn't justice; it's ridiculous."

"It's Cannon's way," Cole shrugged. "But that's all right, I got plans."

"So have I," Alexander said. "I intend to have you set free, young man. I've never seen such a travesty of justice in my life."

"Justice?" Cole scoffed. "I'll show you justice, Mr. Alexander. You just wait and see." He turned to go with Wargo, and Alexander called out to him.

"I'll win this!" he proclaimed. "You'll be a free man. I can win that appeal."

"Sorry you had to waste your time," Cole said over his shoulder as he shuffled to the door. "Don't you bother with no appeals, though," he grinned. "Won't be needin' 'em now."

"You got that right,"  Wargo said, and punched Cole in the kidneys. "You got two weeks to live, boy. They ain't gonna be real pleasant, either. I got somethin' special planned for you."

Alexandria, Virginia

The escape of Cole Randall

Cole knew that time was running out, and it wasn't the gallows he was worried about; it was Wargo. Cole's blatant brown nosing had previously saved him from any serious beatings at the hands of the deputy, but other reasons were responsible for his being delivered to the court house in one piece. After the Jenkins incident, McBride had taken the deputy aside and read him the riot act.

"You got to leave that boy alone," he had warned. "He's got to show up for trial lookin' healthy. He comes in there all beat up, and everybody on that jury will know something is up. Leave him be til the trial is over, then you can do whatever you want with him. Nobody gives a shit if a man got a few bruises on him at his hanging."

Now, as Cole was being transported back to Alexandria, he began to see changes in the way his jailer was treating him. The kidney punch at the court house had just been the beginning.

"You ever see a man hanged?" Wargo grinned, and elbowed Cole hard in the ribs. "It ain't pretty. It kin go fast, or it kin go slow; all depends on how the hangman ties the knot. He does it just so, and your neck snaps and that's it. He does it sloppy like, and you just hang there kickin' an' twitchin' til you suffocate. I know that hangman; he be a friend of Mr. Cannon. You is in for a tough time, boy."

Cole ignored Wargo as much as possible, and watched the cold water flow slowly,

Could Cole pull off what he had planned? If not, he had a horrible two weeks ahead of him, followed by a horrible five minutes swinging at the end of a rope. The escape would have to take place immediately, before another prisoner was brought into the jail. He didn't want to leave any witnesses behind who could trade information about him for their own freedom.

"Hey," Wargo snapped, and grabbed Cole by the ear. "You hear me, boy? I asked you somethin'." He twisted the ear until Cole yelped in pain.

"I heard you," Cole said. "I ain't never seen no hangin', and ain't never been hung myself. Reckon I'll just have to get used to it."

"You best not worry about that day," Wargo said. "You best worry about the two weeks you got to spend in my jail. Them is gonna be the worst days of your miserable life. I don't like no killers in my jail."

"Then you best put that desk of yours outside," Cole spat. He regretted the words as soon as he had spoken them, but the temptation had been too great. Wargo responded by slamming a haymaker into the side of Cole's head, knocking him senseless.

"Go ahead and  mouth off, boy," Wargo growled. "You’re just makin' it worse for yourself."

Cole fought off unconsciousness, the pain rocketing through his head. He looked into the dark blue waters of the bay and for one fleeting second saw himself being pulled under by the currents, his manacles wrapped around the neck of Billy Wargo. He gave Wargo a murderous stare; Wargo just laughed at him.

"You bad eye me, boy, and you'll get worse. I reckon you know that already, though. Maybe we kin figger a way for you to say you’re sorry," he grinned through his cheesy teeth, his hand rubbing his groin suggestively.

A wagon took them back to the jail from the mercantile waterfront along the Potomac where their boat had docked. Cole kept his head down so that no one would later recognize him; he had plans that included those docks.

Wargo shoved Cole off the wagon in front of the jail, then jumped down and administered a few well placed kicks with his heavy boots. Cole covered up as best he could and took the punishment without uttering a sound.

