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“Wake up,” Snow Star said urgently. “Come now.”

“Go away,” Becky Barrett sighed as she rolled over into her blankets. “I want to sleep.”

“No sleep!” Snow Star yelled. “Get big ass out of bed!”

“I do not have a big ass!” Becky yelled. “What do you want? Why are you here? It’s still night.”

“Sun come up now, lazy bastard!” Snow Star yelled. “Get ass up. Something bad happen. You see.”

“Now what,” Becky sighed as she sat up on the edge of the bed. “I want breakfast!” she yelled after the departing form of the 15 year old Pawnee girl. “You make.”

“You eat this,” Snow Star giggled as she bent over and pulled down her pants.

“Why me,” Becky said as she dressed. She came out into the tavern, which was empty. Even the cooks weren’t up yet. She looked out the window at the ugly yellow sun, which was trying to poke its way through the heavy gray clouds at the edge of the horizon. She lit a coal oil lamp and sat down at a table. She looked around for her Sherry decanter. Snow Star came back in.

“No drink,” she commanded. “This all you do. Come outside and see what bad man do.”

“Stick it in your little ass,” Becky smiled. “I am nine years older than you, and I own this post. I make the rules, not you. I can drink if I want to.”

“You suck big horse penis,” Snow Star snapped. “Come see what man do. He do this for you. Then you be happy, big asshole.”

“See this?” Becky said as she took a 14” Jim Black hunting knife out of her belt. 

“I see,” Snow Star said as she pulled her own Black. “You stupid old woman. I stick knife in your ass,” she giggled. “I give you good ass beating. You like?”

“Old? Who are you calling old, you little bastard?” Becky laughed.

“You more old than me,” Snow Star shrugged. “Me more young, more fast, like to kill more. I kill you fast,” she said. “You die good. Then I own post.”

“You own shit. Why did you wake me up? I need my beauty sleep.”

“No work,” Snow Star said. “I told you why I get you. Why you ask me this? You lose brain from Shirley?”

“Sherry,” Becky said as she eyed the decanter full of the delicious British drink that had become her favorite.

“You drink all day. You die soon, you keep this up.”

“Everybody here drinks,” Becky sighed. “Except you. Indians can’t hold their licker,” she giggled. “I can, by the ears.”

“Outside, big dummy,” Snow Star snapped. “I no say again.”

“All right,” Becky sighed as she got up. “What’s the big attraction?”

“You see,” Snow Star said.

They went out into the cold morning air. There was a heavy fog, and as they approached the Flathead River it became thinner. 

“This better be good,” Becky said. “Or I’ll beat your little Pawnee ass. You forget who taught you Karate.”

“You teach shit,” Snow Star laughed. “I beat your ass all day long.”

“Just remember, smartass, I taught you everything you know, but I didn’t teach you everything I know.”

As they approached the shore of the river, a form began to come into view. When Becky could see what it actually was, she stepped back in horror.

“No,” she whispered. “Go get Johnson.”

Snow Star scampered off to wake Right Hand Johnson, the one handed,  grizzled old trapper who was the foundation of not only Becky’s two  posts, but of all the mountain men in the west.

Becky stared at what was before her, unable to comprehend how anything like this could happen. There, on the shore of the river, was a perfect 15 foot tall wooden cross, imbedded in the sand. Strapped to the cross in the classic crucifixion position was the naked body of a young woman. The only thing she wore was a calico bonnet on her head, which identified her as a settler. There were several wounds on her body, any one of which would have been fatal.

Johnson came out and stared at the cross.

“You got trouble,” he said. “Ain’t nobody does this to no human without he be crazy. I figger this to be some sort of message. Kid, go git Doc and Fat. They got to see this.”

Snow Star ran back to where the trappers’ private quarters were. She returned with seven foot tall Jake Stanton and Chester “Fat Bastard” McHugh, all 650 lbs of him. Jake rubbed the sleep from his eyes and stared at the crucifixion. 

“What in the name of Jesus be this?” he exclaimed.

Fat backed up a step and looked around, a pistol in his hand. “Somebody done lost they mind to do this. Took some time, too. Nobody heard nothing last night?”

“Not me,” Becky said.

“Too drunk to hear anything,” Snow Star said. “Drink Shirley all day.”

“You didn’t hear anything either,” Becky snapped. 

