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THE SHADOWS OF THE CYPRESS and live oaks were growing long by the time he reached the riverbank, stretching dark arms over the water to cloak the grassy inlet in purple gloom. Far across the slow-moving current he could see the boatman leaning on the rail of his log raft, smoking a Spanish cigar as he lazily surveyed the mossy treeline on the opposite shore.


He lifted a hand and saw the boatman wave in reply. The burly man stepped up on his raft, dipped a long pole into the water, and pushed off from shore. John Thomas MacKenzie dismounted to check the cinches on the pack mule and his own gray gelding. Then he sat down on the tree-shaded bank to wait.


The raft swung north with the current before turning back toward the western shore where MacKenzie rested. The boatman's powerful arms glistened with sweat in the golden sunlight as he steered his unwieldy craft through the dark waters of the big river.


MacKenzie watched with lazy interest, enjoying the evening coolness and the feeling of new beginnings his return to civilization promised. It had been a good year. His mule's back was piled high with deer and beaver hides that should bring a rich price in the port of St. Augustine.


"Shilling for the crossing," the river man said as he ran the raft to ground at MacKenzie's feet.


"I've no hard money. But there's a-plenty o' pelts. Go ahead and take your pick." The boatman threw a rope around a gnarled tree stump and stepped ashore. He climbed the clay bank to where the mule stood calmly munching leaves from a low bush.


"That you do, neighbor," the boatman agreed. He lifted the blanket that covered the pack and examined the hides, sifting deftly through them with rough fingers. "How 'bout these two deerskins here on top?"


"How about one of them?" John showed his teeth in a good-natured grin.


The river man studied the frontiersman before him, takng in the lean, well-muscled arms that hung casually at his sides and the powerful legs clad in calf-high deerskin boots. He glanced at the flintlock pistol in the man's belt and the big knife in a fringed scabbard at his hip, not doubting for an instant that his would-be passenger knew well how to use these weapons. Something in the other's steel-gray eyes told him that even without them, this was no man to be taken lightly.


"Fair enough," he replied with an agreeable shrug and a grin.


MacKenzie helped him remove the deerskin from the pack, then gathered the reins to lead his horse and mule onto the raft. The boatman slipped his rope from the tree stump and pushed off from shore.


Neither spoke again for several minutes. The burly man was busy with the current, and his passenger seemed content to stand quietly by, watching the far shore. As the raft entered calmer waters the boatman glanced at MacKenzie. "Been out for long?" he ventured, fending off a sunken tree and turning the craft in sharply toward the landing.


"About a year."


"I reckon that's long enough. With nothin' but snakes and gators and savages for company."


John nodded without replying. His companion fell silent again, busying himself with navigating the grassy shallows near the shore. Before long he was tying up at a wooden pier shaded by two huge live oak trees. A log cabin stood back against the pine woods, a thin column of smoke rising from its clay chimney.


"Supper and bed for another pelt," the river man suggested as John led his animals from the raft.


"Thanks, but I'll be going on to St. Augustine." He placed a foot in the stirrup and mounted, then turned in his saddle. "But if you've some whiskey at hand I might be obliged. It's been long months since I've tasted aught but spring water and bark tea."


The boatman grinned and nodded. He turned and strode to the porch of his cabin, took a clay jug from beneath one of the planks, he returned to where John sat his horse.


"Made it myself," he said as he removed the wooden stopper and handed the jug up. "Not a bad batch if I say so. Help yourself and no charge. If you meet some other travelers on the road, you tell 'em 'bout Robert Ford's whiskey, at Ford's landing. Sell it or trade 'most anything for it. Good for the croup, the gout, quinsy, chills, and snakebite."


MacKenzie took a long pull from the jug, grimacing as the hot liquid burned his throat and warmed his belly. After a moment he took another swallow and handed the jug back.


"As good as any I ever tasted," he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "You'll have my unqualified recommendation." Then with a casual wave, the frontiersman turned his horse's head to the northeast and cantered off into the shadows lining the white sand trail to St. Augustine.


It was late when he entered the Ancient City. He walked his horse slowly through the balconied streets until he came to a green-painted sign swinging creakily in the offshore breeze. Dismounting at the entrance to the posada, he pulled on the bell-cord and a sleepy groom appeared to lead the animals inside.