"Get up," Wargo commanded, and hauled Cole to his feet. He shoved him rudely through the door of the jail, kicked it shut behind him, and pointed to Cole's cell. "Get in there, boy. You know how it's done."

Cole headed for the cell. Wargo slammed the door behind him and Cole turned around. Now. It's now or never.   Wargo had a standard routine; every time a prisoner had to be removed from the cell, he was manacled hand and foot before the door was unlocked. There was a horizontal slot in the iron bars of the cell door that Wargo used for the prisoner's hands; for the feet, he reached through the bars while the prisoner stood as close as he could to the door.  He always did the feet first, then the hands. When the prisoner was returned to the cell, he went through the same procedure to remove the irons.

Cole assumed the position while Wargo undid the chains on his feet. Now, you have to do it now, he thought as Wargo stood up. Wargo reached for the chains on Cole's wrists and undid them. Cole immediately withdrew his hands and stuck them back through the upper part of the barred door, grabbing Wargo by the shirt. 

Wargo tried to pull free, but he was too slow. Cole yanked Wargo toward him as hard as humanly possible; there was a sickening cracking noise as Wargo's head slammed into the iron bars. His eyes glazed over, and he started to collapse. 

"Not yet, you no good rat bastard," Cole hissed, and grabbed Wargo's shirt collar with his right hand. He jerked the deputy into the bars over and over with blows so hard the cell quaked from the impact. A huge crack opened up in Wargo's head from the crown of his skull to his nose. A fetid smell filled the jail as Wargo's dying bowels emptied themselves of their contents.

Cole grabbed the key ring from Wargo's belt and shoved the dead deputy rudely to the floor. Seconds later, he had the cell door open. 

"He ran to the jail door, which he immediately locked. He had hoped that McBride would return at that point so that he could kill him as well, but such was not the case. He considered waiting for him, but thought better of it. "Best get," he muttered, and began rifling through the drawers of the jail house desk.

"Damn!" he exclaimed as he opened the third drawer;  there in the bottom was a money belt, stuffed with gold coins. "You crooks been doin' all right for yourselves." Cole quickly opened his shirt and strapped the belt to his midsection. A brand new John Manton percussion pistol was also in the drawer; Cole stuffed it into his waistband. The balls and caps went into his pants pocket. "What else you got?" he mused aloud as he looked around. "Yeah, that'll do," he smiled as his eyes met the rifle rack.

A heavy winter coat hung from a peg next to the rack;  Cole put it on. The rifle rack contained two old flintlocks, and.......what the hell is that?  Cole lifted the last weapon out of the rack; it was huge. "Hawken Brothers, St. Louis," Cole read aloud from the inscription plate on the stock. "Fifty caliber. Damn, that ought to  put a big goddamned hole in just about anything what walks," he mumbled, and grabbed the powder horn and ammunition pouch for the piece. He looked back at Wargo and nodded his head. "Now that be justice," he  said, and turned for the back door of the jail that led into the alleyway. He grabbed a slouch beaver hat from another peg on the wall, jammed it down over his ears, and let himself out into the cold November air.

McBride came back to the jail an hour and a half later;  he knew something was wrong as soon as he pushed on the door and it didn't budge. Dusk was approaching, and the lamp inside the jail had not been lit.

"Wargo!" he called out. "Open the goddamned door!" Nothing happened. "Son of a bitch, now what," he muttered, and headed around back. There he discovered that the back door was ajar; he pulled his pistol and kicked the door all the way open. "Wargo? You in there?" McBride was greeted by an uncharacteristic silence. There was also a rotten smell wafting his way. Something was wrong.

McBride ran into the jail in a crouch, pistol at the ready. He saw nothing until his gaze drifted over to the cell doors, one of which was open. A lifeless lump lay next to it.

"Ah shit," he sighed, and put the pistol away. He walked over to Wargo's lifeless form and shook his head. "Stupid bastard, you let that big fucker get away, didn't you. McBride looked outside with resignation. He had never had anyone escape from his jail, and he really didn't know what to do next. All that went through his mind was what Josiah Cannon would say. 

