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PEEK TILLMAN SHOOK out the short length of rope in his hand and stepped to the edge of the boggy depression. Without taking his eyes from the dark circle of water and its faint reflection of the tall cypress overhead, he nodded to his burly companion.

Cooter Wills, a dozen yards away, cupped his palms over his mouth and uttered a noise somewhere between a harsh muffled grunt and a throttled yelp. He paused, then repeated the call several more times in quick succession.

Peek kept his attention on the water. Soon a craggy brow ridge rose from the quiet surface, eight or ten inches behind the smaller island of a blunt armored snout. The alligator’s appearance caused scarcely a ripple in the pool’s glasslike calm.

Paying no heed to the cloud of tiny insects that flitted restlessly before his eyes, the young cow hunter stayed motionless while the prehistoric beast glided slowly toward the odd noises made by his companion. Cooter had a well-earned reputation as one of the best gator callers in all of south Florida. With luck he’d coax the dangerous reptile up onto dry land before Peek needed to make his move.

The broad, scaly back and lazily switching tail were below and abreast of him now, in water that was shallow enough to let him judge the creature’s length. Nine feet, Peek guessed, maybe a tad over. Bigger than he’d have liked, but it could have been worse. He took a slow, deep breath and placed the rope between his teeth. The muscles of his body tensed as the gator threaded its way among the cypress knees that bordered the pond, waddling forward on short, stubby legs.

Once more Cooter repeated his call, and the gator continued its steady advance into a small clearing overhung by moss-draped limbs of swamp bay and black gum. Peek, behind and outside its line of vision, swiftly closed the distance between them.

Then suddenly, with the speed of a striking rattler, he sprang.

No sooner had he landed on the gator’s back than there was a ferocious hiss and five feet of armored tail churned the moist earth to a gritty pulp. Peek locked his legs around the thrashing body, holding on for all he was worth while his hands sought to close around the fearsome tooth-filled jaws. The jaws opened once in a hissing roar and snapped shut with bone-crushing force. Instantly Peek clamped both hands around them, holding them together in a grip of iron.

He locked his legs more tightly around the gator’s body as the powerful beast arched and twisted, striving furiously to throw its tormentor off. After a minute or two it abandoned this futile effort and began slewing sideways to regain the advantage of its own watery element. Using a momentary pause while the gator gathered its strength, Peek lifted a hand from the creature’s snout to yank the bit of rope from his teeth. He whipped a half-dozen swift turns around the closed jaws and knotted the ends. Then he dug his hands and feet into the mud to keep the fierce predator from dragging him into the pool where it could continue the battle in its water-filled hole.

Cooter was beside him now, bringing a longer rope that the two cow hunters used to bind the reptile’s stubby legs and thrashing body, rendering it all but helpless. When this task was done, Peek climbed slowly to his feet while his partner tied the rope to a nearby tree.

Both men stood looking down at their still-hissing captive, breathing heavily and exchanging no words. Then Peek bent to brush the worst of the mud from his homespun trousers. Finally he stretched his lanky six-foot frame and bared his teeth in a good-natured grin.

“Well,” he drawled, casually skirting the hog-tied monster to recover his hat, which had fallen off during the melee. “What you think? Gator tail for supper tonight? Or do we tum this feller loose once the cows have drunk?”

It had been a long dry summer, and many of the seasonal creeks southwest of Fort Basinger couldn’t be counted on to support the Rocking JG herd of long-homed cattle on their fall trek to the Gulf Coast. Deep gator holes like this one, nestled among the widely scattered cypress domes of Ninety-Mile Prairie, would likely be their only source of water now for the better part of a week.

The cattle didn’t much care for the gator holes with their strong scent of musk, but it was that or go thirsty. And getting the half-wild scrub cows to water was just one of many troublesome tasks that the Florida cow hunters had to face, together with their hard-working catch dogs and tough Cracker ponies.

Cooter squatted on his heels and reached into his shirt pocket for a twist of home-cured tobacco.

“Son, you know I don’t care a hoot in Hades for that stringy old lizard meat.” He paused to stuff a few pieces of leaf into his sunburnt cheek. “An’ I got a notion what Cookie’ll say too, if you come traipsin’ into camp with that critter in tow.”