"Care for them well," John said as he removed a long rifle and bedroll from behind his saddle. "Rub them down and give them both some good corn an' barley." He met the groom's eyes. "And keep the mule's pack in a safe place now. I'll be down to see about it first thing in the mornin'."


Inside, the inn was quiet. Most of the guests had already retired for the night and only one man remained in the common-room, a sailor from his dress. He was curled up on a bench beside the fireplace, evidently sound asleep.


A dark-haired young girl emerged from the scullery, yawning and rubbing her eyes with her fists. John spoke to her quietly in Spanish and she disappeared to return a few minutes later with cold roast meat, bread, and a mug of spiced wine.


"Will you sleep upstairs, senor?" she asked as she set the food on one of the long tables. "There is still room for another in the largest of the beds."


"Gracias, senorita, but I won't disturb the other gentlemen at this hour. 'Tis a fair night and I'll find a comfortable spot to lay my blankets in the courtyard."


When he had finished his supper and downed the last of the wine, MacKenzie took out a pipe and filled it from a pouch at his belt. He rose and went to the fireplace, kneeling to pluck out a glowing ember with the iron tongs he found there. As he puffed the pipe to life the man on the bench beside him opened his eyes.


Neither spoke for some time, each studying the other with eyes long accustomed to taking the measure of strangers in the byroads of a hard world. The seaman, whom John suspected had not been sleeping as soundly as had first appeared, raised himself up on an elbow. MacKenzie sat on his heels with the pipe in his hand, regarding his companion through clouds of blue smoke.


He was not a young man, though the effects of sun and wind on the sailor's leathery face made it difficult to guess his actual age. There was a blond stubble on his chin, and thin wisps of sandy hair peeked from beneath a faded stocking cap. His body was small and compact, with the strength and toughness only years at sea could produce. The tendons stood out in ropelike ridges on the backs of his gnarled and powerful hands.


"Evenin'," the older man said at last. He rose to a sitting position with a relaxed fluid motion, crossing his legs beneath him on the bench.


John took the pipe from his mouth. "A good evenin' to you," he said with a slight smile.


'Just in from the back country?" The seaman's pale blue eyes continued their silent appraisal of the frontiersman.


MacKenzie nodded, then replaced the pipe between his lips and drew deeply.


"Been out long?"


"About a year."


The sailor nodded. "Seen a bit of the country, I imagine."


"A bit. I've been trapping and curing hides for trade."


"Never ventured into the wilderness myself, here or elsewhere. Seen lots of blue water, my share of shoals and reefs. Ports and wharves and waterfront taverns from here to Kwangchow. But I've not been beyond the sound of the breakers these thirty years. Allus wondered what it'd be like though, out amongst the forests and fens o' some unknown land, miles from towns and the doin's o' men."


John decided he liked the cut of the weather-beaten man before him. He knew the kind: independent, canny, hard-working — and tough as old rawhide. The sea bred such men and he'd known them in many places, from Providence to Palembang and back again.


"In some ways," he said slowly, drawing on his pipe, "it isn't so different from bein' on the ocean waters, far from land. You're among nature's elements here as there, and you must learn to live with them, not against them."


The older man cocked his head and regarded John closely. "You've been to sea yourself then?" he asked.


"Aye."


"And now you've become a man o' the prairies and the woodlands. Seems a bit of a strange tack that, one course to the other."


"Perhaps." MacKenzie took another deep draught on his pipe. "Perhaps. Yet I do like the wild country. 'Tis simpler in many ways than livin' among towns an' crowds o' men."


"Traveled far in the Florida wilderness, have you?"


"Far enough. From the hills and forests west of us to the great lake and the watery savannas in the distant south. And back through the teemin' bays and fens o' the western coast. It's a land of endless variety, and I have seen much of it."


The seaman fell silent. He seemed to be considering. After a long moment he spoke again:


"You know the back country well, then?" he asked. "As well as most white men I expect, though that's sayin' little enough."


"Do you reckon you might lay a course to an island on the west coast of the peninsula? A large island at the mouth of a river known as the San Juanita?"