––––––––

Cole walked briskly toward the docks, being careful to avoid contact with anyone. Fortunately for him, it was the tail end of the dinner hour and most of the inhabitants of Alexandria were still feeding themselves. His own growling stomach reminded him that he had not eaten, but he pushed the minor discomfort away and kept on.

Cole passed the Stabler Leadbetter Apothecary, where he knew George Washington had purchased medicine, then Carlyle House, where Washington had argued strategy with Braddock; the individuals inside both places paid him no mind as he trudged by, the big rifle slung over his shoulder. A boy outside the Friendship Fire Company gaped at him openly, but soon grew bored at the sight of the shambling giant and went back to whittling on a stick.

Gadsby's loomed up in Cole's view, and he found that he could not help but look at the place where his future had been so dramatically altered. Two drunken  men staggered out into the street, and one relieved himself openly to the hoots of some nearby women. Cole passed by unnoticed and breathed a sigh of relief.

Cole turned left at Christ Church and headed for the mercantile area where the boat had left him that morning. He passed the  empty  Presbyterian Meeting House, and five minutes later he was standing in the shadows of the cargo sheds that lined the docks. Activity on the waterfront was sparse; a few men could be seen loading and unloading a couple of cargo ships, but otherwise the place was deserted.

"Shit," he muttered. "Wouldn't you know it, there ain't nobody around I kin book a ride with." He reached into his shirt, undid one of the pouches of the money belt, and took out a good hand full of coins. He slipped them into his pocket and stepped out of the shadows, his eyes roaming the sheds and buildings in hopes of seeing someone of authority.

Minutes later, a grizzled old man smoking a pipe stepped out of a shed and motioned to some men who were taking cargo into the hold of a ship; he was wearing a captain's hat. Cole ambled down to where he was and stood watching the load being transferred.

"Afternoon," he nodded when the captain took notice of him.

"C'est magnifique," the captain said, his arm describing an arc in the air.

"Shit," Cole muttered. "A Frenchy. Probably don't speak a word of English."

"Je parle Anglais," the captain said. "Et vous?"

"If you speak English, get to it," Cole said. "I need me a ride."

"Ride? passage?" The captain pointed to the ship. "We are no passenger ship. C'est cargo ship."

"Don't matter none to me," Cole said casually, looking back toward the direction from which McBride would come if he decided to check the docks for Cole. "Cargo, passenger, whatever it be. I kin work if you want," he added quickly.

"Travail? I have men," the captain shrugged, looking Cole up and down. "C'est grande physique," he said. "You have money?"

"Sure," Cole said. "I got money. How much I need?"

"Forty dollars, American. We go to St. Louis, no?"

"I go to St Louis, yes," Cole said quickly. "You take me. When you leaving?"

“One hour," the captain said. "Je m'appelle Roubidoux," he said, and stuck out his hand.

"R........uh, Roberts," Cole said. "John Roberts." Cole shook the captain's hand and paid him the forty dollars. The captain motioned for Cole to follow him, and led the way to the wheelhouse. 

"You stay," he said, indicating a wooden bench. 

"How long is the trip? I ain't never been to St. Louis," Cole asked.

"Deux weeks, then trois days by river."

"How many? I don't speak French."

"Two weeks," the captain repeated, then held up three fingers. "Three days." He eyed  the big Hawken rifle and smiled. "C'est grande cannon," he grinned. "No chevaux now, eh John Roberts?" he winked, and made a rowing motion with his hands.

"No," Cole sighed. "No chevaux, whatever the hell that means."

"Horse," Roubidoux cackled, and left the wheelhouse to finish supervising the loading.

"Crazy bastard," Cole mumbled. "What the hell did I get myself into now?" 

––––––––

“What do you mean, he got away?" Josiah Cannon roared. McBride looked sheepishly at the floor.

"I weren't there," McBride said. "That dumb shit Wargo took him back to jail from the docks, and I went to dinner. When I got back Wargo were dead, and the boy gone."