Peek ran his fingers through sandy-colored locks, then settled his slouch hat in place. “Shucks, Cooter, t’aint no trouble to fix. Feller back home told me all about it. Alls you got to do is cut up the tender part, right there behind the legs …” He pointed with a booted toe. “… an’ then fry it up like pork chops. That gent allowed as how it was some mighty fine eatin’, ’specially if they’s a tad of orange marmalade to go with it. Maybe Cookie just ain’t had much experience fixin’ gator tail the right way.…”

“I reckon that’s what he’ll tell you, too.” The older man spit a jet of tobacco juice that saturated the already damp grass at his feet. “He’ll allow if you know so much about it, you can go right on ahead an’ butcher it out and cook it your ownself.”

With a shrug of his lean but muscular shoulders, Peek crossed the clearing to recover his cartridge belt and holster from where he’d hung them over a low-growing limb.

“Cooter, the trouble with you an’ Cookie is, ain’t neither one of you got a ounce of adventuresome spirit to parcel out between you. Me, I figure variety’s the spice o’ life, like the feller said. No matter if it’s vittles, or fresh territory …” He paused, then went on a little self-consciously. “… or women, or anything else this big old world has to offer!”

Cooter responded with a sideways glance and a noncommittal grunt. He let fly another stream of tobacco juice that barely missed a spider weaving its web between two possum-haw bushes.

“Why, to hear you talk,” Peek went on, warming to the subject as he buckled on his six-shooter, “you’d be plumb satisfied to feed off of cornbread an’ sow belly an’ greens ever’ natural day of your life.”

“You add in a good-sized bowl of buttered grits with that,” the older man stretched lazily and rose to his feet, “and you ain’t far from wrong. A feller could do a heap worse.”

He’d been friends with the Tillman family ever since his young companion was no higher than a saddle cinch ring and had to be lifted up to sit a horse. There always was a restless streak in the boy. Not wild exactly, just restless. It probably wouldn’t be much longer before even this wide-open Florida backcountry wouldn’t be enough to satisfy his craving for new adventures.

He watched thoughtfully while the younger man bent to tie the leather thongs of his holster, low down on his left thigh like some Texas gunfighter. Peek spent a lot of his spare time practicing with that six-shooter, and he was more than average fast. What’s more, he generally hit whatever it was he was aiming at. A couple days ago he’d blown the head off a canebrake rattler from horseback at a distance of more than twenty feet.

But he’d never faced another man in armed combat and Cooter prayed he never would, although such encounters were at least as common on this southern frontier as they were in the West. Anyplace where the law was scarce and far between, guns were necessary for self-protection. But no man needed a reputation for being quick on the shoot, least of all some still-green young’un who hadn’t lived a day of his life outside the south Florida wilderness.

The older man put such thoughts aside with a shrug, then offered his opinion on another fool notion the kid had just hinted at. “Now, far as womenfolk is concerned,” he observed dryly, “since you brung up the subject …”

Peek favored him with a curious glance while he straightened and settled the holster more comfortably about his slim hips.

“I reckon just one of them notional critters by her lonesome ought to be enough to satisfy any sensible man’s cravin’ for ’variety.’ More’n one is just askin’ for trouble!”

The young cow hunter’s grin grew broader as he came near and gave his partner a friendly nudge in the ribs. “I believe you’ve got to be cautious an’ set in your ways, Cooter, now that you’ve reached your declinin’ years. That wife up to Fort Drum must of flat took the wind out of your sails.”

“Mebbe. But I reckon I’ll keep her.” The heavy-set man bent at the waist and spit again with finality. “She don’t talk near as much foolishness as some a feller’s liable to meet out here on Ninety-Mile Prairie.”

Peek accepted his friend’s remark with good-natured silence. It was no worse than he’d come to expect from the other cow hunters during this westward trek across the peninsula. Despite the fact that he’d made four earlier drives with his father and members of his family, this was his first trip on his own, as a man and for pay. And though he pulled his share of the load and a tad more besides, neither Cooter nor anybody else meant to let him forget that at the tender age of eighteen he was the “cub” of the Rocking JG crew.

