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  Jesse L. Pruitt galloped wide open across the palmetto-strewn Florida prairie. His sure-footed mustang stud, Satan, dodged gopher turtle holes and leaped clumps of broom grass with ease.




  Jesse, better known as Prue, swung the twelve-foot-long rawhide whip over his shoulder and sharply forward, snapping it at what he thought was just the right moment and almost cut a chunk out of his shoulder with the popper. His horse shied violently, leaping six feet to the left to escape the whip, nearly dumping Prue as they raced after a squirrelly brown and white cow and her calf.




  “Damn you, Satan. I almost had them.” Prue slowed the black mustang to a trot and then a walk.




  Prue, recently from Texas, was newly come to the Florida frontier to invest his small savings in land. First thing he learned was working cattle in Florida was different. You couldn’t do it without dogs and a whip, two things never used by the cowboys out West.




  He bought a thousand acres from a young cowboy named Moss Mizelle who told Prue he “didn’t want the responsibility of owning no land.” The land came fully stocked with two thousand head of Florida yellow hammers, another name for the scraggly Florida cows slowly evolved from the original cattle left by the Spaniards when Ponce de Leon visited the peninsula. Aside from the cattle, the land situated on Horse Creek between Lily and Pine Level was unimproved.




  Prue hired a black man named Boarhog Benson, a local cowman, as ranch foreman and all-around help. Benson kept an eye on the ranch and was building a small cabin and cowpens close to the creek. The pens currently housed the one thing besides his horse he had brought from Texas, a two-year-old longhorn bull named Cactus Pete. Prue hand raised the gentle bull and planned to use him to improve his herd.




  In Texas, Prue was a cowboy. He rode herd on the Chisholm Trail, cowboyed on several ranches and learned the tough job of a cowhand. But things were different here in Florida. The scrub palmettos and dense hammocks could hide a hundred head of cows and you’d never know they were there. It took a good cow dog to sniff them out and then push them into the open.




  The cows he bought from Moss were spread out over the vast Florida prairie. Moss gave him a paper with the Mizelle brand, an M followed by the number two, and the various earmarks carried by his new possessions. But the cows were tough to find. They hid in deep swamps, thick underbrush, thorns and palmetto scrub. And the cattle were small, fast as antelopes, and apt to be rank.




  When Prue finally roped one, it often turned out to have someone else’s brand. The most frequent brand he saw was a “Q” with a roof over it, called a rafter “Q.”




  To help in his cow-hunting endeavors, Prue acquired the cow dog named Buzzard and the whip. He made friends with an old trapper and cow hunter named Moccasin Bob Henderson who lived between his place and the McQueen spread. Bob sold him the whip and was trying to teach him how to crack it, while Buzzard was trying to teach him where to look for his cows.




  Prue gazed across the open prairie filled with palmettos and clumps of broom grass waving in the slight breeze looking for the cow and her calf. In the distance he saw the rambling tree line marking Horse Creek. Animal trails wound through the palmettos. No doubt there was a gator hole or a cattle wallow beneath those trees.




  It might be wintertime on the palmetto prairies, but the weather was still hot and sultry and the wire grass green. Puffy white clouds floated across the clear blue ocean of sky overhead. The air smelled of moist earth and dog fennel with a hint of salt from the sea a mere thirty miles away.




  Prue shifted in the saddle as his stomach churned. Cursing his recent foray into the night life of Arcadia, he turned Satan’s head toward a hammock covered with oaks and thick undergrowth. Buzzard, following along at Satan’s heels, looked up at Prue and made the appropriate course correction.




  “I need to find a log,” Prue said over his shoulder to the dog.




  Buzzard panted and slobbered and kept trotting, which Prue took to mean, “Yeah, me, too.”




  Buzzard, a big rangy leopard dog of uncertain years with a wide tan forehead, one blue eye and one gray eye, was covered with black, gray, and tan splotches. The dog came to Prue equipped with a vast knowledge of cows and where to find them and a bad temper. Bob presented Prue with the dog shortly after they met. Bob said he never knew anyone that needed the help of a good cow dog more than Prue.




  Prue dismounted and dropped Satan’s reins. The Texas mustang was well trained . . . usually. This meant the horse would probably still be there when Prue got back from taking care of business. He removed his gun belt and hooked it over the horn of his Texas stock saddle, but pulled out his big Colt horse pistol. There could be snakes. You never know and they were everywhere around here.




  Florida cow country had one thing in common with Texas—the country was filled with rough customers, outlaws, rustlers, roustabouts, and layabouts. But here in Florida there were no networks of Texas Rangers, few sheriffs, and no posse. The justice system was in its infancy. It just didn’t make any sense to run around unarmed.




  “Stay with the horse,” Prue ordered the dog and headed into the scrub. Buzzard watched him disappear into the brush and then lay down beside Satan.




  Prue found a bush with soft leaves he hoped would not bring on a rash and hung his hindquarters over the first log he came to. Damn all the booze he’d sucked down the night before! His guts rolled. He’d gone into town for supplies and ended up at the Arcadia House, a boardinghouse most of the cattlemen in the area visited frequently.




  At the Arcadia House he enjoyed the drinking and talking to other cowmen and the company of a little red-headed gal named Harriett, but he was paying for it this morning.




  He stared off into space from his spot in the brush. He could see Satan beginning to wander as he cropped grass. Dang the mustang for a willful, disobedient son of a gun. The sun was already warming the land. Steam rose off that low area to his north where a stand of cypress trees grew. When he looked off to the east and the rising sun he caught a glimpse of something blue and white in the bushes under a palmetto clump. After making use of his handful of leaves, Prue hitched up his drawers, buckled his belt, and set off to see what it was.




  Whistling “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” Prue sauntered over to the clump of palmettos, bent over, and looked under it. He was shocked to see a pair of huge blue-green eyes staring back at him. He backed up so fast, he sat down. Buzzard spotted him and came over to investigate. When the big dog saw what was in the bushes, he backed away, began to growl, and then he started baying.




  “Be quiet, Buzzard,” Prue ordered. The dog sat down and panted, which was pretty well his answer to everything.




  “Come on out, little girl,” Prue said to the child hiding under the palmetto. “I won’t hurt you.”




