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    Twin rows of oil lamps cast shimmering yellow daggers across the dark waters of the river as the paddle-wheeler chugged toward a bend past a deserted landing a short distance north of Savannah. Suddenly, with a puff of steam and a clank of machinery, the pilot reversed gears and steered hard for the near shore.

    No sooner had the hull touched the sandy bottom than the gangway lowered and a tall man dressed in a black broadcloth suit and black hat stepped across, leading a sleek dun mare with dark mane and tail. As they reached the bank the man placed a calming hand on the mare’s neck, then turned and waved to the unseen pilot. An instant later the heavy pistons throbbed and the boat began backing away once more into the current.

    “Hold on there!” The voice came from a stairway leading up to the Texas deck, a short distance abaft the pilothouse. “Bring her back in again, pilot! We want us some words with that man down there!” The speaker took the remaining steps two at a time and advanced to enter the wheelhouse, his fist dropping to the butt of a large revolver at his belt.

    The gears ground again and the boat halted its backward motion. A second man, young and elegantly dressed, appeared from the shadows of the lower deck and stepped up on the gangway. He crossed it in two strides and leapt nimbly over the few feet of water at its far end. The man with the horse stood waiting, his feet slightly apart and his arms at his sides.

    “Yes, Mr. Jordan?” He spoke calmly, but with a hint of mild impatience as they faced one another in the crisp winter air. “You had something more you wished to say to me?”

    “I do. That’s my horse you’ve got there, and I want her back.”

    “As we both know, Mr. Jordan, this was your horse. That was before you believed your three queens would beat my three treys, plus a fourth in the hole.” He shrugged. “It was the luck of the cards, sir. I backed my belief with cash, you with a bill of sale for the mare ...” He raised a hand carefully to the left breast of his jacket. “… which I now have in my pocket.”

    “Bill of sale be damned! I’ve raised that mare from a colt. She is three-quarters pure Arabian!”

    “I believed you when you first told me that, sir. Else I would not have accepted your chit for the value you placed upon it.”

    “Damn you! That is my mare, and I want her returned this instant!”

    “She is my mare now, Mr. Jordan. Won fairly and squarely, before witnesses.”

    “The witnesses are my friends. They will testify to whatever I say. My family has been in this country for more than three generations, and is well-known all through this part of Georgia.” The young man curled his lips into a taunting sneer. “If I were to claim, for example, that you cheated during the play ...”

    “If you were to say that, Mr. Jordan,” the gambler’s voice suddenly grew colder than the night, “it would be no matter for family or witnesses. It would be between the two of us.” He paused, deliberately fixing the other’s eyes with his own. “And would be settled on the instant.” After a moment he shrugged and went on in a more conversational tone. “I half expected something of the sort. It is why I arranged with the pilot to set me ashore at this place, discreetly, in hopes of avoiding any difficulty. I still think it would be best if we parted peacefully, without further unpleasantries.”

    Jordan stood watching the black-clad man balefully, his mouth compressed into a taut, thin line. When nothing more was said, the latter gathered the mare’s reins and turned to mount. “A good evening to you, sir …”

    “Liar! Cheat!” The younger man’s voice suddenly became shrill as he produced a wicked-looking four-barreled pepperbox from his coat pocket. “I’ll see you in hell before —”

    The words broke off in a scream as two .36-caliber balls from twin Navy Colts ripped without warning into Jordan’s chest and throat. The man in black had drawn and fired in a single motion, from crossed leather holsters beneath his jacket. He stepped quickly to his left as the big pistols bucked in his hands. Jordan’s pepperbox discharged one harmless barrel into the air, then fell to the ground from lifeless fingers.

    There was a shout from the wheelhouse as the passenger who’d gone in with the pilot appeared at the rail.

    “Beau! Damn it, Beau! ...” The large pistol in his hand started to lift almost of its own accord. But it halted suddenly as his eyes focused on the man on shore, standing perfectly still in the moonlight with both Colts aimed squarely at his chest.

    “Don’t even give it a thought, Quinn. I’d as soon not have two damned fools’ blood on my hands tonight.” Quinn Jordan lowered his pistol slowly, then let it fall to the deck with a dull thud.

    “Good. Now you just stand there with both hands on that rail while this young lady and I start making some tracks away from this place.” He replaced his left-hand pistol in its holster and once more gathered the mare’s reins.

    “You won’t get away with this! You’re dead already, only you don’t know it yet!”

    Without answering, the man in black started moving slowly toward the sheltering darkness of the forest behind him. His remaining pistol was still in his hand, cocked and aimed deliberately at the speaker’s breast.