He lifted his gaze toward the brightly lit prairie, only partly visible beyond the closest trees and thick foliage. After a moment he shrugged and glanced at their captive.

“Well, big feller,” he said with mock resignation, “I reckon ole lawyer Cooter here’s done argued you a re-prieve. I already got enough chores to keep me free from mischief, without takin’ on no added cookin’ duties.”

He might be willing to kill an occasional gator for meat, as he would any kind of game, but neither Peek nor most other Florida natives would take the life of one of the fierce reptiles needlessly. When all the gators were gone there’d be no more gator holes, and no gator holes meant no handy places to water cattle during seasonal droughts such as this.

“You go on back an’ let the rest of ’em know it’s okay to bring the herd up,” he said to his companion. “I’ll drag this feller over yonder to that next li’l cypress dome where he can’t cause no trouble.”

Cooter responded with a nod and an agreeable grunt, then started for where their horses were tied a short distance away. He knew that all that was really needed was to drag the trussed-up gator deeper into the nearby woods and keep it there till the cattle had drunk. But he was willing to make some allowances for a young buck who couldn’t resist having a look at whatever lay beyond the next stand of trees.

While the older man mounted and swung his horse’s nose east, Peek led his own pony back to the clearing where their still-hissing prisoner was waiting. The shaggy-maned little Cracker horse snorted and tossed his head when he caught scent of the reptile, but a word from his master was enough to calm him. After all, this was hardly the first gator the Florida-bred gelding had ever had dealings with.

Peek untied the rope from the tree and climbed into the saddle. He took a few turns around the horn, leaving enough slack so the creature in tow would be a respectable distance behind them; then he clucked to his pony and urged it forward with his knees. The helpless reptile was dragged on its belly out of the hammock and across the slippery grass to the next closest cypress dome some hundred yards away.

A minute before they entered the shade of these farther trees, Peek’s nose wrinkled up and he sniffed thoughtfully at the midmorning air. The gelding, sensing his master’s change of mood and welcoming the opportunity for a break from his present chore, came to a stop.

Peek sampled the air again, then shook his head and bent to run his fingers through the pony’s long mane. “Could of swore I smelt biscuits cookin’ for half a second there.” He spoke so quietly that only the horse could hear. “But that don’t make the slightest kind of sense.”

As far as he knew, there wasn’t a settlers’ cabin within thirty miles of this place. And the only cow crew that was making a drive this early was his own, still a mile or so back to the east.

Not to mention that fresh-baked biscuits were unlikely cow camp fare at any time, and surely not for the midday meal. Your average cow hunter was lucky to get a cold slab of leftover cornpone to go with his side meat and sweet potato, so long as the herd was still moving.

He sat with his brow creased in thought for a minute longer. Then the alligator twitched at the end of its tether and the Cracker pony blew and started to sidestep. Peek knew it was time he got on with the job at hand.

Still, he took a moment to slip the leather thong from the hammer of his six-shooter before urging his mount forward again. Outlaws and rustlers were common enough in the Florida wilderness, and it didn’t cost a thing to be care ful.

His eyes were wary as the pony moved slowly in among the shade of ancient cypresses, ringed all around with loblolly bay. The shadows were deep here, and the ground became boggy after a few dozen feet. His sure-footed gelding navigated the treacherous cluster of cypress knees without a misstep. But soon the jumble of low, knobby growths made it impossible to drag their trussed-up captive farther.

With a quiet word to his pony, Peek swung down and let the horse keep tension on the rope while he went and gingerly freed the gator. When he’d stepped aside to give it room, the big reptile lay still for a second, then turned its head to glare at Peek and utter one last angry hiss before half-waddling, half-sliding on its belly into the deeper recesses of the swamp.

Peek let out a long sigh of relief as he coiled the rope and hung it from the saddle opposite his cow whip, which was the more familiar tool of a Florida cow hunter’s trade. When he’d led his pony off a short distance to avoid the cypress knees and the low-growing limbs of a gnarled old water hickory, he stepped back into the leather and they turned once more toward the open prairie.

“Come on, fella,” he said gently. “Let’s us get shut of this place and go find the herd.”