Johnson looked off to the meadow to the west of the post, where post engineer Jack Purcell’s Flathead crew had their camp. He saw smoke curling up. “Go git some Flatheads, Snow Star.” 

“What are we gonna do with this here gal?” Jake said.

“Nothin’,” Johnson said. “She be dead. Cut her ass down. Becky, go git a blanket and cover her up. Ain’t right for nobody to  see her like this.”

“I wonder where her people be?” Fat said. “She be a settler gal.”

“Hard to say,” Johnson said. “Most likely they come from Becky’s other post on the Kansas. Whoever done this must have caught ‘em along the way, or between here and the Wasatch.”

“You kallate it were Injuns?” Jake said.

“Injuns don’t know about this crucifix stuff. A few of ‘em what kin parlez-vous act like Catholics, but they be peaceable. I ain’t never seen any of ‘em do stupid shit like this here. Besides, they be back east. This be a white man what done this.”

Becky came back with a blanket. Fat and Snow Star rocked the cross back and forth until it fell over. They cut the girl loose and wrapped her in the blanket.

“Put her in the ice house,” Johnson said. “Maybe her folks will show up. If nobody comes by, we’ll give her a proper sendoff Injun style.”

“You mean burn her?” Becky said.

“I do,” Johnson said. “There only be two ways you go under in the west. You get put out to be et by critters, or you git burned on a barge. There ain’t no grave yards hereabouts.”

Three Flatheads came over and stared nervously, their keen eyes darting back and forth between the blanket and the cross.

“Cut this here thing up and burn it,” Johnson said, pointing at the cross. “Fill in that hole.”

“This bad thing,” one Flathead said. “Man do?”

“Well it weren’t no grizzly what done it,” Johnson said. “Git to work. And tell yer village leaders to watch their hair. Put out some sentries. We got no idea what this crazy bastard will do next, or who he’ll do it to.”

Becky and Snow Star put the dead woman in the ice house and they all went into the tavern, where breakfast was being served. Dan McNeil came out and joined them.

“What happened?” he yawned. “You is all up early.”

“Somebody got killed and crucified. You know what that be, Squaw Pussy?” Johnson grinned, knowing that there was zero chance that McNeil, with his less than stellar mind, would know.

“I know what it be,” McNeil huffed. “Always makin’ me out to be stupid.”

“I didn’t make ya stupid, yer Ma and Pa done it for me,” Johnson hooted. 

“I had schooling,” Dan snapped. “What makes you so smart, anyway?”

“I be a college graduate, and you be stupid. Tell us what crucifixion is, genius.”

“That be when you is born, they cut off part of yer dick.”

Johnson laughed so hard coffee shot out of his nose. “Yer dumber than ya look, and that be a fair piece of work to beat. That be circumcision, ya moron. Crucifixion is what they done to Jesus.”

“Well I weren’t there,” Dan huffed. “I be 36 years old. Jesus got to be at least ninety by now. How the hell would I know what they done to him?”

“I give up,” Johnson sighed, wiping his eye. “He outdone himself again. Jesus be ninety. Nobody should have this much fun.”

Becky took the gold crucifix out of her blouse and showed it to Dan. “This is what it is.”

“Oh, that,” Dan said casually. “I seen that before. Why didn’t ya just say so? Who got killed?”

“Settler gal,” Fat said as he heaped his plate with bacon, eggs, pancakes, biscuits, and salt meat. “Some crazy bastard done for her and tied her to a big wood cross down by the river.”

“Where be her folks?”

“Dunno,” Johnson said. “You feel like it, you kin go look for ‘em. We got no idea where she come from.”

“I’ll find out,” Dan shrugged. “I kin track.”

“Got to be able to do somethin’,” Johnson muttered. “Go on out there with Doc, and see if you kin track ‘em down. Watch out fer the killer.”

“Killer best watch out fer me,” Dan said. “I be fierce.”

“Okay, you tell him about crucifixion when ya run across him.”

After breakfast, Jake and Dan mounted up and went down to the river. Dan got down and inspected the ground.

“He come from the south,” he said. “Tracks go in two directions. He come out of the wood line to git here, but left here  on open ground. Must have built that contraption yonder, you kin see where he dragged it over here.”

“All right,” Jake said. “Let’s see what we kin find. We got to follow the tracks he made when he come here, so we kin look fer the gal’s folks.”