MacKenzie was thoughtful. "I might," he said. "I believe I know the river you refer to, though the natives call it by a different name. But I've never been to its mouth. There are swamps and bogs around that coast for miles in all directions. 'Twould be a much simpler journey by sea."


"Aye." The sailor nodded. "It would, if a man had a ship, and if he cared not that his business be known to one and all." He looked up quickly and glanced about the room. The serving girl had long since returned to her rest and there was no sound or sign that anyone else was stirring in the quiet inn.


The older man looked again at MacKenzie and seemed to reach a decision before continuing:


"You seem a likely lad. The sort a man could count on if the wind should blow up foul of a sudden. It's few who've any knowledge at all o' this Florida back country. Them as does are outlaws mostly, thieves and renegades. You've a different cut about you if I be any judge of men." He paused, then lowered his voice confidentially. "What would you say, lad, to a small business proposition?"


"I'd say," MacKenzie answered calmly, "that it would depend on the nature of the proposition."


"'Tis simple enough," the seaman said with a shrug. "I've a desire to travel to that island I spoke of, and from the landward side. As I've no knowledge o' the wilderness myself, I could hardly venture such a thing on my own. I need a canny woodsman to guide me there and back. And I've a feeling that you might be such a man."


He glanced down at his worn clothing, then met John's eyes again. "From my present state you may well doubt it, but there is the means to make the trip worth your while. You've my word on that. So what do you say, lad? Will y'have a go?"


John sat thoughtfully drawing on his pipe for several minutes. There was clearly more to the man's proposal than met the eye, though what little he had said sounded sincere enough. And there'd been a time when the simple prospect of adventure and unraveling the mystery might have been enough to tempt the reckless spirit which had brought MacKenzie to this land in the first place. But now ...


He shook his head. "I'll admit you've aroused my curiosity, but my answer is no. When this twelvemonth's labor has been changed to coin of the realm I'll have enough for my present needs, and I have already made other plans." He rose and looked down at the man on the bench. "In different circumstances, perhaps. But for the moment, no."


There was disappointment on the sailor's face, but he did not press the issue.


"Well enough," he said. "'Twas at least worth the askin'." He extended his hand. "I'll be in port a few more days. Call on me when you will, for I'd enjoy hearin' of your adventures in the wilds."


"I'll do that," John said, "and gladly." He took the man's hand. "'Twould please me too, to hear somethin' of your own experiences on the high seas." He crossed to the table and picked up his rifle and pack. Then with a wave to the seaman he stepped out the door and into the walled courtyard adjoining the inn.


Locating a wooden bench beneath a tall magnolia, MacKenzie sat down to finish his pipe. He leaned back, breathing deeply of the salt air and the green smells of growing things. The moon, a quarter full, shone clearly through the leafy canopy overhead.


This courtyard with its trees, grape arbor and thick grass, would be cool even on the hottest of East Florida days. It was completely enclosed, the inn making one side, the stable another, with sturdy wooden walls at the two ends. A bolted gate led to the street, and another to the alley behind the buildings.


It was a peaceful place, John thought, as peaceful and secure as any a man might find in this wild colony. He smiled to himself. Vastly different from some of the places he'd laid his head, not long since.


Yet that realization alone was enough to make him vaguely uneasy, for there was nothing in MacKenzie's experience to suggest security was man's natural state. One who too readily accepted the illusion of security soon grew careless and complacent. And even among civilized men — especially among them, perhaps — this might be the first step to disaster.


Thinking that, it occurred to John how much he had changed since first leaving his father's plantation in South Carolina a lifetime ago, it seemed now. He'd been a boy when he went off to fight in the Cherokee War. By its end two years later he was a seasoned fighting man of nineteen, though still restless and hungry for new adventures.


He'd stayed in the western wilderness for a time, hunting and living off the land, and learning the ways of his former enemies — even living among them for a time. But when he'd seen enough of that country he decided to return home, where there was a place for him as the scion of a well-heeled colonial planter.


The finer points of tobacco and indigo cultivation held little interest for John however, and the long days of planting and reaping, butchering and preserving and soap making, weighed heavily. The occasional social events were all filled with talk of crops and markets and family affairs, the small things that seem to grow in importance as people become more settled and secure. John did not scorn these things, but he realized that he needed broader horizons in his own life.