But a bare instant before they emerged into the bright sunlight he drew rein again. Something-an unexpected sound, another odd scent, Peek couldn’t say what-had caught his attention.

Anyone who lived his life in the wilderness, away from towns and the unpredictable bustle of humanity, knew the sights and sounds and smells of his native surroundings so completely that after a while he wasn’t consciously aware of them. It was only when something unusual intruded on the senses-something that didn’t belong-that his ears pricked up and the hairs on the back of his neck started to tingle.

And that was what Peek Tillman felt now, in the shadowed recess of a cypress hammock, miles from the closest settlement. It could be a warning of impending danger; or it might be nothing of the sort. But no one survived long in this harsh Florida backcountry who failed to pay heed to such subtle advertisements.

There was no obvious change of expression on the young man’s tanned features, nor in the relaxed way he sat his horse, that might have betrayed his sudden alertness. But for several long minutes he held perfectly still, reaching out with eyes and ears and nose for any more faint clues that could give form and meaning to this unknown mystery.

The Cracker pony seemed to share his rider’s wariness, frozen in place like a shaggy-maned statue, with head high and ears pricked for any hint of danger.

A gentle breeze rustled the leaves around them, cooling the sweat on Peek’s forehead and neck. All the birds and insects seemed to have fallen silent too. Just one more suggestion that something-or someone-out of the ordinary was nearby.

Slowly he became aware of the small noises that had caught his attention earlier.

From somewhere, not far beyond the cluster of trees and dense growth where he waited and listened, came a faint clink of metal on metal. When he’d heard it a few more times with variations, Peek nodded his recognition. Human visitors. Only those of his own kind used metal objects.

The breeze shifted around to the north, and at last his nose caught the familiar scent of a wood fire. A moment later a horse blew and stamped, and he caught the low-pitched murmur of men’s voices. The sounds seemed to come from the far side of this same cluster of woods.

“Well,” Peek said quietly to no one in particular, “I s’pose we’d ought to be neighborly an’ go introduce ourselves. They’ll know about our outfit soon enough, onct all them cows start showin’ up.”
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PEEK TOOK THE REINS in his right hand and began walking his pony slowly forward. As they emerged into the sunlight, his other hand dropped almost without thought to rest lightly on his left thigh, a comforting few inches from the butt of his Colt Peacemaker revolver.

When they were halfway ’round the cypress dome, he could see the reflection of white canvas tents. But it was several minutes longer before he was close enough to make out any details. The young cow hunter’s eyes narrowed curiously as he approached and took in the layout.

There were two good-sized wall tents, almost brand-new-judging from the lack of mildew-with another broad panel of canvas spread between them to provide shade for a camp table and a half dozen folding chairs. Beyond the tents was an unhitched spring wagon, still piled high with crates and boxes of supplies.

Four big sturdy mules were staked out in the distance, and three unsaddled riding horses cropped grass on a picket rope closer by.

Just in front of the awning on the side facing Peek’s approach, overheated air shimmered above the stone ring and smoke-blackened tripod of an untended cook fire. He could guess the cook was only absent temporarily, for the steaming collection of shiny, new cast-iron pots and skillets spoke of a sizable dinner almost ready for serving.

The frontier-bred cow hunter whistled softly through his teeth while he drew rein by a clump of palmettos some twenty yards away.

He’d never in his life seen such a fancy outfit as this, every bit of it shiny and new, with a mule-drawn supply wagon loaded down to the axles. But he had a pretty fair notion what it must mean.

There’d been talk about all the rich Yankees who’d been coming down to Florida since the War Between the States ended. Some meant to make their homes here and take advantage of the climate and the cheap land the state had to offer. Others had a mind to get even richer by buying up property, draining off swamps, or building railroads and hotels for the ever-increasing tourist trade.

But the greatest number were seasonal visitors, attracted for a few days or weeks by the warm weather and the novelty of an unspoiled wilderness. Many fancied themselves “sportsmen,” catching fish by the dozen and then giving them away or leaving them to spoil on the banks of the rivers. Or they would blaze away with rifle and shotgun at whatever moved, most often wounding rather than killing anything they could hit. They’d grab a few pelts or a handful of feathers to show off to their friends up north, once again leaving the biggest part of their handiwork to rot.