"Then what in God's name are you doing here?  Why aren't you out looking for him?" 

"I figgered you ought to know," McBride said. "You need to  get me some more men to look for him; I got no more deputies."

"No more deputies," Cannon sighed. "You're an idiot, McBride, you know that? Jesus, you had the man in irons and he still got away. How did he do it? Is he Merlin or something?"

"Dunno," McBride said quietly. "I weren't......"

"I know, you weren't there. Maybe you should have been there; did you ever think of that? Wargo couldn't piss straight unless somebody held his pecker for him, and you left him  in charge of the prisoner. You'd better find that man, McBride." The look in Cannon's eyes told McBride that if Cole got away, there would be more than a new deputy needed. 

"I'll get right on it," McBride said, and headed for the door. "What about them helpers?"

"Clean out the first tavern you come to," Cannon snapped. "Anybody complains, you tell them to come see me."

McBride raided the Walking Dog for six men who would now devote the rest of their evening to searching the area for Cole;  they had balked at first, but  the mention of Cannon's name proved sufficient to change their minds. They fanned out into the streets, and McBride decided to head for the docks. Cole had already been gone half an hour when he got there.

McBride tried to strong arm some work crews into helping him, but a three hundred pound man armed with a bailing hook convinced him that he'd  best get his help elsewhere. He spotted an old harbor master smoking a pipe by the cargo sheds and approached him.

"You there!" he commanded. "Get over here. Alvah McBride, Chief Constable. We got a fugitive what killed two  men, and we mean to find him. You seen anybody hereabouts what don't look right, maybe somebody tryin' to hide on one of these boats?" McBride indicated the pier, where a dozen or so ships of various sizes bobbed peacefully in the dark water like silent corks.

"I ain't seen nobody," the man shrugged, and tapped his pipe out on a post. "What's  he look like?"

"Big man, maybe twenty years old. Real tall, with yellow hair. He probably got a big rifle with him." The thoughts of what that rifle could do to a man's body made McBride shudder; he could very well find himself in its sights.

"No, can't say I seen anybody like that. Who'd he kill?"

"My deputy Wargo, and Josiah Cannon's son." The harbor master let out a low whistle.

"Wouldn't want to be him, no sir," he said. "Cannon be a big man here."

"That's right, and he'd be most grateful to anybody who seen this man and helped catch him," McBride said. 

"I ain't seen nobody," the harbor master repeated. McBride looked up and down the pier, rubbing his chin.

"Any ships leave here today?"

"Ships leave all the time. They come, they go. All cargo ships today, though. No passenger ships. Cargo haulers don't take no passage."

"All right," McBride said, and turned to go. "You keep your eyes open. There’s a reward." He headed back to town; perhaps the other men had  found Cole.

They had not. When McBride arrived at the Walking  Dog, the men were back at the bar drinking. They looked at him disinterestedly and went back to their whiskey.

"I told you bastards to look for that man!" McBride yelled. "What the hell are you doing back here?"

"Drinkin'," one man said. McBride walked over to him, a murderous look on his face.

"Oh, you is drinkin', eh?" McBride turned away, then pivoted quickly and slammed his fist into the man's jaw. He fell to the floor in a heap, out cold. "Let's see what you kin drink with a busted jaw," he growled. "You other fuckers best get out of here and find that man." 

"We looked," one man called out. "We didn't find no man. Nobody seen nobody what looks like him, neither. He must have got away."

"He's still here!" McBride roared. "He has to be! I been to the docks, and he ain't left on no boat, so where the fuck did he go? He didn't have no horse; how far kin a man get on foot? Old man Cannon wants that man, I tell you, and if you don't do your job, you'll pay." McBride pulled his pistol and leveled it at the head of the nearest man. "You! Get your ass out on that street."

"All right, don't get all riled up. Come on, boys," the man said, motioning to his cohorts. "Let's go find this bastard, even though he ain't here." The men gave McBride a vicious look and filed out onto the street for the second time that day. It was now getting darker, and their thirst overwhelmed their good sense. When they discovered that McBride had not followed or watched them, they bolted for Gadsby's.