  The little girl wearing a blue and white checked smock with a torn hem over a white blouse had long blonde braids, a pointed little chin, and sad, sad eyes. Her face was dirty, and one of her high-topped boots was untied. She stared at Prue and the dog and shook with apparent fear. Her mouth was open slightly and her eyes were wide and scared.




  Prue stood up, shaded his eyes with one hand and looked around. Where could she have come from? He didn’t see any farms or houses, wagons, riders; no place at all where this child could have originated. He took his brown, four-ply beaver off his head and ran stiff fingers through tangled blond hair.




  He bent back down and held his hand out to the child. “Come on out darlin’, I won’t hurt you,” he crooned in his soft Texas drawl.




  The little girl shrank further into her hiding place beneath the palmetto fronds. Prue would much rather have been on his horse hunting cows than bent over trying to coax this frightened child out of the brush. His head ached and his guts were churning again. But he couldn’t ride off and leave her. What would Ma have to say about something like that? Plenty, that’s what.




  “Come on, darlin’,” he said and reached in to grab her. He wrapped one arm around her waist and hauled her out from under the bush. She immediately opened her mouth wide and began to shriek, a high-pitched wail that ate into Prue’s eardrums. Drumming her heels on Prue’s legs, she doubled over and sank small teeth into Prue’s arm, tearing his clean, white, two-dollar shirt.




  “Holy Mother of Jesus,” Prue swore. But he didn’t drop her. He ran out to where his horse was grazing and dumped her on the grass. She leaped to her feet ready to run, but Prue grabbed her around the waist again. “Please, little girl, I ain’t gonna hurt you. I just want to take you to your family. Where’s your ma and pa?”




  The little girl looked into Prue’s eyes and dropped to the ground. She wrapped her arms around her body, dropped her head to her knees, and rocked back and forth. Tears streamed out of her huge blue-green eyes, but the wailing stopped. Her crying was quiet. Her shoulders shook with the force of her emotion. Prue never saw so much pain in so young a face. It made tears spring into his own eyes and his heart ache. He felt helpless and completely at a loss. What should he do now?




  The girl bent over and buried her face in her lap, rocking back and forth, shaking with those quiet sobs. Prue sat down next to her and put an arm across her shoulders. Buzzard sat on the other side and slowly licked her head and the side of her face with his enormous pink tongue.




  Prue stared at the dog. Cow dogs, a wild mix of hound and bulldog, were full of aggression. The work they did was dangerous and the dogs often died doing it. They got gored, snake-bit, cow-stomped, lost, and even shot. They made terrible pets and worse house dogs. But they loved what they did. It was almost impossible to keep them from chasing cows and rooting through the underbrush searching for the animals. Prue marveled at the tender care this rough dog lavished on the child. Buzzard must sense her anguish and helplessness and somehow, instead of acting aggressively, he was comforting her.




  The silent sobs finally abated and the little girl lifted her head and looked at Prue. “Where do you live, sugar?” he asked.




  She pointed to the north. Prue knew the river was up that way and several homesteads and squatter shacks. She must be from one of them. Prue wiped her face with the torn sleeve of his shirt and picked her up. She didn’t scream this time.




  She weighed little, hanging onto him like he was her savior. Satan wandered off and tried to play games with Prue when he went to catch him. Prue motioned for Buzzard to get the horse. The dog cheerfully bit the black mustang on the nose to turn him and then nipped at the horse’s heels to push him toward Prue. When Prue scooped up the dragging reins, Satan turned his head and tried to bite him.




  “I wouldn’t a sent the dog after you, if you’d just come when I whistled,” Prue told his horse. He set the little girl on the saddle, strapped his gun belt back around his waist, and climbed up behind her.




  They rode slowly, Prue asking her every so often if they were headed in the right direction. About two miles from the hammock where he found her, Prue rode into the yard of a small homestead with a cabin, a barn, and several outbuildings. Chickens ran wild in the yard and a milk cow lowed from her pen. When Prue tied up Satan at the hitching rail outside the barn, he saw the cow needed milking.




  “Is this your home?”




  The little girl nodded.




  Prue lifted her down from the saddle and set her on the ground. She looked up at him with more tears in her eyes. When he took her hand and tried to lead her into the house, she balked, digging in her heels and starting the horrible screeching again.




  “Okay, okay, please stop,” Prue begged. “You can stay out here with Buzzard.” He turned to the dog. “Watch her, Buzzard.” The big dog wagged his three-quarter length tail and sat down beside the child.




  Prue had no idea what he was going to find inside the cabin. He had a pretty fair notion it wasn’t going to be good. When he knocked on the rough-cut board door, it swung open. The door wasn’t latched. Slowly pushing it, Prue looked into the dimly lit cabin. He immediately shut the door and backed up.




  What he saw inside the two-room cabin turned his already wishy-washy stomach to jelly. He’d seen a lot in his thirty years, but nothing to equal the carnage and gore in that small house. He ran to the pump and was sick. Then he vigorously attacked the handle, pumping cold well water over his head.




  Prue glanced back at the child. She watched him with staring eyes that seldom blinked. He’d already realized she knew exactly what was in there. She must have witnessed the murder of her parents who now lay sprawled on the floor of the cabin with their blood splattered over everything.




  Prue had no idea what he was supposed to do. When his parents moved to Laredo, it was a wild town. But there was a sheriff and some form of law and order. Out here in the wilds of Florida, there was no authority where Prue could report this heinous crime. The closest law was Eli Drawdy, the sheriff of Pine Level, a known drunk who doubled as the town’s undertaker.




  Prue heard rumors of vigilantes in the area called the Sara Sota Vigilance Committee. The group was highly secretive. There was no way to report the crime to them. If they were interested in securing justice, they’d do it all on their own with no help from the likes of Jesse Pruitt. Everyone knew it was best to steer clear of them anyway, as they were known to use their little group for whatever took their fancy or to further the members’ own interests, which from what Prue heard was ridding the community of families just like the one that lived here. They formed for the specific reason of keeping the range land open as grazing land for their cows.




  No, the way Prue saw it, the only thing he could do was go back in there, clean up the mess and bury this poor child’s parents, if that’s who they indeed were. From the girl’s reactions, that looked like the case. If only he could get her to talk and tell him what happened. He glanced at her sitting on the ground pulling on Buzzard’s big floppy ears. He certainly wasn’t going to make her go back in there, not when he didn’t even want to himself.