“We kin follow the other ones too,” Dan said. “We find him, we kin put him under.”

“He’ll probably go into the Swan River and travel a few miles that way. We’ll lose him fer sure.”

“All right, we’ll look fer the settlers first. Probably a waste of time, though. I kallate they’ll de dead.”

They found the Conestoga wagon two hours later. An old man and  woman were in the back, shot through the head. There was nobody else. Their belongings were still in the wagon; it appeared that the girl had been a tag along passenger. There was nothing in their  gear that would serve to identify any of them.

“Looks like she hitched a ride with these old bastards, whoever she was,” Dan said. “Damned old fools, what the hell were they tryin’ to do at their age?” he said as he doused the wagon with a jug of coal oil he had found inside.

“Probably got family in California,” Jake said. “Ain’t gonna see ‘em now. This be crazy, what these folks do. They come here and disappear, and their folks never see ‘em again. And there be no way to tell who they was. If we had that, Becky could send ‘em a letter.”

“Fuck ‘em,” Dan scowled as he took flint and steel and started a fire under the wagon. “They asked fer this. And people call me stupid. I ain’t the one in the back of a wagon with my head shot off.”

“Bullet would bounce off,” Jake grinned. “They’d have to shoot you in the ass. That be where yer brain is.”

“You and Johnson is real funny,” Dan said. “Let’s git. This thing is gonna burn real good.”

On the way back, they looked for the other set of tracks. As Jake suspected, they went into the Swan.

“That be that,” he said. “I ain’t gonna traipse through no river all day lookin’ fer this asshole. It ain’t worth it. He didn’t kill nobody close to me. He comes to the post, we’ll deal with him.”

“He got a lame pony,” Dan said as he studied the tracks. “Something be wrong with his left hind leg.”

“All right, if somebody comes along who got a horse on crutches, we’ll take a look at him.”

“Ya find anything?” Johnson said when they came back in that afternoon.

“We did,” Jake said as he sat down and poured some rum. “Dead settlers. Two old people, more old than you, if that be possible. The gal must have hitched a ride with ‘em. There weren’t nothing in  their gear to say who any of ‘em was, so we burned the wagon with them old fools in it.”

“All right,” Johnson sighed. “Yellow Feather be about?” The old Lakota shaman now lived with the Flatheads.

“I suppose,” Jake said. “You want him here?”

“We got to build that barge. He knows how to do it. No sense in keepin’ that gal in the ice house.”

Becky came out and poured some Sherry. 

“I need you to go to the other post, Fat,” she said. “We suspect there may be people coming here from the east to check out the west for possible settlement. Railroad men, engineers, miners, things like that. They will stop at my post when they come up from St. Loo.”

“Really? You heard that? Them bastards from the government are behind this. What you want me to do?”

Becky drew a finger across her throat. “Jackson won’t do it, he’s too soft hearted. He’s good with artillery, but I don’t think he has what it takes to just stick somebody with a knife.”

“I’ll stick ‘em,” Fat shrugged. “I stuck lots of city fellers. Constables, too.”

“That be the funniest damn thing I ever seen,” Jake laughed. “Last time we went to see the Hawken brothers, some constable tried to take Fat  to the jail house. Fat squashed him against a wall and killed his ass, and dumped him in Houghton’s  three holer at the docks. He was laughin’ so hard he could barely pick the man up.”

“I like doin’ that,” Fat grinned.

“Yuck,” Becky said. “Drowned in shit. What a way to go.”

“He were already dead,” Fat said. “Ain’t nobody gonna go look for him, either. Lawyer told me that one time. You do for somebody, you git rid of the body. That way  they can’t prove nothin’ in court.”

“That be two constables he done that to,” Jake said. “Houghton gonna be full up if Fat goes back to St. Loo again.”

“Well, I suppose it’s easier to get rid of a body at the post. Besides, there are no constables to worry about.”

“I’ll head out tomorrow,” Fat said. “You got a three holer?” he grinned.

Yellow Feather came out the next day and worked with Jack Purcell to build the Indian funeral pyre. They brought out the young woman, and the shaman  prepared her body with scented oils. He dressed her in a costume used by the Crow for their purification ritual in respect for their gods, since they were the dominant tribe in the area.