    “That’s my brother lyin’ there, and we got three more brothers at home who’ll take this just as hard as me. An’ five or six cousins besides. We’ll all be looking for you now, mister. Lookin’ for the one who shot our youngest down in cold blood!”

    The man with the horse reached a narrow trail among the trees. After retreating another dozen yards he holstered his second pistol and mounted quickly.

    As they cantered away to the south he could still hear Quinn Jordan shouting wildly into the night:

    “There won’t be no place left on this earth where you can hide! No swamp thick enough or hole deep enough or mountain high enough! We won’t ever stop lookin’! Not if it takes ever one of us the rest of our days!”

    The big man’s voice was still railing indistinctly as they rounded a bend and the rider bent forward to let the mare line out into the frozen moonlight.

    It had been almost ten o’clock when they left the river landing, and the north Georgia night was bitterly cold this time of year. Wind off the frozen marshes numbed the cheeks and pricked at the ears with icy fingers. Back among the trees, white patches of snow could be seen clinging stubbornly to lower ground where the sun seldom reached.

    The man in black had not seen any other horses on board the boat, and so doubted there would be an immediate pursuit. But he had it in mind to keep riding through the night in any case, not making camp until shortly before dawn and then only in some secluded spot where detection would be less likely.

    From conversations he’d heard in the salon and around the gaming tables, there was reason to believe the Jordan family was every bit as well-known and respected in this part of the country as the younger one, Beau, had suggested. That meant there would be small chance of anything resembling a fair trial with regard to the shooting, nor the question of the mare’s ownership either. As far as the local folk would be concerned he was a stranger, a murderer and a horse thief, with the usual penalty for the last two being death by hanging.

    His only hope at the moment was to try to make it to some place beyond the Jordans’ power and influence. Yet he had no cause to doubt Quinn’s threat of a long and tenacious pursuit. A big family like that, with abundant resources and friends in high places, could keep up the chase for years if need be. How far could he run? Where on this continent could he find a refuge where no one had heard the name of Jordan, or cared?

    There was the West, of course. Only a few years earlier people had begun migrating there by the thousands, lured on by tales of gold and dreams of unimagined wealth in the hills of California. But a gambler was a skeptic by nature, putting his faith not in hopes or dreams but in the odds, which, if known, could always be relied upon. San Francisco was nearly four thousand miles away, a full year’s journey, and almost every foot of it shaped by risk and danger. Those were odds the man in black cared little for.

    Another frontier lay closer, one he had been hearing about ever since childhood. It too was a place of danger — as much, perhaps, but no more than the far West. And the distance to this frontier was only a few hundred miles. That fact alone ought to reduce the odds against him considerably.

    The mare was running well, her breath rising now in rhythmic puffs from delicately flared nostrils. Somewhere he remembered reading that the Saracens of old had preferred mares over stallions in battle for their intelligence and manageability when the going became difficult. She was a beautiful animal, certainly, and perhaps it was that as much as his own pride which had led him to refuse any compromise in the face of the Jordans’ threats.

    Not that she might hope for much in the way of proper care and treatment from her new master. He’d no land and no resources aside from his guns, this one suit of clothes, and the saddle he’d kept when he exchanged his last mount for a modest stake to permit entry into the next game of chance which came along. It had been that way almost as long as the black-clad man could remember and showed little sign of improving in the future. It was why until now he had managed to avoid attachments of any kind, with humans as well as horses.

    The rider lowered his head and turned up his coat collar against the biting cold. If the stories he’d heard were correct, at least the weather on that Florida frontier promised to be more temperate and agreeable than any he might expect in the far West… .
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    Joshua Carpenter paused at the edge of the small clearing with his arms full of firewood, watching the figures of men and women move about in the rough square made by four canvas-covered wagons. His brother’s oxen were unyoked now, and he could see Elias leading them to a place where the dry winter grass might be just a little thicker in the bend of a creek some twenty yards away.

    It was a long three months since they’d left their family’s place in North Carolina, and only yesterday they had finally crossed the St. Marys River into Florida. With the January frosts and the low swamps hereabouts, the land didn’t look too different from that Cape Fear River country where Josh had spent the first thirteen years of his life. Not that he wasn’t aware of all the territory they’d covered in between, at the steady plodding pace of six to ten miles a day. Every mile of it had been filled with trouble and danger, it seemed, with wild beasts and dense swamps, and so many creek and river crossings he’d stopped counting weeks ago when he got up to a hundred.

    It would take at least another month or more of travel before they finally reached that lake country farther south, where his brother had made up his mind to stake out a homestead. With the time needed after that to find a place, file claim on it, clear the land and get a crop in, they’d be doing well to have even a one-room cabin built before winter set in the following year.