  Prue walked into the barn and looked around. It was a simple log structure with two stalls on each side of an open alley. There was a small loft still filled with hay for the winter. A door led to a room with a corn crib partly filled with dried corn on the cob, tools hanging on pegs driven into the log walls. Leather harnesses, bridles, a harness collar, and a saddle all neatly hung on more wooden pegs. Grabbing a shovel, Prue backed out and shut the door.




  A fat paint pony, two stout mules, one red and one black, and an ancient gray horse of uncertain ancestry stared at him from a small corral behind the barn. The gray horse still bore the stains of sweat and dirt from a saddle pad. Someone recently rode him and didn’t brush him off. A saddle lay upside down against the rail fence with a thick saddle blanket over it to dry. Parked against the back wall of the barn was a rundown buckboard with its shafts resting on a sawhorse.




  He felt like an interloper snooping into the personal life of these strangers. Well he’d better get used to it because it was going to get much worse when he went into the cabin.




  As he was leaving the barn, the cow caught his attention again. He was going to have to milk her and take her with him. He couldn’t turn her out on the prairie. She looked like a Guernsey cross, small and brown with big dark eyes and an enormous bag of milk. She’d come in handy with feeding the little girl, because from the look of things, he was gonna be stuck with her, too.




  He strode out of the barn with long determined steps and stopped beside the child. She looked up at him as he laid down the shovel and knelt on one knee. “Sweetheart, can you tell me your name?”




  The girl instantly dropped her head into her hands and refused to look at him. Buzzard stared at Prue reproachfully. Prue sighed. It would be so much easier if she could just tell him this was her home and the people inside the cabin were her folks.




  He climbed to his feet and steeled himself to enter the cabin. This was gonna be awful, just awful.
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  “Stretch him out!” Malachai McQueen snapped his orders. He was used to being instantly obeyed.




  Four masked men pinned Jared Webb, a self-confessed rapist, on the ground naked with a rope tied to each leg and both wrists.




  The men hesitated and looked up at McQueen as he sat astride the finest piece of horseflesh in Desoto County.




  McQueen pulled his personal weapon, a sawed-off double-barreled shotgun, out of the special scabbard on the side of his saddle, pointed it at the closest masked vigilante and twitched it in the direction of the prisoner. “I said, stretch him out. You best remember our motto, Titus. Death to all traitors.”




  Three of the men moved slowly, reluctantly, to tie the ropes to four trees and pull them taut. The fourth man was McQueen’s right-hand man, Sergeant Pelo Berryhill. He moved quickly and efficiently, accustomed to doing whatever McQueen ordered him to do. Webb, stretched tight, screamed his guts out and begged for mercy.




  McQueen hated a rapist more than any other form of lowlife. Any man who took a woman against her will deserved no mercy. When he was small, he saw his own mother fight off men. When he grew older, he fought them for her. In her line of work she came into contact with the violent scum of the earth, many who just didn’t think paying for her services was necessary.




  She was never without the gun he now pointed at Webb. She died when he was fourteen and it was the only thing she left him.




  “Now men, this will be just like cutting a stallion or a hog,” McQueen said quietly as he lifted his long right leg over the horn of his saddle and stepped off his horse onto the grass. “Unlike a calf, which only has one sack containing both testicles, a man has two, just like a stallion. Therefore, you must make two cuts. Of course, in this case, we will only be making one cut because we are removing just the one organ.”




  McQueen pulled out his pocket knife and flicked it open.




  Webb begged harder. “Please, don’t do this to me. She was just a little slut of a nigger gal. Anyone could see she was high yeller. And she was teasing me, flirting all the time with them low-cut dresses showing off her titties and all. Sticking ‘em in my face, she practically begged me to take her. So I did. I’m admitting to it. Please, don’t cut me!” The last word in this plea was long, drawn out and more like a shriek.




  McQueen stood over the struggling man, who twisted and turned in his ropes. “That little nigger gal, as you put it, was only twelve and the daughter of one of the finest men in Arcadia who also happens to be a personal friend of mine. What or who her mama was is no concern of yours. She wasn’t flirting with the likes of you. She would never have even met you if you hadn’t accosted her on the street. Hold him down, men.”




  At his command, the four men each grabbed one of Webb’s appendages and held it tightly.




  “If you don’t hold still, Webb, I can’t guarantee you won’t die. The almanac said signs are in the feet, just right for cutting, and you shouldn’t bleed too much as long as you don’t struggle.”




  Webb began a high-pitched screeching as McQueen knelt beside him. With McQueen’s first cut, the screaming became a wail of horrible fear and pain. Three of the four men turned their heads. Apparently, they didn’t have the stomach to watch. McQueen skillfully slit the sack and yanked out Webb’s left testicle, pulling the long cord attached to it out with the organ. He held it in front of Webb’s face showing him the cod. The screaming stopped as Webb stared at his lost manhood.




  “Open your mouth, Webb,” McQueen ordered.




  The trussed man shook his head. “No, don’t make me eat it, please don’t make me eat it. I heard that’s what you done to a man over in Zolfo Springs. Please don’t make me, please.”




  “If you don’t eat your nut, Webb, I’ll remove the other one. I’ve half a mind to do it anyway.” McQueen looked up at the men holding Webb down. “Well, boys, should I cut out Mr. Webb’s other cod?”




  Webb started screaming again. “No, no, I’ll do it. I’ll do it, please.”




Webb opened his mouth wide and McQueen crammed the testicle in whole. “Stop blubbering and chew. The damn thing is only a mouthful and a small mouthful at that.”




  Sobbing and gagging, Webb chewed.




  “Now swallow.”




  Webb gagged again, took a deep breath in through his nose, then gulped.




  “There,” McQueen said as he rose and dusted off his immaculate, fawn-colored, doe-skin riding britches. “Now was that so hard? One less rapist, justice served. You realize Webb, that if you repeat this offense, we will remove the other.”




  Tears streaming down his red face, Webb nodded and retched.




  “Untie him,” McQueen ordered.




  The men loosened and removed the ropes tied around Webb’s extremities. He pulled his legs into his chest, curled into a ball and began vomiting loudly.




  “What you want to do with him now, Judge?” asked one of the masked men.