"Sons of bitches," McBride muttered, and holstered his pistol.

"Thanks a lot," the barkeep grumbled. "Now I got no customers."

"Shut up, Reardon," McBride snapped. "Or I'll put your ass out there, too."

"What's so important about one man?" Reardon asked, wiping the bar where his customers had formerly sat.

"Like I said before, he killed Cannon's kid. And my deputy Wargo."

"Wargo? That fool? Who the fuck will miss him? He was stick your finger in your own ass and lick it stupid, he were. Mean fucker, too. Good riddance, I say."

"And Cannon's kid?" McBride sneered. "Got anything to say about him?"

"He been in here a time or two," Reardon said. "Cheap trash, you ask me. Just like his old man. All money and no balls."

"You got a lot to say, Reardon. Maybe I'll tell Cannon some of it."

"Go right ahead," Reardon said evenly. "Leave town after you do, though. I ain't one of your lick ass Cannon puppets. I got no family, and I ain't that young. All I got is this here tavern. You want to try me?" Reardon's hand drifted under the bar, and his eyes locked onto McBride's. McBride met his gaze for a minute, then looked away.

"I got no problem with you, Reardon," he said resolutely. "I got enough trouble right now to keep me busy. But I'll remember what you said. Don't you cross me."

"Crosses go on graves," Reardon said. "You tell your friend Cannon that."

McBride muttered something to himself and got up. He had the authority of the law on his side, but  he was a coward. He had always relied on the element of surprise backed by the force of his badge to keep himself on top, but a man like Reardon would be trouble. Reardon, who had fought in the war of 1812, would wait until you were asleep, climb through your window, and cut your throat without a second thought. McBride stopped in the door of the tavern, determined to have the last word.

"Watch your back, Reardon," he said, and left. He felt like a big man as he walked down the street, having faced down the big thug who owned the Walking Dog, but the trickle of sweat that ran down his neck told him otherwise. He ignored it and went about his business.

“Aaaarrgghh!" Cole roared, and threw up  over the rail of the Bon Ami. Roubidoux came over, clutching his sides  in laughter.

"Voila!" he exclaimed. "Degobbiler! John Roberts c'est sick, non?"

"I'm dyin', you French prick," Cole gurgled, and leaned over the side. "How the fuck do you Frenchies take this shit?"

"We are, how do you say, used to it. You will be too, soon enough."

Cole looked off at the wavering horizon, which he immediately regretted. The ship hit another six footer, and he felt as if the Earth had just fallen away from under him. He clutched the rail and nearly fainted.

Roubidoux clapped Cole on the back and laughed heartily. "John Roberts, you will not die. Many have set sail, n'est-ce-pas? You will live. Have some rum." He extended an earthenware jug, which Cole pushed away.

"Fuck your rum," he grumbled weakly. "Shit will kill a damn horse."

"Les chevaux magnifique!" Roubidoux crowed. "Lune a cheval, l'autre a pied."

"Forty fuckin' dollars for this," Cole sighed, and collapsed onto the deck, his head spinning madly. "Nobody kin live through this. Nobody."

After three days of violent illness, the symptoms began to abate as Cole got his sea legs. Soon he was strolling the decks of the ship with no ill effects at all. He even began to swill Roubidoux's rum, which he found to his liking.

"This shit be pretty good," he slurred one afternoon after a good bout with the jug. "Better than that hog piss Gadby's serves up."

"Gadsby's? You have been to Gadsby's?" Roubidoux asked suspiciously. "Murder was done there, was it not?"

"Wasn't no fuckin' murder," Cole glowered. "T'were self defense. What you know about that?"

"Nothing," Roubidoux shrugged. "Et vous?"

The look on Roubidoux's face told Cole that he had been found out. He shrugged and took another pull at the jug. 