    Josh smiled in spite of himself as he watched Mary Carpenter unload food and cooking utensils from the box at the back of their wagon, passing them down into the willing but sometimes clumsy hands of six-year-old Sara Jane, who was laying them on a blanket beside the rear wheels just inside the square. In the glow from the late afternoon sun he couldn’t help thinking what a handsome woman his brother’s wife was. At thirteen Josh was of an age to begin noticing such things.

    He’d been on the trail to Florida long enough now to wonder too how many more years she’d be able to keep looking like that, with the cares and trials of frontier life weighing more heavily on her each day. Three weary months of outdoor living already, and maybe twice that long again before she’d have even a chance to set up something like real housekeeping. Clearing the land and making a crop came first, and building a home would just have to wait until that task was under way.

    Not that Mary was the fragile type some men manage to get themselves saddled with. She was a worker, and game as they come. Cheerful, too, most of the time, no matter what this country or bad luck seemed to toss their way.

    ’Lias had moved over to Hoke County after his marriage, and Josh hadn’t really known Mary before joining up for their trek to Florida. He’d come along mostly to give his parents one less mouth to feed, the times being hard as always for small farmers in the Carolina tidewater. But after some weeks on the trail he’d decided that he fully approved of his brother’s choice in women. The fact was, he liked Mary a lot.

    A pine lighter knot slipped from his arms and Josh stooped to pick it up. As he did he saw the Budds’ two mangy dogs beginning to sniff around the Carpenters’ wagon again, looking for spare food or some kind of mischief to get into. Satan, ’Lias’s own black mastiff, was down on his belly behind the front wheel, growling low in his throat and explaining in dog language that maybe those two would be better off to go looking for somebody else’s territory to do their nosing around in.

    He saw Mary glance at the dogs, then go back to setting out things for supper. Nobody else seemed to pay them any mind. Old Levi Budd and his three grown sons had finally managed to stir themselves from the jug at the back of their first wagon, and were just now starting to unhitch their eight mules in order to lead them to water and grass.

    Josh didn’t care for the Budds. He’d felt that way ever since the four rough-looking men with their two sparsely loaded wagons had overtaken the Carpenters a week ago back in Georgia. When his brother accepted their invitation to travel together on this final leg of the journey, he must have had a little trouble keeping his feelings to himself. Because ’Lias had taken him aside that night and spoken seriously to him, man to man:

    “We don’t got to become their bosom friends, Josh,” he’d said. “And we don’t got to approve of everything they do. But on the frontier we got to learn to be neighborly towards all kinds of folks. In this country everbody’s got to pull together and help each other when there’s the need.” He put a hand on his younger brother’s shoulder. “And right now, I reckon maybe it’s us that’s got the need for help a heap more’n the Budds do.”

    Josh could agree with that part at least. Ever since they’d had to leave the Rogers family behind when Mr. Rogers came down with the fever, they’d had a time of it trying to make it through those coastal lowlands with just themselves and the one wagon. The extra teams and the Budds’ strong backs had made a big difference when it came time to cross a creek or a river, or to cut logs for a corduroy road through some patch of low swamp where the trail had played out.

    But still Josh didn’t like them. And he couldn’t even explain exactly why that was.

    He saw Mary stand up and poke her head around the wagon cover to catch his eye, letting him know with a wry smile and a toss of her head that she’d appreciate it if he’d stop his daydreaming long enough to bring the wood in so they could start the fire for supper. He nodded and hurried across the clearing.

    ’Lias had untied old Maude, their milk cow, from the back of the wagon to lead her to water and grass by this time, and he was returning when the fire was finally lit and starting to blaze up nicely. He took his hands from his pockets and held them out over the crackling flames, pausing a moment to inhale the pleasant odor of pine smoke and take a good long look around them.

    “Goin’ to be a cold one tonight again,” he said. “I reckon.”

    After a minute he indicated a patch of woods nearby with a jerk of his head. “Josh, you better go cut some palmetto fans from that stand over yonder while it’s still light enough to see pretty good. I’ll help you tote ’em in and build a windbreak under the wagon here whilst Mary and Sara Jane are busy gettin’ supper on.”

    He seemed to consider, then glanced over his shoulder at the wagon behind theirs and shrugged. “Might’s well cut down a mess of extras too, ’long as you’re about it. I expect maybe the Merriweathers could use a bit of a windbreak their ownselves.”

    He slipped the big Bowie knife from his belt and handed it to Josh. “You go on along now. I’ll be over to help in a couple of minutes.”

    Josh took the knife and crossed to the palmetto brake his brother had indicated, kneeling beside it in the gathering twilight and starting to cut fans with broad back-and-forth sweeps of the sharp blade. From time to time he paused in his work to look back toward the camp where three fires could be seen now, red and yellow beacons against the growing dark of the surrounding woods.