  “Nothing,” McQueen answered. “He’s free to go. He’s received just punishment for his actions. The Sara Sota Vigilance Committee has spoken.”




  One of the masked men retrieved a sorry bundle from behind a tree and tossed it on top of Webb. “Here’s yer clothes, Webb. You can go.”




  Another hooded man walked toward Malachai. Standing close, the SSVC member poked a finger in Malachai’s chest. “Judge, I don’t like what just happened here. I didn’t sign on to castrate rapists. I thought we was gonna get rid of the squatters on my land and push the nesters and farmers off the cattle ranges.”




  Malachai snarled. “You took an oath Duron. You swore to sustain each member of this band be he in the right or the wrong. And didn’t we already run the squatters off your land?”




  “Yes, but . . .” Duron Grey, prominent businessman and cattleman from Arcadia, tried to answer.




  “But what, Duron? How many farmers’ homes have we burned? I think the number is twelve. And didn’t you owe the last family a considerable amount of money for horses you purchased but for which you did not pay? And didn’t they go back to Quincy and leave without collecting the money you owed?”




  Grey’s prominent Adam’s apple could be seen bobbing beneath the edge of his black hood. “It just don’t seem right, Judge, cutting a man like he was a stud colt.” Grey’s voice trailed off as he turned to mount his horse.




  Malachai followed Grey to his horse. “I believe this fine animal was one of those horses you received from the Johnstons.”




  Grey quickly mounted the horse.




  “Didn’t you miss the last two meetings?” Malachai grabbed Grey’s rein and pulled the moving horse to a stop.




  Grey’s voice took on the tone of a man who knows he’d better turn this conversation around. Members of the SSVC who missed three meetings were whipped with a stirrup leather. It was in the organization’s bylaws. “It’ll never happen again, sir.”




  “No, I imagine it won’t.”




  Malachai let the horse go and Duron joined his three hooded friends. McQueen climbed onto his horse, a rare palomino, and followed by the four members of the Sara Sota Vigilance Committee he headed onto the prairie by the dim light of the setting moon. He lifted one hand as he held the reins of his plunging horse tightly with the other. “Let’s ride,” he said. Releasing the stallion’s head, they galloped away into the dark night leaving Webb still sobbing in the dirt.




  The five men rode together until they reached a road leading off to Arcadia. Three of them, all prominent cattlemen and business owners from the area, turned toward town and galloped off with a wave. McQueen and Berryhill, an old army buddy and a lieutenant in the SSVC, turned north toward the Rafter Q.




  “What a bunch of gutless, yellowbellied cowards,” McQueen said about the three other vigilantes as they rode across the dark prairie. The moon hung low over the western horizon and the sky was dusted with stars.




  “They serve their purpose, Judge,” Berryhill said.




  “They serve their own purposes,” McQueen replied. “They’d piss their pants if they knew they were being bossed around by the son of a whore.”




  Berryhill swiveled his head, glancing around at the dark prairie. “You shouldn’t even joke about that, Boss. Someone’s gonna hear you one day.”




  “So what? There’s nothing anyone can prove. I’m Malachai McQueen, biggest landowner in Desoto County, a judge and founder at the head of the Sara Sota Vigilance Committee, and I have been Malachai McQueen for nineteen years. Benjamin Jones is dead. He died nobly on the field of battle fighting for the glorious Stars and Bars. Nothing’s going to change that. Even the trusted family retainer, my foreman Rooster Barns, believes I’m Malachai.”




  Malachai, who used to be Ben Jones, stroked his clean-shaven chin, the one that exactly resembled his double, now dead and buried. “The only part of me not like McQueen is this spot I got me on the top of my head.” He removed the hat and gingerly touched the rough scar tissue on the very crown of his head. “When I was eighteen, just before I run off to fight for the Rebs, a half-breed, renegade Apache, drunk as a bandicoot, grabbed me from behind and tried to scalp me. But I told Rooster and old man McQueen when they saw the scar, it happened during the war. And who’s to say that’s not so?”




  “I heard the real Malachai’s aunt, Thelma Lou McQueen, is coming to visit. Do you think she’ll be able to tell you ain’t Malachai?” Berryhill urged his horse into a slow jog to keep up with the longer strides of McQueen’s stud.




  McQueen frowned and lifted his top hat to run fingers through his sweaty hair. He’d recently received a letter from dear Aunt Thelma announcing her visit. She was bringing her grandson Jeb McQueen to the ranch along her daughter-in-law, a widow, Clara McQueen, for an extended stay.




  “She said in her letter, since her son died she’s had a hankering to see the old place and the grandson wants to learn about cow hunting from his cousin Malachai.




  “She told me working cattle’s in Jeb’s blood. Working cattle and riding horses is all the boy talks about. She told me in her letter he wants to meet me.”




  Berryhill hooted. “If he wants to meet Malachai McQueen, he’s about twenty years too late.”




  “Laugh all you want, we got us a real problem, Pelo. I can’t very well ask Rooster to fill me in on details I should rightly already know. And you know me as well as anybody, teaching sawed-off runts how to work cows is not and never will be high on my list of shit to do. Besides, I ain’t no cowhand. That’s what I got men for. Why else do I keep Rooster Barns on my payroll?”




  Berryhill turned his head and stared at McQueen. “The little brat is going to stick his nose into everything.”




  “Not if I have anything to say about it. I heard her and my Uncle Daniel, old man McQueen’s youngest son, were living at the ranch when Daniel and the real Malachai went off to war leaving dear Aunt Thelma to care for her son alone,” McQueen said. “She lives up Tampa way on a big spread she’s been running all by herself. Rooster says she can ride and crack a whip with the best of them.”




  Berryhill spurred his small horse and cursed when it crow-hopped. “Damn you for a rank piece of crow bait. Your aunt sounds like someone who knows one end of a cow from another.”




  “Then she needs to teach the boy all about cow hunting herself? I don’t like going on roundups. That’s why I hire hands. Out there in the palmettos, the bugs eat you alive. There’s wolves and mud and gators and snakes. I really hate snakes and I’m not that crazy about them little cracker cows. They’re wild and squirrelly. They’ll hook you as soon as look at you.”




  “Boss, you better stay away from this woman. If she knows as much about working cows as you say, she might notice you ain’t exactly a hand, and the real Malachai was a legend around here. He could crack a whip and cut you in half. And he could throw a leg over the meanest brute in the stables and ride the shit out of it.”