Peek had heard tales of such foolishness from his uncle and others who traveled the northern part of the state; and though not many tourists had taken the trouble yet to venture this far south, he’d little doubt that what he saw now was one of those harebrained “sporting expeditions.”

All things considered, the young cow hunter reflected sourly, he’d a lot sooner come across a marauding pack of wolves or a self-respecting rustler gang than something like this here.

But it wasn’t a thing that could be helped. This was all free-range country and open to everybody. The best he figured he could do was introduce himself and explain about the herd that would be passing through in a couple of hours. Then pray that these pilgrims had enough sense to tell the difference between a long-horned steer and a deer or a panther.

The only person in view from where Peek sat his horse was a youngish man in spotless khakis and polished lace-up boots, who sat hunched over a leather-bound notebook at the far end of the long camp table. He seemed completely absorbed in whatever he was writing, so that even now he was unaware of the cow hunter’s approach.

To add to Peek’s growing sense of wonder at this outlandish set-up in the heart of the Florida wilderness, he saw now that the table was covered with a white linen cloth, on which were five carefully arranged place settings with neatly folded napkins, genuine china plates, and cut-glass tumblers.

Even his aristocratic aunt Polly, whose treasured collection of dishes had been rescued from her father’s Georgia plantation a step ahead of Sherman’s raiders, would have been hard put to match fixings like these. And Peek only saw those items grace her table at rare family gatherings such as Thanksgiving and Christmas.

He was about to walk his horse closer when he remembered himself and stopped to call out in the universal custom of the frontier: “Hello the fire! Is it all right for a rider to come in?”

The man in khaki looked up with a surprised expression on his face. He took off his reading glasses but made no immediate reply. After a moment, a second man-tall, muscular, dressed in a black broadcloth suit with a wide-brimmed dark hat-appeared at the entrance to the closest tent. Peek’s eyes flicked thoughtfully to the pearl-handled revolver in its cross-draw holster beneath the new arrival’s unbuttoned coat.

This man studied Peek narrowly for what might have been a slow count of ten, apparently sizing him up. Then he stepped out into the open.

“Come on ahead,” he said agreeably. “Light and set!”

Peek let his pony approach the fire, and dismounted when he was a dozen feet away.

“Coffee?” the man in black asked, coming closer while Peek bent to loop his reins around some low-growing palmettos. “Or maybe somethin’ a little stronger?” He grinned slyly. “As you might be able to tell, we’re not exactly hurtin’ here for the better things in life.”

“Coffee’ll do me fine.” Peek glanced from the speaker to the man in khaki, who had risen now and stepped around the table to join them. “You-all are a right far piece from civilization,” he observed mildly. “Come down here to do a little huntin’, did you?”

He thought he saw the larger man’s eyes grow cold for the barest fraction of a second. But then he shrugged and knelt to take the coffee pot from its tripod over the fire. The khaki-clad gent didn’t seem to notice. He approached the cow hunter and extended a hand.

“Only after a manner of speaking,” he responded with a faint but winning smile. “I’m Doctor James Westfield of Princeton University. And this is my associate, Mister Ethan Cabell.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance.” Peek shook the doctor’s hand and nodded at the man in black, who had taken the coffee pot to a stack of blue china cups on the near end of the table. “Peek Tillman here. I hunt cows for the Rockin’ JG, over east in Brevard County.”

“Won’t you have a seat?” Westfield returned to his chair under the awning while Cabell handed a cup to Peek and poured two more for the doctor and himself. “It’s a rare treat to have company this far from ’civilization,’ as you put it. We’ve hardly seen anyone for more than a week.”

Peek pulled out a chair and sat while Cabell brought the other two cups to that end of the table. After rummaging briefly in a nearby case of supplies the big man produced a can of condensed milk, a tin of sugar, and a half-full bottle of brandy, all of which he placed within easy reach.

“You’re pretty far from home yourself,” he observed casually, taking the chair across from Peek. “You travelin’ out here on business, or just passin’ through?”