His family had seemed as relieved as he was when he signed on as able seaman aboard a merchant ship at Portsmouth "to make his own way in the world." And he had done well, rising to the rank of second mate in the space of only a few years. In the process he'd seen much of Europe, Africa and the Far East.


But his last voyage was aboard a slaver, and the experience had sickened him beyond measure. When they docked at Sunbury to discharge their miserable human cargo, MacKenzie had taken his pay and left the sea without a backward glance. He'd turned his steps southward then, into the wildest frontier in the American colonies.


That was more than a year ago, a productive year and one during which he'd had much time to think about his future. He was getting no younger, and he realized he would not be content to wander forever. So he'd returned to St. Augustine with a plan.


He'd been struck by the numbers of wild cattle roaming free in the wilderness, on lands sparsely populated now that the Spanish had departed with their Christianized Indians. After selling his hides John would have a stake for breeding stock and supplies, and he meant to start his own rancho in the Florida peninsula. It would be a hard task, and a lonely one, but the challenge appealed to him. It was a chance to make his mark on the land, to leave something of John MacKenzie behind in this new country.


His pipe had gone out, and it was late. Untying his bedroll, MacKenzie tossed it onto the soft grass at his feet. Then he took his pistol and laid it where it would be ready to hand. It was a habit he'd followed for years, no matter where he made his bed. He did the same with the broad knife from his belt. Then, wrapping himself in the blankets, he lay on the ground and gazed up at the stars among the rustling leaves overhead. Within minutes he was asleep.
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A noise of men shouting brought him instantly awake. The pistol and knife found their way into his hands as if by magic and he rose to step quickly into the darker shadow of a nearby tree. Once there he crouched catlike, listening.


After a short time the cries were repeated, coming from the street some distance to the south. A moment later John heard running footsteps in the alley behind the inn. They stopped at the stable wall.


He crossed quickly to the back of the courtyard and, replacing the pistol in his belt, carefully eased aside the iron bolt that secured the gate. He listened again, but heard nothing. Raising the wooden door slightly so that it would not creak on its hinges, he pulled it back and stepped silently into the alley.


The moon was low and the narrow passage was cloaked in deep shadow. John knew where the running footsteps had stopped however, and he looked in that direction. Seeing a slight movement next to the wall, he drew his pistol and cocked it.


"Stand and show yourself," he said quietly. "And then tell me what all this shouting and running is about that keeps a man from his night's rest!"


The figure did not rise, nor did it move at all from where it crouched beside the stable wall. After a moment John heard the sound of a young woman sobbing.
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MACKENZIE SWORE UNDER HIS BREATH. Then he said aloud, "By all that's holy! What is this, now?"


The woman did not answer, but continued to sob quietly, huddled on her hands and knees in the darkness. John lowered his pistol, uncocked it, and replaced it in his belt. He sheathed his knife as well.


"Here, lass," he said gently, "I've no desire to harm a woman." He took a step toward her and reached out a hand, but she drew suddenly back. He halted and lowered his arm.


"Aye," he said after a brief pause, "I don't blame you for being afraid, me coming at you armed and all. But 'twould seem there are others you've cause to fear more. For why else would you be runnin' through dark alleyways and hunkerin' down in the shadows o' the night?"


There was still no reply. The crying gradually ceased and the crouching figure became silent and unmoving. John placed his fists on his hips and cocked his head to one side, watching her.


"Well," he said at last, "it's none of my affair I suppose, one way or the other. Continue your flight if you wish, and I'll vow I never saw you." He turned his back.


"Or if you're of a mind — " MacKenzie indicated the inn-yard " — come inside for a bit till they lose interest in the chase, and we might discuss the matter." There was no response. After a moment he stepped to the opening.


"'Tis your choice," he said, not looking back. "I'll leave the gate open for a short while so you can decide, but then I must close and latch it again for my own peace and security."


He walked into the courtyard and crossed to the opposite side where he had left his bedroll. There he stopped and turned back, leaning against the large magnolia tree with folded arms watching the portal. Soon he saw a slim figure appear in the opening. She hesitated, glanced quickly over her shoulder, then stepped inside and closed the gate. Standing with her back against it, she peered warily into the shadows of the dark enclosure.