  “Don’t you worry. I fully intend to stay away from her. I got plenty to do in town with the vigilantes to keep me busy while she’s here.”




  “Do you think she might know something special about Malachai that would tip her off to your impersonatin’ of him?” Berryhill asked. “You know, somethin’ we don’t know nothing about?”




  “I have no idea how long she resided at the ranch or what she knows about my early days. And these are questions I really can’t ask Rooster since I’m supposed to know. I think you need to snoop around for me, Sergeant. Find out more about dear Aunty Thelma. I’m afraid she may have to have a tragic accident on her way out to the ranch. These are such lawless times you know, anything may well happen. After all this time, so content in my role, I hesitate to leave anything that may threaten it to chance. The day I met Lieutenant Malachai McQueen was the luckiest day of my life. I don’t plan to allow anyone, not even Aunt Thelma, to ruin such a comfortable situation.”




  Ben Jones was born to a lady of the evening in Laredo, Texas. Actually, lady of the evening nowhere near described his mother’s circumstances. She was little more than a tent whore, accepting men into a bed located in a one-room hovel in a disgusting back alley of Laredo when Laredo was little more than a quaint village filled with destitute Mexicans, cowboys, ignorant peasants, and other whores. Little Ben slept in the same dirty room unless he was kicked out into the alley by one of his mother’s clients while they sported in the shack.




  One night, one of those clients, in an expansive mood after a particularly long and apparently enjoyable sojourn in the shack, gave Ben, who was waiting on the steps hoping his mother would feed him soon because he was hungry, a stunning piece of advice. This advice changed Ben’s outlook on the world and eventually his future.




  The client put one finger under Ben’s chin while he straightened his string tie, then he said, “Son, you probably think you’re in a pretty hopeless situation. Just remember, you never know when that one moment of opportunity, the one destined to change your life forever, is going to arrive. Always be ready for it. And realize this, every single person you come in contact with holds something of value for you, some way to help you, something you can learn from or take for your own. People are on this earth to be used. You need to be the user not the one used. And don’t forget to keep your eyes peeled for your moment.”




  To make Ben remember him even more, the tall man flipped Ben a gold coin with an eagle on it. To this day, Ben Jones, turned Malachai McQueen, carried that coin. He reached into his pocket as he remembered words spoken to a scared kid so long ago, and found the gold coin. It was his good-luck charm. He rubbed it absently as they rode toward his ranch. What would Aunt Thelma have to offer him? Should he meet her first or just take care never to meet her?
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  The hole Prue dug slowly got deeper and deeper. He wiped sweat off his brow and leaned his elbow on the shovel. Digging anywhere he’d been in Florida was a bitch. Even here on the prairie where there actually was topsoil, the deeper you dug, the more you discovered Florida was just sand. The sides kept collapsing inward.




  The little girl sat on the edge of his excavation and solemnly watched it grow. He thought she knew exactly what he was doing and why. When water began seeping into the grave and he could barely see over its edge, he climbed out and laid down the shovel.




  “I’m going into the house to get your Ma and Pa. You wait out here.”




  She looked up at him dry-eyed and nodded. The hysterics seemed to be over. Prue was glad but saddened at her loss of innocence and the pain he knew she suffered. He couldn’t imagine what she saw in there or what she felt. He knew the pain of losing a parent, but in one violent action she’d lost everything, both her parents and her life. What was going to happen to her now? He sure didn’t know.




  He opened the door of the cabin and steeled himself to enter. The inside of the door was splattered with blood and parts of her father. It looked like he was hit at close range by a scattergun. His upper chest and face were a bloody mess. There was no way to tell what he looked like before being shot. The stench of blood and death made Prue gag so he pulled his blue bandana up over his nose.




  Holding his breath, Prue grabbed the dead man’s feet and dragged him out of the cabin toward the newly dug grave. When he reached it, he wished he’d thought to wrap the man up in a blanket so the girl could not see the destruction caused by the shotgun. Walking fast, he went back into the cabin, yanked a red and gold quilt off the settle and ran back to cover the dead man’s face.




  Breathing a little easier, he returned to the house to get the woman. She wasn’t shot and wasn’t bloody. The girl’s mother was tiny, barely bigger than the girl. Her wide-opened blue-green eyes, filming over with death, stared accusingly up at him from the wood floor. Her throat was bruised and her neck and head lay at an odd angle. Prue guessed she’d been strangled and her neck broken. It wouldn’t take a giant to do it as fragile as she appeared.




  In her hand she held a black velvet jewelry box. It was open and empty. When Prue rolled her over to wrap her in a blanket off the bed, he saw an exquisite gold filigree necklace beneath her with a large, blue-green stone the color of her eyes, hanging from the center.




  Prue knelt beside the woman and gently tried to close her eyes. The lids would not stay down. Like recalcitrant window shades they kept sliding up to reveal her eyes, eyes the exact color of the little girl’s. Prue had to look away.




  He could not imagine what happened here. It looked like the woman was given the necklace as a gift and then strangled. Did the husband find her with another man and then get shot? The whole scene was crazy and bizarre. Had the little girl seen what happened or had she been outside, heard the noise, and found this horror when she returned?




  With the woman’s staring eyes covered by the blanket, Prue took a good look at the inside of the cabin. He needed to discover these folks’ identities and the little girl’s name. The cabin was neat and clean. A four-hole, wood cookstove, a counter, and some shelves ran along one wall under a window. Blue curtains hung from the wooden countertop. When Prue peeked behind the curtains, he saw a big washtub, several crocks, and a slop bucket.




  A gray and black speckled metal coffee pot sat on the stove top along with a huge kettle. A small white enamel washtub lay upside down on the counter next to a plate of biscuits covered with a red and white striped towel. Dishes were stacked neatly on the shelves. Pots and skillets hung from a rack over the stove. A pie safe in the corner contained bacon, two loaves of bread, a can of lard and sacks that probably held flour, corn meal, sugar, beans, and root vegetables.




  The settle was against one wall; a small table sat in the middle of the room with three chairs. The table was covered with a white cloth embroidered with riotous flowers of every color on a pale blue background. There was a salt cellar and a china sugar bowl on the table filled with coarse raw sugar.