The shaman arranged feathers and bones  at the edge of the water, along with a lock of the girl’s  hair. He invoked the power of the Hanwi, or moon, since it was the predominant astral feature at that time, and asked that her  spirit be taken to the wakan, or creator. He invoked the power of the Blackfeet god Napi, since  the mountain men had struggled the most with that tribe, and it was thought in Indian religion that the god of one's greatest enemy would excite the Wakinyoun, or thunder beings, who were the intermediary caretakers of the departed spirit. Two of the shaman's assistants burned the girl’s bonnet  in a sacred fire, as a tribute to the subordinate wakan, then the shaman prepared a drink that both he and Becky partook of. The shaman finished the ritual by asking the woman’s  spirit guides to take her to a safe place, then he lit a torch and handed it to Becky.

"It is done," he said. His assistants pushed the craft onto the stillness of the river.

"Yes, it is done," Becky said, and threw the torch.  The craft erupted into a wall of flames that could be seen for miles. Becky stood at the water’s edge, tears streaming down her face. “She was so beautiful,” she cried. “She didn’t deserve this.”

“She is with the Above Persons now,” Yellow Feather said. “Her journey will be good, and her spirit strong. It is so, because the spirits have spoken to my heart.”

“They spoke to mine too,” Becky said as she turned and stormed off to the tavern. “I’m going to get the motherfucker who did this if it’s the last thing I ever do. Then I’m going to burn him alive.”

“She be all wound up,” Johnson said. “I would not want to be that feller.”

“Me neither,” Jake said. “I seen what her and that kid kin do.”

The Third Parliament Building at York

Front Street

Toronto, Canada

September, 1834

––––––––
[image: ]


Governor-General Archibald Acheson took out a Sherry decanter and two glasses. The new Field Marshal, General Sir Arlton Creighton James, Lord Hamphill, came in and sat down.

“Hello, Acheson,” he smirked. “It’s good to see you again.” He sat back with his Sherry, his cold blue eyes boring into Acheson’s.  “I hear you cannot properly run Canada.”

“How dare you speak to me like that,” Acheson said.

“I am not under your control or command,” James said. “I shall speak to you in any manner I wish, and there is nothing you can do about it. I am accountable only to the Commander-in-Chief.”

“I am well aware of that. General Hill and I have a good relationship. I suggest you hold your tongue.”

“And you may hold my penis,” James snapped. “From what I’ve heard, that would be more to your liking anyway. I know about you, Acheson. You are a poltroon and a corrupt man. Your only allegiance is to the money you can make by selling favors. It disgusts me to even have to serve in the same country with you.”

“You are jealous,” Acheson said. “You have always been jealous of me. I achieved far greater success than you after we left Oxford, and you have never gotten over it.”

“I occupy the highest military position in North America. You, on the other hand, are a cheap fraud and a boot licker who crawls on his knees before the King.”

“And I have the ear of the King, and you do not. That galls you, does it not?”

“No, it does not. I am a soldier, not a politician. I have fought with honor to defend England. What have you ever fought for? The right to be first in line to be fucked up the arse by  some filthy sodomite? Everybody knows about you,” he sneered. “The tribad of Canada.”

“You will keep a civil tongue with me, or I will have you removed from the country.”

“And I will gladly go. What mischief have you created now? I hear you have lost half the British army to an American  girl.”

“I have done no such thing. These upstarts defeated several of our regiments which were dispatched by Marshal Colborne, who preceded you and Marshal West. They are unspeakable barbarians.”

“And how do unspeakable barbarians manage to defeat the British army?”

“It is their tactics. They fight like animals.”

“I know how they fight. They shoot the officers and ambush you. But you, being the coward that you are, wouldn’t know about tactics. And I suppose you didn’t know about these attacks.”

“Of course not.”

“I would expect no less of you.” 

“What do you propose to do about these people?”

“Why, nothing.  It is illegal to attack American civilians. If Colborne was foolish enough to do so and got his arse handed to him, that is his problem. I do not intend to repeat the same mistake.”

“They sacked Fort Pitt. Burned it to the ground and killed every man there.”

“That is because you are soft, and stupid. Your lack of courage and leadership poisons the officer corps. Our men in the field have lost their edge, because you never had one. They look to you for leadership, and see a fool who minces about in a corset. Then a girl decimates the greatest army ever to wear the uniform. What would you expect? Men follow courage. You have none.”