"I were there," he said casually. "I seen it. One man pulled a knife, and he wouldn't stop. The other man shot him in self defense. That was all there were to it. The constable made it out otherwise, cause the man what got killed were a  rich man's son. Other than that, I don't know shit. I ran because I didn't want to get involved."

"Tres bien," Roubidoux said. "I see. So you leave? You have no......home?"

"No," Cole said softly, and turned away to gaze at the sea. "No home. Not no more."

Roubidoux left him standing by the rail, looking out at the greenish blue water of the Florida keys. The ship began to execute a turn to starboard; after this many days at sea, Cole could feel the maneuvers of the ship without even looking into the wheel house to see which way the Bon Ami was being steered. Soon they would be in New Orleans; Cole had studied the charts and maps that Roubidoux kept in the wheel house, and knew that their destination was about four days  away.

Then what?  he thought. St. Louis? What the hell is in St. Louis, and what makes you think it will be any different from Alexandria? Like as not, it will be the same damn routine. Crooked constables, rich men running the show, and a jail cell for anybody who don't like it.

"Shit," he sighed, and finished the jug. "Just have to find someplace where there ain't no cities, or constables, or people." But where? He pushed the thought away and headed below to his sleeping quarters. "I'll find it," he muttered. "If it be the last damn thing I do."

The Bon Ami put in at Chalmette, and Roubidoux directed Cole to the Canal Street area of New Orleans, where the docks were. Here, he explained, Cole could book passage on a river barge or small ship to St. Louis. Not knowing any better, he chose a barge; no sooner had the hundred foot flat bottomed craft pushed off into the Mississippi than he regretted his choice.

"A bas les perches!" the captain shouted, and thirty big Creole men put their backs into ash poles. The barge lurched out onto the choppy river, and immediately began to buck and heave in the swells.

"Ah, shit," Cole sighed. "More Frenchies, and more goddamn waves. Hey!" he called out to one of the pole men. "I thought rivers was smooth."

"You are beaucoup crazy!" the man roared with laughter. "Derriere chez nous, il y a un etang."

Cole had no idea what the man had said, but he knew it had something to do with his ass. 

"How far to St. Louis?" he called out. 

"For you?" the captain chortled. "Too long. You are......how do you say; flatlander. You sick next few days, dans mon chemin."

"I ain't dancin' with you or nobody else."

"You will," the captain said knowingly, not knowing that Cole had just spent two tortuous weeks at sea. "I will wager you."

"How much?" Cole said quickly, knowing that the swells of the Mississippi could never  hope to match what the Atlantic Ocean had done to his stomach.

"Your passage," the captain grinned, and pretended to lurch unsteadily on the passe avant, the walkway down the middle of the pirogue. He clutched at his stomach, made heaving noises, and laughed uproariously.

"I'll take your wager," Cole said, and stood up. He proceeded to walk from one end of the barge to the other without missing a step. He finished by executing a cartwheel, and sat down. "You'll be sorry you bet against me, Frenchy," he grinned. The captain just stared, then walked away, shaking his head.

The Mississippi threw everything it had at Cole; swells and waves that  rivaled  the  ones he had endured on the Atlantic buffeted the barge and tossed it around like a piece of driftwood. Through it all, Cole sat leaning against the cargo, a silly smile on his face and a jug of rum next to him. The captain, who was determined to win his bet, did everything he could to disrupt Cole's digestive system.

"Levez les perches!" he would roar, and the barge would lurch perilously in the violent water. "A bas! avant a trois recontre!" The pole men would grumble and put their backs into it in order to execute the ridiculous maneuvers called for, but none of it had any effect.  One horrendous wave, which the captain had ordered the barge steered into, swamped the deck and swept two men and some of the cargo overboard. Cole looked around and shrugged, then lit his pipe and smiled. Finally, the captain gave up.

"You have defeated me," he said solemnly. "Mon dieu, you have a stomach of iron, Monsieur Roberts."

"Merci," Cole said, bowing from the waist. "But you kin keep my passage money. I weren't straight with you, because I wanted to have some fun. Before this here trip, I done two weeks at sea. This river ain't shit compared to that."