  In the small second room, a large bed covered with a patchwork quilt almost filled the space. When he opened the door of the wardrobe, he saw it contained clothes for a man, woman, and the little girl. He grabbed a green carpet bag out of the bottom of the wardrobe and put two smocks, a handful of hair ribbons and petticoats, and several blouses inside for the little girl. He found her some underclothes in a small chest of drawers and added them to the bag. Bedding was neatly rolled up and tucked under the bed, probably for the little girl. He grabbed that. On an upturned crate next to the bed, he found what he was searching for, the family Bible.




  He carried the bag to the tiny table in the kitchen area and sat down on a ladder-back chair to look at the Bible. Inside on the flyleaf was a list of people and their dates of birth and death. The family name was Buttons. The newest entry was Jennifer Elizabeth Buttons born on April 23, 1874, which made the little girl ten. She looked so much younger, probably going to be tiny like her ma. Her ma’s name was Elva June Snyder. She and Jenny’s pa, Randolph Joseph Buttons Junior, were married in 1872.




  Prue carefully closed the Buttons’s family Bible and placed it in the bag. He’d spent enough time grubbing around in these folks’ life. He felt like a thief stealing their personal secrets. Tossing the necklace into the black velvet box, he shoved it into the bag for Jenny, then lifted her tiny mother in his arms and carried her out to the grave.




  Jenny was nowhere in sight and neither was Buzzard. He debated about finding her and bringing her here to watch him inter her folks and quickly trashed the idea. It seemed to him she’d seen enough. He laid her parents in the hole side by side and covered them with the quilt. Somehow, he just couldn’t throw dirt on that pretty woman’s staring eyes. When they were buried, he erected a hastily crafted cross and went looking for Jenny.




  He found her and Buzzard in the barn. Jenny sat on a pile of hay in one of the stalls holding a small fluffy calico cat in her lap. Buzzard squatted on his haunches, panting beside her while watching both of them with extreme interest. A thin trickle of slobber ran out of the corner of his mouth. No doubt, he was plotting some way to get the fluffy cat outside where he could turn it into a tasty snack.




  Prue knelt beside Jenny and reached over to stroke the cat. “What am I going to do with you?” he said to her, never expecting an answer.




  “I guess you better take me with you,” she replied. “I ain’t staying here by myself. That’s for sure.”




  Prue was so shocked, he inadvertently pinched the cat which snarled and scratched him. Buzzard, happy to be of service in destroying the vicious creature attacking his master, growled, which made the cat arch her back and hiss.




  “Knock it off, Buzzard,” Prue ordered the leopard dog. “You can’t eat the cat. So,” Prue said to Jenny, “You can talk after all?”




  “I always could. I just don’t much feel like talking.”




  “I can understand that,” Prue said. “I don’t think I’d feel much like talking either.” He looked her over. She seemed remarkably calm. He wondered if he should ask her now if she’d seen who killed her parents, or maybe give her some more time. Waiting seemed like the best option. “Well, come on then, I best be hitching up that wagon so we can make it to Moccasin Bob’s house before dark. I don’t want to be spending the night here.”




  “No, sir,” Jenny said, as she got up and placed the cat on the barn floor. “I don’t want to stay here neither.”




  “Which of the mules is the best for pulling the wagon?” Prue asked as they walked toward the corral.




  “Pa always uses Buck. He’s the big black one.”




  It took Prue some time to catch old Buck. He liked to get into a corner and turn his rear to you. Prue had a healthy respect for the rear ends of mules. By the time the mule was harnessed and sulking between the shafts, the pigs let out of their pens, the cow milked and hitched behind the wagon along with the gray horse, the pony, his stud and the other mule, the shadows had lengthened. Then when Prue tried to load up the little girl, she balked.




  Prue sighed. “What now?”




  “I can’t leave without Sibby,” she explained.




  Prue looked at the train attached to the rear of the wagon. “Who in tarnation is Sibby?”




  “My kitty,” she said.




  Prue groaned. “Darling, the cat will never stay in the wagon.”




  “She will if I hold her.” Prue thought Jenny’s face was starting to look like Buck’s. It also occurred to him the girl had lost enough this day.




  “Let’s find her,” he finally said.




  Locating the cat took half an hour, and it turned out dear Sibby had a litter of six half-grown kittens with her. When all seven were tucked in the wagon inside a crate along with Jenny’s carpet bag and bedding, they started off.




  Prue didn’t know what to do with the girl. His place was unfinished, the cabin no more than a lean-to, and besides it was too far away. He couldn’t take her into Pine Level or Arcadia. Both towns were more than six hours away at the slow pace he was forced to adopt due to the train of livestock dragging along behind the buckboard. He needed to find a safe refuge where he could think, and someone who could give him some advice. It would have to be Bob.




  Moccasin Bob’s place on Moccasin Wallow was only about ten miles away. They should be able to get there around dark, even as slow as they were traveling. And maybe Bob would know exactly what he should do . . . maybe.




  Prue drove the mule along a small rutted trail across the grass with all the animals ambling behind. There was no rushing the milk cow or the old gray nag. The warm weather of the morning was starting to turn colder as the day waned. A cooling breeze rolled across the prairie from the north, stirring the trees on a nearby hammock and ruffling the mule’s fuzzy forelock.




  The livestock trailing behind fought and balked at first, especially the red mule, but Buck was strong and eventually all, even the cow, realized they better walk or get dragged.




  “Jenny,” Prue started. He had no idea how to approach the subject of her parents’ murder. He didn’t want her to stop talking again, but he needed to find out if she knew what happened. “Were you in the cabin when your folks were killed?”




  Jenny looked down at her small hands clenched tightly together in her lap. “How do you know my name’s Jenny?”




  “I read it in your family Bible.”




  “Well, what’s your name?”




  Prue momentarily felt stupid. He’d never introduced himself to the girl. With her not speaking at first and then with the grave digging and all, it slipped his mind. “My name is Jesse Pruitt, but everyone calls me Prue.”




  Jenny stifled a giggle with her hand. “That’s a silly name.”




  Prue put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Well, it’s been my name for thirty or so years, so I guess I’m used to it, silly or not. Now, if it doesn’t bother you too much, could you help by telling me if you were in the cabin when your parents were killed?”




  Jenny closed her eyes tightly and wrung her small hands. “I don’t want to think about it, no, I really don’t.”