“Then you lead them,” Acheson sneered. “You pose as such a great war hero, show me what you can do. Go down there and get rid of this woman.”

“I will go down there and have her knighted,” James laughed. “She is obviously your better. How shamed you must feel,” he sighed. “Then again, one girl being beaten by another can’t be that bad, can it?”

“Get out,” Acheson snapped. “You will have Fort Pitt rebuilt immediately.”

“I will not,” James said. He vaulted out of his chair and cracked Acheson across the face. “There you go,” he said. “Do something about it. Well? What are you going to do?” he roared. “I see,” he sighed. “Stand there and bleed like the girl you are. I spit on you and your orders. You cannot order me to do anything. If you try anything against me, I will have your entire family killed while you watch. Of course you have no wife, because to do so would cause strife over who would have the right to wear the girly undergarments. You do have relatives here, and I will have them burned at the stake in front of you. Never underestimate me, Acheson. If you do, you’ll rue the day.”

“Get out,” Acheson sobbed. “I hate you.”

“Good. At least you are capable of one manly emotion. I suggest you resign your position, go find your boyfriend, get a bucket of grease for your arses, and go someplace where nobody has to see you again. Perhaps I will take your place, then you’ll see what Canada can be with a real man in charge.”
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“What you doing here, fat man?” Jackson said. “We don’t got enough food here to feed your big ass.”

“Don’t you worry about me, Darkie,” Fat grinned. “I know how to make meat. Becky sent me to help your pitiful black ass do the right thing. I’ll take a room in the hotel. Just get them cooks to cookin’. I is hungry.”

“You was born hungry,” Jackson said, eyeing Fat up and down. “Your Mammy must have been sucked dry by you in four days.”

“Three,” Fat grinned. “My Pa tried to breast feed me, the damn fool. Lucky we had us a beef critter what made milk. You got anybody here from back east what don’t look right?”

“Like how?” Jackson said.

“Business people. Not settlers.”

“Yeah, there be one,” Jackson mused. “Feller from Washington. Where that  cracker asshole white president of yours be, slave ownin’ motherfucker that he be. Man works for some railroad company When we gonna have us a nigger president?” Jackson grinned.

“Never. Which railroad?”

“Richmond, Fredericksburg, and Potomac. They be right near Washington.”

“Okay,” Fat said. “Where he be?”

“Room 27 in the hotel. What you gonna do to him?”

“I’m gonna take him dancin’,” Fat said. “This bastard come here to lay out railroads all across the west. My west. Through my  mountains. He figgers to end my way of life by bringin’ them  government assholes here to take our land. I aim to stop that. Just like the Injuns will. They might get away with it some day, but I intend to make ‘em work for it. Chester McHugh’s name is gonna be remembered in the west, writ in blood.”

“I got to make sure he is paid up,” Jackson said. “What for Becky don’t ask me to get rid of this asshole?”

“You be a preacher, not a killer. I be a killer. I do two things in life. I eat, and I kill. Sometimes the two git mixed up.”

“What you mean?” Jackson said.

“Man got to eat what he kin get,” Fat nodded. “Times be tough in the west.”

“What you eat?” Jackson exclaimed.

“You name it, I et it,” Fat grinned. “Had me a Blackfeet chief with biscuits and gravy. You’d be surprised what  a man will do when he got no possibles left and no meat in forty below zero weather.”

“You ate..........never mind,” Jackson said, holding up his hands. “I got business to attend to. I got to go.”

“You got a three holer?” Fat cackled.

“What he want?” Butterfly said. “I seen him before. He helped get your brother John back from the plantation.”

“Man be out of his mind. He eats people. You believe that shit? He ate an Indian.”

“Why is he here? We got no Indians on the menu,” she giggled.

“You bad,” Jackson laughed. “Nobody supposed to eat no people.”

“Niggers done it too,” Butterfly said quietly. “Them bastards put our people on them boats and brought us here from Africa. You think they cared how many of us made it here? Half of us died on those boats. They didn’t feed us much, or give us no water. Niggers ate dead niggers to stay alive. It be true,” she shrugged. “I seen it.”

“You do it?”

“Kiss me and find out,” Butterfly smiled. “You taste nigger, you know what I done. You was born here. I was brought over. I was on them boats,” she cried. “I’ll never tell you what happened. Now leave me alone and go talk to your white friend.”