When her eyes fell upon John a hand came to her mouth and she started to turn away. Then her back straightened and she seemed to reach a decision. Bolting the gate deliberately, she turned again and began to walk slowly across the courtyard. When she was ten feet from MacKenzie she stopped and regarded him carefully.


She was standing now in a patch of clear moonlight, and he could see that she was about nineteen or twenty years old, with a slim shapely figure and a very pretty face. She wore a simple cotton shift with a wool shawl thrown across her shoulders against the night air. A cascade of auburn hair fell over it to her waist, catching golden highlights from the rays of the moon. Her brown eyes, large now from fear and the exertion of her run, looked directly into his.


John was reminded of a night not long before when a doe had entered the circle of his campfire in a forest of tall pines. It had stood and watched him the same way: poised, wary, unsure whether to run or come closer. Its large dark eyes had held the same mixture of caution and innocence ....


Yet it was not the same. For he realized that he felt something far different now, looking into this young woman's eyes, than he'd ever experienced among the creatures of the forest.


"Well, now," he said, managing a smile, "to what do I owe the honor of this nocturnal visit? I'll not deny the pleasure of the meeting, but the circumstances will bear a bit of explaining I think." He kept his voice low, the sound barely spanning the distance between them. The young woman's answer was in the same low tone:


"I had to get away. He ... he tried ... to ... " She paused, watching him, her fist raised to her mouth. Her dark eyes were wide with fear, but there was something else in them too: a smoldering of anger, a flash of fire. John MacKenzie felt suddenly glad that he was not the "he" of whom this young woman was speaking.


"He thought because I am indentured to him that I am his property, body and soul. That I am no more than a slave, to be used for any ... any purpose whatever!" The words hissed through her teeth and she paused again. Then she shook her head. The bronze hair swirled from side to side in burnished waves.


"I was not raised that way and I'll not live that way! To be poor is one thing. It does not mean that I am ... a . . . " She fell silent, glaring defiantly at MacKenzie as though he might be no better than that other of his sex.


"Aye," John said quietly, careful to make no move she might misinterpret. "Aye, lass, you speak true enough. This is a new land where all men and women may improve themselves through labor and enterprise. Being poor is but a temporary condition, not a moral state, indenture or no indenture."


He paused, then asked, "Who is he? What might be the name of this low-born rascal who'd take advantage of a woman alone and in straits?"


"Tyrone!" She spat the word. ".James Tyrone. And low-born he may be, but rich enough for all of that. A wealthy planter from the Indies, so he says — though I've had small reason to believe it. Still, he's quite the darling of St. Augustine society."


She shook her head. "I don't believe they truly care for him, but it's few would risk his anger. He has killed six men in duels in as many months. Some say even Acting Governor Moultrie is a little afraid of him."


MacKenzie did not reply. He was trying to remember where he had heard the name of James Tyrone. It was several years ago, and he could not recall the circumstances. But he was certain it was not as a wealthy planter from the Indies.


The young woman had taken a few steps nearer. When she spoke again her voice was cold, with an edge that drew John's eyes to her and made him forget for the moment his attempt at recollection:


"He will not fight another duel soon, I think. For Becky Campbell has put her mark on James Tyrone this night. His right hand will not be fit to hold a sword or pistol for some little time!" Tears came suddenly to her eyes, but she threw back her head defiantly. "Now let them take me! Let him do his worst! I'll kill him, or myself, but I will never, never ... "


John raised a warning hand and the girl fell silent. An instant later they heard the sound of booted feet outside the courtyard wall and saw the moving glow of lanterns. Men's voices came from the street, just beyond the locked gate:


"Well, gentlemen," a lilting voice said. "I can see that you have managed to find each other with lanterns to light your way. But I do not seem to see that you have found anything else of value." The man spoke quietly, yet with an underlying menace that could be clearly detected in the still night air.


"We've looked in all the streets at this end of the town," a second voice answered. "There's no sign of her. It's as if she's just disappeared entirely!"


"She can't escape," a deeper, rougher voice said. "Come daylight we'll root her out from house to house if need be!"


"William, dear lad," the first man said gently, "I love you for your strong and willing hands when there's dangerous work to be done. I do. Yet I wish sometimes that the good Lord had seen fit in His wisdom to give you half a brain to go with them."