  “It’s okay, darling, I just need to know so I can help find the man who done it.”




  Tears leaked out of Jenny’s eyes. She wiped them off her face with the back of one hand and sniffed. “I was hiding in the big washtub under the kitchen counter,” she finally whispered. “Behind them curtains my ma hung to cover up where we put the slop bucket and all.”




  The agony of those moments, the ugliness she was reliving to tell him what happened, was so intense, Prue almost stopped her. He hated to see her suffer. But he needed to know. He wanted to know who had killed her folks. If there was a cold-blooded murderer of that magnitude running around in these parts, something should be done to stop him.




  “What did you see, sugar? I know it hurts to remember, but whoever hurt your ma and pa needs to be brought to justice before they kill anyone else.”




  Jenny leaned over on the seat of the buckboard and buried her face in her hands. Prue had to lean closer to catch her muffled words. “There was a man come to visit my ma. I seen him there before. Ma didn’t like him, didn’t want him to be there, but he kept on coming back. He always came to our house when Pa was off getting supplies or off working.”




  Prue put his arm around her. “What did he say to your ma?”




  Jenny snuggled against him. “He kept asking her to go away with him. He wanted to take me, too.”




  “What’d your ma say?”




  “She told him over and over she loved my pa and didn’t want to leave. He’d try to hug on her and he brought her candy and special treats for me. When he was gone, Ma would throw it all in the pig pen. I don’t think she wanted Pa to see them.”




  “Do you know who this man is?”




  “All I know is he said I was to call him Uncle Mal.”




  “Are you sure it was Mal? That’s a very strange name.”




  Jenny shrugged her thin shoulders. “It sounded like Mal to me.”




  “Well, what did your ma call him?” 




  “Nothing, Ma wouldn’t say his name, ever. And when he left, she’d always ask me not to say anything to Pa. She said it would make him very unhappy.”




  I bet it would. Prue wondered what Elva was hiding. Must be hiding something or she would have told her husband. Or maybe this Mal guy was her husband’s friend. “Did Uncle Mal ever show up when your daddy was at home?”




  “Only once. The first time he came over, it was Pa brought him into the house. My daddy told Ma that there was a man to visit that wanted to buy our place. He was only there for a few minutes and he and Pa got into a big fight with lots of yelling. When I looked out the window, I could see a bunch of other men on horses. They all rode off real fast.”




  “Jenny, what happened when this man killed your folks?” Prue hated to ask her. She’d have to relive it all over again.




  But suddenly Jenny wanted to tell him. She sat up tall and brave. “I saw it. Uncle Mal came to the house. Pa was gone for supplies like he did every two weeks. But, for some reason, he came home. I was hiding under the counter because Uncle Mal always tried to hug on me and touch me. When I heard his horse come up to the house, I looked out and I remember telling Ma, ‘Oh no, it’s Uncle Mal.’ She told me to hide, so I did.”




  Jenny took a deep breath. “Pa came in when Uncle Mal was trying to grab hold of Ma. He was handing her something in a little black box and she didn’t want it. Pa was carrying his rifle. He lifted it like he was going to shoot Uncle Mal only Uncle Mal had an ugly, fat gun on his belt. He shot Pa with it and when Ma started screaming and screaming and screaming, he grabbed her neck and she fell down.”




  The killer must carry a sawed-off shotgun, Prue thought, because Jenny’s father was shot at close range by a shotgun and the little girl’s description fit. If the killer carried one on his belt, it would make him very distinctive. Few men owned or toted a sawed-off.




  “Tell me what Uncle Mal looks like, darling,” Prue said softly.




  “He’s tall, taller than my pa, almost taller than the front door of our house.”




  “That’s good,” Prue said. “What else?”




  “He has black, oily hair and nasty yeller eyes. His hair always looks like he put lard in it, at least that’s what Ma said.”




  “Are you sure his eyes aren’t light brown?”




  “No, they’re yeller, yeller as Sibby’s, and he rides a big ole yeller hoss and wears a tall black hat.”




  Prue squeezed her shoulders again and Jenny relaxed against him. Pretty soon, she fell into a deep sleep. Poor thing was probably exhausted. All this must have happened yesterday. She’d walked a couple of miles getting away and then spent the night on the prairie. She was holding up like a real trooper.




  As Prue drove the wagon down the rutted track toward Moccasin Creek, he wondered what he should do with Jenny and what he was going to do about these murders. Something surely needed to be done. Maybe that vigilante group he’d heard operated in this area would take up Jenny’s cause and find the murderer. The vigilantes’ form of justice was crude and violent, but as far as he was concerned, in this case that would work just fine.
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  Prue drove the big black mule down a steep incline and into near darkness. The sun was down, with only a red glow shining over the western horizon. Jenny lay slumped against his shoulder snoring softly.




  The wagon bumped and lurched as it slowly rolled down hill on the narrow track leading to Bob’s place on Moccasin Wallow. The scrub oaks grew taller here and willows crowded the track with their branches hanging low, forcing Prue to duck as he drove into Bob’s place. Buzzard pricked up his ears as Bob’s pack of dogs began to bark and carry on. All of Bob’s dogs except his one house dog were either caged or chained.




  When Prue’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw Bob standing in the track ahead with his shotgun aimed directly at them.




  “Hello the camp,” Prue shouted.




  Bob squinted and pushed his ancient black floppy hat off his forehead. “Well if it ain’t that varmint Jesse Pruitt fresh come from Texas to be a real cow hunter.” Bob laughed. “What’s a matter, too many bugs, too many snakes, not enough women? Ain’t old Buzzard working for ye?”




  Prue pulled the wagon in front of Bob’s barn, a dilapidated structure created from moss-covered logs, mud, and palmetto fronds. When he moved to get down, he lowered Jenny to the seat where she continued to sleep deeply, one arm dangling off the bench seat. After setting the wagon’s brake, he jumped to the ground.




  Bob walked over to shake his hand and saw Jenny. His wild eyebrows rose. “What in thunder have you got yourself into, boy?”




  Jesse sighed. “You hit the nail on the head, Bob. I got myself into something big and bad. Help me find somewhere to bed down these animals and I’ll tell you all about it.”




  Prue and Bob untied the train of livestock and led them into Bob’s barn. Bob looked over the stock. “What? No hogs?”