“He’s your friend too!” Jackson yelled as Butterfly headed for the back. “He set your miserable ass free, so you could yell at me all damn day.”

“She be a heller,” Fat laughed. “She got spirit. You is in big trouble now, I kallate. Ain’t no woman alive ever didn’t make trouble for her  man. Me, I take me a squaw when I feel the urge. I never had no full time woman. Man got to be crazy to do that.”

“Yeah. Crazy be my middle name. Sit your big ass down. What you like to eat?”

“Anything you got, and as much of it as you kin cook,” Fat said. “No man alive kin eat more than  Chester McHugh.”

“I can,” a man called out. He got up from his table, and Fat stared in disbelief. The man was a monster; he had to weigh 700 pounds. “You figger to eat more than me?” the man laughed. “I be Mike Dobbins, and I have come west because nobody left in the east will go against me. You talk big, fat man,” he said. “But kin you back it up?”

Fat looked around; several mountain men he knew were there, and they looked away.

“The hell you say,” Fat seethed. “Ain’t nothin’ alive on two feet kin eat more than me. I got gold cash money to back it up, too. What you got?”

“I got him,” Dobbins said, pointing at a slender man in a business suit. “Peterson. He got more money in his pocket than you made in your whole life.”

“That so?” Fat grinned. “I got over a hundred thousand in the Bank of St. Loo. What you got, besides a big mouth and a skinny city feller?”

Dobbins whispered something into Peterson’s  ear. Peterson looked at Fat and  shook his head no.

“Looks like you is on your own, big man,” Fat said. “He knows when you is beat before you start.”

“I got four thousand dollars gold cash money,” Dobbins said.

“Put ‘er up there,” Fat said. “On the bar, Jackson will hold it. I’ll match it. I got more than that in one pocket. You sure that’s all you got?”

“You want to lose more? I’m sure these men here will bet on me.”

“They be mountain men,” Fat said. “Who wants to go agin a mountain man?” he yelled. Again, they looked away. They had seen what Dobbins could do, but they did not want to incur the wrath of McHugh.

“Bastards,” Fat spat. “I’ll remember you sons of bitches. Okay, let’s go, Junior. Let’s git to eatin’. I is powerful hungry. I been on the trail a week with no proper vittles. You is a dead man walkin’ but you don’t know it.”

“I heard that before,” Dobbins said. 

Jackson came out with two plates and a scale. He looked at the two contestants and told them the rules.

“Eat what you can, whoever weighs the most off the scale wins. Thirty minute time limit each plate.”

“We supposed to trust a nigger?” Dobbins yelled.

“You kin kiss my black ass,” Jackson said. He pulled a Black and held it to Dobbins’ throat. “You got a problem with niggers? I can end that real quick for you.”

“Just serve the damn food,” Dobbins snarled. “This better be on the up and up.”

“It ain’t even gonna be close,” Fat grinned. “You is  gonna lose, and lose bad.” 

The cooks came out with huge platters of coal roasted elk. Fat picked up a fork and his Black, staring at the meat like it was a long lost love. Jackson weighed out two plates and set them in front of the two monsters. Fat started wolfing down elk with a zeal that bordered on insanity. He swallowed it nearly whole, grease dribbling down his huge face. Dobbins ate a bit slower, chewing the meat to avoid swallowing air. Fat finished his first plate and shoved it over to Jackson.

“Git to servin’, Darkie,” he grinned.

“Why for you call me that?” Jackson said.

“You got a lookin’ glass hereabouts?” Fat said as Jackson weighed out the elk. “You ain’t exactly the color of all that cotton you picked.”

“I ain’t never picked no cotton,” Jackson said. “Just corn. You be nice to me, or you’ll find out what corn hole means,” he grinned. 

Fat attacked the second plate and made short work of it. The contest went on, and soon Fat was finishing up his fifth plate. Dobbins started to look around with a worried expression on his face, but he kept eating.

“Beer,” Fat said. “I want me some beer.” Jackson signaled to the bar keep, who brought over a pitcher and a cup. Fat swept the cup away and picked up the pitcher. “Watch this,” he grinned at Dobbins. “This be how a real man drinks beer, not no fat pussy from back east.” He put the pitcher to his lips, and lowered down half of it in one long draught. He wiped his mouth and finished the other half in a second long drink. His face turned a bright shade of crimson. Jackson backed up.

“Damn, he gonna explode.”