"I see," the captain said. "You are an honest man, John Roberts. But a bet is a bet......I will reduce your fare by half.....demi. Is fair?"

"Is fair," Cole grinned. "Just get me to St. Loo alive."

"What the hell do you mean, you can't find him? You stupid bastard, you'd better find him," Cannon scowled. "If he puts up a fight and gets killed in the process, so much the better. That way, that pompous Alexander can't pull any of his legal tricks with that appeal."

"We're still lookin'," McBride said. "He can't get far with no horse."

"You said he took your money stash," Cannon smirked. "He could buy a horse with that, couldn't he? How much did you have, anyway?"

"Dunno," McBride lied. "That were part of Wargo's duties, to watch the money. And that weren't mine, necessarily. We used that money to buy shit for the jail, like that big fuckin'  rifle he stole, and my pistol."

"You'd better hope you don't get down range of that piece," Cannon warned. "I've seen what those Hawken rifles can do. One of those trappers who use them was here one time, and he put on a little exhibition. No one who gets shot by one of those will live to tell about it."

"I ain't worried," McBride said. "I ain't intendin' on gettin' in front of him," he said with an evil grin. Of the two dozen or so men McBride had killed in his "official duties," not  one of them had seen his face.

"Time's wasting," Cannon said sternly. "Maybe we should get the Army involved. They have men all over the place; maybe one of them will spot the bastard."

"Good idea," McBride said. "I'll get Pops McCormack to make some drawings of him, and I'll send 'em  off to the nearest post."

"Make sure it says shoot on sight," Cannon hissed.

St. Louis, Missouri

December, 1825

––––––––

"Heave to! Get that barge up near the pilings, you stupid Creole bastards!" Dock Master Ian McNaughton stood at the edge of the pier, a murderous scowl on his face. He waved wildly at the pole men, who were fighting a small eddy that was preventing the pirogue from docking properly. "You stupid Canuck fuckers!" McNaughton screamed. "Can' you do nothing right? Lafayette himself couldn't have  found stupider bastards than you if he looked for a hundred years!"

"Les embarras!" the captain yelled, signifying that there was something in the river blocking his way. "L'on, ton, laridon, dai," he sang,  grabbing his privates, and thrust his hips obscenely at McNaughton.

"You French bastard, I'll cut that fuckin' thing off and feed it to my dog!" McNaughton yelled, shaking his fist. The pole men continued to battle the current, to no avail. Cole, who had been watching with great amusement, finally stood up and stretched mightily. He elbowed his way past the captain and walked over to the edge of the passe avant.

"You there, old man!" he yelled at McNaughton.

"What? Who you callin' old man, you young piece of dog shit? I'll tie a piece of your hide on the hawg, I will."

"Gimme a rope to  tie  on this goddamn barge," Cole yelled. "Less you want to see it bob around in the river all damn day. Old man."

McNaughton spit out a string of vile curses, then grabbed a rope and threw it to Cole.

"Put the other end around your neck, cause you is a dead man when I get my mitts on your ass."

"Settle down, you old coot," Cole laughed, and attached the rope to the superstructure. "Tie her on the post yonder," he said. "Old man."

"You'll get yours," McNaughton sneered as he made the knot. "I figger to rip your innards  out and stick 'em up your ass, you big bastard."

Cole grinned broadly and got a good hold of the rope; McNaughton could scarcely believe what happened next. Cole leaned into the rope and began to pull as hard as he could. The cords in his neck stood out like the rope he had in his hands, and a strange grimace appeared on his face. McNaughton stared in disbelief as the giant slowly pulled the barge and the dock toward one another; it was hard to tell if the barge was moving, or the shore itself. Finally, the dock bumpers touched wood and the captain, who was as stunned as McNaughton, ordered the barge tied off.

"I seen it, but I don't believe it," McNaughton said, scratching his head as Cole jumped onto the dock, the big rifle over his shoulder. He looked the monster up and down, shaking his head. "You ain't human, boy." 