  Prue laughed. “I set them loose.”




  “Smart move, pigs can fend for themselves. So where did you pick up the little filly and this here herd?”




  Prue told him where he found Jenny and about her parents. Bob listened as they tossed some straw in two empty stalls for the mules and the cow. They put the pony and the old riding horse in the corral with Bob’s red mare. Prue was forced to disenfranchise a heavily bred cow and a flock of chickens from Bob’s last stall for Satan. He put Bob’s cow in with Jenny’s milk cow. When all the livestock was bedded down for the night, he and Bob went back out to the wagon.




  Jenny sat heavy-eyed on the seat looking around at Bob’s place in amazement. It was pretty interesting. Bob built his cabin and barn and many small outbuildings close to a swamp and about fifteen feet from Moccasin Wallow. The murky water from the wallow made the atmosphere damp while the thick underbrush and overhanging trees blotted out the sky. High in the trees, a big owl hooted. Prue looked up and saw several of the birds with big round faces staring down at the ground. They probably hoped one of Bob’s critters would get loose and provide a meal.




  Bob’s swamp home was a safe and secretive place. Few people ventured this close to the swamp and those that did would never guess there was a homestead down here. Prue knew Bob had several good reasons for wanting to live in seclusion.




  Two hurricane lanterns hung on low-hanging oak limbs. They lighted the glade with an eerie glow, sending long shadows across the well-beaten black earth underfoot. Stinking smudge pots with Bob’s own recipe of mosquito repellant filled the air with the smell of pine tar and something that reminded Prue of bear grease and burning chicken feathers. If the smudge pots worked Prue sure couldn’t tell. He slapped idly at a buzzing mosquito.




  “Jenny, this is Moccasin Bob,” Prue introduced the two as he lifted her down from the wagon. The noise from the dogs almost drowned out his voice. He yelled to be heard.




  Bob whipped off his floppy hat revealing gray hair pulled tight from his forehead and braided into a queue down his back. His faded blue eyes twinkled at her from nests of wrinkles. Most of Bob’s face was covered with a gray beard that flowed over the front of his faded red-plaid, wool shirt. Bob was over six feet tall without a spare ounce of flesh on him. His wiry frame was deceptively strong as Prue discovered the first time he’d met Bob out on the prairie.




  Bob had a bull calf by the horns and was having trouble trying to throw it. Prue was riding out from his own place, and for the first time since he’d come to Florida and was hunting for some of his cows. He carried a branding iron for any new calves he found, an underscored “P.” The iron was stuck into one of his gun sheaths and attached to his saddle. When Prue saw the old man wrestling with a calf weighing twice what he did, he stopped to watch. He had to admit, Bob impressed him. At one point Prue thought he might get the calf on the ground and hog tie him. When Prue saw the old man running out of strength, he’d jumped off Satan to help.




  The two of them quickly accomplished what Bob struggled to do alone, and it didn’t make Bob happy at all. The old man put a cussing on Prue when the calf was branded and running back to its mama. Prue still remembered standing with his mouth open while Bob cussed him up one side and down the other for being a sorry interfering so and so. They’d been friends ever since.




  “Well, Miss Jenny,” Bob said in his Georgia country accent. “Let’s get you into the cabin and out of this damp and all these squeeters.”




  “I thought the smudge pots were supposed to keep the squeeters away,” Prue said.




  “They do,” Bob said. “You should see them dang bugs when the pots ain’t burning, clouds of ‘em big enough to tote you, me, and the stock right off into the swamp.”




  Prue laughed as he grabbed Jenny’s bedroll and the green carpet bag out of the wagon while Bob, carrying one of the lanterns, took Jenny’s hand in his and started to lead her inside.




  She looked up and spotted one of the owls, pointing. “Ma told me when you see an owl someone you know’s gonna to die.”




  Bob shook his head. “Oh, no, little lady, if someone I knew died every time I saw an owl, I wouldn’t have no friends a-tall. This swamp’s infested with owls. They eat my chickens. The stupid chickens roost in the trees and an old owl will land on the same branch next to one, keep scootin’ over until he’s right up agin him and then blam! Snatch the poor dumb bird’s head off. I seen it happen a dozen times.”




  “That one’s purty,” Jenny said pointing to a big gray owl with black and white barred feathers across its chest. “He’s looking at me.”




  “That’s a hooty owl. He’s looking for one of my chickens. Now let’s get you out of these skeeters.”




  Bob’s cabin was a one-room log structure, the walls lined with shelves and pegs. Books, cups, plates, food, tools, animal bones, hooves, paws, horns and heads, and bottles filled the shelves. More tools, guns, animal heads, and clothes hung on the pegs. In the places where there were no shelves, bear, coon, otter, and bobcat skins were stretched over the log walls. Bob’s bed at the far end of the cabin was heaped with more skins, and there was a huge speckled cowhide covering the wood plank floor near a small table. On the table an oil lamp flickered, casting pale yellow light over the contents of the room.




  Prue grabbed Jenny’s hand and stopped her just inside the door. He quickly and carefully scanned the floor, table, shelves, and bed before allowing Jenny to step into the room.




  Jenny looked around, wrinkled her nose, and stared up at Prue. Prue shook his head and put a finger to his lips. The other most distinct detail about Bob’s cabin was the smell. It was an odor that you never forgot and was apt to linger on your clothes long after you left.




  The smell was a combination of bacon grease from the skillet always sitting on the small wood heater, which doubled as a cookstove, filthy old man (Bob rarely if ever bathed), the dead animals and skins decorating the walls, and damp and mildew from the nearby wallow, dogs, and snakes.




  Moccasin Bob did not get his name from the wallow close to his house. He was named because of his predilection for cottonmouth snakes also commonly known as water moccasins and the fact he always wore tall, lace-up Indian moccasins he made himself.




  Bob’s collection of snakes lived in the cabin and everywhere on the property. The small outbuildings around the clearing contained wooden boxes and big glass jars filled with poisonous snakes. Bob preferred the cottonmouths, but also collected rattlers and coral snakes. In a wood and wire cage close to his bed, two canebrake rattlers lifted their knobby heads and shook the rattles on their tails in warning.




  “There ain’t any loose ones are there?” Prue asked before setting Jenny’s bedroll on the floor next to the wood heater.
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