“Little of both.” Peek deliberately ignored the other’s questioning gaze while he added two heaping teaspoons of sugar to his coffee and stirred it thoroughly. “We’re trailin’ a herd of cows through to Punta Rassa. Got in mind to water ’em over at that next cypress dome yonder, then make a few more miles before stoppin’ for the night.”

“Uh-huh.” Cabell’s face was bland as he uncorked the brandy and added a generous portion to his cup.

Peek tasted his own coffee and nodded appreciatively. “That sure does hit the spot,” he said, “after a long mornin’ on the range.” He pushed his hat back from his forehead and eased his body into a more comfortable position. “A feller might even say,” he continued with a sideways glance at Westfield, “that it’s just what the doctor ordered!”

The man in khaki smiled at this mild attempt at humor, and Peek was encouraged to press his curiosity further. “I don’t reckon I ever met no Princeton University doc before. What kind of doctorin’ is it you do up yonder? People, or horses, or both?”

“Neither one, actually. I’m a Doctor of Philosophy. My personal specialty is primitive archaeology.”

Peek frowned at the unfamiliar word. “Archy-what?”

“Archaeology,” Westfield repeated, not the least disturbed by his guest’s puzzled expression. “It’s the study of ancient peoples and civilizations.”

“Oh.” The young cow hunter could recall hearing about some of those highfalutin universities now, like Harvard or William and Mary, and about people—"scholars,” they were called-who spent all their lives studying and teaching instead of working for a living. It seemed like a mighty peculiar life for a full-grown man. And he’d surely never expected to meet one of them here on the Florida frontier.

“You mean you’re some kind of a historian?” he asked slowly. History was one of the few subjects that had managed to capture Peek’s interest during his brief years of schooling. He’d enjoyed the stories of ancient Rome and the American Revolution that the teacher had told them; and he’d even done a little reading on his own in some books of history since then.

“Yes.” Westfield nodded agreeably. “In a way. But my studies are directed specifically toward those people and cultures that left no written records. Prehistoric American Indian tribes, to be exact.”

Peek swallowed more coffee and scratched his ear thoughtfully. “But if those folks lived a real long time ago, and didn’t leave behind no writin’, then how do you…?”

“There’s an enormous amount to be learned from the various artifacts we discover buried in the earth. Bones, pieces of pottery, primitive tools-each has its unique story to tell. As a matter of fact …”

A sound at their backs caused Westfield to interrupt his explanation and tum in his chair. Peek followed his eyes…

And found himself gaping awkwardly at the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in his life.

She stood just outside the entrance flap of the farthest tent. Her long golden hair cascaded loosely to her waist and framed delicately chiseled features of almost flawless perfection. She appeared to be not much older than Peek, maybe three or four years. But there was a clear-eyed reserve and self-confidence about her, which together with the severe lines of her tailored shirtwaist and long dark skirt, made her seem more sophisticated and mature than any woman in the young cow hunter’s limited experience.

It didn’t help to curb the hot flush he felt rising in his cheeks to notice that the lacy top of the young lady’s blouse was presently unbuttoned, revealing the contours of a pale, aristocratic neck. A linen towel in her hands, which she used to pat away the few remaining drops of moisture from her forehead and chin, explained her mild state of undress.

“Dinner is just about ready, gentlemen. If you will—”

She lowered the towel and her sparkling dark eyes found Peek’s for the first time.

“Oh. I didn’t know we had company.” There was no particular embarrassment in her manner, only the very briefest lapse of composure. “Please excuse me for a moment.” She turned and disappeared once more into the tent.

All three men had risen from the table at her appearance, Peek a little more clumsily than he’d have liked. When she’d retired from view again, Ethan Cabell turned and strode off toward the open prairie. Once he was out of sight beyond the tents, two pistol shots in quick succession caused the cow hunter to jerk his head around sharply.

“It’s his way of calling the others in to dinner,” Westfield explained with a mild air of apology. “I had the impression it was something of a custom out here on the frontier.”

“There’s other ways to get folks’ attention,” Peek remarked dryly, “most all of which makes better sense when they’s a bunch of mossy-horned cows in the neighborhood.”

He finished his coffee and set the cup down carefully on its saucer. “I’d be obliged if you’d speak to Mister Cabell about that. At least for the next couple days, till our outfit’s left the area.”