"I ain't no old man, neither," Cole grinned. "Where kin a man get a good meal hereabouts?"

"Right yonder," McNaughton said, and pointed toward the muddy streets of St. Louis. "St. Loo Hotel, I reckon. If you eat like you pull barges, you best give 'em notice so they kin butcher another beef critter."

Cole nodded in appreciation and shuffled off toward the hotel, which also housed the Prairie Dog Tavern. People stared openly at him as he walked along, their eyes eventually drifting to the rifle.

"Ain't no buffalo in St. Loo," one man said good naturedly, pointing at the gun.

"That be what everybody's staring at me for?" Cole laughed. 

"That's it," the man said. "Most men carry pistols, not deck guns from the Constitution."

"I got a pistol, too," Cole said. "I just got here. I don't figger to carry this rifle around all the damn time; thing weighs a ton."

"Sure," the man snickered, noting that in Cole's grasp, the rifle looked like a toothpick. "A real weakling, you are." He shook his head and went about his business, and Cole went into the dining room and tavern part of the hotel. He sat down at the bar and set the rifle down behind him. The barkeep eyed him suspiciously as he took off his coat.

"Don't worry," Cole grinned.  I ain't gonna shoot the place up." He took a gold piece out of his pocket and set in on the bar. "I need a square meal. That be enough?"

"That'll do," the man said. "And then some. I'll tell the cook to fetch you a proper steak. Maybe half the cow," he nodded, looking Cole up and down.

"I'll eat the whole damn thing, horns and all," Cole said eagerly. The food on the barge had been trerrible;  dried beef, corn dodgers, and rum. The only time they'd  had fresh meat was when they had put ashore and one of the men had gotten a deer. The barkeep went into the kitchen, then returned to place a cup in front of Cole.

"Whiskey?"

"Nah, I be used to rum. I'll have that."

"Rum it is. Where you from?"

“New York," Cole said, and took a sip.

"Oh. What brings you to St. Loo?"

"I been travelin' the country, what there is of it. All looks the same to me."

"You goin' huntin'?" the barkeep said, nodding toward the rifle.

"Nah, my Pap gave me this," Cole lied. "What the hell for, I dunno. I ain't even fired it yet."

"You'll be sorry when you do," the barkeep said. "That's a heller of a piece. They make ‘em here, for the mountain men. You got a name?"

"Cole." The word was barely out of his mouth when he realized what he had done. What if McBride showed up here, and had found out what Cole's middle name was? Then again, it was too late now; he sighed with resignation and drained his cup. "John Cole Roberts," he added, thinking of the name he had used on the trip down.

"I'm George Starnes. You know, the men who make them rifles is right down the street a piece. You might want to stop by there and have a talk with them before you shoot that thing and kill yourself."

"Are they?" Cole looked up quickly. Do they keep good records? Think they'll  recognize this thing and remember who they sold it to?  "Maybe I'll drop by," he said, dismissing the possibility as idiotic.

Cole's steak came, and he delved into it with a zeal the barkeep could hardly believe.

"I only seen one man what could eat like that," he said. "Big fat man, from the west;  but that were a long time ago. You're travelin', huh? Where you headed next?"

"Dunno," Cole said between mouthfuls. "St. Loo be about it, ain't it? I mean, what's past here except wilderness?"

"The west," the man said reverently. "Now that's  a place a young man like you ought to see. I were there one time myself, but I had to come back. I got obligations here; but with God as my witness, if I didn't have shit keeping me here I'd go back, even at my age. That's where that Hawken rifle would be of use to you."

"The west? I thought all there was after here was Injuns and forest. What's so good about that? I hear them Injuns is right hostile."

"Injuns and forest, huh?" Starnes grinned. "That's part of it, but there's more. You ever hear of the Shining Mountains?"

"Nope."

"They is called the Rockies, too, but the old timers call 'em the Shining Mountains.  You wouldn't believe 'em," Starnes said
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