Fat rubbed his monstrous gut and sat back, a pained look on his face.

“He be all finished,” Dobbins crowed. “He done drank too much beer. I got him now.”

Fat leaned over to one side and ripped the longest, loudest fart anybody had ever heard. 

“’Excuse me,” he grinned. “Now I got more room.”

“I kin do that too,” Dobbins said. The giant leaned forward and torched off a fart that nearly burned a hole in his buckskins. Fat stared in awe.

“Man kin fart,” he nodded. “But kin he eat?” He went back to his plate and finished it, then called for a sixth.

Dobbins tried to keep up, but the sixth plate was his undoing. Halfway through it, he put down his fork.

“I be all done,” he sighed. “I has met my match.” Fat reached over and shoveled what was left on Dobbins’ plate onto his own.

“Man can’t let vittles go to waste,” he nodded. He finished all the elk and sat back, eyeing the serving platter. “I figger to have that for a midnight snack,” he said to Jackson. “Ya keep that for me in the back.”

“Now we got to go get another damn elk,” Jackson grumbled.

“I’ll git you one tomorrow,” Fat shrugged. “You best arrange a buffler hunt soon, too. Elk gonna be scarce hereabouts in the winter. That be mostly a western critter. This place is gonna need lots of meat for winter. I know where they be,” he grinned. “Git the Osage gals ready, and I’ll take some men and bring some back.” He looked around the bar. “Any of you bastards what don’t got the  balls to bet for me or agin me want to go hunt buffler?” Nobody said a word. “I didn’t think so,” Fat said. “I kallate buffler steaks for you bastards is gonna be mighty expensive come winter.”

“I’ll go,” a tall thirtyish man with dead eyes said. He was sitting in the back, smoking his pipe. “I’ll kill all the buffler  you want. Injuns too. Or anything else you got,” he said, looking away. “Don’t make no never mind to me what I kill.”

“Who you be?” Fat said. “I never seen you before.”

“Clay,” the man nodded quietly. “Bill Clay. Mountain man  and free trapper.”

“Why  I never seen you before?” Fat said.

“I been in Canada. You want me or not?”

“Kin you shoot a Hawken?”

“As good as any man alive. I kilt buffler before. I kilt lots of things.”

“Then you is in. We will go down to the basin and git us some meat.”

“I been there afore,” Clay grinned. “I got me more’n meat, too. But I will go on this hunt. You will not be disappointed.”

“Jackson will pay you two hundred dollars a day,” Fat said. “Man risks his hide to make meat for the post, he got to get paid.”

“Thank you kindly,” Clay nodded. “Sometimes just seeing the blood flow is all the payback a man needs.”

“Yeah,” Fat said. “You be about tomorrow, and we will set out.”

Clay got up, grabbed his gear, and left without a word. Jackson came over to Fat.

“That be one sick bastard,” he said. “He got brain damage. I seen this before.”

“No matter to me, as long as he kin kill buffler. We is going out to make meat, not  a damn dance party. Killin’ be fer real men,” he said, eyeing Jackson up and down, trying not to laugh. “What did you ever kill?”

“I got me a fat man in Virginia,” Jackson shrugged. “Poisoned  his food. Took a day or  so to work. Bad way to die, too. Enjoy your snack tonight,” he grinned.

“Damn,” Fat muttered as Jackson walked away. “That be rude.”

That night, Fat slipped into room 27 of the hotel. The railroad man, whose name was Bronson, was asleep. Fat lit a coal oil lamp and sat down on the edge of the man’s bed. Bronson stirred, and sat bolt upright.

“How do,” Fat said, and slammed a giant fist into the man’s head. He hefted the limp form, slung it over his shoulder, and headed for the shit house. He almost didn’t make it, because he was laughing so hard in anticipation of his favorite sport. He went inside and lifted up the lid of the three holer. The stench of rotting human waste assaulted his nostrils. He slapped the railroad executive a few times. The man regained consciousness and stared in horror at Fat.

“You got plans to make railroads in the west?” Fat said.

“Yes,” the man squeaked. “What do you care?”

“I care because the mountain men say you ain’t gonna do it. I be a mountain man. We don’t want no sissies from back east comin’ west and stinkin’ up the place with yer shit trenches and the rest of yer dirt. I be here to make sure it don’t happen.”