“Of course,” Westfield agreed, with a glance in the direction of his unseen associate. Then after a short hesitation: “I will certainly make it a point to mention it to him.”

Something in the archaeologist’s voice caused Peek to look at him curiously. He almost acted like he was a little afraid of Cabell. Yet until then it had seemed obvious that the refined and educated Princeton man was the one in charge of this party; or at least that it was his money that paid for it.

Ethan Cabell clearly wasn’t the “scholarly” type; nor was he from any place up north, to judge by his speech. His broadcloth suit, though respectable enough at first glance, was actually a bit worn and frayed around the edges. Peek had had the impression that he was just some local resident, probably down on his luck, who’d hired himself out as a guide. But if that was the case, what was behind Westfield’s peculiar hesitancy in dealing with him?

These thoughts were cut short by the reappearance of the young lady. Her blouse was buttoned fully now, and her hair had been hurriedly arranged in a loose bun on top of her head. Peek still thought she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever set eyes on.

The archaeologist smiled warmly as she approached and put an arm around her slim waist. “Miranda,” he said, “allow me to introduce Mister Peek Tillman. Mister Tillman, my wife, Miranda.”

Peek felt an odd sadness, and a lump began forming at the base of his throat. Yet he surely had no reason to imagine that any single woman of quality would be staying alone in a camp full of men.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am,” he mumbled, touching a finger to his hat while avoiding her eyes.

“It’s my pleasure, Mister Tillman. Won’t you join us for dinner? We have more than enough, and it’s so seldom we have visitors out here in the field.”

“Thanks, ma’am, I ’preciate the offer. But I’d best be gettin’ on back. I been away so long now they’re prob’ly thinkin’ about sendin’ out search parties.”

“Mister Tillman is a drover,” her husband explained. “He and his companions are taking a herd of cattle to market, and tonight they’ll be camping a short distance west of here.”

“I’m afraid it ain’t a job that allows much time for social-izin’,” Peek said with more regret than he might have felt under different circumstances. “We’re all pretty much on the go ever’ day, from can’t see to can’t see.”

“I quite understand.” Westfield nodded sympathetically. “Perhaps another time.”

Miranda Westfield had moved off a few steps to examine the pots at the cook fire. As Peek started around her to fetch his horse, she turned and met his eyes.

“What about in the evening?” she asked suddenly. “This evening, I mean, after your chores are done? If you’re not camped too far away, mightn’t you find time to come for a short visit?”

She glanced at her husband, and an unspoken communication seemed to pass between them. “We’ve had no real company in all the weeks we’ve been in south Florida, and so little knowledge of the land or its people …” Her clear dark eyes seemed to hold Peek’s in a spell. “Please come. It will be such a joy to hear fresh conversation for a change!”

Westfield nodded in answer to Peek’s questioning glance. “By all means,” he said warmly. “Come and spend an hour or two with us if you’re able. We often sit up for a time after night falls, over coffee and brandy.”

“Well …” Peek hesitated, weighing the cost. He’d have to hit the trail boss up for the late shift at night herd, and he’d be lucky to manage even a couple hours of sleep in between. But he reckoned he could stand it this once. After all, how many chances did a fellow like him get to spend a couple hours socializing with a genuine Doc of Philosophy from Princeton University?

And his beautiful wife.

He deliberately put aside the mild twinge of guilt brought on by that last thought and grinned at his hosts. “Okay, folks, we got ourselves a date! I’ll be mighty pleased myself to hear somethin’ a tad more educated than your usual cow camp gab!”

He untied the reins and swung into the saddle with a flourish, showboating just a little for the Yankee and his lady.

Like he’d told Cooter earlier, he had a mind to sample all the new experiences this life had to offer. And since he’d probably never meet up with the Westfields again after tonight, he’d just grab onto the moment and worry about the consequences tomorrow.

“I’ll be seein’ you!” he called out cheerfully, lifting his free hand in a parting wave. Then he lightly touched spurs to the Cracker pony’s flank, and they left the camp behind at a spanking gallop.
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WHEN HE’D ROUNDED a corner of the cypress dome and pointed his pony’s nose east, Peek took a deep breath and eased the obliging animal back to a trot, then to a walk, to save it for the long afternoon ahead.