"By morning," the speaker continued, his voice lower still, "tomorrow morning, the girl will have surely spoken to someone. More than one someone, perhaps. Her story will become known. People will talk, as people will do. Now, when they talk, what do you suppose it is that they'll be saying?"


There was a moment of silence. Then the lilting voice, which had dropped almost to a whisper as it asked the question, exploded in rage:


"I'll tell you what they will be saying! They will be saying that Dread Jamie Tyrone, the death of six strong men on the field of honor in as many months, has had the thumb of his right hand bitten through by a sniveling, filthy, half-grown hussy of a backstairs serving wench! They will repeat it with smirks and winks from one end of these Florida colonies to the other! The servants will laugh in the marketplace while the tradesmen split their sides in the ale-houses! The ladies who pass me on the street will smile coyly behind their fans, and their gentlemen will look through me as though I weren't there!


"I will be finished in St. Augustine, gentlemen. Completely. I will be obliged to settle my affairs and slink off in the dark of the night, never to return. My memory will be the joke of these American colonies for a generation to come!


"And that" — the lilting voice became smooth and controlled once more — "my boyos, is why the wench must be taken this night, before even another hour has passed. Now search the streets and the alleyways again, if you please. And do it properly this time! Look for tracks or other signs that will tell where she's been. I promise you that if I must leave St. Augustine in disgrace, I'll be taking no unwanted baggage with me!"


Mackenzie heard two sets of footsteps moving quickly down the street in opposite directions. The third man — Tyrone, he supposed — remained near the inn, pacing restlessly.


John and Becky stayed where they were, unmoving, listening intently for the slightest sound of the pursuers' progress. It seemed they stood like that for hours, though in reality it could have been no more than a few minutes.


Then they heard the soft crunch of footsteps in the sandy alley behind the inn. The footsteps stopped, moved forward a few paces, then stopped again. The light of the lantern, dimly seen above the far wall, became dimmer still as the man carrying it bent down to examine something on the ground.


Suddenly he swore and began running back the way he had come. In a moment his boots could be heard thudding up the street to where Tyrone waited. A hurried conversation took place, followed by a heavy pounding on the gate to the courtyard of the posada.


John motioned Becky behind him into the shadow of the inn's overhanging roof and turned toward the sound. He took out his pistol and pulled back the hammer to check its priming load, then replaced it in his belt and loosened his knife in its scabbard. He approached the gate, and in one swift movement reached forward with his left hand, slid the bolt aside, and stepped back. At the next violent blow the gate flew open, framing two men in its archway.


The one in the foreground was tall, an inch or so above John's own five feet eleven, and slim with a wiry toughness and no-nonsense manner that seemed out of place in the rich satin livery he wore. The image of a hard fighting man was reinforced by knee-high riding boots, a pistol in the sash at the man's waist, and a long ugly scar down his left cheekbone.


When the gate swung open the tall man's eyes showed momentary surprise. Then they narrowed as he measured the frontiersman who stood facing him some ten feet away. He stepped into the courtyard warily and moved to one side so his companion could enter.


The second man was considerably shorter than the first, but with an air of ruthlessness that left no doubt in John's mind as to which was the more dangerous of the two. This man was dressed expensively and in the height of fashion: silk stockings, satin breeches and waistcoat, a long coat of emerald green richly embroidered in gold, and a powdered wig topped by a gold-fringed tricorn hat. His left hand rested on the hilt of a sword that was at once both ornate and businesslike; his right was tightly bound in a linen handkerchief that was beginning to show red where the blood of a fresh wound oozed through.


As the shorter man followed his companion into the courtyard his eyes took in MacKenzie at a glance, then flicked rapidly about the enclosure until they rested on the dark form of the young woman standing in the shadows next to the inn. The corners of his lips curled in a faint smile as he turned once more to John, removing his hat and bowing low from the waist.


"A good morning to you, sir," he said, straightening and meeting the frontiersman's gaze. "I trust the night air finds you in good health."


"Well enough," MacKenzie replied. He spoke calmly, keeping his eyes on both men.


"I must confess to you," Tyrone went on smoothly, "that I find myself in a bit of an embarrassing position at the moment. Earlier this evening it seems I misplaced something that belongs to me. A thing of no great value to be sure, yet still its loss was vexing. I have been at great pains this last hour to recover it."