    Their cheerful glow seemed to make even the rough enclosure of the wagons take on a kind of familiar homey look. It was the only home Josh Carpenter had known for three months now, and the only one he could expect to know for many more months to come.
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    Josh made good progress on the palmetto fans at first, but when the knife started to dull on the tough stalks and his arm began to tire, he found himself having to do more sawing and less slashing, taking one stalk at a time and making a regular job out of it. Cutting the fans for one windbreak would have been enough of a chore after a full day of walking. Twice that many meant working up a sizable sweat here in the chill evening air.

    Not that it was in him to complain or feel resentful about the extra work. It was just a part of what ’Lias had said earlier about helping out other folks whenever they’d the need.

    When he sat back on his heels at last to take a rest, he wiped his sleeve across his forehead and glanced back toward their camp. ’Lias was standing beside the Merriweathers’ fire now, talking to Mr. Merriweather and probably explaining how to arrange the palmetto fans so as to stop the wind and reflect the fire’s warmth back under the wagon where their sleeping rolls would be laid out. It was the kind of thing that would be perfectly obvious to Josh or any of his family, who’d been raised in the country and spent much of their lives out-of-doors.

    But the Merriweathers were city folks, from Charleston and later Savannah, they’d said. Until a few months ago it seemed like they’d never had to go any farther than the mercantile store or a corner grocery to get what was needed for a comfortable life. Possibly they’d had someone to send out on even those small errands.

    From the looks of their wagon, they’d had enough material comforts at one time. It was so loaded down now with furniture and other fixings there wasn’t even room inside for the older couple to sleep. That was why they’d had to make do with spreading their blankets on the ground underneath.

    Both appeared to be in their fifties, and it was enough to make a fellow wonder why such folks would leave a home in the city at that time of their lives to start all over again in the wilds of Florida. Of course they might not have had any choice in the matter. But the past wasn’t something folks asked each other about on the frontier. And the Merriweathers hadn’t volunteered any explanations of their own.

    At least one thing was clear. Those two older people were having themselves a regular time of it now, trying to learn enough to get by in the wilderness.

    When the Carpenters and Budds had come across their camp two days ago, they’d been out of food for almost a week and had been reduced to living on roots and bark tea. Mr. Merriweather had an old Yaeger rifle, but just barely knew enough to prime and load it, let alone stalk game in the dead of winter. All he’d managed to shoot up until then was one scrawny cottontail.

    So the newcomers shared what they had — most of it coming from the Carpenters’ meager store — and ’Lias had killed some rabbits and squirrels the next morning to make a hot stew with a little meat in it. And when the time came to move on, they’d felt obliged to ask the Merriweathers to join them, at least until they could reach someplace in Florida where there’d be a chance for those two to make it on their own.

    The shadows were growing dark among the trees now, and Josh went back to cutting palmettos with a will. Before long ’Lias joined him and they both started gathering the fans to take back to camp.

    With Mr. Merriweather helping, in another half hour the men had constructed windbreaks under both wagons. They took the time to collect some leaves and pine needles too, to put under their blankets and bedrolls for the night. When they’d finished this task the welcome smell of coffee filled the clearing, and supper was finally ready.

    The meal consisted of beans, bacon, and fried cornbread. They’d been forced to travel late in order to find this patch of dry ground beside the trail for a campsite, and there hadn’t been time to try restocking their larder with fish or fresh meat before dark. That was something ’Lias intended to remedy tomorrow even if it meant getting a late start or perhaps camping in the same place for a second night. He hadn’t consulted the Budds about it yet but expected few complaints. A glance toward their own cook-fire suggested they weren’t in much better shape themselves.

    Still, the supper was hot and well-seasoned with herbs and wild onions Mary found along the trail. And there was plenty of it. Everyone set to with a will, talking little in order to do full justice to the food before them. By the time the plates were empty and a fresh pot of coffee was bubbling on the coals, even Mrs. Merriweather was beginning to look a little more cheerful than she had earlier in the journey. Until now she’d scarcely left their wagon, speaking just to her husband and seeming to avoid the company of the others when they gathered of an evening or at the daily noonings.

    But tonight she was seated on the log ’Lias had pulled over beside the fire for a bench, talking to Mary as if they’d known one another for years. The older lady had even found a bit of ribbon and lace somewhere in their wagon, which she’d presented to Sara Jane with proper solemnity and a warm twinkle in her eye.