“Wha......what are you going to do to me?” Bronson gurgled, looking at the 20 foot deep pit of liquefied evil.

“Take a guess,” Fat giggled. “This be the good part,” he said as he hoisted the man over his head. “So long, city feller,” he keened, tears streaming down his face, and threw Bronson into the waste.

Bronson thrashed around in the awful brown stew, scrabbling for a hold at the edge of the structure. Fat took out his Black and stabbed Bronson’s hand. He immediately pulled it back, losing his grip. He started to vomit as his mouth filled with the horrid mess. Fat laughed so hard he nearly peed himself as Bronson gurgled and choked. He slowly sank from view, bubbles coming up out of the shit. Fat slammed the lid down.

“Good luck, railroad man,” he cried, holding his sides. “This be more fun than pickin’ on McNeil.”
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“There they be,” Fat said, looking down from a small rise into the valley below. “Buffler.”

“Send in the Injuns,” Clay nodded. The Osage braves charged the herd, and deftly separated several animals. Fat and Clay moved in and shot them. Fat was amazed at the way Clay killed; he reloaded on the run and knocked  down any animal in his way with one perfect shot. Within half an hour, fifteen buffalo lay ready for preparation. Fat waved at the two dozen Osage girls, who quickly moved in and started the butchering process.

“That were some fine shootin’,” Fat nodded as he started a fire. “You done this before. I kin tell.”

“I have,” Clay said. “The buffler be around Great Slave Lake in Canada. And I got a few here when I first come west.”

“Where you be from?”

“Don’t matter,” Clay shrugged. “I lived a lot of places back east, until I couldn’t take the damn place no more. That’s why I come here, to get away from it.”

“We all done that,” Fat said as an Osage girl brought two huge steaks from the tenderloin. She smiled at the ruggedly handsome Clay, but when she saw the way he looked at her, she dropped her eyes and ran back to her camp. “Ain’t no city kin hold Chester McHugh.”

“Me neither,” Clay said. “We be free here in the west. I aim to stay free.”

“And that we will, as long as them bastards from back east don’t come here.”

“They will,” Clay said. “Only be a matter of time.”

“I got me  one before we left,” Fat grinned. “Railroad feller  from Washington. I drowned his ass in the three holer. He be suckin’ mountain man shit now, I kallate.”

“Best thing that could happen to him,” Clay said. “Wish I’d have done it.”

“Well, they’ll be more than enough to go around. Them bastards is gonna keep comin’ here.”

“Good,” Clay said as he stared into the fire. “Nothin’ would make me happier.”
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“Come in, Edward,” Acheson said. “I am most happy to see you.”

“And I you,” General Sir Edward Hampton Smith said. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I have a problem. It seems that we have a rather distasteful situation with the Americans. Field Marshal James seems to want to ignore it. I do not. For political reasons, of course. I am sure you understand.”

“Of course,” Smith said, his eyes riveted to the front of Acheson’s pants. “You and I have always had an..........accommodation. For a price, of course.”

“Of course.” 

“What is it you wish me to do?”

“I hesitate to say it,” Acheson said. “The Americans have defeated some of our troops by subterfuge and sneak attacks. They do not fight with honor. They are fur trappers, led by a woman.  I need someone to give them a proper licking,” he grinned.

“I am your man,” Smith said. “And in return, I assume I will also get a proper licking.”

“Of course,” Acheson said. “As always.”

“Where and how should I do this? It is illegal, you know.” 

“Isn’t everything  good illegal?” Acheson smiled. “We have a crusader here, that James person who is the new Field Marshal. He is a most unspeakable man. I went to Oxford with him; he is a blustering bully. He has no understanding of life. All he knows how to do is kill.”

“But that is what generals do,” Smith said.

“But he threatened me,” Acheson said. “If I did not do what he wanted. You know why,” he said.

“I do. But I cannot carry out an illegal order.”

“There is no order,” Acheson said. “You shall do this at your own discretion. It should be a simple matter,” he shrugged. “Go down there and teach these upstart filthy Americans a proper lesson.”

“All right, but if I am caught or found out, it is your arse in the sling, not mine.”

“You like my arse,” Acheson grinned. “Don’t you.”

“I do,” Smith said. “But I have my career to think about.”

“Fear not,” Acheson said. “I have enough influence to fix anything that may befall you.”

“And if James finds out about this later?”

“Then
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