The Irishman paused, but MacKenzie said nothing. He stood quietly, balanced on both feet with his arms at his sides.


"Imagine my joy upon entering this dark inn-yard," the shorter man continued, "to come at long last upon that which I had lost. You will understand my impatience to return with it to my quarters after this weary night's search." Tyrone's eyes flicked briefly to his liveried companion. "And so I am sure you will pardon me if I do not tarry to exchange pleasantries with a newly arrived visitor to our fair city. Now sir, if you would be so kind as to step to one side ... "


John made no move. "I think not," he said quietly.


"Sir?" Tyrone's expression suggested that he had not heard correctly. The tall man behind him took a step forward.


"I'm of the impression," John said calmly, "that this young lady has no desire to return to your home this night, nor any other night. I find after discussin' her reasons with her that I am entirely in sympathy with those wishes. So I suggest you leave the premises now, and don't return while she remains here."


Anger flared quickly in Tyrone's blue eyes, but was as quickly brought under control.


"This 'young lady,"' he replied evenly, "as you choose to call her, is no concern of yours. She is a member of my household and is in my considerable debt, having indentured herself for seven years in return for the cost of passage to this new land. I assure you, sir, that the amount was of no small consequence. And I fully intend to have the value of that which I have paid for."


He smiled and spread his hands in a gesture of conciliation. "I've no quarrel with you, sir. I only ask that you stand aside and allow me to recover what is lawfully mine." Tyrone raised his unbandaged hand to his hat, removed it, and bowed low from the waist.


MacKenzie responded in kind, but saw out of the corner of his eye that as he did so the liveried man was edging furtively to one side. An instant later a weighted club appeared in the tall man's hand and he leapt forward.


With catlike suddenness John straightened and grasped the other man's wrist. He brought the arm down hard and twisted, at the same time throwing a left from the waist that almost broke his attacker's jaw. The club fell from the man's grip as John walked in, smashing a right and a left to the body.


A right uppercut with all of John's weight behind it sent the liveried man sprawling, just as a third man entered the courtyard from the street.


The newcomer was so large that his body filled the narrow archway. He wore livery also, but it was too small for his heavy frame and fitted poorly. His face was round and florid, with small narrow eyes set close beside a large nose that had obviously been broken on more than one occasion.


Arriving just in time to see his companion hit the ground, the big man took in the situation at a glance and acted on the instant. Dropping his lantern he launched himself toward the frontiersman with a cry of rage that sounded for all the world to John like the mating call of a bull alligator.


The cry died in his throat as he suddenly discovered himself staring into the dark bore of a cocked and loaded pistol. The large knife was in MacKenzie's left hand, low at his side with the blade up.


"That will do I think," John said with a smile that bared his teeth and showed no trace of humor. "I thank you for the night's entertainment, but the hour is late and I fear I must call a halt to the festivities." With a nod he indicated the tall man who still lay motionless on the grass. "If you'll take up your sleepin' companion now, and depart before there's any serious injury, I'd be obliged."


In the space of a few minutes Tyrone's face had gone from white to red to purple and back to red again. Without thinking he had reached for his sword with his bandaged hand, but the sudden and unexpected pain had helped him overcome the impulse to draw. Now his eyes shone with unbridled fury as he gritted his teeth against the pain and chose his words with difficulty:


"You have me at a disadvantage, sir. That is your good fortune. For were I a whole man not all the saints in Heaven nor all the devils in Hell would prevent me from taking satisfaction for this night's work!" He turned suddenly on his burly companion and struck him a wicked blow across the cheek with his good hand. "Pick up your loutish friend and bear him to his rest!"


With a glance at the pistol, which followed his every move, the big man crossed to his fallen companion. Hefting him easily over his shoulder, he carried him to the gate and out into the street. Tyrone backed to the opening, then bowed once more.


"We will meet again," he said softly as he replaced the gold-fringed tricorn on his head. "Rely upon it. And when we do, sir, look to yourself. For I promise there will be a settling of accounts!" He studied MacKenzie's face for a moment as if memorizing it, then turned on his heel and strode down the street after his servant.
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