    She must have been a beautiful woman at one time, Josh thought. It still showed in her smile, though her face and body were pale and thin now as if she’d suffered from some serious illness. Her manners and speech were of a kind he and his family had almost no experience with, clearly marking her as one of the Quality — probably born to a big plantation or some fine brick home in the city. It made her appear as out-of-place in this swampy wilderness as a Kentucky thoroughbred hitched to the business end of a plow.

    When the meal was over and everyone was finishing a second cup of coffee, Mrs. Merriweather suddenly rose and began bustling around the camp like an Irish maid, gathering up the metal dishes and utensils and fending off Mary’s protests with a determined shake of her head.

    “No, no, my dear. You just sit there where it’s warm and be comfortable for a while. You’ve done so much for us already, the least I can do is try to help out with the few tasks I may be able to perform reasonably well. And it turns out washing dishes is one of them.” She picked up a bar of soap from the shelf at the back of the wagon and pulled her shawl more tightly about her shoulders, making ready to start for the creek.

    Elias spoke quietly from where he was sharpening his knife by the light of the fire: “Joshua, why don’t you go on down there with Miz Merriweather and help keep her company for a bit? You can take some of them traps out the back of the wagon and set’em up in the most likely places for otter or beaver. Save me the trouble of havin’ to do it later on.”

    Josh knew his brother’s suggestion had nothing to do with setting traps. As a rule ’Lias was almighty particular about how and where his string was put out, and he generally insisted on supervising that job himself. But there were creatures in these dark woods that could be a lot more dangerous than otter or beaver. They’d come across the sign of a prowling panther just the night before. This was his way of sending somebody along to look after the lady without her feelings getting hurt.

    He crossed to the wagon and glanced back to see his brother’s approving nod as he slid their double-barreled percussion shotgun out and settled it in the crook of his arm. Taking hold of a string of traps, he slung them over his left shoulder, then smiled at Mrs. Merriweather and led her to a sandy bank of the creek where she could wash her dishes and he’d have a good view of the forest all around.

    When she was finished he asked her to wait while he ran out the traps and set them up near the water in places he thought might be the best spots. Then he returned to help the lady carry her dishes back to camp.

    ’Lias had gone to bring their oxen and milk cow into the enclosure in the meantime, and Mary was spreading out the ground cloths and blankets as they returned. Little Sara Jane was already asleep in her own snug bed inside the wagon.

    “’Bout time for one more cup of coffee,” ’Lias said as Josh stood the shotgun against the near wheel and Mrs. Merriweather started handing dishes to Mary to be replaced in their box of kitchen things. “Then I reckon we’ll all of us be ready for a good night’s sleep.”

    He dipped a gourd into the barrel on the wagon and knelt to put some cold water in the coffeepot to settle the grounds. Mr. Merriweather had just come back from seeing to their own camp and livestock.

    “Be another long day tomorrow I expect,” the older Carpenter went on, lifting the pot to pour for his companions. “Me, I plan to be up before first light and do a little huntin’. Might’s well try the fish in that creek there, too, before we move on.” He looked at his wife and grinned. “Not that I got anything against your beans an’ hoecakes, honey. But God’s bounty seems to be mighty evident in this Florida wilderness. And I’ve a mind to take advantage of whatever it is that He’d be pleased to put in our way.”

    Mr. Merriweather was seated on the log beside the fire. He lowered his head to take a swallow of coffee, then looked up under his hat brim at the man across from him.

    “I’d surely like to help with the gathering of food, Mr. Carpenter. Seems it’s the least I should do. But the trouble is,” — he hesitated, then shook his head — “I just don’t have any experience at it. I’m afraid I’d only get in your way, or what’s worse, maybe scare off the game while you’re trying to stalk it.”

    ’Lias hunkered down and placed both hands around his cup to warm them before glancing at the other man. “Don’t you pay no mind to that right now, Mr. Merriweather. I reckon Josh and me can keep meat on the table for a while. And Mary. She’s a fair hand with a fishing pole herself. In the meantime, why don’t you just keep a eye on whatever it is we’re doing, an’ then ask questions when you come to something you don’t understand? I’ve the feeling you’re a pretty smart gent, and you’ll pick things up quick enough once you set your mind to it.”

    “I suppose so.” The older gentleman didn’t sound convinced. “I do appreciate your patience and willingness to help us learn. But until we can manage to ’pick things up,’ as you say —” He looked at his wife. “Well, it’s only fair that we should offer to pay you something for your trouble in the meantime. We are not entirely without resources, you know. Even here.”

    Elias met the other man’s eyes for a moment, then shook his head. “No, sir. I thank you kindly, Mr. Merriweather, but no. ’Twouldn’t be decent or Christian to take money for doin’ what we’d be doin’ anyhow, reaching out a helpin’ hand to somebody in need. It wouldn’t no way be right.” He paused and glanced over his shoulder toward the other campfire, where the four Budd men were squatting in a circle and now openly passing the clay jug between them.