A few minutes later, he spotted two riders in the distance, heading for the Westfields’ camp at a distance-eating lope. He’d little doubt these were the “others” Ethan Cabell had summoned with his ill-advised pistol shots. But they seemed hardly the type he’d expect to see in company with a Princeton University professor.

He drew back on the reins a little bit so he could study them more carefully.

Both were cold-eyed, hard-faced men, one tall and lean, the· other short and heavy-set. From the battered slouch hats, scuffed boots, and patched cotton work shirts they wore, they might have been been down-at-heel cow hunters. Each was well armed, though, with a belted pistol at his hip and some kind of long-arm, either rifle or shotgun, in a boot by his saddle.

There was nothing very remarkable about their used-up clothing, and a man’s physical appearance wasn’t anything he could do much about. Nor were their weapons all that unusual on this harsh Florida frontier of the 1880s.

It was their horses that made Peek’s brow knit in thought.

The big dun and its sorrel companion were two of the finest specimens of horseflesh he’d had occasion to set eyes on in all his eighteen years of living among horses and horse-men. Either one was worth more than any workaday cow hunter could afford on his thirty dollars a month and found.

Peek was no pilgrim, in spite of his youth. And he knew only one kind of rider who’d put such a high value on the quality of his mount, to the neglect of clothing and everything else. A cow hunter’s horse was important, so he’d be able to earn his keep. But there were those for whom a big powerful animal with speed and bottom could literally be the difference between life and death. Especially with a sheriff’s posse hot on his backtrail. To the road agent or bank artist, there was nothing more vital than a good, fast horse with staying power.

Peek’s brow remained furrowed as he squinted after the two riders growing smaller in the distance. He was still frowning when he lifted his Cracker pony to a trot in the opposite direction.

Now why in God’s Creation would a Yankee scholar like Westfield have such men in his party?

Not that it was any of his affair, of course. Nor something he’d be likely to bring up in casual conversation. Folks on the frontier liked to keep their own counsel.

But it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have all his wits about him tonight, and to be on the lookout for any stray tidbits of information. With two hard cases like that in the neighborhood, any manner of trouble was apt to be brewing. And rustling cattle was one possibility.

Before too much longer he could hear the familiar popping of cow whips in the distance, and see the faint haze of dust on the horizon that marked the slow-moving progress of the Rocking JG herd. Another half hour brought him close enough to pick out Cooter’s stocky form as he rode the near flank. Peek brought his pony around in a wide half-circle to join him.

“Took you long enough,” the older man said dryly, once they were riding stirrup to stirrup. “I was startin’ to figure you’d got a notion to have a couple chomps on that ole lizard’s tail after all.” He turned his head to one side in order to eject a stream of tobacco juice. “Or mebbe t’other way round!”

“That gator an’ me parted friendly,” Peek informed him, “with both our tails in-tact.” He paused briefly for effect, making a show of pulling his hat lower against the midday sun.

“But then afterwards I was obliged to be neighborly towards some Yankee newcomers I met along the way. We tarried over coffee an’ had a right fine conversation, me an’ this Princeton Doctor of Philosophy an’ his wife, all about archy-ology an’ the like.”

Cooter rewarded his partner’s cryptic announcement with a brief sideways glance. Then he clucked to his horse and trotted off to tum in a cantankerous steer that had strayed too far from the herd. For the time being, it was all the reaction the younger cow hunter was going to get.
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It took six long hours to get the cattle watered at the gator holes and then trail them another mile or two west before bedding them down for the night. Everybody was bone-tired by the time the horses were finally unsaddled and Cookie started dishing up the evening’s meal of hash, sweet potatoes, and cornbread.

So far Cooter hadn’t said much about Peek’s encounter with the Westfields, even after hearing a more complete account of it during the afternoon’s ride. But when he learned at supper of his friend’s plan for a nighttime visit, he finally offered an opinion:

“Son, that ain’t nothin’ but plain damn foolishness. Even you ought to have better sense than to go gallivantin’ off in the middle of the night payin’ social calls on strangers, when they’s a full day’s work lookin’ ever’body in the face come sun-up.”
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