    “And if you’ll pardon me saying so,” ’Lias lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “It might not be too awful smart either, lettin’ everbody you run into along the trail here know you’ve got some cash money about your wagon or your person. There’s them would take that as a mighty big temptation to appropriate it for theirselves. And you need to realize too that the only law you’re liable to find for quite a few miles now is going to be at the end of a Colt six-shooter or a double-barreled shotgun.”

    Merriweather followed the younger man’s glance. Then he nodded and shrugged, a helpless expression in his eyes. “I see what you mean,” he said quietly. “It seems we have a good deal more to learn about life on the frontier than simply how to procure meat for our table.”

    “It’ll come, Mr. Merriweather.” ’Lias drained his cup and rose to replace it inside the wagon. “Don’t you worry. All it means is just keepin’ your wits sharpened up and not ever taking nothing for granted. Appears to me that’s a pretty good rule to follow ’most anytime, no matter where a fellow sets out to make his way in the world.”

    He turned and caught Josh’s eye. “All right, boy. I reckon it’s time we got ourselves into those blankets now, an’ ...”

    With a suddenness that made the whole party jump, the Budds’ dogs started barking and baying furiously from where they were tied now behind one of the wagons. Satan rose up from his place too, looking out beyond the circle of light and growling ominously.

    “Hello the fire!” The voice came from a hardwood thicket some dozen yards beyond the enclosure. “How’s for some coffee? Maybe a bite of supper if you’ve got it to spare?”

    Without answering, ’Lias reached in the wagon and brought out his heavy hunting rifle, holding it in both hands while he turned around with his thumb on the hammer. Josh eased himself away from the fire until he could feel the stock of the shotgun where it rested upright against the wagon wheel. His fingers closed around it and he looked up to see several pistols and a rifle in the Budds’ hands as well.

    “You folks won’t be needing all that hardware,” the voice said calmly from the darkness, “unless you’ve got in mind to have yourselves a war. it’s just me out here. And I’m friendly.”

    There was some movement about the Budds’ campfire as old man Levi stepped forward to peer into the shadows. After a moment he spit a long stream of tobacco juice on the ground and uncocked his pistol. “All right,” he called, shoving the weapon back into his belt. “Come on in and let’s have a look at you.” His boys were standing behind him, and Josh saw them relax as he said that. But he realized suddenly that the oldest, Jake, was not among them.

    ’Lias nodded and lowered the muzzle of his own rifle, then spoke softly to Satan, who had moved to his side still growling low in his throat. At his words the black mastiff quieted and sat back on his haunches, his ears pricked and alert.

    The Budds’ dogs kept yelping and dancing at the end of their ropes until Clyde reached down to take a smoldering stick from the fire and throw it at them. A moment later the stranger stepped into the light.

    He was wearing a black broadcloth suit and a low-crowned black hat with a wide brim. His polished calf-high boots were of a matching color, and Josh thought it odd that he didn’t have on any overcoat — considering the weather and how well-dressed the man appeared to be otherwise. The horse he was leading was a fine-looking animal, a sleek line-back dun that evidently had more than a trace of Arab in its heritage.

    As he came near the Carpenter’s wagon the man paused and looked around the camp slowly, his eyes resting on each member of the company in turn. His thumbs were hooked in his belt, and when they moved slightly to one side two pearl-handled Colt revolvers could be seen, their butts tilted forward in the black leather holsters at his waist. For a long moment no one spoke.

    Mary had risen to replace the pot of beans on the coals. She hesitated when she saw the revolvers, eyeing the newcomer warily before returning to the wagon to start slicing bacon into a frying pan with a large knife. ’Lias set his rifle aside and began to rinse out a cup.

    “Not much here in the way of fancy vittles,” he said as the visitor finished tying his horse to the wagon tongue and stepped toward the fire. He knelt to fill the cup with coffee and handed it up to the stranger. “But you’re more’n welcome to the same as what we’ve et.”

    The man in black smiled for the first time since he’d appeared from the darkness.

    “I expect if it’s good enough for you folks, it’ll suit the likes of me just fine.” He tasted the coffee, then reached up to push his hat back from his forehead. “And a good deal better than anything else I’ve had to eat these past few days.”

    Mary brought the frying pan and set it over the coals. “Supper will be ready in a few minutes, Mr… .”

    At first it appeared the newcomer hadn’t heard. He took a swallow of coffee and set the cup down carefully before finally turning to face his hostess. When their eyes met he reached up to remove his hat and bowed formally. “The name is Ramsay, ma’am. Charles Nathan Ramsay when I first came into this world.” As he replaced the hat and bent to take up his cup again, he added, “But most folks now just call me Chance.”

    ’Lias rose and held out a hand, which the other took in a firm grip. “I’m Elias Carpenter. This here’s my wife Mary and my brother Joshua. These other folks are Mr. and Mrs. Merriweather, and the gents by the next fire are the Budds — Levi, Jake, Reuben and Clyde.”

    Josh saw that Jake had reappeared from behind one of the wagons now, carrying a long Kentucky rifle in his hands.

    The man who had introduced himself as Ramsay bowed to Mrs. Merriweather, then nodded to the others. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

    While the bacon sizzled and Mary placed some left-over cornbread beside the fire to warm, Ramsay finished his coffee and returned to his horse. After retethering the animal to make it easier for it to reach the dry grass nearby, he removed a blanket from his bedroll behind the saddle and laid it gently across the mare’s back.

    On his return he accepted a bar of soap and a towel from Mrs. Merriweather and went to the creek to wash his hands. If he was aware of the curious eyes that followed his every movement, the stranger gave no sign of it.

    Yet Josh knew he was not alone in wanting to learn more about this well-dressed and well-armed visitor. There was something about the man — some vague impression of danger perhaps — which had everyone here strangely on edge. The Budds had returned to their own fire, passing around the jug again and talking among themselves in low tones. All thoughts of an early rest seemed to have been temporarily forgotten.

    Apparently Chance Ramsay wasn’t a man given to idle conversation, however, for when he returned he accepted a plate from Mary with only a brief word of thanks. He sat on the log and proceeded to eat his supper in silence.
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    “That was a very fine meal, ma’am,” the newcomer said at last, setting his plate aside and reaching out to pour himself more coffee. “I can’t recall when I’ve eaten better.” He replaced the pot and held his hot cup in both hands, sipping contentedly.

    A moment later Clyde Budd was standing beside him.

    Clyde was the youngest of the Budd boys, perhaps seventeen or eighteen, yet big for his age, and with a reckless swaggering manner even ’Lias sometimes had a hard time ignoring. Josh knew that his brother feared no man; it simply wasn’t in his nature to seek trouble when it could be avoided. And they’d faced enough difficulties on this trek to Florida without fighting among themselves. But there had been times when Clyde’s hot temper and rough manner had pushed him almost to his limit.

    Fortunately, the Budds kept mostly to themselves, and old man Levi in particular seemed to prefer it that way. Since he ruled his boys with an iron hand, there had been no troublesome incidents so far.

    But it seemed the youngest Budd was looking for trouble now, and not trying very hard to hide it. He was standing only a few inches away from the stranger, staring down at him with his legs apart and a crooked, taunting smile on his lips. A brace of single-shot pistols were prominently displayed in his belt.

    Josh glanced across the clearing and saw that old man Levi had disappeared into the woods temporarily. Reuben and Jake were standing by their fire now, talking quietly together but with frequent looks toward the Carpenters’ camp which betrayed a clear interest in their brother’s activities. The boy noticed also that the other Budds kept their weapons close at hand.

    “Those sure are some fancy shootin’ irons you’ve got there, mister.” Clyde’s eyes glinted in the firelight as he leaned forward and pointed, doing his best to make his smile seem like an innocent grin. “Right purty.” He held out a dirty hand. “You mind if I hold one of them for just a minute? So’s I can have me a better look at it.”

    Chance Ramsay took a long, slow swallow of coffee. When he spoke he did not meet the younger man’s eyes.

    “Yes.”

    “How’s that?” Clyde seemed confused by the answer.

    “Yes. I mind.” The man in black sipped his coffee again, his face expressionless. After a moment he added, “Nobody touches my weapons but me.” He shifted his weight slightly to glance up at the young man standing beside him.

    “That’s a pretty general rule with most men in this country.” His voice was mild. “I’m surprised you wouldn’t know better than to ask.”

    Clyde’s unshaven cheeks became flushed as he opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again abruptly. Ramsay had turned back to his earlier position on the log, looking straight ahead with his cup in his left hand. It appeared that as far as he was concerned, the conversation was over.

    “You’re awful high and mighty, ain’t you?” the youngest Budd managed finally. A dangerous edge had crept into his voice. “Come in here wearin’ them dude clothes an’ bowin’ to the ladies an’ treatin’ others like they was some kind of trash underneath your feet.” He leaned forward so that his face was only inches from the other man’s. “Who the hell are you, mister? What you doin’ out here on this road in the middle of the night? You huntin’ after somethin’ or somebody?” His eyes narrowed suddenly and he turned his head to spit before straightening up. “Or runnin’ away from it?”

    “I’ve already said that my name is Ramsay. I hailed this camp in hopes of finding a warm fire with perhaps a bit of coffee and hospitality.” The stranger glanced at Mary and ’Lias, smiling faintly. “Which I did, and for which I am very grateful.”

    His eyes and his voice grew colder as he turned back to Clyde and regarded him with a penetrating stare. “As to where I have come from, and where I shall go after I leave here, that is no one’s business but my own.”

    “I’ll be damned if it ain’t! We don’t know nothin’ a-tall about you, mister. An’ as far as anybody here can tell, You’re just some kind of a high-toned thief or a God-damned killer runnin’ from the law. I got me a good mind to …”

    Clyde’s hands moved toward the pistols in his belt, but as he met the visitor’s eyes he seemed to change his mind. The hands lowered and he wiped them on his trousers. Levi had reappeared from behind the wagons now, and he was slowly crossing the enclosure with his other sons on either side.

    Ramsay gave a slight shrug and turned his back on the man next to him. “you’ve a suspicious nature, boy. And a foul mouth to go with it. There are ladies present, and if I were you ...”

    “Damn it!” Clyde’s face suddenly grew livid. He glanced at his approaching kin, then reached out to take hold of the seated man’s shoulder. “You look at me when you’re talkin’ to me!”

    What happened next occurred so fast Josh could not be sure of the exact sequence. It seemed that one moment Clyde’s fingers were gripping the dark fabric of Ramsay’s jacket, and the next the young man was lying on the ground beside the fire, gasping for breath and heaving his shoulders in an effort to recover the wind that had been knocked from him by the fall.

    In the same instant Chance Ramsay rose and turned to face the remaining Budds with two Navy Colts in his hands. Their silvered barrels gleamed redly in the firelight. He stood perfectly still, but a reckless challenge had appeared in his eyes.

    “I am neither a thief nor a murderer,” he said evenly, “though whether or not you men believe that makes less difference to me than you may imagine. But there are limits to my patience. So if any of you feel the need to push the matter, this would be the time.”

    With two quick motions he reholstered both pistols. “Make your play if you want, and let’s have an end to it.”

    Reuben, the second youngest, started to lift up his rifle but old Levi ground a heel down hard on his instep. The boy yelped in pain.

    “You just stop an’ think about that, Rube.” The older man kept his eyes on Ramsay as he spoke. “I got a idea this gent would fill your hide with lead so fast you couldn’t even begin to get ready for a shot.”

    “There’s only one of him, Pa,” Jake said in a broad stage whisper from a few yards away, “an’ four of us. You reckon ...”

    “I reckon, boy, that the one of him is liable to turn out to be just a few more than what you’re figuring on.” He spat tobacco juice and shook his head. “An’ this here’s a damn fool business to be startin’ no shootin’ war over anyhow. Clyde was way out of line. I expect he’d better learn to put a leash on that tongue of his, or he’s liable to find hisself pushin’ up daisies afore we even reach that promised land to the south.” He took a cautious step forward and looked down at his son. “Ain’t that right, Clyde?”

    The youngest Budd was sitting up now with his head on his chest, still having trouble breathing but appearing to be more angry than hurt.

    “Damn it, Pa,” he gasped. “That wasn’t fair! He tricked me!” After a second he rolled over onto his hands and knees, then got to his feet with an effort. He glared at Ramsay. “If we can’t shoot him, how ’bout roughin’ him up just a little bit? I reckon without them big ol’ horse pistols he ain’t so much. I could take him easy!”

    Chance Ramsay glanced at the others, then stepped back from the fire and made as if to unbuckle his gun belts. “All right son,” he said, a faint smile playing about his lips. “If you’re bound and determined to have yourself an education tonight, I expect I can be your teacher for one more lesson.”

    “Now hold on! Just hold on, the both of you!” Levi Budd reached out to take a grip on his son’s belt from behind, jerking him roughly away toward the center of the clearing. “Clyde, you get your tail back over there to the wagon and stop any more of your foolishness. You already made your try onct, and you come up short. Get on over there now, an’ slap some cold water on your face so’s to cool yourself down a mite!”

    Jake came and put an arm around Clyde’s waist, leading him back to the nearest wagon with Reuben close behind. Levi approached Ramsay and spread his arms in a conciliatory gesture. “Boys!” he said sadly. “Ain’t got the good sense God give to a chicken. What’s a father to do?” He shook his head, then took a step closer and held out a hand.

    “No hard feelin’s, Mr. Ramsay? You know boys’ll be boys. But I’ll try and keep a tighter rein on that Clyde from now on anyhow. I reckon he’s got a sight more to learn before he’ll be fit to look a full-growed man in the eye.”
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